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Synopsis

Seventeen-year-old Elira Vos is the last of the Salt-Kissed Carvers—women who transform emotions trapped in sea-salvaged objects into healing furniture. But when her mother vanished six months ago, leaving only a cryptic note and an unfinished rocking chair, Elira stopped carving. Now a desperate boy arrives with his dying sister’s locket, begging Elira to carve the joy back into it before the full moon. If she refuses, an innocent child dies. If she agrees, she must confront the forbidden truth her mother discovered: carving your own grief demands a price, and the sea always collects its debts. With her family’s workshop threatened and her own pain threatening to drown her, Elira must choose between the safety of numbness and the terrifying risk of feeling everything—before the tide claims what remains of her legacy.







Prologue

The sea had been whispering for three days.

Elira Vos pressed her forehead against the salt-stained window of the workshop, watching the harbor water heave and settle like something breathing. The fishing boats creaked against their moorings, restless. The gulls had stopped screaming—that was the worst part. When the gulls went silent, the old families knew to check their lockets.

The glass felt cold against her skin, gritty with accumulated brine. Outside, the afternoon light had that peculiar quality it got before storms—too bright, too sharp, each wave crest edged in silver. But no storm was coming. The sky held nothing but pale blue and a few ribbons of cloud. The wrongness of it made her teeth ache.

“You’re doing it again.”

Elira didn’t turn. She knew Aunt Margit stood in the doorway behind her, probably with her arms crossed, probably wearing that expression that wasn’t quite disappointment but lived in the same neighborhood.

“Doing what?”

“Listening to things that don’t speak.” Margit’s footsteps crossed the workshop floor—measured, deliberate. Everything Margit did was deliberate. The floorboards creaked in that familiar pattern: three steps, pause, two more, pause. The rhythm of someone who’d walked this same path ten thousand times. “Your mother used to do the same thing.”

The words landed like stones in still water.

Elira turned then, slowly, pulling her forehead away from the glass. A damp oval marked where her skin had been pressed. “Don’t.”

Margit raised one hand, not quite an apology. She wore her shopkeeper’s apron over her gray dress, the pockets bulging with the day’s receipts from the general store. Coins jingled faintly as she shifted her weight. The Vos family had run two businesses in Seabright for seven generations: carved lockets to hold the sea’s memory, and practical goods for those who didn’t believe in such things anymore. Only one was still profitable.

The apron used to belong to Elira’s grandmother. Before that, her great-grandmother. The fabric around the pockets had worn thin as paper, darned and re-darned with thread that didn’t quite match. Margit wore it every day like armor.

“I have someone coming to look at the building,” Margit said. Her voice had the flat quality of someone who’d already had the argument a hundred times in her head. “From Harwich. He deals in antiques.”

“The workshop isn’t an antique. It’s—”

“Empty?” Margit gestured at the walls where tools hung like relics. Carving knives in twelve sizes, each worn smooth by generations of hands. Polishing stones from the deep water, grown dull from disuse. “When was the last time you actually carved a locket, Elira?”

Six months. Fourteen days. Seven hours.

The numbers lived in Elira’s chest like a held breath. She’d carved exactly one locket since her mother disappeared—a simple commission for the Harbormaster’s granddaughter. The girl had wanted a ship carved into the silver. Elira had managed the hull, the basic shape of sails. But when it came time for the Salt-Kiss, the final blessing that would bind the carving to the sea’s memory, her hands had frozen.

The memory came back sharp-edged: standing at the workbench with the locket in one palm, the blessing-bowl in the other. The words had been right there in her mouth, the same words she’d heard her mother speak a hundred times. But when she’d tried to say them, her throat had closed. Her hands had started shaking. The bowl had slipped, seawater splashing across the bench, and the moment had shattered like dropped glass.

The locket sat unfinished in her pocket now. A constant weight.

“I’m still learning,” Elira said, hating how young she sounded. Seventeen shouldn’t sound young. Her mother had been fifteen when she carved her first masterwork.

Margit’s expression softened—which was somehow worse than the disappointment. She reached up, touched one of the hanging knives with a fingertip, set it swinging gently. The motion made the blade catch light, throw it around the room in small bright arcs. “Your mother had a gift, El. A true gift. That doesn’t always pass to—” She stopped, recalculated. “Not everyone is meant to be a carver.”

“I am.” The words came out harder than Elira intended. “I’m the last Vos carver. I’m the only one who—”

“You’re the last one who could be a carver if you actually carved anything.” Margit’s voice stayed gentle, which made the truth in it cut deeper. “But you don’t. You stand at this window and you listen to the sea like it’s going to tell you where she went, and meanwhile we’re bleeding money keeping this place open for a business that doesn’t exist anymore.”

The workshop seemed to contract around them. Dust motes hung in the afternoon light slanting through the warped glass, thousands of them, turning the air thick and golden. On the far wall, Elira’s mother had carved a family tree directly into the wood—seven generations of Vos carvers, each name surrounded by their signature pattern. Spirals within spirals for Elira’s great-great-grandmother. Waves and knots for her grandfather. Her mother’s pattern was a hand emerging from water, fingers spread, reaching.

Elira’s name sat at the bottom, still unadorned. Waiting for her to create something worth immortalizing.

She looked away from it, the way she always did. The blank space felt like an accusation.

“The buyer comes next week,” Margit said. “If you can show me something—anything—that proves this workshop has a future, I’ll turn him away.”

“Next week?” Elira’s throat closed. “That’s not enough time to—”

“It’s been six months, El. If you can’t do it in six months, you can’t do it in a week. But I’m giving you the chance anyway.” Margit pulled her shawl tighter, suddenly looking older than her forty-three years. The lines around her eyes had deepened lately. New silver threaded through her dark hair. “I loved your mother too. But she’s gone, and we’re still here, and we need to eat.”

She left before Elira could form a response. The door clicked shut with a finality that made Elira’s chest ache.

The workshop settled into silence. Not the comfortable quiet of concentration—Elira remembered that from childhood, when her mother would carve for hours without speaking, the only sound the whisper of blade against silver. This was the silence of abandonment. Of tools that had forgotten the purpose of hands.

The workbench still held traces of her mother’s last project: a smudge of polishing compound, a few silver filings caught in a crack in the wood. Elira had tried to clean them away twice. Each time, her hand had stopped before completing the motion. As long as those traces remained, some part of her mother was still here. Still working. Still coming back to finish what she’d started.

Elira’s fingers found the unfinished locket in her pocket. The silver was warm from her body heat. She pulled it out, letting it pool in her palm.

The carving was technically competent. That’s what made it worse. The ship looked like a ship, the waves looked like waves. But there was no life to it. No breath. Her mother’s carvings had seemed to move in candlelight, the images shifting and alive with captured memory. This was just metal with pictures scratched into it.

A carving without the Salt-Kiss was just jewelry. Pretty, maybe. Marketable, certainly. But not real.

She turned it over, examining the back. She’d even carved the traditional anchor point—a small depression where the blessing-water would pool. But without the words to activate it, it was just a dent. Meaningless.

The sea whispered again, louder this time. Elira looked up.

Through the window, the harbor had changed. The water had gone mirror-still, reflecting the late afternoon sky with unnatural clarity. The fishing boats sat frozen in place, not even rocking. And walking along the dock—impossible to miss in the sudden stillness—was a boy about her age, pulling a smaller figure behind him.

Even from here, Elira could see the desperation in his movements. The way he looked at each building along the waterfront, searching. The smaller figure—a girl, maybe twelve—stumbled, and the boy caught her with reflexes that spoke of practice. Of someone who’d been catching the same person for a long time.

They stopped in front of the Vos workshop. The boy looked up at the sign—weathered wood carved with the family crest, a wave with a hand emerging, holding a locket. His shoulders rose and fell with what might have been a sigh or a prayer.

Then he knocked.

The sound echoed through the empty workshop like a gunshot.

Elira’s heart kicked against her ribs. She wasn’t ready. She hadn’t carved anything real in six months. She couldn’t help whoever this was. She couldn’t—

The knock came again. Harder. More desperate. The door rattled in its frame.

Through the warped glass, Elira saw the girl sway. The boy grabbed her, held her upright, his face twisting with something that looked like terror held on a very tight leash.

Elira knew that expression. She’d worn it herself six months ago, watching the lighthouse keeper shake his head, saying they’d searched the rocks twice, her mother was gone, the sea didn’t give back what it took.

Her hand was on the door before she’d decided to move.

The boy looked up as she opened it. Up close, he was all angles and tension—dark hair sticking up like he’d been running his hands through it, sun-dark skin, eyes the color of storm water. The kind of eyes that had already seen the worst and were bracing for it to happen again. Salt crusted the collar of his shirt. His knuckles were scraped raw.

“The carver,” he said. Not a question. “You’re the carver.”

“I—” Elira’s voice stuck. “My mother was the carver. I’m just—”

“Please.” The single word held six different kinds of breaking. His free hand came up, almost reaching for her, then fell back. “My sister. She’s—we need a locket. We need it now.”

The girl swayed again. The boy—Taro, Elira would learn his name was Taro—tightened his grip, but gently. Like she was made of something that might shatter. Which, Elira realized with a cold shock of recognition, she might be.

The girl’s eyes were wrong. They had the distant, tide-pulled quality of someone slipping between worlds. Her lips had a faint blue tinge that had nothing to do with cold and everything to do with the sea claiming what it thought it was owed. Her hair hung in damp tangles despite the dry afternoon. Water dripped from the hem of her dress, pooling on the doorstep.

“How long?” Elira heard herself ask.

“Three days. Since the whispering started.” Taro’s jaw worked. “She won’t eat. Won’t sleep. Just stares at the water and says it’s calling her home.”

Three days. The same three days the sea had been whispering.

Elira looked at the girl—really looked. Saw the way her fingers moved in small, repetitive patterns, tracing shapes in the air. Carving movements. The unconscious mimicry of someone caught in a carver’s memory, playing out actions they’d never learned. Her fingers moved in the exact sequence of the Third Form—the pattern for binding water to silver. Elira’s mother had spent weeks teaching her that form.

“What’s her name?”

“Kenna.” Taro’s voice broke on the second syllable. “Please. Everyone says if anyone can help, it’s the Vos carvers. You’re the last one. You’re the only—”

“I can’t.” The words tore out of Elira like something with claws. “I’m sorry. I can’t do the Salt-Kiss. I can’t bind the carving. Without that, it’s just metal, it won’t help her, it won’t—”

Kenna’s eyes focused suddenly, with an intensity that made Elira step back. When she spoke, her voice had the layered quality of ocean depths—a child’s voice with something ancient underneath.

“The sea remembers the debt,” Kenna said. “The carver who didn’t finish. The blessing left hanging. It’s waiting for the daughter to pay what the mother promised.”

Ice flooded Elira’s veins.

“What did you say?”

But Kenna’s eyes had already gone distant again, her fingers resuming their phantom carving. The movements were getting faster now, more frantic. Water continued to drip from her hair, her dress, as if she was slowly becoming liquid herself.

Taro held her tighter, looking between his sister and Elira with something that might have been hope dying in real time. “I have money,” he said. His voice cracked. “Not much, but I’ve been saving. I can pay—”

“It’s not about money.” Elira’s thoughts were racing, tumbling over each other like stones in surf. The debt. Her mother’s last words before she disappeared: I have to finish something. The sea doesn’t forgive unfinished work.

She’d been standing at the door, already wearing her coat. Dawn light had barely touched the horizon. Elira had come down for water, found her mother preparing to leave. When she’d asked where, her mother had just shaken her head. Kissed Elira’s forehead. Said those words. And walked out into the pre-dawn darkness, toward the lighthouse rocks.

They’d found her tools there three days later. The carving knives, the blessing-bowl, her coat folded neatly on a dry rock. But no body. No sign of struggle. Just her tools, arranged as carefully as if she’d meant to come back for them.

“Then what?” Taro demanded. His composure was cracking, showing the terror underneath. “What do you need? I’ll do anything. Just help her. Please.”

Elira looked at Kenna. At this girl who was fading into whatever space her mother had disappeared into. At Taro, who was holding on with everything he had to something that was slipping away.

She thought about the unfinished locket in her pocket. The workshop that would be sold to an antiques dealer. The last chance Margit had given her—prove the workshop had a future, or let it die.

She thought about her mother’s hands, steady and sure, the way silver seemed to come alive under her touch.

She thought about the sea, whispering.

And she thought about Kenna’s words: The carver who didn’t finish. The blessing left hanging.

If her mother had left something unfinished, if that was why she’d gone to the rocks that morning—then maybe this girl was caught in the same trap. Maybe whatever debt her mother had been trying to pay was still unpaid. Still demanding payment.

Maybe the only way to save Kenna was to finish what her mother had started.

“Come inside,” Elira said, stepping back. Her voice didn’t shake. That was something. “I can’t promise anything. But I can try.”

Taro’s expression transformed—relief and terror in equal measure. He guided Kenna through the door, into the workshop that hadn’t seen a true carving in half a year. The girl moved like a sleepwalker, her eyes fixed on something only she could see.

The sea whispered louder.

Elira closed the door, shutting out the too-still harbor, the silent gulls, the weight of the impossible thing she’d just agreed to do. Inside, the tools hung on their wall. Waiting. Her mother’s carving of the family tree watched with the hollow eyes of unfinished legacy.

Seven days until the full moon. Seven days to learn what her mother had died trying to teach her. Seven days to save a girl she didn’t know, or fail spectacularly enough that everyone would finally believe what Margit already knew:

The Vos carvers were finished.

Elira picked up her mother’s favorite knife—the one with the pearl handle, worn smooth by seven generations of hands. It felt heavy. Foreign. Like a language she’d forgotten how to speak. The weight was wrong, the balance unfamiliar. Her fingers didn’t know where to rest on the handle.

But she held it anyway. Tightened her grip until her knuckles went white.

“Tell me everything,” she said to Taro. “Start with when the whispering began.”

Outside, the sea listened.

And in the deep places where memory and salt water met, something ancient stirred, recognizing the beginning of a debt come due.




Chapter 1

The scratch of steel on silver filled the workshop like a heartbeat with too many pauses.

Elira’s hand cramped around the carving knife. She’d been working for three hours—or maybe four, time felt slippery when every stroke could mean success or another failure added to the pile. The locket blank sat clamped to the workbench, a circle of raw silver that cost more than she wanted to think about. Taro’s money, counted out in careful coins yesterday evening, his hands shaking slightly as he placed the last one on the counter.

Not much, he’d said. It had been everything.

The coins had been warm from his pocket. She’d felt the heat of them against her palm, that warmth meaning something—a day’s fishing, a week’s labor, months of saving for something he’d probably been dreaming about using for himself. New nets, maybe. Warmer clothes for winter. All of it traded for a circle of silver that might not even work.

She’d sent them home as twilight settled over Seabright—Taro half-carrying Kenna, who’d spent the entire consultation staring at the wall of tools and murmuring words in a language that might have been Old Vos or might have been nothing at all. Elira had written down everything Taro could tell her. When the whispering started. How Kenna’s eyes changed. The way she’d walked toward the water twice now, sleepwalking, and only Taro’s vigilance had kept her from wading in and not coming back.

He’d looked exhausted even then. Dark circles under his eyes. The kind of bone-deep weariness that came from three nights without real sleep, just dozing in a chair by his sister’s door, jerking awake at every creak.

Three days until the full moon. Three days until whatever held Kenna would either let go or pull her under completely.

Elira squinted at her work. She’d managed the basic form—a circular frame meant to hold a lock of hair, traditional for the Vos lockets. The edges were smooth, the inner chamber properly sized. Competent. Lifeless.

The silver caught the morning light coming through the workshop window, throwing bright spots across the workbench. Pretty. Meaningless. Just metal reflecting light the way metal always did, without any of the depth her mother’s carvings had possessed. Those had seemed to hold light, contain it, make it do things physics said shouldn’t be possible.

The door to the workshop opened. Elira didn’t look up—she knew Margit’s footsteps, the particular way she paused in doorways like she was deciding whether to commit to entering.

“You’re up early,” Margit said.

“Didn’t sleep.” Elira’s voice came out rough. She probably should have slept. Her eyes felt like someone had replaced them with sea glass, all gritty edges and distorted light. The workbench kept trying to blur at the edges of her vision.

Margit crossed to the workbench. Elira felt her aunt’s presence beside her—warm, solid, worried in a way Margit tried not to show. “Is this for the Marsh boy?”

“His name is Taro.”

“I know his name. I also know his family.” Margit’s tone carried a warning. “The Marshes have been trouble with the sea for three generations. His grandfather was the one who—”

“Who what?” Elira finally looked up. Margit’s face was drawn, the morning light from the window making her look older. Tired in her bones. New lines bracketed her mouth that Elira didn’t remember seeing yesterday.

Margit sighed. She reached out, adjusted one of the hanging knives on the wall—straightening it, an unconscious habit. “Never mind. Old stories. Your mother knew them better than me.” She studied the locket blank, her shopkeeper’s eye cataloging the work. “It’s good.”

“It’s not.”

“El—”

“It’s technically correct. That’s not the same thing.” Elira set the knife down before she could throw it. Her mother had never thrown tools. Respected them too much. “I don’t know what I’m doing wrong. I’m following every step Mother taught me. The measurements are right. The form is right. But it’s just—”

“Metal,” Margit finished softly.

They stood in silence. Outside, Seabright was waking up—cart wheels on cobblestones, shopkeepers opening shutters, the eternal background of gulls that had started screaming again overnight. The sea had stopped whispering. That should have been comforting. It wasn’t.

The silence felt like a held breath. Like the pause between waves when you couldn’t tell if the next one would be normal or the beginning of something worse.

“The buyer comes in six days,” Margit said. Not unkindly. Just fact.

“I know.”

“If you can’t do the Salt-Kiss—”

“I know.” Elira picked up the knife again. Her hand knew its weight now, the balance point, how much pressure the silver could take before it started to tear instead of cut. Muscle memory from childhood, watching her mother work. Learning by osmosis. The pearl handle fit against her palm like it had been shaped for someone else’s hand—which it had been, seven generations of someone elses. “But I have to try.”

Margit’s hand landed on her shoulder, squeezed once. Her palm was warm through Elira’s shirt, solid and real. “Your mother would be proud of you for trying. You know that, right?”

Elira didn’t answer. Couldn’t. If her mother would be proud, she’d be here to say it. But she wasn’t here. She was wherever the sea took people who died trying to pay debts they wouldn’t explain.

The door closed softly behind Margit. Elira was alone with the silver and the morning light and the crushing certainty that she was going to fail.

She picked up the knife and started carving again anyway.

The blade bit into silver with that particular whisper-scrape sound that had been the soundtrack to her childhood. Her mother working late into the night, that sound the last thing Elira heard before sleep. Comforting, back then. Now it just sounded like inadequacy made audible.



By noon, her hand was screaming and the locket was starting to look like something. She’d carved a pattern around the outer rim—waves in the traditional style, each one slightly different, the way real water moved. Not the repetitive, mechanical waves she’d managed on previous attempts. These had variation. Life, almost.

She held the locket up to the light, turning it slowly. The waves caught shadows, created depth. Better. Still not right, but better.

Her stomach growled. She ignored it. There was bread somewhere, probably stale by now, and the end of yesterday’s cheese. Later. After the inner chamber.

The inner chamber needed detail work next. This was where her mother had always excelled—tiny, intricate scenes that seemed to contain entire stories. Elira had seen her carve a storm in a space smaller than a thumbnail, complete with lightning that somehow looked like it was actually flashing.

Elira’s hands were not her mother’s hands.

She started anyway. Small strokes. A suggestion of a shoreline. The hint of a building—maybe the Marsh family’s house, she’d seen it from the harbor, the tilting fisherman’s cottage at the edge of the dock district. Taro probably wanted his home on the locket. Everyone wanted their home.

The knife slipped.

Not badly—just a fraction of an inch off the line she’d intended. But in carving, a fraction was everything. The shoreline now had a gouge in it, a scar that didn’t belong.

Elira set the knife down very carefully. Breathed. In through her nose, count to four, out through her mouth, count to six. The breathing exercise her mother had taught her for moments like this.

Her mother’s voice in her head, patient: Silver forgives small mistakes. You can work them into the pattern. Make the error part of the story.

But what if the whole thing was an error? What if Elira herself was the mistake, the broken link in seven generations of perfect carvers?

She stared at the gouge. Maybe she could deepen it, make it look intentional. Add some kind of detail that would—

The door banged open.

Elira jumped, nearly knocking the locket off the bench. She caught it—barely—and turned to snap at whoever had just—

Taro stood in the doorway, breathing hard. His shirt was on inside out and he had blood on his knuckles. Fresh blood, still bright red, dripping.

“She’s gone,” he said. “Kenna’s gone.”

The world tilted. Elira was on her feet, the unfinished locket forgotten. “What do you mean gone?”

“I woke up and she—” Taro’s voice cracked. He looked seventeen in the worst way, all the false confidence of near-adulthood stripped away, leaving just terror. “Her window was open. She took the water path. I tried to follow but she—she was so fast, and the tide is coming in, and I can’t find her, I can’t—”

His hands shook. The blood on his knuckles came from raw scrapes, like he’d been scrabbling over rocks. His right knee was torn through his pants, more blood seeping through the fabric.

“Show me.” Elira was already moving, grabbing her mother’s old weather cloak from its hook. The wool was still stiff with old salt. “Where did you see her last?”

“The north beach. By the tide pools.” Taro was already turning, heading back out. “I checked the docks first, but someone said they saw a girl walking toward the rocks, and—”

They ran.

Seabright blurred past—the market square where Margit would be setting up the store’s display, the cooper’s shop with its barrel smell, the narrow alley behind the chandlery where kids always seemed to be playing dice for shells. Elira’s lungs burned. She hadn’t run like this since she was twelve, racing her mother back from the deep beach, both of them laughing and soaked with spray.

Her feet knew these streets. Every uneven cobblestone, every place where rainwater pooled, every shortcut between buildings. Muscle memory carrying her while her mind raced ahead to the north beach, to what they might find there.

Or might not find.

The north beach opened before them—a curve of gray sand giving way to volcanic rock, all sharp edges and tide pools that could trap the unwary when the water came in fast. And the water was coming in fast now. Elira could see it, the waves reaching farther up the beach with each crash, reclaiming territory. The tide pools at the far end would be filling already, turning the rock shelf into a maze of channels that could sweep you off your feet if you didn’t know where to step.

“There!” Taro pointed.

Kenna stood at the edge of the tide pools, knee-deep in water that frothed white around the rocks. Her nightdress clung to her legs, translucent and already pulling at her with each wave. She wasn’t moving. Just standing there, staring out at the open water like it was speaking directly to her.

Maybe it was.

The wind whipped Kenna’s hair across her face, but she didn’t blink, didn’t brush it away. Just stood there like a statue slowly being claimed by the sea.

“Kenna!” Taro started forward.

“Wait—” Elira grabbed his arm. “Look at the water.”

The tide pools weren’t behaving right. They should have been filling gradually, each depression in the rock taking its turn as the sea rose. But they were all filling at once, water streaming in from impossible angles. And around Kenna, the foam formed patterns. Spirals. The same spirals carved into the oldest Vos lockets, the ones from before the family had written records, when the carving tradition was just stories and instinct.

The spirals rotated slowly, all of them moving in the same direction. Counter-clockwise. The direction of pulling down, pulling in. The opposite of the spirals carved for protection.

“What’s wrong with it?” Taro’s voice was thin.

“It’s pulling her.” Elira’s throat closed around the words. She’d seen this once before. Six months ago. Her mother, standing at the edge of the lighthouse rocks, the water moving wrong around her feet. The same spirals forming in the foam. I have to finish something, she’d said. And then she’d walked forward, and the sea had risen to meet her, and—

“We have to get her out.” Taro tried to pull free, but Elira held on.

“If you go in there, it’ll take you too.”

“I don’t care—”

“She does!” The words came out harder than Elira intended. She forced herself to breathe, to think like a carver, not like a girl watching her worst memory play out again with different actors. “You said she loves you. That she fights it sometimes. We can use that.”

“How?” Desperation made Taro’s voice crack. “How do I fight water?”

Elira’s hand found her pocket. The unfinished locket—she’d grabbed it without thinking, must have shoved it in her cloak when she ran. Her fingers closed around the silver. It was warm. Almost hot.

That wasn’t normal.

She pulled it out. The metal gleamed in the overcast light, seeming to pulse with its own rhythm. And the carving she’d made—the waves, the shoreline, the mistake she’d made that gouged the pattern—it was moving. Shifting. Breathing.

The waves she’d carved were actually flowing, rippling across the silver’s surface like real water in miniature. The gouge in the shoreline opened and closed like a breathing wound.

“What is that?” Taro stared.

“I don’t know.” But she did, somewhere deeper than words. This was what her mother had tried to teach her. The Salt-Kiss wasn’t just a technique. It was a conversation. The carver offered the pattern, and the sea decided whether to make it real.

Elira had been so focused on getting the pattern perfect that she’d forgotten to ask if the sea wanted to participate.

“Kenna!” she called. Her voice cut through the crash of waves. “Kenna Marsh!”

The girl didn’t turn. But her head tilted slightly, like she heard something distant.

Elira stepped forward, toward the water. Taro made a sound of protest, but she shook her head. Kept moving. The first wave hit her boots—cold enough to steal breath. The second one soaked through to her skin.

The leather of her boots went stiff immediately. Water seeped in through the laces, shocking-cold against her feet. She kept walking.

The cold wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was the pull. She could feel it now, the same thing that had Kenna. A current that wasn’t physical, something that hooked into the space behind her ribs and tugged, promising that the water was where she belonged, where she’d always belonged, come home, come home, come home—

The pull had a voice. Not words exactly, but the memory of words, the shape of them. Her mother’s voice underneath it all, saying something Elira couldn’t quite make out.

“No.” Elira said it out loud. The locket burned in her hand.

She was close enough to Kenna now to see the girl’s eyes—distant and dark, pupils blown wide. Close enough to see the blue tinge to her lips getting worse, spreading down her chin. Close enough to grab her, if she was fast.

But grabbing wouldn’t help. The sea didn’t let go just because you pulled.

Elira held up the locket instead. “This is yours,” she said. Kenna’s eyes flickered—just a little, just enough. “Your brother commissioned it. Gave everything he had to pay for it. Because he loves you more than he loves the idea of pride or keeping money for himself.”

“Elira, what are you—” Taro’s voice, from the shore. Frightened.

“The pattern isn’t finished,” Elira continued. She was talking to Kenna, but also to the water, to whatever ancient thing listened when carvers spoke. “I made a mistake. Right here.” She traced the gouge in the shoreline with one finger. The metal was hot enough to sting. “I was trying so hard to make it perfect that I forgot—perfection isn’t the same as true.”

The water around Kenna swirled faster. The spirals tightened, closing in.

Elira’s heart kicked against her ribs. This was either going to work or it was going to kill them both, and there wasn’t much middle ground. She thought about her mother. About the debt. About the Salt-Kiss that was supposed to seal the bargain between carver and sea but that Elira had never successfully performed because she’d been too afraid of doing it wrong.

Maybe wrong was better than nothing.

She lifted the locket to her lips. The metal scorched, but she didn’t pull away. Breathed across the silver—not words, just breath, just the warmth of being alive and terrified and trying anyway. Her breath condensed on the metal, tiny droplets that caught light like the locket was sweating.

Then she pressed it to the water.

The surface where the locket touched began to glow.

Faint at first—like phosphorescence in summer waves, the kind that made the whole harbor look full of stars when you trailed your fingers through it. But brighter. Growing. The light spread from the point of contact, racing across the water’s surface in branching lines that looked like lightning in reverse—flowing inward, converging.

The spirals around Kenna lit up in response, the same pale blue-green light, and for a horrible moment Elira thought she’d made it worse, she’d called more attention to them, the sea was going to—

Kenna gasped.

Her eyes focused. Really focused, not the distant tide-pulled stare but actual presence, actual person looking out from behind them. She swayed, her knees buckling.

“Taro?” Her voice was small. Lost. The voice of a child waking from a nightmare with no idea where she was.

“I’m here!” Taro was in the water now, not caring about the pull, only caring about his sister. He reached her in three strides, grabbed her, lifted her like she weighed nothing.

The light faded.

The spirals dissolved into regular foam. The tide pools began filling like they were supposed to—gradually, naturally, just water being water and rock being rock and nothing supernatural about any of it.

Elira stood there, knee-deep and shaking, the locket still hot in her hand. Her whole body was shaking now, adrenaline draining away and leaving nothing but cold and exhaustion.

Taro carried Kenna past her, heading for dry sand. The girl was crying, confused, asking questions that tumbled over each other. “Where am I? Why am I wet? Taro, what happened? Why does everything hurt?”

But she was asking. She was present. The blue was fading from her lips, color returning to her skin like someone had turned a dial.

Elira followed on numb legs. When she reached the beach, her knees gave out. She sat down hard on the cold sand, salt water dripping from her cloak, the locket still clutched in her fist.

Taro got Kenna wrapped in his jacket. Held her while she shook and cried and slowly came back to herself. He murmured to her, words Elira couldn’t hear, the kind of comforting nonsense that meant everything when you were scared and didn’t know why.

Then he looked at Elira over his sister’s head. His eyes were wet.

“Thank you,” he said. It wasn’t adequate and they both knew it, but language didn’t have better options.

Elira opened her hand. The locket sat in her palm, no longer glowing. The carving was still visible—the waves, the imperfect shoreline, the gouge that had become part of the pattern instead of ruining it. The metal had cooled, but there was still warmth in it. Residual heat. Or something else.

“It’s not done,” she said. Her voice sounded far away. “The Salt-Kiss—that wasn’t the real thing. I don’t know what that was. But it held for now, it should keep her safe for a little while, but I need to finish it properly before the full moon or—”

“Then we finish it.” Taro’s jaw set with determination. “Whatever you need. We’ll figure it out.”

Kenna pulled back enough to look at Elira. Her eyes were clear now, frightened but her own. “What happened to me?”

“I don’t know yet.” Elira pushed herself to her feet. Everything hurt. Her legs, her back, her hands. Her chest felt like someone had reached in and rearranged her ribs. “But I’m going to find out.”

They walked back through Seabright together—two soaked girls, one boy who looked like he’d aged five years in an hour, all of them leaving wet footprints on the cobblestones. People stared. Elira didn’t care.

She’d just performed something like a Salt-Kiss. It had worked. Partially, imperfectly, but it had worked.

The locket hung heavy in her pocket now, weighted with more than silver. With responsibility. With possibility. With the terrifying realization that she might actually be able to do this.

Maybe her mother hadn’t been teaching her to be perfect. Maybe she’d been teaching her to be brave enough to try, mistakes and all.

The workshop appeared ahead, its weathered sign creaking in the wind. Elira’s hands were still shaking, but for the first time in six months, it didn’t feel like fear.

It felt like possibility.

It felt like the beginning of understanding something her mother had known all along: that the sea didn’t want perfection. It wanted truth. It wanted someone willing to offer their flaws along with their skill, their fear along with their courage.

It wanted conversation, not presentation.

Elira touched the locket through her pocket. Still warm. Still waiting.

She had three days to learn how to finish what she’d started. Three days to figure out what her mother had been trying to complete when the sea took her.

Three days to become the carver she was supposed to be.

Or die trying.




Chapter 2

The last time Elira had seen her mother’s private journal, she’d been twelve years old and far too curious for her own good.

It had been late autumn, the kind of evening when darkness came early and the workshop took on shadows that seemed alive. Her mother had been working on a commission—a locket for the lighthouse keeper’s wife, intricate and taking weeks when most carvings took days. Elira remembered sneaking to the desk where her mother kept her notes, drawn by childish fascination and the certainty that adults always hid the interesting things.

The wood of the desk had been cold under her small hands. She’d opened drawers as quietly as possible, wincing at every creak, every scrape of wood on wood. The journal had been in the bottom drawer, wrapped in oilcloth like something precious. Or dangerous.

She’d opened the journal to a random page. The handwriting had been her mother’s, but frantic, nothing like her usual careful script. Words crossed out. Diagrams that made no sense—spirals that folded back on themselves impossibly, equations that mixed numbers with what looked like tide charts. And at the bottom of the page, underlined three times: The sea always collects its debts. Always.

Her mother had found her reading it. Had closed the journal with a snap that made Elira jump, the sound like a bone breaking. “Some things,” she’d said, her voice tight, “are not for curious children.”

Elira hadn’t asked what debts the sea collected. She’d been twelve. The sea was just water.

Now, standing in the workshop with her cloak still dripping and the half-finished locket hot in her pocket, she understood that twelve-year-old Elira had been catastrophically wrong about almost everything.

“I need to find that journal,” she said out loud.

The workshop didn’t answer. It never did, though sometimes Elira caught herself waiting for it to. She’d sent Taro home with Kenna an hour ago, both of them exhausted and overwhelmed. Kenna had been coherent but confused, asking questions neither of them could answer. Why had she walked to the water? What had been calling her? And most haunting: would it happen again?

The questions had tumbled out between shivers, Kenna wrapped in three blankets and still shaking. Taro had held her the entire time, one arm around her shoulders, as if physical contact could keep her tethered to shore.

Elira had promised to finish the locket properly. The full Salt-Kiss, the real binding. Two days until the full moon. Two days to figure out what her mother had spent a lifetime learning.

No pressure.

She started with the obvious places—the desk drawers, the shelf above the workbench where her mother had kept reference materials. Nothing. Just order forms from three years ago, sketches of commissioned designs, a catalog of silver suppliers with prices that made Elira wince even now. Everything coated in a fine layer of dust that spoke of months without use.

The workshop felt larger than it should, all the empty spaces where her mother’s presence used to be. Elira moved through it like a ghost haunting her own memories. Here was where her mother had taught her to hold the smallest carving knife, Elira’s six-year-old hand dwarfed by her mother’s patient guidance. There, by the window, was where they’d stood together watching storms roll in across the harbor, her mother explaining how you could tell the sea’s mood by the color of the foam.

White foam meant playful. Gray meant thoughtful. Black meant run.

“You’re being too literal,” Elira muttered to herself. Her mother had been a carver. She thought in symbols, in layers, in things that meant more than they appeared to mean.

She turned to face the back wall. The family tree carved directly into the wood—seven generations of Vos carvers, each name surrounded by their signature pattern. Elira’s mother’s name sat second from the bottom: Celia Vos, encircled by spirals that seemed to move when you weren’t looking directly at them.

Elira had studied this carving a thousand times. Never thought to touch it.

She reached out now, tracing her mother’s spirals with tentative fingers. The wood was worn smooth here, which was strange—the rest of the carving had the texture of careful knife work, but this section felt almost polished. Like someone had touched it repeatedly.

Like her mother had touched it repeatedly.

The wood was warm under her fingertips. Body heat, absorbed and held by years of contact. Elira’s throat tightened.

She pressed harder, following the spiral inward to its center. There was a small circle there, darker wood. She pushed.

Click.

A section of the wall beside the family tree swung inward—just an inch, but enough to show darkness beyond. A hidden compartment. Of course there was a hidden compartment. This was exactly the kind of thing her mother would do.

The hinges were oiled. Recently oiled. Her mother had been in here shortly before she disappeared.

Elira’s heart hammered as she pulled the panel fully open. Inside was a narrow space, barely deep enough for a shelf. On it sat three items: the journal she remembered, its leather cover water-stained and worn; a small wooden box with no visible opening mechanism; and a locket on a tarnished chain.

She recognized the locket immediately. Her grandmother’s work—the signature style was unmistakable, all flowing lines and organic shapes that mimicked kelp and current. But something was wrong with it. The silver had a dull quality, like tarnish that went deeper than surface. And the carving itself seemed incomplete, stopped mid-pattern in a way that made Elira’s teeth ache.

An unfinished carving. The worst luck a carver could have, worse than breaking tools or dropping silver. You never left work unfinished. Never.

Unless you couldn’t finish it.

Elira picked up the journal first. Her hands were shaking—from cold, from exhaustion, from the weight of finding something her mother had deliberately hidden. The leather was stiff, salt-damaged. It crackled as she opened it to the first page.

Celia Vos - Private Record Not for commission work Not for sale Not for Elira

That last line was underlined twice. Elira felt a stab of something that might have been guilt or might have been anger. She pushed past it and turned the page.

The entries started six years ago. Her mother’s handwriting, less frantic here than in the pages Elira remembered from childhood, but still carrying an edge of anxiety.

The Marsh family came today. The grandfather, Torren, the one who survived the drowning five years back. He wants a locket for his grandson—says the boy’s father was lost to the sea and he won’t see another generation claimed. I told him I’d try.

But I can’t shake the feeling that this is connected. The Marshes have been touched by the same debt that took Mother. The same pattern. I need to check the old records.

Elira’s breath caught. Her grandmother—dead long before Elira was born. Drowned, everyone said, though the details were vague in the way that traumatic family stories always became. No one talked about how it happened. Just that it had, and it was terrible, and best not discussed.

She flipped forward. The entries grew more sporadic, more desperate. Her mother’s handwriting deteriorating into something barely legible.

I found Mother’s unfinished locket in her workroom. Three months after she disappeared. No one else had been in there—Margit is too afraid of the carving tools, and I’d locked the door myself. But there it was, sitting on the workbench like she’d just set it down for a moment.

The pattern is wrong. Not incomplete—wrong. Like she was carving something and the sea changed its mind about what it wanted.

Can the sea do that? Can it change the debt mid-payment?

The entries jumped months. Years. Elira’s eyes skimmed over her mother’s increasingly frantic research. References to old Vos techniques that had been abandoned generations back. Mentions of debts and bargains that went back to the family’s founding. Notes about tides, moon phases, the specific quality of foam on certain beaches at certain times.

And then, six months ago, the final entry.

Torren Marsh is dying. He sent his son—Kael, I think his name was—to beg for one last locket. Says the debt is coming due. Says his granddaughter Kenna is already showing signs.

I know what I have to do. The debt isn’t Torren’s. It’s ours. The Vos family. We made a bargain three generations back, before we wrote things down, before we understood that some promises don’t end just because the person who made them dies.

The sea has been patient. But patience has limits.

If I can finish Mother’s locket—if I can complete what she started—maybe it will break the cycle. Maybe Elira won’t have to—

The entry stopped mid-sentence. The page after it was blank. Every page after that was blank.

Elira closed the journal. Her hands had gone numb. She set it down carefully, as if it might shatter, and picked up the unfinished locket instead.

The moment her skin touched the tarnished silver, the world tilted.

She was standing on the lighthouse rocks. Not in memory—this was too vivid, too real. The spray hit her face, cold and sharp. The wind whipped her hair. She could taste salt, feel the slick wetness of the stones under her boots. And ahead of her, at the edge where the rocks gave way to churning water, stood her mother.

Celia Vos turned. Her face was younger than Elira remembered, less worn, but her eyes carried the weight of someone who’d already decided something terrible. She wore the blue dress she’d been buried in. Or would have been buried in, if there’d been a body to bury.

“I’m sorry,” her mother said. Her voice cut through the wind like it was speaking directly into Elira’s ear. “I thought I could spare you this.”

“Spare me what?” Elira tried to move forward, but her legs wouldn’t respond. She was frozen, observer but not participant. “What debt? What did we promise?”

“Life for life. Work for work.” Her mother’s expression was sad. Resigned. “The first Vos carver was drowning. The sea offered a bargain—save her, give her the gift of carving, the ability to bind memory into silver. In exchange, every seven years, a Vos carver would complete one work for the sea. Whatever it asked. However impossible.”

“That’s insane. No one would agree to that.”

“Someone drowning agrees to anything.” Her mother smiled, brittle. “And it seemed fair at the time. Seven years between payments. Plenty of time. Except the sea doesn’t always ask for simple things. Sometimes it asks for carvings that take years to complete. Sometimes it changes what it wants mid-commission. And if you can’t deliver—”

“It takes you instead.”

“It takes you instead.” Her mother turned back to the water. The waves were moving wrong, flowing in directions that had nothing to do with wind or current. “Mother tried to finish her commission. Worked herself to exhaustion. But the sea kept changing the pattern, kept demanding more, and eventually she ran out of time. So it took her. And the debt passed to me.”

Elira’s chest ached. “You finished it. You must have—you had sixteen years after Grandmother died. Sixteen years before you—”

“I tried.” Her mother’s voice cracked. “I tried so hard, El. But I couldn’t complete it. Every time I got close, the pattern would shift. The sea wanted something I didn’t know how to give. And seven years turned into fourteen, and fourteen into—” She stopped. “The debt compounds. That’s the part no one tells you. If you miss one payment, the next one demands twice as much.”

“So you walked into the ocean.”

“So I paid a different way.” Her mother looked over her shoulder one last time. Elira could see tears on her cheeks, or maybe it was just spray. “The sea accepts substitution. A life instead of a locket. One Vos carver instead of seven years of service. It’s not supposed to—the original bargain didn’t include that clause. But when you’re desperate, you find loopholes.”

“You can’t—” But Elira already knew how this ended. She’d been there, six months ago, watching from the harbor. She’d seen her mother walk into the water. Seen the waves rise to meet her. “You can’t change the past. You already did this.”

“I didn’t do it to escape.” Her mother’s expression turned fierce. The wind picked up, howling around them. “I did it to buy you time. The debt resets when the carver dies. You have seven years now. Seven full years before the sea will come calling again. Time to learn. Time to find a better way. Time to—”

“Break the cycle,” Elira finished.

The vision fractured. She was back in the workshop, gasping, the locket burning her palm. She dropped it and it clattered against the workbench, the sound impossibly loud in the sudden silence.

Margit’s voice came from the doorway. “What was that?”

Elira spun. Her aunt stood there, face pale, staring at the hidden compartment and its contents spilled across the work surface. Her hand gripped the doorframe so hard her knuckles had gone white.

“How long have you been standing there?”

“Long enough.” Margit came closer, her steps hesitant. Her eyes were fixed on the unfinished locket. “Your mother showed me that once. After your grandmother died. Made me promise I’d never tell you about it.”

“You knew?” Anger surged hot in Elira’s chest. “You knew about the debt and you didn’t—”

“What was I supposed to do?” Margit’s voice cracked. “Tell a child that her family was cursed? That the sea was going to come for her mother? Your mother swore she’d handle it. Swore she’d find a way to break the bargain before it came to you.” She pressed her hand to her mouth. “She promised me you’d never have to know.”

“By dying.”

“By buying you time.” Margit’s hands twisted in her apron. The same unconscious gesture she’d had since Elira was small, whenever something upset her. “Seven years, El. That’s what she said. Seven years for you to figure out what she and your grandmother couldn’t. How to satisfy a debt that doesn’t want to be satisfied.”

Elira looked at the journal, the locket, the wooden box she hadn’t yet opened. Seven years. It had been six months. She had six and a half years left before the sea would come demanding payment.

But Kenna Marsh didn’t have six years. She had two days.

“The Marsh family,” Elira said slowly. Her mind was racing, connections forming. “Taro and Kenna. Their grandfather is the one who commissioned Mother’s last locket.”

Margit nodded. “Torren Marsh. He died three weeks after your mother disappeared.”

“And now Kenna is being pulled to the water.”

“The debt compounds,” Margit whispered. “That’s what Celia said. If you miss a payment—”

“It demands twice as much.” Elira’s mind raced. “Mother never finished Torren’s locket. She died before she could complete it. So the debt passed to me, but it also—what happens to the family who commissioned the unfinished work?”

“I don’t know.”

“The sea thinks they’re owed.” Elira picked up her mother’s journal again, flipping through pages more carefully this time. There had to be more. Some clue her mother had left. “Torren paid for a locket that was never delivered. From the sea’s perspective, that’s a debt too. The Marshes and the Vos family both owe now.”

Her fingers found a loose page, tucked between two others. She pulled it free. A diagram—spirals within spirals, labeled with words in Old Vos. And at the bottom, in her mother’s desperate handwriting: Two debts, one pattern. The families are bound together now.

“El, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying that if I finish what Mother started—if I complete Kenna’s locket the right way—I might be able to cancel both debts at once.” It felt right as she said it, the kind of terrible logic that made sense only when dealing with supernatural contracts. “The sea asked for one locket. I deliver one locket. Everyone’s square.”

Margit’s expression said she thought Elira was reaching, grasping at solutions that didn’t exist. “And if you’re wrong?”

“Then the sea takes me like it took Mother.” Elira met her aunt’s eyes. “But if I’m right, I save Kenna and buy myself seven more years to figure out how to break this for good.”

The workshop seemed to hold its breath. Outside, the afternoon was fading toward evening, the light through the windows going gold and fragile. Shadows lengthened across the floor, reaching toward them.

Margit picked up the wooden box. “Your mother left this too. Did you open it?”

“Not yet.”

Her aunt turned it over in her hands. There was no visible latch, no keyhole, nothing that suggested how to get inside. The wood was dark, almost black, with a grain that seemed to shift when you looked at it too long. Then she pressed one corner—a specific spot that must have been marked somehow only she could see—and the lid clicked open.

Inside was a single carving knife. The blade was darker than silver, almost black, with an iridescence that suggested mother-of-pearl. The handle was wrapped in something that might have been leather or might have been skin—Elira didn’t want to examine it too closely. The whole thing radiated wrongness, a weight that had nothing to do with actual mass.

“This was the first carver’s knife,” Margit said quietly. “The one the sea gave when it made the original bargain. Celia said it was the only tool that could complete an impossible commission.”

Elira stared at the blade. It seemed to drink the light rather than reflect it. When she looked directly at it, her eyes wanted to slide away, to focus on anything else. “Did Mother use it?”

“She tried. Said it felt like carving with her own bones.” Margit closed the box with a snap, shutting away the blade and its disturbing presence. “She couldn’t finish with it. Maybe you can.”

Maybe. The word hung between them like a dare.

Elira picked up the unfinished locket—her grandmother’s failed commission. The pattern her mother had died trying to complete. Two days until the full moon. Two days to learn what two generations couldn’t figure out.

She thought about Kenna’s blue-tinged lips. Taro’s desperate eyes. The way the tide pools had lit up with ancient spirals when Elira pressed her half-finished work to the water.

She thought about her mother, walking into the sea to buy time she’d never know if Elira used well.

“I need to go to the deep beach,” Elira said. “Where the old carvings are. If I’m going to finish this right, I need to understand the original bargain.”

“Those carvings are three generations old. Most of them are underwater now.”

“Then I’ll get wet.” Elira was already moving, gathering tools, wrapping the unfinished locket in cloth. The first carver’s knife went into her pocket, heavy and wrong and necessary. Its weight pulled at her like an anchor.

Margit caught her arm. “El. Your mother was the best carver in three generations. If she couldn’t do this—”

“Then maybe being the best isn’t what matters.” Elira pulled free, not unkindly. “Maybe what matters is being desperate and stubborn enough to try.”

She left Margit standing in the workshop, surrounded by generations of tools and memories and debts that refused to die. The evening air hit her face, cold with the promise of changing weather. The sky had gone the color of old bruises—purple and gray and threatening.

Two days until the full moon.

Elira started walking toward the deep beach, where the old bargains were carved in stone, and the sea waited to see if history would repeat itself or finally, finally break.




Chapter 3

“To those who carve: know that every mark made in silver echoes in salt. The sea forgets nothing. Neither should you.”

—Inscription on the Founder’s Stone, Deep Beach, Seabright

The deep beach looked different at low tide.

Elira picked her way across exposed rock, following the retreating waterline toward formations she’d only ever seen from a distance. The sun was setting behind her, throwing her shadow long and distorted across stone that gleamed wet and black. Her boots slipped on patches of kelp, and twice she had to catch herself against barnacle-crusted boulders that scraped her palms raw.

Her mother had brought her here once, when she was nine. They’d stood at the safe edge, the tourist edge, and her mother had pointed to the massive stones jutting from the surf.

“That’s where it started,” she’d said. “Where the first carver made the first bargain.”

Nine-year-old Elira had asked why they couldn’t go closer. Her mother’s answer had been simple: “Because the sea only shows those stones to people it wants to speak to.”

Elira had spent the whole walk home trying to figure out what she needed to do to make the sea want to speak to her. Her mother had laughed, but it hadn’t been a happy sound.

Apparently the sea wanted to speak to seventeen-year-old Elira.

The tide had pulled back farther than she’d ever seen, revealing formations that should have been underwater. The Founder’s Stones—three massive pillars of volcanic rock, each taller than two men standing on shoulders. They rose from the beach like fingers reaching for the sky, covered in carvings so old the weather had worn them into suggestions rather than clear images.

Elira stopped at the base of the first stone. Up close, it was even more massive, the surface pitted and scarred by centuries of waves. She had to crane her neck to see the top. The stone was still wet from the receding tide, water running down it in thin streams that caught the fading light. She could make out shapes in the weathered carvings—spirals, definitely. Hands, maybe. And words in Old Vos, the language her mother had taught her to read but never speak.

The Old Vos was supposed to be bad luck to say aloud. Something about giving voice to old promises.

She traced the inscription at eye level, sounding out the archaic syllables in her head.

Life for craft. Breath for beauty. Blood for—

The last word was too worn to read. Blood for what?

“You shouldn’t be here.”

Elira spun, hand going instinctively to her pocket where the first carver’s knife rested. A figure stood twenty feet away, silhouetted against the dying light. Male, tall, moving with the careful balance of someone who spent their life on boats.

He came closer and resolved into a boy—maybe nineteen, with the weathered look of someone who worked outdoors and the cautious eyes of someone who’d learned not to trust easily. He wore fisherman’s clothes, patched and salt-stained, and carried a coil of rope over one shoulder. His hands were scarred in the particular way that came from handling nets and lines in rough weather.

“The tide’s turning,” he said. His voice had the local accent, but flatter. Less musical. “You’ve got maybe twenty minutes before those stones are underwater again.”

“I know what I’m doing.”

“Do you?” He stopped a safe distance away, like he was giving her space to run if she wanted to. “Because most people who come out here at low tide don’t know what they’re looking at. And the ones who do know usually have better sense than to come alone.”

Elira studied him. Something familiar in the set of his shoulders, the way he stood with his weight on his back foot like he was ready to move quickly. “Do I know you?”

“Probably not. I don’t come into town much.” But his eyes said he knew her. They were gray-green, the color of storm water. “You’re the Vos girl. The carver.”

It wasn’t a question. Elira felt exposed suddenly, like he could see straight through to all her failures and fears. “And you are?”

“Finn Marsh.” He said it like it should mean something. When her expression stayed blank, he added, “Torren Marsh was my grandfather. Taro and Kenna are my cousins.”

Oh. That made sense—the similarity to Taro around the eyes, the same sharp line of the jaw. But where Taro had been desperate and open, Finn was closed off. Guarded. Like he’d learned to expect the worst and had stopped being surprised when it arrived.

“I didn’t know Taro had other family,” Elira said carefully.

“We’re not close. I work the deep water fishing routes, gone for weeks at a time.” Finn shifted the rope on his shoulder. The coil was thick, salt-stiffened. Heavy. “Heard from someone at the docks that Kenna walked into the tide pools this morning. That the Vos carver pulled her out.”

“I did.” Elira turned back to the stone, trying to read more of the worn inscription. The light was fading fast. Soon she wouldn’t be able to make out anything. “And I’m going to finish what your grandfather commissioned. What my mother couldn’t complete.”

Silence behind her. Then: “She’s dead, isn’t she? Your mother.”

“Six months ago.”

“My grandfather died three weeks after her.” Finn’s voice carried something sharp. Not quite anger, but close. “Kept saying he’d made a mistake, bringing that commission to a carver who couldn’t finish it. Said the debt would pass to the children and they’d all pay for his pride.”

Elira’s hands clenched. “My mother tried—”

“I’m sure she did.” Finn moved closer, standing beside her now, close enough that she could see the sun damage on his face, the permanent squint around his eyes from staring at bright water. A scar cut through his left eyebrow. “But trying and succeeding aren’t the same thing. And now Kenna’s paying for it.”
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