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The Tide-Clock Cipher
Sabrina Mollier
In a fog-swept coastal town, a young cartographer finds a brass tide-clock hiding a salted photograph and a note accusing a powerful family. With an old watchmaker’s help and a reckless drone pilot at her side, she follows a coded trail into tide caves, confronting a developer and a century-old crime.
ProseHub


    
The Tide-Clock
Mist peeled away from the harbor like gauze as Mara Quinn unlocked the back door of the Gull’s Haven Maritime Museum. The corridor always smelled of salt and wax polish; even in winter the floors kept their faint grit, a ghostly film of sand brought in on boots and trolley wheels. She shrugged off her jacket, set her coffee down on a chart cabinet, and ran the hygrometer. The needle quivered in the sweet spot she loved—humidity tame, temperature steady. The cases hummed. Outside, gulls heckled a trawler that moved like a patient cow.
The delivery sat where the volunteers left it: a wooden crate, corners dented, stenciled with a faded lighthouse. “Uncatalogued,” someone had scrawled on a Post-it shaped like a tiny schooner. Mara unfastened the lid, and the smell of old rope and whale oil drifted up. Inside, wrapped in canvas stamped with a company she didn’t recognize, lay a round brass tide-clock. Its face was enamel, crazed with fine cracks; the hand was a crescent of nickel pointing to “slack.” Around the rim, tiny dots of greenish salt had crusted in filigree.
“Did you order that relic, Quinn?” The voice came clipped, neat: Mr. Caldwell, head curator, already in tie and cardigan though barely past seven.
“It came in with the fishermen’s tools,” Mara said. “No accession number. Look at the engraving.” She held the clock toward him. The brass was etched with a line the size of a hair, looping into initials: H.M.
He peered, lips pinched. “Could be last century. Could be last week. Put it by the chronometers. And please, no personal archaeology today. We’ve a donor breakfast.”
“Right,” she said, and set it gently in the cradle of her palm. The thing felt heavier than its size promised, dense as a loaf of soaking bread. She brought it to the worktable, where glass negatives and logbooks waited beneath tissue. A corner of the enamel kissed the light for a second, and a pale ring bloomed, then vanished. She blinked.
Niall, the night guard, poked his head in, hair flattening in cowlicks. “Heard spirits again in the net shed. Took a broom with me this time. Found nothing but rats fat as my wrist.”
“Your wrist is not a unit of measure,” Mara said. He grinned and tapped the crate.
“Another antique to keep the ghosts busy. I’m off. Lock the courtyard; the latch sticks.”
She lifted the clock. Beneath it, wedged in the canvas fold, was a slip of paper. Not a tag—thicker, rougher. She teased it free with a spatula. The handwriting was a firm slant, iron gall ink browned to tea: For the patient ear to the sea. When the harbor breathes twice and the lens drinks the moon, follow the seam to the walled water. Mercy is not in the Mercers.
Her mouth dried. She turned toward the window, where a billboard faced the harbor: MERCER PIER—A NEW FUTURE. Vance Mercer’s smile cut up from it, teeth white as shells. Mara folded the note into her pocket, fingers tingling like she had touched a live wire.
By ten, the museum filled with a chorus of sounds Mara knew better than any playlist: a kettle clicking in the staff kitchen, a guide’s whisper wobbling through the whaler’s gallery, a school group churning like shoals through the knots display. Caldwell floated on proper shoes, his voice conferring importance on donor surnames. Mara cataloged a haul of brass hooks, each one pitted like bread crust, and tried not to think of the note’s chill words pressing against her leg.
At noon the clouds thinned, and light threw pale ladders across the floorboards. She carried the tide-clock to the chronometer case, set it on felt, and saw again the faint ring that had bloomed on the enamel. She frowned, angled the task lamp, and slowly moved the beam. A second circle ghosted, then a third. It wasn’t a reflection; it was some residue playing games with the light. She put the clock under the lamp and made a slow arc with her hand. Where light fell at a certain angle, hairline scratches lit up like threads. Not random. Almost a map, but only when the light kissed it right.
“Quinn,” Caldwell called from the hall, “Mercer’s assistant is here for a tour.”
She flinched. Vance Mercer meant demolition and terrazzo. He meant a private pier jutting into public water, a glass box that would dwarf the museum’s wooden bones. And he meant jobs, the town said, and tax revenue, and the same billboard smile that had been on everything since his return from the city.
When the assistant came, she was polite and over-perfumed, her clipboard tucked like a clutch. “Hello, Mara. Vance loved the article about your mapping project. Tides and stories, wasn’t it?” She leaned in, nostalgia turned up. “We do so cherish heritage.”
Mara smiled with half her face. “We cherish it enough to keep it under our own roof.”
The assistant’s laugh tinkled like a spoon. “Such spirit.” She scribbled something and drifted away.
In the quiet after, Mara brought the clock back to the table. She slid a clean sheet under it, searching for clues to the circles, when the tiniest sound came from the brass—a click, like a tongue off a palate. She pressed lightly at the rim. The bezel shifted. A segment, thin as the line of a coin, sprang up, and beneath it a cavity winked dark. Not a cavity—she groped with tweezers and retrieved a tightly rolled strip of glass. It was a negative, cut in a slim ribbon. Her heart thudded.
She held the strip to the lamp. A blur of rock, a carved letter, and something like a bell outline slept in the emulsion. The emulsion had a dusty sheen; when she breathed, it changed, as if salt had been ground into it. She remembered the note: lens drinks the moon. What lens? What moon?
Closing came late. Volunteers finished wiping fingerprints from cases, and Caldwell, sated with donors and canapés, affixed a polite smile to Mara as he passed her desk. “Lock up after you,” he said. “And do go home. There’s work and there’s fuss.”
She nodded. When the building settled and the gulls quieted, she set the tide-clock and the negative on a black card and darkened the room. The harbor’s faint wash threaded the silence. She tried every lens she had—loupe, magnifier—but the negative refused to give up detail. It shimmered with that powdery resistance. Finally she pulled a crate from under her desk and found an antique blue glass lens a volunteer had donated years back, a curiosity from a lantern. When she held it over the negative, the glass tinted the lamplight to indigo. The emulsion flared. Lines rose like shoals: a seam in rock, a bell shape tucked into a hollow, and on the bell, letters: H.M.
Her breath fogged the lens. She cleaned it and tried again. The scene shifted; second image, same ribbon—two exposures? No. A trick with light. Beside the bell, scratched almost invisible, a date: 1913. The ferry disaster. She had grown up on those stories, a thing told at bonfires when older cousins wanted to see small ones gasp. The Aurora went down in a stiff breeze a mile from the headland, swamped so fast more sank than swam. Rumors forever linked a rich family to poor decisions, but which family depended on who was telling it.
In the corridor something clanged. She froze. Niall? She snapped the lamp off, pulled the negative back into the clock’s cavity, and slid the bezel shut. Footsteps creaked and stopped at the whaler’s gallery. Mara waited, feeling her heartbeat in her wrist. The steps retreated, and a lock clicked.
She made herself breathe. She put the clock into the safe with the other delicate pieces, spun the dial, and tested. The door stayed shut. She texted Niall: Heard something near the gallery. You?
He sent back a seagull emoji and: Already home. Cats on my lap like anchors. Want me to swing by?
No, she typed. Probably pipes. See you tomorrow.
She stepped into the courtyard. The latch did stick. She had to put her hip into it. The night air smelled of pitch and apples from a crate left by the back gate. Across the street, the Mercer Pier billboard glowed on a timer, ghostly even with its cheer. Mercy is not in the Mercers, the note had said. The words ran a chill along her ribs in a slow line, like a drop of water going down the spine.
In her little flat above the net menders’ shop, the walls held maps. Her own tide charts in pencil, old Admiralty prints, the schoolchild drawing she’d made at eight with a blue crayon: harbor like a cupped hand. Mara sat on the floor with her back to the couch, phone on speaker, fingers in her hair as she told Jax about the negative.
“Like a secret heatmap?” Jax said. The boy never ran out of energy. He was nineteen, all elbows and wires, working at the boatyard by day and piloting a drone like a gull by evening.
“Sort of. But liquid. It hides unless you look with this blue lens.”
“Oh man. That’s cool. The old spectrums. My granddad talked about signal lenses in the lighthouse. Filters for fog.” He paused, thoughtful for once. “You think the note means that lens?”
“Could.” Mara traced the seam of the wooden floor. “And that walled water phrase. The only place I know like that is the tide pool caves by the headland. The harbor ‘breathes’ where the blowholes are. Twice—two surges?”
“That’s dangerous. Also excellent.” Paper rustled like he was already packing a bag. “Let’s go tomorrow at low. I can bring the drone. And a rope. And the waterproof case.”
“I’m not going anywhere tomorrow,” she lied. “Caldwell has me on donor reports till I grow barnacles.”
“You say that, but your voice has that, um, ocean tone.” He made a wavy noise.
She laughed despite herself. “Ocean tone?”
“The one where you want to pull a secret from a rock’s mouth.”
The laugh felt good, like standing in a shallow line where clean water met silt. After they said goodnight, she lay awake longer than she meant to. The town was quiet except for the mutter of ropes on cleats. She got up once, pulled the blue lens from her bag, and held it to the window. The moon climbed the side of the Mercer billboard, pale and flat, and through the indigo glass it deepened to something bruised and ripe.
She thought of the hand that had written Mercy is not in the Mercers and of the initials H.M. on the clock. Harbor Mistress, as the old postcards sometimes called a lighthouse keeper’s wife? A person with authority and no permission on paper? The clock had been meant for someone who knew how to listen. She lay down again and faced the wall of maps. Lines threaded with lines, a secret woven under. Somewhere, she felt, a seam waited for a hand.

    
Maps of Salt and Brass
Morning brought a sharp wind that lifted the harbor flags like tongues. Mara arrived early to find a fresh scrape on the door to the whaler’s gallery, a crescent of raw wood where paint had peeled. She ran her thumb over it and felt the fibers. Not old. Night had had fingers.
Caldwell noticed nothing or pretended to. He spent the first hour with a clipboard, a sanctuary of lists. “Attendance up ten percent in March,” he recited, as if making it true by tone. Mara nodded at appropriate places, but her hand kept wanting the safe dial. When she finally opened it, the tide-clock lay where she had left it, brass dulled by sleep. She checked the bezel with a breath held. It gave the same half-click. The negative slipped into her palm with a sigh of glass on felt.
She needed someone who understood both brass and the sea. She pictured Mr. Petrov’s shop on Rope Street, where pendulums kept time in tall throats and clocks stood like old sailors. He had fixed the museum’s big wall clock with a tap of a bone-handled screwdriver and a joke delivered in a voice that sounded as if it had learned English in a room with tobacco smoke and laughter.
“I’m taking this to an expert,” she told Caldwell, packing the clock in a satchel with felt and tissue.
He sniffed. “Expert where?”
“Rope Street.”
“Be quick.” His eyes flicked to the Mercer billboard through the window as if checking for mercy falling from it like rain.
Rope Street was narrow enough that two people could walk it and still feel swallowed. Petrov’s bell winked when she pushed the door. Inside, ticking layered on ticking until the air itself seemed to vibrate softly. Watch faces blinked from drawers like oysters. Petrov looked up from a dismantled carriage clock, loupes stacked over one eye, bald head shining under the lamp.
“Ah,” he said, “the map girl. Your harbors are all over our walls. Do you have a broken second?”
“I brought something odd,” Mara said, and set the tide-clock down. He did not touch it at first. He leaned in, breathed, and smiled, the way a fisherman does when a net tells him things.
“Not odd,” he said. “Particular. From hands used to weather. This bezel—someone made a clever mouth. May I?”
She nodded. He found the click. The cavity produced the ribbon of negative like a magician’s scarf. He held it up, then reached to a shelf and found a small blue glass lens. He tested the light and hummed. “Oh, yes. The old trick. Salts that respond only to parts of the moon’s face. My wife tried it with cyanotype once; the sea wrote secrets across our laundry.” He chuckled. “What do you need to know?”
Mara breathed easier with the clock in his hands, as if the brass recognized kin. “The note said, ‘the lens drinks the moon.’ I think whoever hid this meant for someone to look when the moon’s high, maybe to see coordinates. There’s a seam in rock on here. A bell. An initial: H.M.”
Petrov’s fingers were nimble. He rolled the ribbon along velvet, moving the lens like a calm eye. “Yes,” he said softly. “There’s more. Look.” He swapped the lens for another, green this time. The image altered not in content but in texture; faint stipple became writing. “H.M.,” he read, “and below it—hard to make—Harriet Mansell?”
“The lighthouse keeper’s wife,” Mara said. “She took over when he got sick. The archives have letters from her about the habit of waves.” Her voice softened without permission. “She died the year after the Aurora sank.”
Petrov nodded. “And here—numbers that could be tide heights, not degrees. Which is elegant. Tide as code. The sea as cipher wheel.” He took off his loupes and looked at her over small, kind eyes. “Be careful where this leads. Old secrets live under rocks because they like it there.”
“I know,” Mara said. “But this one keeps thumping at the lid.”
He wiped the rim of the clock with a cloth and found a small screw hidden under a decorative rivet. With a tweezer twist, the bezel released smoother, like a relieved joint. From a drawer he produced a bone-handled key and then, after a moment’s search, chose instead a brass key with a fist-shaped head. “This will serve. If this clock had a companion—like a box, a lock—it would speak with this.” He set the key in her palm. “It was cut by a man who made locks for the old light. I recognize his nibble.”
“Thank you,” she whispered, the weight of the key a heat in her skin. “How much?”
“Bring me a story,” he said, and then winked. “Also fifteen. My grandchild is visiting, and he thinks croissants grow on trees.”
She laughed and paid. At the door he stopped her with a fingertip. “Do you hear how the harbor breathes? Two sighs sometimes, with a little silence between. Watch that silence. It pretends to be safety.”
She stepped into Rope Street, and the wind caught her hair and wrapped it over her eyes. When she reached the quay, the tide had turned, water drawing back like breath. Lenora Pike sat on a bollard with a mug, her copper hair coming out of its scarf in reckless wisps. Lenora had pulled Mara from a capsized dinghy at thirteen and thereafter adopted a tone with her somewhere between aunt and sergeant.
“You’re walking like you know a secret and it bit,” Lenora said without looking up.
Mara stopped. “If a person wanted to get into the tide pool caves without becoming soup, which way is less stupid?”
Lenora’s laugh went low. “The way with a rope and a friend who can listen for sighs.” She squinted at Mara. “Ah. That look. Don’t hide a thing from an old fish. You found a mouth in a rock, didn’t you.”
“Something like.”
Lenora took a swallow and smacked her lips. “When I was a girl, we dared each other to crawl up the Blowpipe. One girl didn’t come out. I never saw her after, only her shoe. Those caves will scratch you into pieces if they are in a bad mood. Go at dead low. Bring light that doesn’t mind spray. And listen. The first sigh is a liar. The second brings the teeth.”
Mara nodded. “I’ll bring Jax. And a rope.” She hesitated. “Do you remember Harriet Mansell?”
Lenora’s eyes softened at once, like a cloud pulled off the sun. “I remember her letter to the paper about how the sea doesn’t take, it exchanges. I remember she sat on the steps of the lighthouse with a ledger as big as a Bible. She wrote things down like laws. Some men mocked her; then when they needed her numbers, they pretended they had been polite.”
“She may have left something in the caves.”
Lenora grunted. “Then it stayed dry for a reason. Bring a tin for your paper. Get a pair of gloves. The rock there is like sharkskin.” She tapped her mug against Mara’s keys. “And tell Caldwell to watch his cases. Night had a knife last night.”
“I saw the scrape,” Mara said. The wind gusted again, bringing the smell of diesel and kelp. Above them, a gull dropped a clam onto the concrete with a crack. Lenora took another drink and closed her eyes to listen to the water’s breathing. Mara found herself doing the same. Sigh. Pause. Deeper sigh.
They met near the headland that night when the tide retreated enough to show the slick path where barnacles made a low crunch underfoot. Jax came bouncing from the car like his limbs had been preloaded, a coil of rope over one shoulder and the drone case under his arm. “I brought batteries, backups for the backups,
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