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The Silent Hour of St. Marin
Nora Levant
When St. Marin’s ancient bell falls mute, clock restorer Leona Moraine follows a trail of sound through a sealed tower, a coded automaton, and a city’s forgotten charter. With a retired lighthouse keeper and a blunt electrician, she confronts a councilman’s scheme and restores a tide-tuned peal—and her city’s memory.
ProseHub


    
The Silent Hour
By midmorning the fog had thinned enough to show the gulls as strokes of chalk over the harbor. Leona Moraine held the balance of a carriage clock between her fingers, feeling the faint, springy thrum against the pads of her thumb and forefinger. Oil smelled like walnuts; brass dust left a taste like a coin. In the front window of Three Springs, her small shop, a row of mantels ticked in unsynced conversation, each voice precise yet private. She looked the way a careful listener might look: cropped hair tucked behind one ear, a tiny scar across her eyebrow from an old workshop mishap, eyes always leaning toward sound rather than light. When the ten o’clock chime from St. Marin’s tower came floating down the hills, she paused. It wasn’t just time; it was a habit laid across the city like a quilt.
The bell had a name in the old stories—The Song of Tides—and everyone said that when it kept good temper the harbor stayed polite. Boats slid, schedules held, ovens rose right. It was superstition, maybe, but the baker believed it. Sorin waddled in, cheeks flushed, hands smelling of rye.
“Does it live?” he asked, peering over the counter where her spring trays were set like surgical instruments.
“Bites,” she said, smiling. “But it’s mended. Don’t wind fully; the chain is older than you’re admitting.”
“Everything is older than I admit,” he sighed. “Except bad news.” His gaze drifted to the window. Gulls wheeled; a ferry shouldered a path toward the breakwater.
He left with his oven timer wrapped in paper like a pastry. The day wore on. Students from the conservatory brought a metronome with a chipped weight; a fisherman asked why his wall clock lagged in storms; Leona wrote neat notes, put hair-thin dots of oil, listened until voices of gears and pins settled into an accord. When the noon chime came, the high E sang a shade flat. She frowned. Wind? Heat? The tower had spoken to her since childhood. Once, soundproofed school halls felt like a jar; she’d paced until the bell let air into the day again.
At six, she locked up and climbed the stairs to her small flat. From the balcony she could see the copper dome and the square of the tower, its open arches black with swallows. She brewed tea, ate bread and cheese, and set the radio low to a station that only played quietly recorded rainstorms. Midnight was a silly time to wait up for, but on Fridays the tower made a long, old-fashioned peal.
That night, the city felt expectant without reason. A hush under the usual din of scooters, laughter, and glasses clinking. Leona watched a moth throw itself at the glass shade over her table lamp, thunk, thunk, with stubborn cadence. She checked the time against three different clocks she trusted. The flat one she’d built from beech wood ticked like a heartbeat; the wristwatch her mentor had left her when he died kept its own impish stride, half a second fast in protest. She set them all in a row and sat on the balcony rail, one foot hooked behind the bars, smelling salt and hot stone.
When the hands reached twelve and the first gust came off the water, she braced for the great bell’s greeting. The swallows rose, a breath of wings, then settled again. The tower stayed quiet. The silence wasn’t empty; it was thick as felt. Far down the hill, someone shouted “Oi!” the way a person calls to a dog that’s bolted into the street. A scooter backfired. A window slammed. No bell.
She stood so fast the chair scraped. The midnight peal had been faithful long before this city had her name. Lights popped on across the street. The group chat for the neighborhood lit her phone—anyone hear it? Did it ring early? Could fog damp it that much? Her fingers hovered and then she typed, “No.” Another message: city hall posted about maintenance? That didn’t match.
She slid the bolt on her door and went barefoot down the stairs. The stones held heat even after midnight; they pressed warmth into her soles. At the corner, the lamplight made a pocket of honey, bright enough to turn moths into paper scraps. A stray cat stared at her without trust and trotted away, tail flicking. She drifted with others, drawn by habit, toward the square below St. Marin’s. A few tourists filmed the black mouth of the bell chamber, as if the silence might show up differently on video. A man in a bicycle helmet tried whistling the first line of the peal. It fell stupidly into the night.
A wine-sour breath near her ear: “Maybe the city’s cursed.” She moved away. A woman beside the shuttered bakery crossed herself and murmured, “Not in my lifetime, never.” The silence felt like a held note that kept not ending.
Morning brought seagulls arguing over a crust in the gutter, city services sweeping up the glitter of last night’s bottles, and a notice at the base of the tower strapped tight with zip ties: CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER INSPECTION. The sign had a brand-new smell to it, that bright plastic scent of printers and a desk somewhere. Leona tugged her jacket closer and read the small print. Structural instability suspected. No entry beyond authorized personnel. She frowned at the date in the corner—printed yesterday afternoon before the bell failed.
A guard leaned an elbow on the chain barrier. She had a coffee and a tolerance for questions already burned low. “Morning,” the guard said. Her badge read Lidia Varga.
“I’m Leona,” she said. “I service city clocks. Private ones,” she added quickly. “But I grew up here. That chime is our coat of arms.”
“Which is why we want nobody under a windowful of stone if a beam finds a reason to sneeze.” Lidia’s blunt hair was pulled into a band so tight it made her look unblinking. “The engineers will crawl through it today. You can file a request with cultural works if you’ve got a credential.”
Leona told herself to leave. Instead she studied the gate, the old lock layered with stickers from fairs and festivals, a city’s history accreted like barnacles. The smell of metal lived in the air here, iron and something like daisies from the old oil that had soaked into wood. She felt the way she did when a clock’s beat had gone funny: headache behind her right eye.
A woman came down the steps from inside the gate, tall, copper hair braided under a cream scarf, jacket too fine for dust. She spoke into her phone, words ending with a laugh like a match catching. Lidia straightened. “Ma’am?”
“City hall,” the woman said, without stopping her call. Lidia raised the chain with a grudge and the woman slipped under. As she passed, Leona smelled cosmetics underlaid by cold brass, the way your hands do after paying with coins. The woman’s eyes flicked over her. Then she was gone into the street, heels talking in a clipped rhythm. Leona felt oddly seen and just as quickly dismissed, something she resented from old classes where she knew an answer and stumbled on saying it.
She took a photo of the notice, looked up at the bell mouth, and told herself, later, she could wait.
Back in her shop, the ticks of the mantels sounded like the parts of an impatient crowd waiting for the speech to finish and cake to be served. She tried to settle to work and failed. She wiped her bench twice, then stacked tuning forks by pitch, then did what she rarely did at midday: she dragged out the box with letters and odds that had belonged to Halden Krauss. Halden had taught her to listen, and then he had gone to sleep one afternoon and not woken up. The inheritance was small and heavy with thought: a vice that fit her bench as if built for it, a box of hand files, two letters she had only half read because they were exactly his voice.
The bell on the door rang. The mail courier lifted a package that looked like it had been carried by mule. “For you,” he said, and rolled his eyes at the registry slip. “Came through probate weird. The sender’s the executor for—eh, some estate. You’ll sign here.”
She signed. The twine bit her finger as she pulled; the paper smelled of attics. Inside, wrapped in a yellowed page of the Almanac of Tides, lay a wooden case with inlay worn at the corners. The lid groaned when she opened it. Inside, in a nest of wool, a small brass bird lay curled, its wings etched with feathering so fine she could have used it as a tool. A key with a tulip handle sat beside it, and under that, a heavy card written in Halden’s hand.
If ever the city falls silent, he had written, hold this to the heart of the tower. Hear what still moves. The song is older than the bell. The tide keeps its own count. The notes were in his shorthand, sketched in dots and voicings. In the corner, a penciled arrow pointed toward the old watchmaker’s row where Halden had kept a second workroom above a barber. The letter beneath the card was more formal: Executor states contents to be given to my apprentice Leona Moraine, without restriction. Use wisely.
She set the bird on her palm. It had a hinge under the throat, a tiny slit where a voice pipe might be. Automata were toys to some and temples to others. She held it to her ear and heard nothing yet. But the weight of it, the care in the screws, made her chest feel tight.
The night ate the afternoon early. Outside, the harbor took a breath that smelled of kelp. Leona locked the shop, put the bird back in its box, and stared at Halden’s arrow until it stopped being a drawing and became a street in her head. “I’m going,” she told the empty room, and picked up her coat.

    
The Donor of the Docks
Halden’s old place above the barber still had his white paint on the door and the same doorbell that made a sound like a sigh when you hauled its chain. The barber, now an old man with a cutthroat kindness, nodded her to the stairs. On the first landing a mirror tilted like a conspirator to show a thin sliver of her face. She looked younger there, like the apprentice who had worried too much about her hands being steady.
The room smelled of dry wood and carded wool. Under dust, the benches were neat. On one wall, pinned paper clocks Halden had made for children flickered as someone moved in the shop below. He had been generous with his time when he had it, and miserly with explanations, as if curiosity were a good burn that made your skin stronger. A small crate sat under the workbench with her name written in a steadier hand than his late ones. She slid it out, collecting dust on her knees, and cut the rope.
Inside a leather pouch lay a set of tuning forks with handles turned from pear wood, each stamped with a letter and a tiny shell icon. Under them, a rolled sheet of vellum creaked when she unrolled it, revealing a crude map of the tower interior, drawn like a body: ribs, spine, lungs. In the margins Halden had written, Listen here, and here. Let the sea decide.
And the bird—its head rose on a hinge when she turned the key. At first it whirred like any clockwork wound against a spring, then it paused, as if coiling itself into quiet. When she set it back in its nest the brass warmed under her fingertips and she thought she heard the suggestion of a breath. A tiny bellows, perhaps. Leona laughed, a short, disbelieving sound that tasted like relief.
Footsteps on the stair rattled dust out of cobweb triangles. The barber’s granddaughter, a research student who liked to lean on the counter of Three Springs and ask questions, poked her head in. “You look like you just found a pirate’s flute,” she said.
“Close,” Leona said. She didn’t explain more; keeping the thrill contained made it stronger. She packed the forks, the vellum, the bird, and an old hand-lamp into her backpack. At the door she paused, feeling the room’s attention like a thing you’d hang your coat on. “Thanks, Halden,” she said quietly, and let the door sigh behind her.
On the street, the wind combed her hair the wrong way and tasted of rain. She cut down to the docks rather than climbing home, because her legs needed the long planks and the open, and because the bell’s absence had left her with energy that had no railings on it.
The pier boards creaked a tune that belonged to their lives, not hers. Boats nudged one another with old friends’ manners. She set the bird on the railing and wound it again, cautiously. This time, when she lifted it, the hinge under the throat opened fully, and a sound like a breath escaped. Then nothing. She held her own breath. The waves hit the pilings in intervals, irregular and insistent. Every fourth slap fell heavy. The bird seemed to notice, its tiny chest rising a hair when that heavier sound came.
She took out a fork—a C—and struck it against her boot heel. The tone shivered in the salt air. The bird did not stir. She tried D, then E. When she hit F, a faint pip answered, no more than the ghost of a note. People at the fish stall glanced and went back to gutting. She made a mark on the vellum: F near the lung. It felt right. She tried a higher F; the bird piped again, exactly when the wave hit heavy. The automaton was listening to something she could only barely sense.
“Not many folks bring their own choir to the pier,” a voice said. The man had the posture of someone who had stood in weather for most of his years, relaxed into it instead of braced against it. He held a soft knife and three whittled gulls stared out from his bench like judges. “You dropped a bit of music,” he added, nodding toward the fork when she reflexively grabbed for the bird first.
She stifled a laugh. “Thank you.”
“Mateo Ionescu,” he said. “Lighthouse keeper, retired. Now I make gulls that never steal your lunch.” He tapped one smooth head. “You listening for the tower?”
“Yes.” It came out too fast. She slowed. “I restore clocks.”
“That bell’s my rooster. Didn’t crow last night, and my breakfast went crooked.” He wiped his hands on a cloth. Up close, he smelled of pine shavings and salt. His eyes were a pale brown that took the measure of things as if numbers sat behind everything you could see. He tapped the railing with the knife’s hard handle: tap, pause, tap-tap, pause, tap. “Tell me what you hear.”
She listened with the tuned part of her mind, the space she made between sound and reaction. “Rail’s carrying three sets of sound,” she said. “Water, the dock ropes creaking, and… farther, a pump?”
He smiled with half his mouth. “City pump station in the rocks. You hear the weak bearing? The wobble?” He rapped again, now with a shorter pause between the taps. “And the patrol boat is coming by the long mooring. It makes the ropes sing high; the pitch’s rising as it tightens.”
She nodded. He set the knife down. “You want in that tower, but that chain will tell you no. Lidia’s good at her job. I have something older than her lock. You can have it if you can tell me what’s wrong with the bell just by standing here.”
Leona leaned on the rail and closed her eyes. The bell wasn’t ringing, which meant she had to listen for its absence, like listening for the hole left when a tooth is pulled. The wind had shifted south; she tasted minerals. The gulls made their own argument. In between, the harbor’s skin moved under a palm you couldn’t see. Inside that, she imagined the bell’s mouth like a listening ear and the cradle that held it creaking under weight.
“The E was flat yesterday,” she said. “More than the heat would give. That can be a crack starting along the lip, but… the tower would not ignore that. If it were over-safe, they’d muffle, not stop. The fly governor can be chained to shut the train. Someone did that, either because they’re afraid or pretending to be.” It felt strange to say the thought out loud. People disliked hearing that fear could be a costume.
“The muffle’s off; I saw it,” Mateo said. He weighed her with his gaze again and seemed to like that her voice didn’t shake. “We used to keep a skeleton key up there for the old iron lock they never replaced. The city swapped the lock, but not the latch plate.” He bent beneath the bench and brought up a handful of metal, polished by years. “This will open it if you are patient like somebody fishing without bait.”
She held out her hand. He kept it a moment more. “If you put your ear to that bell and hear a crack, you don’t touch it without help. A bell is temperamental metal; it will break your fingers if it chooses. But I think you’ll hear something else. Do you see that councilman over there?”
Far down the promenade, a man in a tidy coat gestured at the tower while talking to a compact group of men in hard hats. Everything about him said he expected to be listened to. “Radu Petrescu,” Mateo said. “Ambitious palms, smooth voice. He’ll tell the city that he’s saving their heads from falling stone. He’ll sell them a repair we don’t need, then let something else go quiet to build a hotel. I smell these storms.”
Leona tucked the key into her pocket. “What makes you think I can do this?”
“You’re listening with your teeth,” he said, grinning at her mouth. She’d been clenching in concentration. “Which means you care enough to make yourself foolish. Take a friend with wires and a trustworthy guard. The guard you’ll have to earn.”
She thanked him. As she turned away, the bird in her bag gave the faintest reply to the F she’d struck before, a tiny, satisfied trill. She pretended to cough to hide the thrill that ran along her arms like cold water. She felt the weight of choice settle gently on her shoulders, not crushing, but undeniable.
She climbed home with the gulls watching, the skeleton key heavy as a secret against her thigh every step. In her flat she unpacked the tuning forks on the table like a row of silver reeds and set the brass bird between them. She wound it one turn and left it upright, the thin slit under the throat catching the lamplight as if it were smiling. When the building’s old pipes clanked, the bird’s chest rose. Her breath did, too.
“Tell me what you want me to hear,” she said to it, already accustomed to being answered by things that never spoke.
She oiled the lamp, cleaned her pliers, and packed her bag. Instead of sleeping, she practiced standing on the balls of her feet for balance and moving through the narrow kitchen without letting her shoulders brush anything, a child’s game she hadn’t played in years. She sent a message to a municipal electrician she knew from a clock she’d fixed at the water office: Are you on the team that’s going into St. Marin’s? The reply came ten minutes later: Maybe. Why? She typed, I have a key. Then backspaced it all away and replaced it with: I can hear something they won’t. The dots came, went. At last: Meet me tomorrow at dawn near the south gate. Bring coffee.
She went to the window. Below, under a streetlamp, Councilor Petrescu stood with two men who had uniforms that tried to look like engineers’ without credentials. He held a rolled blueprint like a baton and used it to tap the chain at the tower’s base as if it were misbehaving. He laughed, and his laugh rolled up the street and collected in Leona’s ears like dust. She watched him walk toward a car with driver-side glass that did not make room for gull droppings, and a chill passed through her without breeze.
She lay down with the bird on the nightstand. In the blue before true sleep, it gave a breath, timed exactly to the lift and fall of the water she could not see. When she woke before dawn, the harbor’s rhythm had pulled the night to low tide. Somewhere a pump labored with its weak bearing. She could hear it. And under that, the absence of a bell had become a presence, exactly where a sound should be. The emptiness ticked.

    
Stairs Within Stairs
Dawn made the copper of St. Marin’s dome look like a fruit on a windowsill. Fog lay in seams along the water, light as a blanket you could push aside if you decided. Leona met Irina—the electrician not much older than herself, with hair she braided into utility and a belt of tools that made her look like she’d assembled herself from spares—in the shadow of the south gate. Irina handed her a paper cup that smelled worse than it tasted.
“I can’t say you didn’t bring coffee,” Leona said.
“I promise nothing about adequacy. You brought a bag, so I’m not the only lawbreaker. I checked the inspection rosters; Petrescu’s official team isn’t due until eight. Lidia’s on the early watch. If she hates us, you can charm her with oil.”
Leona didn’t feel charming, only keyed up to a frequency that made the hairs at the back of her neck stand obediently. They approached Lidia at the chain. The guard watched them approach, and when they were within speaking she lifted her chin. “You two again,” she said, though she had met only Leona. “No.”
Leona took a breath. “If the tower is unstable, we need to know before they bring more weight inside. We move like cats. If we find a crack, we stop and come fetch your supervisors. If we find something else, we’ll tell you first. We can’t lie about sound.” She pushed the skeleton key’s weight against the edge of her pocket to reassure herself it still existed.
Irina added, “They’ll send Ionescu anyway. You want him climbing with bad knees? We’ll take the bruises instead.”
Lidia looked at the dawn for a long heartbeat. Then she glanced at Leona’s fingers. “You have watchmaker hands,” she said finally. “You don’t panic and you don’t wear rings. You can go. If you’re not out when the official team gets here, I never saw your faces. If you break your necks, I’ll tell your mothers you were reckless and make them promise me their recipes so I’ll remember your names when I cook.”
The key did not fit the lock, as Mateo had predicted, but the latch plate had not been updated in some far-off budget. Leona slid the skeleton key in, felt it catch on nothing, then turn on a sweet spot that made a notch whisper and the chain slump, docile.
Inside, the spiral stair began immediately, cut stone steps worn like thumbs. Dust made fur along the outer curve. The air smelled old and tinny with pigeon filth. Leona put a hand on the center newel; it was warm from stored heat and more solid than she had expected. Every tenth step, a little square window let in the sky.
Halden’s vellum map fit in her pocket, but she kept forgetting it was there. She did better when she listened and answered the building itself. The bird in her bag felt present without moving. At the first landing they stopped, looking through a grate into a chamber of ropes and iron. The ropes hung in lines thick as wrists; the iron wore the patina of hands. Something had been touched recently that shouldn’t have been: oil smears too clean and a fingerprint in dust like a stamp.
They climbed, breathing with effort, stepping over an old pigeon nest crusted to the stair edge, until the clock room opened around them. It was a rib cage, the vellum had said, and it was. The great wheel sat like a sun with its teeth dulled by centuries of faithful work. The escapement—Graham, old style—leaned at its precise angle and ticked not at all. A fine chain hung slack. The fly governor had a strap around it, leather, new. Leona swore softly. The barrel that carried the pins for the melody lay stripped in one band, as if someone had peeled off a run of notes the way you rip out a measure from a tape.
“Someone lifted pins,” Irina said at her shoulder. “And chained the governor. That’s not a crack; that’s a hand.”
Leona touched her finger to the leather and then, guilty, put her finger to her tongue. New tannin, not yet oiled by handling. She looked at the barrel. The gap in the pins left a bald strip like scalp. It looked indecent.
She set the bird on a timber and wound it once, then twice. It breathed. The sound it made was not the bell’s tone but a whisper of air and reed. When she carried it along the wall, it piped at certain spots and remained quiet at others as if the masonry itself had opinions. She stopped when it answered to a point about shoulder height near the south window and tapped there with her knuckle. The hollow sound made Irina turn her head.
“A cavity,” Leona said. “Not big.”
Irina’s brow compressed. “You have a stethoscope for stone.” She moved to the fly governor and cut the strap with her pliers. “We can free the train. It doesn’t solve the missing pins, but at least it tells us if anything else screams.” She released the brake gently, and a penny’s worth of dust shook loose.
Leona slid her tuning fork from the pearwood handle marked F and sounded it. The bird nested in her arm chirped once in sympathy. When sound waves met in the room, they made a sensation like cold around her ears. Irina grinned without humor. “Well, now we’re married to this. Help me check the bell bar. If a bar is cracked, it rings dead. We have to be unromantic about it.”
The bar lay along a timber, black from centuries of hands. Leona listened, then struck near the end with a felted mallet. The note fell true and clean. She nodded and the weight in her chest, which had felt like a thumb on a scale, lifted a fraction.
They made a slow circuit of the floor, prying here, tapping there, drawing back when the pigeons scolded from higher. The bird piped again and again near the south window and then, on a whim, Leona held it to the heavy counterweight that hung in a corner like an obedient whale. The automaton shivered against her palm and then steadied. She ran her fingertips over the metal’s gritty paint and caught a snag—a tiny folded thing wedged under a bolt head. Her nails, flat and short, complained. Irina handed her a flat screwdriver without looking up, focused on a wire-binding she was inspecting.
Leona teased the paper free. On it, lines of notes scrawled in ink darker at one end like the writer had been interrupted mid-measure. Salt had blotted one corner, making the stave blur. She held it up to the window. The melody looked simple until you counted where the rests fell. It was not the same as the usual spring tide peal, but kin to it, a cousin raised in another neighborhood.
“Halden,” she whispered before she could stop herself. But the hand was not his; it was lighter, a little elegant in a way that did not belong to the old man’s square, decent notes.
Footsteps and voices rose on the stair: the timbre of management smoothing itself into a climb. Irina’s eyes widened. She grabbed the strap she had cut and looped it back, loosely, fake order restored. Leona slid the paper into the cuff of her jacket, where a tiny unpicked seam made a pocket, and snapped the cuff’s button with a click that made the pigeon nearest them cock its head.
Councilor Petrescu came in wearing a face polished for light. Behind him, a man with shoulders built for insisting waited. Lidia followed last, mouth tight, eyes warning and not surprised.
“Ladies,” Petrescu said. “We love initiative. We also love rules. Did you step through a closed chain?” He looked past them without waiting for answers, taking inventory like a grocer.
“The strap was failing,” Irina said. “I restored it. We haven’t moved anything else.” She did not lie well; she was too honest to smooth edges on her words.
“It’s good you saw that,” he said. “It proves the risk. Strap failure, loose pins. We will have to shut this for months. We’ll do it properly. Contractors, plans. You’ll like it. The city will be safer.” He glanced at Leona as if measuring whether she were the kind of person who could be addressed with charm. He chose to try. “And you are?”
“Not in your budget,” she said, and made herself smile to make the sting less obvious, for Lidia’s sake. The guard hid a cough by adjusting her radio.
“Cute,” he said, bored now. “Please remove yourselves. We will process what you’ve seen. Speak to my office if you want… clarity.” His eyes slid to the bird, which sat decoratively and said nothing. In that moment the automaton gave one breath at F and then went quiet. Petrescu’s cufflink, a tiny anchor, caught the light and flashed at them like a signal. The sense of a spell went through the room, the kind you could only call a pattern glimpsed and not understood.
They left under Lidia’s gaze, which lingered on Leona’s sleeve where the paper lay folded. Outside, air felt too thin. Irina swore under her breath in a language Leona didn’t speak and then said, “We have to get ahead. If he hires a company to touch those pins, whatever we saw vanishes into invoices. Do you want to pretend to be contractors?” She grinned, feral. “I do a mean hard hat.”
“No,” Leona said. “We do it the other way. We learn the song. We play it without the pins. We find what the tower keeps when it’s allowed.”
“How do you play what you can’t mechanically cut?”
“By listening to the room. Halden left me an instrument.” She tapped her bag where the bird rode. “And there’s vellum with notes. We’re not unarmed.”
They sat on a low wall near the fountain where a bronze fish threw itself up all day long without getting anywhere. Leona pulled the folded paper from her cuff and smoothed it on her knee. “See?” she said. “It’s this, then rest, then this. The rests are not symmetric. They follow something outside themselves.”
Irina clicked her tongue against her teeth, thinking. “Like the pump we heard. Like tide. Like something that does not care about us.”
“And they pulled the pins in exactly the bar where this winds through,” Leona said. “Not random.” She packed the paper away when a woman with copper hair walked by the fountain, talking on her phone. The fine jacket. Up close once more, a scent of expensive soap and cold metal. She met Leona’s eyes directly this time and smiled without warmth. Then she was gone into the morning’s errands.
“Archivist,” Irina said softly. “Or lawyer. Or professional remover of obstacles. I’ve seen her with Petrescu at zoning.”
“Let’s find someone with keys to paper,” Leona said. “I know a person who locks maps like jewels. If the song we found looks like the old peal for the spring tide, the reading room might have the first draft. Or a wet copy kept under glass.”
“That woman will have copies of whatever she wants,” Irina said. “We should move before her shadow lands where we step.”
Leona nodded. “Come to the shop. We can work without being watched there. And, Irina—thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” Irina said, then kicked the fountain’s stone rim gently with the toe of her boot. “I like machines that try to be animals. And I hate men who treat the city like a wallet. Let’s work.”

    
The Tide Score
Back in Three Springs, Leona cleared her bench so completely the wood looked naked. She set the vellum map Halden had left, the folded score from the counterweight, and a fresh sheet of paper side by side. The row of tuning forks became a low fence. Irina pulled a stool close and took out a pocket notebook already full of wire diagrams and grocery lists. The automaton bird watched them without moving.
Leona hummed the stolen melody softly. It felt simple when it began—a lullaby’s climb—and then shifted, a step down where your ear expected up, a rest long enough to recalibrate half the city’s breath. Irina tapped the rhythm on the bench with two knuckles. “That rest is exactly the length of the fourth swell,” she said. “We time the swell by the pump and the pump by the tide.”
“And the bird answers at the F only when the swell is fat,” Leona said. “It’s listening to pressure. Or to resonance. The tower is a lung; the bell mouth is a mouth.” She smiled without noticing she’d made a small joke.
She marked the rests on paper with lengths based on the distance between gull cries on the pier, an odd measure that suited her brain, and then translated them into seconds that would mean something to ordinary people. Irina watched as if Leona were building a bridge out of humming. “We’ll need proof that this isn’t just our noses liking a story,” she said. “Which means records that show the peal used to include a sequence that matches this. Or an old complaint about the bell being too long on Fridays, which would be almost as good.”
“Dr. Pop,” Leona said. “She runs the reading room like a battleship, but she’ll let us in if we bring biscuits. And she’ll play any puzzle lock we put in front of her.” She closed the bird’s box gently. “If somebody pulled the pins, they wanted to erase a shape, not a note. The room is the instrument. We need to learn to play without touching anything.”
They walked to the archives through streets that looked like they had been drawn by a patient hand, lines softened by use. Dr. Amara Pop met them at the desk with a look that could stop schoolchildren at fifty paces. Then she smiled at Leona because they had once argued about whether a weight clock could be called faithful if it was far from the center of gravity. “You look like you have brought me biscuits and trouble,” she said.
“We brought one of those,” Irina said.
“I’ll guess trouble. Come on. Don’t, under any circumstances, breathe on the charts without telling me your name first.” She led them into the map room with its smell of paste and vellum and the faint acid of old ink. The cabinets were oak and locked with devices that looked fancier than they were; Dr. Pop enjoyed theater. “Before I unleash you, solve this.” She put a small iron box on the table, its lock a star within a star.
Leona recognized the puzzle immediately: five plates that had to be rotated so that the cutouts aligned. “He gave you one of these,” Irina said, meaning Halden, and Leona nodded. Dr. Pop’s eyebrow raised fractionally as Leona slid the plates with her thumbs, listening for the click that meant they recognized one another. When the last plate fell obediently into place, the box opened with a whisper. Inside lay a key they did not need, and a note: Always practice.
“Good,” Dr. Pop said. “Now you get access. What flavor of obscure?”
“The bell peal,” Leona said. “Not the printed versions for tour guides. The drafts. Anything around the changes they made in the last two centuries. Complaints, too.”
“Ah,” Dr. Pop said. She became less human and more archivist, the way a cat becomes less friend and more hunter when a mouse squeaks. She set them up with a table near a window, a weighted snake for holding scrolls open, and gloves. “Do not lick your fingers,” she snapped at Irina, who looked offended just to be warned.
They read. The first hour was a slough through committee minutes, in which men with neat moustaches argued about whether a rest counted as silence or artistry. Then a letter surfaced, a thin paper with a water stain in a petal shape: The Friday Night Peal has been shortened in accordance with maritime interests, it read, dated in a tidy hand from a century ago. The reason: An extended rest, number four, has been deemed superstitious and unhelpful. The signature was an ancestor of Dr. Pop’s—odd and pleasing—and the complaint attached was from a guild of dockworkers who liked their long rest because it gave them time to raise a second glass without missing the count.
Irina copied notes while Leona’s heart did what hearts do when patterns tilt into place. She found a penciled staff in a margin that matched the stolen score, missing its final bar as if someone had been called to supper. Dr. Pop hummed when Leona traced it. “Do not hum in the reading room,” she said, humming more.
A shadow fell across the table. The woman with copper hair stood at the end of the aisle, hands lightly folded, smile professional as polished stone. “I’m so sorry to interrupt,” she said, sounding not sorry at all. “There’s a temporary hold on tower documents.”
Dr. Pop did not turn. “By whose authority?”
“Cultural works,” the woman said. “Councilor Petrescu’s office. My firm represents the contractors.” She slid a letter across the table that tasted like lime when Leona read it, sour and perfumed.
“The tower is not for sale,” Dr. Pop said, and her voice wore armor. “You may represent whom you like. The reading room represents memory. Which outranks you. Have a good day.” The woman’s smile stayed, but her eyes cooled considerably. She left without becoming less precise.
“That was a person who knows which way a knife points,” Irina murmured. She looked like she wanted to throw her pencil at the departing back. Dr. Pop watched her go and snorted. “Some days I wish for small earthquakes,” she said. “Now, work faster.”
They took photos of the draft notes and copied out the length of the fourth rest. The automaton bird, under the table in a padded case, chirped once as if it agreed. Leona almost shushed it to keep them from becoming a spectacle and then laughed at herself, a release that smelled of floor wax and sunlight.
On the way out, Petrescu himself appeared at the landing, drawing attention the way a brass instrument does even when you don’t much like the tune. He smiled in the way someone does when they believe you will accept what they bring because you are polite. “Ms. Moraine,” he said, having learned her name somehow. “Always a pleasure to see citizens engaged. The tower worries me. I have seen cracks that turn my breakfast sour. We must act.”
“Is that why the strap on the governor was new?” Leona asked. She knew it was poking the bear; she could not help herself. “Because you acted?”
He looked genuinely confused for a syllable, then pleased. “Ah, you look too closely,” he said. “You should trust us.” He gestured between them and the door. “This cost you nothing. I could offer you work if you brought your talents to my office at a more appropriate hour. Why not accept?” His face suggested he could not imagine a reason.
“Because sound isn’t a logo,” she said. Dr. Pop laughed once, wickedly. Irina smiled with all her teeth.
Petrescu’s gaze shifted to Irina, then to the case Leona held. “What is that?” he asked, eyebrows notching up a hair.
“Biscuits,” Leona said. He moved aside, small enough to make it clear he wanted them to feel the opening as a favor. They stepped around him.
On the street the air had gone damp with the rise of tide. Irina checked her phone. “Tomorrow is the spring tide,” she said. “Just before dawn. If we’re going to test this without pins, that’s our window. The pressure will be ideal if the old men were right on the committees.”
“And if we’re wrong, no one dies,” Leona said. “We only scare pigeons.” She tucked the case closer to her side and walked faster. “Mateo said he’d be in his chair. He can stand beneath the bell and listen to the weight lifting without being under it. Lidia will hate me for asking, but she’ll want honesty more than comfort.”
“Our city might be the thing that loves rules and listening at the same time,” Irina said. “We can make this work in such a place.”
They made a list on the way back: headlamps, non-sparking mallets, string chalk, two radios, a thermos of coffee that did not make a person make a face. The list kept them from feeling like they were running at a cliff.
Leona bedded the automaton bird in a folded towel that had been washed enough to smell only like clean, not the flowers it had been promised. She set the tuning forks in their case and slid everything into her backpack. Mateo nodded when she stopped by the pier again to tell him the hour. He tightened the jaw on a whittled gull as if it were an oath. “I’ll bring a lamp,” he said. “The cheap kind, not the nice one, so if I drop it I only lose my temper.”
She texted Lidia. We found a draft that explains the missing pins. We think the peal was long on purpose for the tide. If we can tune the room and set the train to lift without ringing the missing notes, will you stand by? The reply came ten minutes later: If you’re setting the train to move at dawn, I’ll be there. If the tower coughs, we stop. And I will personally carry you down. Don’t make me do stairs at speed.
That made Leona grin, and some of the tightness behind her right eye ceased its pulsing. She ate leftover soup without tasting it and set a second alarm. When she closed her eyes on her narrow bed, the bell wasn’t silent anymore; it was a shape that had his outline drawn in chalk, and she only needed to fill the lines. The automaton breathed along with her, tiny lungs rising in time with the swell of the night far below.
Just before she slipped under, she saw, through the scrap of curtain, a figure on the street beneath her window. Copper hair gleamed under the passing sweep of a headlight. The woman looked up with an expression that would have been concern in someone else. She lifted her phone, took a single photo of the shop’s sign, and walked on. Leona felt her skin register the threat like gooseflesh raised by cold air. She did not stand to watch. She slept because dawn would not care about her opinions.

    
Night of the Spring Tide
The hour before dawn has always been stubborn. It stood that way now, like a mule that could be coaxed only by patience. The harbor breathed with more purpose, the swells thicker, as if someone far away had tugged a sheet and a fold was sliding along it. Leona met Irina at the base of the tower in coats that made them into shapes that did not cling, everything hem tucked, nothing left to catch. Lidia waited with her radio and a thermos that steamed comforting lies.
“Last chance,” Lidia said. “I get to say that. It’s my right as the person who could stop this.”
“You can still stop it,” Leona said. “You’ll know when.”
Mateo leaned in the arch like a piece of wood set to dry. He had a lantern with a dented rim and a friendliness he did not throw away lightly. “The pump started an hour ago,” he said. “It’s sick of working. Makes a high complaint. That will be our marker.”
Inside, the stair smelled wet. The pigeons slept with the kind of trust that made Leona feel responsible for them in a way that was absurd and human. In the clock room they moved without chatter. Irina checked their radios; Lidia stayed near the stair mouth; Mateo stood near the outer wall beneath the bell chamber where the weight chain ran. Leona put the automaton on the timber where it had answered before and wound it carefully until the spring pressed back and said no more.
“Ready,” Irina said.
Leona breathed in and then out. Then she set the tuning fork to F ringing and held the automaton over the south wall again, where stone answered breath. The bird piped. Irina released the brake one notch. The weights, miles of time stored in a line of metal, took up their burden. The great wheel turned the width of a tooth. The sound of rope on pulley wandered along the wall like a hand over silk. The air shifted temperature.
She watched the drafted rests. They came like gaps in a fence where the grass grew taller. After the fourth, the automaton’s chest rose and fell as if it had decided to be alive, and Leona said, softly, “Now.” Irina lifted and let drop the brake as delicately as any harpist. The train moved without complaint. Mateo watched the chain. He nodded once, content.
The room felt like the inside of a living thing. The bell above them, still silent, had weight like weather. They reached the bald strip on the pin barrel where the stolen notes should have spoken. Leona heard the missing ring like a tooth you could not help worrying with your tongue. She held the F fork and then, on impulse, the higher F, and the bird answered in two pitches that made the hairs along her arm try to stand through her sleeves.
“Hold,” she said, and Irina froze. A low vibration like a voice behind a wall took up residence in the stone, a hum that matched the push of the tide when it struck the breakwater at a wicked angle. The draft rests lined up with the strikes of that unseen push. The barrel moved one more pin’s width and something inside the wall made a soft mechanical click that had nothing to do with the clockwork. It sounded like a cupboard latch in a kitchen a long time ago, soft and sure.
“I heard that,” Lidia said on the radio, no breath wasted on extra syllables.
“So did I,” Mateo said. “Twice.”
Leona held her breath to avoid stepping on the sound. “There,” she said, touching the stone at shoulder height where the bird had loved to sing. She felt, through skin rather than ear, a faint trembling like a cat purring three rooms away. Irina came to stand with her cheek against the wall, eyes closed, not too proud to admit the gesture looked foolish. “There’s a cavity,” Irina said. “And it has a latch.”
“Release the train another notch,” Leona said. “Gently.” Irina did, and the click repeated, firmer this time. The rest fell on them like a held breath, then released, and the room sighed.
They might have tried the stone then, but footsteps, too many, clattered up the stair with a rhythm that did not belong to a short-handed, friendly team. Petrescu’s voice preceded him, the vowels combed. “We’re just here to keep you from hurting yourselves,” he called, as if they were children dressing a cat.
Irina swore. Lidia stepped between the mechanism and the stair mouth like a door closing. “We’re in operation,” she said, voice a line. “You don’t move without my say.”
Petrescu smiled at that, too many teeth for a man with good table manners. Behind him, the copper-haired woman stood with a notepad and a look like an audit. The man with the shoulders lurked. “We won’t touch,” Petrescu said. “We’ll observe and be prepared to say we saved the city from calamity.”
Leona ignored him. She set the higher F sounding again and the automaton breathed in sympathy. She placed her fingers on the stone and felt the latch respond. “It’s music-locked,” she said to Irina. “A reed, a membrane. The resonance pushes a little catch.”
“Very old,” Irina said, admiration making her teeth show. “Very clever.”
“Very illegal,” the copper-haired woman observed, pen poised, “to be opening without a permit.”
“So is stealing the pins,” Lidia said. “But we know which of these laws has a beating heart.” She did not look away from the weight chain, which had been freed two notches since the newcomers arrived. Her attention had the ferocity of someone who hates funerals.
Leona pressed at the stone. It gave, then stopped on a catch that said: sing me right or I stay. She stepped back, struck the lower F again, then the higher, and then—remembering the draft’s slur between notes—slid the fork’s tone by touching it to her sleeve and covering and uncovering the tines with the side of her finger. The bird, obedient, matched her like a student in a choir. The latch answered: click. The stone, in a square not larger than a dictionary, popped outward a fraction.
Petrescu took two steps forward as if a platter had been lifted near his place at table. “Ah,” he said softly. Greed and admiration can share a sentence. “What a lovely old crime.”
Leona lifted the square. Inside a cavity lined with old waxed cloth lay a tube sealed with a red string. The wax had cracked in places but held the string’s knot dignified. Salt had nibbled the edge of the cloth. Irina reached for it, but Leona, thinking of hands and evidence, pulled her own back. “Lidia?” she said.
The guard took a breath and stepped forward. She put on gloves she kept in a pocket for scenes that could turn into statements. “I am witnessing,” she said to the room. “I will sign a log. You can all sign it or go home and rethink your week.” She lifted the tube with reverence and placed it in a bag she had thought of bringing because today wanted to be complicated. The copper-haired woman’s pen wrote without a sound Leona could hear, and she resented it for that reason more than any other.
Ghiță—the man with shoulders—shifted his weight, meaning to be between Lidia and the stair if he had to be. Petrescu held up both hands. “We all love heritage here,” he said. “We can love it more together. That document—if that is what it is—needs context. It needs—” He reached out and touched the wall’s lip where the stone had been as if he were petting it. “—stewardship.”
“It needs the city,” Leona said. “Not your office. The city can read.”
His smile remained. “And yet the city speaks through people, Ms. Moraine, and some of those people have portfolios. I would hate for an irregularity here to make anything… inadmissible. Help me help you.” He put a hand on the weight chain in an absentminded, possessive way.
At once Leona’s throat closed. “Do not touch that,” she said, very quietly. “You don’t know the rhythm.”
He laughed, indignant. “It’s a rope.” He shifted, and the weight dipped half a hair and then thumped as the brake caught it. The sound was like a heart discovering a missed beat and throwing a tantrum about it. Everybody in the room went still.
“You see?” he said. “Fragile. Dangerous.” He reached into his breast pocket and pulled an all-purpose cutter, the kind contractors use to open deliveries and men like him use when they want to be men like them. He set it against the leather strap they had cut and relooped. “This thing fails and you have a lawsuit. Better to take control now.”
For a second Leona saw the future—the weight released too fast, the train spinning itself destructive, the bell above yawning into motion without song and either stopping with a wrench that would kill a bearing or tolling a note that would be wrong forever. She stepped forward, hands up as if calming a horse. “If you cut anything,” she said softly, “you will unseat the fly and the train will outrun you. The bell will swing and the wrong bolt somewhere you can’t see will shear. And you will be on this floor where a falling chain will whip with the strength of a giant. You are good with money, Councilor. Be good with physics. Irina—talk to him about torque.”
Irina said, “If you cut that leather strap, I will throw up. And then I will crawl under the brake and hold it with my back because I am stupid in love with machines that do not want to die today.”
Something about the plainness of her voice found a ridge in Petrescu’s armor and tripped him. He hesitated long enough for Mateo, unhurried and strong as a dock piling, to step next to him. Mateo set the lantern down and looked at Petrescu’s cutter with the same contempt you reserve for fruit flies. “You don’t get to be the one who broke the clock.” He reached and, with no flourish, took the cutter out of the councilor’s hand.
Footsteps sounded on the stair again. More of them. Lidia straightened. “That will be my unit,” she said. “And if it isn’t, I will pretend it is.” She turned, planted herself, and said, louder, “Nobody leaves unless they sign that log. If you run, I will chase you, and I run like a person with three older brothers.”
The copper-haired woman tucked her pen away and studied Leona with a new assessment. Maybe respect; maybe a write-off. Leona did not care. The bell, patient, did not judge. It only waited to be the instrument it was.

    
The Song Returns
The city arrived in pieces: a sergeant with a book of forms big enough to flatten arguments, a junior official from cultural works who turned paler when he met Dr. Pop’s glare, and two more guards who brought with them fresh air and a steadying weight of law. The tube, still sealed with its red string, sat on a table Lidia had dragged from the stair landing. “We’ll open it at dawn in front of witnesses,” she said. “The light will make the photos good. Until then, we breathe. No one pulls, tugs, cuts, or thinks about improvisation.” She looked at Petrescu and raised both eyebrows until each developed its own personality.
He accepted the theater like a person who knew when they had lost this act. He found his posture’s dignity and arranged it back on himself. The copper-haired woman positioned herself in a corner with a phone that might have been taking notes or ordering oyster platters for a meeting she intended to go to instead of jail. Ghiță leaned against the wall and found, to his own surprise, that he was relieved to no longer be dangerous.
Leona and Irina returned their attention to the train. “One more notch,” Leona said. “We make the room honest. Then, at the exact count in the draft, we let it rest and stop. When dawn lands, we’ll be ready to ring what belongs to the city.” Irina put her palm on the brake in a gesture that looked like forgiveness and lifted and lowered it by less than a syllable. The weight settled obediently as if recognizing someone competent had a hand on it.
Mateo stood under the bell’s shadow. He listened with his mouth slightly open and teeth just showing, the way fishermen listen to water slapping on hulls in the night. “It’s right,” he said. “It’s hungry to sing again. I’m hungry to hear it.”
Leona did not realize she had been holding tears back until the idea occurred to her that she could cry later, and her eyes obliged, giving up a very small, sensible amount of water. She wiped it with the heel of her hand and grinned at Irina, who grinned back like the kind of sister you choose.
Dawn crept with the clean smell of wet stone. They opened the tube. The red string cracked like old sugar and fell obediently onto Lidia’s glove. Inside, rolled parchment unfurled with a soft sigh. The script read like a voice you trust at a busy corner. It was the Harbor Charter, drafted the same year the long rest had been set in the bell’s Friday peal. It bound the city to keep the old quay public, to prevent private building beyond the line of the third bollard, to maintain the tower in a condition that favored culture over commerce in case of dispute.
It had signatures. It had a seal. It had the names of ordinary workers in the margins where someone had passed the pen around. Dr. Pop made a sound that could have been a laugh having a better morning than it expected.
Petrescu’s face did a math he did not like. “There are processes,” he said, now performing the slower, duller kind of retreat. “There are reviews.”
“And we will have them,” Dr. Pop said, voice the polite edge of a blade. “And they will be conducted in a room with windows open to the quay where those bollards still stand.” She took photos with diligence and a little joy.
Leona stepped to the brake. Irina stood beside her, hands easy. Lidia checked with her sergeant and got a nod. “You may ring,” she said, to Leona in a tone that at another time would have been teasing. “One strike. Then stop. Let the city have its proof of life.”
Leona set the F fork singing and the automaton breathed. The swell hit the breakwater and the room’s pressure answered. She released and caught the brake and the bell above them woke as if from a nap in a house where coffee had just been made. The note rolled out over the city like linen shaken from a line. It carried light with it, something that made the eyes of fishermen at the outer moorings lift and smile without deciding to. Dogs tilted their heads and then barked once, satisfied. In kitchens, people paused with butter knives lifted in midair and laughed because they felt like laughing.
The second strike came because that was what a bell does when it is asked politely and correctly. The city exhaled and inhaled together. The harbor, following a much older count, sent its wave against the rocks in rhythm with it so precisely that Leona wanted to swear and promise never to doubt old people again in the same breath.
She stopped the train. The silence now was a companion, not a lack. On the quay, Mateo wiped his eyes and did not object when Lidia smacked his shoulder affectionately as she passed. Irina kissed the tips of her fingers and tapped the timber. “Alive,” she said. “You’re alive.”
“That was not permitted,” the copper-haired woman said without conviction. She looked smaller in the morning. People often do when they stand near something that has outlived them already.
Leona wound the automaton lightly. It breathed in time with the receding wave. “We didn’t break your rules,” she said. “We held them up to the light.”
News moves faster than sound when sound is news. By midmorning, a crowd had gathered below the tower, some thinly dressed in whatever they had grabbed, some in uniforms. The press used words like rediscovered and vow and community. They photographed the Charter with its names in the margins and some of those names—written by grandfathers, great-aunts, cousins who had emigrated and sent back money—made people in the crowd sob and then laugh and then clap for a document. The city’s mayor arrived, smelling of aftershave and last night’s wine. He performed contrition and then, to his credit, performed listening.
Petrescu stood to one side with the expression of a person calculating whether a bridge they had wanted to burn might still be structurally sound enough to cross again. The copper-haired woman spoke to no one for a long time, then called someone and spoke very rapidly, which could have meant many things. She nodded once and put the phone away and did not look back at the tower when she left.
In the afternoon Leona signed a form that recognized her as a consultant and another that warned her that touching history was discouraged when law slept. Dr. Pop took custody of the Charter and locked it in a case that would be admired by thieves. Lidia got teased by her fellows for becoming a clerk and fired back that she would rather fill out forms than obituary notices. Mateo carved a gull with its wings tucked and set it on the bench near the stairs like a talisman. Irina fell asleep sitting on the floor with her back to a joist and her hands folded like a cat.
Leona went home on legs that felt poured rather than grown. She set the automaton bird in the shop window, where the sun warmed its brass until it reflected the silly grins of passersby. Sorin brought her a loaf as big as his forearm and put it on the counter as if he were laying an offering on an altar. “It rang,” he said. “My oven thanked me. You’ll get free bread for a week whether you like it or not.”
She sat on her stool and wrote a note to Halden on the back of the vellum he’d left: It was not just hearsay, old man. The room sings. Thank you for trusting me to be simple enough to listen and stubborn enough not to stop.
Evening returned with its own small theater. The Friday peal came on time, carefully set by Leona and Irina and witnessed by half the city. They still hadn’t restored the pins, but they had taught the room to ring around its missing teeth. The automaton breathed on the windowsill in time with the swell, not fussy, not showing off, just joining. Kids on scooters paused at the edge of the square and counted along on their fingers and shouted when they got to four and the long rest made room for a joke, a sip of water, a glance at the friend you’d race later.
Leona went upstairs to her balcony. The city looked back at her from a hundred windows where pans steamed and cats sat with tidy paws. The bell lifted its voice and, for a moment, she felt the outlines of her life redraw themselves without erasing what had been there. The mayor had offered her a position—City Horologist—and she had surprised herself by saying she would accept if she could keep the shop and the right to refuse when money spoke louder than hearing. He had laughed and then looked nervous and then said yes, which was as it should be.
She opened the last envelope from Halden, which she had not dared before. Inside, one sentence in his hand: If someday no one else remembers what a long rest is for, mind it like a watch and keep it wound. There was also a tiny drawing of a bird, a silly one, beak crooked.
She held the letter to her chest. The bell finished the peal with a modest flourish. In the pause that followed, the harbor sent a swell into the breakwater exactly as it had taught itself for centuries. Leona listened with all the parts of herself that had learned to do that and felt, not triumph—that would have been too loud—but a steadiness that would last, the kind you build plank by plank.
Down in the square, Irina stood with Lidia and Mateo, sharing paper cups of something hot. Dr. Pop walked by, tapped Leona’s shop glass with a knuckle as one might tap a friend on the shoulder, and kept walking. The copper-haired woman did not appear. Petrescu stayed home, perhaps, doing paperwork, which is a punishment for some people and an absolution for others.
When Leona went back inside, the automaton bird gave a little breath that had nothing to do with tide or bell and everything to do with springs and being wound. She laughed. “You can have a long rest, too,” she told it. The city exhaled with her. The night ahead was quiet only in the places you wanted it to be.
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