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Nora and the Lullaby Line
Dorian Kell
A warm children's tale about Nora, the small conductor of a night-train that carries dreams. When dreams begin to go missing, Nora and a band of odd, gentle helpers follow moonlit rails, meet keepers of lonely things, and learn that mending sometimes means sharing a cup of tea and a promise.
ProseHub


    
The Little Conductor and the Lullaby Line
Every night when the town's windows blinked out like sleepy fireflies, Nora pulled her coat tight and walked to the small iron station at the edge of Willow-by-the-Low-Light. Her coat was patched with scraps of starcloth and the elbow that always frayed had a tiny silver button shaped like a crescent moon. Children left little notes in her pockets — a drawing of a dragon, a ribbon, a pebble warm from someone's pocket — and she kept them the way one keeps the best buttons: in a small tin labeled "For Safe-Keeping." Nora's hands smelled of steam and flour from the bakery beneath the station; the night always tasted faintly of warm bread and peppermint when she began her rounds.
The train Nora tended was not for trains of steam and smoke. It ran on hush and on the slow exhale of the moon. Its rails were thin threads of moonlight stitched between rooftops, and if you leaned close, you could hear the little cars breathing lullabies. The Lullaby Line had three cars: the Whisper Car where small, giggling dreams lived, the Wide-Sky Car where brave adventure dreams liked to stretch their legs, and the Moon-Basket at the front where Nora kept the town's sleeping wishes wrapped in soft paper. On the engine sat a living, fluttering thing called the Moonflower. It looked like a lamp with petals and hummed with a gentle light. When it was healthy, the hum was warm and round and made children dream of swimming with whales and climbing very tall trees.
Nora's favorite time was the first stop, when she unlocked the wooden crates and slid out the jars and tins that held dreams. Each dream was a small thing: sometimes a feather of laughter, sometimes a strip of color. She learned to tell the kind of dream by the way it smelled. Courage smelled like metal and lemonade; kindness smelled like wool and warm milk. She would tilt the jars, listen for a tiny exhale, and then place the dream on the right shelf. The townspeople called her a conductor, though she never blew a horn. Her voice was the soft bell that kept the trains on schedule.
That Friday night, a wind with more teeth than usual had been scraping along the rooftops. Nora felt it in her bones as she unlocked the Moon-Basket. The Moonflower's glow had been softer all week, like a candle in a room where someone mutters. She tapped the side of the engine, the way she tapped an old kettle to wake it up. It answered with a small, tired note, and a small silver dust fell into Nora's palm — the kind of dust that tastes like the very last crumb of a cookie. Somewhere beneath that sound a child's laugh had been swallowed.
Down on Maple Lane a boy named Luca rubbed his eyes under the moon. Luca always kept one foot out of his blanket, even in winter, because his dreams liked to come in from the window and sit on that foot like a cat. That night Luca sat up and looked at his empty bed and felt the missing pocket where his dream should have been. It felt like a silence with a shape. He climbed out quietly and walked to the station, footsteps soft as if he were trying not to disturb the hush. When Nora found him, he was small as a matchbox and looked even smaller because his smile had been folded up and put away.
"My dream's gone," Luca said. He touched his chest where dreams usually ticked like tiny watches. "I think it was stolen."
Nora set her hands on his shoulders. She smelled his hair—soap and the warm edge of a book—and felt the quick beat of his heart. "Sometimes dreams go wandering, or they get lost under a sofa. Sometimes they go visiting a friend's house and come back late. We'll find yours, Luca. The Lullaby Line knows how to look."
She meant the words, but she had a hollow in her stomach she had not known how to name. In the Moon-Basket, where the glow should have been soft and steady, the Moonflower hiccupped a sound like a tiny bell that had forgotten its tune. Nora closed her eyes and felt the threads of moonlight tighten as if something was pulling on them from far away.
Lights in Willow-by-the-Low-Light were the smallest sort—tin lamps, candles in jars, a single streetlamp that always needed a good push to stand straight. But that night, even the little lights seemed to blink slower. On the platform, pots of rosemary and forget-me-nots hung heavy with dew. The Lullaby Line's benches were smooth and cool and the benches seemed to be holding their breath. Nora opened the ledger and checked the names written in her neat block of letters: Jasmine, who always dreamed of giant rabbits; Old Mr. Bramble, who insisted on dreaming of his younger years and would often tuck a memory back with his dream; and Luca, whose feet liked to dangle off the bed as if in a boat. The list looked ordinary, but the lines between names seemed thinner, like string that might break.
She walked to the Moonflower and put her palm against one petal. It felt like paper that had been left in the rain. A single petal shook and a hush like a dropped spoon rattled through the engine. Nora had been a conductor long enough to know moods of machines. Engines didn't lie. The Moonflower had a sickness. She took the small lamp she carried on her belt — a lantern made from the first tin Nora's grandmother had ever saved — and angled it at the petals. The light pooled and found a hairline crack along the Moonflower's stem. From that crack came a thin, cold smoke that smelled faintly of the inside of books.
"Not a crack," said a voice behind her. Nora turned. The voice belonged to Mr. Tock, the clockmender whose shop was tucked between the bakery and the bellmaker. He had a face like a carefully wound watch: small, with a smile that never hurried. His hands were stained with grease and gold dust, and around his neck hung a pocket watch that ticked to a different tune than ordinary clocks.
"It's so small," Mr. Tock muttered. He crouched and peered at the Moonflower as if he could understand it better by making small jokes. "Things don't simply grow cracks, Nora. They are given cracks by something. Someone." He straightened and turned his watch over in his palm. It opened to show a map inside, a map that smelled faintly of lavender and rain. "I have been hearing pieces of ragged lullabies drifting east. Where there are ragged lullabies, someone is taking dreams."
Nora's throat felt like a pocket of cold air. "Who would take dreams?" she asked. Her voice was a thread.
"A collector, or a lonely sort who thinks they can keep a feeling safe in a jar," Mr. Tock said. "Or a storm that has learned how to sew itself into a place. But if things are taken, we must follow the thread. You know the Lullaby Line better than anyone. Sometimes the line must leave the tracks."
The ledger sat open on the bench like a small, accusing thing. The moon was a sliver and looked like a mouse hiding; even its light seemed worried. Luca folded his hands in his lap. "Will you find it? My dream?" he whispered.
Nora tightened her coat and felt the silver button at her elbow catch on her sleeve as if it were clutching for courage. The Moonflower made a tiny sound, like someone trying to hum but forgetting the words to the song.
"We will try," Nora said, though her mouth wanted to say, I don't know. She closed the ledger, tucked a small note into it — a doodle of a paper boat to remind her the way to go — and patted the Moon-Basket. "But if we leave the tracks, I need to take the Lullaby Line. Dreams do not find themselves. They are small and shy. They come when someone sings to them."
At that, the little train breathed and its rails warmed slightly beneath Nora's boots. She could feel the night's ribs underfoot, the thin moon-wire that hummed with stories. She did not yet know that leaving the tracks would ask for promises and pies, riddles and a bridge of spoons. She only knew that Luca's hand in hers felt like a tiny anchor and the moonlight on her face tasted of peppermint and courage.
Nora collected a handful of small things before starting: the lantern that smelled like her grandmother's hands, a tin of thread with a needle so bent it grinned, and a whistle no larger than a bean that Mr. Tock pressed into her palm with a serious look. "This'll sing to fog," he said. "It won't force it to loosen what it's holding, but it will coax it to listen and perhaps to remember what songs sound like." He wrapped the whistle in an old train ticket, and in one corner of the ticket someone had written 'Homeward' in a child's careful loop.
Outside the station, the rooftops were a mishmash of shapes, like a bowl of mismatched teeth. Nora climbed into the driver's little seat and set the Moon-Basket gently before her. The Lullaby Line smelled of cedar and peppermint oil and the tiniest bit of engine oil that never quite left anywhere in town. Children peered out of their windows with faces like postage stamps. Someone had left a paper plane on the railing and it trembled as if ready to leap. When Nora pulled the little lever, the cars didn't roar; they sighed, a long, comfortable sigh that carried with it a thousand small hopes. The train slid along the moon-threads and lifted from one rooftop to another as easily as a pencil gliding over paper.
They went east where Mr. Tock's map pointed, past the bakery that still hummed with the memory of bread, past the bellmaker who was polishing a bell no larger than a teacup. The town fell away behind them like the last page of a book, and when the houses were only shapes, the rails narrowed and became a single thin filament of light leading into the darker wide places beyond the town. The air smelled of water and fern. For a while there were only the soft fumbles of the train and Luca's small breathing next to Nora's wrist.
The first test came sooner than Nora expected. They found the bridge over the Sleeping River wrapped in a bandage of fog as if someone had tied a scarf around it. The fog was thick enough to taste and had the sound of very distant lullabies. Nora reached for the whistle. The note it made was thin and fearless, the kind of sound that likes to stand at the edge of things and ask politely.
The fog answered. It did not part or shout. It spread its hands like someone trying on an old coat.
From inside the fog came a small voice that sounded like a pipe. "Who travels the hush?" it asked.
Nora leaned out and nodded. "It's Nora of the Lullaby Line. We are looking for a lost dream. A boy named Luca is missing his dream. We only want to find it."
A shape moved in the fog, then another, until an owl larger than Nora's first memory of her grandmother peered at them. It had the face of someone who kept night-lists and read them by starlight. "Dreams are shy and sometimes wander. But there are places where they are taken. We are only a bridge-keeper, not a thief," the owl said. "Pay a kindness at the margin and we will let you pass. We like kindness to be soft, not showy. A promise whispered into a handkerchief will do."
Nora reached into her pocket and found a handkerchief her mother had embroidered when Nora was small. She whispered a promise into the cloth — "I will bring back what was taken and I will keep your bridge safe" —tucked it into the owl's talon, and the fog sighed and allowed them to cross. On the other side, the rail had a small scratch like a memory. Nora touched it and felt something small and hollow tug at the edge of her thoughts, as if some tiny thing had almost been plucked from the very pattern of her own dreams.

    
The Donor of Midnight Keys
Beyond the Sleeping River, the world widened into places Nora had only read about in the little yellow guidebooks kept behind the station counter. There were meadows of night-grass that whispered secrets, a row of trees hung with tin teacups that chimed themselves when the wind walked by, and a small grocery where the cheese wheels told jokes. The stars seemed closer here, like marbles someone had poured across the sky. The rails turned into a winding skein that led toward the old factory where people said things were sometimes kept that shouldn't be.
Nora kept her hands on the wheel and checked the jars. Most were quiet, the kind of quiet one hears when knitting. Luca's pocket felt empty by her knee, but it was warm, which meant his dreaming-pockets could bear warmth and remember shape. They slid under a bridge where hundreds of paper boats hung like fish, and a smell of boiled apples slipped through the train and made Nora's stomach remember supper. The Moonflower hummed faintly, and Nora sang a little song under her breath, a song her grandmother hummed when she patched socks. Singing always helped the Moonflower remember its tune.
They stopped at the factory gate. The gates were heavy and the gatekeeper—if you could call him that—was a woman named Mrs. Bramble who had hands like quilts. She wore a ribbon of clock-hands in her hair and had a basket of mints balanced on her hip. She peered at Nora over a lens as though checking the stamps on weeds. "This place has more lost things than a shoemaker has needles," she said. "What business do you have in a place like this?"
"We are looking for a dream taken from a boy named Luca," Nora answered. "We think it's been kept here or passed through."
Mrs. Bramble's mouth tightened in the way her soup did when a pinch too much salt had been added. "I can look. Bring me the tin that smells like peppermints and oath-threads and I'll hum a search-song into the locks. But be warned—this place will ask for an exchange. It likes tidy trades and small truths."
Nora handed over the tin, and Mrs. Bramble hummed a loop of notes and pressed the tin gently against the factory's lock. Faintly, from in between the factory's great doors, there came the sound of a child's small, muffled laugh. Nora's heart stuttered with hope.
Inside the factory, things were stitched together from other places. There were chairs that thought they were boats, lamps that blinked like owls, and clocks that kept people-watching times on them. At the center stood a tall tower of glass jars, stacked like a child's careful block tower. Each jar held something small: a puddle of blue giggles, a strip of adventure tied with string, a sigh that tasted like sea-salt. At the very top, in a jar that shimmered and tried very hard not to look beautiful, sat a dream that had the smell of open windows and bicycle chains. Nora's breath went quiet like someone listening to the turn of a key.
"Who stacked them so neatly?" Luca asked, his voice small against the high ceiling.
"Someone who likes order," said a new voice. It came from a man sitting on a bench nearby, whittling a bit of wood into something that glowed just faintly. He had a beard like a map and eyes that could find the lost end of a thread. "Order keeps things from getting lonely. But order can forget that things dream of running away." He held out the whittled shape: it was a tiny thing—no larger than a thumb—made of clock-springs and a blue bead for an eye. "I am called Gable. I fix things that have stumbled. If you want a dream back, you might need one of my midnight keys. They turn locks that keep memories." He tapped his pocket and produced a set of keys on a string. Each key was different: one curled like a snail, one was flat and feathered, and one winked like an eye.
Nora felt a thrum in her fingers. "What would you ask for in return?"
Gable's eyes softened in a way that made his face look like a map where a river had been smoothed. "We all ask for something. I will ask only for a story. A true one. Stories feed the corners of my shop. But be careful—truths are slippery. If your story is small and honest, I will lend a key. If it is a show, I will not." He tapped his teeth with a key and the metal made a sound like a spoon against glass. "And remember: a key will open but will not chase a dream back. Dreams must be invited."
Nora had a jealous sort of worry about telling a story. She had told many small lies—like the ones that sweeten a dull night: that she could coax a train to purr with a lullaby, or that she once found a cloud that loved to be combed. But truth sat like a stone in her mouth. She thought of Luca's small hand in hers and how brave she had pretended to be at the owl-bridge. She cleared her throat and told the truth that had been hiding at the edge of herself. "When I was seven," she said, "I once dropped a kite into a tree and told a boy it would stay there forever like a friend. It never came down, and he kept visiting the tree anyway because he thought someone else might take it down for him. I wanted the kite to be brave, and I told him that bravery meant staying. I was wrong. Bravery is going back for what you love."
Gable listened, whittling the air with his key. When Nora finished, he nodded like a clock striking a small hour. "Then take this key." He handed her the snail-shaped key that smelled oddly of cinnamon and thunder. "It opens jars that were meant to keep storms. Be gentle. Dreams will bite if frightened."
Nora slid the key into her pocket and felt its tiny weight like a heartbeat. She thanked Gable and Mrs. Bramble, and for a moment, before they left, Gable called after them: "If you find the one who collects, remember to ask why. Things taken are taken for a reason. Find that reason and you will know whether to take it back or to give something that mends."
They left the factory with a small hitch in their steps and the key tucked warm in Nora's hand. Outside, the sky had shifted from a deep blue to a color Nora only ever saw in the bellmaker's tinted glass: the color of waiting. The rails led forward and the moon-thread hummed something new—an unsettled note, as if someone had opened a book halfway through and forgotten the end.
The next place was a small grove where lanterns grew from low branches and each lantern sheltered a kind of light that liked to tell secrets. Nora had to barter there: a promise of a song for a path under the willow. She sang a tune her grandmother had hummed when sewing buttons until the lanterns blinked and made a path. Luca listened with wide eyes. The air smelled like roasted chestnuts and saltwater. A fox with three tails — who introduced himself as Pip — followed the train for a quarter of a mile, creasing his nose at the Moonflower as if it were a new soup to taste. Pip had whiskers that twitched when he was curious and was very proud of a small bell he wore around his neck that chimed only when he laughed.
The tracks sloped down into a valley that smelled of old letters and new rain. There stood a house of many corners where people said dreams were once taught to be polite. Its windows were curtains of thread, and a fence made from rulers surrounded it. On the porch sat a woman who measured the length of the day like one might measure a scarf. She was Mrs. Thimble, and she stitched up small pockets where lost things could be kept warm. "You will need a pattern," she said, offering a scrap of cloth stamped with the shape of a compass. "To find a dream is to make a place a dream feels like coming home."
Nora tied the compass scrap to the whistle's cord and felt the whistle hum with tiny approval. Down at the valley's heart, they found a shape that did not belong. It was a shed that had been built of promises. Its door was a collage of pressed letters, a door that, when it opened, sighed with a hundred small 'maybes'. From inside came muffled sounds that could be a child's giggle or a bowl settling down after a meal. Someone had hung up a sign that read: 'COLLECTOR'S HOLDINGS — ALL ITEMS RETRIEVED BY APPOINTMENT ONLY.'
Between the boards of the shed, things glinted: a lost mitten, a perfume bottle that smelled like mornings, a picture of a kite. The shelf in the dim held jars that tangled the light into shapes. Nora took out Gable's snail key and slid it into the first jar. The lock turned with a soft click and the glass cooled beneath her fingertips. Inside was a small scene — a dream curled around a shiny toy boat and it had the look of someone falling asleep to a fair wind. Nora reached out to ease it, and the dream peered up at her with the surprise of a turtle seeing the sun.
Before she could lift it, a voice stopped her. "We keep our little things safe here, missy," it said. The voice belonged to a tall figure at the edge of the shed who had wrapped himself in a long coat that seemed made of fog and old stockings. His hat was wide and his pockets bulged with blue-ink tickets. His name, as he told Nora in a voice that smoothed like oil, was Grayben. He had eyes that did not like crowds.
"Why do you take them?" Luca asked. His chin was a small stone of concern. "Why keep dreams in jars if you don't let them be?"
Grayben's smile seemed to be practiced in mirrors. "Because some things are safer when kept," he said. "Dreams are fragile. People forget to care for them. I keep them for people who cannot. I am a protector. I pity what is wild and leave it where it will not get hurt. Besides, it is lonely in the dark to have nothing to hold."
Nora thought of the Moonflower's small crack and the way the town's lights had blinked slowly. She thought of Mr. Tock's map that smelled of rain. The tin in her pocket tingled like a promise. She had a key that would open a jar but not necessarily a heart. She took a breath and said, "If you keep them because you're lonely, Grayben, you don't have to be. You could lend one back, and someone could come visit you. Or you could keep one and let it tell you a story. Dreams are not ornaments; they're visitors."
Grayben's eyes flickered. For a moment, his hands trembled and a small thing like a coin fell from his pocket and hit the floor with a sound like a bell that wasn't certain it wanted to ring. He bent and picked it up, and when he looked up, there was less sharpness in his face. "I was told once," he said quietly, "that if I collected enough small things, I'd have enough to glue a life together. It worked for a while. Then I noticed the boxes with no laughter in them."
Luca pushed his small fingers against Nora's hand. "Please," he said, and in the way a child says please, it wasn't pleading so much as reaching.
Grayben hesitated, then placed a jar on the step. It had a seam of powder-blue glass. The lid was simple, not a lock. "Take it. But listen when it opens. If a dream does not like you, it will nip. And do not try to put it in a pocket that is too small."
Nora lifted the jar and the dream inside unfurled like the first page of a kite's map. It sniffed the air and, after a tiny, surprised wiggle, it hopped into Luca's palm like a butterfly in a hat. Luca's laugh burst from him as if the sound had been waiting under his tongue for the right ring to come.
The Moonflower hummed louder then, as if a visible thread had been tied to its heart. But the jars on Grayben's shelves were many, and Nora could see, at the back of the shed, a shadow where taller stacks of jars rose. Somewhere beyond them, something glowed with the pensive light of a place not yet named.
Grayben backed away from the shelf as if he were a tree whose bark had been surprised by a bird. He cleared his throat and produced a ticket from inside his coat. "You may take one jar per trade," he said. "And if you open one without a key, it will not be the dream's fault if it runs away. The world has rules, Miss Conducter. Even dreams do not like mirrors too bright."
Nora turned the snail key over in her palm and felt the thumbprint of Gable's promise. She had already used one key and had a sense that there were many locks still to open. Around them, the shed breathed like a tired animal, and the jars glinted like teeth. In the corner, a chair that thought it was a boat rocked very gently as if its ears were listening. Mrs. Thimble measured something in the dust and tightened a stitch as if sewing up a seam in the night.
"You should come with us," Grayben said at last. "There are more jars beyond my hold, and someone is passing through all of them with a tidy, unstoppable hand. I keep these here because a storm once passed and took the map of my life. If you help me keep things safe, I might help you find why someone is taking dreams."
Nora felt the rails under her feet in the way a person feels a heartbeat. She thought of the Moonflower's cracked stem and of the hush in the Moon-Basket. She thought of Gable's warning that a key opens but cannot chase back a dream. She looked at Luca and saw the slow bloom of sleep behind his lashes. Her answer was a small, steady thing. "We will help each other," she said.
So Grayben stepped down from his shed and tied a small lantern to the train's side. He had pockets that rattled with tickets and strings of paper stamped with years. He moved among the jars with a careful haste, as if he were carrying memories of a life he was not sure he deserved. Pip the fox trotted ahead and sniffed at the tracks. The Moonflower's hum steadied like a cat resettling itself.
They traveled on, and the land began to change from the soft edges of meadow to something with neat lines and angles: a place of fences made from spoons and clocks that measured how long someone could hold their breath. The air felt like someone turning the page of a book. Nora tightened her hold on the key. Gable's snail-shaped metal warmed against her palm, and when the shadows of tall towers rose ahead, the whistle at her neck trembled as if it could smell a question from a long way off.
Night stitched itself slowly into them, and the train crept toward the taller, older part of the world. The wind grew thinner here, and the Moonflower's petals folded in half like a hand putting a coin away. Nora could see the outline of a place that had been kept tidy for a long time: a courtyard with a fountain that only spattered in the afternoon, and a gate carved with tiny doors. Beyond those gates was the old tower, and Nora's skin prickled with a feeling she had only felt twice before: the feeling of standing at the start of something very large and not yet named.

    
The Collector and the Fog Tower
The tower looked like a stack of old teacups with windows for saucers. Vines climbed along its sides that had once been ribbons, and when the wind moved through them they made a sound like the turning of pages. Nora could feel the rails narrow and she slowed the train so the Moon-Basket would not jostle. The courtyard gate was higher than a house and carved with small drawers. Each drawer had a tiny brass label that read things like 'Losses That Learned to Be Quiet' and 'Unfinished Lullabies.'
They alighted into a smell of old paper and turned corners where the shadows had names. At the base of the tower was a door with hinges that sang when opened. A bell hung over it that had been polished one too many times and was still trying to remember its original tone. Grayben led them up a winding path where the light was thinner and the moon's thread was taut as a string on an instrument. Beyond the door, a hallway stitched with trophies of ordinary things unrolled like a carpet. On the walls hung frames with objects: a lost button that had been framed as art, a pair of shoes painted with careful maps. At the end of the hall stood a man with a coat full of sleeves fashioned from fog: his name was Milo Gathers, though everyone called him the Collector.
Milo was thinner than Nora expected, as if someone had pressed his ribs. His voice slid out like a ribbon. "Welcome. You'll have to take off your muddy thoughts at the door. They stain the banisters." He tipped his hat. His hands were gentle but awkward around the jars. "Mostly people bring me things and ask me to hold them. I have a fine system. I put pins on the calendar for memories and receipts for sorrow. It keeps them neat. It keeps them from falling apart in the open."
Nora thought of the Moonflower's crack and the way the town's lights had grown small. "Why keep a dream in a jar?" she asked. Her fingertips touched the snail-key in her pocket as if for courage. Luca stood close enough to hear Gable's clock-sprung nicknacks tick.
Milo's eyes wandered to a jar on a shelf containing the color of a child's laughter. He reached out and polished the glass with the heel of his hand. "It started with one. Once a woman asked me to keep a memory of her husband's hands so she wouldn't forget how to thread a needle. It was lonely then, and I thought I was fixing things. Then I kept another. And another. Soon the shelves were full and the boxes were a chorus. At first it was kind. But kindness can settle into something that looks like a fence."
He stepped down the hall and opened a door. The room beyond smelled of chimney-smoke and stew. It was lined with small cubbies and each cubby held something different — a puddle, a bell, a strip of music, a star that had been folded too small. There, in the very middle, stood a taller jar than the others. Its label read 'Incomplete Nights.' The jar glowed with a light that was both hungry and patient.
Nora felt a pull like a tug at the hem of her dress. She took one step closer and a sound rose in the jar, like a half-remembered song. The dream inside pressed against the glass and its face was half pale with longing. "We've missed you," Luca whispered, as if he recognized a small, familiar farmer of the night.
Milo's fingers hovered near the jar and trembled. "You will not understand this if you have not been lonely and afraid." He sat on a low stool and looked younger in that light. "I once had a child who would not sleep. She wandered and tore the edges from her stories until there was nothing left. I promised to keep a few so she might have a place to come back to. I promised to make a roof from good things. But then I counted adjectives as if they were coins. And I lost track of why I began." He touched the glass and his breath made tiny clouds against it.
Here the Collector's voice faltered, and for a moment he looked at Nora and Luca with the same small, tired look most people carried in their pockets. "I will not give them up all at once. They are not ornaments. But I will make a trade. If you help me find, in your town, one small thing I have misplaced—my name, perhaps, or the smell of an old song—I will return what is in this jar to the boy. And I will help you fix the Moonflower."
Nora's hands clenched into the snail-key until the metal warmed. She felt the scraping of the Moon-Basket's hinges in her bones and the tired note of the Moonflower in her ears. "What is the one thing you want?" she asked.
Milo's eyes softened into the shape of a story finishing a sentence. "I want a promise kept in the open. I want someone to come and sit in my kitchen and say, 'You are enough,' and mean it aloud. I want to know that holding things won't be my only way of feeling safe. I have kept myself safe by keeping them. Now I would like someone to keep me."
Nora's throat tightened. The wheel under her fingers was warm. She thought of Gable's words that a key opens but doesn't chase a dream. She thought of Mr. Tock's map and of all the small things left in her pockets: the paper boat, the handkerchief, the bent needle. She reached into her pocket without thinking and pulled out a scrap of starcloth her grandmother had given her: a small square embroidered with a single, clumsy star.
"We can come back and sit with you," Nora said softly. "We can bring a pie and a song and promise to listen. We can promise to come when you feel lonely. But in return, please, let the dream go. Let it find Luca again."
Milo's fingers closed around the starcloth and he breathed once, long and surprised, like a cupboard opening to find a friend inside. He touched the glass and the dream stirred. "I am tired of making bars around kind things," he said. "If someone will truly come, the jars will empty faster than I fear. Take it, then, but don't let someone else think that keeping is the only way to love."
Nora held the jar with both hands. It hummed against her palms like a small animal. The lid turned with Gable's snail-key and the dream, when it came out, winked as if stepping out of a shoebox. Luca held it close to his chest and the laugh that slid out of him was a long, warm ribbon. The Moonflower inside the train gave a little cough of light, like a person waking from a nap and rubbing their eyes.
They left Milo with a kettle on the hob and a promise folded like a napkin on his table. Grayben lit the lantern at his coat and Pip pranced in front of the train as though leading a parade. The rails hummed a softer tune. Nora cupped her hands around the jar and felt the dream's small claws of joy. "We have to fix the Moonflower now," she told them. "It is the reason the town's dreams wander." She could say it more firmly than she felt.
The path home was not direct. The night seemed to have stitched in more holes, and sometimes the Moon-Line blinked like a candle with too much wind. The whistle Mr. Tock had given Nora had a shy note that pulled at fog and pressed it to its knees. They used it again near a garden where statues of children kept their hands folded. The whistle's song combed the fog and from the mist stepped a creature who wore two different shoes. He called himself a Sweep—someone who gathered the edges of leftover sounds. He offered to trade a bowl of moon-soup for directions because he claimed soups taste better when served with company.
At one bend, the rails crossed a field where night-flowers grew that smelled exactly like old photographs. Nora remembered the feel of the snail-key in her hand and how Gable had told her keys cannot chase dreams. She realized she had gathered more than tools for fingers; she had gathered small promises, each like a pebble in a pocket. She had Mrs. Thimble's compass scrap, Grayben's lantern, Gable's key, Mr. Tock's whistle, Milo's agreement. Each of these things had a thread attached to the Moonflower. She understood, with a child's certitude, that the Moonflower was not only a machine but a heart that needed to be listened to in more than one way.
At last, the town rose before them like someone unfolding a blanket. Willow-by-the-Low-Light's chimneys were small and polite. The station hummed when they pulled in, and someone left a note tucked into Nora's lantern: 'Welcome home — Aunt Poppy.' The Moonflower's light was steadier, but its petals still trembled as if it had been given a story whose ending it did not yet know. Nora carried the empty jar from the Collector with careful steps and set it on the bench. Luca climbed into bed that night with his dream tucked like a little sleeping thing at his chest.
Nora did not go straight to sleep. She sat on the station step and counted small sounds until they made a net of comfort: the drip of a gutter, a mouse's whisker against a grain sack, the distant clink of a teacup. The Moonflower sounded like someone trying to learn new words. Nora took out the whistle and blew a small, brave note into the night. It went, threadlike and hopeful, through the town and the town's roofs and into the Moonflower's tiny petals. The crack on the stem did not mend like a broken mug; it seemed to understand that sometimes mending is a slow work. A tiny bit more silver dust fell into Nora's palm and she felt something like relief unfurling.
As she turned away to finally go home, Mr. Tock's map fluttered free from the ledger and the mark he'd made earlier — a small red dot that pulsed like a heartbeat — began to glow. Nora looked at it and realized there was still a road ahead: someone else had been taking dreams beyond the Collector's reach. The map pointed further east, where the sky unspooled and the roads became questions. Nora breathed in the night's peppermint and made herself a promise. "One more place," she told the Moonflower. "Just one more stop."

    
Homecoming of Dreams
The east road was a place where the stars leaned close, like neighbors watching from across hedges. Nora gathered the train's jars and the round of helpers—Mr. Tock with his pocket watch, Gable with his own set of keys tucked into a pouch, Grayben oddly lighter on his feet, and Pip the fox who had found a new bell that chimed merrily when he spun. Luca rode with his dream in a small cloth pouch and hummed small fragments of his nighttime adventures into the Moon-Basket to keep the flower company.
A faint lane led them to the last place on Mr. Tock's map: a hollow where the fog sat like old blankets. The fog had a voice like someone reading a long, slow poem, and the land smelled of the inside of books. There stood a building the map had labeled only as 'The Quiet.' Its windows were sewn with cotton, and the door was a pocket. There, among the stacked silences, Nora felt a cold happen to her like the press of a lid. The whistle in her pocket shivered as if it could smell the end of a story.
They found a path of lost notes that led to a small inner room with a chair and a kettle and a radiator that hummed like a throat. The person who sat there was taller in mood than in body, and wore his loneliness as one wears a coat too big. He had the kind of hands that could fold things without breaking them, and his name—when he said it—fell like an afterthought: Harlan. He had once been a keeper of oddities, but after a long winter his house had become quiet and he had started to collect the small sounds of other people's delight. "I keep them because I am afraid," he said plainly when Nora asked. "Afraid the world will be loud and swallow the small songs."
Nora saw sadness move like a slow animal across Harlan's face. "Why did you take the Moonflower's light?" she asked.
Harlan drew his hands in close, as if to warm them on an idea before speaking it. "I did not know what it would do. I thought if I held enough small sound in jars, I could give them out slowly so the world would not rush past them. I did not mean to make anyone's nights empty. I wanted to keep joy safe like a saved pocket for someone who would need it later."
The Moonflower, sitting in the corner in a small crate Harlan had borrowed from a neighbor, made a tiny noise like someone coughing up a small, brave hope. Nora stepped forward and rested a hand gently on Harlan's sleeve so he would not think she only came to argue. "Holding is not always mending," she said. "Sometimes holding makes things stop learning how to return." She watched the way his hands tightened and loosened. "Would you like to learn how to share the keeping? We can teach you to set a jar on the table and invite a friend to sit."
Harlan's eyes shone like the inside of a shell. He had the look of a person who had kept two spoons for twenty years in case someone needed them and then discovered there were more spoons in the world. He set the kettle on and, with a hand that shook a little, opened a window. "If you say you will sit with me, I will let the jars go. I will try to learn to be less afraid."
Nora felt the culmination of a long breath. She had promised pies and songs and company all along, and now someone else accepted the offer. They set the jars on the train's benches under a small tent of cloth and candles. Grayben and Gable sang an odd duet about a boy who once learned to whistle and forgot the words but kept the tune. Mr. Tock told a story about a clock that had a secret door in its face. Harlan boiled the kettle and poured out small cups of tea that tasted like second chances.
One by one the dreams slipped from their jars. Each one hopped back into the world like a bird finding the right tree. The Moonflower's petals began to uncurl as if someone had smoothed a rumpled handkerchief. The crack that had worried Nora all along stopped glimmering with cold and began to glow with a little golden mending thread. When the last dream flew free and sailed like a ribbon out the window and into the sleeping town, the night exhaled as if relived. The Moon-Basket shone, whole and confident.
Luca's dream tucked itself into his window that night and told him stories of kite strings that could take him to heron's nests. He slept like he had never once given up on the sky. Nora sat with Harlan for a long while that night and together they told him where to find neighbors and how to let a kettle whistle in the middle of the day until he got used to the sound. Grayben stayed by the shed for a time, learning to leave one jar on the porch with the lid cracked so the thing inside could make friends. Gable returned to his bench to fix small locks with painted smiles. Each person in Nora's small company learned that keeping could be made gentler by leaving room for a visitor.
When morning folded in—thin as a letter—the town woke with pockets full of hums. Curtains opened like blandishments, and even the bellmaker's bells rang a new note that had been missing for years. Nora walked the route she had walked night after night. She kissed the Moonflower's petal and felt the tiny stitch that had once been a crack become a seam. Mr. Tock took a careful look and wrote a small note on his map that read: 'Moon mending in progress. Keep singing.'
A parade of people appeared at the station as if summoned by the scent of returning things. Children ran to Luca with questions about the sky and about how the dream rode in his hands like a small animal. Townsfolk called Nora the Little Conductor and pinned a scrap of ribbon to her coat; it was not a medal, but it felt like one. Milo, the Collector, visited often after that. He would sit in the station with a cup of something hot and a plate of small biscuits, and he would listen as people told him stories. Sometimes he would take a jar down from his shelf and place it on his table to air for a turn. Sometimes he would keep a jar a little longer, but always now he wrote the return's receipt in ink bright enough to be hopeful.
One afternoon, while Nora mended a pew where a child had once fallen and forgotten to laugh, Mr. Tock came by and handed her a folded map. On its underside someone had drawn careful lines—paths of moon-wire, places where the fog liked to gather, pockets of the world where small things liked to hide. At the bottom of the map was written, in a child's slanted hand, 'For when you must go again.' Nora smiled and folded it into her tin labeled "For Safe-Keeping." She had gathered many small promises and long strings of favors, pies and songs and jars of light; she kept them all like seeds in a pocket.
Grayben stopped by the station each now and then, and once he left a jar on the bench filled with the sound of children laughing. He did not hoard it; he came to sit and let the laughter spill a little into the town. Harlan became a friend down the road who kept tea for passing dreamers. He learned to braid his loneliness into a rope and pass it around the table so guests might pull on it and make knots together. Everyone in Willow-by-the-Low-Light found a place where they could keep and also let go.
On the night after the Moonflower healed, Nora took the little whistle out and blew a note that tasted like peppermint and new paper. The Moon-Basket chimed and several tiny lights on the train winked as though nodded awake. She walked down the platform and found Luca on the last step, his hair messy from sleep and his smile long and bright. He handed her a paper plane.
"A thank-you," he said. "It has a map inside for you."
Nora took the plane and opened it. Inside, scribbled in a child's hurried hand, were two words: 'Keep going.' She folded the paper plane and slipped it into her pocket, next to the snail key and the starcloth and the tiny whistle and the small bell that Pip had found. She climbed into the driver's seat and let the rails sing under the wheels.
The Lullaby Line glided away as softly as a lullaby, and the town's windows blinked like friendly eyes. Nora kept her hands on the wheel and watched the Moonflower hum steady as a heart. She felt the town's gratitude like a warm mitten over her palm. When she passed the places where the fog had been thickest, she blew the small whistle again and it trilled a little memory back into the world. Harlan waved from his new garden of small things. Milo lifted his cup. Gable returned to his bench and whittled new keys for locks that might someday open hopes.
Nora learned, in the months that followed, that being a conductor was not only about steering the Lullaby Line but also about holding and returning, about making tea for a collector and telling the truth and coming back to a lonely man's kitchen with a pie. She kept a ledger, as she had always done, but now there were extra pages sewn in with bright thread for the names of those who had promised to come back open-handed. The Lullaby Line would always need mending, because towns and hearts get holes. But Nora had learned that holes could be mended with visits and songs and promises kept in the open.
Some nights when the wind was soft and the Moonflower hummed with a full, round sound, Nora would tip her head and hum a little line of a song she had learned from a man named Milo. Sometimes the song cracked a little in the middle when the memory stumbled, but then a neighbor's voice would finish it and the melody would stitch itself whole again. The train ran on hush and moon-thread and the steady pulse of a town that had learned to keep and to let go. Nora had her tin of saved things, a pocket full of keys, and a sky of friends who knew how to sit with someone through the night. When she tucked the ledger in place and closed the station shutters, she would whisper to the Moonflower, "We'll keep watch. We'll come back." The flower would answer with a soft bloom of light.
On a night much later when the moon was round and full and the town smelled of baked apples and clean sheets, Nora met a child at the station who had the same small, determined eyes as when she was young. The child asked many questions and Nora answered, and then the child asked the last one: "What's the bravest thing you've ever done?"
Nora looked at the row of tiny ribbons pinned to her coat and at the patch of starcloth in her pocket. She thought of the owl-bridge and the fog's soft, trembling voice, of Milo's jars and Grayben's shed and Harlan learning to pour tea for company. She thought of the moment she'd decided, with a pocket of fear in her chest, to take the train beyond the town's tracks.
"The bravest thing?" she repeated, tasting the words. Then she smiled, the kind of smile that softens a room. "The bravest thing was realizing that you don't have to hold everything to keep it safe. Sometimes brave is simply asking someone to sit with you."
The child nodded solemnly and wrote that down in a small book. Nora tucked her answer into the tin labeled 'For Safe-Keeping' and then put the tin in the station window where anyone might see it and borrow courage for a while. The train's bell rang, a clear, gentle note, and Nora set the Lullaby Line in motion. Houses slid past like stories under the coverlet of night. On the last rooftop before dawn, Nora saw Gable leaning on his bench and Milo walking, lighter than before, and Grayben leaving a jar on a doorstep for a neighbor. The town shone from within, like bread warming in an oven.
Nora leaned her head back against the seat and watched the Moonflower, now a little brighter and a little wiser, open its petals fully. She could feel the world steady in the small, honest way that comes from a ship arriving home. She hummed the new little song they had learned together, a song stitched from a pie recipe, a whistled tune, and a promise. It made the rails purr and the pillows of sleeping children shift as dreams rearranged themselves and crawled back under covers like small, content animals.
When the sun lifted a corner of the sky, Nora slowed the train and guided it into the station. The people were up and about, looking less like shadows and more like neighbors. A wind came through that smelled like clean paper. Luca waved from his window with both hands, and the paper plane folded for the thousandth time had two words written across its wings: 'Keep Going.'
Nora unfolded the plane slowly and placed it in her tin. Then she picked up the whistle, the snail-key, the starcloth, and the little bell Pip had found and tucked them into the pockets of her coat. She would always be a collector of small things now—a keeper of tools and recipes for courage—but she would keep them only so she could give them away when needed. She closed the station doors, walked to the edge of the platform, and looked back at the town as it woke up to the ordinary wonders of morning.
The Lullaby Line moved on, as it always had and always would, between houses and roofs and the places where small, sleeping things liked to travel. Nora sang under her breath, and the Moonflower shone with a steady, patient light. On the bench beside the station, a jar sat open on the day like a shouted promise: it held the sound of people returning, together, to the habit of keeping one another. The town hummed. The rails twined away. And Nora, the little conductor in a coat patched with starcloth, felt the quiet knowledge that some work—like telling the truth, bringing a pie, or sitting in a warm kitchen—was its own kind of miracle.
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