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Chapter One
The Tide's Rhythm
The generator sang to her in the grey hour before dawn.
Seren pressed her palm flat against the casing and felt the vibration travel up her arm, a steady thrum, the heartbeat of Havenswell translated into electricity. The kinetic converter was working beautifully this morning, capturing the estuary's endless motion and spinning it into power for three hundred souls still sleeping in their beds.
She checked the oscillation readings by the light of a kelp-oil lamp, recording the numbers in her waterproof ledger. Consistent. Strong. The spring tides were generous this week, and the generator knew how to drink deep.
Around her, the floating village was beginning to stir. Rope bridges creaked as early risers crossed between platforms. The kelp farmers were already at work; she could see their boats sliding out toward the cultivation beds, dark shapes against the lightening water. Somewhere nearby, a child laughed, and a mother's voice called them back to breakfast.
Seren closed her ledger and stretched, rolling the stiffness from her shoulders. She'd been up since the fourth bell, unable to sleep, drawn down to the generator housing by a formless restlessness she couldn't name. Nothing was wrong with the systems. She'd checked everything twice. The tidal batteries were charged, the mycelium insulation intact, the copper contacts clean of salt corrosion. Havenswell's power grid was functioning exactly as it should.
And yet.
She shook off the feeling and began her morning circuit, moving along the walkways that connected Havenswell's seventeen platforms. The village had grown organically over fifty years, each platform added as the community expanded: living willow frames lashed to salvaged barrels and sealed with mycelium composites, the whole structure flexing gently with the water's movement. To an outsider, it might look precarious. To Seren, it was simply home.
The vertical gardens were heavy with produce this time of year. Tomatoes ripened in spiralling towers, their roots drinking from the fish-waste systems below. Beans climbed towards the light on woven frames. Herbs cascaded from every available surface: rosemary and thyme and the sharp green scent of mint. One of the gardeners, old Petra, waved from her platform as Seren passed. Seren waved back but didn't stop to talk.
She rarely stopped to talk, if she was honest with herself. She was respected in Havenswell. People trusted her with their power, their warmth, the systems that kept the village alive. But she'd never been one for easy conversation. The machinery made sense to her in ways that people often didn't. Gears and generators followed predictable rules. Hearts were considerably more complicated.
The sun crested the horizon as she reached the eastern edge of the village, painting the water gold and rose. Seren paused, as she always did, to watch the light move across the estuary. Fifty years ago, this had been farmland: fields and hedgerows and the distant spires of churches. Now the sea held it all, and her people had learned to live upon the water rather than fight against it. The Unbinding, the elders called it. The letting go.
She'd been born after, of course. The old world was stories to her, tales told by grandparents who remembered roads and railways and cities that didn't float. Gull's stories, mostly, late at night when he'd had enough elderflower wine to loosen his tongue. He spoke of Bristol sometimes, the drowned city somewhere to the northeast, its towers still rising from the water like the bones of some great beast. Seren had never seen it. Had never wanted to. The past held little interest for her; she preferred the hum of the present, the problems she could solve with her hands.
Speaking of Gull.
She spotted him on the teaching platform, already surrounded by a cluster of teenagers learning to read the tides. His weathered face creased into a smile as he demonstrated something with his hands, probably the finger-trick for predicting swell height, a method he claimed to have invented but which Seren suspected was older than the Unbinding itself. The young ones watched him with that mixture of attention and impatience that all apprentices wore. Gull caught her eye across the water and raised a hand in greeting.
Seren nodded back, allowing herself a small smile. He'd taught her too, once, though not sailing. Mechanical principles. The physics of motion. How to listen to what machines were trying to tell you. He was the closest thing she had to family now: not by blood, but by something that felt equally binding.
She turned back toward her quarters, planning to grab breakfast before the morning's repair requests started flooding in. The smell of cooking fires was thickening across the village, smoke rising in lazy spirals to disappear into the brightening sky. Someone was frying fish; she could hear the sizzle from two platforms away, and her stomach reminded her that she'd forgotten to eat last night.
It was then that she noticed old Tam.
He was sitting on his porch, wrapped in a blanket despite the mild morning, and he was coughing. Not the usual clearing of throat that came with age, but something deeper. A wet, rattling sound that seemed to catch in his chest before releasing. His wife Mira was beside him, one hand on his back, her face tight with that particular worry that came from trying not to worry.
Seren slowed. "Morning, Tam. Mira."
Tam looked up, and for a moment his eyes were slightly glassy before they focused on her. "Morning, love." His voice was hoarse. "Don't mind me. Just a bit of a cold."
"Summer cold," Mira added quickly. "They're always the worst. Can't shake them."
"Make sure you see the apothecary," Seren said. "Moss will have something for it."
"Oh, we don't want to bother them with every little sniffle." Tam waved a hand dismissively, which turned into another coughing fit. Mira's grip on his back tightened.
Seren hesitated. She was not, by nature, someone who pushed. If Tam said he was fine, then he was fine, and it wasn't her place to argue. But something about the sound of that cough stayed with her as she walked on, an echo she couldn't quite shake.
The breakfast platform was busy when she arrived, the communal tables already crowded with early eaters. Seren collected a bowl of fish stew and some of yesterday's bread, finding a spot at the edge where she could eat in relative peace. The conversation around her was the usual morning chatter: fishing reports, weather predictions, who was courting whom, the endless small negotiations of communal life.
"Heard there's a queue at Moss's this morning," someone said to her left. "Half a dozen people waiting when I passed."
"Probably nothing," another voice replied. "Everyone's got that cough going around."
Seren looked up sharply. "What cough?"
The speaker, a middle-aged woman named Cara who worked the fish processing, shrugged. "Just a summer thing. You know how it is. One person gets it, everyone gets it. Be gone in a week."
But Seren was already thinking of Tam on his porch, wrapped in a blanket, that wet rattle in his chest. And now others. Half a dozen at the apothecary. She put down her spoon, her appetite suddenly diminished.
She told herself she was being foolish. Summer colds happened every year. People got sick, they drank willow bark tea, they rested, they got better. The apothecary's hut saw queues all the time, for rashes, for splinters that went septic, for pregnancies and bellyaches and the thousand minor ailments of daily life. A few coughs meant nothing.
And yet.
She left her half-finished breakfast and walked toward the apothecary's platform, telling herself she was just passing through. The queue was there, as Cara had said: seven people now, sitting on the benches outside or leaning against the railing. A few of them were coughing. One woman had a sheen of sweat on her face despite the cool morning air.
Moss appeared in the doorway, and Seren felt something clench in her chest.
She knew Moss only glancingly. They were younger than her by nearly a decade, the apprentice to old Healer Cora, usually seen hurrying between patients or collecting herbs from the growing platforms. They had a gentle face, the kind that invited trust, and hands that moved with careful precision. But this morning, those hands were trembling slightly as they wiped them on their apron, and their eyes had a look Seren recognised.
It was the look of someone who was failing to solve a problem.
Their gazes met across the platform. Moss's expression flickered: surprise, then something more complicated. A message passed between them without words, the kind of silent communication that sometimes happened between people who understood systems and their breaking points.
Something is wrong.
I know.
I don't know what to do.
Seren held the look for a moment longer, then nodded slightly and walked on. What could she say? She wasn't a healer. She knew copper and current, oscillation and tide. Whatever was happening in that hut was beyond her expertise.
But the unease followed her home like a shadow, and when she finally sat down at her workbench to begin the day's repairs, she found her hands moving mechanically through tasks her mind wasn't present for. She kept thinking of Tam coughing on his porch. Of the sheen of sweat on that woman's face. Of Moss's trembling hands.
She kept thinking: The power grid is working perfectly. Everything is functioning exactly as it should.
And yet something was wrong. She could feel it the same way she felt a generator starting to fail, not through any concrete evidence, but through some deeper sense that the rhythm was off. The tide was turning toward something none of them could see.
Outside her window, the morning sun climbed higher over Havenswell. Children ran across the rope bridges, shrieking with joy. The kelp farmers' boats dotted the distant water like scattered seeds. Breakfast smoke rose from a dozen platforms, and somewhere, someone was playing a guitar.
It was a beautiful day.
Seren watched it all and couldn't shake the feeling that she was seeing something precious, something fragile, something that might already be starting to break.
Chapter Two
The First Fever
The mortar and pestle had belonged to Moss's grandmother.
It was one of the few things that had survived the Unbinding: a heavy stone bowl, worn smooth by generations of hands, and a pestle that fit perfectly into Moss's palm. They worked it now in steady circles, grinding dried willow bark into powder, the familiar rhythm a comfort against the morning's strangeness.
The apothecary's hut smelled of herbs and honey and the sharp green bite of fresh-cut comfrey. Bundles hung from the ceiling: lavender for calm, elderflower for fever, yarrow for wounds that wouldn't close. Moss knew them all by scent alone, could identify two hundred plants by touch and taste, could recite the properties and preparations that Healer Cora had drilled into them since childhood.
And still, this morning, they felt utterly inadequate.
Behind the curtain at the back of the hut, Cora was with a patient. Moss could hear the low murmur of her voice, soothing and steady, asking the questions she always asked: When did this start? What does it feel like? Have you eaten anything unusual? Through the thin fabric, Moss caught glimpses of movement, Cora's weathered hands pressing gently against a throat, checking for swelling.
Outside, the queue had grown. Moss had counted seven people when they'd last looked, and that had been an hour ago. Seven people with the same complaint: a cough that wouldn't shift, a fever that crept in despite the summer warmth, a heaviness in the chest that made breathing feel like work.
Summer colds happened. Moss knew this. They'd treated dozens over the years, the minor illnesses that swept through the village every season. Rest, fluids, willow bark tea, perhaps some honey and lemon if the throat was raw. Simple remedies for simple problems.
But something about this morning felt different.
The curtain drew back, and Cora emerged. She was seventy years old, small and slight, with silver hair braided close to her scalp and eyes that missed nothing. She had trained Moss since they were twelve, had shaped their hands and their knowledge, had trusted them with the village's health when trust was the greatest gift a healer could give.
Now those sharp eyes were troubled.
"Moss." Her voice was calm, but Moss had known her too long to be fooled. "I need you to prepare a fever draught. Strongest we have."
"For who?"
"Tam is here. Mira brought him in."
Moss's hands stilled on the pestle. Old Tam, with his easy laugh and his gift for telling stories. Tam who had given Moss their first fishing lesson, who always had a kind word, who had seemed indestructible in the way that certain village elders seemed indestructible.
"I thought it was just a cough," Moss said. "Seren mentioned this morning that he had a cough."
"It was. This morning." Cora's voice was carefully neutral. "It isn't anymore."
Moss set aside the mortar and moved to the medicine shelves, pulling down the concentrated willow extract, the elderflower tincture, the dried meadowsweet they kept for the worst fevers. Their hands knew the work even as their mind raced ahead, calculating doses, considering complications, trying not to think about how quickly "just a cough" had become something that put fear in Cora's eyes.
"How bad?" they asked, not looking at her.
"Come and see."
Behind the curtain, Tam lay on the treatment bed, and Moss understood immediately why Cora was frightened.
He was drenched in sweat, the blanket beneath him already soaked through. His breathing came in shallow, laboured gasps, each exhale accompanied by a wet rattle that seemed to echo in the small space. His eyes were closed, but they moved restlessly beneath the lids, as though he were watching something only he could see.
And on his chest, visible where Cora had opened his shirt, a rash was spreading. Red and angry, it traced the lines of his ribs like fingers reaching for his heart.
"When did the rash appear?" Moss asked, forcing their voice to steadiness.
"Mira says she noticed it this morning. It's grown since she brought him in." Cora pressed two fingers to Tam's wrist, counting under her breath. "Pulse is rapid. Fever's high. He's been in and out of consciousness for the past hour."
Moss handed her the fever draught, watching as she lifted Tam's head and coaxed the liquid between his cracked lips. Most of it went down. Some dribbled onto the pillow. Tam didn't react; his eyes stayed closed, his breath continued its terrible rhythm.
"What is it?" Moss asked. They hated how young they sounded. How uncertain.
"I don't know."
The words hung in the air between them. Cora, who had healed three generations of Havenswell, who had studied every text they'd managed to salvage from the old world, who had never once in Moss's memory admitted to not knowing something. Cora didn't know.
"It's not like anything in the books," she continued, her voice low. "The progression is too fast. The rash, the respiratory symptoms, the fever, they're not following any pattern I recognise. Whatever this is, it didn't come from any of my teachers."
"The old medicines," Moss said. "The ones from before."
"Pharmaceuticals. Antivirals. Synthesised compounds." Cora's hands moved over Tam, adjusting the blanket, checking the rash's edges. "We have the names in the texts. We know they existed. But the knowledge of how to make them, the equipment, the chemicals..." She shook her head. "Lost. All of it."
Moss looked at the shelves visible through the gap in the curtain. Two hundred herbs. Fifty tinctures. Salves and poultices and remedies passed down through generations. They had always seemed like so much, like an armoury against illness.
Now they seemed like nothing at all.
"What do we do?" Moss asked.
"We keep trying." Cora straightened, and something in her bearing shifted: the fear pushed down, the healer's mask put firmly in place. "Willow bark for the fever. Steam with eucalyptus for the breathing. Cool compresses for the rash. We treat what we can and we watch and we pray that his body finds a way to fight this off."
"And if it doesn't?"
Cora looked at them, and for just a moment, the mask slipped. "Then we lose him. And we pray that no one else gets this sick."
Moss thought of the queue outside. Seven people. Seven coughs.
"Cora..."
"I know." She touched their shoulder, a brief pressure. "One patient at a time. That's all we can do. One patient at a time."
The afternoon passed in a blur of remedies and rising dread.
Moss moved between patients, checking fevers, listening to chests, spooning willow bark tea into coughing throats. Most of the cases were mild: the early stages, the "just a cough" that Tam had dismissed that morning. But Moss watched their faces, watched the slight flush of fever, the beads of sweat forming at their hairlines, and wondered which of them would be on the treatment bed by nightfall.
Two more came in by midafternoon. Then three more. The queue that had started at seven was now twelve, and Moss heard people in the village murmuring, asking questions no one could answer.
"What is it?"
"Have you heard anything?"
"My brother has it. He says it's nothing, but..."
Mira sat outside the treatment room, her hands clasped so tightly her knuckles were white. Moss brought her tea and sat with her for a few minutes, trying to find words of comfort that didn't feel like lies.
"He's strong," they said. "He's been strong his whole life."
Mira nodded, but her eyes stayed fixed on the curtain, as though she could see through it to where her husband lay fighting for breath.
"Fifty-three years," she said quietly. "We've been married fifty-three years. I don't know how to be without him."
Moss had no answer for that. They squeezed Mira's hand and went back to work, because work was all they had.
Evening fell. The queue finally emptied, the last patients sent home with remedies and instructions to rest, to drink fluids, to come back if the symptoms worsened. Cora had retreated behind the curtain to sit with Tam, whose fever had not broken, whose breath still rattled, whose rash had spread further across his chest.
Moss cleaned the hut in the gathering darkness, sweeping floors and wiping surfaces and arranging herbs that didn't need arranging. Anything to keep their hands busy. Anything to avoid thinking about the shelves of remedies that couldn't cure what was coming.
They picked up the mortar that had belonged to their grandmother. Ran a thumb over the worn stone. Wondered what she would have done, faced with an illness she couldn't name.
Their grandmother had been a healer too, before the Unbinding. Not an herbalist like Cora, but a pharmacist in the old world, working with pills and injections and medicines that came in sterile packages. She had died when Moss was very young, and all that remained of her was this mortar, this pestle, and a single photograph that Moss kept in their quarters: a woman in a white coat, smiling, surrounded by shelves of bottles with labels Moss couldn't read.
What would she have done?
She would have reached for those bottles. She would have had answers that Moss didn't have. She would have known the names and the doses and the synthesis pathways, all the knowledge that had drowned with the old world.
The curtain rustled, and Cora emerged. She looked exhausted, her face grey in the lamplight.
"Go home, Moss. Get some sleep."
"I can stay. I should stay."
"You should rest. Tomorrow will be worse than today, and I need you sharp." Cora's voice was gentle but firm. "I'll sit with Tam tonight. Mira is sleeping in the corner; I convinced her to lie down. There's nothing more to do until morning."
Moss wanted to argue. Wanted to stay and keep vigil, as though their presence could somehow make a difference. But Cora was right. Tomorrow would be worse. They could feel it in their bones.
"You'll call me if..."
"I'll call you."
Moss nodded and gathered their things. At the door, they paused, looking back at the hut that had been their second home since childhood. The herbs hanging from the ceiling. The jars lined up on shelves. The mortar and pestle, ancient and useless.
"Cora," they said. "What if we can't stop it?"
Cora was silent for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was very quiet.
"Then we do what healers have always done. We ease suffering. We hold hands. We bear witness." She looked up, and her eyes were bright with unshed tears. "But we're not there yet. So go home. Sleep. And come back ready to fight."
Moss walked home through a village that didn't know yet how much trouble it was in.
The evening platforms were busy with people finishing their suppers, children playing their last games before bed, couples walking arm in arm along the rope bridges. The air smelled of cooking fires and salt water. Somewhere, someone was singing.
It was beautiful. It was ordinary. It was everything Moss had known their entire life.
They climbed the stairs to their small quarters above the herbalist's workshop and stood at the window, looking out at the lights of Havenswell reflected in the dark water. Tomorrow they would go back to the apothecary's hut. Tomorrow they would count the new patients and measure out the useless remedies and watch Tam slip further away. Tomorrow they would face the truth they'd been circling all day.
They didn't have what they needed. And people were going to die.
Moss closed their eyes and pressed their forehead against the cool glass. In the darkness behind their lids, they saw their grandmother's photograph. The white coat. The shelves of bottles. The smile of someone who had answers.
I don't know what to do, they thought. I don't know what to do, and people are counting on me, and I don't know what to do.
The night offered no response.
Outside the window, Havenswell floated on, peaceful and unaware. And somewhere in the apothecary's hut, old Tam fought for every breath.
Chapter Three
Old Waters
The best way to read the tide was with your whole body.
Gull had tried to explain this to generations of young sailors, and most of them looked at him like he was speaking a language they'd never learned. They wanted formulas. Charts. Something they could write down and memorise. But the sea didn't work that way, and neither did the knowing of it.
"Close your eyes," he told the three teenagers in the boat with him. "Feel the water through the hull. Feel how she's moving."
They obeyed, because young people usually did when Gull asked. He had that effect on them: something in his weathered face and gentle voice that invited trust. Sixty-eight years old, most of them spent on or near the water, and he'd never lost the wonder of it. Perhaps that was what they responded to. Perhaps they could sense that he still had something to teach.
"The tide's going out," said Finn, the youngest of the three. His eyes were still closed, his hands pressed flat against the boat's deck. "I can feel it pulling."
"Good lad. And when she turns?"
"It'll feel like... a pause? Like the water's taking a breath?"
"Exactly like that." Gull smiled, though the boy couldn't see it. "The sea breathes, same as we do. You learn her rhythms, you'll never be caught out by a current again."
He glanced at the other two: Petra's granddaughter Lin, who was fifteen and serious about everything, and Dara, whose uncle worked the kelp farms and who had the makings of a fine navigator if he could learn to stop second-guessing himself. They sat with their eyes closed, concentrating, trying to feel what Finn had felt.
This was what Gull lived for now. The teaching. The passing on.
He'd had children of his own once, a long time ago. A wife. A house with a garden, in a city that no longer existed above the waterline. All of it drowned in the Unbinding, along with most of the world he'd known. He didn't speak of it often. The grief had long since transmuted into something quieter, a low ache that lived in his bones and rarely troubled his waking hours. But it was always there, and it shaped everything he did.
These young ones would never know the old world. To them, Havenswell was simply home, the floating village the only reality they'd ever experienced. Gull wanted them to understand that it was also a miracle. A choice their grandparents had made, to let go of what was drowning and build something new on the water. That choice had cost everything, and it had saved everything, and both of those truths existed at the same time.
"Gull?" Lin opened her eyes, squinting in the morning sun. "Can I ask you something?"
"Always."
"My mother's sick. She says it's nothing, but..." The girl hesitated. "A lot of people are sick. Is it something to worry about?"
Gull kept his face neutral, though something cold moved through his chest. He'd heard the rumours too. The coughs, the fevers, the queue at the apothecary's hut. He'd seen Tam yesterday, shuffling along the platforms with a blanket around his shoulders, and had thought: that doesn't look like nothing.
"I'm sure Healer Cora has everything in hand," he said. "Best thing you can do is not worry your mother with your worrying. She needs rest, probably. Summer colds are stubborn."
Lin nodded, but her eyes were uncertain. Beside her, Dara shifted uncomfortably.
"My uncle's got it too," he said. "He couldn't come to work this morning. First time he's missed a day in years."
Gull looked out at the water, at the kelp boats that should have been busy with the morning's harvest. There were fewer of them than usual. Noticeably fewer. And some of the fishing vessels that had gone out at dawn were already returning, their crews depleted, their catches light.
The rhythm was off. He could feel it the same way he felt a storm coming: not in any single sign, but in the accumulation of small wrongnesses that added up to something larger.
"Let's head back," he said, keeping his voice easy. "We've done enough for today."
The sail home was quiet. The teenagers were subdued, each lost in their own thoughts about sick mothers and absent uncles. Gull let them sit with it. Sometimes silence was the best teacher.
He watched Havenswell grow larger as they approached, the seventeen platforms spread across the water like lily pads, connected by their web of rope bridges. From this distance, it was beautiful: the vertical gardens climbing toward the sky, the solar panels glinting in the sun, the small figures moving between platforms going about the ordinary business of living.
Fifty years. They'd been here fifty years now, built up from nothing after the Unbinding. Gull had been eighteen when the waters rose, old enough to remember everything he'd lost and young enough to start over. He'd helped lay the first platforms, had married his second wife on the central deck, had watched his adopted children grow up and have children of their own.
And now something was wrong, and he could feel it in his bones.
They docked at the teaching platform, and Gull helped the teenagers secure the boat. Normally he'd send them off with homework, a challenge to complete before their next lesson. Today he just nodded and let them go, watching as they scattered toward their homes.
He was coiling the last of the rope when he heard the footsteps behind him.
"Gull."
It was Margret, who lived three platforms over. Her face was grey, her hands clasped together in front of her like she didn't know what to do with them.
"What is it?"
"Tam." Her voice cracked. "Tam died. In the night. Mira sent word this morning."
The rope slipped from Gull's fingers.
Tam. Old Tam, who had been his friend for forty years. Who had taught him to fish in the early days of Havenswell, when neither of them knew what they were doing. Who had sat with him through the long nights after his second wife passed, not saying much, just being there. Who had been at every celebration and every mourning, a constant presence in the web of relationships that made the village a community.
Tam, who had just had a cough.
"When?" Gull's voice came out rough.
"They think around midnight. Cora was with him. She says..." Margret paused, her eyes bright with tears. "She says there was nothing she could do. It happened so fast."
Gull sat down heavily on the edge of the platform, his legs suddenly unwilling to hold him. The water lapped beneath him, the same water he'd been teaching the young ones to read just an hour ago. The same rhythm that had sustained him for fifty years.
"Have they rung the bell?" he asked.
As if in answer, it began.
The mourning bell was old, salvaged from a church steeple somewhere in the drowned lands. It hung on the central platform, and when it rang, everyone in Havenswell could hear it. One stroke for each year of the departed's life. Gull counted automatically, the way he always did.
Seventy-one. Seventy-two. Seventy-three.
Tam had been seventy-three. Three years younger than Gull had been when the Unbinding came. A whole life, lived mostly in this new world they'd built together.
Seventy-four. The bell fell silent.
Across the platforms, people were emerging from their homes. They stood on porches and bridges, heads bowed, listening to the echo fade over the water. Children who didn't understand were hushed by parents. Work stopped. The village held its breath.
Gull closed his eyes and saw, unbidden, another set of memories.
The hospital in Bristol, in the months before the Unbinding. The news reports about the virus that was spreading faster than the authorities could contain. The rows of beds, the overwhelmed nurses, the sound of coughing that never stopped. His first wife had died in that hospital, along with thousands of others, and when the waters came, he had almost welcomed them. The flood washed away the hospitals, the bodies, the terrible hacking soundtrack of the plague.
He had thought that was over. He had thought they had outrun it, built something clean and new on the other side of catastrophe.
But the cough he'd heard yesterday from Tam's porch had sounded exactly like the cough that had killed his first wife. Exactly like it.
This is how it started before.
The thought surfaced against his will, cold and clear. He pushed it down. It couldn't be the same. That disease had died with the old world, drowned along with the cities and the roads and the hospitals. They were safe here on the water. They had to be safe.
But Tam was dead. And a dozen more were sick. And the queue at the apothecary's hut was growing.
Gull opened his eyes and looked out at Havenswell. The morning sun was bright on the platforms, catching the colours of the gardens, the movement of people going about their interrupted day. It was beautiful. It was fragile. It was everything they had left.
And he was terrified.
He found his feet eventually. Made his way across the bridges toward Tam and Mira's platform, because that was what you did when someone died. You showed up. You bore witness. You let the grieving know they weren't alone.
The crowd was already gathering when he arrived. Neighbours and friends, people who had known Tam for decades. Mira was visible through the open door of her home, sitting very still, her face empty in a way that was worse than tears. Healer Cora stood beside her, one hand on her shoulder.
And there, at the edge of the platform, Gull saw Moss.
The young healer looked like they hadn't slept. Their eyes were red-rimmed, their hands shaking slightly as they held a cup of tea they weren't drinking. They were staring at the closed door of the treatment room, where Tam's body must still be lying, and their expression was one Gull recognised.
It was guilt. The specific, terrible guilt of someone who had tried to save a life and failed.
Gull made his way through the crowd and stood beside them. He didn't speak. Just stood there, shoulder to shoulder, looking at the same door.
After a long moment, Moss spoke. "I couldn't save him."
"I know."
"I tried everything. Cora tried everything. It just..." Their voice broke. "It happened so fast."
Gull nodded. He thought about the hospital in Bristol. The rows of beds. The doctors who had tried everything too, and watched their patients die anyway.
"How many others?" he asked quietly.
Moss understood what he was really asking. "Three more are as sick as Tam was. Another ten are getting worse." They turned to look at him, and Gull saw the fear naked in their eyes. "Gull, I don't know what this is. I don't know how to stop it. I don't know if it can be stopped."
The mourning bell's echo had long since faded, but Gull could still hear it in his mind. Seventy-four strokes. A whole life, ended by something none of them understood.
"There were people," he said slowly. "In the old world. Before the Unbinding. People who knew how to fight diseases like this."
"Pharmacists. Doctors. Scientists." Moss's voice was bitter. "They're all gone. The knowledge is gone. We have herbs and prayers and nothing else."
Gull looked out at the water, at the distant horizon where the drowned city lay. Bristol. He hadn't been back since the Unbinding, hadn't wanted to see what remained of the place where he'd lost so much. But he remembered the hospitals. The laboratories. The shelves of medicines with names he couldn't pronounce.
Not everyone had left when the waters rose. Some had stayed, determined to save what could be saved. He'd heard rumours over the years: survivors in the upper floors, communities in the buildings that stood above the flood line. He'd never thought much about them. Had never wanted to.
But now Tam was dead. And three more were dying. And Moss was looking at him with the eyes of someone drowning.
"Maybe," Gull said quietly, "the knowledge isn't as gone as we think."
Moss stared at him. "What do you mean?"
Gull didn't answer. He wasn't ready to say it aloud yet, this thought that was forming in the back of his mind. It was too dangerous. Too impossible.
But as he watched the crowd gather to mourn old Tam, as he listened to the quiet weeping and the murmured prayers, he knew one thing with terrible clarity.
This was how it started before. And last time, he had run away.
This time, perhaps, he would have to go back.
Chapter Four
Beyond the Horizon
The wind was perfect.
Wren leaned into it, one hand on the tiller, the other shading her eyes against the afternoon sun. Her small scouting vessel, the Wanderer, cut through the water like a blade, sail full and straining, the hull singing that high sweet note that meant she was flying.
A week out on the open water. A week of nothing but sky and sea and the endless possibilities of the horizon. She had mapped three new islands, found a salvage site that looked untouched since the Unbinding, and slept under more stars than she could count.
It had been, in short, a very good week.
She was already composing her report in her head as Havenswell came into view. The salvage site alone would have the council excited: what looked like a warehouse of some kind, its upper floors still above the waterline, windows intact, contents unknown. Could be nothing. Could be treasure. Either way, someone would need to go back and investigate properly, and Wren fully intended to volunteer.
This was the kind of find she could bring back openly. The kind that made the council smile and send her out again, no difficult questions asked.
That was the beauty of scouting. There was always somewhere new to go.
She adjusted the sail as she approached the outer platforms, angling for her usual mooring spot near the western edge. The evening was warm and golden, the kind of summer evening that usually brought the whole village out onto the platforms to share meals and music and the simple pleasure of each other's company.
But something was wrong.
Wren noticed it first in the quiet. There should have been noise: children playing, the clatter of cooking pots, the low hum of conversation that was the constant backdrop of communal life. Instead, there was near-silence. A few murmured voices. No music at all.
She scanned the platforms as she drew closer, looking for the usual bustle of evening activity. The cooking fires were lit, but fewer than normal. The communal dining area was nearly empty. People moved between buildings with their heads down, walking quickly, not stopping to chat.
And no one was waiting at the dock to greet her.
That was strange. Wren had been gone a week. Usually someone came down when a scout returned, eager for news of the wider world. A friendly face, a helping hand with the mooring lines, a dozen questions before she'd even stepped off the boat.
Today, the dock was deserted.
She tied up the Wanderer with practiced efficiency, her excitement curdling into something colder. Her scouting news suddenly felt very far away, like something that had happened to someone else. She grabbed her pack and climbed onto the platform, looking around for anyone who could tell her what she'd missed.
The first person she found was old Margret, hurrying between platforms with a basket of herbs clutched to her chest.
"Margret. What's happened?"
The woman stopped, and Wren saw that her eyes were red-rimmed, her face drawn with exhaustion or grief or both.
"You haven't heard? Of course you haven't, you've been out..." Margret shook her head. "It's been a terrible few days, Wren. Tam died last night. And there are others, so many others, getting sicker by the hour."
"Tam?" Wren's voice came out strange. "Tam is dead?"
"The illness took him. That cough that's been going around, it turned into something worse. Healer Cora couldn't stop it. Nobody could stop it." Margret clutched her herbs tighter. "I'm sorry, I have to go. These are for Moss, they're running low on everything."
She hurried away before Wren could ask any more questions.
Wren stood on the platform, her pack hanging from one hand, and tried to make sense of what she'd just heard. Tam. Gentle, funny, indestructible Tam, who had taught half the village to fish and never failed to have a kind word for anyone. Dead.
And others getting sicker. An illness she knew nothing about, that had swept through the village while she was out playing in the open water, chasing horizons.
Guilt hit her like a wave. And beneath it, something else. Something she pushed down before it could surface.
She should have been here. She should have known. While she was mapping islands and dreaming of salvage, her community had been suffering, and she hadn't known a thing about it.
She moved through the village in a daze, taking in the changes that a week had wrought. The platforms that had felt so alive when she'd left now felt muted, as if someone had turned down the colour. Doors that usually stood open were closed. Faces that usually smiled were tight with worry or wet with tears.
On Tam and Mira's platform, she saw a small crowd gathered outside the home. Mourners, she realised. People come to pay their respects, to sit with the grief, to do what communities did when one of their own was lost. Mira was visible through the window, sitting very still, surrounded by neighbours who didn't seem to know what to say.
Wren didn't go closer. She had no right to intrude on that grief. She'd been gone. She'd missed it all.
Near the apothecary's hut, she saw Moss emerge with fresh linens bundled in their arms. The young healer looked like they hadn't slept in days: dark circles under their eyes, hands trembling slightly, moving with the mechanical efficiency of someone running on nothing but willpower. They didn't notice Wren watching. They disappeared back inside without looking up.
On the teaching platform, she saw Gull sitting alone on a coil of rope, staring out at the water. He was utterly still, his weathered face unreadable, and something about his posture spoke of a grief too deep for words. He and Tam had been friends for decades. Wren couldn't imagine what he must be feeling.
And there, crossing one of the rope bridges with a toolbox in her hand, was Seren. The engineer looked as drawn as everyone else, but she was moving with purpose, probably heading to fix something that had broken while the village focused on sickness and death. She paused at the apex of the bridge, looked around, and for a moment her eyes met Wren's across the distance.
Neither of them waved.
Wren found herself walking to the edge of the village, to the platform where she usually came to watch the sunset. The horizon was painted in shades of orange and pink, the water shimmering with reflected light. It was beautiful. It was exactly the kind of view she lived for.
She felt nothing.
The horizon had always called to her. Ever since she was a child, she'd been drawn to the edge of things, to the question of what lay beyond. She had volunteered for scouting the moment she was old enough, and she had spent more time navigating distant waters than she had in her own quarters. Movement was how she made sense of the world. Forward motion was how she stayed ahead of the things she didn't want to think about.
But tonight, looking out at the endless water, she felt no pull at all.
Home was in crisis. People she knew and loved were sick and dying. And she had been out there, gloriously alone, finding salvage sites and counting stars, while Tam drew his last breath and Moss worked themselves to exhaustion and Gull sat alone with his grief.
She wanted to run. It was her first instinct, the one she'd honed over years of practice. When things got hard, when feelings got complicated, when staying meant facing something she'd rather avoid: she ran. Not physically, usually, but in every other way that mattered. Volunteering for the longest scout missions. Taking the most distant routes. Going places she wasn't supposed to go, seeing things she wasn't supposed to see. Finding reasons to be somewhere else.
But she couldn't run from this.
Wren closed her eyes and breathed in the salt air, trying to steady herself. Somewhere behind her, in the village she called home, people were suffering. Somewhere behind her, a community was holding itself together through sheer force of will. And somewhere behind her, there might be something she could do to help, if she could just find the courage to stay.
She thought about the salvage site she'd found. The untouched warehouse. The potential treasures within. It had seemed so important this morning, so exciting, so worth rushing home to report.
Now it felt like nothing at all.
What good was a warehouse full of old-world goods when people were dying of a disease no one could cure? What good was exploration when the real crisis was right here, right now, demanding attention and action?
Wren opened her eyes. The sun had slipped below the horizon, leaving only a fading glow in its wake. The first stars were appearing, the same stars she'd slept under all week, and they looked different now. Colder. More distant.
She turned her back on the view and walked toward the village.
She didn't know what she could do. She wasn't a healer like Moss or an elder like Gull. She didn't have Seren's practical skills or Margret's herbs or anyone's answers. She was just a scout, trained to go out and come back, to map the unknown and report what she found.
But she was here now. And running wasn't an option.
The apothecary's hut was still lit when she passed it, lamplight spilling from the windows, shadows moving inside. She could hear coughing from within, the wet rattle that Margret's words had made terrifyingly familiar. More patients. More people fighting against something none of them understood.
Wren paused at the door. She thought about knocking. Thought about offering to help, though she had no idea what help she could offer. In the end, she didn't knock. She wasn't ready. Not yet.
Instead, she went to her quarters and lay on her bed in the darkness, listening to the sounds of a village that had changed utterly in the week she'd been gone.
Tomorrow, she told herself. Tomorrow she would find a way to be useful. Tomorrow she would stop running and start doing something, anything, to help.
For tonight, she lay still and stared at the ceiling and tried not to think about horizons.
Chapter Five
The Spreading Tide
Three days. Three deaths.
Seren stood at her workbench, tools laid out before her in perfect order, and couldn't make herself pick up any of them. The tidal generator's secondary coupling needed recalibration. One of the solar panels on Platform Twelve had developed a hairline crack. The water filtration system in the eastern quarter was running slower than it should.
None of it mattered.
Through her window, she watched a family carry a shrouded body across the rope bridge toward the mourning platform. It was the third procession she'd seen today. She didn't know who was wrapped in that cloth, couldn't tell from the shape or the size or the way the fabric draped. Just another body. Another set of seventy-something bell strokes to count.
The illness had a name now, though it didn't help. People were calling it the Fever, with a capital letter, as if naming it might give them some power over it. It hadn't. The Fever took who it wanted and left the rest to watch and wait and wonder if they were next.
Seren turned away from the window. Her tools gleamed in the morning light, each one a reminder of all the things she knew how to fix and the one thing she couldn't touch. She was a tidal engineer. She kept Havenswell's power grid running, maintained the systems that gave them light and warmth and the ability to pump water and preserve food. Important work. Essential work.
Useless work, when what people needed was medicine.
She left her quarters without picking up a single tool.
The village had changed. It had been changing since Tam's death, but now the transformation was complete. The communal dining platforms, once the heart of Havenswell's social life, stood empty. No one wanted to gather in crowds anymore. No one wanted to breathe the same air as their neighbours, share cups and plates, sit close enough to touch.
Fear had done what the Fever itself hadn't: it had broken the community into fragments.
Seren walked through streets that felt like a different village entirely. Doors were closed. Windows were shuttered. The few people she saw moved quickly, keeping their distance, avoiding eye contact. One woman crossed to the other side of the platform when she saw Seren approaching, pulling a cloth up over her mouth and nose.
It was rational behaviour. Seren understood that. The Fever spread through contact, through closeness, through all the things that made a community a community. Isolation was the only protection they had.
But it felt like dying. Not the quick death of the Fever, but a slow one. The death of everything that made Havenswell worth living in.
She found herself at the market, though she hadn't consciously chosen to go there. The stalls were open, more or less, but the usual bustle was replaced by tense efficiency. People grabbed what they needed and left. No haggling. No gossip. No lingering over a particularly fine catch or a basket of fresh-picked tomatoes.
Seren bought bread and cheese and some dried fish, wrapping them in cloth and tucking them into her satchel. She wasn't hungry, but she knew she should eat. She also knew someone else who needed to eat, someone who was probably forgetting to.
The apothecary's hut looked different than it had a week ago. The queue that had seemed alarming then was nothing compared to what she saw now: at least two dozen people sitting or standing on every available surface, coughing, sweating, waiting for help that Seren knew couldn't come.
A temporary overflow tent had been erected beside the main building, its canvas walls billowing slightly in the breeze. Through the open flap, Seren could see rows of makeshift beds, each one occupied by someone too sick to sit upright. The sound of coughing was constant, a terrible percussion that seemed to have no end.
She didn't go inside. Instead, she waited by the door until Moss emerged.
They looked worse than she'd feared. Their face was gaunt, their eyes hollow, their movements slow and effortful. They were carrying a bucket of soiled linens, and they nearly walked right past Seren without seeing her.
"Moss."
They stopped. Blinked. Seemed to take a moment to recognise her.
"Seren. I can't... I don't have time to..."
"I'm not here for treatment." Seren held up her satchel. "When did you last eat?"
Moss stared at her. For a moment, Seren thought they might cry. Instead, they laughed: a short, broken sound that had no humour in it at all.
"I don't remember."
"That's what I thought. Come on."
Seren led them away from the hut, away from the queue and the coughing and the endless need. She found a quiet corner of a nearby platform, sheltered from view by a tangle of vertical gardens, and sat down on a storage crate. Moss sank down beside her, the bucket of linens still clutched in their hands.
"Give me that." Seren took the bucket and set it aside. "Someone else can deal with the laundry for ten minutes."
"There is no one else. Cora's sick now. She started showing symptoms yesterday." Moss's voice was flat, hollowed out by exhaustion. "I'm running the hut alone. Three of the fishermen's wives have been helping, but they don't know the remedies. They can fetch and carry, but the actual healing..." They trailed off.
Seren unpacked the food and pressed a piece of bread into Moss's hands. "Eat."
"I'm not hungry."
"I don't care. Eat."
Moss looked at the bread as if they'd never seen such a thing before. Then, mechanically, they raised it to their mouth and took a bite. And another. And another. Seren watched them eat, saying nothing, letting the silence do its work.
When the bread was gone, she handed them the cheese. Moss ate that too, and the dried fish, and finally drank deeply from the water flask Seren offered. By the time they finished, some of the colour had returned to their face.
"Thank you," they said quietly.
"You can't help anyone if you collapse."
"I know. I know that. But every time I stop, I think about all the people I'm not helping, and..." Moss shook their head. "It doesn't matter. Nothing I do matters. They're dying anyway."
"You're keeping some of them comfortable."
"Comfortable." The word came out bitter. "Yes. I'm very good at making people comfortable while they die. That's apparently all I'm good for."
Seren didn't know what to say to that. She wasn't good with words, never had been. She understood systems and mechanisms, things that could be measured and adjusted and fixed. Human pain was outside her expertise.
But she stayed. That was something she could do.
"I keep thinking about my grandmother," Moss said eventually, staring at their hands. "She was a pharmacist. In the old world, before. She had medicines for things like this. Pills and injections and... I don't know. Things we can't make anymore."
"Do you know what they were? The medicines?"
"Some of them. I have her old books. The texts that Cora salvaged from the Unbinding. They describe the compounds, the chemical structures, even some of the manufacturing processes." Moss laughed again, that same humourless sound. "It's like having a recipe for bread but no flour, no yeast, no oven. I know what we need. I just can't make it."
Seren was quiet for a moment, thinking. "Could someone make it? If they had the right equipment?"
"Maybe. The books talk about laboratories, synthesis equipment, chemical reagents. Things that existed in the old world. Things that drowned along with everything else."
"Did they, though?" Seren thought about the salvage Wren was always bringing back. Old-world artifacts, sometimes intact, sometimes useful in ways no one expected. "The Fever isn't killing everyone. Some people survived the Unbinding even in the cities. What if some of them kept the knowledge? What if somewhere out there, someone still knows how to make the medicines?"
Moss looked at her. Their eyes were red-rimmed, their face drawn with exhaustion, but something flickered in their expression. Something that might have been hope, or might have been pain.
"Even if they did," they said slowly, "how would we find them? How would we reach them? We don't even know what's out there anymore."
Seren didn't have an answer. She thought about Gull, who sometimes spoke of the old world in fragments, who had lived in Bristol before it drowned. She thought about Wren, who spent her life scouting unknown waters, mapping the edges of their world. She thought about herself, with her useless tools and her useless skills, watching people die of something she couldn't fix.
"I don't know," she admitted. "But maybe someone does."
Moss was silent. The coughing from the apothecary's hut drifted over on the breeze, a constant reminder of everything waiting for them.
"I should get back," Moss said finally. "The afternoon patients..."
"I know." Seren stood and offered a hand to help them up. "But Moss. Eat something tonight. Actually eat. And sleep. Even an hour."
"I'll try."
They both knew it was a lie, but Seren let it pass. Some lies were necessary.
She watched Moss walk back toward the hut, shoulders hunched, steps heavy. The bucket of linens still sat on the platform; Seren picked it up and carried it to the washing station, where a tired-looking woman took it without comment.
Then she walked home, through the quiet streets of a village that no longer felt like home.
The sun was setting by the time she reached her quarters. The light through her window was golden, warm, beautiful. She stood at her workbench and looked at her tools, still laid out in their perfect order, and felt the frustration rise in her chest like a tide.
She could fix a generator. She could calibrate a solar array. She could repair a filtration system and maintain a power grid and keep the lights burning through the longest nights.
But she couldn't fix this.
Somewhere, someone must know.
The thought wouldn't leave her. It sat in her mind like a stone, heavy and immovable.
Somewhere out there, someone still knows how to make the medicines.
She thought about the drowned city Gull had mentioned. Bristol, with its towers rising from the water. People had survived there, or so the rumours said. People who had chosen to stay when the waters rose, who had adapted to life among the ruins.
If anyone had kept the old knowledge, it might be them.
Seren looked out at the darkening water, at the horizon that Wren was always chasing. She had never wanted to go beyond Havenswell's borders. The village was her world, her purpose, her home. Everything she needed was here.
But everything she needed couldn't save the people she loved.
She stood at the window until full dark, watching the stars emerge one by one over the water. Somewhere out there, beyond the horizon, there might be answers.
The question was whether anyone would be brave enough to go looking.
Chapter Six
What We Don't Have
Cora's breathing had changed in the night.
Moss sat beside her bed in the small room at the back of the apothecary's hut, listening to each laboured inhale and exhale. The sound was familiar now, terribly familiar: the wet rattle, the pause that lasted a heartbeat too long, the struggle that preceded every breath. They had heard it from a dozen patients. They had heard it from Tam, and from Elia, and from Marcus, and from the two fishermen whose names they kept forgetting because there were too many names now, too many faces, too many shrouded bodies carried across the rope bridges.
Five dead. Twenty seriously ill. Another thirty showing early symptoms.
And now Cora.
Moss touched their mentor's forehead, feeling the heat that radiated from her papery skin. The fever had come on fast, faster than it had with the others. One moment Cora had been working beside them, grinding herbs with hands that shook only slightly. The next she had stumbled, caught herself on the edge of the table, and looked at Moss with eyes that already knew.
"Well," she had said, her voice steady despite everything. "I suppose it was only a matter of time."
That had been yesterday. Now she was unconscious more often than not, her body fighting a battle it was almost certainly going to lose. Moss had given her everything they had: the fever draughts, the breathing steam, the poultices that did nothing but felt like doing something. None of it would be enough.
They left the room quietly, pulling the curtain closed behind them. The main hut was empty for the moment, a brief respite between the morning rush and the afternoon influx. The helpers Moss had recruited were out collecting more supplies, more linens, more of the herbs that couldn't cure anything but at least gave people something to swallow.
Moss stood in the centre of the room and looked at the shelves.
Two hundred remedies. Fifty years of accumulated knowledge. Everything Cora had taught them, everything Cora's teachers had taught her, everything the village had managed to preserve from the chaos of the Unbinding.
It wasn't enough.
They moved to the corner where Cora kept her books: the salvaged texts, the hand-copied manuscripts, the precious fragments of old-world medical knowledge that had survived the drowning. Moss had read them all, multiple times. They knew the pages by heart.
But today they read them again, searching for something they might have missed.
Antiviral compounds, one book said, work by interfering with viral replication at the cellular level. Common examples include acyclovir, oseltamivir, and remdesivir.
Moss knew those names. They had no idea what the words meant.
Synthesis requires laboratory conditions, another text explained, including sterile environments, precise temperature control, and access to purified chemical reagents.
Laboratory conditions. Sterile environments. Purified chemical reagents.
They might as well have been asking for the moon.
Moss closed the book and pressed their palms against their eyes, trying to hold back the tears that had been threatening for days. They were so tired. Tired of watching people die, tired of pretending they knew what they were doing, tired of the gap between what they understood and what they needed.
Their grandmother's mortar and pestle sat on the workbench, ancient and useless. Moss picked up the pestle and held it, feeling the smooth stone against their palm. What would their grandmother have done? She had been a pharmacist, a real one, with access to the medicines that these books described. She would have known which compound to use, which dosage, which delivery method.
She would have saved people.
Instead, all Moss had was a stone bowl and a collection of herbs that couldn't touch this disease.
The curtain at the front of the hut rustled, and Moss looked up to see Gull stepping inside. He moved carefully, as if the air itself might be dangerous, but he didn't hesitate to come fully into the room.
"I came to see Cora," he said. His voice was rough. "I heard she was..."
"She's in the back." Moss gestured toward the curtained room. "She's sleeping, mostly. In and out. You can sit with her if you like."
Gull nodded and moved past them, disappearing behind the curtain. Moss heard the scrape of a chair being pulled close to the bed, the low murmur of Gull's voice saying something they couldn't make out.
They turned back to the books, though they knew there was nothing new to find.
Some time later, Gull emerged. His eyes were red, and he stood for a moment in the doorway, seeming unsure what to do with his hands.
"She woke up," he said. "Just for a minute. She knew me."
"That's good. That's... that's something."
Gull came to stand beside the workbench, looking at the spread of books and papers Moss had been poring over. His weathered face was impossible to read.
"What are you looking for?"
"Answers." Moss laughed, and it came out hollow. "Miracles. Something that doesn't exist."
"Tell me."
Moss looked at him. Gull had been part of Havenswell since before Moss was born. He had taught half the village to sail, had helped raise the first platforms, had buried two wives and adopted a family and become the kind of elder that everyone trusted. If anyone might understand, it would be him.
"The Fever," Moss said slowly, "is caused by a virus. I'm almost certain of that. The symptoms, the progression, the way it spreads. It matches the descriptions in the old texts."
"And you can't cure a virus with herbs."
"No. Herbs can treat symptoms. Ease breathing, reduce fever, help people rest. But to actually stop the virus, you need antivirals. Synthesised compounds. Medicines that were made in laboratories with equipment and chemicals we don't have anymore."
Gull was quiet for a long moment. Then: "So you know what you need. You just can't make it."
"Yes." The word came out like a surrender. "I know exactly what would save them. I have the formulas in these books, the chemical structures, even some of the manufacturing processes. But I might as well have a recipe for flying. Without the equipment, without the raw materials, without someone who actually knows how to do pharmaceutical synthesis..." Moss shook their head. "It's impossible."
Gull moved to the window and looked out at the village. From here, they could see the mourning platform, where yet another ceremony would be held before nightfall. The bell would ring. Another name would be added to the count.
"Before the Unbinding," Gull said, his voice strange and distant, "I lived in Bristol."
Moss felt something shift in their chest. They had heard Gull mention the drowned city before, in fragments, in late-night stories that always seemed to trail off before they reached the important parts. But he rarely spoke of it directly.
"I was young then," he continued. "Eighteen when the waters started rising. I worked at the docks, loading and unloading ships. But I knew people. All kinds of people. The city was full of hospitals, universities, research laboratories. There were doctors, scientists, pharmacists." He paused. "Your grandmother was one of them, before she moved to the coast."
Moss's breath caught. "You knew my grandmother?"
"Not well. But I knew of her. And I knew others like her. People who understood the old medicine." Gull turned from the window, his eyes meeting Moss's. "When the Unbinding came, most people left. Fled to higher ground, moved inland, joined communities like this one. But some stayed."
"Stayed? In the city?"
"The waters rose, but the buildings didn't all fall. The upper floors, the rooftops, the elevated roads. Some of it stayed above the waterline. And some people chose to remain." Gull's voice dropped. "I've heard rumours over the years. Traders who sail near the coast, scouts who've seen lights in the old towers. There are communities in Bristol still. People living among the ruins."
Moss's heart was beating fast now. "And these people. If some of them were doctors, scientists..."
"They might have kept the knowledge. The equipment. The medicines." Gull nodded slowly. "If anyone still knows how to make the compounds you need, it would be them."
The possibility hung in the air between them, fragile and enormous.
"Bristol is days away by sail," Moss said. "Through waters no one from Havenswell has travelled in fifty years. We don't know what's out there. We don't know if these communities even exist, or if they'd help us if they did."
"No. We don't know any of that."
"But if they do exist. If they have what we need." Moss looked at the books spread across the workbench, at the mortar and pestle that had belonged to their grandmother, at the curtained room where Cora lay dying. "We have to try. Don't we?"
Gull was silent for a long time. Moss watched his face, trying to read the emotions that moved across it like clouds. Grief. Fear. Something that might have been hope, or might have been pain, or might have been both at once.
"I haven't been back to Bristol since the Unbinding," he said finally. "I left everything there. Everyone. I've spent fifty years trying to forget that city existed."
"I know. I'm sorry. I wouldn't ask if there was any other way."
"There isn't." It wasn't a question.
"No."
Gull moved to the window again, staring out at the water that stretched to the horizon. Moss waited, hardly daring to breathe. This was the moment. If Gull said no, if he couldn't face going back, then the idea died here. There was no one else who knew the way, no one else who remembered the city, no one else who might be able to find the people they needed.
"Twenty people," Gull said quietly. "You said twenty are seriously ill."
"Twenty-three now. By tomorrow it'll be more."
"And they'll die. All of them. If we do nothing."
"Yes."
Gull closed his eyes. When he opened them again, something had changed. The grief was still there, but it had been joined by something else. Something that looked almost like resolve.
"I'll need a boat," he said. "A good one, with a crew who can navigate unfamiliar waters. Supplies for at least a week. And someone who knows what medicine to ask for when we get there."
Moss's breath left them in a rush. "You'll go?"
"I'll go." Gull turned to face them, and his eyes were bright with tears he wasn't shedding. "But not alone. And not without a plan. We need to bring this to the council. Tonight, if we can. We need to do this properly."
"Yes. Yes, of course." Moss was already thinking ahead, already imagining the conversation, the arguments, the desperate hope that might finally have somewhere to go. "I'll come with you. To the council. To Bristol, if they'll let me. I have to be there. I'm the only one who knows what compounds we need."
Gull studied them for a long moment. Then he reached out and placed a hand on their shoulder, the first human contact Moss had felt in days that wasn't a patient clutching at them in pain.
"Your grandmother would be proud of you," he said. "Whatever happens. She would be proud."
Moss couldn't speak. They nodded, and Gull nodded back, and something passed between them that didn't need words.
Behind the curtain, Cora's breathing continued its terrible rhythm. Outside, the village held its breath.
But for the first time in days, Moss felt something other than despair.
They felt the smallest, most fragile beginning of hope.
Chapter Seven
The Gathering
The great platform had been built for celebrations.
Gull remembered his first harvest festival here, not long after he'd arrived in Havenswell. Lanterns strung from every post. Tables groaning with food. Children running between the legs of adults who danced and laughed and toasted their survival. It had felt like a miracle then, and it had felt like a miracle every year since.
Tonight, there were no lanterns. No laughter. No dancing.
The platform was filled with people, but they stood in silence, arranged in loose concentric circles around the raised dais where the council sat. Many wore cloths over their mouths. Some kept careful distance from their neighbours. Everyone looked tired, drawn, afraid.
Six dead now. The bell had rung for the latest just this morning.
Gull stood with the other elders at the edge of the dais, looking out at faces he had known for decades. Fishermen who had shared his boats. Farmers who had worked the kelp beds beside him. Children he had taught, now grown with children of their own. The whole of Havenswell, or as much of it as could stand and walk, gathered to hear what the council would say.
He wasn't sure he had words for what needed to be said.
Elder Marron rose from her seat at the centre of the dais. She was the oldest of the council, eighty-two years and sharp as a blade, and when she raised her hand for attention, the last murmurs died away.
"We know why we're here," she said. Her voice carried easily across the platform, despite her age. "We know what's happening to our village. So I won't waste time with preamble. We face a choice, and we must make it together."
She gestured to Moss, who stood near the front of the crowd, looking small and exhausted.
"Our healer will explain the situation. Then we will discuss our options. Then we will decide."
Moss stepped forward. Gull saw their hands trembling, but their voice was steady.
"The illness is caused by a virus," they said. "I'm as certain of that as I can be. It spreads through close contact, through the air we breathe, through the spaces we share. Our remedies can treat the symptoms, but they cannot cure the disease itself."
A ripple of unease moved through the crowd. This wasn't news to most of them, but hearing it stated so plainly made it real in a way that rumour and fear didn't.
"To actually stop the virus, we would need antiviral medicines. Pharmaceutical compounds. These existed in the old world, before the Unbinding, but we don't have the knowledge or equipment to make them ourselves."
"Then we're helpless," someone called out. "Is that what you're telling us?"
Moss hesitated. "Not helpless. But limited. With what we have, we can ease suffering and keep people comfortable. We cannot save everyone."
The silence that followed was worse than shouting would have been.
Elder Marron spoke again. "We have three options. First, we can isolate. Keep the sick separate from the well. Wait for the disease to burn through those it's going to take and hope the rest of us are spared."
"How many would that kill?" a voice asked.
"Based on current rates," Moss said quietly, "perhaps a third of the village. Maybe more."
The number landed like a blow. Gull saw people reaching for each other, grasping hands, pulling children close. A third. In a community of three hundred, that was a hundred lives. Husbands, wives, parents, children.
"Second option," Marron continued, "we wait and hope. The illness might weaken on its own. It might become less deadly as it spreads. Some people are recovering, after all. Perhaps the worst is already past."
"Is that likely?" someone asked. "That the worst is past?"
Moss shook their head. "I don't know. The recoveries have been few, and mostly among the young and healthy. For the elderly, for anyone already weakened..." They didn't finish the sentence. They didn't need to.
"What's the third option?" The question came from the middle of the crowd, sharp with desperation.
Elder Marron looked at Gull. He felt the weight of every eye in the village turn toward him.
This was the moment.
He stepped forward, moving to the centre of the dais. His knees ached. His heart was pounding. He hadn't spoken to this many people at once in years, and he had never spoken about Bristol. Not really. Not about what he'd left there.
"Before the Unbinding," he said, and his voice came out steadier than he expected, "I lived in the city. Bristol. Some of you know this. Most of you don't know the details, because I don't speak of them. But tonight I must."
The crowd was utterly still.
"Bristol was a large city. Hundreds of thousands of people. Hospitals. Universities. Laboratories where scientists made the medicines that Moss just described. When the waters rose, most people fled. But not everyone."
He paused, gathering himself.
"I've heard rumours over the years. Stories from traders who sail near the coast. Scouts who've seen lights in the old towers. There are communities in Bristol still. People who stayed, who adapted, who made lives among the ruins. And if any of them were doctors, scientists, pharmacists..." He looked at Moss. "They might have kept the knowledge we need."
The crowd erupted.
"Bristol is days away!"
"No one's sailed those waters in decades!"
"We don't even know if anyone's really there!"
"And if they are, why would they help us?"
Gull let the objections wash over him. He had expected them. He had made most of them to himself, in the long hours since his conversation with Moss.
Elder Marron raised her hand, and the noise subsided.
"Let him finish."
"I won't pretend this isn't dangerous," Gull said. "I won't pretend we know what we'd find. The city is changed beyond recognition. The people who survived there might not welcome outsiders. We might sail for days and find nothing but ruins and ghosts."
He took a breath.
"But we have something to offer. Kelp. Sea vegetables. Preserved fish. Sustainable food that anyone living in a drowned city would desperately need. We don't have to go as beggars. We can go as traders. And if we find people with medical knowledge, if we find the compounds that Moss needs..." He spread his hands. "We might save everyone."
"Or we might lose everyone we send," a man called out. Gull recognised him: Tomas, one of the fishermen, a cautious man with a cautious mind. "A party of how many? Four? Five? Sailing into unknown waters on the slim hope that strangers might help us? What if they never come back?"
"Then we're no worse off than we are now," Gull replied. "But at least we will have tried."
"Trying isn't enough when lives are at stake!"
"Neither is doing nothing!"
The argument swelled again, voices rising from every corner of the platform. Gull watched as the community fractured along predictable lines: the cautious against the desperate, the young against the old, the healthy against those who had already lost someone.
This was how they'd always made decisions. Open debate, every voice heard, consensus reached through the long slow work of listening. It was messy and frustrating and sometimes took days. But it was theirs.
He was about to speak again when a new voice cut through the noise.
"My daughter is sick."
The crowd turned. A woman had stepped forward from the front ranks, young, her face wet with tears. Gull knew her: Lira, married to one of the kelp farmers, mother to a girl of seven. Her hands were shaking as she spoke.
"My daughter has the fever. She's had it for two days. She's so small, and she's getting weaker, and there's nothing anyone can do." Lira's voice broke, but she kept going. "I've been sitting by her bed, watching her struggle to breathe, and all I can think is: why aren't we doing something?"
The platform had gone completely silent.
"I know it's dangerous. I know we might send people out and never see them again. But right now, my little girl is dying, and I'm supposed to just accept that? I'm supposed to just sit and wait and hope?" Lira shook her head fiercely. "I can't. I can't do that. I'd rather you tried and failed than sat here and watched my daughter die."
She stopped, out of words, tears streaming down her face. Someone moved to comfort her, but she held up a hand, staying where she was.
"Please," she said. "Please try."
The silence stretched. Gull saw faces changing, saw the fear and caution shifting into something else. Resolve. Determination. The desperate courage that came when there was no other choice.
Elder Marron spoke, her voice gentle. "Is there anyone else who wishes to speak?"
No one did.
"Then we will decide. Those in favour of sending a foraging party to Bristol, seeking medical knowledge and trade, raise your hands."
Hands went up. Gull counted automatically: a hundred, a hundred and fifty, more. Not everyone. He could see the holdouts, the doubters, the cautious ones keeping their arms at their sides. But the majority was clear.
Marron nodded. "Those opposed?"
Perhaps thirty hands. Maybe forty. Fewer than Gull had expected.
"The motion carries. A foraging party will be sent." Marron looked at Gull. "We will need volunteers. We will need our best boat. We will need supplies for at least a week, and trade goods to offer." She paused. "We will need someone to lead them who knows the way."
Gull felt the weight of it settling on his shoulders. He had known this was coming. Had known from the moment he'd spoken to Moss in the apothecary's hut that it would end here, with him standing before the village, committing to a journey he'd spent fifty years avoiding.
He raised his hand.
"I'll go. I know the route. I remember the city." His voice was rough, but steady. "I can lead a party there and back."
Marron nodded. "Then it's settled. We'll seek other volunteers tonight and tomorrow. The party will depart as soon as possible." She looked out at the crowd, at the frightened faces and the desperate hope. "May the tides carry them safely. May they find what we need."
The gathering began to disperse, people breaking into smaller groups, talking in low voices. Gull stood on the dais and watched them go, feeling the enormity of what he'd set in motion.
He would go back to Bristol. After fifty years. After everything he'd lost there.
Moss appeared beside him, their face pale but determined.
"I'm coming with you," they said. "I'm the only one who knows what compounds we need. You'll need me to talk to whoever we find."
Gull nodded. He'd expected this too.
"We'll need others. Someone who can handle the boat. Someone who can navigate unknown waters." He thought of Seren, with her mechanical skills and her steady hands. He thought of Wren, the scout who knew the horizon better than anyone.
"We'll find them," Moss said. "We have to."
Across the platform, Lira was still standing where she'd spoken, surrounded by neighbours offering comfort. Her tears had stopped, but her face was set with a fierce, fragile hope.
Gull understood that hope. He felt it himself, mixed with terror and grief and the weight of fifty years of running.
He was going home. And everything depended on what he found there.
Chapter Eight
The Choosing
Seren
The summons came at dawn.
Seren was already awake, sitting at her workbench in the grey light, not working on anything in particular. She hadn't slept well. The gathering the night before had left her restless, turning over the same thoughts again and again: Bristol, the drowned city, a party sailing into the unknown.
When the knock came, she knew what it meant before she opened the door.
"The council would like to speak with you," said the young man on her threshold. One of Elder Marron's assistants, she thought. "About the expedition."
"I'll come now."
She didn't bother to change out of her work clothes or eat breakfast. There was a certain relief in the summons, if she was honest with herself. The decision had been made for her. She wouldn't have to volunteer, wouldn't have to examine too closely why she wanted to go.
The council met her in the small chamber off the great platform, just three of them this morning: Marron, and two of the younger elders whose names Seren could never quite remember. They looked tired. Everyone looked tired now.
"We need someone with technical skills," Marron said without preamble. "The boat will need maintenance. The navigation equipment is old and temperamental. If anything breaks on the journey, we need someone who can fix it."
"You're the best we have," one of the younger elders added. "Everyone agrees on that."
Seren nodded. "Yes."
They blinked at her, clearly expecting more discussion. Questions, perhaps, or conditions. But Seren had no questions. She had spent the night thinking about Moss in the apothecary's hut, hands trembling, unable to save anyone. She had spent the night thinking about her own hands, skilled and useless, waiting for problems that never came while people died of something she couldn't touch.
Out there, on the water, heading toward an unknown city, her skills might actually matter. It wasn't heroism. It was need.
"I'll go," she said. "When do we leave?"
After the meeting, she walked back to her quarters through a village that felt like it was holding its breath. She stood in her doorway for a moment, looking at the space she had built for herself over the years. The workbench with its carefully organised tools. The narrow bed with its worn blanket. The window that looked out over the water, where she had watched a thousand sunrises.
She had no partner. No children. Her parents had died years ago, her siblings scattered to other platforms. There was no one who would miss her specifically, no one whose life would be diminished by her absence.
It should have felt freeing. Instead, it felt hollow.
She touched the wall beside the door, feeling the texture of the mycelium composite beneath her fingers. She had helped build this platform, years ago. Had poured herself into the work of making Havenswell function.
Would she see it again?
She didn't know. And somehow, that uncertainty felt more real than anything had in a long time.

Moss
Cora was awake when Moss came to say goodbye.
It was the first time in two days she had been conscious for more than a few minutes. Her eyes were clearer than they had been, though her breathing was still laboured, still carrying that terrible rattle that Moss had learned to dread.
"You're going," Cora said. It wasn't a question.
"I have to." Moss knelt beside her bed, taking her frail hand in both of theirs. "I'm the only one who knows what we need. The compound names, the dosages. If we find chemists, someone has to be able to talk to them."
"I know." Cora's fingers tightened weakly around Moss's. "I would go myself if I could."
"I know you would."
They sat in silence for a moment, listening to the sounds of the village outside. Someone was crying, not far away. Someone else was coughing. The percussion of illness that had become the soundtrack of their days.
"I'm scared," Moss admitted. "I've never left Havenswell. I've never been on open water. I don't know what's out there, or what we'll find, or if we'll even make it."
"Fear is natural. Fear means you understand what's at stake." Cora's eyes met theirs, and for a moment she looked like the mentor Moss remembered: sharp, certain, unbreakable. "But you're ready. I've taught you everything I know, and more importantly, you've taught yourself. You have your grandmother's gift."
Moss felt tears prick at their eyes. "What if it's not enough?"
"Then it won't be for lack of trying." Cora released their hand and gestured weakly toward the shelf beside her bed. "Take my journal. The one with the blue cover. It has everything I've learned in fifty years of healing. Notes your grandmother left with me before she died. Things I've never taught anyone else."
Moss found the journal and held it carefully, feeling the weight of it. A lifetime of knowledge, pressed between worn covers.
"Come back," Cora said. Her voice was fading, exhaustion pulling her back toward sleep. "Find what we need and come back. I'll be here."
They both knew she might not be. They both pretended otherwise.
"I'll come back," Moss said. "I promise."
They left the hut carrying the journal pressed against their chest like a talisman. Outside, the morning was bright and cruel in its beauty. The village went on, sick and scared and waiting, and Moss walked through it toward an uncertain future.
They had never felt more alone.

Gull
The council didn't need to summon Gull. He had already volunteered.
But they came anyway, finding him on the teaching platform where he sat watching the water. They confirmed what he already knew: his knowledge of the route was irreplaceable. His memory of Bristol, however painful, was essential. He would lead the expedition.
"You're the oldest by two decades," Marron said carefully. "Some have raised concerns. The journey will be difficult. The physical demands..."
"Will be managed." Gull didn't look at her. He was watching the horizon, that line where water met sky. He had stared at that line for fifty years, never crossing it, never going back. "I'm not as frail as I look."
"I didn't say you were frail."
"No. But you thought it." He finally turned to face her. "I know what this journey will cost me. I know I might not survive it. But I'm the only one who can lead them there, and the only one who has even a chance of finding the people we need."
Marron was quiet for a moment. They had known each other for decades, had built this village together, had buried friends and raised children and grown old in the same small community. She understood him, perhaps, better than anyone still living.
"Why now?" she asked. "You've avoided talking about Bristol for fifty years. You've never gone back, never even sailed in that direction. Why are you willing to face it now?"
Gull thought about the question. He had been asking himself the same thing since he'd raised his hand at the gathering.
"Because people are dying," he said finally. "Because Moss looked at me with eyes that reminded me of my first wife, in the hospital, when the doctors couldn't save her. Because I've spent fifty years running from that city, and maybe it's time to stop running."
He paused, looking back at the water.
"And because this is the last useful thing I can do. If I die out there, at least it will mean something. If I stay here and watch everyone else die..." He shook his head. "That's not something I can live with."
Marron nodded slowly. "Then go. And may the tides bring you home."
After she left, Gull sat for a while longer, alone with his thoughts. He didn't have much to pack. A few changes of clothes. Some personal items that had survived the Unbinding. A photograph of his second wife, creased and faded, that he kept in his pocket always.
He would bring her with him to Bristol. She had never seen the city, had only known him as the man he'd become after. Perhaps it was time she met the man he'd been before.
Or perhaps that man was gone entirely, drowned along with everything else.
He would find out soon enough.
Wren
Wren didn't wait to be summoned.
She found the council before they could find her, bursting into their meeting chamber with the particular energy of someone who had made a decision and couldn't bear to wait another moment.
"I'm going," she said. "You need a navigator. Someone who knows the water, who can read weather and currents, who's actually sailed beyond the village boundaries. That's me. I'm the best you have."
The elders exchanged glances. Marron raised an eyebrow.
"We were just discussing whether to ask you."
"Well, now you don't have to. I'm volunteering." Wren crossed her arms, daring them to argue. "I've spent years scouting waters no one else will touch. I've mapped islands that aren't on any chart. I know how to navigate by stars, by currents, by the colour of the water. You need me."
"No one is disputing your skills," one of the younger elders said carefully. "But this is a dangerous mission. Perhaps the most dangerous anyone from Havenswell has ever undertaken. Are you certain you want to take that risk?"
Wren hesitated. It was a fair question. Was she certain?
She thought about the night she'd returned from her scouting trip, finding the village transformed by grief. She thought about standing at the edge of the platform, watching the sunset, feeling nothing. She thought about the horizon that had always called to her, and how for the first time in her life, it had gone silent.
She thought about running. She was good at running. She had been running, in one way or another, for most of her adult life.
But this time, running and staying were the same thing. Going to Bristol wasn't an escape. It was a purpose. And if some part of her knew that route better than she should, knew what they might find at the end of it, well. That was her burden to carry.
It was the first time in years that moving forward felt like moving toward something rather than away.
"I'm certain," she said. "When do we leave?"
Later, alone in her quarters, she packed her bag with the efficiency of someone who had done it a hundred times. Spare clothes. Navigation tools. Her lucky compass, the one her father had given her before he died. A letter she had never sent, addressed to someone she had hurt, that she carried with her everywhere but never had the courage to deliver.
She wouldn't deliver it now, either. But she would bring it. Just in case.
Just in case she didn't come back, and someone needed to know that she had tried.

Together
They met at the dock as the sun began to set.
Four people, standing in a loose circle, looking at the boat that would carry them into the unknown. It was called the Tide's Hope, because the village was earnest about these things, and someone on the council had thought the name might bring luck. It was sturdy and well-maintained, large enough for a crew of four and supplies for a week, with a sail that caught the evening light like a wing.
Seren studied the rigging, already cataloguing the systems she would need to maintain. Moss clutched Cora's journal, their face pale but determined. Gull stood slightly apart, his eyes fixed on the horizon, seeing something the others couldn't. Wren bounced on her heels, restless as always, ready to move.
They barely knew each other. Seren had exchanged perhaps a dozen words with Wren in her life. Moss had met Gull only in the context of his visits to Cora. Wren knew Gull as the old man who taught sailing, and Seren as the engineer who fixed things. They were not friends. They were not family. They were four strangers bound by circumstance and desperation.
But they were all that Havenswell had.
"So," Wren said, breaking the silence. "This is it."
"This is it," Gull agreed.
Moss looked at the boat, then at the village behind them. The platforms and rope bridges, the vertical gardens, the lights beginning to flicker on in windows as evening fell. Home.
"Do you think we'll make it?" they asked quietly.
No one answered. It wasn't a question anyone could answer.
Seren stepped forward and placed her hand on the boat's hull, feeling the wood beneath her palm. Solid. Real. Waiting.
"We should get some sleep," she said. "We leave at dawn."
They dispersed slowly, each returning to their own quarters for what might be their last night in Havenswell. The boat rocked gently at its mooring, patient and ready.
Tomorrow, everything would change.
Chapter Nine
What We Leave Behind
The Tide's Hope was a good boat.
Seren had been telling herself this all morning, running her hands over the hull, checking every joint and seam and fitting. She had inspected the sail rigging three times. She had tested the navigation instruments until she could have read them in her sleep. She had counted the emergency supplies, verified the water barrels, examined the small solar panels that would keep their lamp batteries charged.
It was a good boat. It would carry them.
She kept checking anyway.
The dock was busy around her, busier than anywhere else in the village had been for days. People were emerging from their isolation to help with the preparations, bringing whatever they could spare. Preserved kelp wrapped in oiled cloth. Dried fish packed in salt. Fresh water in sealed containers, carefully rationed from the village's reserves. Trade goods that might mean the difference between success and failure: woven textiles, carved tools, seeds from the vertical gardens.
Seren watched them come and go, these people she had known her whole life. Some wore cloths over their faces. Some kept their distance even as they handed over their offerings. But they came anyway, risking contact, risking illness, because four of their own were about to sail into the unknown and everyone wanted to help.
It was the most beautiful thing she had seen in weeks.
"You've checked those lines four times now."
Seren looked up to find Wren grinning at her from the dock, a coil of rope slung over one shoulder.
"Five, actually."
"Going for six?"
"Probably." Seren straightened, wiping her hands on her trousers. "I need to know everything works. If something fails out there, there won't be anyone else to fix it."
"That's why they're sending you." Wren jumped down onto the boat with easy grace, stowing the rope in its proper place without being told. "Relax. The boat is solid. I've sailed worse and survived."
"That's not as reassuring as you think it is."
Wren laughed, and the sound was so unexpected in the heavy atmosphere of the past week that Seren found herself almost smiling. Almost.
She watched Wren move around the deck, checking things with the casual competence of someone who had spent years on the water. The scout was restless, constantly in motion, adjusting things that didn't need adjusting and straightening lines that were already straight. But there was skill beneath the energy. Seren could see it in the way her hands moved, automatic and sure.
Near the bow, Moss sat cross-legged with a notebook, making lists. They had been making lists all morning: medicines they would ask for, questions they would need to answer, symptoms they would need to describe. Their handwriting was small and precise, filling page after page with the accumulated knowledge they were carrying into the unknown.
Seren had tried to talk to them earlier, but Moss had barely looked up, lost in a private world of preparation and fear. They were the youngest of the four, barely into their twenties, and they had never left Havenswell in their life. The weight on their shoulders was visible in the hunch of their back, the tension in their jaw.
And then there was Gull.
The old man stood at the end of the dock, apart from the bustle, staring out at the horizon. He had been there for hours, barely moving, barely speaking. Seren didn't know what he was looking at. The future, perhaps. Or the past. Or something in between that only he could see.
They were so different, the four of them. Different ages, different skills, different reasons for going. Seren had no idea how they were supposed to work together, how they were supposed to trust each other with their lives when they barely knew each other's names.
But they were all Havenswell had. And that would have to be enough.
The afternoon brought the map.
It was hand-drawn, large and fragile, spread across a table on the dock while the four of them gathered around it. Gull had made it from memory, with help from old charts salvaged from the Unbinding. It showed the coastline as it had been and as it might be now: familiar landmarks drowned, new islands risen, currents that might have shifted in fifty years of changing waters.
"Here is Havenswell." Gull traced a finger across the parchment. "We sail northeast, up the drowned river channels. There are ruins here, and here, that rise above the waterline and can serve as markers. After two days, we should see the first towers of Bristol on the horizon."
"Should?" Wren leaned in, studying the route. "How certain are you?"
"As certain as memory allows. The landscape has changed. The water level has changed. But the bones of the city are still there." His finger stopped on a cluster of marks near the top of the map. "This was the harbour district. If anyone survived, they would have needed access to the water. We start our search there."
Moss asked questions about the city's layout, about where hospitals and laboratories might have been. Wren asked about currents and potential hazards. Seren asked about the distance, the timing, how long they could afford to spend searching before they had to turn back.
Gull answered what he could. Much of it was uncertainty dressed in careful words. But it was more than they'd had before.
As evening approached, the village gathered on the dock.
It wasn't a celebration. The community was too sick, too scared, too depleted for celebration. But they came anyway, filtering down from their platforms in ones and twos, until nearly a hundred people stood in the fading light, facing the four who would leave at dawn.
Elder Marron spoke first, her voice carrying across the quiet crowd. She spoke of courage and necessity and the bonds that held a community together even in the darkest times. She spoke of the four who had volunteered, what they were risking, what they hoped to bring back. She asked for blessings from whatever powers might be listening.
Then others spoke. A fisherman who had known Gull for forty years. A young mother whose child was sick, who pressed Moss's hands between her own and whispered something that made them cry. A group of teenagers who had learned to sail from Gull and navigate from Wren, who stood in awkward solidarity, not knowing what to say but needing to be there.
And then, unexpectedly, someone began to sing.
It was an old song, one of the Unbinding songs that the village had carried with them from the drowning world. A song about leaving and returning, about waters that separated and waters that joined, about the hope that lived in the space between goodbye and hello.
Others joined in. Not everyone knew the words, but they hummed the melody, swaying gently in the evening breeze. The sound rose over the dock, over the boat, over the water that would carry four of their own into the unknown.
Seren stood with her crew and listened, and felt something shift in her chest.
When the song ended, people began to come forward one by one. They pressed hands against hands, risking contact despite the illness, needing to touch, to connect, to say the things that words couldn't carry. Some offered small tokens: a carved shell, a braided bracelet, a weathered coin from the old world. Talismans. Hopes made physical.
Seren received them all, tucking them into her pockets, letting the weight of them settle against her body. Each one was a promise. Each one was a person who believed they might succeed.
She slipped away as the crowd began to thin.
There was somewhere she needed to go. Someone she needed to see.
The memorial platform was quiet in the growing dark. It was where Havenswell kept its dead, or rather, kept the memory of them: small stones carved with names, arranged in careful rows, each one marking a life that had ended on the water. Seren's parents were here. Her grandparents. Friends and neighbours who had died over the years, claimed by illness or accident or simple age.
She knelt before her mother's stone and pressed her palm against the cool surface.
"I'm going away," she said quietly. "I don't know if I'll come back. I wanted you to know."
The stone didn't answer. Stones never did. But Seren stayed for a while anyway, letting the silence settle around her, thinking about the woman who had taught her to use her hands, to fix what was broken, to find purpose in practical work.
Her mother would have understood why she was going. Would have gone herself, probably, if she'd been alive. She had never been one for sitting still when there was something to be done.
"I'll try to make you proud," Seren said. "Whatever happens. I'll try."
She rose and walked back toward the dock, carrying the stone's silence with her like a blessing.
The others were waiting near the boat, each returning from their own private farewells. No one asked where anyone had been. No one needed to.
Moss's eyes were red from crying, but their face was calm. Gull looked older than he had that morning, but there was something settled in his expression, some weight that had been accepted rather than fought. Wren was still for once, standing at the water's edge, watching the stars emerge one by one over the horizon she had chased all her life.
"We should sleep," Seren said. "Dawn comes early."
They dispersed to their quarters, each alone with their thoughts. The boat rocked gently at its mooring, waiting.
Tomorrow they would leave.
Tonight, they lay in their beds and listened to the village breathe around them: the lap of water, the creak of platforms, the distant sound of someone coughing in the dark. The sounds of home, precious and fragile.
In the morning, they would trade them for the unknown.
Chapter Ten
The Threshold
Dawn came grey and still.
Wren was already on the boat when the first light touched the water. She had been there for hours, unable to sleep, unwilling to lie in her bed and stare at the ceiling for one more minute. The Tide's Hope had become a kind of refuge in the darkness: familiar in its rigging, comforting in its gentle rock, asking nothing of her but presence.
She had checked the lines twice. Adjusted the sail furling. Tested the anchor winch. Unnecessary work, all of it, but her hands needed something to do while her mind raced through the hours until departure.
Now she sat at the bow, wrapped in a blanket against the morning chill, watching the sky lighten over Havenswell.
The village was waking. She could see lamps flickering on in windows, small figures moving along the platforms. Smoke began to rise from cooking fires, though the smell didn't reach her here on the water. It looked so normal. So peaceful. As if nothing had changed, as if people weren't sick and dying, as if four of their own weren't about to sail away into the unknown.
But everything had changed. And in an hour, they would be gone.
Footsteps on the dock. Wren turned to see Seren approaching, toolkit in hand, face set with the particular determination of someone who had also not slept.
"You're early," Seren said.
"Couldn't sleep."
"No. Neither could I." Seren stepped onto the boat and immediately began checking something in the stern. "I keep thinking about everything that could go wrong."
"Cheerful."
"Realistic." But there was a ghost of a smile in Seren's voice. "The boat is solid. The route is as clear as Gull can make it. We have supplies for a week and trade goods that might actually be worth something. If we fail, it won't be for lack of preparation."
"Just for lack of luck."
"Luck can be managed." Seren straightened, wiping her hands on her trousers. "Or at least, that's what I keep telling myself."
The others arrived as the sun crested the horizon.
Gull came first, walking slowly along the dock with a pack over his shoulder. His face was calm, but Wren had learned to read the tension in his shoulders, the careful way he moved. He was an old man heading back to a city he had fled fifty years ago. Whatever peace he had made with that choice, it had cost him a sleepless night.
Moss came last, practically running, their pack clutched to their chest and their hair still wet from a hasty wash. They looked young and terrified, and Wren felt an unexpected surge of protectiveness. The healer had never been on open water before. Had never left Havenswell. In a few hours, everything they had ever known would be behind them.
"Sorry," Moss gasped as they reached the dock. "I was with Cora. I didn't want to leave without..."
"You're not late," Gull said gently. "We have time."
They didn't, really. But some things mattered more than schedules.
The community began to gather as they loaded the last of the supplies.
They came in small groups, filtering down from the platforms despite the early hour. Families with children still half-asleep. Elders leaning on walking sticks. Young people who had probably been up all night, not wanting to miss this moment. They arranged themselves along the dock, a silent audience, their faces a mix of hope and fear and something that looked almost like prayer.
Elder Marron stood at the front, her silver hair bright in the morning light. She didn't speak. There had been enough words the night before. Now there was only the watching, the witnessing, the weight of a community sending four of its own into the unknown.
Wren helped Moss board, steadying them as they stepped from dock to deck. The healer's hands were trembling, but they managed a small smile of thanks. Seren was already at her post, running final checks on systems that had been checked a dozen times. Gull stood at the helm, his hand resting on the tiller with the easy familiarity of someone who had spent a lifetime on the water.
"Ready?" he asked.
Wren looked at her crewmates. At Moss, pale and determined. At Seren, focused and tense. At Gull, old and weary and steady as the tide.
"Ready," she said.
The ropes were untied. The sail went up, canvas catching the morning breeze with a sound like a sigh. The Tide's Hope began to move, slowly at first, then faster as the wind filled the fabric and pulled them away from the dock.
Wren watched the figures on shore grow smaller.
She could pick out faces at first: Marron with her hand raised in blessing, Lira holding her sick daughter in her arms, the teenagers who had learned to sail from Gull standing in an awkward cluster at the edge of the crowd. Then the faces blurred into shapes, and the shapes into a mass of colour against the grey platforms of the village.
Someone was waving. A single figure, arm raised, moving back and forth in an arc that seemed too large for the distance. Wren couldn't tell who it was. It didn't matter. She raised her own hand and waved back, holding the gesture long after she could no longer see the response.
Havenswell shrank.
First it was a village, platforms and bridges and vertical gardens visible against the water. Then it was a shape, geometric and low, hugging the surface of the estuary. Then it was a smudge, dark against the lightening horizon, indistinguishable from any other shadow on the sea.
Then it was gone.
Wren stood at the stern and stared at the empty horizon where home had been. She had left Havenswell dozens of times on scouting missions, sometimes for weeks at a stretch. She had never felt this. This finality. This sense that the line between before and after had been crossed and there was no going back.
"First time is always the hardest."
She turned. Gull had left the helm to Seren and come to stand beside her, his weathered face unreadable.
"What is?"
"Watching home disappear." He was looking at the same empty horizon. "I remember the first time I sailed away from Bristol. I kept looking back, thinking I could still see the towers. Long after they were gone, I kept looking."
"Did it get easier?"
"No. But it got different." He was quiet for a moment. "Every time I've left somewhere, I've told myself I might not come back. It's the only honest thing to do. Hope for the best, prepare for the worst."
"That's grim."
"That's the sea." But his voice was gentle. "We're sailors, Wren. We know better than anyone that the water doesn't care about our plans. All we can do is read the winds, trim the sails, and trust our crew."
Wren looked back at the boat. At Seren, adjusting something in the rigging with focused precision. At Moss, huddled near the bow with their notebook, probably reviewing their lists for the hundredth time. At the supplies stacked and secured, the sail straining against the wind, the hull cutting through the water with a sound like breath.
Her crew. These strangers who had become, in the space of a few days, the most important people in her world.
"I don't really know them," she said quietly. "I don't know any of you. Not really."
"You will." Gull put a hand on her shoulder, brief and warm. "There's nothing like a journey to teach you who people are. By the time we reach Bristol, you'll know us better than you've known anyone."
"Is that a promise or a warning?"
"Both." He smiled, the first real smile she had seen from him in days. "Now come. There's work to do. We've got a long way to sail."
They fell into rhythm as the morning passed.
Gull took the helm, steering by memory and instinct, reading the water the way Wren read the sky. Seren moved between systems, checking and adjusting, keeping the boat running smoothly. Moss stayed near the bow, reviewing their notes, occasionally asking questions about the route or the landmarks they might see.
And Wren did what she had always done. She watched.
The horizon stretched ahead of them, empty and endless. The drowned world slid by on all sides: submerged valleys where towns had once stood, the tops of buildings breaking the surface like the bones of some vast creature, hills that had become lonely islands. Unfamiliar territory. Unknown waters. The edge of the map where the careful lines gave way to blank space and hopeful guesses.
It should have frightened her. In some ways, it did. But beneath the fear was something else, something she had almost forgotten in the dark days of the illness. Excitement. Anticipation. The thrill of moving toward something new.
The horizon was calling again. And this time, she was answering.
By afternoon, they had left all familiar waters behind.
The landscape had changed, the familiar waters of the estuary replaced by strange shapes she had never seen. Here and there, the tips of tall structures broke the surface: a church spire thick with nesting birds, the upper floors of what must have been a factory or warehouse, the rusted skeleton of a radio mast. Most of the old world lay far below, drowned and invisible. What little remained above the waterline was covered in vegetation that had grown wild in the decades since the Unbinding. Birds circled overhead, species she didn't recognise, their calls echoing across the water.
She climbed to the highest point on the boat and scanned the horizon in all directions. Behind them, the broad estuary stretched empty, Havenswell long since vanished beyond the curve of the world. Ahead, more water, more drowned landscape, and somewhere beyond it all, the city they were seeking.
Bristol. A name from Gull's stories. A place that had seemed almost mythical, as distant as the old world itself. Now they were sailing toward it. Now it was real.
Wren looked down at her crewmates. At Gull, steady at the helm. At Seren, her hands never idle. At Moss, their face turned toward the horizon with a mixture of fear and determination.
Four strangers. One boat. An impossible mission.
She turned back to the horizon and let the wind fill her lungs.
Somewhere ahead, the drowned city was waiting. And whatever they found there, they would face it together.
Chapter Eleven
Into Unknown Waters
Day One
Gull
The first day taught them how little they knew about each other.
Gull had sailed with crews before, decades ago, when he was young and the world was different. He remembered the rhythm of shared labour, the wordless communication that developed between people who depended on each other. But that had been with seasoned sailors, men and women who understood the water as well as he did.
This crew was something else entirely.
Moss spent the first three hours hanging over the side of the boat, retching miserably. They had never been on open water before, and their body was protesting the constant motion with violent enthusiasm. Gull remembered his own first voyage, the humiliation of seasickness, and said nothing. It would pass. It always passed.
Wren, at least, knew what she was doing. She moved around the boat with easy confidence, adjusting lines and reading the wind with the instinct of someone who had spent years on the water. But she was restless, constantly climbing to the highest point, scanning the horizon, unable to sit still for more than a few minutes at a time.
And Seren. Seren was everywhere and nowhere, checking systems that didn't need checking, tightening fittings that were already tight. She was competent, clearly, but her competence was mechanical. She understood the boat as a collection of parts. Gull wasn't sure she understood it as a living thing.
Still. They were here. They were moving. That was more than many would have managed.
As the sun climbed toward noon, he called them together at the helm.
"We need to establish watches," he said. "Four hours on, four hours off. I'll take the first, Wren the second, Seren the third, Moss the fourth. During your watch, you're responsible for the helm, the heading, and watching for hazards. The rest of the time, you sleep, you eat, you do whatever you need to stay sharp. Questions?"
No one had questions. They were too tired, too seasick, too overwhelmed to question anything.
"Good. Wren, you're off duty. Get some rest. Seren, check the supplies one more time, then you're off too. Moss..." He paused, looking at the young healer, who was pale and trembling and clearly trying very hard not to vomit again. "Moss, lie down. It will get easier."
"Promise?" Moss managed weakly.
"Promise."
It was the first real conversation they'd had since leaving Havenswell. It wasn't much. But it was a start.

Seren
The leak announced itself with a soft dripping sound.
Seren was supposed to be resting, curled in her blankets in the small sleeping area beneath the deck. But rest wouldn't come. Her mind kept turning over the systems she'd checked, the routes they'd planned, the thousand things that could go wrong between here and Bristol.
When she heard the drip, she was almost relieved. A problem she could solve.
She traced the sound to a seam near the bow, where the planking met the frame. It wasn't serious: a slow seep, the kind of thing that would have been caught and fixed in Havenswell during routine maintenance. But out here, even small problems could become big ones.
She found her toolkit and set to work, wedging herself into the cramped space, feeling for the source of the moisture with careful fingers. The wood was sound; it was the caulking that had failed, probably loosened by the stress of the journey. She packed fresh oakum into the gap, sealed it with pitch, waited to make sure the drip had stopped.
When she emerged, Moss was watching her.
"Is something wrong with the boat?"
"Not anymore." Seren wiped her hands on a rag. "Small leak. Fixed now."
"Oh." Moss looked relieved, then guilty. "I should be helping. I should be doing something useful."
"You're sick. That's not something you can help."
"It feels like weakness." Moss's voice was small. "Everyone else is working, and I'm just... lying here."
Seren considered this. She wasn't good at comfort. Wasn't good at the soft words that came so easily to others. But she understood feeling useless. She understood needing to contribute.
"When we reach Bristol," she said, "you'll be the most important person on this boat. You're the only one who knows what we're looking for. The only one who can talk to the chemists and doctors, if we find them." She met Moss's eyes. "Right now, the most useful thing you can do is rest. Save your strength for when it matters."
Moss nodded slowly. "I hadn't thought of it that way."
"Most people don't." Seren tucked her tools away. "Get some sleep. The seasickness will be better tomorrow."
She hoped she was telling the truth.

Wren


The debris field appeared in the late afternoon.
Wren saw it first, from her perch at the top of the mast. A stretch of water ahead that was darker than the rest, cluttered with floating shapes. She called down to Gull, who was at the helm, and watched his face tighten as he understood what they were approaching.
"What is it?" Seren had emerged from below, drawn by Wren's shout.
"Remnants." Gull's voice was grim. "From the Unbinding, probably. A building that collapsed, or a ship that sank. The debris floats to the surface eventually."
Wren climbed down and moved to the bow, scanning the water ahead. She could see the shapes more clearly now: timber and plastic, twisted metal, things that might once have been furniture or machinery or the bones of someone's home. The current had gathered them here, in this place where no one lived to clear them away.
"Can we go around?"
"Too far. We'd lose half a day." Gull adjusted their heading slightly. "We go through. Slowly. Wren, you guide us. Call out anything that might damage the hull."
It was the first time they worked as a team.
Wren positioned herself at the bow, watching the water, shouting directions. "Left! More left! There's something big just under the surface, go right!" Gull followed her calls, hands steady on the tiller, trusting her eyes when his own couldn't see. Seren stood ready with a pole, pushing away debris that came too close. Even Moss emerged from below, pale but determined, helping to watch for hazards on the port side.
It took an hour to navigate through. An hour of tension, of shouted warnings, of narrow misses and held breath. When they finally cleared the field and found unobstructed water again, they were all exhausted.
But something had changed.
They had worked together. They had relied on each other. And they had made it through.
Wren looked at her crewmates: Gull, wiping sweat from his forehead; Seren, carefully inspecting the hull for damage; Moss, still shaky but standing, having contributed despite their illness.
They weren't friends yet. They might never be friends. But they were a crew.
It was a start.

Day Two
Moss
Gull had been right. The seasickness was better.
Not gone, exactly. Moss still felt the queasiness lurking at the edges of their awareness, ready to surge forward if they moved too quickly or looked at the water too long. But they could sit upright now. Could eat a little bread and drink some water without immediately losing it over the side.
Small victories.
The morning of the second day found them gathered near the helm, eating a cold breakfast of dried fish and preserved kelp. It wasn't appetising, but it was food, and Moss's body was demanding fuel after a day of rejection.
"How far have we come?" Seren asked.
Gull considered. "More than halfway. Hard to know for certain. The currents have been favourable."
"And how much further?"
"We should sight Bristol by evening, if the weather holds." He squinted at the sky, reading clouds that Moss couldn't interpret. "It will hold. For now."
They ate in silence for a while. The boat rocked gently beneath them, the sail full and steady. To their left, the drowned landscape stretched away: hills that had become islands, the tops of buildings rising from the water, the occasional spire of a church marking where a village had once stood.
"What was it like?" The question came from Wren, directed at Gull. "Before. The old world."
Gull was quiet for a long moment. Moss had never seen him talk about the past, not really. Fragments, hints, the occasional reference that trailed off into silence. But something about being here, on the water, heading toward the city he'd fled, seemed to loosen something in him.
"Loud," he said finally. "That's what I remember most. The noise. Cars and buses and aeroplanes overhead. People everywhere, always rushing, always late for something." He shook his head slowly. "I hated it, mostly. The crowds, the concrete, the way you could go days without seeing the sky. But there were good things too. Music playing from shop doorways. Cafes where you could sit and watch the world go by. The harbour, early in the morning, before the tourists arrived."
"Do you miss it?" Moss asked quietly.
"Parts of it. Sometimes." Gull's eyes were distant. "But you can't miss something that doesn't exist anymore. The world I grew up in is gone. Drowned. What we'll find in Bristol... that's something else. Something new."
"Or something dead," Wren said. Not cruelly, just honestly.
"Or something dead," Gull agreed. "We'll find out soon enough."

Seren


The confession came in the late afternoon.
They had fallen into a rhythm by then: watches and rest, small tasks and long silences. The ruins were growing more frequent now, towers of drowned towns rising from the water on all sides. Wren identified markers from Gull's map: a church spire here, a cluster of high-rises there, the dark mass of what had once been a hill. She found them quickly, more quickly than the rough hand-drawn chart should have allowed. No one commented on it. With each one they passed, the reality of what they were doing became more solid.
They were actually going to reach Bristol. They were actually going to find out if anyone was there.
Seren was at the helm when Wren dropped down beside her, folding her long legs beneath her on the deck.
"I've never been this far from home," Seren said. She wasn't sure why she said it. The words just came out.
Wren looked at her with something Seren couldn't quite read. "Never?"
There was a weight to the word that Seren didn't understand. Before she could ask, Wren's expression smoothed into simple curiosity, and the moment passed.
"Never. Havenswell is... was... everything. I never wanted to leave. Never saw the point." Seren kept her eyes on the horizon. "I thought I knew exactly what my life would be. Maintain the systems. Train an apprentice. Grow old watching the same sunsets I'd watched since childhood."
"That sounds..." Wren hesitated. "Nice?"
"It was. It is." Seren adjusted their heading slightly, a correction so small it was almost instinct. "But it wasn't enough. When the illness came, when people started dying, I realised... I'd been so focused on keeping things working that I'd forgotten to ask what they were working for."
Wren was quiet for a moment. "Is that why you volunteered? To find out?"
"Maybe. Partly." Seren finally looked at her. "Partly I just needed to be useful. To do something that mattered, instead of tightening bolts while people died."
"You fixed the leak yesterday. That mattered."
"It's not the same."
"No." Wren stretched her legs out. "But it's not nothing, either. We're all here for different reasons. Doesn't mean any of them are wrong."
Before Seren could respond, Moss appeared from below, still pale but steadier than they'd been.
"Can I ask something?" they said. "Something that might sound foolish?"
"Nothing sounds foolish on day two of an impossible journey," Wren said.
Moss hesitated, then: "Is anyone else terrified?"
The silence stretched.
"Yes," Gull said from his spot near the bow.
"Constantly," Wren admitted.
Seren just nodded.
Moss let out a breath that was almost a laugh. "Oh good. I thought it was just me."

Evening
They shared a meal as the sun began to set.
It was nothing special: more dried fish, some seaweed crackers, fresh water passed around in a shared flask. But they ate together, the four of them, sitting in a loose circle near the helm while the sky turned orange and pink and finally a deep, spreading violet.
Gull told a story about the harbour in Bristol, about a fisherman he'd known who claimed to have seen a mermaid. "He was drunk," Gull admitted, "and probably lying. But he told the story so well that everyone believed him, just for a moment."
Wren talked about her scouting trips, about the strangest things she'd found: a perfectly preserved car, sitting on what had been a hilltop, now an island, with no explanation for how it had gotten there. "I like to think someone drove it there," she said. "Right before the waters came. One last drive to nowhere."
Seren didn't tell stories. But she listened, and once, she almost smiled.
Moss was quiet, but it was a different kind of quiet than before. Less afraid. Less alone.
When the meal was finished and the stars began to appear, they sat for a while in companionable silence. The Collective was far behind now, invisible beyond the curve of the world. Ahead, only the unknown.
But for this moment, there was something almost peaceful about it. The liminal space between departure and arrival. The boat rocking gently. The sky vast and dark and full of light.
"I'll take first watch tonight," Seren said finally. "The rest of you should sleep. Tomorrow we'll be close."
They dispersed slowly, reluctantly, as if leaving the circle would break something fragile. But they went.
Seren sat alone at the helm, watching the stars wheel overhead. The night was clear, the wind steady, the water calm. Perfect sailing conditions.
And ahead, on the very edge of sight, she thought she could see a darkness that was different from the sea. A shape against the stars. Something that might be land.
Something that might be Bristol.
Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow they would know.
Tonight, she kept watch, and let the others dream.
Epilogue
The Shape on the Horizon
Seren saw it first.
She had taken the dawn watch, letting the others sleep as the sky lightened from black to grey to the pale pink of early morning. Two days on the water had taught her the rhythm of the boat, the way the Tide's Hope moved beneath her, the sounds that meant everything was working and the silences that meant trouble. She had come to love those quiet hours, alone with the sea and the slowly turning sky.
But this morning, something was different.
She squinted into the mist that clung to the water ahead, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. Shapes on the horizon. Dark against the lightening sky. Too regular to be natural, too vertical to be anything but made by human hands.
Towers.
Her heart began to beat faster.
"Gull." She kept her voice low, not wanting to wake the others until she was certain. "Gull, wake up."
The old man stirred in his blankets, blinking in the grey light. He had been sleeping poorly, she knew. Dreams, perhaps. Memories. The closer they got to Bristol, the more the past seemed to weigh on him.
"What is it?"
"I think..." She pointed toward the horizon. "Look."
Gull rose and moved to stand beside her, his eyes following her gesture. For a long moment, he said nothing. Then his hands found the railing and gripped it tight, his knuckles going white.
"Bristol," he said. His voice was barely a whisper. "That's Bristol."
The word seemed to break something open. Behind them, Moss and Wren stirred, roused by the tension in the air. They gathered at the bow as the mist began to lift, and one by one, they saw what Seren had seen.
The drowned city emerged from the dawn like a dream.
Only the tallest towers broke the surface: the old financial district, glass and steel monoliths that had once housed banks and offices, now rising from the water like the fingers of a buried giant. Most of each building was submerged, invisible beneath the grey-green water. What remained above the surface was perhaps ten floors, fifteen at most, the uppermost reaches of structures that had once scraped the sky. Bridges spanned between them at dizzying heights, some ancient and crumbling, others newer, clearly built after the flooding. Vegetation cascaded from balconies and rooftops: gardens growing wild, green against the grey of stone and concrete. And in the distance, Seren could see shapes moving along the bridges, figures silhouetted against the brightening sky.
There were people here. People living in the ruins.
Gull hadn't moved. He stood at the rail, staring at the city with an expression Seren couldn't read. Grief, perhaps. Or wonder. Or both.
"It's so different," he said quietly. "And so much the same. The towers... I remember those towers. I used to look up at them from the street, forty floors of glass and steel." He shook his head slowly. "The streets are gone now. Everything I knew is underwater. Just the tops of the towers left, like mountains after a flood."
Wren had climbed to the highest point on the boat, shading her eyes against the rising sun. "There's movement everywhere. People on the bridges. Boats moving between the towers. This isn't a ruin. It's a city."
"A different kind of city," Gull said. "But yes. Alive."
Moss stood apart from the others, their face pale, Cora's journal clutched to their chest. Seren moved to stand beside them.
"Are you all right?"
"I don't know." Moss's voice was unsteady. "I've been imagining this moment for days. What we might find. Who might be here. Whether they'd have what we need." They looked at Seren, and their eyes were bright with unshed tears. "What if they don't? What if we've come all this way for nothing?"
"Then we'll have tried." Seren put a hand on their shoulder. "That's more than we could have done staying home."
"And if they do have what we need?" Moss's voice dropped. "What if they won't share it? What if they don't trust us?"
Seren looked at the city rising before them. At the towers and bridges and gardens. At the boats moving between the high-rises. At the life that had persisted here, against all odds, for fifty years.
"Then we'll find a way to earn their trust," she said. "We have something to offer. Gull said it at the gathering: we don't have to go as beggars. We're traders. We have kelp and fish and seeds. We have skills they might need. We're not here to take. We're here to exchange."
Moss nodded slowly, though they didn't look entirely convinced.
The Tide's Hope sailed on, drawing closer to the city. The mist continued to lift, revealing more details: windows reflecting the morning light, figures moving on distant rooftops, the sound of voices carrying across the water. It was real. After two days of sailing through empty waters, of wondering if they were chasing ghosts and rumours, it was real.
Gull guided them toward a cluster of towers where makeshift docks had been built at water level, platforms extending from what must have been the thirtieth or fortieth floors of the old buildings. The water here was cluttered with debris, the detritus of a drowned world rising occasionally to the surface, and Seren found herself constantly scanning for obstacles. But the path was navigable. Others had come this way before.
They rounded a corner between two tall buildings, and Seren saw her.
A figure stood on a rooftop ahead, watching their approach. She was too far away to make out clearly, but Seren could see that she was young, perhaps her own age, with dark hair that moved in the morning breeze. She wore clothing that looked patched together from a dozen different sources, practical rather than decorative.
As the Tide's Hope drew closer, the figure raised a hand.
The four of them froze. Seren felt her heart pounding in her chest, felt the others holding their breath beside her.
The hand was empty. No weapon. Not a threat. But also not quite a welcome. It was a gesture suspended between greeting and warning, an acknowledgment that they had been seen and were being watched.
"What do we do?" Moss whispered.
Gull stepped forward, moving to the very front of the boat. Slowly, deliberately, he raised his own hand in response. The same gesture. The same ambiguity. An offer without commitment.
For a long moment, nothing happened.
Then the figure on the rooftop turned and disappeared from view. Gone to report their arrival, perhaps. Gone to gather others. Gone to decide whether these strangers from the water were friends or enemies or something in between.
The Tide's Hope drifted forward, sliding into the shadows between the buildings. Ahead, the drowned city waited, full of answers they had yet to find and questions they had yet to ask.
Seren looked at her crew. At Gull, his face set with determination. At Wren, already scanning for the next landmark. At Moss, trembling but resolute. They had made it. They had crossed the unknown waters and found the city. Now the real work began.
They had come seeking medicine.
They were about to find much more.
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