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​Prologue  Agwe
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The hurricane screamed across the land and sea; a beast made of fury and grief. But still, she felt him. 
He was in every thunderclap, every crashing wave. His power surged with each gust of wind, his pain lashing out in the relentless sheets of rain. He had always been stubborn, reckless, ruled by a heart too big and too bruised. Loss had chiseled him down to the bone. Too many people taken by time, by war, by choice. And now, nothing remained but anger and the storm.
She moved through the chaos, unharmed by the wreckage that tore through the surface world. Boats capsized, waves swallowed docks whole, clouds boiled black and low. But she passed through it all with steady breath, drawn toward the eye.

Her heart ached. Not for the destruction around her, but for him. She never truly loved him, not the way he would have wanted. But she respected him, cared for him.

He wasn’t just lashing out; he was protecting what little he still had, even if it meant destroying everything else.

In her palm, she carried the heart of the ocean, a memory of his love and devotion. His gift she had cast away back when she drowned in sorrow. And yet, it found its way back to her. Odd that; how could events conspire over years to bring this gift back to her, now, here, in the moment.

Would he remember? Would this memory stop him?

She closed her fingers around it and stepped into the storm.

He was there, hidden in the spiral of water and sky, cloaked in mist and wrath. A creature of sorrow too long left to fester.

She lifted her voice, a siren call, soft, ancient, and aching. A melody that whispered of every wound, kiss, and promise beneath the moon. She kissed the stone, causing it to shimmer, the blue light calling him out of the curtain of mist and spray.

He turned, his eyes still aglow.

The winds fell away like dying sighs. The waves bowed back into silence. The rain became mist. The sun slipped behind the sea, and for a single heartbeat, the world flashed green.

His eyes met hers, wide and unbelieving. His form, once all shadow and fury, seemed smaller now. Just a man now, lost.

“Agwe?” he breathed.

The silence stretched like many fathoms between them. Her heart now unsure how to react, what to say. For how could she? What right did she have?

He reached out, closing the gap between them. His trembling fingers brushed her cheek. His touch was gentle. Familiar. Reverent. A tear slipped down his face.

She didn’t pull away. Not this time.

She had forgotten what it felt like to be held by him. To be seen.

How long had it been since they last saw each other? His eyes had grown old and tired, wrinkles and a beard grown white now graced his face. She had forgotten how old she was.

Regret pressed into her chest like a tide she couldn’t fight.

So much time lost. So much left unsaid.

She looked into his eyes, now softened with heartbroken longing. With one hand, she pressed gently against his chest, feeling the faint echo of the young man she once knew. With the other, she slipped the stone into his palm—their memory, their unfinished song.

He closed his fingers around it without a word. For a moment she couldn’t read him. Was he angry? Was he sad? Did he hate her? But when he opened his eyes and looked down at her, she saw it. He understood her. He tried to give her that half smile, but she could see that it broke him a little more.

He turned away, not in anger, but in sorrow too deep for language. He was broken down, again. Then, without sound or splash, he slipped beneath the surface, vanishing into the quiet sea. 

She stood there a moment longer, letting the hush of the waves carry her ache. The sky was still again, but the weight in her chest remained.

A storm ended, but nothing felt finished.
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​Chapter 1  Nerina
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Coquina burst through the narrow opening in the cave ceiling, her white-and-gold tail flashing. "Nerina—I got it!"
Nerina spun from the rock ledge where she'd been pacing, the blue veins along her dark green tail glowing softly in the dim light. "Got what?"
"The gem!" Coquina held up her closed fist triumphantly, practically vibrating with excitement. "I can't believe I actually did it. I grabbed it right off the floor!"
"You went back for it?"
"I didn't have to!" Coquina opened her palm, revealing the heart-shaped gem blazing that impossible, bold blue. "When your father threw it, it skittered right past my tail. Everyone was too busy with him yelling at the guards—I just picked it up."
Nerina stared at it, then at her friend. "That's the most reckless thing you've ever done."
"I know!" Coquina beamed. "I was thinking, 'What would Nerina do?' Very unlike me. I'm rather proud."
Despite everything, Nerina laughed. "You're insane. What if someone saw?"
"They didn't. Everything happened so fast." Coquina's grin faltered slightly. "One moment your father was giving us the usual lecture about going too far, and then he saw it in your hand and just... stopped. Did you see his face?"
"I was standing right there." Nerina took the gem carefully. "I've never seen him look like that."
"It was strange." Coquina settled onto a nearby rock ledge. "He wasn't angry at first. He looked sad. Scared, maybe?"
"And then he snatched it and threw it across the room." Nerina held the gem up to the thin shaft of light from the ceiling. "Started yelling at the guards about patrols and boundaries. Like the gem never even existed."
"Do you think he even remembers he had it?" Coquina asked. "He was so focused on chewing them out."
"Maybe. Maybe not." Nerina swam to a hollow of coral and carefully nestled the gem inside. "Either way, we went all the way past the kelp forests for this. It's ours."
"Past three 'Danger’ markers," Coquina pointed out. "Which we both agreed was probably a terrible idea even before the guards caught us."
"But worth it." Nerina grinned. "Look at it, 'Quina. Have you ever seen anything that blue? And the shape..."
"It is rather pretty," Coquina admitted. "Though I'm not sure it was worth your father's dramatics. You'd think we'd brought back a human."
They both dissolved into giggles—the slightly hysterical kind that comes after narrowly avoiding serious trouble.
"We'll just have to be more careful next time."
"Next time?" Nerina's eyes lit up. "So you're admitting there'll be a next time?"
"There's always a next time with you." Coquina rolled her eyes affectionately. "You'll find some other shiny thing you absolutely must have, and I'll end up tagging along to make sure you don't get eaten by a shark."
"That was one time."
"Three times."
"The third one doesn’t count, it wasn't even close—"
"It was close enough!" 
Their laughter echoed off the cave walls, then slowly faded into comfortable silence. A school of silvery fish darted past the entrance in perfect formation. Orderly. Predictable. Everything Nerina wasn't.
Coquina watched them disappear into the darker waters beyond, then glanced back at her friend. Nerina had drifted to her collection, fingers trailing over the treasures lined on the rock ledges. Her smile had slipped away.
"He's going to tighten patrols after this, isn't he?" Coquina said quietly.
"Mm." Nerina picked up a tarnished metal prong, turning it over absently. "The usual. More guards, stricter boundaries." Her voice had gone flat. "We'll just have to be more careful next time."
"What did he say to you? After he dismissed everyone?"
Nerina was quiet for a moment, her fingers still on the metal prong. "'You're the crown princess. You have responsibilities. You can't keep acting like a reckless child.'" She set it down with a sharp clink. "Then he reminded me—again—that Caspian leaves for diplomat training in two nights. That I should be going with him."
"He's still on about that?"
"He never stopped." Nerina's tail flicked in agitation. "He thinks if I go north for training, I'll finally start taking my role seriously. That I'll come back ready to be..." She gestured vaguely at nothing. "Whatever he needs me to be. The perfect princess. The future queen who follows every rule and never questions anything."
"You told him no, though. Right?"
"Can’t exactly say no,” she shrugged. “So, I told him I wasn't ready. That I needed more time." Nerina swam to the darker corner of her cave where she kept her strangest finds. As her tail brightened, she could see the delicate chain that caught light like captured starfire, the smooth rectangle that reflected her face clearer than any polished shell, the strange symbols etched in metal. "But today, after the gem... the way he looked at me, 'Quina. Like I'd betrayed him somehow."
She picked up the slender wooden object—shell-shaped on one end—and turned it over in her hands. "He doesn't understand. Once I go to that training, everything changes. The guards will stop seeing me as a child they can lose track of. They'll start seeing me as the future queen they need to protect with their lives. I'll be locked down. Watched constantly. No more secret swims beyond the borders. No more adventures with you." Her voice dropped to almost a whisper. "No more of this."
Coquina swam over to her. "He's trying to protect you."
"He's trying to control me." The words came out sharper than Nerina intended. "There's a difference." She gestured at the treasures surrounding them. "Every piece here is from somewhere he's forbidden me to go. Every adventure we've had, he would have stopped if he'd known. He wants me to be queen, but only if I become exactly like him—afraid of the world outside our borders, content to hide in the depths and pretend the surface doesn't exist."
"But the stories of Atlas," Coquina said carefully. "The battlefield littered with merfolk bodies. Your father lived through that war, Nerina. He watched his own father die. He's seen what humans can do—"
"I know the stories." Nerina cut her off, but not unkindly. "Trust me, he's made sure I know them. 'This isn't the age of Poseidon anymore, Nerina. It's the age of Eldoris. My age. And in my age, we protect our people by staying away from the surface. By keeping to our own kind.'" She mimicked his deep, authoritative tone. "As if the only way to be safe is to never live at all."
She swam back to the coral hollow where the blue gem rested. "But what if there's more to the story? What if everything he's taught me about the surface, about humans, about the dangers—what if it's all just his fear talking? His grief?"
"Or," Coquina said gently, "what if he's right?"
Nerina didn't answer right away. Instead, she stared at the gem, watching the light play across its surface. "I had that dream again last night."
Coquina's expression shifted. "The singing one?"
"Mm." Nerina closed her eyes, trying to recapture the feeling. "I'm swimming toward the surface, and the water gets lighter and lighter until I can see the sky. There's a cliff rising from the sea, all white stone. And on top..." She opened her eyes. "There's someone standing there. I can never see their face clearly, just a silhouette against the sun. But they're singing."
"Can you remember the song this time?"
"No. It's unique and beautiful—so beautiful it makes my chest ache. And I swim closer and closer, reaching for the surface, reaching for the sound..." Her voice trailed off. "I never get there though. I wake up every time just before I break through the water. And by then, it's gone. I can't remember a single note, 'Quina. Just the feeling. Just knowing something that beautiful existed, even if only in a dream."
"Maybe it’s just that, a dream."
"Is it?" Nerina turned to face her friend fully. "Or is it something calling to me? Something I'm meant to find?"
Coquina opened her mouth, then closed it again. She knew that look in Nerina's eyes—the one that meant her mind was already made up, already reaching for impossible things.
"I'm running out of time," Nerina said quietly. "I can feel it! Everything's closing in. Father's pressure to start training. The increased guard patrols after today. The way everyone at court looks at me like I'm this... this precious thing that needs to be locked away and protected." She grabbed Coquina's hands. "I need to do this now. Before it's too late. Before I become the person they all expect me to be and forget the person I actually am."
"Do what, exactly?"
"Go to the surface." The words came out fierce and certain. "See the world my treasures came from. Walk on land. Find out what that song means, if it means anything at all. Just... live, 'Quina. Really live. Before they cage me forever."
“Land?” Coquina pulled back slightly. "Please tell me you have an actual plan this time. Not just 'it'll be fine' and hope for the best."
A slow smile spread across Nerina's face. "Two nights from now, when the moon is almost gone, Caspian leaves for diplomat training."
"Okay..."
"I'll wait till Caspian leaves, then tell Father I have changed my mind and I've decided to go with my cousin after all; I'm ready to take my duties seriously." Nerina's eyes glinted with mischief. "He'll be so relieved I'm finally cooperating, he won't question it. The whole palace will think I'm traveling north with the diplomatic convoy."
"But you won't be."
"Exactly! Caspian won’t expect me to be with him. My father won’t wonder why I’m gone."
"Cause you'll already be on land," Coquina finished, but her voice was tight with worry. "And when they discover you're missing? Nerina, your father will tear the ocean apart looking for you."
"Which is why I'll only be gone three days plus travel time. I’ll be back before Caspian." Nerina squeezed her friend's hands. "Just long enough to see it. To walk on the shore. To find out if the surface is as dangerous as Father claims, or if there's more to the world than fear and restrictions."
"Okay, now you’re the insane one here.” Coquina made a hand gesture that meant she couldn’t believe it.
"Probably."
"You don't even know if you can get legs! What if you reach land and you're just... stuck? Flopping around on the beach like a dying fish?"
Nerina laughed at the image. "Don't be such a fretty fish. Don't you remember when we were young, spending the night at my grandmother's? She used to tell us all these old fairytales from before The Silence."
“Yeah, fairytales, not truth.” Coquina shook her head. "Your grandmother also went crazy."
"Not all her stories were crazy." Nerina swam to the back of her cave and pulled out a large book that had pictures in it of humans and thousands of words she didn’t understand. "She said before Atlas's war, before everything changed, mermaids could walk on land for three days. That we'd grow legs when we reached the shore, and as long as we returned to the sea before the third sunset, we'd be fine." She turned a few pages until she found an illustration of a mermaid sitting on a rock with humans standing nearby. 
"She also said," Coquina pointed out, "that mermaids who stayed too long turned into sea foam. That sea witches cut out mermaids' tongues to give them legs. And," she pointed to the picture where a human had a sword in one hand and a hook for the other. "Are we just ignoring that?"
Nerina set down the book. "Some of her stories were horror stories, sure. The ones about the Silence, about the things too painful to remember. But not all of them, 'Quina. She told other stories too—about mermaids who walked on land and came home safely. About a time when our people weren't afraid of the surface."
"I don’t think we can trust your grandmother’s stories, Nerina."
"Okay, but..." Nerina’s fingers traced the engraved cover. "Grandmother said before Atlas died, before Father inherited all that grief and anger, things were different. The Silence wasn't always silent. There was knowledge, history, magic we've forgotten."
"Magic?" Coquina asked quietly. "Maybe there's a reason no one talks about those times, Nerina. Maybe The Silence exists because remembering was too dangerous."
"Or maybe," Nerina countered, "The Silence exists because people like my father wanted to erase anything that challenged their fear. It's easier to keep people safe if you keep them ignorant."
Coquina was quiet for a long moment. When she finally spoke, her voice was sad and knowing. "You're going to do this no matter what I say, aren't you?"
"Yes."
"Even though it's dangerous. Even though your father will be furious. Even though you might get cursed or stuck or—"
"Even though all of that." Nerina smiled softly. "I know you want to talk me out of it. You're the Queen of Worry—“
“And you’re the queen of 'it'll be fine.'”
“That's how we've always been. We balance each other out," 
Then Coquina’s expression shifted to something that looked like grief. She swam to the gem and touched it one more time. "You know I can't come with you."
The words landed like stones.
"'Quina—"
"I don't want to risk a curse on my tail. I love the ocean, Nerina. I need it in a way you... you don't." She flicked her white-and-gold fins. "But you? You were always meant to chase horizons. Even when we were little, you were the one reaching for impossible things. I was just trying to keep you alive."
The admission hung between them like a prophecy. Nerina felt an ache in her chest—part gratitude, part sorrow. How long had Coquina been preparing for this moment? How many adventures had she swum beside Nerina while knowing, deep down, that one day her friend would swim somewhere she couldn't follow?
A distant horn echoed through the water—the evening call to court.
"I'll cover for you," Coquina said. "I promise. When they realize you're gone, I'll act just as shocked as everyone else. I'll tell them I don't know where you went, that you must have slipped away from Caspian's group. I'll buy you as much time as I can."
"Thank you." Nerina's voice came out thick with emotion. "Thank you for everything. For all of this." She gestured at the cave, at their shared history scattered across the rock ledges.
"Just promise me something," Coquina said, laughing despite the tears gathering in her eyes. "Whatever you discover up there—pirates, treasure, whatever you learn about humans and land and all of it—promise you'll come back and tell me everything."
Nerina pressed her forehead to Coquina's in the old mermaid gesture of bonding. "I promise."
"And don't you dare be late!" Coquina wagged her finger, trying for lightness. "Three days means three days. If you're caught, my tail's on the line... and yours might be gone forever."
They swam toward the palace together, leaving a trail of shimmering bubbles behind. But as the darker waters closed around them, Nerina glanced back one last time. In the cave's dim light, her treasures gleamed—not just curiosities, but questions. Each one a door to the world she longed to see.
Excitement thrummed in her chest, threaded with a cold ribbon of worry. This would be her first journey without Coquina. Her first secret venture truly alone. She had promised to return, to share every wonder and discovery. Yet as the palace lights glimmered ahead like a net of stars, she couldn't shake the feeling that some promises, like sea foam, might vanish with the next wave.
And somewhere in her mind, just out of reach, that haunting melody played on—a song she couldn't remember, sung by a voice she'd never heard, calling her toward a destiny she couldn't yet name.
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