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FROM THE DIARY OF MAREN COLL, CARTOGRAPHER

I do not know who will read this, if anyone ever does. I have hidden these pages in three places now, certain each time that I have finally found a spot safe enough, certain each time that I am wrong to feel certain.

I want to write down, before I go back into the Mile tomorrow, exactly why I believe what I believe, in case the believing is the only part of me that survives what comes next.

I was eleven years old when my mother explained the Tithe to me the way every Tideborn mother explains it to every Tideborn child — gently, sorrowfully, as a fact of the world no kinder than weather, no more arguable than tide tables. I believed her, the way children believe their mothers, for nineteen years. I believed her through my own debt assessment, through the slow creeping arithmetic of years counted down rather than up. I believed her until I found, by accident, in an archive no one had properly catalogued in over a century, a survey reference to something called a “binding negotiation” that predated the current Tithe ceremony by almost two hundred years.

It took me three more years to understand what I had actually found. A negotiation implies two parties. A negotiation implies terms that were discussed, rather than simply imposed. Everything I have learned since suggests the Compass relic — the object the crown insists is merely a symbol of submission, the holiest and most heavily guarded artifact in the entire Cradle Chapel — was not built to symbolize anything. It was built to communicate. It was the actual mechanism by which the first Tideborn negotiators spoke to whatever sleeps beneath this bay, four centuries ago, before someone decided that ongoing communication was less convenient than permanent silence.

I do not know if I am right. I have spent three years and considerable danger chasing a theory I cannot fully prove, and I understand, going back into the Mile tomorrow, that I may simply be a frightened, grieving woman who built an elaborate story out of a single misfiled archive reference because the alternative — that my debt, like everyone’s debt, truly is simply unavoidable — was a grief I could not bear to accept without first exhausting every other possibility.

But if I am right, and I do not survive long enough to prove it, I want whoever finds these pages to understand one thing clearly: the cruelty was never the Tithe itself. Debts exist. Costs exist. I do not believe any system, however carefully built, escapes entirely the burden of difficult tradeoffs. The cruelty was the silence built around the Tithe — the deliberate, generations-long decision to let an entire people believe a negotiated cost was an unavoidable one, because unavoidable costs do not require justification, and justification is precisely the thing four hundred years of careful crown administration could not have survived offering honestly.

If you are reading this, and you are Tideborn, and you have ever stood at an altar believing you had no choice in the matter: I am sorry I could not finish proving you actually did. I hope, whoever you are, that you finish what I started. I hope you do it more carefully than I have, and I hope, more than anything, that you do not have to do it alone the way I have done it these three years.

The tide is patient. I have learned that much, at least, watching it work the same harbor stones for longer than any single human life could properly account for. I intend to be patient too, for one more night, and then I intend to go back into the Mile and find out, once and for all, whether patience was ever actually the only option available to any of us.

— M.C., the night before Cooper’s Row
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CHAPTER ONE — THE DROWNED MILE
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The fog came in at the same hour it always did, sliding over the harbor wall like something that remembered being water and resented becoming air. Senna Vasilis timed her descent into the Drowned Mile by it, the way other people timed things by church bells.

She had four hours before high tide refilled the old streets below the seawall. Three, if the current was feeling unkind.

The rope ladder was slick under her palms, and the rungs groaned the way they always did, a sound like something underneath the city clearing its throat. Senna didn’t look down. She’d mapped this drop nine times. She knew exactly how far it was to the cobbles, knew exactly where the old lamp-post jutted out of the silt at an angle that would break an ankle if she misjudged her landing. Knowing didn’t make her like it.

At the bottom, the world went the particular gray-green of drowned places. Algae crusted the shopfronts that had once sold bread and rope and small mercies. A bell tower leaned against a building that wasn’t there to lean against anymore, having collapsed sometime in the last decade into a pile of brick the harbor moss had already half-swallowed. Sennas’s lantern threw a small circle of true light into all that drowned gray, and within it, for a moment, the Mile looked almost like it had a hundred years ago, before Lirien’s bones had settled wrong beneath the bay and the water had decided this street no longer belonged to the living.

She found the door she was looking for on Cooper’s Row, half buried, its lintel carved with a tide-mark sigil so old the salt had eaten most of the design away. According to three different smuggled survey logs and a dead woman’s diary that had cost Senna two months’ wages, this was where the last Tideborn cartographer before her had gone looking for the Drowned Compass and never come back up.

Senna intended to do better.

She had her chalk out, sketching the doorway’s wear patterns onto her oilcloth map — water always left a record, if you knew how to read it, the same way grief left a record on a person’s face — when the lantern light caught on something that wasn’t moss.

A boot print. Fresh. Pointed the same direction she was.

She froze, hand going to the knife at her hip more out of habit than real hope it would help against anything that belonged down here.

“You’re standing in my crime scene,” a voice said from the dark above the collapsed bell tower, “before I’ve even committed it.”

Senna’s lantern swung up. The voice belonged to a man perched on the broken brick with the kind of stillness that suggested he’d been there for some time, watching her work, and the kind of voice that suggested he found that mildly entertaining. He wore the gray coat of the crown’s Tithe office, rain-dark at the shoulders, and even in bad light she recognized the sigil pinned at his collar — the closed eye, the symbol that meant Warden.

Her stomach dropped the way it always did at that symbol. Worse, this time, because she knew exactly which Warden wore his coat that particular wrong way, collar unbuttoned like he resented the uniform underneath it.

“Ashworth,” she said.

“You know my name. I’m flattered. I don’t know yours, which feels unfair, given you’re trespassing in a Tithe-sealed zone and I’m the one who has to write the report.”

“Write whatever you want. I’m not Tideborn. You’ve got no claim on me down here.”

“No,” he agreed, dropping down from the brick with an economy of motion that made her hate how good he was at it, “but I’ve got a claim on whatever you’re looking for. Crown business outranks freelance grave-robbing, even when the freelancer is as thorough as you are.” He nodded at her map, at the careful chalked notations, the years of work it represented. “That’s good work, by the way. Wasted, but good.”

Up close, the lantern light did something unfair to him too — found the hard line of his jaw, the shadows under eyes that looked like they hadn’t slept well in longer than was healthy, the particular gray pallor that Senna had only ever seen on one other kind of person.

Tideborn. He was Tideborn, and dying of it, and enforcing the very debt that was killing him.

She knew, suddenly and with the cold clarity of a woman who’d lost a sister to exactly that math, precisely what she was looking at. The crown didn’t make Tideborn into Wardens out of mercy. They did it because nothing kept a Tithe-debtor as obedient as making them collect the debt from others.

“You’re further along than you want anyone to know,” she said, before she could stop herself. “That’s why you’re not topside running the office like every other Warden. You’re down here because the cold helps. Or you tell yourself it does.”

Something shifted behind his eyes — not anger, which she’d expected, but a kind of wary recalculation, like she’d put her hand on a wound he kept carefully hidden under the coat.

“You’re observant for a grave robber.”

“I’m a cartographer.”

“You’re standing in a flooded crime scene at three hours to high tide with a knife you don’t know how to use and a chalk map of a building that’s killed at least one person looking for the same thing I am. Forgive me for not reaching immediately for ’respectable profession.’”

“I know how to use the knife.”

“You held it like you were planning to throw it at me. You don’t throw knives at people you intend to actually fight.”

He wasn’t wrong, which was the most irritating part.

“What does the crown want with the Compass,” she said, because if he was going to read her this thoroughly she at least wanted something for it, “if it’s already decided the Tithe stays?”

“The crown wants it destroyed. There’s a difference between deciding the Tithe stays and being willing to let four hundred Tideborn families find a way to end it overnight. Some debts are more comfortable owed than paid.”

“And what do you want?”

It was the wrong question to ask a man in a Warden’s coat, and she knew it the second the words left her mouth, because something in his face went very still and very careful, the way a person’s face goes when they’re deciding how much of the truth they can afford to spend on a stranger.

“I want,” he said slowly, “what every Tideborn under that order wants. I’m just better than most of you at not saying it out loud where it can be written down.”

Water lapped, somewhere below them, with the particular sound it made when the tide turned early. Senna’s stomach dropped a second time, faster than the first.

“That’s not high tide,” she said.

“No,” Kael said, and for the first time something like real urgency moved behind that careful stillness. “That’s something coming up the old culvert that isn’t water.”

The lantern flickered, the way light always flickered around places where the dead remembered they were dead, and from the black mouth of Cooper’s Row, something pale began to surface — not rising, exactly, but unfolding, the way a drowned thing unfolds when it has finally decided to stop pretending it’s still merely lost.

“Move,” Kael said, and for one absurd, suspended second, his hand found her wrist instead of her knife-arm, warm where everything else down here was cold, and Senna Vasilis — who had not let a single living person pull her anywhere in four years — let him.

They ran. Behind them, something that had been a person once made a sound like the tide deciding it remembered her name.
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CHAPTER TWO — WHAT THE TIDE KEEPS
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The thing in the culvert did not run. It poured.

Senna had read about the drowned-dead in the smuggled survey logs, dry academic accounts of “tide-revenants” and “echo bodies,” but no document had prepared her for the actual sound of one moving — a wet unspooling, like rope paying out, like the sea remembering it used to be a throat.

Kael’s grip on her wrist had already turned into something more practical, hauling her sideways through a doorway half-collapsed with brick, and she let her training take over because there was no version of survival down here that came from thinking too hard about what was behind her.

“Left,” he said. “The old fish market. There’s a stair the water hasn’t found yet.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I’ve been mapping the same dead city you have, just with worse motives.” He didn’t look back at her when he said it, which told her more than the words did. “Run.”

They ran.

The Drowned Mile had a logic to it if you’d spent enough years learning its grammar — which doorways had become traps, which streets the silt had built up into false floors, which walls still held weight and which were lying about it. Senna had spent four years learning that grammar alone, in secret, on stolen hours, telling herself the whole time that no one else was foolish enough to want what she wanted badly enough to risk it.

She had not expected
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