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For grace that followed us to the shore,

and love that still came back.

“The sea does not forgive.  

It does not forget.  

It only waits.”  

Tidekeeper’s Proverb— 
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​

​The tide brought Noah back. Now it’s bringing something else.

Elara and Noah have weathered the storm—both the one that shattered the pier and the one that shattered their past. With the Chest of the Circle broken and its secrets spilled, they dare to believe in a quiet future. The Driftwood Lantern is healing, the town is mending, and for the first time in ten years, the shore feels like home.

But the sea has a long memory.

When a stranger arrives in Tidemouth with a map written in tidewash ink and a story about a forgotten lighthouse that only appears in dreams, Elara is pulled into a mystery older than the town itself. Noah’s past with the Circle is not as buried as they hoped, and the mark on Drew’s chest burns hotter with each new moon.

Then the whispers start—not from the townsfolk, but from the water itself. Tides that move against the wind, seals that speak in human sighs, and a bell that rings from beneath the waves, calling only to those who have loved and lost to the sea.

​Elara will learn that some promises are not just broken—they are borrowed. And the deep is coming to collect.


​In this spellbinding sequel to Salt Water Kisses & Broken Promises, the ocean’s oldest magic stirs, and Elara must decide how far she’ll go to protect the love she fought to reclaim—even if it means becoming part of the tide forever.



​
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​Chapter One — What the Tide Kept
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❖ Tide Note ❖

“The ocean returns what it borrows, but never in the same shape.

Love comes back as memory.

Memory comes back as a ghost.

Ghosts come back as a tide.”



The first time I heard the Drowned Bell ring, I was counting coffee beans and pretending the world was normal.

It wasn’t a sound you heard with your ears. It was a sound you felt in the hollow of your chest, like a heartbeat that wasn’t yours. I froze, my fingers deep in a burlap sack of dark roast, and stared out the window of The Driftwood Lantern as if the sea had just spoken my name.

Noah looked up from mending nets at the corner table, his hands stilling. He didn’t have to ask. His eyes met mine, and in that glance, ten years of silence and storms passed between us. We both knew: the sea wasn’t finished with us.

Some debts are written in salt. And salt never washes away—it only sinks deeper.

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

It had been three months since the flood. Three months since the Chest of the Circle lay broken on the pier, its secrets spilled like old ink into the tide. Three months since Noah stayed.

He didn’t move into the room above the Lantern—not yet. Some wounds heal slower when pressed too close. Instead, he took Captain Ray’s old boathouse, the one with the warped door and the window that faced the dawn. Every morning, I’d see him walking up the pier, hair still damp from a sea bath, a loaf of Noor’s bread tucked under his arm. He’d come in, nod to the early risers, and set to work without being asked. Fixing the hinge on the pastry case. Scrubbing the salt haze from the windows. Mending nets that weren’t his, for fishermen who still watched him with cautious eyes.

We were learning each other again, not as the barefoot kids who kissed under a crooked moon, but as survivors of the same shipwreck. It was slow. It was quiet. It was the most peace I’d known in a decade.

But the sea has a long memory, and peace is a currency it rarely accepts.

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

That morning, the tide was wrong.

I hadn’t noticed at first. The Lantern was busy with the usual chorus: Mrs. Pemberton complaining that her tea tasted “too much like Tuesday,” Captain Ray arguing tides with the fishermen, Ben scribbling in a new notebook he’d titled Official Town Weirdness, Vol. 2. The smell of cinnamon and salt filled the air, and for a moment, everything felt ordinary.

Then Mrs. Pemberton tapped her cane sharply. “Elara. The tide’s dragging its feet.”

I followed her gaze out the window. The water lay unusually flat, a glossy sheet of silver-gray, but it was too high for the hour. The tide charts behind the counter—hand-drawn by my grandfather—said we should be at low slack. But the sea clung to the pilings like a nervous guest refusing to leave.

Captain Ray grunted, rising from his seat with a sound like old rope straining. “Tide’s been shy since the storm. Doesn’t like being told what to do anymore.”

Noah joined me at the window, his shoulder brushing mine. A casual touch, but my skin remembered it like a language. “It’s not just shy,” he said softly. “It’s waiting.”

“For what?”

He didn’t answer. His eyes were on the horizon, where the sky met the water in a seamless, moody line.

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

The bell rang again that afternoon.

This time, Ben heard it too. He dropped his muffin mid-bite, craning his neck like a startled bird. “What was that?”

“What was what?” Mrs. Pemberton demanded.

“A bell,” Ben said, eyes wide. “Under the water. Didn’t you hear it?”

Captain Ray and the fishermen exchanged glances. Old sailors’ superstitions hung in the air like fog.

“No bells under my water,” Captain Ray muttered. “Bells are for churches and buoys.”

But I had heard it. A low, resonant bong, muffled by depth and distance, yet clear as a struck glass. It vibrated in my teeth.

Noah’s hand found mine under the counter, his fingers lacing through mine. His palm was calloused, warm, real. “We should check the pier,” he said.

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

Outside, the air tasted different. Not just salt and seaweed, but something older, like wet stone and forgotten prayers. The tide was still too high, lapping at the planks as if testing their strength.

We walked to the end of the pier, past the repaired section where new wood stood out pale against the weather-beaten old boards. The wreck of the Marlin’s Mercy was gone, dragged out to sea by a salvage crew weeks ago, but the memory of it lingered like a scar on the water.

Noah knelt, running his hand over a wet patch on the wood. “Look.”

The water wasn’t just sea water. It left a faint, phosphorescent shimmer where it touched, a blue-green ghost glow that faded after a few seconds.

“Algae?” I asked, though I knew it wasn’t.

“Not any algae I’ve seen,” he said. He dipped his fingers in the water and brought them to his nose. “Smells like ozone. Like after lightning.”

Ben skidded to a stop beside us, holding out his notebook. “I asked the gulls. They say it’s a calling.”

“The gulls told you,” Noah said flatly.

“Well, not in words. More in, you know, vibes.” Ben pointed east, toward the headland where the old tide-bell stood. “They keep circling over there. Not for food. For watching.”

The tide-bell. We’d saved it from Vey, but it hadn’t been rung since the flood. It hung silent, a rusted sentinel against the sky.

Only now, as I stared, I noticed something odd. The rope—the one I’d pulled to sound the alarm—was wet. Dripping. As if it had been submerged.

But the bell was thirty feet above the high-tide line.

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

That’s when the stranger arrived.

He came not by road, but by water, in a slender wooden dinghy painted the deep blue of twilight. He rowed with an easy, practiced grace, his movements economical as a heron’s. When he tied up at the pier, he didn’t look like a fisherman or a tourist. He wore a wool coat the color of moss, and his hair was the pale gray of sea fog, though his face seemed young, unlined by weather.

He tipped his head toward us, eyes the shade of flint. “I’m looking for the keeper of the tide-bell,” he said. His voice was soft, but it carried over the water like a buoy’s chime.

“There’s no keeper,” I said. “It’s just a bell.”

He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Nothing near the sea is just anything.” He stepped onto the pier, and the wood didn’t creak. “My name is Marlowe Vale. I study coastal folklore. Stories of bells that ring from below, tides that remember, and keepers who listen.”

Noah moved slightly in front of me. A protective gesture, old as instinct. “This isn’t a folklore town. It’s a fishing town.”

“Is there a difference?” Marlowe’s gaze swept over the harbor, the Lantern, the headland. “You’ve had an event here recently. A disruption. The sea’s equilibrium was... altered.”

Ben piped up. “We had a flood. And a fight. And a magic chest. And a bad man with a cane-sword. It was awesome.”

Marlowe’s eyes lit with genuine interest. “A chest. Would it have been iron-banded, lock rusted shut, smelling of brine and bergamot?”

The description was exact. I felt Noah tense beside me.

“Who are you really?” I asked.

“A collector of forgotten things,” he said. “And a friend to those the sea speaks to. You hear it, don’t you? The bell?”

I didn’t answer. But my silence was confirmation enough.

He nodded, as if I’d spoken aloud. “It’s called the Drowned Bell. It doesn’t ring from above.” He pointed downward, toward the dark water beneath the pier. “It rings from below. From a tower that only appears when the sea decides to show it.”

Captain Ray had come out, harpoon in hand—not threatening, just present. “Old wives’ tales,” he grumbled. “Drowned bells and hidden towers. Next you’ll be talking about mermaids and sky-whales.”

Marlowe turned to him, respectful but unwavering. “You’ve fished in these waters for fifty years, Captain. Have you never once caught a fish with scales that shone like polished silver, only to have them turn dull as dust by the time you reached shore? Have you ever heard your own name called from the waves when no one was there?”

The color drained from Captain Ray’s face. He didn’t answer.

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

We took Marlowe to the Lantern. Not because we trusted him, but because the sea had brought him, and in Tidemouth, that meant something.

Over tea that Mrs. Pemberton declared “acceptable, for a stranger,” Marlowe told us a story.

“Centuries ago,” he began, “this coast was kept by families called Tidekeepers. They weren’t rulers. They were translators. They understood the sea’s moods, its memories, its debts. They built bells not to mark danger, but to communicate. One above, one below. The above bell rang for the living. The below bell rang for the sea itself.”

“Why?” I asked, my throat tight.

“To maintain the balance. The sea gives us fish, calm waters, and safe passage. In return, it asks for remembrance. For stories. For promises kept.” Marlowe’s eyes held mine. “When a Tidekeeper broke a promise—especially a promise sworn in salt—the balance would shift. The below bell would ring on its own. And the sea would begin to... reclaim.”

Noah’s voice was low. “Reclaim what?”

“Whatever it was owed.” Marlowe set down his cup. “Your flood wasn’t natural. It was the sea collecting a debt. The Chest of the Circle held something that didn’t belong to men. By breaking it open, you didn’t settle the debt. You acknowledged it.”

The room was silent. Even Ben had stopped scribbling.

“What debt?” I whispered.

Marlowe leaned forward. “That’s what we need to find out. And we don’t have much time. The bell has started ringing. That means the Drowned Tower is rising. And when it breaks the surface, the sea will come to collect what’s been promised—whether we’re ready to give it or not.”

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

After Marlowe left—taking a room at the only inn, The Restless Anchor—Noah and I walked the shore. The sun was sinking, painting the sky in shades of bruise and gold.

“Do you believe him?” Noah asked.

“I believe the bell rang,” I said. “And I believe the tide is wrong. And I believe nothing about our lives has ever been simple.” I stopped, turning to him. “What did the Circle want with the chest, really? Not just maps. Not just money.”

Noah stared at the horizon, his profile sharp against the dying light. “Vey once said something, when he thought I wasn’t listening. He said, ‘The sea doesn’t obey kings. It obeys bargains.’ I thought he meant bribes. Now I wonder.”

A cool breeze swept in off the water, carrying with it the scent of deep places. And again, faint but undeniable, the sound of a bell.

Not from the headland.

From beneath our feet.

Noah’s hand found mine. “We’ll face it together,” he said. “Like before.”

But this felt different. Before, the enemy was men, and storms, and a past we could outrun. This felt older. This felt like the sea itself was turning its attention toward us, with the slow, inevitable focus of a tide.

That night, I dreamed of a tower made of coral and memory, rising from the dark. A bell hung in its belfry, swaying without wind. And standing before it was a figure with hair like seaweed and eyes like mine.

She rang the bell once.

And the sea began to climb.
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​Chapter Two — The Tidekeeper's Ink
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❖ Tide Note ❖

“There are maps that chart water, and maps that chart time.

The sea keeps both.

One leads to treasure.

The other leads to what you promised you’d never forget.”



I woke with salt on my lips and the sound of the bell still ringing in my bones.

It hadn’t been a dream—not entirely. The tower of coral and memory, the woman with seaweed hair—they faded like tide foam in sunlight. But the feeling remained: a deep, resonant hum in my chest, as if my heart had learned to beat in time with something far below.

Noah was already at the Lantern when I came down, his sleeves rolled up, grinding coffee beans with a focus that seemed to calm him. He looked up when I entered, and I saw the same unease in his eyes that I felt in my marrow.

“You heard it again,” he said. Not a question.

“All night,” I whispered. “Like a heartbeat under the floorboards.”

He nodded toward the window. “The tide’s still wrong. It hasn’t dropped since yesterday. Captain Ray says he’s never seen water cling like this.”

Outside, the harbor lay too full, too still. It looked like a held breath.

Mrs. Pemberton arrived earlier than usual, her cane tapping an urgent rhythm on the floorboards. She didn’t order tea. Instead, she fixed me with a look that could pierce fog.

“Elara,” she said, her voice uncharacteristically soft. “My grandmother used to tell a story about bells that ring from below. She called them ‘memory bells.’ She said they only sound when the sea is trying to remember something it lost.”

Ben, who had been lurking near the pastry case like a detective in training, perked up. “What did it lose?”

“Not what,” Mrs. Pemberton said, her eyes on mine. “Who.”

A chill crept up my spine. Before I could ask more, the door opened, and Marlowe Vale stepped in. He carried a leather satchel worn smooth with age, and his expression was grave.

“It’s begun,” he said without preamble. “The Drowned Tower is rising. I’ve calculated the tides—or what the tides should be. According to every chart, we should be at the lowest ebb of the month. Instead...” He gestured to the window.

“What does it mean?” Noah asked, wiping his hands on a towel.

“It means the sea is holding back,” Marlowe said. “Conserving energy. For the reveal.”

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

He spread his satchel on the counter, drawing out a bundle wrapped in oilskin. With careful, reverent hands, he unfolded it. Inside lay not paper, but something that looked like dried kelp, thin and translucent, etched with dark, swirling lines.

“Tidewash vellum,” Marlowe explained. “Made from deep-sea kelp, treated with brine and moonlight. The ink is squid ink mixed with crushed sapphire and—according to legend—a drop of Tidekeeper’s blood.”

The map was beautiful and strange. It showed our coastline, but not as it existed today. The headland was sharper, the bay wider, and in the place where our pier now stood, there was a symbol: a bell inside a tower, submerged.

“This was drawn three hundred years ago,” Marlowe said. “By the last recorded Tidekeeper of this stretch—Althea of the Echoing Shore.” His finger traced a path from the headland out to sea, where another symbol sat: a gate formed of intertwining waves. “The Tidekeeper’s Gate. The entrance to the Drowned Tower.”

“A gate underwater?” Noah said skeptically.

“Not a physical gate. A convergence. A place where the sea’s memory is so strong it becomes... permeable.” Marlowe looked at me. “Your flood, the chest, the stormglass—they weren’t accidents. They were keys. You’ve unlocked a door the Circle wanted to keep shut.”

Ben leaned in, squinting. “There’s writing here. In the corner.”

Marlowe nodded. “A tide-rhyme. A kind of instruction.” He read aloud, his voice taking on a rhythmic, chanting quality:

“When the bell rings thrice from sandy floor,

And the hungry tide knocks at memory’s door,

Seek the keeper with salt in her line,

Whose blood remembers the deep’s design.

At the gate where two tides meet as one,

She must repay what the sea has begun.”

The silence that followed was thick enough to taste.

“Salt in her line,” I repeated softly.

Marlowe’s gaze held mine. “Your mother’s name was Lyra, wasn’t it?”

The air left my lungs. My mother had died when I was eight, lost to a sudden fever that swept through the town one winter. Her name was rarely spoken—it was a wound my father never let heal.

“How do you know that?” My voice came out thin, strained.

“Because Lyra means ‘lyre,’ an instrument. But in the old coastal tongues, it was also a variant of ‘Lyrian,’ which means ‘one who listens to the sea.’” Marlowe’s eyes were gentle but relentless. “Elara, I believe your mother was a Tidekeeper. Not fully awakened, perhaps. Maybe she never even knew. But the bloodline is there.”

Noah stepped closer to me, a solid, warm presence at my side. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying the sea isn’t just remembering something,” Marlowe said. “It’s remembering someone. And it thinks Elara is the one who can answer.”

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

The bell rang again at noon.

This time, half the town heard it. Fishermen crossed themselves. Old women pulled children inside. Captain Ray stood on the pier with his harpoon, staring down at the water as if daring it to explain itself.

And then, the stranger washed ashore.

She came not with the waves, but in the still, high water that refused to recede. One moment the harbor was empty; the next, a woman lay on her back in the shallows, floating peacefully as if asleep on a blanket of sea. Her hair fanned around her like dark silk, and her skin was so pale it seemed luminous.

Noah was the first to move, wading into the water to pull her to shore. She was breathing, but deeply unconscious, her lashes dark against her cheeks. She wore a simple dress of gray linen, salt-stiffened and old-fashioned, with no shoes on her feet.
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