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The Humming Light of Seafare Cove
Elena Marquet
Eleven-year-old Tessa Quill, a keen mapmaker, discovers stolen lighthouse prisms and coded chalk marks in her fogbound coastal town. With a brass spyglass, a scruffy cormorant, and an old keeper’s trust, she braves sea caves, faces a misguided inventor, and restores the beam that saves ships—and birds.
ProseHub


    
The Humming Light
Tessa Quill liked to draw the coastline as if it were a living thing. On the table by the lighthouse window she spread her notebook, anchoring the corners with smooth shells so the sea breeze couldn’t flip the pages. Far below, waves combed the shingle and left ribbons of foam. Gulls argued over a crab shell near the tide line. The lantern room hummed softly above her head, the great glass lens turning with patient grace. It smelled of salt and machine oil and a little like lemons, because Mr. Hollis rubbed the brass with lemon paste when the salt crusted on it.
“Lines straight, little mapmaker,” Mr. Hollis called from the spiral stairs. His voice carried up with the tap of his cane. He was tall and slightly bent, with a face like a wrinkled chart and eyes that could still spot a storm before the clouds got their boots on.
“I’m drawing the bight beyond Gull’s Tooth,” Tessa said, biting her pencil. “When the tide’s low, there’s a ridge here. See?” She sketched a dotted line. The paper swished under her hand.
Mr. Hollis came to the table and leaned over her shoulder. “A fair eye. That saves fools from grounding their boats.” He tapped the sill. “Listen.”
Tessa listened. Beyond the steady hush of waves and the faint whirr of the clockwork, another sound threaded the air. It was a thin note, like a glass singing. She felt it in her teeth.
“What’s that?” she whispered.
“Glass can speak when it’s not happy,” Mr. Hollis said, half joking, half not. He rubbed a hand over the lens housing as if calming a horse. The huge rings of glass, stacked like a shining onion, caught the late sun and cut it into slivers. “Could be the wind. Could be a seam we need to mind.”
Tessa reached out. The brass was cool; the glass was warmer, as if it stored light. She loved the way the lens took a small flame and made a stripe that could slice fog. She loved the lighthouse’s bones—the spiral stairs, the officious plaques, the smell of old raincoats drying on pegs.
“Your dad’s waiting at the bait shop by sundown,” Mr. Hollis said. “Don’t miss your ferry sandwich.”
“I won’t.” Tessa tucked a curl behind her ear. The curl sprang out again stubbornly. She lifted the notebook, blew away pencil crumbs, and closed it. When she looked down the cliff, a black bird floated near the rocks, wings tucked, body slick as ink. It dove and popped up with a strand of green weed wrapped around its beak. It shook, splattered, and looked up as if it could see her.
“Hi, you,” Tessa said to the window. The bird flapped once, then ducked beneath. The tower hummed again, just once, and the hair on Tessa’s arms lifted.
Evening pulled a gray shawl over Seafare Cove. By the time Tessa climbed the last steps with Mr. Hollis to check the lantern, the air tasted colder. The glass made a soft creak like a giant stretching. A moth batted at a pane and slid away. The wick inside the lamp burned steady, a bead of steady gold.
Mr. Hollis ran careful fingers around the metal bands. “Tell me if you ever see a chip,” he said. “Every piece helps the whole. Take one away, and the beam frays.”
Tessa peered through. Through the facets, the horizon broke into a stack of tiny worlds. She reached into her pocket and felt the round weight of her mother’s compass—a small brass disk with a lid that clicked shut like a coin purse. It had a nick on one edge from a slip years ago. The needle trembled even while the lighthouse stood still. It always did that near the lantern, and Tessa thought the compass might be excited.
Something flickered then. Tessa frowned. In the lower ring of glass, a glimmer seemed absent, the way a smile looks different when a tooth is missing. She blinked and the glass rang—one clear ping like a note plucked on a crystal string. Mr. Hollis stiffened.
“Did you hear—” Tessa began.
He lifted a finger. They both looked at the service ladder, a narrow thing fixed along the wall toward a trapdoor. A smear of shadow moved on the far side, then stilled. The sound of the sea swelled, then hushed, as if it had leaned in too.
Tessa’s heart jabbed. “Someone’s here.”
Mr. Hollis strode to the ladder and swung up with speed that did not match his cane. He pushed open the trapdoor and peered out onto the dew-slicked walk encircling the lantern. Wind touched his cap. Nobody. He crouched, ran a hand along the sill, and brought it back with a tiny slice of something on his fingertip. Glass. He frowned.
“Inside,” he said, voice tight. “We’ll lock up and look at first light.”
On the floor, near a bolt, Tessa saw a chalk mark. It was faint as dust, shaped like a little anchor with a crooked shank. She crouched too, hollow with curiosity. When she looked again, the mark seemed to have melted into the stones, grain by grain, as if it was part of them all along.
In the morning, fog clung to the bay, not the kind that drifted like a scarf but the kind that sat like a sleeping dog and refused to move. The harbor was a handful of muffled shapes, ropes coughing and gulls calling without bodies. Tessa ran fingers along the lens, warm now with the day’s light. Her touch halted at a hairline gap where a wedge of glass should have been. It was not big enough to stop the beam, but it made her stomach slide.
Mr. Hollis’s mouth went thin. “That’s no chip from age,” he said. “That’s a bite.” He glanced toward the stairs. “Aye. We’ll fix what we can and keep the light steady. The noon ferry takes a line past White Rock today.” He pulled a ledger toward him and noted the missing piece in his tidy slate-gray handwriting.
Down in town, the docks creaked with the slow lift of swell. Fishermen’s boots smacked wood. Someone laughed, a thin bright sound swallowed by the air. Tessa stopped by her dad’s shop to pass him a hug that smelled of bait and coffee. He kissed her hair. “Home by supper,” he said, handing her a tiny paper bag with two sugar cookies stuck together. “Fog sugar,” he called it.
On the path back, Tessa heard a wet flap and a soft thunk. The black bird from last night wrestled with a snarl of twine by a puddle, plunging its hooked beak again and again, grumbling in its own bird way. It had shiny green eyes that held pin drops of light.
“Hold still,” Tessa said, crouching. The twine bit her fingers, but she found the knot and worked it loose. The bird stilled, watched her with a sideways look, then shook free and startled a spray of water on her jeans. It paused, took the twine in its beak as if in trade, and waddled after her, flapping once when she walked away.
“You can’t come into the lighthouse,” she said, half laughing. The bird came anyway until she pushed the door and it chose the sill, where it tucked its beak under a wing as if making a pillow.
Upstairs, the missing wedge nagged.
“Is anyone angry with you?” Tessa asked. “Anyone who wants the light dim?”
Mr. Hollis rubbed his jaw. “There’s talk,” he said slowly. “A new group says we should shade the glass at night for the sake of the birds. Others say brighter, safer. Words are loud. We keep the light true.”
When Tessa reached for her compass, the needle wagged like a dog, then leaned toward the sea caves by the breakwater, not north. It shivered and held there like a finger pointing and whispering, Look.
That night, the foghorn sounded once, then again too soon. Tessa sat at her bedroom window with her knee up and her notebook open, making tiny marks for the docks and the bell buoys as if drawing them could keep them where they belonged. The town below was a smudge of roofs and the single slide of the lighthouse beam, thinner now without one of its clear eyes. She watched for the glint of the person she and Mr. Hollis had not found. The glass ping had made a home behind her ear and kept tapping.
Her room was a tidy nest of maps. Above her desk hung a chart she had made of the harbor with mussel shells marking depth. The shells clicked when the window shook. She rubbed her thumb on her mother’s compass lid. The metal was worn smooth where fingers had worried it for years.
Out the window, where the path curved to the docks, chalk marks winked in and out through the gray. Tessa pressed her nose to the glass. Three little anchors in a row on a piling. A chevron, faint, on the lower beam of the railing. She had seen marks like that in old harbor books. Dock hands used to leave them for one another when the tide made their voices useless. Don’t use this ladder. Load at stall six. Watch your head.
“Who’s leaving them now?” she said to her room. No one answered but the foghorn, one long moan that found its way into her ribs.
She pulled on a sweater and padded to the kitchen. Her father had left a note by a plate—Gone early for bait, back late. Sugar on the counter if the fog makes you frown. There was a little smiley face under it. She took a pinch of sugar and let it crunch.
A bell clanged out beyond the ferry pier—one, two, then silence. Tessa frowned. The bell was on a timer. It did not forget. She leaned out farther. The fog breathed in and out, hiding and showing a sliver of rope here, a half-bucket there.
Her compass on the sill gave a nervous twitch as if it had an itch. The needle leaned again toward the breakwater’s black bones.
“Tomorrow,” Tessa said, suddenly sure. “I’ll look.”
The bird at the lighthouse seemed to lift its head in her mind, as if it heard. She put the compass to her ear and closed her eyes. The needle whispered, not words but a restless sound, like the first line of a plan being written.

    
Marks in the Fog
The fog had not moved by morning; it had only changed its mood from grumpy to curious. It hovered low and brushed Tessa’s cheeks when she stepped outside. Her breath joined it and disappeared. She climbed toward the lighthouse with a packet of crackers in her pocket and the compass warm in her fist.
Mr. Hollis met her halfway down the stairs, a stack of ledger papers under his arm. “I put a patch in the gap for now,” he said, nodding toward the lantern. “It will bend the beam a little, but a bent light is still a light.” He glanced at Tessa’s face, saw the waiting there, and sighed. “I know that look. Your mother had it before a storm.”
“Someone left marks,” Tessa said quickly. “Anchors and arrows. Down by the pier.”
“Old dock code.” Mr. Hollis’s voice softened. “Useful when your words are eaten by fog. We used to say the fog had good manners then. You asked it, and it answered back in chalk.” He cleared his throat. “We should be cautious. No wandering the catwalk outside the lantern and no going near the caves. Not this week.” He tapped the cane on the step. “Promise.”
Tessa’s reply bobbed in her chest and bumped her teeth. “I promise not to be foolish,” she said at last, which was true, even if it was not as narrow as he wanted.
Back in the watch room, he went to a glass case and took out something wrapped in a cloth that had old salt blooms on it like stars. He unwrapped it and a brass spyglass lay there, engraved with a rope border. The leather was smooth and oiled. “This was Captain Dory’s,” Mr. Hollis said. “He could spot a whale spout from a mile when his eyes were younger than mine. Look through.”
Tessa lifted it and shut one eye. The world slid closer, every droplet on the window visible, the grain of the wood, the shine on a bolt. But there was more; the world had a thin extra layer, as if someone had drawn lines in the air with salt water and light.
Mr. Hollis watched her. “What do you see?”
“Not sure.” She twisted the barrel slightly. The light changed, and a faint smear on the floor sharpened into that same little anchor. She gasped. “It’s like it makes chalk brighter.”
“Polarized filters,” Mr. Hollis said proudly, though it sounded like he didn’t much care what the science name was. “It pulls edges out of the soup. Take it. Bring it back if you see anything worth reporting. And bring yourself back, whole.”
With the spyglass in a sling across her chest, Tessa stepped out. The black bird—she decided he looked like an Inky more than any other name—hopped off the sill and waddled beside her, webbed feet smacking, shoulders bobbing. When she paused to look through the spyglass at the handrail, the marks leaped into place like notes on staff paper. Anchors pointed left, then down. Three arrows pointed toward the breakwater’s notch.
She followed, stopping where the dock planks changed color, kneeling to read smudges. Through the glass, the streaks of something oily were footprints: diamond-shaped treads from rubber boots not sold at the bait shop, because Tessa knew every pair on the racks by smell and dust. The prints were long. The person had moved quick and careful, avoiding the loud boards.
“You see it too?” she asked Inky. He blinked and shook his head so water fell off his feathers in little beads. He plunged into the gap between two pilings and came up with a ring of keys dangling from a loop of old string. He slapped them onto the dock by her sneakers and looked very pleased with himself.
Tessa picked up the ring. One key had a tag: G-7 stamped onto green tin, the paint chipped. She pictured the tower’s gridded catwalk with letters and numbers stamped on the panels for repair. G-7 would be near the low ladder where the wind whistled, just where a person could lean and reach a seam. Her stomach dipped in a small, cold way.
The compass needle bucked when she neared the breakwater. The rocks there were piled like giant knuckles, wet and seaweed-slick. She rested flat palms on a boulder. The stone was cold and slimy, like a seal back. The opening into the caves was no mouth on clear days; it was a grin of black on fog days that bit into the sea with teeth of stone. Today the fog gathered at it like bees at a hive. The opening breathed in and pushed fog out again.
She leaned through the spyglass. Symbols flashed—chevrons and dots on the insides of rocks, chalked high where a tall person would stand. The arrows pointed not only in but also up and down, signaling tide height.
“Not now,” Tessa murmured, mindful of Mr. Hollis’s caution. She checked the tide table she kept folded into the back of her notebook. Low tide would be at dawn tomorrow. She could go then, in the safest stretch, with rope. Not foolish. Careful. Prepared.
At home, Tessa packed without drawing attention to her bag. She coiled a rope she used for tree climbing and tied a bowline the way Mr. Hollis had taught her. Into the bag went a flashlight, a spare battery, the cowrie shell whistle her mother had given her the year before she was gone, and a little chalk, because today had taught her about chalk’s voice. She put in an apple for herself and a small fish left from her father’s catch for Inky.
Her dad spotted the bag. “Sketching the tide pools again?” he asked, half a smile inside his voice.
“Mapping,” Tessa said truthfully. “I’ll be back for supper.”
He tousled her hair and went back to counting hooks into a coffee can. Tessa folded the tide table and tucked it between the compass lid and its face so she couldn’t open it without seeing the times.
The evening thinned. The lighthouse beam carved the fog into slices. The sound of a motor drifted somewhere off the point, then faded. The bell at the ferry dock rang on its schedule this time, and Tessa made herself breathe slow along with it. She closed her eyes and saw the anchor marks connect in a dotted line to the breakwater’s grin.
Inky appeared at the kitchen step without being called, as if he had simply slid from the water to the land with no gap in between. He went to her bag and pecked it, then looked up and clicked his beak.
“I’m not sneaking,” she told him. “I’m just not explaining a lot.” She felt a prick of worry and slid the worry into a pocket of her mind the way she slid her chalk into the bag. Worries should be kept so you didn’t trip over them, but they shouldn’t be thrown away.
She set her alarm for the pale band before sunrise and lay under her quilt listening to the foghorn and the breathing of the house. She thought of Mr. Hollis’s hands on the lens, gentle and sure. She thought of the gap like a missing tooth. She thought of the way the spyglass pulled hidden lines into the light. Sleep took her like a wave, climbing up and rolling over.
The world at dawn was a bowl of pearl. Tessa left a note for her dad—Mapping tide pools near the breakwater. Back by nine—and tucked it under his mug. She slung the rope across her body and felt its weight settle around her like a hug. The compass sat in her palm like a small heart. Inky paddled in the shallows and met her at the rocks with a grunt of greeting.
The opening into the caves was lower now, but still the sea slid into it and out with a sound like breath through teeth. The stones were mossed and slippery. Tessa tested every foothold with her toes. The rope hissed as she paid it out around a chunk of rock and clipped it to her belt as Mr. Hollis had taught her. She touched the cowrie shell whistle at her neck. It was smooth as a worn pebble.
Inside, the air cooled. Water dripped from the squeezes in the roof with metronome regularity. The light was not gone; it sifted in through cracks like flour. Tessa pressed a piece of chalk to the wall at the first turn and drew a small square with a dot—the mark she had decided meant I was here. She made it just above shoulder height, where she could find it by feel if she had to.
“Stay close,” she whispered to Inky. He croaked softly and slid into a pool that ended in a thin tunnel. He popped out again, shook his head, and sneezed water, which was exactly what it looked like. Tessa smiled, then put the spyglass to her eye. The faint world sharpened. Arrows she could not see with naked sight burned brighter on the rocks. She moved when they agreed with her tide table and paused when they did not.
The cave bent right and then right again, as if hiding its heart. Ahead, the drip sound changed. It was joined by a faint chiming, irregular and shy. Tessa stopped. Inky cocked his head. The chiming came again from the belly of the caves, the sound of spoons tapping jars by accident when you walk too close in a pantry. She swallowed and moved toward it, one step, then another.

    
The Fog Organ
Tessa edged into a chamber where the ceiling lowered and the floor broke into knobs. The chiming grew clearer, not pretty, but not angry either, like someone trying to learn a song. On a natural stone shelf, under a lip of rock, sat four glass jars of different sizes. They were strung together with twine and splayed so the small trickles of wind from a crack could make each one sing a thin note. A driftwood frame held the jars steady. Beside them lay an assortment of odd things: a ceramic insulator, a broken oar blade, a dented tin cup. Tessa reached a finger toward the nearest jar. Its rim was sticky with salt.
“What are you?” she whispered. The jars answered with a little blurp when a gust of cave air breathed through. It was a contraption, simple and clever, set to measure the wind’s breath by sound. She felt a shiver of respect for whoever had put it there.
Inky gurgled. He had his beak in a scrap of oilcloth tucked into a crack. He tugged, braced his webbed feet, and pulled the bundle out with a gentle pop. Inside lay a wedge of glass wrapped in cloth like a sandwich. It caught what light there was and threw it back as a pale coin that made Tessa’s chest fill and empty fast.
“A lens piece,” she said, barely breathing the words. Under the first were two more, and beside them a neat wooden tag with three small notches carved on one edge. Her throat tightened. Whoever did this cared enough to be careful, to wrap and tag. Not a smash-and-run.
She squatted, the damp soaking through her knees. The rope around her waist dug in where she had cinched it tight. She ran a finger over the nearest glass piece. It was flawless. She imagined it back in the lantern ring, closing the missing smile.
She forced herself to look away and study the chamber itself. Someone had chalked a broad arrow on the floor pointing deeper into the cave. Through the spyglass, the chalk blazed like a street sign. Past the arrow, the floor dipped and became smooth, a place where the tide sometimes slid its tongue and then retreated. The fog here smelled sweeter, mixed with the damp smell of old wood.
“We should mark this,” she told Inky. She drew her square-with-dot on the wall by the shelf and then added a tiny wedge shape to mean lens. She tucked one of the wrapped pieces into her coat for proof, feeling its cool weight against her ribs, and left the others in their nest.
The path deeper took them over a natural bridge of stone scooped thin by long water. It had the give of a boat plank. Tessa slid her feet so her shoes would not squeak. The spyglass showed faint marks along the edge—short dashes like breath marks in music, the kind that tell you when to pause. She paused where they suggested, and a little gush of water slid over the rock just where her foot would have been. She imagined a long legged person reading the marks and felt a prick of admiration and annoyance together.
Past the bridge, the air changed. It carried a faint burned smell, like a match snuffed but the memory of sulfur left behind. The chamber opened into a place tall as a church, with a slot in the roof where daylight barely slivered in. There were ropes strung high and tight across the gap, each with a different line tied to it—a tin can, a key, a spoon, a seashell. When the wind breathed, the lines twanged and the things clicked. The whole cave made a whispery orchestra.
On the far side, a plank walk had been fixed to the rock with iron staples, the kind the railroad used. It was narrow, and one board was new, pale against older gray. Footprints, the diamond kind, came and went there, sometimes doubled, as if the person had carried weight on some trips and not on others.
Tessa crouched behind a rock lip as a shape shifted across the plank. Not a ghost, not a shadow, but a person in a scuffed raincoat with the hood up and a pair of goggles that made his eyes look like coins. He moved with careful economy. He adjusted a jar, hummed a few notes to match it, and then turned toward a side tunnel. He held a small lantern that wasn’t lit, swinging it as if his hand forgot it was off.
Tessa’s pulse thumped in her throat. She slid back, pressed to stone. The person passed, feet sure, the lantern faintly ticking because of the little metal pieces on its handle. She waited until the sound faded to a thread, then let her breath out slow.
“Inky,” she breathed, “we should follow, at a distance.” Inky’s head popped up like a question mark. He nodded—at least it looked like a nod—and slid into the shallow path of water that kept companion with the plank walk.
The side tunnel bent around a pillar of rock and then opened into a room where the walls had been blackened deliberately. Soot drawings covered them in overlapping layers. At first Tessa saw fish bones and wave lines and a boat shape with a big prow. Then, with the spyglass, the soot lines became a map, crisp and secret. The harbor was there, but not exactly as it was now. The sandbar near White Rock was longer. A narrow ribbon of water ran between Gull’s Tooth and the lighthouse point—thin as thread, a trick channel.
Tessa’s breath fogged in the cool and she wiped the glass with her sleeve. There were numbers beside the channel—0.8, 1.1—and little tide notches that matched the table in her pocket. Whoever had drawn this knew the sea like a talkative friend. There were also simple pictures: a tern with long tail streamers, a circle around a tiny island that only rose above water at the lowest tides.
She copied with fast hands, eyes flicking to the tunnel. Inky stood guard like a sleek statue, beak low, eyes bright. The spyglass gathered edges for her. Chalk bumps became ridges; lines became roads. She had to stop her hand from shaking because excitement made her wrist eager.
On a low shelf lay a crate stamped with words that made her scalp prickle—CROWN GLASS—HOLLIS LIGHT—and a date. The top was pried back neatly, nails bent in a row for later reuse. The inside was lined with straw that smelled faintly of wine and dust. It was not a thief’s smash. It was a careful borrowing, a long work.
A hiss of water at her heel sent her heart to her throat. She looked down. The tide’s fingers had crept in to wet her shoe. She checked the time and the tide table without needing to get them out. She did the math with her worry. They needed to go.
“Inky,” she whispered, wrapping the map sketch in waxed paper. “Now.” She took one last look at the tern drawing and the circled island and felt the tiniest shift inside: the idea that the person here was not making messes out of meanness, but out of some other fierce reason. She tucked that idea away like the map and moved.
They retraced, but not fast enough to be careless. The jars sang a quarter tone higher as the wind changed. Inky got ahead, then slipped back as if rethinking. Tessa skirted the stone bridge and put her palms flat for balance. A stray string of bells hung low near the exit, tin lids tied to fishline. She bent to duck under and her shoulder nudged one. It pinged with a single bright sound.
The raincoated person’s footsteps stopped somewhere in the maze. He had the sort of quiet steps that made no extra noise. Tessa pressed herself into a crack and held her breath until her chest burned a little. A light moved past—a faint glow from the lantern, now lit, warm and steady. Through the spyglass, she saw not his full face, just his jaw and a notch in his ear like a bite. He wasn’t a giant. He wasn’t a monster. He had a smear of soot on his cheek and a tired way of holding his shoulders.
“Bird strike,” he muttered to himself as he passed. “Can’t have it. Not again.” The words slid like stones hitting water.
Tessa waited for him to turn away. He bent, studied the scuff near the tin lids, then let out a breath that almost sounded like a laugh. He moved on. When the echo of his footsteps dissolved, she unpinned herself from the rock and made for the mouth of the cave with the care of a cat with a full teacup.
They came out to a sky that had lost its pearl and gone to light gray, the color of wet clay. Tessa’s knees shook a little as she crawled onto the breakwater and lay there, cheek on damp stone, breathing. The wedge of glass pressed cool against her ribs, reminding her it was real. Inky flopped next to her and slapped his sides with his wings, throwing drops.
From the lighthouse, the beam swiped through fog, a slash, thin but steady. The horn sounded. Somewhere out there, the ferry’s engine throbbed like the big heart of a fish. Tessa touched the shell whistle and thought of Mr. Hollis’s ledger and the neat pride in his lines. She would show him. She would return with a plan that did not break either boats or birds.
Behind her, a rope swung from a high stake. There was a tag on it, stamped G-7 like the key Inky had hauled up earlier. Tessa ran a finger over the raised letters and felt them like a promise that this was not just adventure but work that mattered.

    
Beam and Feather
“You brought what?” Mr. Hollis’s voice cracked on the second word when Tessa set the wrapped wedge on the table between them. The lighthouse smelled of fried eggs and old varnish. He unwrapped the cloth with his fingertips, reverent and furious all at once. The glass lay there like a frozen slice of rain.
“That,” he said. His eyes watered. “That is ours.” His finger hovered. “And you?” He looked over the top of his glasses. “Where did you go?”
Tessa told him, not every twist of the tunnel but enough. She told him about the jars that sang and the soot map and the chalk marks like a conversation. She did not make herself braver in the telling, and she did not make the person meaner. The telling contained the cold feeling of the stone bridge and the careful pride in the pried nails and the little tern drawing.
Mr. Hollis sat with his palms flat, then rubbed his chin until the whiskers rasped. “We call the patrol,” he said. He stood and stood still as if that would convince his knees to agree. “We call them and hold the light crooked as it is until they arrive.” He glanced at the ledger and the clock. “The ferry is due in four hours. The fog may not lift.” He clenched his jaw. “We cannot be missing those pieces when the ferry noses White Rock.”
“I can get them,” Tessa said. The words were a pebble she had been rolling in her mouth. When they came out, they made ripples she had expected and more she hadn’t.
Mr. Hollis barked a laugh without humor. “No. No. I’d sooner send my own shadow. You were careful because you knew you could come back. If that man—” He broke off. “No.”
“He cares about birds,” Tessa said. “He said ‘bird strike.’ He has a tern drawing on his wall. I think he’s not trying to hurt people. He’s trying to help birds in a wrong way.”
“And you think that means he won’t grab you by the scruff if you take his work apart?” Mr. Hollis’s mouth twisted, but his eyes had softened. “You talk like your mother when she wanted the weather to mind her.” He stood. “If we had more time—” He pinched the bridge of his nose.
“We don’t,” Tessa said gently. “We do have rope. And a pulley. And the hatch.” She looked up to the lantern room. “If I can get the pieces to the cliff under the light, you can haul them. You can set them. It will make the beam whole enough to warn the ferry. Then the patrol can meet us at the mouth of the cave.”
Silence gathered like birds on a wire. Mr. Hollis stared at the wedge. Finally, he swore softly in a language that probably came from his own grandmother and pulled a harness off a hook. “All right. If we’re fools, we’ll be careful fools.”
Cloud bunched and unbunched like fists while Tessa crossed the rocks again. Inky swam alongside the breakwater, sometimes vanishing into slick water, sometimes appearing with a comment. The rope wound warm around Tessa’s shoulder. She felt her heart in her throat and in her wrists. The spyglass knocked gently against her hip as if to remind her to look well.
Inside the caves, the air was colder and tasted like pennies. Tessa took to wrapping the rope around stalagmites and clipping herself in even when the floor seemed level. The tin-bell line where she’d pinged before hung in the same place, asking for a second clumsy touch. She studied it through the spyglass and saw two threads—one thick, one nearly hair. She rolled a strip of her scarf and slid it under the bells so that if she bumped, the notes would be thumps. She crept. They stayed quiet.
At the jar shelf, she paused. The notes were different, lower; the wind had turned. She swallowed a sudden hope for a wind from the south that would tug fog off the water later. The wrapped lens pieces sat where she had left them. She took a breath that filled her ribs and lifted all she could into the net bag, which sagged and then held. She had to stand with her legs wide so it wouldn’t pull her down.
“Inky,” she said. “Can you help float?” She set part of the bag into the shallow pool that led toward the main path. Inky shoved his broad chest against the bag and swam, face serious, feet kicking. The bag wobbled and the pieces inside knocked with dulled sounds against the oilcloth. Tessa steadied, shoulders aching, back hot in the cold air as she edged along the path.
Voices touched the chamber edges: the rumble of a man’s hum, the careful beat of footsteps. Tessa tucked the spyglass into her sling and pressed her back to the wall. The lantern glow grew and the jars’ song bent around it. She made her eyes as dull as the rock and her breath as thin as the fog.
He came into view the way someone comes around the corner of memory—half expected. The goggles were up on his forehead now so Tessa could see his eyes, which were gray like the inside of an oyster. He had lines fanning from them that said he squinted often at distance. He cradled another glass wedge like a baby bird.
“Straight through,” he told himself, as if reminding a pair of invisible hands. “Back by noon. No stalls.” He stopped dead when he saw Tessa.
They stared at one another, the cave holding its breath and letting the drip talk instead. Inky rose like a black comma between them, blinking.
“I’m Tessa,” she said, because silence would burst her like an overfilled balloon. “I help Mr. Hollis keep the light honest.” She nodded at the jars. “You made these sing.”
He blinked. “Jonah,” he said, after a long moment. He raised his hands a fraction, showing her they were empty except for the glass. “I don’t hurt children. I put the nails back.” It was a strange thing to say, but the truth held in it like a fish in a net.
“The ferry needs the beam,” Tessa told him. “You know it does.”
“The terns need their sky,” Jonah said. His jaw worked. “Last summer I found three under the cliff. The beam bounced and caught them. We’re told to turn off porch lights in town, but the big light—that one shines without manners.” He looked at his glass. “I tried shields. They said it wasn’t in the plan.” He glanced past Tessa, and his eyes flicked to the net bag hovering in the pool. “You’re taking them.”
“I’m returning them,” she said. “We can shade the sky, not the sea. We can make the beam polite.” She thought of the soot drawing of the tern, his long tail drawn with care. “I’ve seen your map. You know how to bend things without breaking them.”
A tremor ran through the rock, low as a whale call. Jonah’s eyes went to the roof automatically. “Tide’s shouldering up.” He swallowed. “You’ll be caught at the pinch if you don’t go now.” He stepped aside with a motion both weary and proud. “Go, then. Go.”
“Help me,” she said before her caution closed her mouth. “Please.”
He half laughed, surprised by the word in her mouth. “You ask the thief to carry.”
“You aren’t a thief,” she said simply. “You’re wrong about how, but not about caring.” Something in his face changed at that, softened and sharpened at once.
The return was a dance of careful steps and breath held in pockets. Jonah took the front of the net and Tessa the back. Inky swam alongside and butted with his head when the bag drifted toward a rock lip. The tin bells at the third bend were silent under Tessa’s scarf. The stone bridge had dark water licking it now. Jonah tested it with his toe.
“Quick,” he said, and for a moment his voice sounded like Mr. Hollis’s when the wind went sideways without warning.
They made it to the mouth of the cave with their shoulders buzzing from effort. The fog outside was flecked with rain now. Above, Mr. Hollis’s whistle trilled, high-low-high, a code, and she answered with her shell—low-low. A rope uncoiled from the cliff top like a liana. Jonah slung the hook from his belt through the net, hands sure from a hundred small fixes, and together they signaled a pull. The bag began to rise, shedding water.
“Go,” Jonah said to Tessa. “I’ll bring the last. Don’t argue.” He pointed to a second bundle of glass he had tucked near the wall. “If the ferry sounds, run.” He looked at the light as if it were a person who had told him a joke he didn’t approve of.
Tessa scrambled up the cliff steps that had been cut years before into the rock, breath counting the steps. Her legs shook with the kind of tired that feels like heat and cold at once. Mr. Hollis’s hands reached for her at the top, old and firm. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. He hauled the net and set the pieces on the floor like treasure.
The ferry horn cut the fog, a long low plea from beyond White Rock. The tide shoved its shoulder again under the cave, and the water rose up like a cat arching its back. Jonah appeared at the first carving in the cliff with the second bag. A board gave under him, then another. He jumped, caught a rung, and hung there a second, breath knocked. Inky flapped hard at his ear with a scold. Tessa’s rope belt was already in her hand. She tossed the free end, it fell short; she tossed again and felt the pull as Jonah grabbed it. She braced her feet as if digging into the very cliff and leaned back like an anchor.
“Pull,” she said to herself and to Mr. Hollis and to the cliff and the sky, and they did. The bag reached safe ground. Jonah did too, boots scuffing, breath a curse and a prayer in one.

    
Maps of Light
The lantern room became a workshop and a mouth of a story all at once. Mr. Hollis handled the glass wedges as if they could catch fire if his breath was wrong. Tessa washed her hands and wiped them twice and still dried them on her jeans before she touched the brackets. Jonah’s hands were sure but shaking when he held a screw while Mr. Hollis tightened it. He kept glancing sideways at the panes as if checking on a sleeping child.
“Hold,” Mr. Hollis said, and Tessa held, her fingers to the cold metal a small anchor. “Set. That’s set. Tessa, the next.” Her mother’s compass ticked faintly in her pocket as if it had its own job to do.
Outside, rain stitched the fog and the world shrank to the beam and the sound of water on everything. The ferry horn groaned again, closer now. Tessa thought of how her dad would be standing under the bait shop roof with his hat low, looking toward the point with his jaw tight.
“Last,” Mr. Hollis whispered, not because the moment needed quiet but because he did. Jonah slid the wedge into its home. Tessa saw it slot in with a tremble that ran up into her wrists. Mr. Hollis turned the clamp, and the lens ring became whole, a smile without a missing tooth.
He lit the lamp brighter, and the glass gathered the light, turned it into a blade, and sent it through the fog in a clean white stripe. It cut the air and landed somewhere far, where a captain saw it and turned his wheel. The foghorn’s reply sounded lower, less anxious. Tessa let out a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding for hours and nearly laughed with the rush of it.
Jonah leaned on the wall and closed his eyes for a second. “They’ll arrest me,” he said, matter-of-fact.
“We will explain,” Mr. Hollis said. He didn’t look at Jonah. He looked at the beam going out of the window and then back to his hands. “But first, we do the work of keeping people alive. Then we do the work of keeping birds alive. Both are possible if we stop shouting and start fixing.” He turned to Jonah at last. “You’ll help me build sleeves for the lens to block the upward spill. You’ve thought them through. I can tell.”
Jonah’s mouth wobbled. He looked out through the glass. A pair of swallows skated near the tower, tiny and safe in the rain. He let a breath out that sounded like climbing down from a high place.
Below, Inky pecked a raindrop off the sill with a neat little tap, as if approving the plan. The ferry’s engine song shifted, steady and sure now, a boat finding itself again on the water.
By afternoon the fog broke into rags and the town slid back into view as if a curtain had been pulled. People came up the path in rain jackets, faces turned to the tower like sunflowers. Mr. Hollis met the harbor patrol near the base with his hat off, which meant respect and also please be gentle. Tessa stood beside him with salt on her cuffs and a smear of soot on her cheek. Jonah stood, too, with his hands quiet at his sides.
The patrol officer was a woman with hair the color of rope and a calm that made everyone else breathe easier. She listened to Mr. Hollis’s plain story and to Tessa’s not-embellished one and to Jonah’s rougher telling that kept stopping and starting. When he got to the part about the terns, his voice went thin and honest.
“I wanted the beam to stop grabbing at wings,” he said. “I thought making it smaller would make it kinder.” he added. “I see that I made it unkind on the water.”
The officer looked toward the lantern. “Heard the ferry nearly missed the rock,” she said. “Heard also that the glass returned before that happened.” She pushed her hat back an inch. “We don’t fix broken things by breaking something else. But we do fix. You’ll do community hours with the keepers. You’ll help fix what you took, and you’ll help make the new shields.”
Jonah nodded, relief and worry sliding across his face like the surf. He did not look like a villain. He looked like a man whose idea had run away before he could tie a rope to it.
Neighbors brought thermoses and biscuits and a pie that steamed when cut. Inky became a hero without trying and ate six sardines under the table, each acquired by guile. Kids begged to blow Tessa’s shell whistle. She kept it in her pocket where it clicked against the compass. The mayor, whose coat smelled like peppermint, pushed forward and cleared his throat in his important voice.
“Bravery looks like bolts and rope, not only like banners,” he said. “Mr. Hollis, our keeper, you’ve kept us safe again. Tessa Quill, you are appointed Junior Harbor Cartographer, for work too old for your years and ears sharp enough to hear chalk. Jonah...” He paused, finding the words. “You will make good, which is its own kind of brave.”
Two days later, after the fog learned to be polite again, the harbor patrol escorted them back to the caves. The tide was out to its furthest sigh. The jars had lost their song and looked like old fruit in a pantry. The tin lids lay stacked neatly; Jonah didn’t have to be told. He unstrung his organ and tied the twine into useful loops.
They stood in the soot-map chamber and let flashlights pull the coast back out of the wall. Tessa traced the trick channel with her finger in the air. “Only when the tide is below one meter,” she said, remembering the numbers. “Safe for canoes. Not for boats with motors.” She mapped with her notebook until her fingers cramped.
“Someone long ago knew this,” Mr. Hollis murmured, running his palm along the drawn tern. “And someone now does again, because a girl and a stubborn man listened.” He had a gentle smile in his weathered voice.
Back outside, schoolkids clustered as if on a field trip without a bus. Tessa showed them the chalk code—the little anchor for caution, the chevrons for direction, the square-with-dot for I was here. They practiced making their own marks on a practice board and then wiping them away so the rocks would not keep secrets longer than needed. Jonah showed them how to tie knots that release easy under weight. He spoke quietly, but each kid leaned in as if he were telling a magic trick.
That afternoon, on ladders and the catwalk, Mr. Hollis and Jonah fitted sleeves to the lens, thin rings that clipped on and shaded the upward arc. They looked like eyelashes on a giant eye. In the testing, the beam still sliced the water clean, but the sky stayed less bright. Birds traced their patterns without stutter. Tessa leaned on the sill and felt something two-sides-right in her chest.
Mr. Hollis took the spyglass from his sling and pressed it into her palms. “You’ll sign it out in the ledger like a proper keeper,” he said. “But truth is, I think it knows your eye now.” Tessa swallowed a ball of gratitude and set her thumb in the groove worn into the leather by someone else’s life.
They held a small ceremony by the lighthouse steps on a day that smelled like kelp and rainboxes. Tessa wore her dad’s old wool cap and a grin. The mayor read a paper that sounded official even where it wasn’t, and Tessa tried to stand still under words like commend and service, which felt too big and also exactly the right size at once. She shook hands until her fingers tingled. Mr. Hollis squeezed her shoulder hard enough to press the moment into the bone.
Jonah kept his head low and worked. He had a tool belt on and a pencil behind one ear and a swallow of pride he tried to hide. He worked three weeks straight on shields and on patching the small things people forget to patch—the step that wobbled, the railing that squealed. He took the jars he had used for the organ and brought them to the school, where Tessa showed the science of sound to her class. They set the jars by the window and let the wind play a more gentle song.
Inky decided the harbor was a fine home and slept on a beam in the boathouse roof. He visited Tessa’s windowsill and pecked at his reflection like a vain dancer. He took fish from her hand with the delicacy of a prince and then dropped a shiny bottle cap at her feet, which she kept like a medal.
At night, Tessa sat at her desk with the spyglass beside her and redrew the island and cave system from memory, adding the marks for the jars and the stone bridge and the place where the bells hung. She wrote in the corner: Place of Decision. Under that, she wrote: Light and wings both need caring hands. She taped the cowrie shell next to the words.
On a clear late evening, when the first few stars had the sky mostly to themselves, a long body rolled far out near White Rock. A whale’s spine rose and slid back into the sea, a quiet blessing. Tessa’s compass pointed true north out of habit. She spun it once and let it settle. Her hand itched to draw. Inky thumped the window with his beak. She laughed and tapped back. Tomorrow, she thought, there would be new lines to learn, new edges to pull out of soup with her eye and glass, now that she had a map for choosing how.
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