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The Tide-Born Prince

The first light of dawn slipped through the high, arched windows of the Sea King’s study, spilling silver across the polished shells and coral inlays that lined the walls. The room smelled of brine and old parchment, a scent that had lingered for generations, as thick and familiar as the tide itself. Tall shelves stretched from floor to vaulted ceiling, each one burdened with maps, scrolls, and tomes that chronicled the kingdom’s many voyages, conquests, and calamities. At the center, beneath a throne-shaped desk carved from a single piece of black kelp wood, stood a boy with hair the color of storm-clouded seas and eyes that flickered like the surface of a moonlit ocean.

Caelum was twenty summers old, though he felt the weight of a thousand years upon his shoulders. He was the sole heir to the Sea King, a title that commanded reverence from sailors and fear from rival kingdoms alike. Yet, despite the regal bearing expected of him, there was a restless curiosity that pulsed through his veins, a yearning to know the world beyond the polished stone corridors of the palace. He moved through the study with a quiet confidence, his fingertips trailing over the spines of ancient books as if searching for a secret hidden in their very fibers.

A soft click echoed from the far wall, and a hidden compartment in the bookshelf swung open to reveal a narrow alcove. Inside lay a rolled-up parchment, its edges browned by age, and a small brass key that seemed to hum faintly with an inner glow. Caelum’s heart quickened. He had heard stories of secret maps—maps that pointed to places no one dared to tread. He had also heard warnings about the old curses that guarded such places. But the seas were his blood, and curiosity was the tide that could not be held back.

He unrolled the parchment with reverent hands. The ink was a deep indigo, shimmering slightly as if infused with the very ink of the ocean. The map depicted the familiar outlines of the Sea Kingdom’s territories—vast reefs, hidden coves, and bustling ports—but at its edge, where the kingdom’s charted waters gave way to a jagged coastline, a tiny symbol was drawn: a lighthouse, weathered, perched upon a cliff battered by eternal storms. A line of dotted ink snaked from the palace out to the lighthouse, marked with cryptic annotations in an ancient script that only the royal scholars could decipher.

“Maris,” Caelum whispered, turning the map over to examine the strange symbols. His voice was barely louder than the soft lap of water against the stone floor.

From the shadows near the doorway, a faint glow coalesced, shaping itself into the form of a sea-sprite. Maris was no more than a foot tall, her translucent form shifting between the hues of turquoise and sea-foam. Her hair floated around her like kelp in a gentle current, and her eyes—large, almond-shaped, and liquid-blue—reflected the room’s light. She hovered near a marble column, watching him with a mixture of curiosity and wariness.

“Your Majesty,” she said, her voice ringing like the chime of a shell bell. “You called?”

Caelum glanced at her, his expression softening. “Maris, I found something in Father’s old study. A map... a lighthouse I have never seen on any official chart.” He traced a finger over the lighthouse symbol, his brow furrowing. “It’s on the edge of the Storm-Riven Coast, beyond the reefs where the waters turn black and the winds never quiet.”

Maris tilted her head, the faint light around her flickering. “The Storm-Riven Coast is cursed, Prince. Sailors who have tried to chart its depths never return. The folk say the sea there sings a mournful tune, and that the cliffs are haunted by the spirits of those lost to the depths.”

Caelum’s eyes narrowed, a spark of defiance igniting within them. “Exactly why I must see it. If there is danger, I must understand it. If there is a secret, our kingdom must know it. Father keeps the kingdom’s history locked away in his vaults, but the world outside our palace walls is alive, and I—”

“A prince can’t just leave the palace unannounced,” Maris interrupted gently, hovering closer so that the softness of her voice seemed to wrap around his thoughts. “Your father will not consent to a voyage of this nature. He will see it as reckless, a distraction from the duties of the throne.”

Caelum let out a breath that seemed to carry the weight of the ocean itself. “Then we will have to be... discreet.” He turned the map again, his mind working quickly. “The key here—” He held up the brass key, its surface etched with tiny glyphs that caught the light. “—might open a hidden passage. The study’s walls have secret doors. If we can find one, perhaps we can slip out before anyone notices.”

Maris’s eyes widened a fraction, the iridescent glow around her pulsing in rhythm with the tide of his words. “A secret passage? That sounds like one of the old tales of the Sea King’s ancestors, venturing into the depths alone, guided only by the stars and the sea’s whisper.” She fluttered closer, the faint spray of seawater clinging to her. “I have never left the palace grounds, Prince, but I trust you.”

“Trust,” Caelum repeated, a small smile playing on his lips. “We will need that, more than anything. The kingdom is steeped in tradition, but it also sleeps under layers of old magic that we do not yet understand. If the lighthouse holds a secret—”

“What secret?” Maris asked, a ripple of excitement threading through her voice.

“The old ones say that the ancient Lighthouse Witch once guarded a crystal lantern that sang with the ocean’s memory.” Caelum’s gaze drifted to the window, where the first true light of sunrise caught on the sea beyond the palace walls, turning the waters a brilliant sapphire. “If that lantern still exists, its song could be a source of power we have never imagined. Imagine—”

“—a beacon that could calm storms, guide ships safely, perhaps even heal the wounded.” Maris interjected, her mind already leaping to the possibilities.

Caelum turned, his expression serious now. “Or a weapon in the wrong hands. The Sea King’s counsel is ever watchful. If they ever learn of such a thing, they will use it, or worse, they will try to destroy it. That is why we must be careful—”

“The caution of a prince,” Maris whispered, a hint of mischievousness dancing in her voice. “And the daring of a dreamer. I have never stepped beyond the palace, yet I feel the pull of the sea as if it is calling me. Perhaps it is time for us both to answer that call.”

He smiled, the tension easing from his shoulders. “Then we leave at night. The kingdom’s guards are most lax when the moon is low, and the tides will be at our backs. The storm-riven coast is treacherous, but Maris—”

She cut in, eyes bright. “You have spoken to the old sea-serpent that dwells near the coral reef? He told you stories of the lighthouse?”

Caelum nodded, his thumb tracing a line on the map where the dotted path met a symbol of a curled sea-serpent. “The last time I was out at sea, I met a creature that called itself Gylas. He told me of a lighthouse that sings to the waves, a keeper who does not belong wholly to this world. I thought it was a legend, but the map aligns with his description. He warned me that the lighthouse is guarded by shadows, but also that the Lantern’s song can heal the deepest wounds of the sea itself.”

Maris stared, her translucent form shimmering with curiosity. “A sea-serpent... I have heard of them, but never of a sea-serpent that speaks. How can a creature so ancient understand our language?”

“The ocean has its own voice,” Caelum replied softly, as if the answer were hidden within the very currents that lapped at the palace stones. “He taught me to listen, to feel the vibrations—like a heart beating beneath the water. In that way, I understood him.”

“Then we must trust him,” Maris said, decisively. “We must trust the sea. I will gather what I can—my own supplies of kelp-cloth, the shells that can hold fresh water, and the small lantern that glows with bioluminescent plankton. The kingdom’s stores are guarded, but a sea-sprite can slip through the cracks where even the guards cannot follow.”

Caelum’s eyes softened, gratitude evident in the way his gaze lingered on her. “Thank you, Maris. You have always been my voice when I could not hear my own heart. I will not—”

“—Leave you alone,” Maris finished with a grin that made the air around them feel warm. “But there is more. I have heard whispers among the tide. The current that runs through the palace’s old stone pillars carries small messages—rumors of a kingdom in turmoil, of a council that doubts the Sea King’s ability to keep the balance. Perhaps this journey will reveal more than a lighthouse. Perhaps it will show you why your father is so cautious, and why the council presses upon him the weight of the scepter’s safety.”

Caelum felt a sudden chill, as if an icy wave had brushed his spine. Though he was not yet fully aware of the political storms brewing behind the palace’s marble façades, he sensed an undercurrent of tension he could not ignore. “If the council is already fearing the scepter’s loss,” he muttered, “then perhaps the lighthouse’s secret is more vital than we think.”

Maris’s eyes narrowed, a flicker of concern passing through her luminous gaze. “Do not underestimate them. They have the power to command armies, to summon the fiercest winds. If they think your journey threatens the kingdom’s stability, they will not hesitate to stop you.”

A soft clink sounded from the hallway outside, the sound of a guard’s armor shifting. The palace corridors were thin, and a faint echo of footsteps could be heard beyond the heavy oak doors. Caelum pressed his palm to the brass key, feeling the faint hum pulsing through his fingers, as if the key itself were a living thing, bristling with anticipation.

He lifted the edge of a large tapestry that depicted the Sea King’s own coronation, its colors a cascade of blues and greens that seemed to shift with the light. Behind the tapestry, the stone wall was warm to the touch—a sign of hidden mechanisms within. With a careful push, the tapestry gave way, revealing a narrow doorway framed by ancient sea-carved runes. A faint, salty breeze brushed Caelum’s face from beyond the opening, carrying the distant scent of seaweed and storm.

“There,” Caelum whispered, a mixture of awe and exhilaration spiraling through him. “The passage.”

Maris floated forward, her tiny hands hovering over the runes, her voice a soft murmur. “These runes... they speak of protection, of a path only the true heirs of the sea may walk. It seems our lineage is indeed blessed—or cursed—by the ocean.”

He turned to face her, his gaze steady. “Then we go, Maris. This night, we will leave the palace and find the lighthouse. We will see if the stories are true, and if the Sea King’s kingdom can truly understand the song of the sea.”

She smiled, the iridescent glow around her intensifying with excitement. “And perhaps, in finding the lighthouse, we will find ourselves.”

They slipped through the hidden doorway, the world outside swallowing them in darkness. The passage was narrow, the walls damp and covered in glistening algae that seemed to pulse with a faint luminescence. The floor was slick with seawater that had seeped in through hidden cracks, its surface reflecting the faint glow of Maris’s bioluminescent trail.

As they moved deeper, Caelum felt the weight of his royal heritage pressing against his chest, a reminder of the responsibility he bore. Yet, alongside that weight, a new feeling blossomed—hope. The sea, vast and mysterious, called to him with a voice that was both ancient and intimate.

At the end of the passage, a heavy wooden door stood, banded with iron that bore the sigil of a trident crossed with a shell. Carved into the wood a scene showed a lighthouse perched upon a cliff, its light blazing amidst a raging storm, while a figure—half woman, half wave—stood at its base, arms raised toward the heavens.

Caelum pushed the door open, and a blast of cold, salty air surged in, carrying with it the roar of distant waves and the faint echo of a song—a melody that seemed to rise and fall like the tide itself. The sight before them stole their breath.

The Storm-Riven Coast lay stretched before them in the pale light of a crescent moon. Jagged cliffs rose from the blackened sea, their faces scarred by centuries of relentless wind and rain. Above the cliffs, the sky roiled with dark clouds, illuminated intermittently by flashes of lightning that arced like the teeth of a great sea-beast. At the very edge of the horizon, barely discernible through the mist, a solitary tower rose—a lighthouse, its stone exterior weathered, its windows shattered, its lantern unlit and dark.

Every legend, every warning, every whispered tale the palace had kept secret seemed to converge upon that solitary structure. The air thrummed with a strange, alluring energy—a mixture of danger, longing, and expectancy. The sea sang directly into Caelum’s ears, through the wind, through the water that lapped at his boots, in a voice that seemed both human and elemental.

Maris’s form swayed, her translucent body catching the faint moonlight, turning her into a moving shard of sea-foam. She hovered beside him, her voice trembling with reverence.

“This... is it,” she whispered. “The Lighthouse of the Witch.”

Caelum stepped forward, his boots sinking into the wet sand, each step sending ripples outward like thoughts drifting across the sea. The sand was cool, damp, and the cold seeped into his skin, tingling as if reminding him that he was no longer within the palace’s safe, stone walls.

He lifted his hand, feeling the night air swirl around his fingers. He could almost see, in the wind’s currents, the shape of the witch that Selene was said to be—her cloaked form, her eyes like moonlit pools, her voice chanting the ancient song that held the lantern’s power.

“We must be cautious,” he said, his voice low. “The path to the lighthouse will not be easy, and we do not know what lies in wait.”

Maris nodded
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