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Introduction
Mara Celandine has always known the hush of secrets, felt their weight in the winds
that sing through the thatched eaves of Lirasal, her isolated coastal village. Here, the
tides whisper old sorrows against the cliffs, and villagers keep to their routines, wary
and unchanging. For as long as she can remember, her mother’s warnings have been
her only inheritance: blend in, hide your name, never let the past find you. Yet the
past is a tide that can never truly be held back—no matter how tightly she clings to
the fragile, anonymous peace she calls her life.

At nineteen, Mara finds herself straining against the boundaries of ordinary existence.
She dreams of distant voices and shadowed halls, of thrones she does not understand
and coronation flames that melt into nightmares. Sometimes, when she soaks her
hands in seawater to scrub the day’s catch, a strange warmth prickles under her
skin—nothing she can explain, nothing she dares mention. The world, she quickly
learned, is not kind to those touched by the uncanny or the ancient.

But in those quiet moments—when mist conceals the stars and every door is locked
tight—Mara cannot help but wonder who she might truly be if she were free from the
yoke of secrecy. Questions gnaw at her heart: Why was her family destroyed? What
crime could have merited such complete erasure? And why, after all these years, does
her mother still act as if every shadow might hold the blade that will finish what the
usurper’s soldiers began?

Lirasal offers shelter, but its shelter has become a prison. The murmur of the market,
the salted air, the kindly but distant neighbors—these comforts are veils, not
foundations. Mara feels a longing she cannot shape into words, a hunger for belonging
that is always just out of reach. Yet in the same breath, she dreads the legacy that
clings to her name like a second skin. What hope can there be for a girl whose very
blood is cursed—a remnant of a lost dynasty, hunted and haunted in equal measure?

Strange things are starting to happen. Sometimes the lanterns gutter at her passing,
offering moments of surreal clarity. Strangers linger at the edge of town, whispering in
tongues she almost remembers. Night after night, the air thickens with uneasy magic.
And always, Mara feels herself changing, as if destiny itself has noticed the beat of her
hidden heart.

Before the sea brings the storm and the past catches up with the present, Mara must
decide which is more terrifying: the truth buried in her veins, or the fate that awaits
should she ever claim it. In the shadow of her legacy, every choice is fraught, every
longing dangerous. Yet the tide is rising—and soon, at last, Mara Celandine will have
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no choice but to face the world she was born to inherit… or to destroy.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Quiet Tides of Lirasal
The morning fog clung to Lirasal like a shroud, muffling the usual clang of the
blacksmith’s hammer and the shrill cries of gulls. Mara stood at the docks, a coil of
fishing net slung over her shoulder, the familiar scent of salt and drying kelp a
comforting balm. Her breath plumed white in the chilly air, a fleeting ghost against the
backdrop of the grey, restless sea. Most days, this quiet anonymity was a balm, a
shield against the world beyond the village’s rocky shores. Today, it felt like a cage.

She watched Old Man Hemlock, his back bent with years and barnacles, untangling his
lines with a methodical patience Mara could only envy. He hummed a tuneless shanty,
a melody as ancient as the tides. He was one of the few who had always been kind to
her, never asking too many questions about her mother’s solitary life or their sudden
arrival in Lirasal almost two decades ago. Most others, while not openly hostile,
maintained a polite distance, their eyes flicking away whenever her gaze met theirs
for too long.

“Morning, Mara,” Hemlock grunted, not looking up. “Tide’s turning. Good day for the
silver-scale, if you’ve the patience.”

“Good morning, Hemlock,” she replied, her voice a little too bright. She always felt the
need to overcompensate, to prove herself as ordinary as the next villager. “I’ll try my
luck. Mother wants a full basket for the market.”

She moved to her small, weathered skiff, the Sea Whisper, its name almost ironic
given the silence she was meant to maintain. As she pushed off from the dock, the
familiar resistance of the current against her oars was grounding. She rowed out
beyond the protective reach of the cliffs, the village shrinking behind her, a cluster of
moss-roofed cottages clinging to the land.

Out on the open water, the mist thinned, revealing the vast, indifferent expanse of the
ocean. This was where Mara truly felt a sense of release, even if fleeting. Here, the
whispers of the past felt less potent, the shadows less menacing. She cast her net, the
weighted lead line sinking into the depths, and let her thoughts drift.

Lately, the dreams had grown more vivid, less like fleeting images and more like
insistent memories that weren't her own. Stone halls echoing with a power that
vibrated through her bones, the shimmer of a golden crown, and always, the chilling
scent of smoke and burnt flesh. She would wake up with her heart hammering, a
phantom chill on her skin, and the unsettling sensation of having lost something
precious, something she couldn’t name.
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And the flicker. It was happening more often now. Just yesterday, while carrying a
bucket of water from the well, the old lantern hanging above the pump had flared,
then dimmed, as if responding to her presence. The water in the bucket had
shimmered with a faint, internal light for a heartbeat before settling back to normal.
She’d looked around frantically, but no one had noticed. Imagination, Mara, she’d told
herself, even as a prickle of fear traced its way up her spine. Just your imagination.

It was a cold fear, the kind that whispered of things too grand and too terrible for a girl
who just wanted to sell fish and blend in. Her mother’s warnings echoed in her mind: 
“Our name is a brand, Mara. Never speak it. Never draw attention. The Usurper’s
reach is long, his magic dark.” The Usurper. A shadowy figure of legend and dread,
spoken of in hushed tones, the one who had extinguished her family line. Or so
everyone believed.

Mara sighed, pulling her net slowly. It felt heavier than usual. She strained, muscles
burning, until the dark mass broke the surface. Her heart sank. Not silver-scale. Not
even mackerel. Just a tangled mess of seaweed and something else, something dark
and angular. A piece of driftwood, perhaps?

She pulled it closer, her brow furrowing. It wasn’t wood. It was a fragment of intricately
carved stone, dark as obsidian, cool beneath her fingertips. Runes, ancient and
indecipherable, coiled across its surface like sleeping serpents. It felt… warm. Not the
sun’s warmth, but an internal heat that pulsed faintly against her palm. A strange
sense of recognition, or perhaps, resonance, shivered through her.

Where had this come from? It was unlike any stone found along Lirasal’s coast. As she
turned it over, a faint, almost imperceptible tremor ran through the skiff. The water
around them, usually placid save for the gentle swells, seemed to ripple with an
unseen current.

Suddenly, a distant keening sound cut through the silence, rising above the murmur of
the waves. It was a high, mournful cry, followed by a deeper, guttural roar. Mara’s
blood ran cold. Those weren’t the sounds of the sea. They were sounds of pain, of
conflict, of people.

She dropped the stone shard, forgetting its strange warmth, and scanned the horizon.
The fog, which had seemed to thin, was now swirling back in, thicker than before, like
a living thing. But through a momentary break in the mist, she saw it.

Smoke. A dark, ugly plume rising from the direction of Lirasal, staining the pale
morning sky. Not the gentle wisp from a cooking fire, but a thick, oily column, the kind
that meant houses burning. Fear, cold and sharp, pierced through her. Her mother.
The village.
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The keening came again, closer now, and Mara heard screams. Not just one or two,
but a chorus of desperate cries, carried on the strengthening wind. The air itself
seemed to crackle with an unnatural energy, a feeling of vast, oppressive power
pressing down on the world.

She gripped her oars, her hands trembling, and began to row with frantic urgency, her
earlier desire for anonymity replaced by a desperate need to reach her mother, to
understand what horror was unfolding. The Sea Whisper cut through the water, but
the village seemed to recede rather than approach, shrouded by the ominous smoke
and the gathering fog.

As she rowed, she felt the familiar prickle beneath her skin intensify, spreading from
her fingertips up her arms, a warmth that was almost painful, almost electric. The
water around her skiff began to glow faintly, a pale, ethereal light beneath the waves.
She gasped, pulling her hands back, but the sensation persisted, a deep thrumming in
her veins.

Then, a flicker. Not just the lantern’s gutter, but the very air around her seemed to
shimmer, distorting the shapes of the waves. For a terrifying instant, she saw not the
familiar, grey ocean, but a fleeting glimpse of something else: a vast, swirling vortex
of purple and black energy, a gaping maw in reality. It vanished as quickly as it
appeared, leaving her gasping, disoriented.

The screams from the village grew louder, more distinct, mingling with the clash of
steel and something else, a strange, crackling sound, like dry wood igniting instantly.
Panic seized her. Magic. Dark magic. The kind her mother had always warned her
about. The Usurper’s magic.

She rowed harder, her focus narrowed to the burning village, her heart a frantic drum
against her ribs. She was almost there, just beyond the last rocky outcrop that
guarded the harbor entrance. As she rounded it, the full horror of the scene unfurled
before her.

Lirasal was ablaze. Houses were engulfed in unnatural, purplish flames that devoured
wood and thatch with terrifying speed. Figures, cloaked in dark, formless robes,
moved through the chaos, their faces obscured, their movements unnaturally swift.
They carried staffs that pulsed with the same dark energy, unleashing bolts of
destructive power. Villagers, terrified and unarmed, ran screaming, only to fall as the
dark magic found them.

Among the chaos, Mara saw a familiar figure, tall and unyielding, standing before their
small cottage. Her mother. A dark-robed figure raised a staff, a sickly green light
gathering at its tip. Mara’s breath hitched.
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Without thinking, without understanding, a surge of raw, unbridled energy erupted
from her, hot and undeniable. It wasn’t a choice, but a reflex, a primal scream from
deep within her blood. The air around her pulsed, and for a blinding moment, the skiff,
the water, the burning village—everything was bathed in an intense, searing white
light that originated from her.

The force propelled her skiff forward with impossible speed, a blur across the water.
The dark figures in the village seemed to recoil, their own magic flickering,
momentarily disrupted. The white light intensified, a wave of pure force radiating
outwards from Mara, crashing into the shore, into the chaos.

Then, as quickly as it came, it was gone. The world reeled back into focus, the smoke
and screams now sharper, more immediate. The intense energy had drained from her,
leaving her trembling, breathless, and inexplicably, undeniably weak.

But she was closer. So close. Just yards from the burning dock. She saw her mother,
turning, her face a mask of shock and dawning horror, not at the approaching
attackers, but at Mara herself. Her mother’s eyes, usually so guarded, widened, filled
with a terrible understanding.

“Mara! No! Run!” her mother shrieked, her voice tearing through the din. “Run, child!
They know! They know who you are!”

Her mother’s words, sharp as daggers, pierced Mara’s ears, colder than the sea itself. 
They know. The secret. Her identity. The very thing her mother had spent her life
protecting her from. It was out. And the people who had come for it were here, in
Lirasal, destroying everything.

One of the dark-robed figures, sensing the shift, turned its featureless hood towards
Mara, a wave of palpable malice radiating from it. It raised its staff again, a new surge
of dark energy coalescing, aimed directly at her.

Mara felt a desperate, primal urge to flee, to dive into the black water and disappear.
But her eyes were fixed on her mother, who, with a desperate strength, turned to face
the dark figure, drawing a small, intricately carved wooden dagger from her belt – a
blade Mara had never seen before. A futile gesture, but one of defiance.

Just as the dark sorcerer unleashed a bolt of crackling shadow, a powerful current,
stronger than anything Mara had ever felt, seized her skiff. It wasn't the natural pull of
the tide, but an abrupt, unnatural shove, wrenching the Sea Whisper away from the
burning shore, away from her mother, pulling her out towards the open, turbulent sea.
It felt like a deliberate, forceful eviction, as if the water itself was rejecting her,
pushing her away from the destruction. Or perhaps, saving her.
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She fought against it, gripping the oars, straining to turn back, to ignore the
impossible force dragging her away. But it was useless. The skiff spun, powerless in
the grip of the unseen current, the burning village rapidly receding into the swirling
smoke and fog. Her mother’s desperate scream, “RUN!” echoed in her ears, then
faded.

Mara watched, helpless, as the flames engulfed the last visible part of her home, the
scent of burning wood and the screams of her neighbors replaced by the cold spray of
the ocean and the frantic beating of her own heart. The dark figures continued their
work, a methodical destruction. And as the last glimpse of Lirasal vanished into the
inferno and the mist, Mara saw, with chilling clarity, a final, terrible flash of sickly
green light. Then, only the vast, empty sea remained. She was alone, adrift, and
irrevocably, terrifyingly, exposed.
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