
Chapter 1

The Grey Ledger


The chart-house smelled of fish glue and old varnish, and on wet days the smell
climbed into Nerin's hair and stayed there until Sunday. She had stopped noticing
it in her first year. What she noticed now, six years in, were errors — a ruled
line a hair off true, a sounding copied one fathom shallow — the way a baker
notices burnt sugar before the loaf is out of the oven.

The error in front of her was not hers. That was the trouble.

She had been set to copy the Anselm approaches from the guild's master sheet,
the one kept under glass in the vault and handled only with linen gloves. Her copy
was exact. She had checked it three times before she let herself believe what she
was seeing: the master sheet showed open water at forty leagues north-northeast of
the shoals, a clean empty reach of it, soundings marked at sixty fathoms.

And under her workbench, wrapped in oilcloth because it was too cracked to
sell, lay a chart drawn eighty years earlier by a man named Corvis — and Corvis
had drawn an island there. Not a reef. Not a hazard mark. An island with a name,
Thessaly's Rest, and a little inked harbor on its southern shore.

Charts disagreed all the time. Old surveys were wrong; coastlines moved; men
drew what they hoped rather than what they measured. But Nerin had spent the
afternoon pulling every sheet in the vault that covered those waters, and the
pattern was not the pattern of error. The three oldest charts showed the island.
Every chart after them showed the same empty sea — and the emptiness was drawn in
the same hand, the same pale wash, on charts supposedly surveyed decades apart.

Someone had not left the island off the map. Someone had removed it,
and kept removing it, carefully, for sixty years.

Nerin sat with her hands flat on the workbench until the lamplighter came past
the windows. An apprentice who asked about vault sheets got a week of grinding
pigment. An apprentice who accused the guild of falsifying charts got her
indenture torn up in front of the assembled masters, and the debt for six years
of training called due the same day.

She rolled the Corvis chart back into its oilcloth, and she did not put it
back where she had found it.



Chapter 2

Soundings


Master Halden liked his apprentices silent and his tea scalding, and Nerin
brought him both every morning at seven. He was the oldest of the five masters,
the only one who still went to sea, and the only one whose praise she had ever
wanted. It made what she was about to do feel like theft.

"The Anselm copy is finished," she said, setting down the tray. "I had a
question about the northern reach."

"Sixty fathoms and dull as ditchwater." He did not look up from his
correspondence. "What about it?"

"The Corvis chart shows land there."

The pen stopped. It was a small thing, the pen stopping — a heartbeat of
stillness in an old man's hand — and if she had not been watching for it she
would have missed it. Then the nib moved again, finishing the sentence, and
Halden said, mildly, "Corvis drew mermaids in the margins, girl. He put an island
wherever his patron's money ran out."

"There are three charts that show it. The Corvis, the Aldenmarsh survey, and
an unsigned sheet in the—"

"You have been in the deep vault." Still mild. That was the worst of it — the
mildness — because Halden shouted about spilled ink and crooked rhumb lines, and
this had earned less noise than a blotted signature.

"The vault register shows you what you may copy," he said. "Copy it. There is
no island, Apprentice Voss. There is no question about the northern reach. And
the next time you handle the Aldenmarsh sheet without gloves, I will know that
too."

She had worn gloves. She always wore gloves. Which meant he hadn't caught her
by the evidence of her hands — he had been told, and told fast, and had chosen to
let her know she was being watched rather than pretend that she wasn't.

Nerin bowed, took the tray, and left. Her heart was going like a halyard in a
gale, but her feet were steady, and somewhere between the study and the stairs
she stopped being frightened and started being angry. He hadn't laughed at her.
That was the thing. If the island were nothing, he would have laughed.



Interlude

The Guildmaster's Ledger


Halden waited until her steps were off the stairs before he set down the pen
and unlocked the shallow drawer beneath his correspondence.

The letter he took from it was thirty years old and he did not need to read
it; he read it anyway, as he had read it perhaps once a season for thirty years,
the way a man tongues a cracked tooth. The seal at its foot showed a swan with a
crown around its neck. The hand was very fine. The instruction it contained was
one sentence long, and the annuity that had accompanied it had rebuilt the
chart-house roof, endowed two apprenticeships, and paid for the glass in the
vault.

The waters north-northeast of the Anselm shoals are to be surveyed as open
sea.

He had been younger than Voss when old Guildmaster Terce had shown him the
letter, and he had asked — of course he had asked; the good ones always asked —
what was actually out there. Terce had poured him wine the color of harbor water
and said: a rock, some birds, and the graves of the men who anchored there. Draw
the sea, take the swan's money, and be glad you make maps for a living and not
history.

Terce had been dead twenty years and Halden still did not know if he had been
lied to. That was the elegant thing about the arrangement, he had come to
understand. Every guildmaster inherited the letter, the annuity, and the not
knowing. Ignorance was part of the payment.

The Voss girl wore gloves, kept the register properly, and had found in one
wet afternoon what it had taken him four years to find. He should tear up her
indenture in the morning. Sixty years of custom said exactly that, and custom
had kept the roof on.

Halden folded the letter away and sat for a long time watching the harbor
lights, doing the thing he was worst at in all the world, which was arithmetic
with things that were not numbers.

In the morning he did not tear up her indenture. He assigned her the tide
tables instead — the dullest work in the house, the far corner desk, the one with
sight-lines to nothing.

The one, though it would be a week before he admitted to himself that he had
thought of it, nearest the door to the launch stairs.



Chapter 3

The Salt Road


Tide tables were purgatory and everyone knew it, and the chart-house
understood Nerin's reassignment the way a village understands a public flogging.
Conversations died when she crossed the copy floor. Brann, who had shared her
bench since her second year, developed an urgent fascination with his own
inkstone.

It took her two days to understand that she had been given a gift.

The tide desk received the harbor logs — every arrival, every departure, every
master's report filed with the harbor office and copied to the guild for the
correction of charts. Nobody audited the tide desk. Nobody wanted the
tide desk. And the logs went back ninety years in bound quarterlies on a shelf
that nobody had dusted since the roof was rebuilt.

She started with the year the island vanished from the charts and read
forward. It was slow. The logs were written by harbor clerks who abbreviated
everything and spelled nothing the same way twice. But patterns were her trade —
patterns were all a chart was, when you got down to it — and by the end of the
first week she had one.

Fishing boats out of Port Anselm avoided the northern reach. Not by rule; no
regulation named it. They simply went around, a long ugly dogleg into worse
weather, and had done so for sixty years, and the logs recorded the dogleg
without ever once recording a reason.

Except.

Four times in sixty years, a vessel had reported passage through the
reach. Three were storm-driven, limping, off course and glad to be alive. Each
of the three reported the same impossibility: soundings of twelve fathoms where
the charts said sixty, kelp on the lead, and birds. Each of the three reports
carried a clerk's marginal note in a cramped, careful hand: forwarded.
Not filed — every other entry in ninety years was filed. Forwarded.

The fourth vessel was not storm-driven. Thirty-one years ago, a chartered
survey brig called the Linnet had sailed north-northeast out of Anselm
in fair weather, with a guild cartographer aboard — and the log recorded her
departure, her master, her charter, and then recorded nothing about her ever
again.

The cartographer's name was written in the charter line. Nerin copied it onto
her cuff with a pencil, because her hands were shaking too badly to trust a pen.

The name was Halden.



Chapter 4

Twelve Fathoms


She confronted him with it, because she was twenty-two and furious and had
spent six years being taught that a discrepancy between two documents must be
resolved before either could be trusted.

She chose the launch stairs at evening, when he came up from his sail —
because it was the one place in the guild's world with no walls to listen. He
saw the harbor log under her arm before he saw her face, and he stopped on the
step below hers, sea-soaked and old, and did not pretend not to understand.

"You sailed on the Linnet," she said. "The log shows no return. You
are standing on a stair. One of those documents is lying."

"Both true," Halden said. "The brig didn't come back. Two of us did, in the
boat, eleven days rowing. The harbor clerk was paid to record nothing, and the
clerk's hand you keep finding in the margins was his son's, and you have had a
very dangerous week, Apprentice Voss."

The mildness was gone. What was under it was not anger. It took her a moment
to name it, because she had never seen it on a master: it was relief. The relief
of a man who has carried a crate up a hill for thirty years and has just been
asked, at last, to set it down.

"There is an island," she said.

"There is an island. Twelve fathoms of good anchorage on its south shore,
fresh water, and a harbor that was cut — cut, mark me, faced stone, not grown —
by nobody who appears in any history I have been allowed to read. And on the
hill above the harbor there is a door, and the door is why the swan pays five
guilds in three kingdoms to draw open sea." He climbed the last step so his eyes
were level with hers. "I drew the sea, girl. I have drawn it for thirty-one
years, and I have told myself every year that a lie on paper is cheaper than
what it buys off. Then a wet Tuesday comes, and an apprentice pulls three charts
I should have burned, and I find I want one person alive who knows the reach is
twelve fathoms. In case."

"In case of what?"

Halden looked past her, north, where the evening was coming down on the water
like a lid.

"In case the swan ever stops paying," he said, "and starts asking what we
remember."



Chapter 5

What the Swan Bought


They talked until the harbor bells; it was the longest conversation of her
apprenticeship, and it happened in whispers on a stair.

He would not tell her what was behind the door. He said it the way a man says
a thing he has rehearsed against this exact moment: what I saw stays with
the boat, because it is the only thing I own that the swan cannot buy back.
He told her instead about the survey — the cut harbor, the birds that would not
land on the hill, his master Terce burning the field sheets one by one in the
binnacle lamp on the row home, weeping, methodical, feeding the fire in order of
accuracy.

He told her about the money. That was the part that had curdled in him, more
than the fear. The swan's annuity was not a bribe as she imagined bribes; it was
a budget line. Five guilds, three kingdoms, sixty years. Whatever sat behind
that door was worth a nobleman's ransom every year merely to keep off paper —
and things worth that much to hide, Halden said, are never things that stay
hidden. They are things that are being saved. For a purpose. By someone
with a long calendar.

"The letters come each spring," he said. "With the annuity. Always one
sentence. Draw the sea. For thirty years, one sentence." He took the folded
paper from his coat and gave it to her, and it was not until she was alone in
the tide-desk corner with a shielded candle that she understood why his hands
had been so careful with it.

This year's letter was two sentences.

The first was the one he had recited on the stairs, the one his master had
inherited and his master's master: The waters north-northeast of the Anselm
shoals are to be surveyed as open sea.

The second sentence was new, and the fine swan-sealed hand had written it as
placidly as a note about the weather:

The Guild will additionally prepare, under seal and by midsummer, one
accurate chart of the island's approaches, soundings current, harbor marked —
suitable for a landing at night.
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