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Song for a Lantern
Isla Dermont
In a seaside town wrapped in gentle fog, a boy named Niko listens to the wind and loves the lighthouse’s golden beam. When the guiding light falters, he seeks a Wind Key from a kite maker, meets the fog’s keeper, and helps mend the lantern. With songs, kindness, and courage, Mistral Bay finds its way home.
ProseHub


    
Mistral Bay and the Boy Who Listened to Wind
Sea bells chimed like tiny teaspoons against porcelain as the tide lifted them. Mistral Bay curled around a crescent shore, white cottages standing shoulder to shoulder, their blue shutters blinking at the water. Nets hung to dry on fences. A line of kites slept above the rooftops, long spines pinned to strings, tails braided with shells. Niko liked to wake before most of the town and listen. The air in the bay always had a sound if you were patient. He could tell when the wind had traveled over pine groves, because it smelled like sap and sweet dust. He could tell when it had wandered the kelp beds, because it brought a cold, grassy breath that made the wooden railings bead with salt.
He lived with Grandpa Jo at the edge of the quay, in a cottage the color of faded lemon peel. Grandpa Jo fixed clocks and radios and once a brass telescope with a stubborn hinge. Niko was good with small screws and gentle turns. His fingers were small and sure. On the windowsill sat Pip, the clockwork otter Niko built from a box of old springs and spoon handles. Pip’s whiskers were made from the bristles of a scrub brush. When Niko wound him, the little otter would blink glassy amber eyes and clack softly in a rhythm that matched the sea bells.
“Tickers first, breakfast after,” Grandpa Jo would say, but he always slid a saucer with two slices of pear to Niko’s side before they started. The morning smelled of warm bread from the bakery and rope and lemon oil. Niko’s favorite chore was polishing the small brass gears they kept in an egg carton. He held each one to the window light to check for burrs, turning it until its tiny teeth flashed like a coin.
From the hill beyond the cottages, the lighthouse watched everything. Its stone bones were ivy-pale, and its lantern, the Guiding Lantern, threw a golden path across the water each night. People said the beam knew each boat by name and would bend itself kindly to escort them home. Niko loved it from a distance. There was a painted sign by the lighthouse gate that said Children keep to the lower path. He knew the rule and obeyed it, though his legs tingled whenever he looked up at those winding stairs and imagined the view.
On market days Niko walked with his friend Suri along the quay. Suri’s mother captained a small fishing boat named Mallow. Suri’s pockets always clinked with marbles, and she could make a gull hop just by whistling a tune. They traded silly facts. Niko would say, “Do you know the wind writes on the water?” and Suri would say, “Do you know sardines sleep in stacks?” and they would both laugh until a crab waved a claw at them as if to scold.
There was a rhythm to the town, like a big friendly clock. The baker’s peel rattled against the oven. The kites rustled when the breeze shifted. At noon the lighthouse keeper rang a small bell and waved from his balcony. In the evening, the Guiding Lantern woke and stretched a buttery arm over the growing blue. Niko would stand on the step with Pip in his palm and whisper, “Goodnight path,” as if it were a pet.
One evening, the bay was especially still, as if the water were holding its breath. The air tasted like wet rope and pears ready for jam. Suri’s mother had sailed out late to chase a silver stripe of mackerel that had teased the boats all day. “We’ll be back by moonrise,” Suri promised, pulling at the edge of her scarf. Niko nodded, his chest tight in a way he couldn’t explain. He turned Pip’s key, and the little otter blinked, then settled with a small sigh in his pocket as if to listen too.
Grandpa Jo patched a radio on the workbench, his glasses low on his nose. “Pass me the fine solder,” he said. Niko handed it over and watched a curl of bright smoke wriggle like a fish tail into the open air. They worked with the comfortable silence of people who know one another’s breaths. Outside, the first stars trickled into the sky like salt shaken from a jar.
A soft knocking came to the door. It was Mira the kite maker, with wind-painted cheeks and a shawl sewn with ribbon tails. She carried a bundle shaped like a sleeping bird. “Borrow your pliers?” she asked. “A crossbar remembered it was stubborn.” She smiled at Niko. “You still listening to the wind?”
“Always,” he said. Pip clicked twice as if in agreement. Mira’s cottage was by the steps to the lighthouse, a place of tissue papers and bamboo sticks and bowls of polished pebbles. Niko loved her stories about the days when the town sang to the sea on the longest night of summer, and how even the bell buoys seemed to hum along. People had been busy in recent years. The song had fallen soft, like an old coat folded away.
They were still laughing over Mira’s victory with the crossbar when a hush fell over the room. It was an unfamiliar quiet, the kind that makes you notice your own blinking. The sea bells did not chime. The gull on the post did not scold. Niko looked toward the window.
Across the water, where the Guiding Lantern should have lit a bright road, there was only a velvet-colored nothing. The beam did not stir. The lighthouse stood like a held breath. Fog climbed the bay’s mouth without a sound, a white cat’s paw spreading over the inky water. It swallowed the bell buoys one by one until their answers grew muffled and then gone.
Grandpa Jo put down his soldering iron. “Strange,” he said quietly. “It’s early for this sort of damp.” Mira’s eyes narrowed. “The Lantern never misses the first sweep.” She untied her shawl with quick, neat hands and wrapped it around her elbows. “Something’s wrong.”
Niko’s stomach dipped as if he’d stepped off a stair that wasn’t there. He thought of Suri on the quay, whistling for gulls, and Suri’s mother out on Mallow, following the silver stripe.
He set Pip on the sill. The otter’s little jaw clacked like a worried tooth. “The Lantern will wake,” Grandpa Jo said with a confidence that sounded a little like hopeful whistling. “It will.” They waited. The town waited. No golden beam slid across the water.
Niko pulled on his sweater and stepped outside. The quay had changed. Without the Lantern’s path, the harbor felt bigger, like a room with the furniture moved. He could hear the creak of ropes and the tight little fidgets of boats bumping one another. A thin fog threaded itself between posts and along the edges of crates, not thick, but enough to blur. He could taste it. It tasted like tin.
People leaned at their doorways, talking in low voices. The lighthouse keeper stood halfway down the hill with his coat unbuttoned, his hair flattened by the damp. “Fuse,” he said to Mira when she reached him. “Or a jam in the gear. I was halfway to check when the fog came fast.” His eyes flicked to Niko and away again as if measuring the situation and quietly rearranging it into a plan without children. He faced the hill path. “I’ll go. Keep folks calm.”
Mira’s hand, light and warm, fell on Niko’s shoulder as the keeper started up. “Stay here,” she said. “Fog plays tricks. Best to let the lantern mind its own bones.”
Niko did not argue, but his feet pressed against the stones, testing for the start of a run. He could hear the small slurp of the tide below the slips and the far-off muffled thunk of a buoy trying to speak through a heavy scarf. He tried to picture Suri’s mother turning the bow of Mallow toward home and seeing no path at all. He tried to imagine what it felt like to lean on habit and find empty air.
Suri appeared from the cluster of neighbors, her braid sticking to her neck. She grabbed Niko’s wrist. “Do you see it?” she whispered. “No beam.” Her eyes shone like polished mussel shells. “Mam said not to worry. She always says that.”
Niko swallowed and turned Pip’s key, though the little otter’s blink did not make the fog any less. “The keeper’s going,” he said. “He’ll sort it. He knows all the stairs by heart.”
The town sounded strange without the Lantern’s usual first sweep. It was as if the bay were waiting for a word that would not come. A door closed. A cat shook water from its paw and leapt to a crate. A gust from the sea pushed the fog a finger’s width, then let it sag back, undecided.
Grandpa Jo’s voice came from behind Niko. “Inside,” he said gently, “we’ll put on a kettle. Wait for word.” His hand hovered at Niko’s back without touching, a suggestion more than a push. Niko went, but he turned his head at the threshold and looked up the hill. The keeper’s figure swam for a moment and vanished. For the first time, Niko did not believe the lighthouse would simply yawn and switch its gaze on out of habit. Something was stuck. Something needed a pair of small, sure fingers and someone who listened when the wind spoke in more than one voice.
He stepped inside. The kettle ticked as it heated. It sounded like Pip, thinking. The tea smelled like mint. “We’ll hear the bell,” Grandpa Jo said. “We will.” Niko listened to the kettle and the fog and the space above the bay where a golden road should have been and felt a decision begin to grow like a sail filling with wind.
Sleep did not visit as easily as it usually did. In his room, Niko lay with the blanket pulled to his chin and Pip tucked under his palm. The window was a square of breathy gray. He traced a nick in the wooden sill with his thumb and listened to the soft glug of the kettle settling in the kitchen and the way the fog made sounds stick closer to the ground, so that even his own swallow sat in the air near his ear before fading. He tried to count his breaths, the way Grandpa Jo had taught him for nights when thoughts moved too fast.
Between one number and the next, the lighthouse bell rang once, a thin, careful note. It did not ring again. The note hung, quivered, and went small. Then he heard the keeper’s footfall on the hill below his window, unhurried but heavier than before. Niko sat up.
Mira’s voice, though he could not make out the words, carried in a thread. Another voice answered—a murmur—and then the soft pad of steps as neighbors drifted back to their homes. The town was good at the quiet that helped people stay brave. Windows closed. Someone hummed a lullaby. A dog snuffled and made a surprised little snore as if dreaming of a rabbit that ran too cleverly to be caught.
Niko set Pip on the blanket and patted his brass head. “We could help,” he whispered to the clockwork otter. “We know how to listen. We know how to fix stubborn things that don’t want to hurt anyone. They just forgot the next click.” Pip blinked once, then once more, as if thinking. It was a silly comfort and a true one. Niko felt it in his ribs.
He thought of the sign at the lighthouse gate. He thought of Suri’s mother guiding Mallow by memory and luck across an ink-blue that had lost its thread of gold. He thought of how the fog felt inside his nose like cool milk and how it had slipped between posts and around ropes as if it had fingers.
When the bell buoy at the harbor mouth tried to speak again and failed, giving a dull, swallowed tone, Niko’s decision unfurled. He would go to Mira in the morning. The keeper would have done what he could in the night. At first light, he would ask for any task he could be given, even if it was only to carry a spool or hold a lamp. He would find a way to be useful. He would ask the wind itself if it wanted to be held and guided for a little while.
He placed Pip in his wooden bowl on the bedside table. The otter’s metal body felt cool. “Sleep,” Niko whispered, more command than wish, and finally his eyes did close, the fog in his window gently gray, his mind full of stairs and a lens that needed a friendly hand. Outside, the bay breathed in and out, a giant creature with salt on its lips, waiting for morning to say what could be done.

    
A Key That Holds Air
Morning wore a pearl sheen, soft and even, as if the day had put a thin veil over itself. Niko pulled on his sweater and slipped Pip into his pocket. The clockwork otter made a little metal murmur that sounded like a yawn. Grandpa Jo stood by the stove holding a slice of bread with jam, his eyes on the hill. “Keep close to Mira,” he said without looking away. “And if the keeper says go home, you do. Promise.”
“I promise,” Niko said, and he meant it, even though the promise tugged like a knot in a shoelace. He took the warm bread, kissed Grandpa Jo’s sleeve where it bunched at the elbow, and stepped into the fine morning mist that wrapped everything in a polite hush.
At the base of the lighthouse hill, Mira’s door was open. Her shop smelled of paste and rice paper and the sweet tea she liked, steeped with orange peel. Rolls of silk in sky colors leaned in a basket. A dozen kite spines lay like the bones of a small dragon on her worktable. She was binding a cross spar, her fingers quick and steady, her hair pinned with an old coral comb.
“You came,” she said, as if she had put the words out on the air and had been waiting for them to return. “Good. Hold this.” She placed a spool of thin, strong thread in his hand. “Do you know what happened?” Niko asked, trying to keep his voice from bouncing.
“The keeper says the lantern’s gearing caught,” Mira replied. Her mouth made a line like a closed book, not angry, just thinking. “The fog arrived as he went to clear it. He could not find the jam by feel. He went back at dawn. He is careful and good.” She tied off the binding and tested the spar with a gentle bend. “Still, the bay grew a little skittish in the night. I saw it.” She picked up a second spar, tapped it on her palm. “Sometimes wind is like a shy cat that needs a safe lap to curl into.”
Niko turned the spool. “Can I help? Even if it’s quiet help?” He lifted Pip as if to introduce him formally. The little otter blinked with ceremony.
“You can,” Mira said. She set down the spar and looked at him properly, a measuring look that warmed as it settled. “First, you can show me you know how to listen.” She set a kite sail in his hands, a square of blue paper thin as a dragonfly’s wing. “Find the side the air would choose.”
Niko closed his eyes. The room breathed. He held the sail and waited, moving his hands an inch this way and that. A tiny shiver ran across the paper in one direction, almost a whisper. He turned it and felt another tremble, smaller. He opened his eyes. “This way,” he said, and set the sail down. Mira smiled, a small spark. “Good.”
She reached under her table and brought up a tin the size of a cake. Inside lay a curious thing, nestled in a ring of bundled wool as if it could bruise. It was a key, but like no house key Niko had seen. Its bow was shaped like three loops that suggested a clover and also a cloud. The shaft was thin, etched with curls that looked like gusts in a mapmaker’s book. The teeth did not point like a saw blade. They curved inward, petal-shaped, as if meant to catch not metal, but breath.
“This,” Mira said, as even as she could make her voice, “has lived on high shelves and in careful pockets for longer than I can remember. It is a Wind Key. Hold only when you mean to. The air likes jokes and may tangle you in them.”
Niko’s fingers hovered. “It opens wind?”
“It holds it, and lets it go,” Mira said. “It can knit breezes into a braid for a little while. It can part a hem of mist. It can hush a gust that thinks it is the boss of everything. But it requires asking and a rhyme.” She tapped the etched curls. “Keys like to be sung to.”
“But why me?” Niko asked, and felt his ears warm. He was a boy who cleaned gears and listened to bells. He was not the lighthouse keeper. He was not even as tall as the shelf where Mira kept her tins.
Mira placed the key in his palm. It weighed less than he’d expected, like something made of spider silk and will. “Because the keeper’s hands are full of other tools, and because you asked with your listening voice and not your shouting one. You will not scold the wind. You will invite it.”
She taught him the rhyme, a small set of words that felt like they knew one another well:
“Turn once, turn twice,
Turn thrice and be kind.
Tie a ribbon of air,
Unlock a clear mind.”
“Say it steady and true,” she said, “and mean every word. If you do not, the key will be as ordinary as a spoon.” She closed his fingers around it. “Before you climb, you must do one more thing for me.” She nodded toward the door. “The fog cannot be told; it must be met. Go down to the marsh edge. Walk the old planks. If you hear someone call without a face, you do not answer. If you meet someone who needs a hand, you give it.” She picked up a coil of kite line and tucked it into his belt, neat as sewing. “And if you feel you are in a story that is not yours, step out of it.”
The marsh hummed. It always did, a low purr under birdsong, as if the wet ground had a throat. The old planks made a zigzag path over water black as tea, dotted with lily pads that looked like a giant had dropped a handful of coins and forgot to fetch them. Tall reeds whispered about their narrow days. Niko put one foot before the other and let the boards creak. Each creak had a personality. He felt, as he often did, that the world was speaking in a language he could almost understand.
Pip rode in his pocket, sometimes bumping his chin with a tick. The fog pooled low here, not thick, but enough to blur the far end of the path. The air was full of wet leaf smell and something like a spoon left in a kettle too long.
Halfway along, Niko heard a sound that did not belong to boards or birds. It was a soft scritch, as if claws were writing on wood. He crouched. A small green crab had wedged itself between two planks, one leg waving, the rest tucked. Its round eyes looked at him as if embarrassed to be seen stuck. “There you are,” Niko murmured. He set Pip aside and gently pressed the planks, easing the gap. He slid the crab into his palm and set it on the board. “Go on, then.” The crab paused, touched his finger with the tip of a leg in a way that felt like a thank-you, and scuttled toward water.
A voice drifted from the reeds. “Niko,” it said in a tone like Suri’s when she played tricks. He straightened. It was Suri’s voice. It sounded exactly like her, using his name the way she did when she found something that would make him laugh. “Niko, look. The quick path. This way.” A ribbon of fog braided itself low between two stands of reed, a stretch of path he had not seen before.
Mira’s words rose in his head, calm as tea steam. If you hear someone call without a face, you do not answer. Niko’s heart thumped but did not change its speed. He stroked Pip’s brass nose. “Not our path,” he said quietly, and did not step. The fog ribbon shivered, as if annoyed, then unbraided and sank. A heron lifted from a nearby hummock with a cough and a flap that sent drops scattering. It looked at him with its golden eye and did not blink.
At the end of the planks, the marsh opened to a slice of beach strewn with reed shreds and driftwood. Something gleamed. He bent and found a bell, small and tarnished, its clapper gone. It had a loop threaded with a length of old ribbon. He had the soft, sure feeling that it had been meant to be found. He slipped the ribbon over his wrist. When he stood, the fog pulled a little tighter at his ankles, as if testing. He lifted the bell. Even without a clapper, a faint shimmer of sound trembled from it, more felt than heard. The fog eased its grip. “Thank you,” Niko told the air, and turned back toward the hill.
Mira stood at her gate when Niko returned. The light had soured a little, as if the day’s patience had been used and needed to rest. She saw the bell on his wrist and the green smear where a stranded reed had rubbed his knuckle. She nodded, pleased. “You did not follow a false call,” she said, and slipped the bell onto a peg by her door as if she were hanging up a thought. “You gave help without weighing its size. Good.”
She took a small tin from the shelf and rubbed a dab of clear grease on Pip’s little hip where a joint complained. “Partners need to be willing,” she said to Niko. “Be gentle with each other.” She placed Pip back into his hands. The otter, when he blinked, looked brighter somehow, as if he had just remembered his own name.
“The keeper went up again,” Mira said, pointing her chin toward the hill. “He left word that we’re to watch the tide and mind the boats at their lines. He doesn’t like that the fog sits like a guest who has decided to stay. If you are still willing, go and help, but use the key only when you mean to. The wind does not love to be ordered.”
Niko stood with the Wind Key in his pocket, the kite line at his belt, Pip warm from Mira’s hands, and the bell’s ghost of a vibration still singing around his wrist. His legs wanted to run. His heart wanted to be steady. He looked up, over the roofs and chimney pots, to where the lighthouse rose and put its flat shoulder against the sky. The sign at the gate waited with its painted words. Children keep to the lower path.
He could hear the far-off thunk of the bell buoy trying again to speak, and he could hear something like a voice under the sound, not a person, but a feeling, as if someone whose job was to watch had grown sour from being unseen.
Niko tucked Pip more firmly into his pocket and went to the hill. He put his hand on the sign, not to push it aside, but to touch the paint. “I know,” he said to the rule. “I know why you exist.” He looked back at Mira. She lifted her hand, not a wave, more a blessing. Grandpa Jo had once said blessings were simply promises spoken on the outside.
He crossed the gate and set his foot on the first step. The stairs were smooth and shallow, worn by feet and salt air. As he climbed, the fog rose to meet him, but he felt, for the first time since the beam failed, that he had a pocket of clear air in his chest. He had a key that could hold wind for a moment and a rhyme that liked the shape of his mouth. He had a little tin otter and the way of listening he had practiced since he first stood on the quay and learned the taste of pine wind versus kelp wind. He went up, up, and the bay below him turned into a map he knew by heart.

    
The Fogkeeper and the Lantern’s Bones
The lighthouse steps wrapped the inside wall in a gentle spiral. A handrail, smooth with old varnish and many palms, slid beneath Niko’s fingers as he climbed. His breath made a small cloud that floated, then unwove. The stone smelled faintly of lemon oil where someone had polished the rail yesterday and also of old damp and iron. Pip clicked quietly in his pocket, a comforting metronome.
At a landing halfway up, Niko paused. A window no bigger than a dinner plate looked east. He could see the bay as if someone had laid it out on a blue cloth. Boats rode low on their lines. The fog thickened toward the mouth, a pale cloth someone had thrown over the bay’s shoulders. The bell buoy nudged itself, dutiful. Niko leaned his forehead to the cool glass, and his breath made a star that faded.
A rustle came from the shadows higher up, the sound of thick paper folding itself. “Do not be shy,” said a voice like a long-lost postcard, sort of dry, sort of kind, and sort of tired. Niko straightened, hand going to Pip without thinking. “I am not hiding. I am waiting. It is my job. I do not like it today.”
“Who are you?” Niko asked, and he realized he had spoken softly because it felt like a place that deserved a library voice.
“I keep what is loose,” the voice said. “When mist tangles, I untangle it. When words spill into the air and do not know where to go, I offer pockets. When light grows careless, I suggest it mind its edge. There is a lantern here. It has not minded its bones.” Something like a sigh followed, and Niko felt a brush of cold across the back of his neck, not mean, just present.
“I’ve come to help the lantern,” Niko said. He started up the steps again, steady. The voice traveled with him the way the smell of old lemon oil did. “Have you now,” it said, and stopped as if waiting for him to say he had changed his mind and would go home for soup. He did not.
At the next landing, the keeper appeared, shoulders dusted with chalk. “You again,” he said, not with anger, but with surprise, and then, after a quick look at Niko’s face, with something like relief. “Mira sent you. Good. Hold this lamp.” He handed Niko a handled lantern that lit the steps without glare. “There’s a jam in the clockwork. It is not simple. And the lens wants to weep.”
Niko nodded. He tucked the handled lamp into the crook of his arm and followed. The steps opened into the lantern room, a bright place even now, with wide windows and a huge lens that looked like the inside of a bubbled soap droplet. Brass rails circled the glass. The mechanism that drove the turning of the lens stood like a grandfather clock that had decided to grow gears in all directions.
Moisture beaded on the lens, as if a cloud had pressed its face to the glass. Water gathered at the corners in patient drops. “Wants to weep,” the keeper repeated, already at the mechanism with a wrench. “Stubborn.” He tried a gear with his hand, and it resisted, a polite, iron no.
The fog pressed its cheek to the windows and then drew back, uncertain. Outside, the sea coughed a small wave against the rocks below. Niko set the handled lamp on a hook and leaned in to watch the gear train. He saw it, a sliver of something pale caught between two teeth. He reached into his pocket and touched the Wind Key. It hummed faintly, a cat purr in metal. He didn’t take it out. Not yet.
“Pip,” Niko whispered, and set the little otter on the rail. Pip blinked and twitched his head as if sniffing the air. “Small hands,” Niko said to the keeper, who nodded and stepped aside. Niko unscrewed a guard plate with a tool from the shelf, then breathed shallow and eased his fingers into the narrow gap. The pale sliver proved to be a curl of paper, curled tight by damp and willfulness. He teased it free. It clung to his reward finger like a difficult thought.
He smoothed it on his thigh. It was a note in a careful hand, smudged now into soft shapes. He could make out a word here, a word there. The words were about the Sea Choir, the night the town used to sing on the longest day’s end. A corner of the note had been torn away. He imagined it floating, sliding down, finding the teeth of a gear and deciding it had a new purpose.
The gear turned a fraction before catching again. The keeper swore under his breath, not a mean word, more a mechanic’s sigh. “There’s more,” he said. Niko nodded. He looked at the lens. It wore its beads like tears indeed. Water trickled in slow lines. He could see his face in the gleam, a child with salt on his lashes and a small brass otter behind him watching with perfect seriousness.
“You,” said the postcard voice, closer now. It came from the fog outside the glass. “Do you know why I am cross?” It did not sound angry, exactly. It sounded like someone whose tea had gone cold three times in one morning.
“No,” Niko said softly. “Tell me.”
“I keep what is loose. Songs are loose, and I keep them and give them back when asked. No one asked last summer or the summer before. The Lantern grows lazy without its songs. A beam likes to be thanked. I am tired of minding everything without music.” The fog pressed again, and the lens fogged more thickly on that side as if the breath of a giant had rolled against it.
“We forgot,” Niko said, heat climbing into his cheeks though the room was cool. “We worked and baked and fixed our boats. We forgot to sing. We forgot to thank.” Pip made a tiny clack as if agreeing or as if clearing his throat to sing his part if someone told him how.
The keeper looked at Niko over the lens. “You’re talking to the fog,” he said without mocking. “Are you getting good answers?”
“Better than no answers,” Niko said. He pulled the Wind Key from his pocket. It lay bright and quiet in his palm. The air in the room felt suddenly attentive, as if the tiny things that float in light had turned to watch.
Niko took a breath that tasted like the tin of the handled lamp and like lemon oil and like his own courage. He set Pip on the gear box and said, “Hold,” and the little otter, understanding a simple job spoken simply, braced his brass paws against a frame as if he had muscles to help. The keeper raised an eyebrow but did not interrupt.
Niko lifted the Wind Key. It hummed more clearly now, a note like blowing over the top of a bottle. He whispered the rhyme:
“Turn once, turn twice,
Turn thrice and be kind.
Tie a ribbon of air,
Unlock a clear mind.”
He turned the key once. A breeze entered the room without the door moving, shy and thin as if it had been waiting outside for an invitation. It slipped along the lens and drew a clean path through the haze. The bead of water at the corner shivered and darted like a fish. He turned the key twice. The breeze thickened. It braided itself. It laid a cool palm on the stubborn places in the air and smoothed them. The fog outside grumbled, a sound like a wardrobe being shut gently but firmly.
“Turn thrice and be kind,” he whispered, and turned the key the third time, and this time he thought with his whole self about being kind to the fog that had worked without thanks and to the Lantern that had done its job so long it had forgotten it liked to be praised. The braided breeze slipped under the fog’s edge like a ribbon tugging a curtain. A clear pane opened in front of the lens. Outside, the bell buoy found its voice and spoke up, bright with if not joy, at least relief.
The keeper leaned in and wiped the lens with a soft cloth. “Go,” he said to the turning gear, and tried it again. The gear turned a small, clean step and then stopped. Something else caught.
Niko pressed his ear close to the mechanism. He could hear the secret noises of iron thinking. There was a tick where there should have been a tock. He fed a drop of oil from a tiny bottle onto a stubborn pin. Pip shifted, held. The mechanism answered with a gentle give, like a mind changing.
Outside, the fog drew itself taller, offended but curious. “You made a hole in me,” it said, and it sounded smaller now that air moved through. “You did not tear me. I appreciate that.”
Niko set his hand on the brass casing. “We will sing on the long night,” he said, speaking both to the fog and to the keeper and to himself. “We will sing even if we do it badly at first. We will stand on the quay with kites above us and debt in our chests and we will say thank you to the beam and the bells and to you.” He did not know where the courage for the promise came from, only that it felt like a mended thing.
The fog considered. It made a sound like someone folding a soft sweater and setting it gently on a chair. “I will hold you to that,” it said. “I am not cruel. But I do not like to be forgettable. I will sit here until the Lantern turns. I will see if I like its song.”
The keeper turned the winding handle. “Ready,” he said, and a smile crept over his careful mouth. The mechanism moved. The clockwork breathed. The big lens, wiped clear, began its slow, sure turn. It was not lighted yet, only moving, but even movement felt like a song beginning, a throat cleared.
“Light,” the keeper said. He struck the igniter. Flame caught and rolled into itself with a soft “whuff,” like a cat settling. The lamp’s heart woke, small and gold. The lens took hold of it and offered it back, multiplied into a beam that tasted like toast and honey and morning, even though it was noon-gray outside.
The beam slid across the fog. The fog rippled, offended but not injured. “There,” it said. “There you are. I was missing you.” It did not lift outright. It thinned. It became a veil thin enough for boats to see each other through. The bell buoy spoke clearly now, chimed twice at once as if becoming its own echo in happiness. Below, left toward the harbor mouth, a small shape turned, a bow coming home.
Pip relaxed his paws and clicked his whiskers at Niko in contentment. The keeper wiped his forehead with his sleeve. “Good work,” he said, and his voice had the gratitude of someone who had been allowed to do his job because a child had done another job well.
“Do not forget,” said the fog. “Sing, and I will carry it gently. Do not sing, and I will sit on your roofs like a cat who has decided your chair is her chair and that is that.” It drifted a little farther, not gone, but agreeable.
Niko felt suddenly tired, as if the key had been a heavy book he had held at arm’s length. He slid it back into his pocket. It went quiet again. The room smelled less of lemon oil and more of warmed brass and new light. He turned to the window and saw the beam lay itself down like a path, a kind teacher’s finger underlining the way a line should be read.
He looked toward the harbor mouth. He could not say for certain if the small shape he saw was Mallow. That would be too neat. But he could say for certain that the sea was less afraid of itself with the beam on. He could say that his chest hurt less. He could promise the fog, and himself, and anyone who would listen, that their song would return.

    
Song for a Lantern
News, like the wind, traveled down the hill faster than feet. By the time Niko and the keeper stepped out of the base door, the beam had laid itself across the bay like a ribbon on a gift, and the townspeople were standing in little knots, smiling the way people do when something snug slides back into place. Suri ran to meet them, braid thumping her back, cheeks damp. “You did something,” she said, not asking. “I felt it. The air felt like someone smoothed my hair.”
“The keeper did his job,” Niko said, a truth that tasted right. He lifted Pip, who blinked modestly. “We helped a little.”
Grandpa Jo arrived with a towel slung over his shoulder as if he had come from the workbench and had remembered the towel only halfway. He took Niko’s face in his big hands and looked so hard at him that Niko wanted to laugh and cry at once. “A promise is a promise,” Grandpa Jo said, tilting his head toward the hill. “You came home when the keeper said.”
“I did,” Niko said. “But before that I made a different promise. We will sing on the long night. We forgot, and it made the fog lonely and cross. We’ll remember.” He spoke too quickly. The words tried to bump into each other on the way out, but they fit.
Mira, who had appeared like a kite released at just the right wind, nodded. “We will,” she said, and her voice had the sound of plans settling into lists. “We will gather lanterns and combs and spoons to beat like gentle drums. We will teach the children the old refrains. We will trim the sails with ribbons.” She touched the pocket where Niko kept the Wind Key. “And we will return what is borrowed.”
Down the quay, a boat turned into her berth. People made space with their bodies, a parting as natural as reeds making a path for a heron. Suri’s mouth made a round and then a grin so big it made Niko’s own face ache with happiness. It was Mallow. Suri’s mother tied off and swung to the dock with the grace of someone who could step from one moving thing to the next without dropping a thought. “You see?” she said, hugging Suri and Niko at the same time and smelling like salt and fish and lemon soap. “We follow the line we trust. We tell the sea thank you when we can.”
The beam held firm. The fog sat back, a patient aunt who had decided to allow the children to play in the good room as long as they did not knock over the vase. The bell buoy rang a small dance and then a sensible end.
That afternoon, the town moved to a new rhythm, one built on relief. Nets were folded more neatly. Bread was sliced thicker. The baker pressed a leftover scrap of dough into Pip’s little paws to see if it would take an imprint. It did, and he laughed and baked the scrap so that the otter had a warm, bread-shaped twin for a few minutes before anyone ate it.
At Mira’s, Niko placed the Wind Key on the tin’s wool nest. It hummed once, a tiny farewell. “You will call it again if you must,” she said, lifting it, weighing it, not surprised by the song in the small metal. “But to keep such a thing all the time is to make the air lazy. Better we practice the old chores: songs and care.” She set the tin on the shelf, not too high this time.
In the evening, neighbors brought chairs to the quay and sat with their knees almost touching. Grandpa Jo fixed a radio and set it on a crate to play a fiddler’s tape. Children chased each other with ribbon tails. The lighthouse keeper stood with his coat open and the crease between his eyebrows smoothed until his face looked suddenly younger, as if the beam had lit a soft place he had forgotten.
Mira tapped a spoon against a jar. “This is not the long night,” she said. “This is only today. But today asks for a small song. We will do the big one when the summer is ready.” She held Niko’s gaze. “You start.”
Niko’s ears went hot again, but he stood. He had a voice that did not like to be the first one into the air. He cleared his throat. Pip clicked, and somehow that was a cue for his courage to stand beside him. He sang a line his mother had sung to him when he was small, a boat lullaby that had mostly hums and a few words about the way the moon leaned on the water when it was tired.
By the second hummed line, Suri’s mother joined, and then Mira’s warm alto slid beneath, and Grandpa Jo found the tune stubbornly and then carried it as if it were one more tool in his pocket he could not imagine not having. The lighthouse keeper surprised himself by holding the high notes. Even the baker hummed between bites. The song climbed and drifted and settled and climbed again. The beam lay across the water and seemed to breathe more deeply.
The fog at the harbor mouth shifted, then tucked itself into folds and layers that let the song pass through, and it carried it back as an echo. The echo was not perfect. It had sea in it and gull and bell. It sounded like a promise being tried on and found to fit.
Days slid into one another like cards shuffled by a friendly dealer. The fog came and went, but it did not throw its weight around. The lighthouse did its work and liked to be asked how it was in the morning. Niko and Suri started a list on the back of a flour sack of the songs people remembered. They went door to door with a pencil, and children who did not write well drew little fish and boats as symbols for the songs their grandparents knew.
Niko visited the lantern room with the keeper once a week, allowed to polish a small corner under watchful eyes. He learned the way the gears preferred to be touched, how a drop of oil could be a letter in the right alphabet if it fell in the right place, how to hear a pin’s complaint. He wore a cotton apron too big for him and tied up at the sides. He felt taller only in the places that mattered.
Mira taught him how to tie the kite-tail knots that made tails sing in certain breezes. “You will use them in the long night,” she said. “You will send a hundred little voices up and ask the air to answer with its own.” She taught him the different names the wind had at the edge of town: Threader, because it could slip a needle; Wisher, because it carried prayers like seeds; Sifter, because it sorted leaves on the path.
When the day of the Sea Choir finally came—though summer swore it wasn’t tired yet and protested with a snap of heat at noon—the bay put on its best. Ropes were coiled in perfect circles. Windows were clean. The lighthouse had a sprig of bay laurel tied to its rail. Paper lanterns, fat as peaches, lined the quay, each with a small painted symbol: a fish, a star, a bell, a sail. The air smelled like oranges, rope, and the start of figs, and like the way a house smells when it is tidied for company.
Niko stood with Pip in his pocket and the flour-sack list in his hand. He had slept at noon so he would not blink through the evening. He wore his best sweater, the one without any fraying at the cuffs. Suri had tied a ribbon in his hair without telling him and then laughed when he found it and left it. He did not mind. Ribbons liked wind. They belonged in this story.
Mira came to his side. “You look like you are waiting for a door to open,” she said. “It will. You have the knob in your hand.” She tapped the list. “Begin.”
Niko climbed onto a crate so his voice would carry to the first row of neighbors without him having to shout. He held up the flour-sack list like a captain holding a map. “We gather,” he said, and his voice did not wobble as much as he feared. “We remember the old songs and make new ones where the old have holes. We say thank you to light and to water and to the air that carries our words gently. We are not very good at first. We will get better.” The baker grinned. The keeper nodded. Suri wiggled her fingers at him as if he were a stage magician about to pull a rope of handkerchiefs from his sleeve.
He lifted the first line, the boat lullaby. It slid out and touched faces and slid on. People joined. The old hums found their families. Someone started a clapping that wasn’t clapping but the soft tap of wooden spoons on their own handles. Children shook shell rattles. The kites took the sky, tails singing, voices on strings. It was not neat. It did not climb a perfect staircase to a polished ending. It was better. It was a kitchen with a simmer on every burner and someone tasting each pot and saying yes, this needs more thyme, and that needs salt, and everything together smelled like home.
The beam leaned out of the lantern room and lay itself down like before, but Niko fancied he could feel its contentment. He imagined that if light could sigh, it would have, a small, satisfied breath that did not need to be noticed to be true. At the harbor mouth, a fold in the fog lifted, not all the fog, because fog has its rights, but enough to let the moon see her face in the water and smile her tilted smile.
The Wind Key, asleep in Mira’s tin, hummed once on its shelf, a sound too fine for most ears but clear to those who had learned to listen. Pip, in Niko’s pocket, clicked twice, then settled as if the rhythm of the song had wound him happier than a key.
When the singing ended, not with a grand finish but with a drift and a laugh and a child’s yawn, the town sat in the soft after. The fog at the mouth of the bay said, in its sweater-folding voice, “Thank you.” The bell buoy answered with a chime that sounded like a nod. No one clapped. It would have felt like waking a baby. They simply breathed together.
Grandpa Jo came and laid his hand on Niko’s shoulder. “Apprentice,” he said, a word he had asked the keeper to consider. The keeper, near the edge of the crowd, lifted his hand, not a wave, more a promise. Niko felt the word settle on him like a warm jacket he would have to grow into in just the right places. It did not weigh too much. It fit.
Later, when the lanterns were out and the kites tied and the spoons quiet, Niko lay in his bed. The window was a square of friendly gray. He put Pip on his chest and felt the little clockwork breaths. “Goodnight path,” he said. The beam, though his window could not see it, seemed to answer with a warm feeling against the edge of the world. The bay breathed in and out. The fog shifted its shoulders and settled, not grudging, not proud, simply present.
Niko drifted. He knew there would be more jams and missing screws and mornings with damp socks and afternoons with laughter so bright it made your teeth ache from smiling. He knew there would be days when songs did not want to be found, and days when they arrived without being asked, eager as small dogs. He slept anyway, the Wind Key safe where it belonged, the promise alive not because he had made it alone, but because he had said it out loud and other mouths had lifted the ends and tied it into a knot that would hold.
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