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Author's Note

Prologue: What Washes In

The sea gives back what it wants to give back.

This is not a saying in Selvara. It is not embroidered on cushions or painted above doorways or repeated to children as comfort when they are afraid of the water, which children in Selvara frequently are, because children in Selvara are raised close enough to the sea to understand that comfort and the sea are not related concepts. It is simply the thing that is true, the foundational fact of the coast, understood by everyone who has lived here long enough to watch the tide and understand that the tide does not answer to want or grief or the particular human need for return. The sea takes. Sometimes, on its own schedule and according to its own logic, it returns something. Not always what was taken. Not always in the condition it left. Not always to the person who lost it.

The girl is nine years old when the sea returns something that changes the shape of everything after.

She is sitting on the black rocks at the base of the Selvara cliffs at low tide, which she is not supposed to be doing, not because it is forbidden exactly but because her mother has expressed on numerous occasions the specific anxiety of a woman who understands the tide schedule and the cliff access paths and the way the water comes back faster than children expect. She is there anyway, her boots already soaked through and her notebook already damp at the corners, writing down what the tide has left. This is her practice. She has been doing it since she was six, the year her mother gave her the first notebook and said, in the way her mother said important things, simply and without preamble: the tide always leaves something. Write down what it leaves. You will understand why later.

She has not yet understood why, at nine. But she writes everything down because her mother said to and because she has found, in three years of shelf-sitting, that the writing is its own satisfaction regardless of the understanding. She has filled two notebooks and is a third of the way through a third. She has found coins from three different kingdoms, none of them Selvaran. She has found a glass bottle containing a letter in a language she cannot read, which she transcribed character by character into the notebook because the transcription was the thing she could do, even if the translation was not yet available to her. She has found bones that are not fish bones and not quite human bones either, which she drew very carefully and showed to no one because she had a developing instinct, at nine, for the things that should be documented before they are shared. She has found rope, always rope, in qualities from common dock line to something braided in a pattern she has never seen replicated despite showing it to every sailor and rigger she has been able to access without her mother noticing she was doing research.

She has found, in short, exactly the variety of things a coast leaves when the tide pulls back, the accumulated debris and gift of a sea that is indifferent to categories but generous with material.

Today she finds a boy.

He is perhaps twelve, lying face down on the flattest section of the black rock shelf, and he is not moving, and the water is still running off him in sheets, and he should not, by any reasoning she can apply, be alive. The Selvara current does not give back living things. This is not superstition; this is documented in the tide keeper's archive in eleven separate entries across three hundred years of record keeping, each one noting the recovery of a body from the shelf and the condition of that body and the probable cause of death, and the pattern across all eleven is consistent: the current that brings things to the Selvara shelf is not compatible with survival. It is too cold and too fast and too specific in its direction, running up from the deep channel between the coast and the outer islands, pulling along the bottom before releasing at the shelf. Things that go into that current do not come back breathing.

She approaches carefully, the way she approaches everything the tide leaves: with the notebook open and the pencil ready and the full attention of someone who has learned that cataloguing is the first step before anything else, that the record precedes the response, that knowing what you have found is prior to knowing what to do about it.

She notes: boy, approximate age twelve, dark hair, no visible identification on the clothing, which is not Selvaran in style but she cannot place the regional origin. Breathing. She establishes this last with the specific scientific determination of a nine year old who has read about vital sign assessment in the archive's medical history section, crouching close enough to hear the small sound of it, the almost imperceptible rise and fall of a back that should be still.

She notes: his hands are wrong. Not malformed; there is no injury she can see, no breaks or cuts or swelling. Wrong in a way she does not have vocabulary for yet, a way that will take her eight years to find the right words for. His hands look as though they have been taken apart and put back together by someone working from a description of hands rather than a memory of them, someone who understood the components completely and the whole imperfectly. The fingers are where fingers should be. The proportions are correct. And yet.

She notes: there is something around his left wrist. Not a bracelet, not a rope, not anything she has a category for. A marking, dark against his skin, that looks like it goes below the surface rather than sitting on top of it, like something pressed in rather than drawn on. The shape is intricate and she draws it very carefully in the notebook because she knows already, with the instinct that has been developing in her since her first notebook, that she will need the drawing later.

She goes for help. This is the practical thing, the thing a nine year old does when confronted with a situation that exceeds her capacity to manage alone, and she is, at nine, already more practically minded than most people twice her age. She does not run because running on the black rocks is how you end up in the water. She walks fast and carefully and she calls for help in a voice that carries up the cliff path, and the adults come.

The boy is carried up from the rocks. He is taken to the healers' house on Harbor Street. He is warmed and examined and eventually, two days later, she is told by the harbor master's assistant that the boy is recovering and cannot account for where he came from and will be placed with a family in the harbor quarter until his origins can be established.

She does not see him again. Not that year, not the next year, not in any of the following years in which she grows into her mother's role by careful increments, learning the ledger and the archive and the old covenant language and the full complexity of the debt that her city carries.

She does not tell anyone about the hands, or the marking, or the fact that his presence on the shelf violated eleven documented precedents about what the Selvara current returned and what it did not. She writes it in the notebook instead, in the section with the question marks, with the drawing of the wrist marking and her careful nine-year-old notation: does not conform to current return parameters. Anomalous. Classification pending.

She will not find the classification for eight years.

Her name is Isla Vane. She is nine years old, then seventeen. She is sitting on the black rocks with a damp notebook, then standing in the tide keeper's hall in Selvara with eight years of documented questions and the sea doing something outside that it has not done in living memory and a new boat on the northern shelf that she has not yet gone down to examine and a feeling in her chest that she has learned, over eight years of careful documentation, to recognize as the feeling that precedes something important.

This is the story of what comes after the feeling.

And of the boy the sea returned.








Part One: The Debt Ledger




Chapter One

Selvara was a city that owed the sea.

Not metaphorically. Not in the way that all coastal cities owe their existence to the water that makes them possible, the trade routes and the fish harvest and the particular quality of salt air that draws people to build their lives at the edge of things, at the boundary between the known ground and the less-known water. Selvara owed the sea in the specific, contractual, documented sense, which was recorded in the Tide Covenant that hung in the keeper's hall in a frame of driftwood and silver, written on material that was not paper and not skin and not any processed plant or animal substance that the archive's scholars had been able to identify in three hundred years of periodic examination. The material did not age. This was one of its notable properties. The writing on it, also unidentified in terms of ink or instrument, had not faded in three centuries of coastal humidity and sea air, which in Selvara was not a mild condition.

The Covenant was not long. It was, in fact, eleven sentences, which Isla had memorized at age seven when her mother had sat across from her at the keeper's hall table and read them aloud three times and then asked her daughter to recite them back, and Isla had done so perfectly, which had made her mother press her lips together in the way she did when she was suppressing an expression too large for the moment



















