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The Tidekeeper’s Map
Yara Montrel
When the tide in Gullhaven falls still and the shrine’s Moon-shell lies empty, eleven-year-old bell ringer Nia rows into the Mistway to find the stolen Heart. Guided by an atlas-weaving hermit, a lantern sprite, and her own careful ears, she challenges a clockmaker’s plan and brings the sea’s breath back home.
ProseHub


    
The Day the Bells Forgot
At dawn, the harbor of Gullhaven breathed salt and rope and smoke from little cooking fires. Nets dripped like sleepy hair from the posts. Gulls squabbled over a bucket and then rose as one white shrug when the first skiff pushed out. Nia stood on the bell platform with bare feet hooked over the worn plank edge, her toes tasting the cool. The bell rope was twice her height. She leaned back and pulled with all her might.
The small tide bell woke with a bronze yawn, then a clear ring that ran along the water like a silver fish. Nia’s arms trembled. She grinned at the sound anyway. “Up, sleepyheads,” she told the bell as if it were a cat. “Don’t let the harbor miss you.”
A door creaked behind her. Maris came out with a mug of tea wrapped in a cloth. Her hair was the color of foam on rocks, and she wore a blue shawl with tiny shells sewn to the fringe. They chimed when she moved. “You pulled well,” Maris said, offering Nia a sip. “Sweet tea for a strong ring.”
“It’s easier when the sea helps,” Nia said, peering past piles of coiled rope toward the open water. The tide made its old soft shushing. The smell of tar and kelp and ripe pears from the market mingled like a stew. “Listen, Gran. She’s in a good mood today.”
Maris’s eyes softened. “She. Always she, with you.”
“Because the sea sings,” Nia said simply.
A lanky boy clattered by on stilts, tapping the tops of posts to check their strength. “Morning, bell girls!” he called. Tam, the post-tester, never went anywhere without leaving long marks of laughter behind him. He clicked his stilts together and sent a spray of droplets. “Market’s waking. The baker set out honey buns the size of my head.”
“Your head is hollow and full of buns,” Maris teased. “Tell Halla to keep two back for us. We’ll trade with proper coins after the second bell.”
Tam saluted with one stilt and kept going, clack-tap, clack-tap. Nia leaned into the rope again, feeling the bell’s heart tremble in her hands. When the note faded, the harbor seemed to lean with it, like the whole town breathed to the bell’s rhythm. That was how it always felt. The bells called, the sea answered, and the people knew when to mend, when to set out, when to come home.
“Fetch the small mallet,” Maris said. “We’ll wake the wind-chimes at the shrine and thank the Moon-shell before the second ring.”
Nia hopped down, landed light, and ran along the planks past baskets of wriggling eels and a pile of shiny anchors. A cat with a torn ear pretended not to watch her. The shrine stood at the end of the pier, a little roof of driftwood and glass bottles that caught the sun and scattered it in green and blue. Inside, the Moon-shell sat on an altar of stones. It pulsed faintly, like a sleeping firefly. Beside it hung strings of wind-chimes made from cut spoons and bits of chart.
Nia picked up the mallet. She touched the shell with her finger, the way Maris had taught her: light, respectful. “Thank you for yesterday’s safe catch,” she whispered. “Please watch over the boats today.” She struck the chimes and a silver rain of sound fell around her. It sent a tickle through her bones. She always thought the shell listened and smiled.
By second bell, the harbor should have been a sway of ropes and a call-and-answer chorus. But when Nia pulled the bell rope again, the note went out — and came back as if it hit a wall. The sea’s shushing quieted. The nets in the water hung like heavy skirts. A gull landed on the post and stared at the water, then at Nia, offended.
Maris stood very still. The shells on her shawl did not chime. “Again,” she said softly.
Nia pulled. The bell obeyed with a faithful ring. The sea did nothing.
Fisher Mira came from her boat with a coil of line around her elbow. “Maris?” she said, as if asking a question with a name. “The tide. It isn’t… it isn’t moving.” Her voice sank as if it, too, had weight.
Tam clacked nearer on his stilts and then hopped down, letting his poles drop. “The posts aren’t creaking,” he said, tapping one barefoot toe against the wood. “They always creak when the water turns.”
A child laughed at a crab escaping a bucket. Then the laugh fell too, frightened by the way the pier didn’t lift with the water. Far out, a flat shine lay like a pane of glass, and beyond that the Mistway was a silent white line, not breathing in and out as usual with the tide.
Maris took a step toward the shrine, then stopped. Her eyes went to the Moon-shell. Nia followed her gaze. The shell did not pulse. It lay like a hand when it lets go. Nia felt a prickle run from her scalp to her heels. “Gran?” she whispered.
Footsteps thundered on the boards. Governor Pell arrived with two officers in yellow coats. He wore a hat with a feather that looked like a small wave. He puffed as if he’d been running. “No boats out,” he announced, putting his hand on his chest as if to steady his words. “By order. Until this… pause… is resolved.” He said pause like he was trying it for the first time.
Murmurs climbed like wind in rigging: “No boats?” “What about the traps?” “We’ve never — ”
“The Mistway is off-limits,” Governor Pell added. “I won’t have anyone wander into a dead sea.” He met Maris’s eyes with a flinch. “Ring the bells in sequence. Perhaps they will… correct matters.”
Maris did not move.
Nia looked again at the altar. Something else was wrong, but she couldn’t name it. She stepped closer and sucked in a breath. “Gran,” she said, pointing. A faint crescent of scraped wood marked the altar’s edge. Beside it lay a tiny curl of metal no bigger than a fingernail, dull and oil-black, like a shaving from a gear.
Maris lifted it carefully. Oil smudged her finger. “Who would bring iron-scented things into the shrine?” she murmured. “Not one of ours.”
Tam leaned over her shoulder. “Smells like the traveling tinker’s booth,” he said. “He was on the west pier last night. With the little whirring toys that pecked at coins.” Tam made a small pecking motion with his hand and added softly, “He made them bow.”
Governor Pell’s mouth went tight. “You think a peddler did this?” he demanded, but his voice shook. He looked at the quiet sea and swallowed. “I will question him. Everyone else, stand by. No one sails.”
They tried the bell sequence anyway, because old habits are hard to abandon. Nia pulled until her shoulders burned. The notes ran along the harbor, bright and brave. They hung in the air and did not draw a rise or fall from the water. Faces turned to Maris, then away, as if not wanting to put their worry in her hands but unable to help it.
When the ringing faded, the harbor made new sounds: a whisper of people in knots. A man tied his boat to a post like a nervous knot. Eels slithered too close to the sun and had to be scooped into wet baskets. Nia saw Mira wade into the shallows to free a net that had never gone light. The world was a table left with cups on it, waiting for a hand to move them.
Maris touched the Moon-shell with that same light respect. “It’s colder,” she murmured. She closed her eyes. “The heart is missing.”
“What heart?” Governor Pell asked, softening despite himself.
Maris lifted the shell and turned it. It was bigger than Nia’s two hands and lined like a moon’s map. At the center, there was a hollow. Nia had seen a faint glow there every day of her life. Now it was empty. “The Tide’s Heart,” Maris said. “The pearl that remembers the pull between moon and sea. It is put away only for storms that cannot be sung through. We did not put it away.”
“We?” Governor Pell said.
“We, tidekeepers,” Maris said. “My mother before me. Her father before her. We have never locked it away for a flat sea.” She opened her eyes and looked to the west pier. “And no one else would dare.”
Nia’s hand crept to her pocket. The little metal shaving felt like a pebble. She didn’t know what to do with the tightness inside her chest. It helped to name it. She named it the Not Right. The Not Right made her want to climb the roof and shout until the sea answered.
Tam nudged her with his elbow. “I could go peek at the tinker,” he whispered. “I know the boards that don’t squeak.”
“Don’t,” Maris said without looking. “Pell is right to forbid the Mistway today. We won’t make the sea angrier by chasing into her quiet places.”
Nia swallowed. “What if he takes the Heart away?” she asked. “What if he needs it for his little machines? What if the sea forgets to breathe without it?” She said the last too loud. A few faces turned. She felt heat in her cheeks.
Governor Pell rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I’ll send word to the watch at the city gate. No tinkers leave until I’ve spoken to them,” he said. “Maris, do you have any remedy?”
Maris wrapped the shell again in its net of soft rope. “I have a granddaughter with ears that hear more than bells,” she said. “And I have old friends. There is one who weaves maps from wind and spray. If anyone can sense where a stolen tide-heart was taken, it is Yara of the Edge Cliffs.”
“Edge Cliffs?” Pell repeated, as if the words tasted bitter. “That’s the Mistway’s front door.”
“Yes,” Maris said. She turned to Nia. “Fetch the warm braid from my chest. And the small copper compass. We may need both before noon.”
The braid lay in a cedar-lined chest under folded shawls. Nia lifted it with two hands. It looked like a rope, but when she held it, warmth spread from her palms up her arms, like sunshine under bark. Small knots hid tiny shells and one glass bead that flashed pale blue. It smelled of salt and lavender. The compass sat beside it, bright as a blink, its needle a sliver of moon.
She cradled them downstairs. Maris took the braid and looped it around Nia’s neck. It settled there like a promise. “It holds heat,” Maris said. “And a little luck. It belonged to my mother when she went to call home your grandfather in a storm.” She tucked the compass into Nia’s palm. “This one listens to true pull, not just iron. It feels the music between things.”
Nia’s eyes lifted to Maris’s. “Gran,” she breathed. “You’re going?”
Maris shook her head once. “I will hold the bells,” she said. “Someone must stay with the town. And you can go faster than me. You know the little ways and the low paths. You will go to Yara. You will ask where the heart has gone. If it is within the circle of our waves, you will bring it back.”
Governor Pell made a choking sound. “You would send a child?” he said, then winced at his own words when he saw the way Nia drew herself up. “I mean — the Mistway is forbidden.”
“The sea knows her,” Maris said, not unkindly. “And the Mistway listens to those who listen back.”
Nia tried to keep her voice from shaking. She did not want to look like someone sent. She wanted to look like someone who decided. “I will go,” she said.
Maris’s hands steadied the braid. “I won’t order you,” she said. “But I will ask you. And if you go, you will go with care. You will not throw yourself into any hole in the world. You will use your ears more than your mouth.” She smiled, and the smile was fierce and proud and a little sad. “Take Halla’s buns. Even heroes need breakfast.”
Tam bobbed at the door. “If you’re going, I can walk you to the low steps,” he offered. “I’ll be your lookout until the salt grass.”
Nia nodded, swallowed, and went to the market for the buns. Halla wrapped two in paper and tucked in a round of cheese. “For luck,” Halla said, pressing the packet into Nia’s hands. “And because your gran helped me stitch my best nets. Bring the sea’s breath back, will you?”
By the time Nia stood at the low steps at the edge of the harbor, her bundle was ready: bread, cheese, a coil of rope, the warm braid, the compass, a little knife, a tin cup, a blanket, and a picture of her mother drawn on the inside of her pocket by memory, not ink. Tam balanced on one stilt and hugged her with the other arm. “I’ll watch the west pier and spit on any tinkers I don’t like,” he said. Then his eyes went damp. “I’m glad it’s you.”
Nia looked at the sea. It was flat, but it still smelled like a story. She stepped down to the lowest step, where the water usually kissed the stone. It didn’t kiss. It waited. “I’m coming,” she told it, and her voice didn’t shake that time. She untied a skiff. She pushed off. The oars dipped without splash. The Mistway lay ahead like a white eyelid. Nia rowed toward it, and the bells behind her gave a last soft ring as if in blessing.

    
The Atlas Weaver
Gullhaven shrank to a braid of roofs and masts behind her. The world narrowed to gray and pale green and the sound of the oars measuring the water. Fog clung low, not rising, not falling, as if the sky had pressed its face to the sea and was holding its breath. Nia’s skiff slid along the rocky coast toward the Edge Cliffs, where wind tore at the old pines and gulls liked to sulk.
She kept the shore to her right until the black seam of cliff cut her world in two. The Edge Cliffs were tall and layered, as if the land had once been a cake and someone had taken a giant slice away. The rumble of hidden caves rolled out of fissures like a sleeping bear. The low path was there — a stair cut into the stone by hands older than her grandmother’s tales. When the tide breathed, the stair drowned half the day. Now it waited dry and strange. Nia pulled the skiff up and tied it fast to a rusted ring.
“Don’t you go anywhere without me,” she told the boat, patting its side. The wood felt cool and slick. She checked her rope knots twice. Habit made her leave a loop to account for a rising tide. She almost undid it and then left it anyway. Hope should have a place to sit.
She climbed. The warm braid kept her shoulders from the cliff’s chill. Her fingers found old finger holds worn by many hands. The fog thinned on the higher steps, and the world opened enough to show a strip of pale sun far out. A sound like paper being torn drifted down. She followed it. It led to a cave mouth hung with rags of sail and tangled air.
Inside, the light changed color. It filtered through sheets of something like thin shell and old seawater. Maps hung from lines crisscrossing the ceiling, but they were not maps of land. They were tapestries of spray and wind, woven in threads of silver and salt. They moved even without a breeze. Maris had once said that Yara wove brand-new maps because the world never held still long enough for old ones.
“Come in if you bring your good ears,” said a voice like the sound of sand poured from a bucket. “Go away if you only brought eyes.”
Nia stepped in. A woman stood on a platform over a pool, barefoot, with her hair braided in a long rope that held small bits of shell and bone. She wore a dress made of stitched sailcloth. In her hands, she held a frame strung with fine lines. With those, she pulled the shape of a wind into being the way a net pulls fish.
“I brought all the ears I have,” Nia said. “But I have a question louder than both of them.” She held her breath until the woman looked at her.
The woman’s eyes were the gray of a sky that was thinking. “You are Maris’s girl,” she said, as if tasting a fruit she had guessed. “You smell of bell rope and honey buns. My name is in your grandmother’s mouth when she stitches big stories to small ones. I am Yara.”
Nia bobbed her head. “The sea has stopped. The bell’s song won’t pull her. The Moon-shell’s heart is gone.” She held out the little shaving of metal in her palm. “We found this. The governor said no boats. But my gran said you could feel where a thing was taken.”
Yara stepped off the platform without making the pool ripple. She took the metal shaving and held it to her ear, to her nose, to the center of her forehead. “It’s a stubborn scent,” she said. “Oil and habit. Brass dreams. A maker who hates surprise.” She flicked her fingers and the shaving fell into the pool and did not sink but floated as if ashamed. “Why did you come?”
“To ask you to listen,” Nia said. Her fingers tightened on the compass. “And to ask for a way to follow.”
“Many ask for ways,” Yara said. She walked to a wall where a map of mist hung, its threads shifting from pale to pearl depending on the angle of Nia’s head. “But the Mistway doesn’t love everyone. It likes songs more than orders. It likes those who leave crumbs for those behind.” She touched the map with one finger. A path glowed and then faded. “Show me you can listen.”
“How?”
Yara pointed to the sand ledge beyond the pool. “The sand there looks still. It is not. If you walk heavy, you will sink to your ankles. If you walk just so, it will hold you. Cross without getting your feet wet.”
Nia looked at the sand. It had a sheen like fish. She stepped to the edge and stuck the tip of one toe in. The sand sighed. She took off her shoes. She listened with her skin. She thought of bell ropes and how you lean and not just pull. She put her heel down first. The sand pressed back. She slid her foot forward, heel to toe, heel to toe, never stomping, never stopping too long. The sand tried to tug. She breathed slow. She imagined she was walking on a drum and she could not break the skin of it.
She reached the far rock with dry feet and hot hands.
Yara’s mouth turned up at one corner. “Your feet have ears, then,” she said. She went to a shelf and lifted a long, flat packet wrapped in oilcloth. She laid it on the platform and undid the ties. Inside lay a map nothing like the ones in the city archive. It was made of thin layers of waxed cloth stitched with lines in whale-bone white and moon-thread silver. It shimmered faintly, as if it had stored light and did not want to spend it all at once.
“This is the Tidekeeper’s Map,” Yara said. “It does not show where things are. It shows where they want to go. A river wants to meander. A gull wants to return to a certain roof. A thief wants to run where he thinks no one looks. The Mistway wants to play. If you ask the map, it will show you the pull of things.” She put Nia’s hands on the edges. “But maps can be tricked. So you must check what you think you learn with what your ears say.”
Nia’s breath came quick and bright. The map felt warm. She tilted it and threads of light slid, revealing lines of want, not lines of must. One line curved east. It smelled faintly of oil and hot copper. Another line pulsed with slow light like a sleeping heart. It led into the Mistway.
“And this,” Yara added, lifting a small glass jar from the shelf with both hands, “is Sputter.” Inside, a thumb-high creature blinked awake. It was made of lantern light with a little metal hood for a head and a loop of wire like a collar. The light inside it puffed like a breath. It put both hands on the glass and peered at Nia with worried courage. “He fell out of an old starboard lamp,” Yara said, eyes amused. “He needs a purpose. He is brave until he is not, and then he is brave again.”
The tiny lantern put his hand to his chest and produced a thin, proud tone. “Name Sputter,” he said, his voice a whistle.
“Hello, Sputter,” Nia whispered, enchanted. “Do you like buns?”
“Like light,” Sputter admitted. “But buns smell like friends.” He tapped the glass with one finger. “Go?”
“If you will have him,” Yara said.
“I would,” Nia said. “I will be gentle with him and he will be gentle with me.” She took the jar. It hummed warmly. Yara also lifted a spool of thread the color of pale moon. “It sings in the right key when the moon is right,” Yara said, placing it in Nia’s pack. “It will help you tell true rhythm from someone’s idea of one.”
“And one more thing,” Yara said, and led Nia to a rocky arch at the cave’s far side where the sea had carved a throat into the cliff. “The Mistway will test you. It has a toll-taker. He is noisy. He hates being ignored. Pay him or go around him without making him feel small, if you can. Don’t cut his ropes. They hold bells you cannot hear.”
“Who is he?” Nia asked.
“You will know him when your boots thrum,” Yara said.
Nia tucked the map deep in her pack, strapped Sputter’s jar to her belt, and bowed to the pool and the moving maps. “Thank you,” she said. “For trusting my feet.”
“Bring the Heart back to hands that remember how to wait,” Yara said. “And bring back news of the tinker’s name. Names matter.” She touched Nia’s forehead. “Go with earful steps.”
The low stair carried Nia back to the skiff. She set Sputter’s jar in the bow. He pressed his face to the glass and watched the world as if he’d made it. The fog closed, then parted to show the pale pole of a buoy rising and falling on a motion so slow it almost didn’t. It groaned like a bull. Chains ran from it down into the water. No, not chains. Ropes thick as a man’s chest with bells knotted into them. The sound was too deep for human ears. Nia felt it in her knees.
The buoy spoke. “Toll,” it boomed. “No pass without clapper coin. Each soul pay, each boat pay.” It wore a crown of barnacles and had a strip of painted face long gone to a smudge. Its voice rolled out of its barrel belly. It was ridiculous and also a little frightening.
“I have buns,” Nia offered. “And a song.”
“Buns grow mold,” the buoy said. “Songs fall on water. Toll!” It shook itself and the ropes thrummed, and Nia felt a flutter in her chest like a bell wanting to ring.
Sputter peeped in his jar. “Scary barrel,” he whispered.
Nia looked at the thick ropes disappearing into the fog-still water. She thought of Yara’s warning. She thought of paying without making something feel small. “If I can’t pay with a clapper coin,” she said, “may I pay by hearing you the way you want to be heard?” She leaned over and put her hand against the buoy’s side. She didn’t flinch at the slime. She pressed her ear to the wood.
Below, faint and low, she heard small bells singing under the water. They were laced through the ropes like beads. They kept the Mistway calm when the tide was wild. Now they sounded lonely and a little out of tune. Nia took the moon-thread and held it taut over the jar. It sang a thin true note. She hummed with it, and then she let her hum settle into the pattern the underwater bells wanted. She didn’t wrestle them. She folded herself to their song.
The buoy stilled. “Paid,” it rumbled softly, almost shy now. “Go under the paint-smudge arm and don’t scrape your jar.”
Nia smiled and ducked the skiff under the buoy’s beam, careful as a mouse. The Mistway opened a little. The ropes hummed not with greed but with relief. “Thank you,” she said. Sputter knocked his small head against the glass twice in a brave little cheer. They slid on into gray that smelled of old pewter and pine sap and something oil-sour, like a bad thought on the wind.

    
Cogs on the Water
The Mistway gathered around the skiff like a quilt. Fog beaded on Nia’s lashes. Sputter’s light pushed a warm bowl into the gray, and something in the fog pushed back. Nia listened to the map. When she tilted it, a thread of want glowed, a thin path like a river’s idea. It led into channels where the cliffs leaned close. The oars sounded thick. The world here had furniture: an old mast stuck like a tooth, a ladder growing seaweed hair, a bell with no tongue that looked ashamed of its quiet.
From somewhere to her right came a gentle thump. Nia peered and saw a pale hump stranded on a shelved rock. It blew a tiny breath and a little mist fountain rose, so weak it made her throat ache. It was a cloud-whale calf, no bigger than her boat, with skin like milk under a glaze of pearl. Its tail twitched tiredly. Fog clung to it like a blanket. Its mother called from far out, a deep moan like a choir warming up.
Sputter’s tiny hands pressed the glass. “Baby,” he squeaked.
Nia tied the skiff and climbed onto the slick rock. The calf rolled an eye the size of her fist toward her. She put a hand on its side. It was cool and damp. A net had bit into its flank. The net’s knot had caught on a rusty hook. No one had cut it. Someone had set it and left it. Anger flashed through Nia like a match. She pushed it down. “Easy,” she murmured.
She took her knife and worked the knot. The rope rasped. Her fingers found the simple part of the mess like the moment before a bell rings. She pulled. The knot gave. The calf shuddered and blew a soft mist into her face that tasted faintly sweet, like the air inside a baker’s oven. Nia laughed and then coughed.
The calf slid free and wobbled. It could not get back to water by its own strength. “Help push,” Nia told Sputter without thinking, and then laughed at herself. “I know. You’re a light. You can cheer.”
“Cheer now,” Sputter said solemnly, and made himself very bright. The light made the fog less heavy. Nia braced her feet and pushed. The calf trembled like a living jelly. It slid an inch and then another. With one more heave, it slipped into deeper water and bobbed, small spout huffing hard. The moan from far out came nearer. The calf circled once, as if making sure Nia was real, and then it did something strange. It blew a bubble the size of Nia’s head. The bubble did not pop. It floated to her hand and pressed there, like a soap-bubble with a soul.
“Gift?” Sputter guessed.
Nia held the bubble. It hummed faintly. She put it gently into her pack. “Thank you,” she whispered. The calf tilted and was gone, a pale coil disappearing into fog, toward its mother’s song.
They rowed on. The map curled a slender finger toward a place where the fog seemed to sit thicker. The skiff slid through an old gate between two posts pierced by nails that had rusted in long brown tears. Beyond, the water smelt even more of iron and oil. She tasted it at the back of her tongue.
Mechanical gulls perched on a crossbeam ahead. They had tin feathers and real claws. Their beaks were sharpened bits of spoon. Their eyes were glass, and a line of wire ran from one to another like gossip. They clicked in unison, and the unison made Nia uneasy. One creaked its head and looked at Sputter with a sound like a sighing hinge. It opened its beak and made a wheezing call that tried for gull and landed near kettle.
“Back, please,” Nia said. “We’re not your bread.”
The gulls spread their wings as one. A little flag on one of them flipped up. On the flag was stamped a mark: ALDWYN CO. The wire twanged. The flock lifted in an untidy storm and wheeled ahead, not attacking, but drawing her on. Nia’s stomach tightened. She felt like a fish offered a shiny hook.
“Not friends,” Sputter whispered.
“No,” Nia agreed. “But not enemies yet.”
The skiff scraped a tangle of seaweed rope. She followed the map, trusting the pull. It led her to a stretch of water that had a slow circular motion even with the tide asleep, as if a giant spoon turned under the surface. In the center, an old buoy leaned. Around its base, a choir of little blue crabs had made a home. They sang in clicking time, a patient, stubborn rhythm. Their song kept the water’s circle steady.
A mesh net had fallen over part of their choir, and some were tangled. If the net slid, it would drag several into the spin. “Oh, not today,” Nia said. She hooked the net with her gaff and lifted. It was heavier than it looked. Sputter brightened again, and the reflection helped her see where the knots had snagged. She cut where cutting wouldn’t make it worse. The crabs clicked faster, as if counting with her.
When the net came free, it tried to pull toward the spin’s throat. Nia braced and leaned back with the strength from mornings of bell ropes. She dragged it into the boat and then yanked the remaining threads off the buoy. The crabs settled and shifted their rhythm to a satisfied clatter like hail on glass.
One crab climbed the buoy and tapped her knuckle with one delicate claw. It placed something in her palm: a small key made of glass, smooth and cool. It had a little flaw in the shape of a crescent moon. “Thank you,” Nia said. “Do you know a door that wants this?” The crab clicked twice and pointed one claw north-northeast, and that just happened to be where the map’s line led.
“North-near-east,” Sputter echoed, pleased with the phrase. Nia tucked the key into the pocket with the compass and oared that way. The fog folded, then lifted to show a wide lagoon surrounded by teeth of rock. At the far side rose something that did not belong to the coast at all.
It was a workshop built on stilts over the water, tall as a mast, faceted like a clock. Its walls were planks and brass and windows with many panes. Cables ran from it to anchored posts. Light moved behind glass as if an idea walked there. On a lower platform, cogs sat in neat stacks beside lengths of chain and crates marked with shapes of gears. The smell of hot oil rode the wind. A wooden sign hung crooked. On it, burned into the grain, was the same stamp as the flag: ALDWYN CO. Under it someone had painted, in tidy letters: REGULATOR — DO NOT DISTURB.
The map shimmered and half the lines on it leaned toward the workshop like grass toward sun. Nia’s chest thumped. The Heart’s slow glow seemed to pulse from inside the stilts, throbbing like something half-sleeping. It made the hairs on her arms rise.
“Found,” Sputter breathed. His light went from gold to silver without his choosing.
Nia tucked him closer to her side and sculled toward a shadow under the platform. A ladder hung there, its rungs thick with barnacle. She tied the skiff and put her foot on the first rung. It wobbled. She climbed anyway, careful and slow. The warm braid kept her from bleeding her heat into the damp wood. She rose into a world of moving parts.
On the platform, a mechanical gull skeleton hung upside down with its belly open, as if being repaired. It had a music box hidden in its ribs. A table held a row of watches each ticking its own idea. A kettle sat on a little stove, forgotten and humming to itself. At the far door, she saw a smear of blue paint on a handle like the one on their bell. A smear of oil on a rag smelled the same as the shaving.
She pushed the door and stepped into the workshop like stepping into a mouth.
At first she thought the room was empty. Then she saw the man at a bench with a magnifier over one eye. He had ink stains on his fingers and a neat mustache the shape of two commas. His hair was tied back and dusted with wood shavings. He wore a brown vest, a white shirt rolled to the elbows, and a belt with many little tools that made him clink when he moved. He did not look like a villain. He looked like someone who counted things twice with love.
“Hello?” Nia said.
He looked up. The magnifier made one eye very big. He blinked and took it off. “Oh,” he said, startled. “A child.” He straightened. His face did something complicated — delight at being seen, fear of being blamed. “How did you find my platform?”
“The Mistway showed me,” Nia said. “It showed me the way you want to go. You have something that belongs to the sea.”
He stood, and something in the room stood with him. Machines that had been quiet breathed a little harder. He put his hands behind his back. “You mean the stone I borrowed,” he said. “Not stole. Borrowed, because no one would lend me what I needed. I will return it when the Regulator is set. When the tide comes not with its old moods but with a proper pattern that won’t drown children on market days.” His voice tightened on the last words, as if a rope had cinched his chest.
“What is your name?” Nia asked.
“Aldwyn,” he said, and the word clicked in the room like a cog falling into place.
“You are the tinker,” Nia said.
“I am a maker,” he said. He looked past her at Sputter’s jar and his mouth twitched with longing. “That is a lantern sprite,” he murmured. “Beautiful. Rare. One fell out of my workshop lamp once, and I tried to coax it back. It chose the wind.” He shook himself. “Return home and tell your elders that help is on the way. The tide will be regular by tonight. Everyone will give thanks. I have built a heart that keeps time even when the moon sulks.” He pointed, and Nia followed his finger.
In the next room, a machine filled the space to the ceiling. Gears meshed with teeth like smile after smile. Chains hung like vines. A window at the top showed a grid with lines moving like quills. At the core, held by a cage of brass that looked almost like a hand, pulsed a soft glow with a color she knew by feel: the Heart’s light.
Nia stepped forward and then stopped. The machine’s rhythm was wrong. Not sloppy — oh, no — it was neat like knots in Tam’s hair after his sister combed it. It was neat to the point of missing the sway. It ticked like a box that had convinced itself it was a tide. The hair on Nia’s arms rose again, but with a different feeling — like a note just off enough to hurt a tooth.
“The sea doesn’t want to be a hallway,” she said. “It wants to be a poem.”
“Poems drown people,” Aldwyn snapped, and then looked ashamed of himself and spoke lower. “Storms take mothers while children wait with bowls. My little brother walked out on a spring day. The turn came early. The step he expected wasn’t there. If the tide were regular, schedules would be truth. No more surprise. No more sorrow.”
Nia thought of her mother and the picture she kept with no ink. She felt the ache in her pocket. She didn’t trust her voice for a moment. “Maris says the sea loves us and sometimes scolds us,” she said. “We love it back and sometimes scold it. But we don’t put a lock on it.”
Aldwyn’s jaw worked. “Child,” he said, but the word bent. He gestured to another lever. “I cannot let you interfere. I cannot let even my better self be pulled by your small brave eyes. Forgive me this.” He pulled something.
A net sprang from the ceiling and wrapped Nia and the jar in a soft, clever embrace. It didn’t hurt. It simply decided for her. Sputter squealed and brightened until his jar was a little sun. The net’s knots were woven with metal that drank light. Nia struggled and could not find a loose end.
Aldwyn’s face pinched as if the net had caught his own arm. “I will not harm you,” he said. “You will sit in my pantry for an hour. When the machine sets the sea, I will take you to shore, and you will say we did right.” He turned, almost pleading with his own past.
Nia felt for the bubble in her pack with her fingers. Her hand found it, humming, cool. She closed her palm around it, and it did not pop. A plan formed like a boat out of shavings.

    
The Regulator’s Song
The pantry was a narrow closet with shelves stacked with neat jars of screws and varnish, and a bowl of candied orange peel that made the air smell like a sunny window. Aldwyn slid Nia and Sputter inside with hands that tried to be gentle and still were wrong. He shut the door and a latch clinked. Light ached along the crack under the door. The machine beyond clanked in tireless cheer. Its rhythm made Nia’s heart beat out of step and then out of patience.
Sputter pressed both hands to the glass. “Out,” he whispered. His glow had gone a scared pale. “Out-out.”
“We will go out,” Nia said. “We will go out without tearing things that don’t need tearing.” She breathed slow. She pressed the bubble to the net around her wrist. The bubble wobbled. It didn’t pop. The net drank light. Maybe it would drink breath too. Nia put the bubble to her mouth. It hummed and slid into her like fresh air after running. Her ears filled with a strange quiet. When she pushed her hand, the net gave more than it should, as if it thought she was underwater and was making space for her shape.
“Cloud-whale,” Nia whispered, marveling. She wriggled an arm out. The net closed around nothing. She found a knot and loosened the right loop, the loop that let the net become a polite blanket. She slipped free and pulled Sputter’s jar after her.
The pantry door had a keyhole. Nia fumbled for the glass key the crabs had given her. It slid in slick as a seal. It turned with a soft sigh the old wood seemed to enjoy. The door opened onto the workshop’s throat.
Gulls made of tin watched from the rafters, their heads cocked. Nia kept low. The floor vibrated like a drum. The Regulator filled the room like a second weather. A ladder led up to the cage that held the Heart. The cage had three locks. One looked like it had been a joke and then had become part of a picture. One was serious and new. One was old and faintly blue, as if it had once known the sea.
Nia climbed. Sputter tucked himself into the crook of her elbow. “Brave now,” he whispered, as if to himself. He pinched his own light down to a thread so he could not betray her. The ladder wobbled. The machine chanted, tick clack, tick clack, deny sway, deny sway.
At the top was a catwalk of narrow boards. Nia’s toes curled over each one. Her hands shook, but they also knew wood. She reached the cage. The glass key shone faintly. She tried it in the serious new lock. It would not go. She tried it in the old, blue-tinted lock. It slid in and whispered something small and relieved. The lock opened with a sigh that made the hairs on her arms lie flat again. One lock.
A shadow crossed below. Aldwyn was at a panel, checking his dials. His mouth moved as he counted, not the way Nia counted to a bell, but the way a man counts to a promise he made himself in the night. He did not look up.
Nia put her ear to the cage. The Heart’s glow was dimmer here than it had been in the shrine, straining through brass like breath under a pillow. She touched the metal with her fingertips. “I will take you home,” she whispered.
The second lock, the one that looked like a joke become true, had a small plate with a line etched on it. Beside it a lever waited to be thrown. A circle of letters she did not know traced the edge. She undid the plate and found that the lever would not move without a rhythm moving through it. A trap. A neat one. She took the moon-thread. She stretched it between two bolts, held it taut, and it sang a note that matched the proper pull she remembered from a hundred mornings. She hummed and tapped the lever in time with her tune. It clicked halfway and held.
Something shifted below. A gear slipped and then caught. Aldwyn raised his head. “No,” he said, a whisper that made the wires quiver. He started toward the ladder.
Nia pulled the lever fully. The second lock loosened with a laugh like a child set down. Two.
Aldwyn ran. He moved fast for someone who lived with careful things. He hit the ladder and climbed three rungs at a time. “Stop,” he said. Not harsh. Begging.
“I know you’re trying to keep people safe,” Nia said, not moving away, because the catwalk had no away to go. “But you’re not listening to the sea. It won’t thank you for being changed into something it isn’t.” She put her hand on the last lock, the serious new one. This one wanted a tool she didn’t have. Fine. Some doors wanted a song instead. She looped the moon-thread around the latch and pulled it just enough to hum. She took the compass out and held it flat. The needle trembled and then pointed not north but toward the glow. She moved the latch in tiny amounts until the needle lay calm. The lock clicked. Three.
The cage loosened.
Aldwyn reached the top, breath harsh. He didn’t grab her. He didn’t even touch her. He put his hand on the catwalk rail and looked at the Heart with a face the shape of grief. “Please don’t take it,” he said. “Please don’t make me watch the world wobble again.”
“The world wobbles,” Nia said softly. “It’s how we know it’s alive.” She opened the cage and the Heart’s light grew, warm against her face, like a lantern found by cold hands. She slid it into the net of soft rope she had brought, the same sort of rope that had cradled it in the shrine. It fit. Of course it fit.
The Regulator groaned. It tried to keep its rhythm without its borrowed glow. The gears argued and then snapped at each other. A chain stuttered. The whole room had the feeling of a person insisting they weren’t tired.
Nia threw the moon-thread across a second set of bolts and sang the bells’ sequence, the one for calm seas. Sputter brightened, his little face as stern as he could make it. The machine shivered. Its rage went out of it like breath after a sob. It settled into a new, humbler rhythm, and when it did, the Heart in Nia’s hands pulsed in answer, not to the machine, but to the sea beyond the walls.
Aldwyn swayed. For a moment, Nia thought he would turn and wrench a lever to make things worse. Instead, he sagged against the rail and let his forehead touch the wood. “I wanted to save them,” he said. “That’s all.”
“You saved many things,” Nia said. “Look at your work. It is tidy and true in its way. You can make bells that ring loud when fog comes. You can build clocks on the pier so ferry-men keep better time. You can fix our nets so they don’t trap calves.” She tightened her hold on the rope cradle. “But you cannot be the moon.”
He made a sound that was half laugh, half hurt. The mechanical gulls tilted their heads, watchers at a small theater. Aldwyn looked up at her again. The anger had gone out of his eyes, and something else had come in, a sort of frightened honesty. “If I let you go with it, will you ever forgive me?” he asked. “Not for taking it. For believing I could fix a thing that isn’t broken with a tool.”
“I don’t have to forgive that,” Nia said. “But I will tell you that when I was six, I tried to sweep the sea. I had a broom and a tight mouth and a plan. Maris laughed and let me try. When I found out how big it was, I cried and then we ate pears. She said, ‘Sweep the deck. Let the sea be the sea.’”
Aldwyn exhaled, and it sounded like a hinge un-sticking. He looked at Sputter. “May I borrow some light to see the right lever to stop this old bragging?”
Sputter considered, the way a cat considers whether you deserve its tail. “Borrow,” he said graciously, and glowed. Aldwyn flipped two levers. The Regulator’s boast settled into a polite, background tick, like a teapot remembered just in time.
“Go,” he said to Nia, not looking at her because sometimes it is hard to look at right choices. “Take the eastern slide. The tideway there is smooth even now. The Mistway will unclench its fist when you pass. I will follow in a day to… to ask for work. Useful work. If your grandmother does not spit at me.”
“She won’t,” Nia said, though she wasn’t entirely sure. “She will invite you to tea and offer you more buns than you can eat and then ask you questions you will feel in your bones.”
He smiled at that, helpless and surprised, as if the idea were a gift wrapped in brown paper. “I look forward to it and dread it,” he admitted. “Take this, too.” He handed her a small brass whistle. “If the mechanical gulls forget not to peck, this will tell them to count instead.”
“Counting is softer than pecking,” Sputter agreed.
Nia tucked the Heart close against her chest and backed toward the ladder. The platform shivered as if the building were a large animal shifting its weight on cold feet. She climbed down quickly and dropped the last two rungs to the floor. Aldwyn stayed at the panel and did not turn the wrong lever. He watched her like a man watching the tide he loved and mistrusted.
She ran through the workshop mouth and into the raw air. The lagoon looked different, as if a held breath had finally gone out in a long sigh. The rope that had pulled at the center had loosened. The map in her pack warmed and hummed. It showed a wide golden curve leading east along a channel edged with rocks like old teeth. She slid down the ladder to the skiff and untied it with fingers that wanted to fumble and did not.
Below, between the stilts, something moved. A mechanical gull had drifted under there, its wing joint hung on a nail. It flapped and could not free itself. Its wire line tugged, caught on the edge. Its glass eye looked frantic and empty at once. Nia hesitated, then reached up with the gaff and lifted its wing off the nail. It bobbed, righted itself, and hovered uncertainly. She put the brass whistle to her lips and blew. It made a tone only the gulls seemed to hear. The bird stilled, then banked away, joining four others that had been circling. They formed a ragged V and vanished into gray.
“Good,” Sputter said, approving this small courtesy.
Nia set the oars and pulled. The skiff moved. Water pressed and then welcomed. The Mistway began to breathe. The buoy far behind gave a deep, satisfied hum she felt in her teeth. As she reached the channel, a wave — a small one, but real — lifted the skiff and set it down again. Nia laughed aloud, wild and glad. “She woke,” she whispered, though she knew the sea had never truly slept. It had just waited for its heart.
Behind her, Aldwyn stood on his platform and lifted his hand. He shouted something that the wind took and tied into its own song. Nia didn’t need to hear. She answered with her own raised hand and rowed toward home until the workshop shrank to a shape that might have been a strange cliff, and then to nothing but a smell of oil faded by salt.

    
When the Bells Remembered
The way back held new trouble because the sea had started to remember how to move. That meant some places quickened, and the little channels tugged like children who had been too quiet and suddenly had stories. Nia’s arms sang with effort. Sputter dozed in his jar and woke with little snorts when spray touched the glass.
At the toll-taker buoy, the ropes were brighter under the water. The deep bells’ hidden choir had found their friend again. The buoy bobbed with dignity and called, “Toll?” but it sounded like someone asking if guests needed more blankets.
“I can pay a different way this time,” Nia said. She took the moon-thread and held it up so the notes slid along the rope and made the bells ring in a pattern the buoy liked. She did not hum. She let the bells sing themselves. The buoy sighed and lifted its painted arm high enough that she could pass without ducking.
Kinds of fog peeled away. The cedar smell faded to kelp and fish and tar and pears. The cliffs stepped back. The low stair appeared. She tied the boat to the ring and climbed. The steps felt like a song she knew. At the top, she stopped. She could see Gullhaven. The harbor lifted and fell softly, not flat, not wild, but alive.
Nia ran. Her boot knocked a stone that tumbled, and she kicked it off the path so it wouldn’t trip the next runner. She skidded around the bend by the old pine that had a rope swing, breath hot in her chest, braid warm on her shoulders. She had thought of words all the way, and now they sat in her throat like fish in a basket not ready to be cooked.
She reached the bell platform. Maris stood there, hands on the rope, eyes on the horizon, and the whole town was gathered below like a shoal. Tam was on his stilts with his hands clamped white to the poles. Governor Pell had lost his hat and did not seem to know. Nets hung from shoulders and rails. Every face turned when Nia’s boots hit the boards.
“Gran,” Nia said, and that was the first word, and after that the rest of them came fast and tumbled. She held out the net cradle. The Heart glowed slow and soft like a remembered lullaby.
The harbor made a sound Nia had never heard from a place. It was like a bell struck under the ribs of the town. People cried and laughed in the same breath.
Maris’s hands were steady when she took the cradle. “You went,” she said. “You listened.” Her eyes shone and made the Heart look brighter. “You brought it home.”
They went together down the pier to the shrine. Nia thought the boards felt grateful, as if they were tired of being still. Maris set the Heart back into the Moon-shell’s hollow the way a good baker settles dough into a bowl. The shell drank it in and then lit up with a slow glow that ran around its whorls like a small sunrise, and the wind-chimes laughed like spoons surprised in a song they thought they had forgotten.
“Ring,” Maris said, looking to Nia.
Nia took the rope. She didn’t lean back like a hero in a story. She did it the way she always did: feet braced, arms set, listening to the weight. She gave a good pull. The bell’s voice went out. This time, it did not hit a wall. It ran, barefoot and sure. The sea answered. The tide came, first like a breath, then like a step. Boats nodded as if to an old friend. The harbor lifted. The eel baskets sank to their right level. Someone whooped. Someone else beat a drum with a fish.
Governor Pell took off his yellow coat and pressed it to his chest like a heart he could not hold inside. “The ban is lifted,” he called unnecessarily. “The Mistway is open for thanks only!” He caught himself and added, “For now. For safe words.” Then he ran a hand over his hair and tried to find his hat.
Tam clacked over on his stilts and leaned down dangerously to rap Nia on the head with one long knuckle. “Don’t you ever do anything small?” he demanded, grinning to hide the way his eyes shone. “I was ready to spit on two tinkers, but I didn’t have to.”
“Hush,” Halla said, pressing a honey bun into Nia’s hand so promptly that the sugar dust puffed like smoke. “Eat. You can talk after you chew. Or while. I won’t complain today.”
Nia took a bite. The hot sugar made her eyes water for a new reason. The taste said home and also said roads.
Maris put her arm around Nia’s shoulders and drew her close. “We will have words, you and I,” she murmured. “Not scolding words. Stitching words. To join what you did to what it will make in you.” She looked up and saw Sputter, who had drifted to hover over the shell and was making admiring noises. “And who is this gentleman?”
“Sputter,” Nia said, proud. “He chose me. He likes buns.”
Sputter bowed as far as a light can bow. “Hello very much,” he said formally. The crowd laughed, which he enjoyed so much he bowed again.
A day later, a small boat appeared from the east, pulled by a man who looked as if he had not slept and did not yet deserve to. He tied up, took off his hat, and stood with it in both hands like a boy. He did not cross the rope that marked the shrine until Maris nodded. Aldwyn walked to the bells with care, looking at the bolts and ropes with eyes that understood them.
“I took something and then I helped return it,” he said, louder than he meant to, because the town was a sea again and he wanted the whole sea to hear. “I thought I could fix a world as if it were a kettle. I did not mean to be cruel, but I was. I am sorry. If there is work, I can do it. Work that listens.”
Governor Pell cleared his throat and found his voice. “We could use foghorns that don’t argue with the wind. And a ferry bell with a good loud mouth. And — ” He looked at Maris and made a helpless gesture. “And this is not my place. Maris?”
Maris’s mouth twitched. “Bring your neat hands,” she said. “We will ask them to help where tidy is good. We won’t ask tidy to sit where wild belongs.” She pointed with her chin to the west pier. “That net there could use a knot that never slips when it shouldn’t.”
Aldwyn’s shoulders lowered a little, not with defeat but with the weight of a pack set down and a new one lifted. He moved toward the work like a man walking toward a dock after storm.
Nia and Tam walked beside him. Nia handed him the brass whistle. “This made your birds count instead of peck,” she said, unable to keep the spark of amusement from her voice.
He flushed. “I will make them bring messages instead,” he said. “Fish prices. Weather. Birthdays.” He thought, then added, “And in case someone tries to take the Heart again, they will shout in gull until I drop my tools and come running.”
“Good,” Tam said. “And we’ll teach them to play tag, but only after work.”
Halla appeared as if summoned by ovens. “I made a bread shaped like a moon and a bread shaped like a clock,” she said, handing slices around with bossy generosity. “We will eat pieces of both and remember that both things matter.” She pressed a warm slice into Aldwyn’s hand without waiting for him to accept. He blinked and then smiled and ate it with unslept eyes closing in gratitude.
When night came, lanterns hung from every spar and rung. The bells chimed in lovely disorder, not because no one had tried to line them up, but because the sea had its word first and always. Sputter darted from light to light like a prince greeting his cousins. He sat on the Moon-shell for a while and told it a quiet story in whistles, and Nia pretended she didn’t see tears in Maris’s lashes.
Later, when the sound of people became the thick, sweet hush of full bellies and tired feet, Nia climbed the ladder to the roof. The sky was clear around the edges, and stars pinned it up as if it were a sail. The harbor breathed. Every now and then, a little wavelet smacked a post, the way a cat taps a hand when it wants more petting.
The Tidekeeper’s Map lay on her lap. It had changed. It always would. New threads of want glowed, not just east, not just to workshops, but to places she hadn’t noticed: a sandbar that longed to be a nesting place, a river that wanted a festival, a boy who wanted to learn to ring without showing that he had learned from a girl.
Sputter settled beside her, his jar open now because home was home. His tiny feet made the softest sounds on the roof. “Done?” he whispered.
“For now,” Nia said. She traced a line on the map that led nowhere she had seen and smiled a secret smile. “Tomorrow we ring again.” She looked down through the roof boards to where Maris’s chair sat, a shawl over it like a sleeping gull. She felt her braid warm against her neck. In the street below, someone hummed the buoy’s tune and someone else answered with the moon-thread’s note on a fiddle.
Nia stood and the night air made tiny islands on her skin. She lifted her face. “Thank you,” she said — to the sea, to the bells, to the people who had listened, to the mistakes that had turned into lessons when someone put them on the table. The tide moved. It did not ask permission or offer apology. It simply came and went, the right kind of promise.
Sputter flickered in a happy little clap. “Buns tomorrow?” he asked hopefully.
“Buns tomorrow,” Nia promised. “And maps. And listening.” She tucked the map away and climbed down into sleep.
Below, in the shrine, the Heart pulsed in its shell, not loud, not quiet, just there, the way a town keeps time with more than clocks. The bells hung easy on their ropes. When the first pale line of morning touched the harbor, they rang without being told, and Gullhaven breathed in and out like a harbor should, like a house with doors open, like a song between friends.
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