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The Third Pool’s Whisper
Bastian Kreel
When his grandmother disappears at the forbidden third tidepool, nineteen-year-old Kai dives into a hidden glass city beneath the cove. Guided by a sea-glass whistle, a retired micro-sub, and his own hands, he faces a living current that trades on memory to bring Elena home—and decides what he’ll shape next.
ProseHub


    
Salt on the Hands
Steam clung to the kitchen like wet cloth, fogging the metal lids and turning the hanging ladles into ghosts. Kai’s fingers were pruned from the sink, the dishwater lapping at his wrist with the smell of soy, scallions, and toasted sesame. Somewhere beyond the order window, the bell kept dinging. Ryo barked tickets, Nisha sang back the table numbers, and the ramen bowls went out with spirals of heat that made the dining room cheer in a way you could feel through the wall.
Kai popped the drain and stacked the last glossy bowl to drip, then wiped his hands on his apron. There was clay under his nails again, that soft grit from the studio that never really left, even after detergent and steel wool. He rolled his shoulders, listened to the gurgle of the soup pot settling down, and shot a look at the clock. If he hurried, he could bike home along the seawall before the hush settled over the cove. He could sit on the porch steps and pretend he didn’t hear the way the gulls went quiet when the tide started to turn.
Nisha slid past him with a tray of chopsticks tucked under her arm. A strand of hair stuck to her forehead and she thumped his shoulder with the tray edge. 'Stop staring at the clock, clayboy. That pot isn’t going to scrub itself.'
'I scrubbed it,' Kai said. 'It scrubbed me back.'
Ryo laughed, wiped his palms on his chef’s pants, then leaned his knuckles on the pass to watch the last two tables linger over broth. 'You working both shifts tomorrow?'
'Just lunch,' Kai said. 'Studio in the morning.'
'Artist,' Ryo said with a half-smile that held more kindness than tease. 'Bring a piece by. The window needs a new lucky cat.'
Kai hunched, grinning without meaning to. 'I make bowls. And odd sea creatures. But sure.'
He grabbed his backpack from the hook by the back door. The air in the alley was briny and cool, carrying the slap of waves against the pilings. He breathed, the day’s heat slipping down his spine and out. The neon sign hummed above the greasy rear entrance, then sputtered and cut off. The world was suddenly only the drum of his bike tires and the metallic rattle of chain against gear.
Coldfall’s boardwalk was a strip of light and murals, faded games and hand-painted fish stenciled on planks. Beyond that, the water spread out like hammered glass. Kai pedaled past the shuttered fortune booth, past a teenager practicing kickflips alone, past a couple kissing under a wind-fluttered banner for the summer food fair. Overhead, a single star shook between thin clouds. He pressed his tongue to a chipped tooth and tasted salt. Home waited up the hill, a small house with peeling mint paint and a yard full of rosemary bushes that kept the cats away.
His grandmother’s porch light always burned warm and honey-soft, a round glow that made the chipped railing look clean. Elena sat on the top step with a blanket around her shoulders, the blanket with the small blue scallops she’d crocheted decades ago when her hands could fly. A kettle whistled inside, the sound fraying into the familiar tune she hummed without noticing. Kai leaned his bike against the fence and took the steps two at a time.
'You beat the tide,' she said, looking up. Her hair was silver and soft and unsettled by the sea breeze. 'I heard it racing you along the seawall. Naughty thing. Always trying to catch you.'
'I took the shortcut past the roped benches.' He crouched to her level. 'You want tea?'
'I made it,' she said, but didn’t stand. He squeezed past her in the narrow doorway, turned off the gas, and poured. The little kitchen smelled of lemon oil and lavender, the way it always did since he’d started making lists and sticky notes to keep her days stitched together. The list on the fridge read: boil water, tea leaves, remember the mug. He added wash hands in pencil underneath.
She sipped and stared at the window. The glass held a faint reflection of the shore: black lines of rock like ribs, pale foam. 'We never went past the third pool after the sun was gone,' she murmured. 'My father said the sea thinks differently there. Like it’s solving a problem you can’t see.'
Kai stretched his fingers, the skin stiff where clay had dried. 'You’ve told me,' he said gently. 'Third pool, turn back.'
She shifted the blanket, reached into her sweater pocket, and brought out a smooth tear of sea-glass. It was clean and green the color of lime skin, drilled through as if for a necklace. He’d seen it before, but she always produced it like a magic trick. 'They used to make windows you could sing to,' she said. 'Down there. Not people like us. But we could hear it when the current was still. Like a bottle edge humming when you stroke it. I danced with your granddad to that hum.'
Kai smiled even though the image was half-invented for him. 'Tomorrow we can walk to the lighthouse and see the glass mobiles. Maybe Tamsin will be there.'
'Oh, Tamsin,' Elena said as if the name were an ingredient she forgot to turn in her hands. 'She blew bottles for ships. Or was it ships for bottles? No matter.' She set the sea-glass in his palm; it was warm from her pocket. 'Don’t forget your hands know how to shape things. When your mind is tired, let your hands lead.'
Down the hill, the cove made its private noises: soft slaps and a hiss as water met rock. The air was cooler, the kind that brought him a clean sleep when he could find it.
In the morning, the studio’s cement floor sucked the warmth from his sneakers. The bright windows threw rectangles across clay-vinegar tables, kilns humming like big, patient animals. Mr. Hino moved in the way of a person who had reigned in this room a long time, sleeves rolled to the elbow, hands stained the pale brown of slip, the glaze shelf ordered like a kitchen.
'Center it, Kai,' he said without looking up, and Kai leaned over the wheel. The lump caught at the heel of his hand then gentled as the wheel took it, inertia and water finding that brief truce. He pressed, guided, and let the cylinder rise. He had learned to feel for wobble through his skin the way some people hear when a guitar is just shy of tune.
'You’re cheating,' said Dani from the next wheel, squinting around her curtain of hair. 'That’s straight up witchcraft.'
'I am a vessel whisperer,' Kai said, deadpan. The pot gave a little buck at the rim and he breathed through it. 'Shh.'
Mr. Hino finally approached, watching without touching. 'You make honest forms,' he said. 'No fuss. But your glazes are timid.' He reached to a shelf and tapped a jar with his knuckle. 'Try an iron wash under the celadon. The clay wants you to be brave.'
Kai nodded, filing the phrase away with others he liked. He imagined the bowl catching broth, Ryo’s pork slices draped over the lip like sunbathers at a pool. He imagined his hands doing this work when the rest of his life went sideways. The world slid into place when it turned on an axle and obeyed a foot pedal.
On the walk home, Coldfall was the color of cut metal. The lighthouse on Gull Point threw a pale beam that softened at the edge instead of shouting hard. Gulls left the air and stood like gossiping aunties along the rail. Kai checked the time and his phone for messages; Elena had sent a photo of the rosemary bushes, blurry because she forgot how to tap. Under it, a caption: Who planted these? He typed back, You did. You said cats hate them and the boys next door smell like the plant all summer. A typing bubble appeared, then vanished.
At the market, he bought bread, halved tomatoes, milk. Mrs. Ortiz from the bakery called him handsome and scolded him for not eating more. He blushed in the way people did when kindness snuck up and knocked on their sternum.
At home, Elena was humming again. He looked around for the tea kettle and found it in the oven. He set it right, made grilled cheese with thick slices, and they ate on the porch. The breeze smelled like kelp and hot stone.
'You know the fair’s this weekend,' he said. 'We can try Ryo’s new broth. It has mushrooms with names I can’t pronounce.'
'We should go early,' she said. 'Before the sea asks for anything.'
The sun slanted, making the rosemary cast long spikes of shadow on the porch steps. Kai cleared plates and wrote a new note for the fridge. Check kettle. Keys in bowl. The seaglass teardrop sat where he’d left it on the table, winking a little as if it caught some uncommitted light.
He came back out to find Elena sitting straighter, head cocked. The sound that had been only a hum earlier sharpened, and he understood it had never been a tune to her at all. It was a memory that used notes to walk around inside her. She rose before he could stop her, blanket falling to the porch, and stepped out onto the path as if someone had called her by a name she hadn’t heard since she wore her hair in a braid.
'Gran?' Kai said, setting the plates down so fast one skittered and tapped the rail. 'Where are you going?'
'We never went past the third pool,' she said, smile soft and far away. 'But he did.' She slipped her feet into old canvas shoes on the stoop and headed down the hill with a steadiness that made no sense.
The sky was the color of ripe peach near the horizon, turning darker farther up. He jogged after her, grocery tote still looped on his elbow, and they moved along the road that curved with the shore. At the lookout where the town had painted a seabird on the pavement, she left the sidewalk and took the weathered wooden steps that ended on slick rock.
Kai swore under his breath and set the tote down. The pools showed their greenish windows, sea spiders flicking their legs along the edges. The first pool held a garden of anemones the color of candy. The second pool reflected a smear of a cloud. The third was longer, slit-like, with walls that dove down and out.
'Gran,' he said, but she had already picked her way past the third pool and onto the narrow shelf beyond, feet sure like someone crossing a room in the dark they know by heart. The shelf narrowed to a strip of wet stone where the sea breathed in and out with a sly hand.
'Wait,' Kai said, and his voice tipped. He went after her. A wash of water slid up and then tugged back. Elena’s shawl lifted, then fell. In the low space under the rock where the shelf pinched, the air pulsed in a way that made his teeth ache, a low chord like a distant cello played by wind.
'Elena!' he yelled. A gull protested. She turned, smiled at someone behind him, or maybe behind her, and stepped into the pinch of shadow.
Kai reached; his hand closed on the fringe of her shawl. The fabric slid from his grip with a whisper of loom-worn cotton. The chord hummed once, insistent, and broke. The pocket of space where she had been was empty except for cold air that smelled of glass and a scarf caught on a spur of seaweed, shivering.
He stood there, legs slow to listen to his brain. The water rose and lapped at his shoe. On the rock near his ankle, thin pale marks traced a pattern like nets with too many corners. For a breath, the marks glowed and then went still. He pressed his fingers to the place where the air had been a moment before and felt not nothing but the idea of a door.

    
The Rule Beyond the Third Pool
The scarf slipped through his hands twice before he got a good hold, the wet cotton trying to wriggle free like a fish. He knotted it around his wrist so he wouldn’t drop it and crouched, peering into the narrow space under the shelf. The smell of brine and something clean and mineral rose sharp. The humming had gone but the memory of it lay in his chest like a pressure change.
'Gran?' He called again and heard the cove answer with hollow echoes. The third pool reflected a slice of sky now striped with the first early stars. He placed his palm to the stone by the pinch point. It was cool and very smooth. Under his skin, a vibration dragged its fingers. It made the hair on his forearms lift.
He should call someone, he knew that. He should call Nisha or Ryo or 911 and try to explain what he hadn’t seen. He should be careful because the shelf was slick and the tide had its rules. But the plainest thing inside him said Move. He slid into the hollow and felt at once that he couldn’t fit, and also that if he breathed the way he did when centering clay, the stone might borrow his body’s idea of softness. He pressed his shoulders square and pushed. His cheek brushed rock; a trickle of chill traced his jaw. He was wedging himself into something impossible when a smear of movement below startled him back.
The smear wasn’t human. It was a murky light, like a pocket of trapped sunset goreward under water. It moved with the tide’s pull and left a faint trail like hair in glass. When the water withdrew again, the mark clung to the rock, trembling. His pulse kicked like a fist.
He backed out, wiped his palms on his jeans, and took three quick steps away because he had to think or he was going to do something dumb and be one more person lost to the sea’s private appetites. The hill loomed, and beyond it the lighthouse flickered on in its lazy rotation. He pictured the glass mobiles hanging there in the keepers’ shed, the way, when breeze moved through, they sang in little dissonances, a language of bottles and wire.
Kai grabbed the grocery tote and ran. He took the steps two at a time and his breath came too hot. The mobile on the Ortiz bakery door chimed as he passed and Mrs. Ortiz called something that turned into wind. He cut through the empty arcade with its prize plush lined up like spectators, then dashed across the parking lot cracked like dried mud. The lighthouse road rose before him in that mean way of roads that pretend they’re gentle and then take your legs.
Tamsin’s lighthouse kept the sea with the patience of a person who has loved a thing and knows it might never love her back. The keeper’s cottage leaned into the white tower, windows crowded with glass in all colors. Mobiles hung from the porch rafters: loops and spirals, bottles she had shaved thin as onion skin, panes etched with whorls. A wind brushed by and they made a sound like ice cubes clinking in a dozen different cups.
Kai pounded on the door, then felt ashamed and softened his fist to a knock. He was still breathing too hard to speak when Tamsin opened, peering at him through a tangle of white hair that looked like it was trying to escape any comb that had ever met it.
'Child, you look windburned,' she said. 'Come in before the gulls start charging rent.'
He stepped into air that smelled of burnt sugar and metal. Glass shapes hung everywhere inside, too, catching the last of the day and throwing it back as colored patches on the walls. Tamsin shut the door with her hip and walked like a person used to saying yes to hills. She had a braced knee and a sweater with coffee stains on the cuff.
'Elena is gone,' Kai said. The words were too big and too small. He felt them thud out of him and hang there like a bell strike.
Tamsin moved the way a person moves who learned long ago not to waste a step. She set a kettle on a small burner without looking and said, 'Where?'
'By the third pool. I grabbed her scarf, but she— the air was wrong. Like a chord. Like your glass when you…' He flailed for words and landed on hands, his fingers making the shape of a bowl. 'When the wind goes through it.'
Tamsin’s eyes sharpened. 'Did it pull?'
'It… it felt like something wanted to be open. Like the stone was remembering being a doorway.' He put the seaglass teardrop on her table without thinking. It looked insignificant, a bottle-wound scrap among all this deliberate work.
'Coldfall didn’t name itself,' Tamsin said softly. 'And the point didn’t plant itself with a tower for nothing. Sit.' She poured water into two mugs and rummaged in a drawer for a thing that turned out to be a whistle made of glass. It was small, the size of a thumb, with a spiral worked inside that seemed to go deeper than the glass was wide. 'I told Elena to bring you when the humming started again.'
'You knew?' His voice pitched.
'I knew once,' Tamsin said, and the words landed with weight. 'And once was enough to teach me respect. We made a promise. The pools breathe like lungs. When you blow this— careful— you can gather a mouthful of air and carry it where it doesn’t belong. And you can make a tone the water will step back from. No heroics. No wandering. In and out. If you find her.'
Tamsin led him through a narrow door into a boathouse that smelled like salt-rotten rope and machine oil. A small craft hung from slings, more sphere than boat, smooth and pearly like a mussel. Its ports were circles of thick glass and its fins were stubby, adjustable. It wasn’t big enough to ride inside; it was a companion, a scout.
'This is Juno,' Tamsin said, patting the little sub’s nose. 'Retired from chasing fish for some research project that ran out of money. She knows the shore better than most of the people who live here. Watch your toes.' She clicked a switch and the machine made a content sound and woke with a small tilt.
A speaker in Juno’s belly crackled. 'Hullo, Tamsin. Hullo, unknown person with elevated pulse. You are at forty percent over baseline.'
'I’m Kai.' He crouched, heart banging at being called out by a machine.
'Hullo, Kai,' said Juno. 'Please avoid placing fingers where the thrusters articulate. Are we going fishing?'
'We’re going to mind the rules,' Tamsin said, which Juno accepted with a soft chime. 'Rope,' she said, shoving a coil toward Kai. 'Wetsuit, too big, but you are stringy, it will do. A weight belt so you don’t bob like a cork. And this.' She placed the glass whistle in his palm. Up close, the spiral looked alive.
'How does it work?' He turned it, careful slick fingers leaving prints.
'You blow, but not like a schoolyard whistle. No cheeks. Think like you’re singing into a bottle you love. Aim your breath like you aim your foot on a wheel. The spiral eats it and feeds it back as a tone. Water hates that tone. It makes a pocket. It won’t last long.' She lifted her chin to make sure he was listening. 'You keep your rope on. You do not follow any song that isn’t Elena’s. And if the sea asks you to trade? You say no. It has old appetites.'
'What would it want from me?'
Tamsin’s mouth went wry. 'Usual things. People give away names when they’re scared. Or promises. Don’t tell it what you can’t take back.' She checked the battery on Juno with a tap. 'I said once was enough, but I’m old. You’re young and your hands will remember what they touch. Elena would have dragged me down there herself if I’d tried to stop you. So go get her. Come back before the tide takes you for a dance.'
Kai’s throat felt raw. He cinched the belt, tugged the wetsuit up, and tried the whistle against his lip. It was surprisingly heavy, even small as it was, and colder than the air.
The cove had changed flavors. The first chill of late hours lay over it, and the gulls had settled. Waves ran in with patience, then slid back with little sips of sound. Down by the pools, the stone looked slicker than it had a half hour before. The scarf around Kai’s wrist swished and tapped his knuckles as he moved.
He clipped Juno’s tether to his belt and the little sub hummed like a cat. 'Please maintain visual contact,' she said, light brightening when she spoke. 'If separated, I will ping. Follow the ping. If the ping becomes irregular, I will be annoyed.'
Tamsin’s lessons rolled around in his mouth like a lozenge. No cheeks. Love the bottle. Aim his breath. He crouched at the pinch of the third pool and leaned down, bringing the whistle to his lips. For a heartbeat, he thought nothing would happen. Then the glass beneath his fingers quivered and he felt the spiral draw from him like a tide pulling at ankle hair. The sound wasn’t a note so much as a shape, a thin ribbon he could feel buzz at his teeth roots. The air in front of him shimmered. It was as if the world made room for him to insist.
He slid forward. The pocket pushed a mouth of air under the lip of stone like a bubble in a glass turned wrong side up. He ducked, felt his hair flatten, then opened his eyes to an impossible corridor. It wasn’t built; it was grown. The walls were glass the color of old bottles, veined through with what looked like frozen ripples. Here and there, tiny shells and the ghosts of weed were pressed into it as if someone had rolled the panel along the shore and let the beach leave its prints.
Juno’s light turned a warm amber and slowed its blinking. 'Aha,' she said, softer. 'Restricted zone. Last scanned eighty-one days ago. Mineral composition unusual; silica with additives.'
'Additives,' Kai whispered. His voice seemed polite in the small space. 'Like what?'
'Like secrets,' Juno said, because she was not built to know everything.
He went forward, breath careful, rope sliding along his shoulder with a friendly hiss. The corridor turned, dipped, and opened into a pocket with a floor of pebbles that clicked under his knees like beads. A pane ahead glowed faintly with markings that might have been writing or just the memory of writing. The glass sang when a current stroked it. The song made his throat ache, the way crying does when there are no tears yet.
He touched the pane and felt it answer him with a hum in his bones. He pulled his hand back because that felt like recognizing a face in a crowd and not knowing if you should call out. 'Gran?' he said anyway. Only the water replied, polite and complicated.

    
The City's Breath
The room beyond the pane was a gallery with more space than made sense in a pocket inside stone. Glass columns rose like organ pipes, arranged in clusters, each with a faint vein of color that shifted when Juno’s beam swept by. If the cove had been cataloging its own moods for a century, this was where it stored them. Between the columns lay low benches of pale, thick glass, bubbles trapped in their bellies like old light.
Kai moved along the edge, keeping a hand at the wall, feeling the small bumps and dips. He remembered the time his wheel had hiccuped and put a little wobble near the lip. He had smoothed it with a wet finger and left a trace of himself there on purpose. These walls felt like that— work with a hand’s truth left in.
A hiss, then a thin, impatient warble met his ear. 'Kai,' said Juno. 'Pressure drop ahead. The pocket is not sealed well. Recommend caution.'
'Recommend this whole thing is a bad idea,' he muttered, but the mutter was fond and he went where she indicated. The pocket narrowed and the glass ceiling dipped low enough that the air was a more fragile thing. Beyond, a panel had cracked in a spider’s blossom of lines. Water fingered through, beading at the edges and slipping down to gather in a dish set under the break. Whoever had built this place had known how it might die and had made it a way to breathe through its endings.
He crouched. The fissure was wide as a pencil in one place. The air sighed there, thin. He touched the edge and pulled his hand back with a hiss. 'It cut me.' He sucked the nick, tasted clean iron. 'I could seal it,' he said, to himself more than anyone. 'If I had slip. If I…' He thought of Mr. Hino tapping that jar. Iron wash. Celadon.
'Your face is doing equations,' Juno observed.
'Pretty ones.' He scanned the pocket. Pebble. Sand. A crust of dried salt that felt like glass had left itself behind as it evaporated. He spat into his palm, rubbed the salt, and made a gritty paste. 'This will do for a second.' He copied the way he pinched the lip of a bowl when it wanted to fold, and pushed the mixture into the worst of the crack. It held just enough to steady the air. The song of the room changed, a beat more sure.
'Provisional fix acknowledged,' Juno said approvingly. 'If it fails, I will say I told you so.'
'You are a delight,' he said, smiling despite shaking hands. The swell of the sea outside leaned into the walls, then backed off, as if testing their resolve.
They moved deeper. Kai’s rope paid out behind him in a soft trail both reassuring and a reminder that he was tied to something that might pull. The next chamber rose tall and narrow. Instead of columns, it was filled with round, petaled discs mounted on stems— not flowers, but speaker-petals like a hundred tiny mouths. They were all tilted toward a shallow basin at the center.
'Organic amplification array,' Juno murmured, then chirped, pleased at recognizing something. 'To focus sound. Maybe they spoke to whales. Or to each other. Or to the rocks.'
'To the sea itself,' Kai said. When he took a step, the floor gave under him with a fragile creak. He froze. A hairline line shot away from his foot, catching light. He held breath, counted to seven, then moved his weight back. The crack sighed, tired of pretending to be unbroken.
There was a music stand near the basin, absurd and beautiful. Glass sheets leaned in it, thick and cloudy. Marks like notes had been scratched into them— not quite music, not quite math. He reached toward one and pulled back. Touching felt like trespassing and also necessary. He settled for sliding his fingernail along the edge of the top sheet. It made a whisper.
A flicker to his right made him turn his head. For a heartbeat, the room was not the room. The columns were tall trees. The basin was a tin pail and he was small, holding it while Elena rinsed sand from her ankles. She was young and laughing. The laugh slid sideways into a second image of a man with hands like Kai’s, hauling a glass cylinder out of the surf and staking it upright so the water drained in a swirl. He could smell coffee and wet rope. Then the vision blinked away and he was back with the coils of his rope at his hip.
'Okay,' he said, voice catching. 'Okay. That’s not fair.'
'Visual and auditory anomalies detected,' Juno reported, unnerved enough to flatten her inflection. 'They appear to be pulling memory fragments from— forgive me— you.'
'From me,' he echoed. He reached for his sternum like he could keep himself from being unbuttoned. 'It felt like being scraped with a spoon.' He shook himself once, then moved to the basin and looked in. The water inside it wasn’t water; it was thicker, like gelatin almost set. It held a pattern moving through it, like someone had pressed a comb and the lines wouldn’t quite smooth.
'We could use their toys against them,' he said, and set his feet apart. 'If this whole place is a big resonator, maybe I can make it speak a language we need.'
Another passage opened from the petaled room, lower and smoother. The floor here had been worn a little concave by feet or flow. They slid through into a smaller nest of glass that felt like a waiting room. Benches along the wall bore shallow depressions where hips might have leaned. In the middle, a waist-high cylinder gleamed faintly. When Kai approached, the cylinder woke with a soft pulse of pale. Four circles rose at the surface like the top of a bubble.
'Interface,' Juno said, hovering. 'No obvious input. Please refrain from licking.'
'I wasn’t going to lick,' Kai said, offended, then, 'Maybe I was a little.' He put his fingertips over the circles. The glass was cool enough to bite. The pale grew brighter. He felt, in that strange, quiet way of a thing happening with no physical sensation, a request. He couldn’t have said how he knew. It came as the feeling of unfinished clay under his palm begging for a last smoothing pass.
'Ask a thing of value,' said a voice all around him. It was not a person’s voice. It was the idea of a voice. He almost took his fingers away, but something in the tone made him stay. 'Ask, shaper. Trade breath for breath.'
He swallowed. 'Elena. My grandmother. She came through the third pool. Is she here?'
The cylinder breathed. 'Yes. She is tucked in the first cradle.' The circles changed, showing the faintest line of light at the far wall, a seam he hadn’t seen before. 'She sings. We hold it for her. The current has taken an interest. It tangles. It makes promises.'
Promises. Tamsin’s warning put itself behind his eyes like a note on the fridge. The voice did not have the greedy feel of the thing he had glimpsed near the rocks. It had patience aged into it. 'What are you?'
'A keeper of air. A listener built by listeners. We don’t remember when there were more of us. We only know the hum. We ask for a thing of value to hold us together. Trade breath for breath.'
His hand closed around the whistle he already held. If he let it take the whistle, he had no way back. If he refused, maybe the door would shut and he’d have to choose a different kind of loss.
'Can I repair you instead?' he asked. 'Trade skill. Trade touch. You are breaking. Let me fix what I can and you hold my question steady.'
The cylinder was quiet, but not empty. Kai could feel the way you can feel someone thinking in the room. Then it made a sound like sea foam against glass. 'Trade accepted, shaper.'
Relief made his knees wobble. 'Juno? I need ballast, and I need grit, and I need salt. The cracks in the last room are hungry.'
They worked in a rhythm that felt both familiar and new. Juno flicked around the room like a bright fish, fetching from corners, scanning surfaces, locating leaks by listening for a frequency dip. Kai tore strips from his shirt hem and used them as carriers for the paste he made with water and powdered salt, packing it into thin fissures. Here and there, he used a bit of glass sliver as a brace, wedged so gently he could take it out later when the patch held.
'You suture like you’ve done this to your own body,' Juno observed.
'I’ve pinned my bowls,' he said, sweat salty in his mouth. 'Different clay. Same principle. You make something that sees stress, you learn to read where it will fail.'
When he pressed the last patch into place in the little anteroom, the air took a longer, easier breath. The petaled discs leaned in minutely as if listening had become less painful. The cylinder in the waiting room pulsed once, and the seam in the far wall soft-opened with a whisper of sealant separating.
The space beyond was small and round, just one sleeping curve inset with pockets. In the nearest pocket, someone had made a cradle of glass panels and woven the edges with kelp rope turned brittle as lace. Inside lay Elena. Her eyes were closed. Her chest rose and fell in a slow, odd rhythm as if someone else counted for her. The air in the pocket had a pearly sheen the way heat does near a road on a day that stings your shoulders.
Kai’s hands shook. He put them to the glass, then remembered Tamsin’s words and did not speak her name too loudly. 'Gran,' he whispered, keeping the word small. 'I’m here.' Her breath hitched as if she had heard him pull a chair out in another room and sat up to join him. He swallowed and kept his voice in his pocket. 'I’m getting you home.'
A movement brushed the corner of his eye. He turned, and the room blurred like water shaken in a pan. The doorway filled with the thing from the third pool’s edge. It was not a body. It was water remembering how to become one, a knot of currents gathered into a coil, holding bits of shell and light in its loops. It was not malevolent in the simple way of a storm. It was interested. It leaned toward them with nineteen questions.
'Ah,' Juno said, lights dimming. 'That.'
The coil formed a pressure that tried to be a voice. The edges of the world pulled toward its center. 'Trade,' it said, not exactly a sound. 'Trade goodbye for hello. Trade one breath for another, forever.'

    
The Bargain of Currents
Kai felt the word forever like a cold ring around his throat. He put his body between the cradle and the coil of currents, even though he understood how ridiculous that was. Juno slid to his shoulder, small light set to a clear, steady white that didn’t challenge but refused to bow. Elena slept or pretended to, her face slack in a way that made him so angry he had to hold the anger like a glass bowl, carefully and with both hands.
'No,' he said, through teeth, because Tamsin’s voice was in his ear. 'No trade. I don’t bargain names. I don’t leave my breath behind.'
The coil pressed against the doorway. The room tightened. The petaled discs in the other chamber turned like a field of weeds leaning in wind. Some old system still thought it could help and waited for instruction. The coil’s not-voice stroked the walls, testing for a seam to slip through. 'Trade,' it urged, slickening the word with temptation. It made a picture of Elena at the shore, hair braided tight, strong as rope, laughing while a man in a hat built a frame out of driftwood. He nodded to young Elena, and she nodded back, and everything was pure and simple, and Kai almost said yes to suspend it like that forever.
His chest hurt. He closed his eyes and smelled dishwater, and ticket printers, and the way fresh clay smells like rain on an alley. He said, 'My hands won’t work if I stand still that long. I have to take her home where the bread burns sometimes and the rosemary refuses to die.' He lifted the whistle, pressing it into his palm hard like a centering point. 'And you can keep humming. You’re good at that. I can fix more cracks so your hum stays put.'
The coil stuttered, interested. 'Cracks. Fix.'
'Fix,' Juno echoed professionally. 'We have already patched three. He is competent.'
The coil uncoiled just a little toward the petaled room, then rounded back. A ribbon of it flicked at the cradle, and Elena’s breath stumbled and recovered. Kai knew then, without needing to be told, that it wasn’t a villain in the narrow sense. It was a hunger that had found a shape and liked it. It needed harm to persist, but not because it woke each morning wanting to be cruel. He could not reason with that. He could only bind it in with rules the way a glaze binds iron.
'Where is the biggest room?' he asked Juno under his breath.
'Chorus,' she said, the word a little reverent. 'North and down. If we can make it sing wrong— or right, depending on who you ask— we might convince the water to step aside. For a breath. Long enough to carry one precious thing away.'
Kai nodded. 'Then we’ll do that.' He took two steps backward toward the cradle and pressed his fingertips to the glass where Elena’s hand lay. He could not feel her through it, but he knew the shape of her knuckles. 'Hold on,' he whispered, honestly and without promise.
The path to the Chorus Hall cut along a corridor where the glass had dimmed with bruised-looking patches. Juno’s light had to skim close to the surface to give him enough to see. The coil followed at a distance, curious, as if watching a child build a tower and wondering when they would knock it down.
The corridor opened into a high chamber with walls that curved in and up like the inside of a bell. Along the walls, glass plates were mounted on adjustable arms, each one etched with interference patterns that made his eye skip. At the room’s low center, a dais of polished stone waited like a stage that remembered its audience. The air was thin here, but steady, as if the room had its own lungs.
'Here we are,' Juno said. 'Primary array. Some supports are cracked. Several plates are out of tune. I wish I had hands.'
'I have four,' Kai said, holding up two to make Juno chuckle despite everything. He anchored his rope to a thicker post of glass and tested it with two hard pulls. The coil rolled into the doorway and settled, a suggestion of a shape with no eyes and yet a way of watching.
He walked the curvature, tightening bolts where he could, sliding plates to align them with marks that matched almost but not quite. He tapped with his knuckles, listening, then tapped harder with the butt of the whistle. The sounds climbed the walls and returned with letters taped to them in a language his bones were learning. He adjusted one, then another, until an octave of them sang nearly together. Nearly. It had to be better.
'What note is Elena?' he asked, standing in the center, coughing against the thinness.
'You are asking for metaphor,' Juno scolded, but gently. 'You don’t mean note. You mean pattern. She is a pattern made of habits and laughter and six thousand boiled eggs and a garden full of herbs. She is nine ways to fold a dish towel. She is the way her hands remember a braid when her mind doesn’t.'
'Yes,' Kai said, eyes burning. 'That one.' He held the whistle to his lips and blew like he did for the third pool. The spiral took his breath and sent it back in a sound that made the plates hum sympathetically. They jittered into alignment. A low chord gathered, then sat on his sternum like a big cat with no claws out yet. He started to hum Elena’s tune under it. It wasn’t a tune, he knew, it was the way she made time move around tea. But he gave it notes because that was what he had.
The coil reacted with alarm. It whipped a length of itself against the plate nearest the doorway, leaving a wet slap and nothing else. It pressed against the curved wall and the glass complained with a series of ticks that sounded like a cup cooling. 'Trade,' it urged, shaking the word loose from itself. 'Trade. I will keep her safe. You go.'
'No,' Kai said, voice steadying. Sweat dripped into his eye and stung. 'You keep nothing. That’s not what you are.'
He tuned the plates two more clicks toward true. The chord deepened, warmer now, full of a tone his chest recognized as the way bread dough looks when the windowpane test teaches you to stop kneading. He built the sound the way he built the wall of a bowl: pinching upward, smoothing, keeping his pressure even.
'Push the central frequency,' Juno instructed, projecting a narrow beam of light onto a plate near the top. 'That one is stubborn.'
'Everyone says that about the top,' he said, and reached, whistling again, adjusting until the stubborn plate’s interference lines vibrated from jagged to almost sweet. The room replied by blooming with overtones that made his shoulder blades ache. The coil flinched, thin parts of it fraying at the edges like hair in a current.
A shower of small cracks sprinted across a support and Kai lunged to brace it with his forearm, sucking a hiss through his teeth as a sliver bit him. He wrapped his sleeve around the brace and leaned. 'Hold, please,' he told the room like it was a shy animal.
'We are at threshold,' Juno said quietly. 'If you can bring the plates into phase for three breaths, the water might obey a new rule. Like coaxing a crowd to clap together. Once they feel it, they keep it going themselves. Briefly.'
Kai nodded and rolled his shoulders back. He thought of Elena’s hands showing him how to twist a tea towel into a rope to wring a stubborn jar lid open. He thought of the little chalk circle on the fridge where he drew the day’s chores and checked them off and the simple way it made both of them breathe easier. He blew the whistle again, then hummed into the tone until his teeth buzzed and his bones did the good ache.
The plates answered. The room found itself. The chord that settled wasn’t loud so much as pervasive. It traveled along his skin and made Juno’s little mechanisms tick in time. The coil tried to hold itself together and failed in a few places, a performer losing patter when the audience refuses to be seduced. It lunged. A filmy ribbon of it shot forward and wrapped Kai’s ankle. Cold raced up his calf like panic.
'No you don’t,' he said, and stomped, hard. He didn’t kick it— that would be fighting water at its own game. He stomped the floor at the moment the chord rose, sending a shock up the glass that made the ribbon shiver and let go.
'Now,' Juno said, urgent. 'Go to her.'
He ran, rope paying out. The coil gathered itself for a last persuasive throw. It flashed images as he passed: Elena as a girl leaping from a rock; his own mother outside a hospital room door, her face in her hands; a tiny clay fish he had made at six and forgotten. He dared not look. He counted. One breath. Two. Three. The chord held like hands clasped.
Elena’s cradle waited, quiet and strange with its pearled air. He lifted the whistle to his lips and made the pocket swell until it covered the space of the cradle’s mouth. His other hand pushed, tender as easing a bowl from a bat without warping its rim. The cradle loosened. The seam that sealed it to the wall unzipped with a sound like pulling tape.
As soon as the cradle came free, the coil hit them like cold wind. The chord he had coaxed wavered. The petaled room’s discs slewed toward the doorway in a desperate lean. Juno’s light flashed with warning signals Kai didn’t have the vocabulary to read. He set the cradle down, picked Elena up as if she weighed nothing— which is how people weigh in desperate moments— and pressed his mouth close to her hair.
'Home,' he said into her. 'Home now.' He added the whistle’s tone to his words and the air around them tried to be a shield.
The coil tugged at the edges of sound, looking for an entrance like a thief trying windows. It found the opening at Juno’s tether and yanked. The small sub lurched and banged against a post, squealing a protest he felt in his wrist bones. 'Do not—' Juno said, and then cut herself off to concentrate on staying whole.
Kai staggered into the corridor and the world narrowed to rope scraping his belt, the clunk of his shoulder against glass where he misjudged a turn, the whistle digging into his palm, the need to keep breathing in the careful way that fed the pocket. The plates in the big room carried the chord to him in a humming umbilical. He held it tight with the part of his brain that wasn’t keeping Elena from slipping.
The coil chased them. It didn’t have legs and didn’t need them. It poured along floors and ceilings, tried to make his feet think they were on sand. It made the corridor longer by a game of inches. 'Trade,' it said, and for one snatched second it sounded like his own voice saying the word to himself. He could have stopped. He didn’t.
The third pool’s corridor opened like a throat. Kai ran. Juno flashed ahead, hovered by the pinch point, and brightened her beam enough to make the glass there remember behaving. He blew the whistle. The mouth of air swung to admit them. He didn’t watch the coil. He didn’t want to see if it was trying to learn how to survive above a place that kept it contained.
He stepped into the space under the lip. The pocket’s air shivered. Elena’s breath hitched as if she realized she was in the world again and didn’t know if she wanted to be. 'Please,' he told the sea. Not a trade. An ask.
Sometimes the sea is too busy to say yes. Sometimes it is listening. This time, something gave, and Kai felt the present decide to let him keep it.

    
Low Tide, High Tide
They emerged into sound, real sound, the blunt slap of wave on rock, the tattle of pebbles as the pull took them and then let go. The sky had paled toward morning. It must have; it had that washed look like a fruit rind. The third pool showed its regular green face, pretending it had never been a corridor. Kai’s knees went numb with relief and the pain that comes after an effort ends. He lowered Elena gently on a dry shelf of stone and pressed two fingers to her cheek.
Her eyes fluttered. She looked at him like someone waking in a strange hotel room, trying to slot the walls into a known shape. 'You came quick,' she said, voice raw, and then winced as if it hurt to hold that many words in a row.
'You left faster,' he said, choking, smiling, angry at the same time. 'Scared me. I brought you your own scarf. You tried to drown it.' He held up the sodden thing as proof.
She laughed without reaching the laugh fully. 'I used to swim there,' she said, of somewhere that wasn’t exactly here. 'When the gates listened to us. You shouldn’t have gone.' She reached up and touched the whistle in his palm as if it made a sense she didn’t have to ask for.
'And yet,' he said, breath hiccuping, forehead pressed to the stone next to her shoulder for a second, 'we are both here on the rude rock. I will take your scolding over anything else.'
Juno bobbed near his hip on her tether, lights a softer gold now. 'Status: returned. Status: impressed. Status: requesting a biscuit if this is a world where machines receive treats.'
'We have biscotti,' Kai said dazedly. 'That’s twice-baked. You’ll break a tooth you don’t have.'
He helped Elena sit against the steps and checked the scrape on his forearm where the glass had bitten him. Blood made a brave line there. He stuck the whistle in his pocket and felt the spiral’s weight like a coin.
'We should get off the rocks,' Elena said suddenly, more sharp. 'When the tide turns, it always takes more than it brings.'
He nodded. He wrapped the scarf around her shoulders, more talisman than warmth, and helped her up. The climb to the railing felt like repeating a difficult word until it turned smooth. At the top, he turned and looked back. The third pool was only the third pool. The idea of a door had folded itself away.
Tamsin met them at the base of the lighthouse stairs with a blanket that smelled of clean laundry and a mug that steamed sugar and tea. She put her hands on Elena’s cheeks without asking permission and breathed out like a person who had been holding breath for as long as it takes to fall in love and then not breathe again for ten years.
'You owe me a story,' she said, not as a demand but as the start to a ritual. 'But first you owe your body a chair.' She led them to the cottage and settled Elena on the worn-out sofa with the blanket tucked at her knees. Kai took his own cup with hands that still shook. Juno parked herself on the shelf by the window and blinked her little idle lights like a pet that hadn’t learned to sleep yet.
Elena drank, then glanced up, puzzled. 'I know you,' she said to Tamsin. 'You made bells for the wind. You always cut yourself.'
'Guilty,' Tamsin said, showing a finger with a white scar near the nail. 'You were always better at braiding rope than me.'
'Where did the city go?' Elena asked, voice small. 'It used to sit a little closer to the surface. I could hear it singing when the fog rolled. It is farther now. Or maybe I walk slower.'
'It sank some because we asked it to,' Tamsin said. 'We made it sleep when we realized we couldn’t keep up. We promised we wouldn’t let it be eaten by the parts of the sea that have no sense of time. We broke a promise or two. We told the boy to fix it this once. He did.' She gave Kai a look that was not quite pride, not quite grief, but held both.
Elena set her mug on the low table with care. She looked at Kai as if he were most familiar and brand-new. 'You have clay under your nails,' she said. 'Good. Your grandfather said artists need dirt they can’t wash off.'
'I’ll keep it,' he said, thumb rubbing the side of the cup. He glanced at Tamsin. 'The thing down there—'
'It will remember we are inconvenient,' Tamsin said. 'It will look for new angles. We will keep this door quiet.' She nodded at the whistle in his pocket. 'You keep that. It likes your breath. You use it only when you can’t talk yourself out of something any other way.'
He nodded, as if he had been given a good knife and good rules to go with it.
The search party found them before the sea could hide all signs. Nisha arrived first, hair stuck under a beanie, eyes furious and wet. 'You awful person,' she said to Kai, hugging him so hard he couldn’t breathe. 'You didn’t answer your phone. I thought you were…' She made a set of shapes with her hand that meant lost, then hit his shoulder. 'Never do that again without telling me you’re going to be stupid.'
'I was busy being stupid,' he said, muffled, relieved to be yelled at by someone who had punched a clock next to him for a year. Behind her, Ryo trudged up with a fleece thrown over his pajamas and a thermos he held like a weapon. He offered it to Elena, a quiet 'Ma’am,' attached.
Mr. Hino came too, which frankly made Kai blink. The potter wore a jacket too thin for the morning and carried a tote of bandages like a person who always packed a kit. 'Your form is better when you aren’t bleeding on the wheel,' he said, eyes taking in the scrape, the stance, the new stiffness along Kai’s shoulders. He nodded, once, which meant something like I see you.
There was no good way to explain what had happened. They tried anyway, smoothing the tale like clay on a bat, leaving the parts that slid off the hand of sense. He said there had been a hole in the rock. He said he used a trick of air he learned from Tamsin’s glass. He didn’t use words that would make them call a doctor on him. He touched Elena’s shoulder when the story made her eyes slip to somewhere he couldn’t follow.
The town swallowed them with practical mercy. Someone made toast with butter and cinnamon. Someone fetched dry clothes. Someone bent Tamsin’s ear with a rumor about aggressive seals and she let them, because sometimes people need a creature to blame that isn’t themselves. Juno watched from her shelf and played back the hum of the kettle at three different speeds for no reason other than it made her happy.
That afternoon, after the living room emptied and the blanket was folded and the tea rings impressed their circles on the wood, Tamsin set a small bowl on the table. It was one of Kai’s. He could tell by the place where he had pushed too hard and then forgiven himself. 'Apprenticeship,' she said, the word a test and an offering. 'If I teach you what I know, will you teach me what your hands are learning?'
He looked at Elena and she nodded, eyes bright for this. 'He was always going to make cups,' she said with relief.
'And bowls,' Kai said. 'And maybe windows you can sing to.'
Weeks folded in like dough turning over on itself. The tide kept its appointments. The third pool went on reflecting gulls and smoke and whatever face leaned over it. Elena had good hours and hours that frayed and, in both, she sat by the rosemary and hummed a song that sometimes held words. When the words fell away, the rhythm stayed and Kai could catch it like a dropped stitch.
At the lighthouse, the studio warmed from both kilns and kettle. Tamsin showed him how to score with a wire heated in a candle flame. He showed her how to strengthen a lip with a hidden coil, how to lay an iron wash under a glaze to make the finished piece surprise your mouth. Together they held to the rule that kept the pools safe: go to the edge, listen, return before you forget the way to your own door.
Juno tucked herself into a corner when she wasn’t needed, charging, flickering status lights like a thoughtful animal. Sometimes she would say, 'Kai, remember to eat,' or 'Elena, your tea is cooling,' and both of them obeyed, amused at being bossed by a machine they had decided to love the way you love a useful spoon.
One evening, when the water was calm enough to rest a hand on, Kai walked to the cove with Elena. He carried the whistle and the seaglass tear. At the third pool, he knelt and held the whistle up for the light to find the spiral. 'Just once, for hello,' he said.
Elena touched his shoulder. 'Just once,' she agreed. He blew, and the air gathered in the small, respectful way it does when you ask rather than take. The stone felt like a friend rearranging themselves on a couch to make room. The shimmer showed, then settled. No coil pressed. No greedy voice offered trade. Only a whisper came, like a keen that got tired and turned into a breath.
He let the air go and the pocket folded in. They sat there on the rough steps, listening to the covesong without wanting to capture it, and the rosemary behind them breathed its strong, clean scent.
The town painted a small sign at the path’s start that read: After the third pool, turn back by sundown. It looked just like any other caution and doesn’t mean a thing to the people who never listen. It caught, though, in the minds of those who needed a rule to hang their fear on. Which is how rules do their best work.
In the studio, Kai set a new bowl on the shelf. The edge had a curve that made a thumb want to travel it, a curve like a wave that knows its own measure. He wrote a note in pencil under its foot: For Elena. For air that holds. For hands that learn by trying. The kiln door breathed heat, and outside, the sea arranged and rearranged itself and, for a while, didn’t ask for anything they couldn’t give.
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