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PROLOGUE: The Sea Remembers What The City Forgets

The night they salted the harbor, Vael was seven years old and hiding under the dock.

She remembers the texture of the wood against her cheek; the barnacles that left crescent indentations in her skin that she pressed at for days afterward, marveling at the precision of the marks. She remembers the smell, which was not the usual smell of low tide and diesel and the fish her mother fried in butter on Sundays. It was something older. Something that had no name in the language she had been taught, though she would spend the next eleven years searching for it in every book she could find.

The men came in boats with no lanterns. That was the first wrong thing.

The second wrong thing was the color of what they poured into the water.

It was not white, the way common salt is white. It was grey-blue, the color of a bruise at the moment it stops hurting, and it caught the moonlight strangely, the way oil does, shimmering with colors that had no business being in saltwater at three in the morning. The men wore long coats with the Tide Court's seal pressed into the buttons, a wave curling over a closed fist, and they did not speak to one another. They simply poured, barrel after barrel, and the harbor took it all without complaint.

The third wrong thing was what the water did after.

It went still.

Not calm. Not quiet. Still, in the way that things go still when they are holding their breath. Vael had been holding her breath too, and she felt it happen in her own chest at the exact same moment, this sudden cessation, this pause that lasted three heartbeats too long. Then the harbor exhaled. She exhaled. And something passed between the water and the girl under the dock that she would not have words for until she was seventeen and sitting in the archive beneath the city's oldest church, reading a text so old it was written in a script that had been officially declared extinct.

The word, when she found it, was saltbinding.

The practice of encoding memory into saline solution, then introducing it to a body of water large enough to carry it, so that the memory becomes distributed, diluted, impossible to locate or remove. Not destroyed. Never destroyed. Salt does not destroy memory. It preserves it.

She did not know that at seven. She only knew that when the boats finally rowed away, silent and lightless as they had come, she slid out from under the dock and sat at the edge of the harbor with her feet in the water, and the water told her something. Not in words. Not in any way she could have explained to her mother, who was already calling for her from three streets up, voice fraying at the edges with fear.

What the water told her was this: you were not supposed to see this.

And underneath that, quieter, older, wrapped in salt and the memory of a thousand tides:

But we are glad that you did.








Part One: The Arrival Of Something Wrong




Chapter One: Eleven Years Later

The Tide Court flag had been on the harbormaster's roof for so long that the color had bled out of it. What had once been deep blue was now a washed-out grey, a shade that matched the sky on most mornings in Cauldra, which was most mornings everywhere in the Salted Territories since the Accord. Vael Ashmore noticed the flag every single day because she worked at the harbor and because she had trained herself, systematically and deliberately, to notice things that other people had learned not to see.

The habit had started at seven, under the dock.

It had become something more complicated since.

She was sorting the morning's catch into the preservation tanks when Dreya came sprinting across the dock with the particular energy that meant either very good news or catastrophic news, and given that it was Cauldra in the forty-third year of the Accord, Vael placed her bet firmly on catastrophic.

"Enforcer ship," Dreya said, breathless, bending over with her hands on her knees. She was fifteen and still had the kind of cheekbones that grief had not yet sharpened. "From the central port. It came in on the early tide. Harbor crew is already being questioned."

Vael set down the mackerel she was holding. She did it slowly, deliberately, because the thing living inside her chest was already starting to do what it did when something was wrong: pulling toward the harbor, toward salt, toward the particular intelligence of the water that she had never been able to explain and had long since stopped trying to.

"How many?" she asked.

"Just one." Dreya straightened up. Her expression had done the thing that everyone in Cauldra's expression did eventually, flattening across the eyes, saving the feeling for later. "But the crew said he's a First Enforcer. Not a regional one. One of the actual ones from the capital."

One was worse than ten. Everyone in the Salted Territories knew that. A regional Enforcer meant you had done something locally significant. A First Enforcer meant you had done something that the Tide Court had noticed from its glass towers three hundred miles inland, where people had never tasted salt in their water and where the Accord was taught in schools as a necessary mercy rather than a calculated theft.

"Did they say his name?" Vael asked.

"Cassian Veyr."

She had heard it twice. Once in the archive, in a deposition from a city that no longer existed, which had been visited by a First Enforcer named Cassian Veyr two months before its harbor records went missing and its population was resettled to inland labor camps under the provision for Disorder Communities. And once from her mother, three months ago, the night before her mother had stopped speaking about certain things entirely. Her mother had said the name the way you say the name of a storm that has not reached you yet but that you can smell on the wind: with a particular specific fear that is worse than general fear because it has a shape.

"Vael," Dreya said. "What do we do?"

She was looking at Vael the way people in Cauldra had been looking at Vael for two years, since the night of the storm that had not been a storm, since the night the harbor had done something that harbors are not supposed to do. Vael had seventeen answers to that look and none of them were satisfying, but the one she gave most frequently was the most honest:

"We act normal," she said. "We act completely, boringly, absolutely normal."

Then she picked up the mackerel and kept working, because that was what normal looked like, and because it took everything she had not to look at the water.

The Tide Court had implemented the Accord in the forty-third year of the Dissolution Wars, which was the name they had given to the period when the coastal territories had attempted to govern themselves using the old methods, the ones that predated the Court's founding by several centuries. The old methods had involved, among other things, a practice called Saltreading, which the Tide Court's official histories described as superstition and its unofficial histories, the ones that Vael found in archives that were supposed to have been purged, described as a sophisticated and functional system of environmental memory retrieval.

What it meant in practice was this: the sea remembered things. Not metaphorically. Not poetically. In the same way that a person remembers things, with detail and order and the occasional distortion introduced by time and strong feeling. The sea remembered what happened near it. It remembered events, conversations, the presence of specific people, and under certain conditions, with the assistance of someone who had the particular capacity to listen, it could be induced to share what it remembered.

The Tide Court had understood this. The Tide Court had understood it so completely that they had made it the first item addressed in the Accord, the terms of which were not so much a peace treaty as a set of binding instructions for how the coastal populations would manage themselves going forward. The relevant clause, quoted so frequently it had become a kind of bitter common prayer in Cauldra, read:

The practice of Environmental Consultation, including but not limited to the methods of Saltreading, Tidecalling, and Harbor Memory Retrieval, is hereby classified as Disorder and subject to the full provisions of Accord Enforcement.

Disorder meant immediate relocation. Disorder meant the labor camps. Disorder meant that your family's fishing license was revoked and your house was assessed for Community Realignment and your children were enrolled in the Accord education system whether or not you still had children by the time that happened.

Vael had been reading the water since she was seven years old and she had been very, very careful, and she had told no one except her mother and two other people, both of whom she trusted with the particular concentrated trust that comes from shared








