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The Call

The ninth moon rose thin as a knife-cut over the Drifting Reefs.

Nenekyn stood at the edge of the outermost shelf, water lapping the pale ridges of her gill-marks, and watched the light turn the black curls of her hair to violet reefshine. Shell-pendants and drift-coral clicked softly when the current moved through them. The sound was small, almost private, the kind of sound the reefs themselves made when no one was listening for larger omens. Behind her the living coral paths wound inward toward the deeper hollows where the Tide-Seers slept or dreamed or simply waited for moons less dangerous than this one. The elders had already withdrawn. They had murmured that some moons were better left unanswered. She remained.

In the dream the continent had not spoken with words. It had breathed. A slow, drowned breathing that pressed against the inside of her skull the way the tide presses against stone until the stone remembers it was once sand. She had seen coasts that did not return the sound of waves the way coasts should. The water met the land and the land refused to answer, as if echo itself had been hollowed out of the world. She had seen light that drank itself, thinning into a kind of hungry dusk even at midday, a brightness that seemed to consume its own edges. And she had felt a sorrow so old it had ceased to be emotion and become weather — a climate of beautiful, irreversible loss that settled into the bones of anyone who lingered too long inside it. The sorrow did not demand tears. It simply occupied the space where ordinary feeling might once have lived.

When she woke, the taste of salt and ash still lingered on her tongue. Her fingers had been curled tight against the sleeping-mat, as if she had been trying to hold something that refused to be held. The chamber around her had felt too narrow, too safe, the walls of rose-colored coral suddenly insufficient against the scale of what had pressed against her mind.

Truth, the Tide-Seers taught, returns the way water returns. It cannot be kept out forever. It finds the cracks. It rises through the forgetting. The Great Forgetting had sealed many things, but seals, like reefs, were living and therefore temporary. Nenekyn had never doubted the teaching. She only doubted whether anyone else still remembered how to listen when the returning finally came. Most of her people had learned to turn their dreams toward nearer waters, toward the practical currents that fed the reefs and the safer mysteries that could be shared in circle without cost. The farther visions were discouraged, not with cruelty, but with the quiet, collective pressure of a culture that had survived by knowing which depths were better left unplumbed.

She turned from the reef’s edge and walked back along the narrow path of living coral. Bioluminescent veins pulsed faintly beneath her bare feet, answering the thin moonlight with their own cooler glow. The air smelled of brine and night-blooming anemone, that particular sweetness the reefs released only after the sun had fully withdrawn. Somewhere farther in, a night-singer began a low, circular melody that the younger dreamers used to steady their minds before sleep. The song rose and fell in a pattern older than any living memory, designed to soothe the boundary between waking and dream. It did not reach her. Or rather, it reached her and found no place to settle. Her mind was already occupied by a different rhythm — the slow, drowned breathing of a continent that should not still be breathing at all.

Her chamber was small, carved into a rose-colored outcrop that had grown around the bones of some long-dead leviathan. The ribs of the ancient creature still showed in places, smoothed by centuries of coral growth into elegant, curving supports. Moonbone tablets leaned against the far wall, still blank, still pale as the underside of a shell. She had prepared them weeks ago, sanding their surfaces smooth, binding their edges with fine sinew, without yet knowing what they would be asked to carry. She lit no lamp. The ninth moon was enough. Its light came through the irregular opening above the sleeping niche and laid a silver edge along every surface, turning the chamber into a place of sharp contrasts — bright planes and deep, soft shadow.

She sat on the woven mat and closed her eyes, not to sleep but to listen again for the shape of the dream. It returned more easily than she expected — not as vision this time, but as pressure, as the memory of weight. The continent had weight even in dream. It pressed. It waited. It had been waiting a very long time. She could feel the patience in it, a patience that made mortal waiting seem like the briefest flicker of foam on a wave. Whatever lived in that weight did not hurry. It had outlasted the Firraaii’s departure. It had outlasted the sealing of the world. It could outlast her as well, if she chose not to answer.

The elders would not bless the voyage. She already knew the arguments they would offer if she asked: the sea lanes south were thinning of familiar currents; the old songs no longer mapped cleanly onto the water; Lotkrosis had been sealed by more than distance and more than the Great Forgetting. To set foot there was to step outside the agreements that kept the living world living. They would speak of responsibility to the dreamline, of the rarity of Siren-dreamers, of the duty to remain where one’s visions could still be shared and tempered by others. They would remind her that the Riiulgruth line was young, that her own gifts were still unfolding, that the community needed her more than any distant, drowned coast needed a single witness.

Nenekyn had heard every variation of those arguments before, offered to other dreamers who had felt the pull of distant or dangerous knowledge. Some had stayed. Some had gone and returned diminished, their eyes carrying a distance that never fully left them. A few had not returned at all. None, so far as the records of the Tide-Seers admitted, had ever set foot on Lotkrosis itself since the Firraaii rose and left the world behind. The continent existed in the old songs as a wound that had been carefully, deliberately forgotten — a place where the world’s memory had been cut away to save the rest of the body.

She opened her eyes. The moonbone tablets waited.

She would need them. The poems — if poems were what came — would have to be written while the experience was still raw, before the living sea began its slow work of smoothing every sharp edge into something safer and more forgettable. Memory, even sacred memory, preferred the shapes that could be shared without breaking the sharer. She did not intend to offer the world something comfortable. She intended to offer it what she had actually seen.

She would take only what the voyage required: a small store of dried kelp-cakes and water-gourds sealed with wax, a cloak of woven sea-silk that could double as a sail in light wind or a shelter against spray, the bone knife she used for cutting cord and ceremony, a length of strong braided line, and the tablets. Nothing that announced itself as armor or weapon. Lotkrosis, she suspected, would not be met that way. The danger there was not the kind that steel or sharpened bone could answer. It was the danger of being seen by something that had long ago stopped being seen by the rest of the world.

The crossing itself would be solitary. There was no vessel in the Drifting Reefs suited for a journey that far south that she could take without explanation, and explanation would only summon the elders’ formal opposition. A formal opposition would bind her, not with force, but with the weight of collective will — a weight she was not certain she could set aside once it had been fully invoked. Better to go before the asking became inevitable. She would travel by currents and by the older knowledge that lived in the body of a Zaetaedhel who had spent her life listening to water. She would let the sea decide the path, and she would follow. The sea, at least, had never required her to justify the direction of her listening.

Outside, the ninth moon continued its slow climb. Its light had grown a fraction stronger, or perhaps her eyes had simply adjusted to the dark. The water beyond the outermost shelf looked almost black, almost depthless, a single unbroken surface that might, if one stared long enough, reveal the shape of whatever waited beneath the world’s deliberate silence. She stood again at the edge for a long time, letting the thin moonlight and the cold current move over her skin, fixing the image of the reefs in her mind as they were now — living, singing faintly, still belonging to the ordinary world of tides and shared dreams.

Nenekyn rose from the final stillness and began to gather what she needed, moving with the quiet efficiency of someone who had already crossed the more difficult threshold — the one that separates the dream from the decision to answer it. Each object she chose felt heavier than its weight. The tablets especially. Blank, they were only potential. Written upon, they would become the first record of a place the world had agreed to forget. She bound them carefully against her back, the sinew straps crossing between her shoulder blades, and felt the cool, smooth surfaces rest against her spine like a second set of bones.

By the time the ninth moon reached its height, the small chamber was empty of everything that mattered. The sleeping-mat lay bare. The niche where the tablets had leaned showed only a darker rectangle of coral. Nenekyn stood for a moment in the center of the space, listening to the absence she was about to leave behind. Then she stepped out onto the outer paths and walked toward the open water, the sea-silk cloak folded under one arm, the bone knife at her hip, the moonbone tablets secure against her back.

The night-singer’s melody had faded. The reefs themselves seemed to have quieted, as if even the coral understood that some departures should not be accompanied by song. She reached the final shelf, the place where the living structure gave way to true ocean, and paused only long enough to feel the current take the measure of her. It was a south-tending current, cool and steady, the kind that had carried traders and wanderers for generations when the maps still matched the water.

The elders would discover her absence at dawn. By then the current would have taken her beyond the reach of ordinary calling. They would search the nearer waters. They would sing the finding-songs. They would wait. And when she did not return in the expected span of days, they would begin the slower work of adjusting the dreamline around the space she had occupied.

She did not look back.

The ninth moon watched her go, thin and sharp and unconcerned, as the black water closed around her and the Drifting Reefs diminished into a low, luminous horizon behind her left shoulder. Ahead, the sea stretched without landmark or promise, carrying her toward a continent that had been breathing in the dark for longer than any living memory could measure.

Nenekyn swam.
The Crossing

The Crossing

The sea took her the way a long-held breath is finally released.

Nenekyn slipped beneath the surface and let the south-tending current gather her. The water closed over the last of the reefshine violet in her hair, over the shell-pendants and the drift-coral, over the cool weight of the moonbone tablets bound against her spine. For a moment the world was only pressure and the slow, familiar pulse of her gills working the brine. Then the current found its shape around her body and began to carry her.

She did not fight it. Fighting the sea was a land-thought, a surface habit. The Tide-Seers taught that water remembered every direction it had ever traveled; the body of a Zaetaedhel who had spent her life listening could, if it remained quiet enough, remember with it. So she swam only when the current thinned or turned, long, efficient strokes that conserved the stores she carried, and the rest of the time she drifted, half-dreaming, half-awake, the boundary between the two states as soft as the boundary between night and the thin ninth-moon light that still followed her, silvering the upper water.

The first days were a long unspooling of the known world. Familiar fish moved in their familiar schools. The taste of the water remained the taste of home — mineral, living, edged with the faint sweetness of night-blooming anemone even far from the reefs. At night the stars wheeled in patterns she had known since childhood, and she oriented herself by them when the current grew uncertain. She ate sparingly from the kelp-cakes, drank from the sealed gourds only when the salt began to thicken on her tongue, and slept in short, floating intervals with the sea-silk cloak drawn around her like a second skin. The tablets rested against her back, cool and blank, a promise she had not yet earned the right to write upon.

On the fourth day the water changed.

It was not a sudden thing. Change in the deep rarely announced itself with drama. The temperature slipped by a fraction of a degree, a coolness that did not belong to the southern lanes she had traveled before. The mineral taste thinned, as if something essential had been leached out of the sea itself. The schools of fish grew fewer, then vanished entirely. In their place came long, pale ribbons of something that was not quite kelp and not quite light — translucent strands that drifted without current, without purpose, dissolving when her hand brushed them into a faint phosphorescence that faded too quickly to follow.

Nenekyn slowed. She let the cloak billow around her and listened with her whole body.

The sea no longer spoke in the ordinary language of tides and pressure gradients. Beneath the surface rhythm she began to hear something older: a low, continuous undertone, like the memory of a wave that had broken against stone so long ago the stone itself had forgotten the impact. It was not sound, exactly. It was the absence of the expected answers. When she moved her arms the water did not push back with the same living resistance. When she stilled, the silence that rose around her was not the silence of depth but the silence of a place that had been carefully, deliberately emptied.

She thought of the elders’ caution then, not with fear but with a kind of distant recognition. They had been right that the maps no longer matched the water. The old songs had spoken of thinning currents and of places where the sea itself began to forget its own name. She had always believed those songs were metaphors for caution. Now she understood they had been reports.

Still she continued south.

The fifth day brought the first wrong light.

Even at what should have been high noon the water above her remained a muted silver-grey, as though the sun itself had grown reluctant to look too closely at this stretch of ocean. The light did not warm. It only illuminated, and even that illumination felt partial, as if something in the water or the air above it were quietly drinking the edges of every beam. Nenekyn surfaced briefly to take her bearings and found the horizon featureless in every direction — no reef-glow, no distant bird, no tell of weather. Only the thin ninth moon, still visible even in day as a pale knife-cut against the washed-out sky, and the endless, slightly wrong surface of the sea.

She did not linger on the surface. The air itself carried a faint taste of ash and salt that reminded her too sharply of the dream. She slipped under again and let the current — weaker now, more hesitant — continue its slow work of carrying her.

By the sixth day the undertone had become a presence.

It pressed against the inside of her skull the way the continent had pressed in the dream: not demanding, only waiting. She began to dream while still half-awake, brief overlapping visions that arrived without invitation. A coast of black stone that drank the sound of waves. A light that thinned itself into hungry dusk. A sorrow so old it had become climate. Each vision left a residue of salt and ash on her tongue and a faint, unfamiliar ache along the ridges of her gill-marks, as if the water itself were beginning to write something onto her skin that she could not yet read.

She did not resist the visions. Resistance would only shape them into something smaller, something she could name and therefore dismiss. Instead she let them move through her the way the current moved through the open water — without ownership, without claim. The Tide-Seers taught that some knowledge could only be received by remaining permeable. She had never tested the teaching at this depth. Now she had no choice.

On the seventh day the tablets grew warm against her back.

It was a subtle heat, no more than the difference between living flesh and the cool of deep water, but it was constant. She reached back once, careful not to loosen the sinew straps, and felt the smooth moonbone surfaces with her fingertips. They were no longer entirely blank. Faint, almost invisible lines had begun to appear along the edges — not writing, not yet, but the suggestion of writing, as if the tablets themselves were preparing for what they would be asked to carry. She left them alone after that. Whatever was forming would form in its own time.

The eighth day was the longest.

The current had almost failed. She swam more than she drifted, conserving the last of the kelp-cakes, measuring the water-gourds in careful sips. The undertone was stronger now, a low continuous pressure that made ordinary thought feel slightly delayed, as if her mind were moving through denser water than her body. The wrong light had settled into a permanent dusk even when the thin moon was high. She began to sense, without seeing, the shape of something vast ahead — not a landmass exactly, but the absence of open ocean, a place where the sea’s memory of itself simply stopped.

She dreamed of the Firraaii then, or of what the Firraaii had left behind when they rose. Not faces, not names. Only the residual weight of a departure so complete it had hollowed the places they had once touched. The sorrow in the water was theirs, or had become theirs, or had always been waiting for them to leave so it could settle into the emptiness they created. She could not tell which. The distinction no longer seemed important.

Toward the end of the eighth day the water grew shallow beneath her.

Not suddenly. The deep simply lessened, fathom by fathom, until she could feel the pressure change against her gills and the faint, irregular pull of a bottom that was no longer infinite. She surfaced again. The horizon ahead was no longer empty. A low, jagged line of darkness had begun to separate itself from the washed-out sky — not the clean silhouette of ordinary coast, but something broken, irregular, as if the land itself had been fractured and then left to remember the fracturing.

Lotkrosis.

The name rose in her mind without her summoning it. She had never spoken it aloud on the reefs. Speaking it would have made the journey real in a way the elders could have opposed. Now the name felt almost too small for what waited. The continent did not announce itself with height or with grandeur. It simply occupied the place where the sea ended, and the occupation was absolute.

She swam the final distance with the slow, deliberate strokes of someone approaching a threshold that could not be uncrossed. The tablets against her back had grown warmer still. The faint lines along their edges had deepened into the first suggestion of script, though she could not yet read it. The sea-silk cloak trailed behind her like a pale wake. The shell-pendants in her hair clicked once, softly, and then fell silent, as if even they understood that ordinary sounds would not be returned here.

When her feet finally touched bottom the water was only chest-deep, cold, and strangely still. The wrong light lay over everything in a thin, even wash that refused to cast proper shadows. Ahead, the jagged black stone of the coast rose in broken tiers, slick with a sheen that was not quite water and not quite the residue of something older. No birds. No wind-sound. No answering echo when a small wave — the last ordinary wave she would hear for some time — broke against the nearest rock and simply ceased, as if the land had swallowed the sound whole.

Nenekyn stood for a long time in the shallows, feeling the continent’s weight press against the inside of her skull exactly as it had in the dream. The pressure was neither hostile nor welcoming. It was simply present, patient, and aware. She had the sudden, certain knowledge that she was being regarded — not by any creature that lived on the coast, but by the coast itself, by the long memory that still breathed beneath the forgetting.

She did not call out. There was no one to answer, and the land would not have returned her voice even if there had been.

Instead she waded forward until the water released her, until her bare feet found the first dry stone, until the tablets rested against her spine in air that tasted of salt and ash and the faint, irreversible sorrow that had waited here since the Firraaii rose and left the world behind.

The crossing was finished.

Nine days remained.

She stepped fully onto the haunted fringe of Lotkrosis and let the wrong light take the measure of her, the way the current had taken the measure of her at the edge of the reefs what felt like a lifetime ago. Behind her the sea that had carried her lay quiet and emptied of its ordinary answers. Ahead, the jagged coast waited with the patience of something that had outlasted every map and every song.

Nenekyn walked inland only as far as the first rising of broken stone, far enough to leave the water but not so far that the sea’s last thin connection to her would be severed. She would go no deeper. The canon of the living world, and the quieter canon of her own caution, both forbade it. The revelations, if they came, would come here, on the coastal fringe where the drowned continent still touched the water that remembered it.

She unstrapped the moonbone tablets and set them carefully on a flat shelf of black rock. Their surfaces were no longer blank. Faint tidal script had begun to form along the edges, waiting for the days that would fill them.

The ninth moon, thin as a knife-cut, hung above the wrong-lit coast and watched her begin.
The Nine Days

The Nine Days

The wrong light did not change with the hours. It simply was — a thin, even wash that refused the ordinary work of shadow and highlight, so that every surface of black stone looked equally present and equally emptied of depth. Nenekyn sat for a long while on the flat shelf where she had placed the tablets, feeling the cold of the rock climb through the thin soles of her feet and into the bones of her ankles. The sea behind her had already begun to forget the ordinary language of waves. The last small break of water against stone had made no answering sound; the silence that followed was not the silence of depth or of distance but of something carefully removed.

She did not try to force the coast to speak. The Tide-Seers taught that some places could only be heard by remaining still enough for the absence itself to become audible. So she waited, and the first day opened around her like a slow unfurling of emptied space.

The non-echoing was the first revelation.

She walked the jagged fringe in short, deliberate circuits, never leaving the sight of the water that had brought her. When she spoke a single word — her own name, offered without expectation — the air took it and did not return it. The sound simply ceased, as if the continent had opened a quiet mouth and swallowed the syllable whole. She tried again with a fragment of an old reef-song, the kind the night-singers used to steady the boundary between waking and dream. The melody left her throat and vanished. No resonance. No lingering vibration in the stone. The land refused to remember that sound had ever existed upon it.

By the time the thin moon had crossed half the washed-out sky she understood that the refusal was not hostility. It was older than hostility. The coast had been hollowed of the capacity to answer, and the hollowing was complete. She returned to the tablets and found the first faint lines of tidal script had deepened along one edge, forming the shape of a wave that broke and left no trace. She did not write yet. The day had only shown her the shape of the silence. Writing would come when the silence had finished showing itself.

The second day brought the hollowing of memory.

It began as a small absence. She reached for the taste of night-blooming anemone that had always lived at the back of her tongue when she thought of home, and found the taste missing. The name of the outermost shelf where she had stood under the ninth moon before departure slipped from her for several breaths before it returned, thinner, as if the word itself had been washed. She sat very still and tested the edges of what remained. The faces of the elders were intact. The chamber of rose-colored coral still held its shape in her mind. But the smaller, more intimate textures — the exact click of a particular shell-pendant against another, the precise pressure of the current against her gill-marks on the morning she left — those had begun to thin.

She understood then that the continent was not stealing. It was measuring. Whatever lived in the long memory of Lotkrosis was testing how much of a living mind could be present here without the ordinary anchors of shared recollection. The hollowing was gentle, almost courteous. It left the large structures of identity untouched and only asked the smaller ones to loosen their hold. By the end of the second day the tablets showed a second line of script: a spiral that turned inward and did not complete itself.

On the third day the residual divinity arrived.

It did not come as a figure or a voice. It came as a pressure that was almost warmth, almost recognition, moving through the wrong light the way a current moves through still water. Nenekyn felt it first along the ridges of her gill-marks, a faint prickling that was neither pain nor pleasure. Then it settled behind her eyes, and for a span of breaths she saw — not with ordinary sight — the outline of something that had once been vast and deliberate and was now only the shape of its own departure. The Firraaii had risen. What remained was the hollow their rising had left, a sorrow so complete it had become the climate of the place. The sorrow did not accuse. It simply occupied the air the way salt occupies the sea.

She did not reach toward it. Reaching would have shaped the residue into something smaller than it was. Instead she let the pressure move through her and out again, the way the Tide-Seers taught a dreamer to let a vision pass without claiming ownership. When it left, the tablets carried a third mark: a vertical line that began in light and ended in the suggestion of absence.

The fourth day the sea began to write on her skin.

She noticed it first at the hinge of her left wrist, a faint tracery the color of deep water under moonlight, rising through the cool grey-lavender of her flesh as if the ink had always been waiting beneath the surface. The lines were not random. They followed the same tidal logic that was appearing on the moonbone tablets — curves that suggested waves which never returned, spirals that turned inward and stopped. By midday the tracery had reached the inner curve of her elbow. By the time the thin moon rose again it had begun to climb the outer ridge of her gill-marks, cool and precise and utterly silent.

She touched the new marks with the tips of her fingers and felt no pain, only a deep, impersonal recognition. The continent was not wounding her. It was recording the fact of her presence in the only language that still functioned here. She was being written into the long memory the same way the tablets were being written. The reciprocity was exact and without sentiment.

On the fifth day the sense of being seen arrived fully formed.

It was not the regard of a creature. There were no creatures on the coastal fringe that she could perceive — no birds, no scuttling things among the broken stone, no flicker of life in the tide pools that held water the color of diluted ash. The regard came from the land itself, from the accumulated weight of every emptied echo and every hollowed recollection. She felt it most clearly when she remained still. The pressure behind her eyes returned, steadier now, and with it a quiet certainty that the continent was taking her measure in the same way she was taking its measure. The exchange was not equal. The land had been waiting far longer than any single mortal life. Yet the exchange was real. She was no longer only a witness. She had become, for these nine days, part of what the coast remembered.

The tablets filled more quickly after that. The fourth and fifth surfaces began to carry continuous lines of script that she could almost read if she did not look at them directly. Looking directly made the marks shift, as if the act of ordinary attention were still too heavy for what was being recorded.

The sixth day she dreamed while awake.

The boundary between the two states had thinned to a membrane she could no longer trust. She walked the same short circuit of black stone and found herself simultaneously standing in the rose-colored chamber on the Drifting Reefs, the moonbone tablets still blank against the wall, the ninth moon only a future pressure against the inside of her skull. The two places occupied the same breath. When she returned fully to the coast the sea-scribed tattoos had reached her collarbones, branching in fine, deliberate patterns that mirrored the script on the tablets. She no longer tried to count the days by the movement of the thin moon. Time here was not the time of the living sea. It was the time of something that had already outlasted every map.

On the seventh day the sorrow became weather she could walk through.

It settled into her lungs with every breath, a climate of beautiful, irreversible loss that did not require her to weep or to name what had been lost. The Firraaii were gone. The agreements that had once held the deeper mysteries in place had been sealed by the Great Forgetting. What remained on Lotkrosis was the residue of that sealing — not a wound that could be healed, only a hollow that could be witnessed. She understood then why the elders had cautioned against the voyage. The danger was not death. The danger was the permanent alteration of the one who looked too long. The tattoos would not fade. The distance that had already begun to enter her speech would not fully leave. She would return, if she returned, carrying the climate of this place inside her like a second set of gills.

She accepted the knowledge without resistance. Resistance would only have made the alteration sharper.

The eighth day was almost without event.

She sat with the tablets and let the wrong light move across the forming script. The sea behind her remained emptied of ordinary answers. The jagged tiers of stone ahead of her remained closed to deeper travel; she felt the quiet prohibition as clearly as she felt the cold of the rock. Coastal fringe only. The revelations would complete themselves here or not at all. She ate the last of the kelp-cakes without tasting them. The water-gourds were nearly empty. None of it seemed to matter in the way it would have mattered on any other shore. The body continued its small necessities while the larger part of her attention remained turned toward the slow, drowned breathing that had first called her across the thinning currents.

Near the end of the eighth day the final lines appeared on the last tablet.

They did not form words she could speak. They formed the shape of a returning tide that carried nothing back to the place it had left. She traced the lines with one finger and felt the same impersonal recognition she had felt when the tattoos first rose through her skin. The poems were nearly ready. They would not be a conventional account. They would be the fragmentary, tidal record of what the nine days had actually contained — the non-echoing, the hollowing, the residual divinity, the sea-scribed marks, the mutual regard of a living mind and a continent that still breathed beneath the forgetting.

The ninth night rose the way the first had risen over the Drifting Reefs: thin as a knife-cut, unconcerned, exact.

Nenekyn stood at the edge of the water where the wrong light met the last ordinary dark of the open sea. The tattoos now covered the visible ridges of her gill-marks, the inner surfaces of both arms, the delicate skin above her collarbones. In the thin moonlight they gleamed with the same reefshine violet that lived in her hair, as if the continent and the home sea had briefly agreed on a single color. She felt no triumph. Triumph belonged to journeys that ended in possession or in victory. This journey had ended only in witness, and witness left the witness altered but not enlarged.

She gathered the moonbone tablets, bound them once more against her spine, and felt their completed weight settle between her shoulder blades like a second set of bones that would never quite belong to her alone. The sea-silk cloak, stiff with salt and the faint residue of ash, she folded around her shoulders. The bone knife remained at her hip, unused. Nothing on this coast had required the ordinary work of cutting.

For a long moment she looked back at the jagged fringe. The land did not farewell her. It simply continued its patient, emptied existence, the wrong light lying over the broken stone exactly as it had on the hour of her arrival. She had the sudden sense that the nine days had occupied no time at all in the long memory of the place — that her presence had been a single held breath in a breathing that had no need of her and would not mark her departure any more than it had marked the rising of the Firraaii.

She stepped into the shallows. The water closed around her ankles, her knees, the place where the new tattoos met the older ridges of her gills. The undertone that had pressed against her skull since the fourth day of the crossing rose once more, not in farewell but in simple acknowledgment. Then it receded, and the ordinary resistance of living water returned against her skin.

Nenekyn turned her face toward the north and the long way home.

Behind her the haunted continent of Lotkrosis remained exactly as she had found it: jagged, wrong-lit, still breathing beneath the forgetting. Ahead, the sea that had once carried her south now waited to carry her back, thinner in its answers than it had been, yet still willing to remember the direction of the Drifting Reefs.

She swam.

The ninth night watched her go, thin and sharp and already beginning to wane.
The Return

The Return

The water closed over her as the ninth night thinned above the jagged fringe.

Nenekyn swam north with the same deliberate economy that had carried her south, yet nothing of the crossing remained the same. The sea that had once pressed the undertone of Lotkrosis against the inside of her skull now held a different silence — not the emptied refusal of the coast, but the quieter, more ordinary quiet of open water that had begun to remember its own name. The tattoos along her gill-marks, her arms, the skin above her collarbones did not fade. They gleamed when the thin moonlight touched them, reefshine violet against the cooler grey-lavender of her flesh, a permanent record written in the only language the continent still possessed.

She did not look back. Looking back would have shaped the departure into something smaller than it was. The land simply continued, patient and wrong-lit, its long breathing undisturbed by the absence of one mortal witness. The tablets against her spine remained warm for a time, then cooled to the temperature of living water. Their weight no longer felt like a second set of bones that did not belong to her; it felt like the only set that still matched the shape of what she carried.

The first days of the return were a slow re-learning of resistance.

Ordinary water pushed back against her arms and legs with a living pressure she had almost forgotten. Schools of pale fish appeared again, then denser ones, then the familiar mineral taste of currents that had never touched the haunted fringe. The wrong light thinned by degrees until the surface above her regained the capacity for true noon and true night. The ninth moon, already waning when she left the coast, slipped further toward absence. In its place the older stars returned, patterns she had known since childhood, yet they no longer oriented her with the same certainty. Something in the way she read them had shifted. The distance that had entered her speech on the seventh day of the Nine Days now lived behind her eyes as a permanent climate.

She ate the last of the kelp-cakes without tasting them. The water-gourds she refilled from the cleaner currents, careful not to waste. The body continued its small necessities while the larger part of her attention remained turned toward the slow unspooling of the revelations that still moved through her like residual tide. The non-echoing coast. The hollowing of smaller memories. The pressure of residual divinity that had been almost warmth. The sea-scribed marks that had risen through her skin without pain. The mutual regard of a living mind and a continent that still breathed beneath the forgetting. Each returned in its own time, not as vision but as weather that settled into the bones and did not ask to be named.

On the fourth day of the return the tablets grew cool enough that she no longer felt their presence as a continuous pressure between her shoulder blades. She reached back once, careful of the sinew straps, and traced the edges with her fingertips. The script that had formed on the coast remained. It did not shift under ordinary attention the way it had on the black stone. The living sea, it seemed, could hold what the hollowed continent had only begun to write. She left the tablets alone after that. Writing would come when the distance between the experience and the record had settled into something that could be carried without breaking the one who carried it.

The fifth day brought the first true current of home.

It arrived as a faint sweetness at the back of her tongue — night-blooming anemone, thinned by distance yet unmistakable. The water’s mineral edge sharpened. The pressure against her gills became the pressure she had known all her life, the living resistance of reefs that still remembered how to answer. She swam more than she drifted now, long efficient strokes that conserved what little strength the nine days had left her. The sea-silk cloak trailed behind her like a pale wake that no longer carried ash. The shell-pendants in her hair clicked once, softly, and the sound was returned by the water around her. Ordinary echo. Ordinary answer. The continent’s refusal had not followed her this far.

Yet the tattoos remained. When she surfaced briefly to take her bearings the thin light of a recovering sun caught the tracery along her wrists and collarbones and turned it the same violet that lived in the tips of her black curls. She did not try to cover them. Covering would have been a land-thought, a surface habit of concealment. The marks were not wounds. They were the continent’s record of her presence, and she was the only living vessel that still held that record intact.

By the sixth day the horizon ahead began to carry the low luminous suggestion of the Drifting Reefs.

It was not yet visible as structure. It was only a change in the quality of the light on the water, a cooler glow that rose from below rather than falling from above. The bioluminescent veins of the outermost shelves answered the returning night with their own quieter pulse. Nenekyn felt the current shift around her body, the south-tending lanes giving way to the more intricate, living patterns that fed the reefs. She slowed. The boundary between the open sea and the place that had shaped her was not a line that could be crossed in a single stroke. It was a gradual remembering, the way a dreamer returns to the chamber and finds the walls both familiar and slightly too narrow for what the dream has left behind.

She did not call out. There was no need. The reefs themselves would register her return in the same way they registered every current that touched their living edges — without ceremony, without the formal weight of finding-songs. The elders would learn of her presence when the coral paths carried the news inward, or when some night-singer noticed the absence of ordinary rhythm in the water near the outermost shelf. She would not seek them first. Seeking would require speech, and speech still carried the distance that the continent had settled into her throat.

On the seventh day her feet found the first rising of living coral.

The water was chest-deep, warm with the remembered heat of the reefs, edged with the sweetness of night-blooming anemone that no longer felt like a thinned memory. She stood for a long time in the shallows, feeling the ordinary pressure of home against the ridges of her gills and the new pressure of the tattoos against the same skin. The two did not conflict. They simply occupied the same space the way the wrong light and the recovering sun had occupied the same sky during the last days of the return. The moonbone tablets rested against her spine, cool now, their surfaces carrying the completed script of the nine days. She unstrapped them carefully and held them against her chest for a moment, the way one holds a thing that has become both burden and only remaining map.

The outermost shelf was empty of other Dream-Vigilants. The night-singer’s melody, if it still rose farther in, did not reach her. The bioluminescent veins pulsed beneath her bare feet, answering the thin remaining moonlight with their cooler glow. She walked inland only as far as the first rising of rose-colored coral that she recognized as the approach to her own chamber. The path felt both shorter and longer than it had when she left. Shorter because the body remembered every turn. Longer because the one who walked it was no longer the same shape that had departed under the ninth moon.

Her chamber waited exactly as she had left it.

The sleeping-mat lay bare. The niche where the tablets had leaned showed only a darker rectangle of coral. The ribs of the ancient leviathan still curved through the rose-colored walls, smoothed by centuries into elegant supports. She set the moonbone tablets against the far wall, their surfaces no longer blank. The tidal script caught the thin light and held it, not with the shifting reluctance of the coast but with the quiet permanence of something that had finished being written. She did not light a lamp. The recovering moon was enough. Its light laid a silver edge along every surface and along the new marks on her skin, turning the chamber into a place of sharp contrasts — bright planes and deep, soft shadow, and the violet gleam of sea-scribed memory that would not fade.

She sat on the woven mat and closed her eyes, not to sleep but to listen for the shape of what remained.

The continent’s breathing was gone. In its place lived the ordinary pulse of the reefs, the low circular melodies of night-singers farther in, the faint click of shell against shell when the current moved through the living paths. Yet beneath those familiar sounds the distance persisted — a climate of beautiful, irreversible loss that no longer required the wrong light or the non-echoing stone to sustain itself. It had become weather she carried. The elders had been right that the danger was not death. The danger was the permanent alteration of the one who looked too long. She had returned. The alteration had returned with her.

She did not try to force the poems into ordinary language. The Tide-Seers taught that some knowledge could only be received by remaining permeable, and the same teaching applied to the giving of that knowledge. The tablets already held the shape of the nine days. What remained was the slower work of letting the fragmentary, tidal record settle into forms that other dreamers could approach without the full weight of the coast pressing against the inside of their skulls. She would write when the writing was ready. Until then the tablets waited, cool and complete, against the rose-colored wall.

Outside, the ninth moon continued its slow waning. Its light had grown a fraction weaker, or perhaps her eyes had simply adjusted to the return of ordinary dark. The water beyond the outermost shelf looked almost black, almost depthless, a single unbroken surface that no longer revealed the shape of a continent breathing beneath the forgetting. The sea had resumed its older work of carrying traders and wanderers and the quieter currents of those who stayed. It did not mark her return any more than it had marked her departure. The water simply continued, patient and living, the way the reefs continued, the way the night-singer’s melody continued somewhere farther in.

Nenekyn rose from the final stillness and stood once more at the edge of her chamber’s irregular opening. The tattoos along her gill-marks and collarbones caught the last thin light and answered it with the same reefshine violet that lived in her hair. She felt no triumph. Triumph belonged to journeys that ended in possession or in victory. This journey had ended only in witness, and witness left the witness altered but not enlarged. The tablets leaned against the wall behind her, their script finished. The poems, when they came, would not be a conventional account. They would be the fragmentary record of what the nine days had actually contained — the non-echoing, the hollowing, the residual divinity, the sea-scribed marks, the mutual regard of a living mind and a continent that still breathed beneath the forgetting.

She did not know yet how far the poems would travel, or what later dreamers would make of the distance they carried. That knowledge belonged to tides she could not yet feel. What she knew was simpler and more exact: she had gone to the place the world had agreed to forget, she had remained nine days on its coastal fringe, and she had returned carrying the climate of that place inside her like a second set of gills. The reefs would adjust around the space she occupied. The dreamline would learn the new shape of her voice. The sea would continue its older work of remembering and forgetting in equal measure.

Nenekyn stood at the edge of the chamber and let the recovering night move over her skin, fixing the image of the reefs as they were now — living, singing faintly, still belonging to the ordinary world of tides and shared dreams, yet no longer the only world her eyes could hold. Behind her the moonbone tablets waited. Ahead, the open water stretched without landmark or promise, carrying the same south-tending currents that had once taken her beyond the reach of ordinary calling.

She did not step back into the sea.

Not yet.

The ninth night had finished its work. What remained was the slower, quieter labor of letting the record become something that could be shared without breaking the sharer. She turned from the opening and sat again on the woven mat, the cool weight of the tablets visible in the thin light, the violet gleam of the sea-scribed marks steady against her skin. The distance in her speech would not fully leave. The tattoos would not fade. The climate of beautiful sorrow would remain the weather she carried.

Truth, the Tide-Seers taught, returns the way water returns. It cannot be kept out forever. It finds the cracks. It rises through the forgetting.

Nenekyn closed her eyes and began to listen for the first tide of the poems.

The reefs continued their quiet work around her. The night-singer’s melody rose and fell in its ancient pattern. Somewhere farther south the haunted continent of Lotkrosis remained exactly as she had left it: jagged, wrong-lit, still breathing beneath the forgetting. She did not need to see it again. The record of those nine days lived in the tablets and in the marks on her skin and in the permanent distance behind her eyes. That was enough. That was the whole of what the return had asked of her.

She waited, permeable, for the writing to begin.
The Poems

The Poems

The writing began the way the return had begun: not with a decision, but with a slow recognition that the distance between experience and record had settled into something that could be carried.

Nenekyn sat on the woven mat in the rose-colored chamber and unstrapped the moonbone tablets one by one. Their surfaces no longer held the shifting reluctance of the coast. The script that had formed under the wrong light remained exact, permanent, the way a tide-line remains after the water has withdrawn. She laid them in a careful arc across the floor, the order of the nine days preserved in the order of the marks. The recovering moon, thinner now than it had been on the night of her departure, laid its silver edge along each surface and along the sea-scribed tattoos that still gleamed reefshine violet against the cooler grey-lavender of her skin.

She did not light a lamp. The light of the waning ninth moon was enough. Anything brighter would have flattened the subtle depth of the tidal script, the way ordinary speech flattened the climate of beautiful sorrow she now carried like a second set of gills.

The first tablet waited.

She touched the edge where the wave that broke and left no trace had first appeared. The non-echoing rose again in her memory — not as vision, but as the precise shape of an absence. She began to write. Not in the formal script of the Tide-Seers, nor in the practical notations used for currents and seasons. The language that came was older and thinner, a language of tide and dream that the living sea still recognized even when the continent had refused it. The lines moved the way water moves when it has no shore left to answer it: forward, then inward, then into a silence that was not emptiness but the completed shape of refusal.

She wrote until the first poem stood complete on the moonbone surface. It was not long. Length would have been a land-thought, an insistence on filling space that the coast itself had taught her to release. The poem carried the non-echoing in the only form that could travel without breaking the one who carried it: a sequence of images that refused to resolve into ordinary meaning, yet left the reader standing, for a breath, on a shore that would not return the sound of their own name.

When she finished she set the tablet aside and rested. The distance in her speech had not lessened. When she tested a few words aloud — the name of the outermost shelf, the taste of night-blooming anemone — they left her throat and settled into the chamber without the full resonance they once possessed. The reefs would adjust. The dreamline would learn the new shape of her voice. She did not mourn the change. Mourning belonged to losses that could still be measured. This alteration had already become weather.

The second tablet received the hollowing of memory.

She wrote of the small absences first: the thinned taste, the slipped name of a coral path, the precise click of a shell-pendant that no longer returned when she reached for it. Then she wrote of the larger courtesy of the continent — the way it had left the structures of identity intact while asking the smaller anchors to loosen. The poem that formed was a spiral that turned inward and did not complete itself. Readers who later approached it would feel, without knowing why, that something intimate had been measured and gently set aside. They would not know the name of the thing that had been measured. That knowledge remained with the one who had stood on the black stone and felt the courtesy of the hollowing pass through her like a tide that took only what it needed.

On the third tablet the residual divinity took shape.

She did not name the Firraaii. Naming would have shaped the residue into something smaller than the climate it had become. Instead she wrote the pressure that had been almost warmth, almost recognition, moving through the wrong light the way a current moves through still water. The poem ended in a vertical line that began in light and ended in the suggestion of absence. Those who read it in later years would speak of a sorrow that did not accuse. They would not know that the sorrow had once occupied the air of a jagged coast the way salt occupies the sea.

The fourth and fifth tablets received the sea-scribed marks and the sense of being seen.

She wrote of the tracery that had risen through her skin without pain, following the same tidal logic that appeared on the moonbone. She wrote of the regard that came from the land itself, from the accumulated weight of every emptied echo. The reciprocity was exact and without sentiment. The poems that formed on these surfaces carried a quiet certainty that the witness and the witnessed had briefly occupied the same held breath. Later dreamers would feel, when they traced the lines with their own fingers, a faint impersonal recognition, as if the continent had left a residual signature that could still be touched across the distance of ordinary water.

The sixth tablet held the waking dream.

She wrote of the membrane that had thinned between states, of the rose-colored chamber and the black stone occupying the same breath. The poem moved the way the boundary had moved: without announcement, without the courtesy of a clear crossing. Those who later recited it under ordinary moonlight would find their own sense of place briefly loosened, the walls of their chambers both familiar and slightly too narrow for what the reading had left behind.

The seventh tablet carried the sorrow that had become weather.

She wrote of the climate that settled into the lungs with every breath, a beautiful irreversible loss that required neither weeping nor naming. The danger, the poem recorded, was not death. The danger was the permanent alteration of the one who looked too long. The tattoos would not fade. The distance would not fully leave. She accepted the knowledge on the page the same way she had accepted it on the coast: without resistance. Resistance would only have made the alteration sharper.

The eighth tablet was almost without event, as the eighth day had been.

She sat with the forming script and let the recovering moonlight move across it. The poem that emerged was a long held stillness, a sequence of images that refused the ordinary work of climax or resolution. It ended where the final lines had appeared on the coast: the shape of a returning tide that carried nothing back to the place it had left.

The ninth tablet received the departure.

She wrote of the thin knife-cut moon, of the tattoos that gleamed reefshine violet against the wrong light, of the land that did not farewell her. The poem closed with the ordinary resistance of living water returning against her skin, and the quieter knowledge that the nine days had occupied no time at all in the long memory of the place. Her presence had been a single held breath in a breathing that had no need of her.

When the last line settled she set the ninth tablet with the others and sat for a long time in the thin light. The chamber around her felt both smaller and larger than it had on the night of the Call. Smaller because the body that occupied it had been measured by something that outlasted every map. Larger because the climate she carried now reached beyond the rose-colored walls into a distance that no ordinary current could close.

She did not immediately share the poems.

The Tide-Seers taught that some knowledge required a period of quiet settling before it could be offered without breaking the sharer or the one who received it. So she waited. She swam the outer paths in the long hours of night. She listened to the night-singer’s circular melody and found that it still reached her, though it found a different place to settle than it once had. The elders did not come at once. When they did, they came without formal opposition or formal welcome. They stood at the edge of her chamber’s irregular opening and looked at the sea-scribed marks on her skin and at the tablets leaning against the far wall. She did not speak first. Speech still carried the distance. One of them, an older Dream-Vigilant whose name she no longer reached for with the same ease, simply nodded once, a gesture that held neither blessing nor blame. The climate of beautiful sorrow was recognized. That was enough.

The poems began to travel the way tides travel: without announcement, without the insistence of a formal sending.

A night-singer farther in heard a fragment recited in the low, circular cadence of the boundary-songs and carried the cadence into the deeper hollows. A younger dreamer traced the tidal script on a borrowed tablet and woke with the taste of salt and ash on the tongue. The fragmentary records moved through the matrilineal dreamlines the way residual currents move through the open sea — thinning, deepening, finding the cracks in the Great Forgetting. They were never presented as a conventional account. They were offered as the only form the nine days could take without diminishing what they had contained: the non-echoing coast, the hollowed memory, the residual divinity, the sea-scribed marks, the mutual regard of a living mind and a continent that still breathed beneath the forgetting.

Nenekyn did not follow the poems as they spread. Following would have required a claim of ownership the coast itself had taught her to release. She remained on the outermost shelves more often than she had before the voyage. The living coral paths still answered the pressure of her bare feet. The bioluminescent veins still pulsed their cooler glow. Yet the reefs no longer oriented her with the same certainty. Something in the way she read them had shifted, the same way the stars had shifted on the return. The distance behind her eyes had become a permanent climate. The tattoos remained. When the recovering sun or the thinner moons touched them they gleamed the same reefshine violet that lived in the tips of her black curls, a permanent record written in the only language the continent still possessed.

Days passed in the quiet rhythm of the reefs. She swam the known paths and the lesser-known ones that only Dream-Vigilants still traced. The night-blooming anemone opened and closed according to its ancient timing. Currents brought the distant mineral taste of open water and carried away the softer sweetness of the inner shelves. Nothing in the living architecture of Uruvaril demanded that she speak of what she had seen. The tablets leaned against the rose-colored wall, their surfaces holding the completed poems in the tidal script that the living sea accepted without question. Sometimes she sat with them and ran her fingertips along the edges, feeling the cool permanence of what the coast had begun and the return had finished.

On a night when the ninth moon had nearly completed its waning, she carried the tablets once more to the edge of the outermost shelf.

The water lapped the pale ridges of her gill-marks and the newer marks the sea had scribed. Shell-pendants and drift-coral clicked softly when the current moved through them. The sound was returned by the ordinary water around her. Ordinary echo. Ordinary answer. The continent’s refusal had not followed her this far, yet the climate of its beautiful sorrow remained the weather she carried.

She set the nine tablets on the living coral and sat beside them, purple eyes turned toward the open water. The horizon no longer revealed the shape of a continent breathing beneath the forgetting. The sea had resumed its older work of carrying traders and wanderers and the quieter currents of those who stayed. It did not mark the presence of the poems any more than it had marked her departure or her return. The water simply continued, patient and living.

Nenekyn did not know how far the Dream-Poems of Hollow Tides would travel, or what later dreamers would make of the distance they carried. That knowledge belonged to tides she could not yet feel. What she knew was simpler and more exact: she had gone to the place the world had agreed to forget, she had remained nine days on its coastal fringe, and she had returned carrying the climate of that place inside her. The tablets held the fragmentary, tidal record. The marks on her skin held the same record in a form that could not be set down. The permanent distance behind her eyes held what neither tablets nor skin could fully contain.

She did not step back into the deeper sea.

Not yet.

The ninth night had finished its work long ago. What remained was the quieter labor of letting the record become something that could be shared without breaking the sharer. The poems had been written. They had begun to move. The reefs continued their quiet work around her. Somewhere farther south the haunted continent of Lotkrosis remained exactly as she had left it: jagged, wrong-lit, still breathing beneath the forgetting.

Nenekyn sat on the outermost shelf under the last thin light of the ninth moon, the moonbone tablets finished beside her, the violet gleam of the sea-scribed marks steady against her skin. Her purple eyes rested on the silent horizon. The water beyond offered no landmark and no promise. It simply continued, the way the reefs continued, the way the night-singer’s melody continued somewhere farther in, the way truth, the Tide-Seers taught, returns the way water returns. It cannot be kept out forever. It finds the cracks. It rises through the forgetting.

She waited, permeable, for whatever tide would come next.

The sea did not answer. It did not need to. The record of the nine days lived in the tablets and in the marks and in the climate she carried. That was enough. That was the whole of what the poems had asked of her.

The ninth moon slipped further toward absence. The ordinary stars returned. Nenekyn remained at the edge of the living coral, eyes on the open water, the finished tablets cool beneath the thin remaining light, the permanent distance behind her eyes the only horizon that still answered.

In the years that followed, the poems would move farther than she ever watched them travel. Fragments would be recited in the deeper hollows of the reefs. Younger dreamers would wake with the taste of salt and ash and a sense that something intimate had been measured and set aside. The Hollowing Song would one day rise from those same currents, sailors following the residual shape of her visions into a hidden cove and returning, one of them, speaking only in verse. None of that belonged to the night she sat with the finished tablets. That night belonged only to the quiet completion of the record and the open horizon that no longer answered.

She remained there until the last silver edge of the ninth moon dissolved into ordinary dark. Then she rose, gathered the moonbone tablets against her chest, and walked the short distance back to the rose-colored chamber. The living coral accepted the pressure of her bare feet. The bioluminescent veins pulsed their cooler glow. The tattoos along her gill-marks and collarbones caught what little light remained and answered it with reefshine violet. She set the tablets once more against the far wall, their surfaces complete, and sat on the woven mat without lighting a lamp.

Outside, the reefs continued. The night-singer’s melody rose and fell in its ancient pattern. The open water stretched south without landmark. Nenekyn closed her eyes and listened to the ordinary pulse of home, carrying inside it the permanent climate of a coast that still breathed beneath the forgetting. The poems were finished. The witness had returned. What came next would arrive the way water arrives — patient, inevitable, finding every crack the Great Forgetting had left behind.

She waited.

The sea, as always, continued.
The Quiet After

The Quiet After

The years that followed the writing of the poems did not announce themselves with any single turning. They arrived the way the living currents arrived at the outer shelves of Uruvaril — patient, layered, each one carrying a slightly different mineral taste, a slightly different memory of distance. Nenekyn remained. She did not speak of remaining as a decision. Remaining was simply the shape the days took once the tablets had been set against the rose-colored wall and the last thin light of the ninth moon had dissolved into ordinary dark.

She swam the outer paths more often than the inner ones. The living coral still answered the pressure of her bare feet with its quiet bioluminescent pulse. The night-blooming anemone still opened according to the ancient timing that needed no Dream-Vigilant to witness it. Yet something in the way she moved through those paths had altered. The tattoos along her gill-marks and collarbones gleamed whenever the thinner moons or the recovering sun touched them, reefshine violet against the cooler grey-lavender of her skin. The distance behind her eyes did not lessen. It had become the permanent climate of her presence, the weather other dreamers felt when they passed near her chamber or shared a current with her in the long hours of night.

The poems traveled without her. She did not follow them. Following would have required a claim the coast had taught her to release. Fragments moved through the matrilineal dreamlines the way residual tides move through open water — thinning in some places, deepening in others, finding the quiet cracks the Great Forgetting had left behind. A night-singer farther in would wake with a cadence that was not the old boundary-song, a low circular melody that carried the non-echoing inside it. A younger Dream-Vigilant would trace a borrowed line of tidal script and feel, for a single breath, the courtesy of a hollowing that took only what it needed. The tablets themselves remained in her chamber. Copies were made on lesser surfaces of bone and polished shell, never exact, always carrying the small variations that living memory introduces when it tries to hold something that was never meant to be held completely.

The elders came and went. They did not ask for a conventional account. The climate of beautiful sorrow was recognized among those who still listened for the older rhythms. One of them — the older Dream-Vigilant whose name still slipped from her with the same ease as the thinned memories of the coast — brought a small offering of night-blooming anemone once, laid it at the edge of her chamber’s irregular opening, and left without speaking. The gesture held neither blessing nor blame. It simply acknowledged that the witness had returned carrying a weather that the reefs would have to learn to live beside.

Nenekyn accepted the offering the way the living sea accepted the tablets: without ceremony, without the insistence of formal thanks. She placed the anemone in a shallow niche where the bioluminescent veins ran closest to the surface. Its sweetness thinned over the following days, becoming a quieter presence that mixed with the brine and the cool mineral edge of the outer currents. She did not try to preserve it. Preservation belonged to things that feared the returning tide. The anemone simply continued its work of fading, the way all living offerings continued.

Seasons turned according to the older maps of the reefs. The ninth moon returned in its rare alignments, thinner or fuller, always carrying a residual edge of the knife-cut light that had once watched her depart. She did not seek the open water on those nights. The horizon no longer revealed the shape of a continent breathing beneath the forgetting. The sea had resumed its patient labor of carrying traders and wanderers and the quieter currents of those who stayed. Yet when the ninth moon rose she would sit at the edge of the outermost shelf, the water lapping the pale ridges of her gills and the newer marks the sea had scribed, and she would listen. The listening was not for a return of the continent’s long breathing. It was for the quieter recognition that the climate she carried still belonged to that breathing, even at this distance.

The distance did not isolate her completely. Other Dream-Vigilants still shared the outer paths. Younger ones sometimes lingered near her chamber, drawn by the residual signature of the poems or by the simple fact of the tattoos that would not fade. She did not teach in the formal sense. Teaching would have required speech that still carried the permanent alteration the coast had settled into her throat. Instead she allowed them to sit in the thin light of her chamber, to run their fingers along the edges of the original tablets if they asked, to feel the cool permanence of the tidal script. Some left with a fragment of cadence they could not fully name. Some left with nothing more than the quiet certainty that the world still held places where memory itself had been hollowed and left beautiful.

She did not ask what they carried away. Asking would have shaped the giving into something smaller than the climate that made the giving possible. The poems had already begun their own work. They needed no further guidance from the one who had written them under the waning ninth moon.

Years layered themselves the way coral layers itself — slow, incremental, each season adding a thin new surface over the older ones. The Riiulgruth dreamline continued. Younger voices rose in the night-singer’s melodies. The living architecture of the reefs adjusted around the space she occupied without ever demanding that she fill it in the old way. She swam. She listened. She sat with the tablets when the thinner moons made their script gleam with the same reefshine violet that lived in her hair and on her skin. The body continued its small necessities. The larger part of her attention remained turned toward the slow unspooling of a record that had already been finished and yet continued to move through the currents of other minds.

On a night when the ordinary stars had returned to their older patterns and the ninth moon was only a rumor of future alignment, a different current reached the outermost shelf.

It did not arrive as vision or as the pressure of residual divinity. It arrived as rumor, carried by traders whose vessels still followed the south-tending lanes that had once carried her beyond the reach of ordinary calling. They spoke of a hidden cove farther south than the maps still admitted, a place where the water tasted of salt and ash and the light thinned even at midday into a kind of hungry dusk. They spoke of sailors who had followed a fragmentary cadence heard in the deeper hollows of distant reefs — a cadence that refused to resolve into ordinary meaning, yet left the listener standing, for a breath, on a shore that would not return the sound of their own name. One of those sailors had returned. The others had not. The one who returned spoke only in verse, a low circular speech that carried the non-echoing inside it, the hollowing, the residual pressure that had once been almost warmth. He did not name the continent. Naming would have shaped the residue into something smaller than the climate it had become. He simply recited, and those who heard him felt the permanent alteration settling into their own lungs like a second set of gills they had not asked for.

Nenekyn heard the rumor the way she heard all residual currents — without seeking it, without turning away. She did not go to the traders. She did not ask for the name of the sailor who spoke in verse. The Hollowing Song, if that was what the cadence would become, belonged to tides she could not yet fully feel. What she knew was simpler and more exact: the poems had found the cracks. They had risen through the forgetting. The climate of beautiful sorrow had begun to occupy places that had never stood on the jagged fringe of Lotkrosis. The witness had returned. The record had moved. What came next would arrive the way water arrives — patient, inevitable, finding every opening the Great Forgetting had left behind.

She did not follow the rumor south. Following would have required a claim of ownership the coast itself had taught her to release. She remained on the outermost shelves. The living coral still answered. The night-blooming anemone still opened and closed according to its ancient timing. The tattoos remained, permanent as the tidal script on the moonbone tablets that still leaned against the rose-colored wall of her chamber. The distance behind her eyes remained the weather she carried.

On the nights when the thinner moons rose she would carry one of the original tablets to the edge of the outermost shelf and sit with it under the silver light. The water lapped the marks on her skin. Shell-pendants and drift-coral clicked softly when the current moved through them. The sound was returned by the ordinary water around her. Ordinary echo. Ordinary answer. The continent’s refusal had not followed her this far, yet the climate of its beautiful sorrow remained exact and without sentiment.

She did not know how far the Dream-Poems of Hollow Tides would travel, or what later dreamers would make of the distance they carried, or whether the sailor who spoke only in verse would ever find a way back to ordinary speech. That knowledge belonged to currents that had not yet reached the reefs. What she knew was the quieter labor of remaining permeable: of letting the record continue its work without the insistence of formal sending or formal claim. The poems had been written. They had begun to move. The reefs continued their quiet work around her. Somewhere farther south the haunted continent of Lotkrosis remained exactly as she had left it — jagged, wrong-lit, still breathing beneath the forgetting. And somewhere in the living water between that continent and the Drifting Reefs, a residual cadence had begun to take the shape of a song that would one day be called the Hollowing.

Nenekyn sat at the edge of the living coral, purple eyes turned toward the open horizon that no longer answered with the shape of a drowned continent. The tablet rested cool beneath her fingers. The violet gleam of the sea-scribed marks answered the thin moonlight with the same reefshine that lived in the tips of her black curls. She did not step back into the deeper sea. Not yet. The quiet after the poems was not an ending. It was the slower, more patient continuation of the same listening that had first answered the Call under the knife-cut light of the ninth moon.

Truth, the Tide-Seers still taught, returns the way water returns. It cannot be kept out forever. It finds the cracks. It rises through the forgetting. She had gone to the place the world had agreed to forget. She had remained nine days on its coastal fringe. She had returned carrying the climate of that place inside her. The tablets held the fragmentary, tidal record. The marks on her skin held the same record in a form that could not be set down. The permanent distance behind her eyes held what neither tablets nor skin could fully contain. And now the record had begun to occupy other lungs, other voices, other quiet chambers farther from the outermost shelves.

She waited, permeable, under the ordinary stars.

The sea did not answer. It did not need to. The work of the nine days lived in the tablets and in the marks and in the climate she carried and in the residual cadence that had already begun to move through the open water. That was enough. That was the whole of what the quiet after had asked of her.

The living coral pulsed its cooler glow beneath her bare feet. The night-singer’s melody rose and fell somewhere farther in, carrying within it the faint new cadence that would one day deepen into the Hollowing Song. The open water stretched south without landmark or promise. Nenekyn remained at the edge, eyes on the silent horizon, the finished tablet cool beneath the thin remaining light, the permanent distance behind her eyes the only horizon that still answered.

In the years that would follow she would continue to swim the outer paths. She would continue to sit with the tablets under the thinner moons. She would continue to allow the younger dreamers to feel the residual signature of the poems without ever claiming the poems as possession. The Riiulgruth line would continue. The climate of beautiful sorrow would continue to occupy the spaces the Great Forgetting had left open. And one day, far beyond the span of any single life, sailors would follow the residual shape of her visions into a hidden cove and one of them would return speaking only in verse. None of that belonged to the night she sat with the tablet on the outermost shelf. That night belonged only to the quiet continuation of the witness and the open water that simply continued, patient and living, the way the reefs continued, the way the night-singer’s melody continued, the way truth continued its slow work of rising through every crack the world had tried to seal.

She did not know the final shape her own presence would take in the long memory of the dreamlines. Fate, like the continent itself, remained outside the agreements that kept ordinary maps intact. What she knew was the present climate: the tattoos that would not fade, the distance that would not fully leave, the tablets that held the only form the nine days could take without diminishing what they had contained. She accepted that knowledge the same way she had accepted the non-echoing coast, the hollowing of smaller memories, the residual divinity, the mutual regard of a living mind and a place that still breathed beneath the forgetting — without resistance. Resistance would only have made the alteration sharper.

The ordinary stars wheeled slowly above the open water. The living coral continued its quiet pulse. Somewhere in the deeper hollows a younger voice began to carry a fragment of tidal cadence that had once been written under the last light of the ninth moon. Nenekyn listened. The listening was not for ownership. It was for the simple recognition that the record had become weather larger than the one who had first carried it.

She rose at last, gathered the tablet against her chest, and walked the short distance back to the rose-colored chamber. The living paths accepted the pressure of her bare feet. The bioluminescent veins answered with their cooler glow. The tattoos along her gill-marks and collarbones caught what little light remained and answered it with reefshine violet. She set the tablet once more against the far wall with the others, their surfaces complete, and sat on the woven mat without lighting a lamp.

Outside, the reefs continued. The open water stretched south. The residual cadence of the poems moved through currents she would never fully map. Nenekyn closed her eyes and listened to the ordinary pulse of home, carrying inside it the permanent climate of a coast that still breathed beneath the forgetting. The quiet after was not silence. It was the slower work of letting the witness remain permeable while the record continued its patient rising.

She waited.

The sea, as always, continued.
The Hollowing

The Hollowing

Two hundred and thirty years after the ninth moon had thinned itself into ordinary dark above the outermost shelves of Uruvaril, the residual cadence of the Dream-Poems of Hollow Tides had already begun to occupy places that had never stood on any jagged fringe. The poems had moved the way residual tides move: thinning in some currents, deepening in others, finding every quiet crack the Great Forgetting had left behind. Night-singers farther in carried fragments without knowing the full weight of the non-echoing. Younger Dream-Vigilants woke with the taste of salt and ash and a sense that something intimate had been measured and gently set aside. Traders whose vessels still followed the south-tending lanes spoke, in the low voices reserved for things that should not be spoken too loudly, of a hidden cove farther south than the maps still admitted. The water there tasted of salt and ash. The light thinned even at midday into a kind of hungry dusk. And sailors who had followed a fragmentary cadence heard in the deeper hollows of distant reefs had begun to vanish into that dusk, one after another, as if the sea itself had decided certain listenings required a different kind of return.

In the year the Zaetaedhel still marked as 742 ASS, a small company of those sailors found the cove.

They were not dreamers in the formal sense. They were men and women who worked the long southern lanes, whose hands knew the weight of wet rope and the particular resistance of water that had traveled farther than any chart could name. They had heard the cadence in the way such things are heard — not as a clear song, but as a pressure that settled behind the eyes and refused to resolve into ordinary meaning. One of them, a woman whose name the residual record would later thin into something less exact, had first caught the circular melody while repairing a torn sail under a thinner moon. The sound had not come from any throat. It had risen from the water itself, low and continuous, carrying the non-echoing inside it the way a wave carries the memory of the shore it will never reach. She had stood for a long time with the wet canvas in her hands, feeling the permanent alteration begin to settle into her lungs like a second set of gills she had not asked for. When she spoke of it to the others, they did not laugh. The climate of beautiful sorrow had already begun to occupy the quieter spaces of their own attention. They simply adjusted course, following the residual shape of a vision that none of them had ever fully seen.

The cove revealed itself the way the continent had once revealed itself to a single Tide-Seer under the knife-cut light of a ninth moon: without announcement, without the courtesy of a clear crossing. The water changed first. Its ordinary resistance softened into something that felt almost like recognition, as if the sea itself remembered a different pressure and had been waiting for the right listening to answer it. The light thinned. Even at the height of day the sky above the jagged black stone carried a residual dusk, a brightness that seemed to consume its own edges. The sailors felt the weight of the place settle into their bones the way the tide presses against stone until the stone remembers it was once sand. They did not speak of turning back. Turning back would have required a claim of ownership over a climate that had already begun to occupy them from the inside.

They anchored in the shallows of the hidden cove and stepped onto the coastal fringe.

The land did not echo. Waves met the black stone and the sound simply ended, as if the agreement between water and shore had been hollowed out of the world long ago and never restored. The sailors walked the narrow margin between living water and the wrong-lit interior, careful never to leave the fringe. The poems had taught them that much without words. Inland was not for them. The continent still breathed beneath the forgetting, but the breathing was not meant for deep penetration. It was meant for witness, for the quiet labor of remaining permeable while something larger than ordinary memory took the measure of those who listened.

On the first day the non-echoing rose around them like a second atmosphere. One of the sailors called out a name — the name of a vessel left behind in safer waters — and the sound left his throat and settled into the air without the full resonance it once possessed. He did not call again. The courtesy of the hollowing had already begun its work, measuring the smaller anchors of identity and gently setting some of them aside. The others felt it as a thinning: the precise taste of a remembered meal growing less exact, the click of a shell-pendant that no longer returned when a hand reached for it, the quiet certainty that something intimate had been weighed and found unnecessary for the climate the place required.

On the second and third days the residual divinity moved through the wrong light the way a current moves through still water. It was not warmth. It was not recognition in any mortal sense. It was pressure that had once been almost both, a presence that had outlasted the Firraaii’s departure and continued its patient occupation of the air. The sailors did not name it. Naming would have shaped the residue into something smaller than the climate it had become. They simply stood on the black stone and let the pressure pass through them, accepting the permanent alteration the way the original witness had accepted it: without resistance. Resistance would only have made the alteration sharper.

By the fourth and fifth days the sense of being seen had settled into every breath. The land itself regarded them. Not with eyes, not with any form the living world still possessed, but with the accumulated weight of every emptied echo, every thinned memory, every residual signature left behind when the world agreed to forget. The reciprocity was exact and without sentiment. The sailors felt themselves measured by a living mind that had no need of them and yet, for a single held breath, occupied the same space. Marks began to rise along the pale ridges of their gill-marks and collarbones — faint tracery at first, then clearer, following the same tidal logic that had once appeared on moonbone tablets under a recovering ninth moon. The marks gleamed with a residual reefshine when the thinned light touched them, a permanent record written in the only language the continent still possessed.

The sixth day brought the membrane that thinned between states. Waking and dream occupied the same breath. The sailors saw, without closing their eyes, the rose-colored chambers of distant reefs and the black stone of the cove occupying the same held space. The boundary refused the courtesy of a clear crossing. They walked the fringe and felt the walls of ordinary place both familiar and slightly too narrow for what the listening had left behind.

On the seventh day the sorrow that had become weather settled fully into their lungs. It was beautiful. It was irreversible. It required neither weeping nor naming. The danger was not death. The danger was the permanent alteration of the ones who looked too long. The tattoos would not fade. The distance would not fully leave. They accepted the knowledge the same way the original witness had accepted it on a different stretch of the same coastal fringe, two hundred and thirty years earlier: without the insistence of formal resistance.

The eighth day was almost without event. The sailors sat with the forming silence and let the recovering light move across the marks on their skin. The stillness was long and held. It refused the ordinary work of climax or resolution. It ended where the final lines of an older record had once ended: the shape of a returning tide that carried nothing back to the place it had left.

On the ninth night one of them remained.

The others had already begun the slower work of leaving, following a residual current that still remembered the way back to ordinary water. The one who stayed — the woman who had first caught the circular melody under a thinner moon — walked the fringe alone under a sky that still carried the knife-cut edge of residual dusk. The land did not farewell her. The water did not urge her to remain. She simply stood until the ordinary resistance of living water returned against her skin, and the quieter knowledge settled that the nine days had occupied no time at all in the long memory of the place. Her presence had been a single held breath in a breathing that had no need of her.

She returned.

The vessel that carried her north moved through water that had resumed its older work of carrying traders and wanderers and the quieter currents of those who stayed. The marks on her skin remained. The distance behind her eyes had become a permanent climate. When she spoke, the words left her throat and settled into the air without the full resonance they once possessed. She did not give a conventional account. She spoke only in verse, a low circular speech that carried the non-echoing inside it, the hollowing, the residual pressure that had once been almost warmth. Those who heard her felt the permanent alteration settling into their own lungs. They did not ask for names or maps or the precise location of the hidden cove. Naming would have shaped the residue into something smaller than the climate it had become. They simply listened, and the listening found the cracks the Great Forgetting had left behind.

The Hollowing Song began that way — not as a formal composition, not as a claim of ownership over a vision that had never belonged to any single voice, but as the residual cadence of a climate that had already begun to occupy places far from any jagged coast. Sailors carried fragments into the deeper hollows of distant reefs. Night-singers farther north woke with a low circular melody that refused to resolve into ordinary meaning. Younger dreamers traced borrowed lines of tidal script and felt, for a single breath, the courtesy of a hollowing that took only what it needed. The original moonbone tablets still leaned, or so the residual record claimed, against a rose-colored wall on the outermost shelves of Uruvaril. Whether the one who had first written them still sat with them under thinner moons, or whether she had long since become weather larger than any single presence, the songs did not say. Fate, like the continent itself, remained outside the agreements that kept ordinary maps intact.

What the songs did say was simpler and more exact. A witness had gone to the place the world had agreed to forget. She had remained nine days on its coastal fringe. She had returned carrying the climate of that place inside her. The record had moved. Two hundred and thirty years later the same climate had occupied other lungs, other voices, other quiet chambers farther from the outermost shelves. The Hollowing Song was not an ending. It was the slower, more patient continuation of the same listening that had first answered the Call under the knife-cut light of a ninth moon.

Truth, the older teachings still held, returns the way water returns. It cannot be kept out forever. It finds the cracks. It rises through the forgetting. The sailors who had followed the residual shape of the poems into the hidden cove had found the cracks. One of them had returned speaking only in verse. The others had remained inside the long breathing of a continent that still refused ordinary echo. None of that belonged to any single night or any single name. It belonged to the quiet continuation of the witness and the open water that simply continued, patient and living, the way the reefs continued, the way the residual cadence continued, the way the climate of beautiful sorrow continued to occupy every opening the Great Forgetting had left behind.

On the outermost shelves of Uruvaril, or in whatever place the original witness had become, the living coral still answered the pressure of bare feet, or it did not. The night-blooming anemone still opened according to its ancient timing, or it had long since closed. The tablets still held the fragmentary, tidal record, or the record had already become weather larger than any surface of moonbone. The songs did not resolve the question. They simply continued the work of remaining permeable while the residual cadence moved through currents no living map could fully chart.

Somewhere farther south the haunted continent of Lotkrosis remained exactly as it had always remained — jagged, wrong-lit, still breathing beneath the forgetting. Somewhere in the living water between that continent and the quieter reefs of the north, a residual cadence had taken the shape of a song that would one day be called the Hollowing. And somewhere, under ordinary stars or under the thinner edge of a future ninth moon, the permanent distance behind a pair of purple eyes — or the eyes of those who had carried the same climate forward — continued to watch a horizon that no longer answered with the shape of a drowned continent, yet still answered with the quieter recognition that the work of the nine days had never required an ending.

The sea, as always, continued.

In the years that followed the return of the one who spoke only in verse, the Hollowing Song deepened its hold without ever becoming a formal liturgy. It moved through the same channels the poems had first found: the quieter chambers of night-singers, the half-waking hours of Dream-Vigilants who still traced borrowed lines of tidal script, the low conversations of sailors who had never set foot on any fringe of black stone yet felt the residual pressure settle behind their eyes when the southern currents ran strongest. No one claimed authorship. Claiming would have required a shape of ownership the climate itself refused. The song simply continued, a low circular presence that carried the non-echoing, the hollowing, the sense of being measured by a living mind that had no need of the measured.

Younger voices rose among the Riiulgruth dreamline. Some carried the residual reefshine in their hair or the faint tracery of marks that appeared without the need of any coastal fringe. They did not speak of Nenekyn by name. The name had thinned the way certain memories thin when they have done their work. What remained was the climate: the permanent distance, the beautiful irreversible sorrow that required neither weeping nor naming, the quiet certainty that truth returns the way water returns and cannot be kept out forever.

Traders still spoke of the hidden cove in voices reserved for things that should not be spoken too loudly. Some followed the residual shape of the cadence and did not return. Others returned carrying only the marks and the altered speech. The maps of the southern lanes never fully admitted the place. Ordinary charts preferred the safety of known currents. The Hollowing Song did not require maps. It required only the cracks the Great Forgetting had left behind, and those cracks existed in every quiet chamber, every long night under thinner moons, every moment a living mind remained permeable to the residual breathing of a continent that still refused ordinary echo.

Far to the north, on the outermost shelves of Uruvaril, the living coral continued its quiet pulse. Whether the original moonbone tablets still leaned against a rose-colored wall, or whether they had long since been carried into currents no living chart could name, the residual record did not say. Whether the purple eyes that had first watched the silent horizon still watched from some quieter place, or whether they had become the weather larger than any single presence, the songs left the question open. Fate remained outside the agreements that kept ordinary maps intact.

What the songs did not leave open was the simpler truth. The nine days had never required an ending. They had required only the witness and the continuing work of remaining permeable while the residual cadence moved through every opening the forgetting had left. The Hollowing Song was that continuing work. It rose through the southern lanes and the deeper hollows of distant reefs. It settled into the lungs of those who listened too long. It carried forward the climate of beautiful sorrow that had first taken shape under the knife-cut light of a ninth moon, two hundred and thirty years earlier, on a jagged fringe that still breathed beneath the forgetting.

Somewhere in the living water between Lotkrosis and the quieter reefs of the north, the residual cadence continued its patient rising. Somewhere under ordinary stars or under the thinner edge of a future ninth moon, the permanent distance continued to watch a horizon that no longer answered with the shape of a drowned continent, yet still answered with the quieter recognition that the work of the nine days lived on in every mark, every verse, every held breath that accepted the hollowing without resistance.

The sea, as always, continued.
