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Prologue — The Town That Shouldn’t Exist
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Deep in the mountains, far from any map and shrouded in a fog that smelled faintly of saltwater, there lay a small town with an impossible name: Atlantis.

Locals whispered that the town sank once, centuries ago, swallowed by dark waters—only to rise again. They said the resurrection came with a curse:

“Whoever loves a child of the night will bring ruin upon the town.”

Most didn’t believe the legend.

But Elara Morrow soon would.
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CHAPTER 1 — The Bookshop in the Fog
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The fog rolled into Atlantis before sunrise, thick and heavy like a living thing. It crawled over rooftops, smothered the streetlamps, and pressed its cold breath against the windows of Morrow’s Books & Relics—the small, creaking shop where Elara Morrow spent most of her waking life.

She unlocked the door before the clock hit eight, though no one in town ever came this early. They rarely came at all. Atlantis preferred its secrets to its stories.

Elara swept the floor out of habit, though dust always returned faster than she could chase it away. The storm from the night before had left the air smelling like wet stone and old memories.

She paused, gazing out the front window.

The fog didn’t sit still today. It twisted. Shifted. As if it were watching her.

Or waiting.

Elara’s heartbeat thumped once, hard enough to hurt.

Her visions usually warned her when the day ahead would be dangerous. Today she felt nothing—just a strange hollowness in her chest, like someone had scooped out a piece of her soul while she slept.

Then the bell above the door chimed.

She hadn’t even heard footsteps.

A man stepped inside, bringing the cold with him. He didn’t shake off the dampness. Didn’t breathe out fog from the chill. Didn’t make a sound at all.

He simply existed—quiet, controlled, still.

Elara froze.

He was unlike anyone she had ever seen in town. He looked... impossibly out of place. As if he had stepped out of time itself. His clothing was dark, old-fashioned but elegant. His skin almost luminesced in the dim light. His eyes—deep, garnet red—found hers instantly.

And then he spoke.

“Apologies,” he said, his voice smooth, low, and ancient.

“I did not mean to startle you.”

Elara tried to respond, but the words tangled in her throat. People from Atlantis didn’t look like him. They didn’t speak like him either—with that calm, carved grace.

“You didn’t,” she lied.

He smiled faintly, and it felt like a shadow brushing her spine.

“I’m looking,” he said, “for a book on the old myths of this town.”

Elara blinked. People avoided the myths. They didn’t speak of the curse, the drowned bloodline, the night Atlantis disappeared beneath the sea centuries ago. They especially didn’t ask for books about it.

But she knew exactly where such books were kept.

“This way,” she murmured.

As she guided him through the aisles, she sensed something wrong. He didn’t cast a shadow across the wooden shelves. His footsteps made no sound. When she turned slightly, she caught a glimpse of something impossible—his reflection in a metal bookend flickered, distorted... then vanished entirely.

Her breath hitched.

He noticed.

“You see too much,” he said quietly.

The words weren’t a threat. They were a fact. Maybe even a warning.

Elara placed the book—Legends of the Drowned City—on the counter between them.

His fingers brushed hers.

A shock of cold shot through her veins, sharp enough to steal her breath.

Elara staggered back.

His eyes widened—surprised, almost pained.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

“What was that?” she asked, voice trembling despite her effort to steady it.
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