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Prologue

Henry | The Price of a Story


The sea is quiet tonight. 
Too quiet.
I stand at the rail of the Sea Hawk and watch the black water churn beneath a moonless sky. No stars reflected. Only shadows twisting like ink in a broken bottle. The mist rolls in from the Solerian Sea, cold and sharp. Bringing with it the first hint of winter.
I should be mooring the Sea Hawk in Drifthaven, where no crown dares rule. Instead, I stand here with my heart in my throat, regretting every choice that led me here. I want to be free of this misery.
I’ve sailed farther than most dared—into waters where maps go blank, and stories drowned—but tonight, even the sea seems to hold its breath. As do I.
The ship creaks, alive with the groan of wood and water. Most of the crew sleeps below deck. I should be, too, but I’m restless. Something stirs beneath my breast. A memory. A thought. 
The image of a girl.
I don’t want to think of the girl in Fablehollow and yet…I cannot stop thinking about her. The way the light glinted in her sun-kissed curls with hints of gold and copper. The way her deep violet eyes were wary and tracked my every move in her shop. 
Smart girl. She was right to be wary.
You owe me a tale, Captain. The Story Thief’s voice rises from the deep, dark and thick and heavy. Bring me the girl who dreams of Seabright.
The moment his disembodied voice rings out, the tattoo on my forearm flares like a deep brand. My hand tightens on the railing as I peer out into the dark. There is nothing ahead but inky blackness where the horizon meets the edge of night. But the Story Thief…he’s always there, waiting, watching, whispering. I dare not speak his name.
I’d bargained too many times already—my crew, my freedom. But this debt was different. The Thief bound me in servitude with promises of glory. And I did all he asked—stealing stories from the world so he could remake them.
When I’d met her…this girl with ink-stained fingers and storm light in her eyes, something shifted inside me. The Thief wants her story—her Lorekeeper magic.
I want to know why I can’t forget her.
You did not deliver the gift as I requested, the Story Thief says.
I glance down at my feet to see the small, rough-hewn box made of ash wood. I tried to throw it into the sea, but it returned to me. Like a boomerang.
Picking it up, I open the hinged lid and see the tiny coral object inside. It pulses faintly, like a living thing carved from the bones of the sea. A relic of the drowned kingdom.
I swore to obey even as the Sea Hawk moved through fog-slick waters beyond Evermere—beyond even Seabright. Because I’d run. Sailed into the abyss in the hopes I would disappear into oblivion. 
But the Story Thief always finds me.
Doubt gnaws at me as I hold the box in my palm. What if she wasn’t meant to be erased? What if she was meant for something…more?
“I’ll get it to her,” I say. A hollow promise I don’t want to keep but know I must.
I think of the winding roads of Fablehollow and the girl behind the counter. Wary, bright, and lovely as the dawn. Upon his orders, I planted the seed. Awakened the story that would lead her to Seabright. That would lead her to me and, ultimately, the Thief. 
I’d told her, “Stories are worth more than gold these days,” and I meant it. 
And when I left, I brushed my fingers against a bottle on the shelf, letting the magic bleed into the glass. A faint pulse of light flickering there in invitation.
Outside, I paused to peer back through the glass window. The girl watched the glowing bottle, curiosity and wonder lighting her face. The story had begun.
I need her. YOU need her if you want your story to continue, the Thief says, his tone threatening. Send it to her. Let the tide do the rest.
I know I cannot fail him again. I tell myself I’m obeying out of duty. But it’s guilt. Always guilt.
I snap the lid closed, concealing the bit of coral inside.
“Go to Fablehollow,” I vow quietly. “To the girl who waits there.”
The seal warms beneath my fingers, the magic settling without questions. I release it, watching the box drift across the dark water, glowing softly before a current catches it and carries it north.
I watch until it vanishes beneath the horizon.
Then I turn from the rail, the sea whispering behind me, certain I’ve sealed my own story’s end. 
Some stories were never mine to steal.
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Chapter One

Calliope | Dream of the Drowned Throne


Dreams are the tide’s first whispers of truth.

I dreamed of the sea again last night. Of a drowned throne and a discarded crown under sapphire waters. Of a hawk in flight, its dark wings flapping across a cerulean sky. And when I woke, I could still taste salt on my tongue. 
I haven’t told Dessa about this dream. I don’t know what it means. I don’t understand it.
But it has come to me more than once. And now, I find I cannot stop thinking about it.
The nagging impulse to go into the scriptorium and dig out Father’s maps pounds through me. All the symbols in my dreams point to Seabright, though this is merely my assumption. The kingdom in the south borders the sea. I know the capital is Seabright Haven. I know the bustling trade hub with ships from all over docking in Brightwater. I know the watch-city, Tidewatch-by-the-Bay, guards the bay from invaders. 
But I doubt Tidewatch-by-the-Bay could guard from the Story Thief.
Still lying in bed, I stare at the ceiling and try to work out what it all means. I’m a firm believer dreams mean something. That our subconscious is trying to give us a message. That there is some hidden meaning burrowed deep in there. And for some reason, the stranger who came to the shop a few months ago comes to mind. The one with the aquamarine eyes smelling of salt and sea.
There’s a purring lump near my hip, and I drop my hand to pat Marsh. He head-butts my hand, then stands, yawns, and stretches, arching his back. He moves on top of my chest and peers at me with expectant gold eyes, then emits a faint meow.
“Yes, I know. You’re hungry,” I mutter and ruffle the fur between his ears. He nudges my hand. “Well, come on, then.”
He bounds down off the bed as I shove aside the blankets and stand. My bare feet hit the cold floor, and a shiver races through me. Autumn has passed, and now winter is on our doorstep. I stretch my back and wonder if I should tell my sister, Dessalyn, about the dream. Even now, as the thought comes, hesitation flickers through me.
She’s only just returned from her own quest with the dragon prince, Renwick Ravelle, where she managed to rewrite the kingdom and burn out her Lore Language at the same time. But Drakenholt—and Ren—lives. Ren, though, has a new path and is following a lead on the Story Thief to Aurelia. Dessa misses him, though she’s too stubborn to admit it. If I was in love with someone who made my heart glow, everyone in the world would know it.
I pull on my dressing gown and shuffle out of the room. Marsh gallops ahead of me, ready for his food dish to be filled. I follow him into the kitchen with a yawn. Dessa and Father are there. She’s buttering toast. He’s flipping eggs. Falena, the young princess, sits on the high stool with her chin in her hands, watching, looking a bit lost and forlorn.
“Oh, you’re up,” Dessa says. 
“Good morning to you, too.” I grin at her and kiss Father on the cheek. He gives me an air kiss back.
Marsh weaves between my legs, almost tripping me as I make my way to the pantry. He’s purring loudly as I scoop a cupful of kibble and then head to his dish. He dances around me as I pour it.
“See there? You aren’t starving,” I say to the cat. 
He ignores me as he starts to eat. 
“I have some charms and potions to make this morning,” Dessa announces. “Can you watch the shop for a bit? Aileen is off today.”
Aileen helps out when we need an extra pair of hands. Plus, she has a massive crush on Father. I know he likes her, too, but his feelings are not quite as intense. I know what Dessa’s doing—distracting herself from Ren’s absence.
I pour a cup of tea, my only defense against the pull of the scriptorium. “Sure.”
“I’m going into the village for supplies,” Father announces.
“Can I go?” Falena pipes up.
“Of course, munchkin.”
Falena and Father formed a tight bond while Dessa was questing with Ren. I think because Father was a bit lost without her and Falena…well, she’s just lost, period. Dessa and I came across her on the road to Longmere a while back, and she’s been with us ever since. She has no memory of where she came from, which makes it hard on her.
Their friendship warms the house, even on mornings like this. Her eyes shine brightly as he places a plate in front of her, and suddenly her mood improves. 
“Also, Calli, can you tend the animals? I really need to get busy first thing.” Dessa munches on her buttered toast while I sip my tea.
“Of course,” I say. But still, the tug toward the scriptorium is strong.
“Everything all right?” Dessa asks.
I can’t hide anything from her. Likely, she senses something bothers me, and she’s right. The dream. The stranger. The drowned throne. 
“Why wouldn’t it be?” I say, brightly. She gives me a sideways look that says she knows otherwise. “I better get those chores done so we can open on time.”
I scurry from the kitchen. Marsh, having eaten his fill, is sprawled out on the floor licking his paws. He’s done with me for the moment. I drop my half-drunk tea on the counter as I head back to my room.
I dress in a warm woolen gown, pulling on thick stockings, boots, and my cloak. I don’t like winter. I prefer long summer days where I can run barefoot through the grass. 
My mind drifts back to those images in my dream, and I try to work it out as I feed the chickens and the cow. Is the Story Thief at work? He already tried to erase Drakenholt—and nearly succeeded. Is Seabright next on his list? 
Back in the shop, I flip the sign to open and unlock the door. Father hands me the cash box, and he and Falena head out to the village. Dessa is already busy humming a nameless tune as she works in the back.
Marsh wanders in and finds a patch of colorful sun to plop down in, eyes closed and purring. Morning light glitters on the floor through the amber, green, and blue transoms, washing over his black fur, making him glow.
Such a lazy thing. 
The bell above the door jingles. A gust of cold air rushes through, carrying the faint scent of salt and sea. Marsh is on his feet, his fur standing on end. I glance outside—but the street is empty. No cart. No footsteps. Only the echo of waves that shouldn’t be there at all.
I move to shut the door when a boy is suddenly standing in the threshold.
Young. Barely more than eight or nine. Too quiet.
I startle, sucking in a sharp breath as my heart clangs against my chest. I’m certain he wasn’t there a moment ago.
He doesn’t smile. Doesn’t speak. He simply holds out a small package, arms locked straight, as if letting go isn’t an option.
I hesitate.
The air hums, faint and tight, like a held breath.
When I take the package, his fingers linger for half a second too long—cold and damp—before he turns and bolts down the street.
“Wait—”
He’s already gone. No sound of footsteps. No echo of laughter. Just the empty street and the bell still swaying above the door.
I shut the door slowly and look down at what I’m holding. Brown paper. Rough twine. No name. No mark of any kind.
And yet, the moment it rests against my palms, I know.
Marsh winds tight circles around my legs, a low sound rumbling in his chest. He senses it too.
I unwrap the package with care. Open the box.
And freeze.
Nestled in garnet velvet is a piece of coral, carved into the unmistakable shape of a small throne.

      [image: image-placeholder]That night, I can’t sleep.
I tucked the tiny throne under my pillow, as though hiding it might hide the truth. But it hums against the back of my mind until sleep feels impossible. 
I don’t tell anyone about the package, but it’s left me unsettled. Marsh is a puddle of shadow at my feet, snoring softly while I stare at the ceiling.
The house is quiet. 
The remnants of supper linger in the air—a thick, hearty beef stew and bread. 
But all I smell is the sea. 
What is happening to me? 
Restless, I fling off the blankets and stand. Marsh opens his golden eyes for a moment and then goes right back to sleep, clearly unconcerned. I pull on my dressing gown and snatch the candelabra from my nightstand, lighting the wick.
On impulse, I slip the coral throne into my dressing gown pocket.
I pull the door open slowly. It creaks, and I hold still, my breathing shallow and my heart throbbing against my ribs. A step into the hall and I pause again.
Quiet. Everyone sleeping. 
I tiptoe, barefoot, from my room to the scriptorium. My feet are cold, but I ignore it. Suddenly, Marsh is there, bounding ahead of me, deciding he didn’t want to be left behind if there was a chance of snacks. 
I push open the door—only a true-born Lorekeeper can see it.
A blast of cold air hits me in the face, and the candle gutters. Steeling my nerves, I step inside and head to my desk, where I place the candle. I light other candles to give the room a warmish glow. Bulin, our guard owl, blinks wide, glittering eyes. Vellicor is closed and silent.
Marsh leaps onto the desk and makes himself at home on a pile of papers, his tail thumping in contentment.
I cross to the bookshelf and pull down Father’s worn atlas of Edeia. The leather creaks as I open it, the scent of ink and old parchment rising. Golden candlelight pools across the desk, casting soft halos that dance over the faded maps. I turn the pages until I find Seabright—the kingdom by the Solerian Sea. Silvermist Bay borders both Evermere and Seabright. Inked coastlines shimmer faintly beneath the wavering flame, the edges of the parchment gilded with age. My fingertip drifts along its borders, tracing the arc of the southern shores and the curving script naming its ports and bays.
There—it lies far to the southeast of Fablehollow, beyond Evermere’s forests and the Evermere River, beyond everything familiar. A kingdom of tides and salt and storm.
And perhaps…a mysterious stranger with eyes the color of the sea.
Why, then, does a place so distant haunt my dreams?
What do I know of Seabright? 
I tap my finger against my chin as I consider. Not many facts come to mind. Only what old maps and sailors’ songs reveal.
We’ve sailed from Seabright, through the waves high and low!
Words from the sea shanty come to mind, amusing me.
What else do I know? The sigil is a kraken with ten tentacles representing the houses of Seabright. And yet…I don’t know the houses.
It’s a kingdom of coral and crown, and I think of the coral throne in my pocket. I pull it out, turning it over in my hands. The coral shimmers.
It is said the tides are strange there, that the sandy beaches are pale blue like moonlight. That the spires of the royal family’s castle are made of salt and bone. Calling to me through the hush of the sea.
The coral throne warms in my hand and whispers my name. Calliope.
I jerk and release it. It lands with a thump on the desk. Marsh’s ears prick as he turns his golden eyes on me in question.
“Did you hear that, Marsh?” I whisper.
He blinks in silent response. I stare at the tiny throne as though the object is full of venom.
Bulin ruffles his feathers. 
The Lore Language shimmers through me, thrumming and humming and making my head snap up. I glance at Vellicor, still quiet in its cradle, but there is no denying the sensation skipping through me. 
I shudder and rise from the desk to move in front of the sentient book. Marsh watches, curious. 
As I peer down at the great book, it comes alive. The single eye opens, blinks, and then the pages open, flipping and flipping until landing on a blank one. 
I hold my breath, staring down at it, waiting. The air tastes of salt. The candles flicker blue. I know this before the ink ever moves that this—this—is my beginning. Tingles of excitement dance up my spine.
Then words form, the ink shimmering in the half light, and I suck in a breath.
Where coral hums its quiet plea,
Two fates converge upon the sea.
The one who steers, the one who writes
Together spark the ancient rites.

When ink meets tide and courage wakes,
The realm will mend from all it breaks.
Claim what was lost, restore what’s sworn
For only joined are heroes born.
I stare at the words, my heart in my throat. I fix my gaze on the last line—for only joined are heroes born.
A story beginning. And, perhaps, a destiny.
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Chapter Two

Henry | The Crown Beneath the Waves


Every tide carries what the sea refuses to forget.

Brightwater Port smells of salt, tar, and lies. Exactly the sort of place a man like me should disappear. 
I sail back and dock there with the first gusts of winter wind. It is cold and menacing and not at all my favorite time of year. The first snows have not yet come, but I sense it in the air. It sours my mood.
The crew is restless. The ship sustained damage as we battled storms at sea on the crossing. And though they’re restless, I order them to begin repairs while in port. Some beg for shore leave, and I grant it, a few at a time. I cannot turn them all loose into town to wreak havoc, after all.
This is like the deep breath before the plunge into darkness.
I think of the tiny coral throne I sent into the tide and wonder if it’s made it to the girl. The Lorekeeper with copper in her hair.
At any rate, this respite will give me time to think and plan my next move. 
I like to think I’m a great strategist. Always thinking one step ahead of my enemy. But my enemy has foresight and can see far into the future. My enemy can rewrite anyone’s story on a whim. 
I’m at a disadvantage. 
After I bark my last orders, I stomp down the gangplank and pause on the dock. There are several ships in port. Some are fishing boats. Others, merchants sailing the seas for their masters. All are moored for the winter with their sails down and the crew dispersed. Sailors return to the warmth of their women and their cozy cottages by the sea to wait out the winter.
I have no woman or cozy cottage. 
The sky is gray and heavy with clouds, hiding the sun. Banishing warmth. I snap up the collar of my navy coat and head through the lower wharf district. Lanterns swing on iron hooks. The dock is mostly deserted this time of year, but there are still those who beg for a copper coin. I drop one in the cup of a crusty old man as I pass by.
“Thank ye, sir. ‘ery kind of ye.”
I tip my head in acknowledgement and head to the tavern. Perhaps warm spirits will lift my mood and banish the ghosts haunting me.
At the door of the Salty Mermaid, I pause to read the proprietor’s rules. No brawling; pay your tab; don’t ask about the mural.
I grin and push open the door. Mira Tidwell, former sailor turned tavern keeper, takes nothing off crusty pirates like me. She’s quick with a grin or a threat, depending on how one behaves in her establishment. She can drink anyone under the table, plays a mean hand of Crown and Current (and has the best poker face around), and wears rings from her pirate booty on every finger. Mira knows everything that happens on the docks and in her tavern.
Inside, shadows cling to the salt-crusted wood beams. 
Wall sconces and candles on every table try to chase them away but don’t. The fire in the hearth is roaring, pumping warmth into the large room. Most of the tables are filled. The clientele is weathered sailors who swear they’ve seen a mermaid, smugglers who pay to keep their cargo unnoticed, and dockside traders with enough charm to sell you kelp and a bottle of seawater for an exorbitant price.
There’s a group of men near the hearth playing dice. A barmaid scurries through the room, filling and taking orders. 
And when the wind howls, the shutters rattle.
It’s an old ramshackle building but has still managed to stand the test of time.
On the far wall, the mural no one is supposed to ask about sprawls across it in faded colors and peeling paint. The coral throne sinks beneath the waves, kelp clinging to it. 
I pull up to the bar. Mira sidles her way down when she sees me, a grin crinkling her aged face. Her dark hair is pulled back and tied with a leather thong at the nape of her neck. Sprigs of hair spring out around her head. Glittering eyes peer out from under a slash of eyebrows. When she smiles, her gold front tooth gleams.
“Cap’n Hawkins,” she greets. “Haven’t seen ya in months. What’ll it be?”
“Something to chase away the chill,” I say as I swing a leg over the stool.
“Comin’ up.” She turns to the bar back and barks the order. The kid scurries into action. When she turns back to me, her scowl is replaced with that frightening grin. “Can’t get good help these days. I’ve been training that one for weeks.” She thumbs over her shoulder.
I chuckle at that. A boisterous laugh erupts from one of the tables behind me, getting her attention. She eyes them to make sure they’re behaving, then sighs.
“Seems all the ships are comin’ in to dock for winter. Even you?” she asks.
“For now,” I say.
The barback places a highball glass in front of me with steaming dark liquid, rimmed with black salt and a sprig of rosemary. I stare at it a long minute before taking it in hand and sipping. It burns hot and bright all the way down to my gut, then spreads throughout my body. My muscles relax.
“What’s this concoction, Mira?”
“Kraken’s Breath. New on the menu.” She grins, proud of it. Then she leans an elbow on the bar, coming eye level with me. “How long ya been at sea, cap’n?”
“Too long,” I mutter, gripping the glass tight in my hand. So tight my fingers cramp. 
“Ya look weathered.”
I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or an insult. She eyes me with keen interest as she wipes down the bar. The wheels are turning in her head, and I sense she has something she wants to say.
“You look like you have gossip.”
She glances left, then right. “Aye, I might.”
Her dark eyes glitter in the half-light of the tavern. Another boisterous laugh. 
I was never one for gossip, but I can tell something bothers her. I wait to see if she decides to share.
As she starts to speak, the door to the tavern bangs open. A sailor, dripping wet and shivering, with wide, fearful eyes, stands in the doorway, letting the gust of icy wind inside. The candles gutter.
“It vanished!” he shouts.
“Close the door, ya wee scally!” Mira scolds. 
Silence has descended in the tavern as all eyes focus on him. His teeth are chattering now as he shoves the door closed and hurries to the bar, leaving wet footprints behind. The other patrons go about their business, not wanting to get involved. When he gets closer, I see his skin is tinged blue, and his hands are shaking.
“It’s gone, I tell you!”
“What’s all this ya shoutin’ about?” Mira practically snarls.
I shove my drink toward him. “Here, lad. Drink up. You need this more than me, I think.”
The young man snatches the glass, downs the drink in one hearty gulp, and then slams it against the bar. His eyes are still wild. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.
“I saw the ship vanish. Into thin air!” He heaves a breath, blows it out. 
The moment the words leave his blue-tinged lips, I shudder. A creeping sensation skips along my spine, and I suspect this is the work of the Story Thief.
“A shipwreck?” Mira asks, her brow furrowed.
He’s shaking his head before she finishes. “No, no. Not a wreck. Just…disappeared.”
I look at Mira, who glances at me, her mouth forms into a thin line. She looks uneasy. I can’t say I blame her. I feel uneasy, too.
The man leans heavily on the bar. “Do ye not see? The tides are shifting.” He turns to me, grabs my arm with his icy grip. “Shifting, I tell you!”
“Laddie, I think ya need to see a healer. Ya don’t look well at all.”
He shakes his head again, releasing my arm and shoving his hand through his damp hair. “You don’t understand.”
Worry lines crease the corners of his eyes as he puts his head in his hands, his elbows on the bar. The man huffs out a breath, and it’s cold. Just as his hand.
“Another drink for the lad, Mira,” I say, my voice calm and steady. But my insides quake. “Put it on my tab.”
She signals for the bar back to bring another as he emits a choked sob. “I saw it happen. I saw it.” He lifts his head. “I saw it!”
“All right now,” I say and get to my feet. I wrap a hand around his upper arm. “Mira, do you have a cot so the lad can rest?”
“O’course.” She starts for the end of the bar.
But the man jerks his arm free of my grasp and rounds on me. “The royal family is gone, too.”
This sends chills dancing up and down my back. I stare at him. I know what’s happening. The man paces a short length as Mira joins me. He’s agitated, jittery, and tugs at his damp hair. His outburst has garnered the attention of patrons. Silence descends as all eyes peer at him. 
“Disappeared, too. Someone has to stop it. Someone has to make it stop!”
Mira is at his side now, taking him by the arm. He tries to muscle out of her grip, but she’s not having it. “Come on, then. Let’s get ya to the back.”
She hustles him away. I turn back to the bar as the barback delivers the second drink. I decide I need it and take a healthy swig. The men behind me have returned to their conversations, and I listen with half an ear. In the dim conversation, I hear the words Lorekeeper and Evermere.
My hand tightens on the glass. 
Mira returns a moment later, taking her place behind the bar once again. 
“I got him calm,” she says.
“Good,” I say. But apprehension shifts through me. Then, I can’t stop the words that escape next. “Ever heard the word Lorekeeper?”
She looks thoughtful for a long moment. “Once. Haven’t heard that in a long time, though. Long time ago I think they were called story keepers. Why?”
“No reason.” I down the drink, then reach into my pocket for a handful of coins. I toss them on the bar. “Thanks.”
“Ya ain’t leaving yet, are ya?” she asks.
“I think I should.” I wasn’t sure I wanted to return to the ship, but staying here didn’t seem like a smart move, either.
“Cap’n, there is one more thing…” She pauses and peers over my shoulder at the crowd, but no one seems interested in our conversation. 
I sensed before she wanted to tell me something. Now, I was sure. I wait for her to collect her thoughts.
“There is some truth to what the lad said.” Her voice is quiet when she speaks.
“What do you mean?”
“Just what I said,” she replies. “The tide brings tales. And from what I hear, strange things are happening all over the realm.”
This gets my attention. “Strange things like what?”
“People acting out of sorts. Repeating things over and over. Their eyes are blank, empty. Then…they disappear.”
“And the royal family?” I ask.
“Can’t say. Only the tide knows for sure.”
I want to laugh it off, to wave away the thought, but I know better. She leans forward, drops her voice.
“Be careful out there, cap’n.”
I nod. “Always.”
I leave the tavern and do the only thing I know to do—return to the ship. The crew I left behind is still hard at work. A few others have returned from shore leave, and I allow the next group to go. Though I think there’s not much to see in the frigid town. Perhaps they’ll find salty wenches to warm their cold bones.
As for me, I retreat to my cabin for whatever solace and solitude the sea will allow. Lantern light flickers over the cramped but familiar space. The scarred chart desk bolted to the floor, the iron-banded trunk at the foot of my bunk, shelves cluttered with maps, shells, and relics that have no business shimmering the way they do. The stern windows rattle softly with each restless pull of the tide, glass humming like the ship itself is exhaling.
The gentle lapping of the water against the hull is the only sound. I light a few candles. I stare at my desk cluttered with scrolls and maps, and I wonder…how did I get here?
I pick up the golden compass and watch the dial spin and spin, then halt. It points northwest. 
Toward Evermere.
I drop it, letting it thunk against the desk. As I take a step back, I glance at the chest at the foot of the bed. Something about it doesn’t look right. A piece of cloth sticks out of the edge. I’m never this untidy, and I don’t remember opening it recently.
I shove open the lid, and my blood turns to ice.
There, nestled among the linen shirts, lies a small package wrapped in oilskin. It wasn’t there before. My breath catches in my throat. The ship tilts beneath me—or maybe it’s just my pulse pounding in my ears.
I reach for it, my hand trembling. The oilskin is slick, cold, and faintly damp as though it’s just been hauled from the depths. It’s weightless, yet something solid presses inside. The moment my fingers brush the knot, the air in the cabin changes. The candle flames gutter blue. The scent of brine fills the room, fresh and sharp. As if the sea itself has exhaled.
Returning to the desk, I tear it open.
A soft light spills out, pulsing like a heartbeat.
Inside lies a coral crown, delicate and cruel all at once, every ridge glistening as if still wet. The glow deepens when I touch it—warm at first, then searing, crawling up my arm like fire through veins of ice. I stagger back, the crown slipping from my fingers, landing on the maps with a sound too heavy for its size.
It shouldn’t be here. I watched it sink. I felt the tide take it.
And yet here it sits, humming like it remembers me. As if it was sent. As if the sea has chosen.
I stare at it, chest tight, breath thin. Outside, a wave slams against the hull with a crack like thunder.
And I know now the tide has truly changed.
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Chapter Three

Calliope | Echoes Beneath the Tide


The sea remembers every secret it swallows.

I need to tell Dessalyn and Father what’s happened. But as the dawn light creeps through the curtains, the words stick in my throat, heavy as stones. 
I imagine Father’s face if he knew—the tightening of his jaw, the way he’d pace the scriptorium floor as though his steps alone could stamp out the magic. He’s always wanted to protect us from the world’s strange edges, and yet here I am, teetering on one. And Dessa…she would understand, of course, but she’s only just come home from her own peril. I can’t ask her to face that again. Still, every hour I stay silent, the words in Vellicor’s book echo louder, pressing against my ribs until they almost hurt.
At some point, Dessa or Father will discover it, and I’ll have to come clean.
After the page reveals itself, I hurry back to bed. Marsh follows and is on the bed next to me, purring softly. His little body is a comfort to my ragged nerves. I think about what the page meant, and I wonder if this is my calling. Is this my quest?
I don’t sleep at all. 
At dawn, I rise. The coral throne is still in my dressing gown pocket. I pull it out and look at it. It glimmers faintly, as though remembering sunlight through deep water.
When I tilt it, faint light refracts through the ridges, casting ripples across my palms as though water moves inside it. A soft hum follows—so quiet I almost doubt I hear it. Like a seashell pressed to the ear, whispering of tides I’ve never known. The longer I look, the more it seems alive, as if the sea itself has lent it a heartbeat.
Marsh mewls at me, expressing his hunger. I quickly dress, pulling on woolen stockings, a well-worn woolen dress. I slip the throne in my gown pocket, not willing to part with it. My hair is a knot of tangles. I can barely get a brush through it. I wander next door to Dessa’s room to seek help. Her door is ajar, but I can hear movement inside. She’s up, at least. 
I knock. “Dessa?”
“Come in,” she calls.
I push open the door. She’s braiding her hair. She sees me holding my brush and grins.
“Your hair,” she says and waves me over.
“It’s always a mess,” I say, handing her the brush.
She points to her dressing table chair. I sit. She starts to unwind all the tangles with a gentle hand. The way she brushes reminds me of Mom. I only have faint images and feelings of her.
She works carefully, separating strands as if each one were fragile. Mom used to do the same, humming that old lullaby about sailors who followed the stars. I can almost hear her now, faint as wind through shutters. Dessa hums, too, though she doesn’t realize it. The same tune. For a heartbeat, I close my eyes and let the rhythm anchor me—a tether to what’s safe and known before everything changes again.
“Sleep okay?” she asks.
As if she already knows the answer to that.
“Why do you ask?”
“You have dark circles under your eyes.” She pulls the brush through a particularly nasty tangle. 
I frown. “Do I?”
“I know there’s something bothering you,” she says. “I wish you’d tell me.”
Can I? I think of the miniature throne in my pocket. A soft meow comes from the doorway. Marsh is at my feet, peering up at me with imploring eyes. He thinks I’ve forgotten his breakfast.
“Whatever it is, Calli, let me help you.”
I both hate and love that she knows me so well. I swallow hard. “I’ve had dreams of a drowned throne and crown.”
“Dreams?”
“Yes, more than one. I see the throne under clear, blue water. And a crown resting on the seabed as though discarded.” I look up, and my gaze finds hers. I see what she’s thinking. “It was like that for you, wasn’t it? With Ren?”
Her face pales. “Yes.”
She understands, all too well, what this means for me. A tendril of fear—mixed with excitement—skips up my spine.
I do not tell her the part about the hawk in flight, its wings catching the dawn. Because…well, I’m not sure why. It seems a detail that doesn’t matter. Deep down, I know it does matter.
“What do you think it means?” she asks.
“I think…it’s pointing me to the kingdom to the south. I’ve seen the sigil in my dreams.”
“Seabright?”
“It’s being erased, isn’t it?” I ask, though I have more thoughts about what a discarded and drowned throne and crown mean. We both don’t want to say the Story Thief is at work, but we both know.
She looks thoughtful when she says, “I think it must be. It didn’t happen like that with Drakenholt. When Vellicor called me, Drakenholt had already vanished from every map. The ink was dry. There was no shimmer, no warning. It was simply gone.”
“I wish…Mom was here. She’d know.” The longing passes through me with an unexpected jolt. 
Dessa squeezes my shoulder with her free hand. “Me, too.”
I know I have to tell her the rest. “There’s more.”
I reach into my pocket, pulling out the throne. It rests in my palm as I hold it up for her to see.
Her hand stills. She drops the brush and plucks it from my palm. 
“What is this?” 
“A bit of coral,” I say, as if that isn’t obvious enough. “It arrived yesterday.”
I watch her face as she turns it over in her hands, her expression creased with curiosity and fascination.
“I think…I think I’ve been dreaming about it.”
“A coral throne?”
“A drowned throne.”
That gets her attention. Her eyes meet mine. I see the concern flicker through them. 
“And then…last night…” I pause, swallow hard. “Last night, I went to the scriptorium. While I was looking at the atlas, Vellicor awoke.”
She stares at me now. Jaw set. Eyes wide with a hint of fear. It makes what I’m about to say all the more difficult.
“It said, where coral hums its quiet plea, two fates converge upon the sea. I think it’s calling me to Seabright.”
“Show me.” She clutches the tiny throne in her fist.
I rise and lead her to the scriptorium. Father isn’t up yet. Falena is nowhere about. The house is still quiet. Marsh follows, doing his best to trip me as he hurries ahead, certain breakfast will follow. And it will, just not yet.
The hallway smells faintly of jasmine—Mom’s scent—and lavender polish. A draft whispers along the floorboards, stirring the corners of old tapestries tacked to the wall. The house is steeped in hush, the kind that comes before something begins. Marsh’s paws patter ahead of me, and I wonder if he feels it too—the pull of something vast and unseen.
When we arrive, Vellicor is closed. Bulin watches from his post with his bright eyes. We stare at the book, willing it to open.
“Once upon a story…” I whisper. 
And then the great eye blinks. The parchment flips until it pauses on what it wrote the night before. The ink is still there, glowing faintly. Dessa reads it, and then her eyes meet mine. I chew on my lower lip, waiting for her to say something.
“Well? What do you think?” I finally ask.
“It’s…vague,” she says. “Vellicor has never been this vague.”
I don’t disagree. It never actually says, here is your quest, go forth, but there is something about the words that sing through my veins, that awaken the Lore Language. The Lore Language stirs within me, a song half-remembered, its meaning beyond reach.
I tell myself it’s because Dessa always carried the deeper current of magic. That some people are born to hear the song clearly—and others are meant only to feel it.
“It’s not my quest then,” I say, and sound almost disappointed. Indeed, I’m crestfallen at the idea that it’s not.
“Perhaps—,” she starts and then halts when the page flutters. 
Fresh ink shimmers, rippling across the parchment as though catching a breath of unseen wind. Lines twist and unfurl, drawn in liquid silver that gleams like moonlight on water. The familiar curve of Evermere’s coast appears, the river threading past Fablehollow, widening into Silvermist Bay.
Beside me, Dessa inhales sharply. “It’s moving,” she whispers. 
And it is. The map breathes—alive, shifting. Waves roll across the inked sea, erasing borders and rewriting them in strokes of blue and pearl. A single glow stirs at the bay’s edge, pulsing softly, like a heartbeat beneath glass.
My finger lifts, trembling, and the glow swells brighter. The word surfaces as if breath from the page. Seabright.
Salt fills the air. The candles flicker. 
Seek the kingdom the sea forgot, where silence keeps what sorrow sought.
Dessa’s hand finds mine, her pulse as unsteady as my own.
The ink shivers once more, then the light fades, leaving only the scent of the sea and the echo of something ancient waiting to be found. The echo lingers long after, like the taste of salt on my lips.
I draw in a deep breath for calm. But there it is in fresh ink. My quest. My calling.
“Calli…” She starts, but then presses her lips together. 
“I have to go.” I turn to her, meet her glittering gaze. “Just as you had to go.”
“I know, but—it’s all so dangerous. You don’t have—” She stops talking.
“I don’t have a Ren,” I say, and the words sting more than I expect. 
Unbidden, the seafaring stranger who came to the shop leaps to mind. His black tousled hair. His stormy eyes. 
Will he be waiting for me in Seabright?
“I should come with you,” she says.
I nod slowly, but both of us know what happened when I joined her on her quest with Ren. I returned to protect Father because Marrow…
An involuntary shudder of revulsion races through me.
When she returned, it was hard to believe all she told me about what she and Ren found in the vault in Jairton. That Marrow was our half-brother. That Solander Cimarron was a shadow weaver from Thornveil.
She is quiet as she glances back at Vellicor. So, am I. Our hands are still grasped together, fingers tangled. As though she’s terrified to let go. I squeeze her fingers.
“I’ll be all right,” I say, my voice low. “You and I learned a lot on the road together.”
I give her a small smile, but it’s not enough to wash away the fear, the concern, the worry in her gaze. 
“Father won’t like it,” she says. “And quite frankly, neither do I.” She frowns.
“I know, but Dessa, I have to go. With Ren away—” My words break off.
She nods. “He won’t know where to find me if I go.”
The words linger. We both know what’s at stake. There’s terrifying dark magic at work here.
“You have to tell him,” she says, meaning Father.
“We’ll tell him together.” 
A united front. That’s what we need. But Father understands more than anyone that when the quest calls, it is impossible to resist. He won’t like it, no. But he will understand. 
I release her hand and go to the desk, pulling out a fresh sheet of parchment and a quill. I want to write down everything Vellicor has told me so I can put it in my own quest journal. She waits with me, clutching her elbows while I scrawl down the words, the nub scratching against the parchment. Her script is much prettier than my messy hand.
“I should come with you,” she says.
I smile. “Still protective, sister?”
“You know I am.”
I glance up at her. Worry lines crease her forehead. She’s staring at the book. I follow her gaze. As I glance once more at Vellicor, the ink ripples again, then the light fades.
She shivers. So, do I.
My pulse beats with the same rhythm as the sea beyond the window. Somewhere out there, a kingdom is vanishing. For the first time, I don’t feel like I’m waiting for a story to find me. It already has.
And in my chest, something answers.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter Four

Henry | The Sea's Shadow


Every tide remembers the hands that once commanded it.

Night blooms across the harbor. Swaying lanterns smear yellow along the water, and the fog coils low and thick along the docks. Repairs are almost finished, and we are making ready to leave in the morning. 
Though if the fog doesn’t lift, we may be stuck here another day. 
I didn’t want to come to Seabright in the first place.
Leaving is my best chance of running from the truth. I do not make this decision lightly, for I know the consequences. But I cannot face the girl with copper in her hair. Nor can I undo everything I’ve done. I just want to hide.
I cross the gangplank to the Sea Hawk with the taste of cheap rum and bad omens still on my tongue. I’ve spent too much time in the tavern. And yet, it is the only place for me.
The noise still clings to me. Chairs scraping. Dice clattering. Cards shuffling. Some fool singing off-key. And for that time, it gives me comfort. It makes me forget a world where stories are erased forever.
It does not make me forget the image of the sailor standing in the doorway, soaked to the bone with water in his boots and fear in his eyes. Or the tremble in his voice when he says the ship vanished.
Mira let him sleep in the back. The following morning, he stumbled away and hasn’t been seen since.
But tonight, I’d left a coin and stepped into the damp air.
Now the Sea Hawk creaks under my feet, a sound of comfort. Tar and salt, rope and iron—these are things I can trust. The deck is slick, the rigging ticking softly. Brigg’s lantern swings from a nail near the capstan, throwing the shadows of coils and cleats long across the planks.
“Captain?” Brigg’s voice comes out of the dark, rough as dock rope. My quartermaster is sharper than he looks. Always has been.
“Everyone aboard?”
“Aye. The lads who had leave are back. No one is keen to linger ashore tonight.” He scratches at his beard. “Storm coming. I can feel it in my bones.”
I can feel something too, but I don’t call it a storm. Storms I understand. This is…silence. A waiting sort of quiet under everything. The harbor should be rattling with the last runs to market, with gulls squabbling over offal. Instead, the gulls keep to the rooftops, and the fishwives went home early. Even the bells sound like they’re biting back their own ringing.
“Double lash the mains’l,” I tell him. “And get a second line on the longboat. If the wind kicks, I don’t want it slapping the hull all night.”
He nods. “Aye, cap. And you?”
“I’m going below.”
He studies me, then looks past my shoulder toward the dark water. “You want a guard at the gangplank?”
“Leave a boy with ears. Not eyes.”
Brigg grunts. He understands. Tonight isn’t for what we can see.
I head down into my cabin. Inside, the lanterns glow, splashing light across the floor and charts. On the desk sits the small velvet box.
I don’t mean to open it, yet my hand reaches before I think. The hinges complain. Inside is the coral crown, twin to the throne I sent on the tide. I placed it in the box after finding it. I lift it from its resting place, and it’s cool against my skin, rough where old life hardened it into stone. Once a living thing, now fossilized in its beauty. Some say coral can quell storms and silence tempests.
My gut clenches. I can no more outrun my destiny than she can. I’m faced with a choice—find her or tuck tail and run.
I want to run.
I know I cannot. 
I replace it and close the box, setting it gently aside. My fingers linger on the lid as if it might hold the answers.
Above, footsteps thud and rope whispers. The wind scuffs at the shutters. All comforting. Normal. Real. I sit and take a pencil and a scrap of paper, the back of a bill of sale for tar. I draw the curve of a chair—simple and crude—then top it with jagged points. I add a similar terrible drawing of the crown. In my mind, it is the gift I sent
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