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Chapter 1: Storm
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Storm hit Nereth Bay at midnight. By three, the tide tunnels under the harbour were singing.

Mara pressed her back against the wall—salt-crusted stone, gritty against her jacket—and tried not to listen. Not a real song. Couldn't be. Just wind dragging across submerged grates. Low notes through water. The old tunnels playing pipe organ with whatever the sea shoved through them. Dead fish. Driftwood. Bodies, if the covens weren't fast enough with retrieval.

She'd been down here two years. Never seen a body.

Tonight the tide was rising faster than she'd figured. And the singing had a different pitch. Higher. Almost—

Shut up, she told the tunnel. Shut up shut up—

Her magic flared.

Not visibly. Not like coven witches burning blue or green when they drew on oaths. Mara's power was wild. Lived in her bones like a second skeleton. Right now it wanted out so bad her teeth ached.

She clamped down. Breathed. Counted salt stains on the opposite wall until the wanting passed.

Cost of hiding. Every surge she suppressed left bruises on her insides. But the alternative was worse: discovery meant binding. Binding meant service. Thirty years doing whatever some coven matriarch ordered, because unbound witches were either too dangerous to live or too useful to waste.

Mara had spent seventeen years being neither.

Water lapped at her boots. Higher than she'd thought. She'd need to move to the upper tunnel before dawn. Find dry stone. Wait out the storm.

Then the singing stopped.

And something slammed against the grate.

—-
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Should've run.

Any sensible witch—any surviving unregistered witch—would've been up the ladder and through the maintenance hatch before whatever hit that grate could figure out the tunnel layout. Mara had escape routes. Contingency plans. Three years dodging coven patrols and two years hiding in these tunnels to prove she was better at staying alive than her mother had been.

She didn't run.

Water at her boots was dark, churning with sediment and something else—something that caught the faint phosphorescence of the harbor's magical runoff and glowed like old bone. The grate was twenty feet out. Waist-deep now. Behind it—

Behind it there was a boy.

Mara saw him in fragments: white hand wrapped around iron bars. Dark hair plastered across his forehead. Eyes that caught the glow and reflected nothing back because they were open too wide, seeing something that wasn't the tunnel.

He wasn't breathing.

He wasn't anything.

The water shoved him against the grate again, and this time his mouth opened and water spilled out—seawater, estuary water, the kind that tasted like iron and rot—and his chest didn't move afterward because there was no afterward. Just the storm. The rising tide. A dead boy who'd gotten caught in the current and washed up against Mara's hiding place like driftwood.

She should go.

She should go.

Her magic punched through her restraint like it wasn't there.

—-
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Didn't feel like power. Felt like recognition—like something in the boy's chest, some last ember that hadn't quite guttered out, reaching for something in hers and finding tinder.

Mara was in the water before she decided to move.

Cold punched through her jeans, her jacket, her skin. The tunnel floor dropped off faster than she expected and she was swimming, which was insane, because the grate was twenty feet out and the current wanted her under the harbor not toward it and the boy's eyes were still open and—

His hand found hers through the bars.

Cold. So cold. Colder than the water. Colder than death was supposed to be, because death was supposed to be still and this boy's fingers moved, curling around her wrist with strength that made no sense for a corpse.

Mara grabbed the bars. Braced her feet against the tunnel wall. Pulled.

The grate was locked. Of course it was—storm grate, safety grate, designed to keep people out of the tide tunnels when the harbor rose—but the lock was old and the bars were iron and Mara's magic was screaming now, not for release but for purpose, and she stopped fighting it.

Open, she thought.

The lock snapped.

The grate swung inward.

The boy floated through, and the moment he was inside the tunnel—inside the old death magic that saturated these stones, inside the space Mara had claimed as her own—something changed.

He gasped.

Water erupted from his mouth, his lungs, his throat. Mara held him as he coughed and choked and breathed—actual breath. Chest rising. Heart beating against her palm where she'd pressed without thinking.

His eyes found hers.

Wet. Alive. Terrified.

"Where—" he started.

Mara kissed him.

—-
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Didn't plan it. Didn't understand it. But her magic was still moving, still connected to whatever had reached through the bars, and the only way to make it stop was to complete the circuit—give it somewhere to go other than burning her alive from inside.

His lips were cold.

Then they weren't.

Then he was kissing her back, or trying to, or drowning again—she couldn't tell which—because the water was still rising and the tunnel was still dark and she'd just resurrected a dead boy with magic that wasn't supposed to exist.

She broke the kiss.

He stared at her.

"You," he said. Voice wrecked. Wrong. Alive. "You—I was—the water was—"

"I know." Mara's voice came out flat. Practical. The voice she used when patrols got too close, when she needed to think instead of panic. "You drowned. I pulled you through. You're—"

She stopped.

Because she could feel it now. The connection. Threads of her magic woven through his chest, his throat, his skull, tying his existence to hers like mooring ropes. He wasn't alive the way she was alive. He was something else. Something held together by will and power and the impossible thing she'd done without understanding it.

He was hers.

The thought should've horrified her.

Instead, for the first time in two years, Mara felt warm.

—-
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"What's your name?" she asked.

He blinked. Tried to speak. Coughed again—more water, less this time, his body figuring out how to be a body.

"Elian," he said finally. "Elian Thorne."

Mara went cold.

Thorne. Coven-aligned family. Ritual magic lineage. They produced wardens and magistrates and one Tide-coven matriarch every generation. Their youngest son had fallen through the ice three days ago—she'd heard the wardens talking. The search. The body they couldn't find. The mother who wouldn't stop lighting mourning candles.

Three days.

He'd been dead three days.

And she'd just brought him back.
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Chapter 2: The Tide Tunnel
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Salt and rot and something she couldn't name—something that clung to the back of her throat like wet wool.

The tide tunnel had gone gray with pre-dawn light filtering through the grates above. Her clothes had dried stiff against her skin, left salt lines like the marks coven witches painted on doors during death rites. She was curled on the stone ledge she'd claimed as a bed two years ago—the one high enough that even king tides couldn't reach it.

She was alone.

For one stupid, relief-flooded moment she thought she'd dreamed it. The storm. The grate. The boy with dead eyes and cold hands and lips that—

Then she heard him retching.

—-
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Elian Thorne was on his hands and knees at the far end of the ledge, twenty feet away, trying to be sick and failing. Nothing came up but seawater. Gallons of it, judging by the pool spreading beneath him. His back heaved with the effort and his shoulders shook and Mara should've felt pity, or horror, or something.

Instead she felt the thread between them pull taut.

Physical. That was the part none of the coven histories mentioned—the way wild magic didn't just connect but tethered. Like a line running from her sternum to his, carrying warmth out of her body and into his. She could feel him the way she felt her own heartbeat. The nausea. The confusion. The terror he was trying very hard not to show.

"You're going to dehydrate," she said.

He froze.

Turned.

Looked at her like she was the corpse.

—-
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In the thin gray light he looked worse than he had in the water. Worse than dead—he looked wrong. Skin had that waxy pallor of something preserved too long. His eyes, dark brown in theory, had gone flat and depthless—reflecting the tunnel instead of seeing it. When he breathed, his chest didn't rise right. Too shallow. Too fast. Like his lungs had forgotten the rhythm and were improvising.

"You're real," he said. Not a question.

"Disappointed?"

His mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. Whatever he'd been about to say got lost in another coughing fit that bent him double and left him spitting water onto stone that'd probably seen worse but looked offended anyway.

Mara stayed where she was. Getting closer felt dangerous—not to her safety, but to something else. Something that had to do with the thread between them and the way it hummed when she thought about touching him again.

"You drowned," she said flatly. "Three days ago. Fell through ice off the breakwater. They searched for your body. Your mother's been lighting candles."

Elian's hands curled into fists on his thighs. "I know."

"How much do you remember?"

He was quiet for a long time. The tunnel sang around them—the tide pulling back, releasing its grip on the grates, the low moan of water retreating from stone.

"Cold," he said finally. "Dark. Pressure in my chest like something was sitting on me. Then—" He looked up at her, and for a moment his eyes were alive—truly alive—bright with something that might've been wonder or might've been terror. "Then you. Your voice. Your hand. And after that—"

"After that I kissed you," Mara said. "I remember."

"That's not—" He stopped. Swallowed. Winced at whatever that cost him. "That's not what I was going to say."

"Then say it."

"I was going to say after that I wasn't cold anymore."

—-
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Mara had nothing for that. Nothing. Seventeen years of hiding, of suppressing, of pretending she was just another unregistered witch trying to survive—none of it had prepared her for a boy who looked at her like she'd pulled him out of the dark and called it Tuesday.

She stood. Walked to the edge of the ledge. Checked the water level—dropping fast, the storm moving inland, the harbor settling back into its usual gray rhythm. In an hour the lower tunnels would be accessible again. In two, the wardens would start morning patrols.

In three, someone would notice the broken grate.

"You need to move," she said. "We both do. The covens patrol these tunnels—"

"I can't go back."

The words stopped her. Not because they were loud—they were barely a whisper—but because of what rode underneath. Despair. Certainty. The kind of knowing that came from growing up in a coven family and understanding exactly what they did to things that shouldn't exist.
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