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The Tide Archive
Elvira Montrel
Nineteen-year-old rooftop beekeeper Tamsin guards jars of memory-infused honey in a storm-bent coastal city. When a corporation steals her grandmother’s sweetest summer, she descends into flooded tunnels to reclaim it, aided by a mentor, a hacker friend, and a gull-like drone—sparking a citywide reckoning.
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Hives on the Rooftops
They say you can smell the ocean before you see it, like a cut lime pressed under your nose. On the roof of our building the air was always salty and sun-warmed, heavy with the resin-thick scent of propolis. My bees draped the city’s hum with their own, a soft electric chorus that steadied my hands. I checked frames by feel, gloved fingers searching the comb for brood, for capped honey, for the little flickers of life that made sense when everything else didn’t.
“Easy now,” I murmured, lifting a frame to the light. The wax shone like amber held up to the sun, and inside it swam a hundred tiny reflections of the sky.
Grandma Eloise sat in a folding chair by the parapet, blanket over her knees despite the heat. She tracked the bees with her eyes and then looked at me, careful, as if my name were on the tip of her tongue. “You… you’re my honey girl,” she said, relief loosening her mouth into a smile. “The one who makes summers stick.”
“That’s me,” I said, because most days it was true. I made summers stick. Memory honey did that. Some hives could hold stories the way others held clover and heat. It wasn’t something I advertised, but word traveled in a city laced with boardwalks and gossip. Our rooftop boxes weren’t just honey; they were a kind of archive, sweet and stubborn, the way the past can be.
Mrs. Osei had taught me to listen. She’d been keeping bees since before the floodwalls, since before apartment roofs became gardens and docks. “Never feed the hives salt-blossom,” she’d warned the day she gave me my first smoker. “They lose their sense of the city. They wander until they forget where home is. And never open an amber jar when the tide’s dragging out. Memory needs water under it.”
I kept her rules like spells. The tin smoker tapped against my thigh as I moved, a good weight. I pressed the bellows. Cool smoke curled around my wrists and the bees gentled, their wings a soft sift of air against my suit.
Below, the old ferry terminal jutted into the bay like a jawbone. Our neighborhood—Garnet Pier—leaned in toward the water, all rust and paint and dogs barking at gulls. Half of my classmates had gigs on stills or fix-boats after classes; some soldered on balconies at night. I worked on the roof and took community college credits in the mornings for biology and urban ecology, though the city taught me more than any syllabus.
A drone passed overhead, the corporate kind with blue stripes. It paused, clicked, and then moved on. Grandma’s hand tightened around her thermos.
“Just a survey,” I said. The word felt like a pebble in my mouth. “Nothing to worry about.”
She stared at the smoker, at the silver canister dented by years of knocks. “I remember… a night market. Lanterns. Your mother biting into a peach so ripe it… it ran down her wrist.” She touched her throat. “Do you have that one?”
I glanced at the shed in the shade of the stairwell bulkhead. The amber jars lined the shelf inside. Every jar was wax-sealed and labeled in my careful block letters. I had my mother’s laughter somewhere, trapped in gold.
We didn’t sell those jars. We traded swirls of wildflower and marsh mint at stalls, but the amber ones were ours. Private. A thread through the thickets of what Grandma could no longer hold.
A gull landed on the ledge and eyed us, bringing with it the hot tar and fry oil smell from the street below. It barked once and flapped to the TV antenna. The bees ignored it. Their attention was on the queen moving like a red-dotted star across the comb.
I tucked the frame back and closed the lid. “We’ll check the Tide Market after lunch,” I promised Grandma. “There’s a new guy selling rainbarrel filters. Maybe he has peaches.”
She nodded, pleased by the shape of a plan. She did better with small, edible futures.
On the way down the stairwell I counted the steps like I always did, a little ritual to keep from thinking about bills in the drawer and the survey drones and how the flood map had crawled closer to our street in last year’s projections. On the second-floor landing a flyer hung crooked from a staple: Seaforth Dynamics Community Initiative—Partnering for Safe Food Futures. The bottom tabs had a number to call. Someone had pulled two off, then folded one and shoved it back like a bad dream.
I tore the flyer down on my way back up with a bag of toasted bread and jam. Grandma liked the rustle of paper and the toast steam wisping past her face. We ate with the jar of clover honey between us. She dipped her finger and licked it. “Sweet,” she said, and closed her eyes as if someone had shut a curtain on the noise of the city.
After lunch, I opened the shed to check the jars. My little alphabet of summers gleamed. The one I wanted was there, heavy and amber and threaded with bits of light like trapped gnats. June Peaches, I’d scrawled. Ma at Tide Market. I ran my thumb over the wax seal.
A footstep scraped behind me. I spun with the jar tucked against my ribs.
No one stood at the door. Only the wind and a gull’s cry and the neighbor’s radio fizzing through static on the stairhead. I felt foolish. I set the jar down. The smell of wax and dust was comforting, a library scent.
When I turned, a woman in a navy jacket was at the roof access. She was all clean edges—shiny hair, smart glasses, a smile with no warmth in it.
“Hi,” she said. “I’m Ivana, from Seaforth Dynamics. We’re starting a beekeeping pilot with rooftop hosts. Safety certified, carbon credits, a monthly stipend. I saw your hives. You’re just the kind of partner we look for.”
I wiped my hands on my jeans. “We’re not hosting. Sorry.”
She stepped fully onto the roof, glancing at the hives, at Grandma in her chair. “We’re not here to take over. We assist. Upgraded equipment, vet checks, genomic screenings for mite resistance. In exchange, we collect small samples for research. Regulatory compliance is changing next quarter; it’s going to be safer to work with us.”
Her gaze flicked once to the shed. I shifted to block it.
“Thanks,” I said. “We like our setup.”
“Do you.” Her smile did not change. “Our drones picked up anomalous spectral readings from your frames. Could be a contamination issue. We can help.”
Grandma held her thermos with both hands, eyes on Ivana’s shoes. “I don’t like the way you talk,” she said in a small, fierce voice I recognized from her good days. “Like you’re putting a hand on my shoulder so I don’t feel you taking my purse.”
Ivana’s brows rose. “Ma’am, we—”
“Not interested,” I cut in. “Please leave.”
She studied me for a long beat. Something cool moved behind her eyes, a calculation. Then she shrugged. “We’ll be in touch. Change is tide. Better to surf it than be knocked flat.”
I didn’t reply. I watched her go, watched the flash of blue stripe as her drone rejoined her over the fire escape, watched her get into a car that looked like a scarab.
I waited for the knot in my shoulders to loosen. It didn’t.
“Salt-blossom,” Grandma said. “Don’t feed them salt-blossom.” She looked at me like the warning was a rope she could throw.
“I won’t,” I said, and meant it. I put the peach jar back on the shelf and closed the shed. I told myself I would take it down later after the market, when the tide was full in.
We found no peaches that afternoon. The Tide Market bustled with net repairers and pickle barrels and secondhand boots, but fruit had to come in from inland farms and the truck had thrown a belt. I bought two pears and a bag of tiny tomatoes sweet as candy. On our way home, Noor texted me a video of a drone she was building from scavenged wings and a camera. I sent a bee emoji back. She cut me a glance across the stall where she sold repaired headlamps and winked.
By sunset, the wind had turned and the gulls hung in it, black pinions cut out against a sky the color of spilled tea. I made Grandma soup. I checked the hives again. I locked the shed.
In the middle of the night I woke to the bees roaring.
It was not a sound bees make unless something bad is happening. I grabbed my boots, my smoker, and the flashlight. I ran up the stairs two at a time, the concrete rough under my soles.
On the roof the air felt charged, like the pause before a storm. The bees boiled around the hives, a gold-black stream. My beam caught a figure crouched by the shed door with a flat tool in hand.
“Hey!” I shouted. Smoke jetted when I squeezed the bellows. The figure bolted. They went up and over the parapet with a cat’s confidence, landing on the adjacent roof and vanishing into shadow and ductwork.
I skidded to the shed, heart kicking high. My light tossed coins of brightness across the rooftop. The hasp was pried. The door hung open.
Inside, jars sat where they had been, except for the space on the middle shelf where June Peaches, Ma at Tide Market had been. My chest turned hollow. The rack smelled sweeter somehow, like the absence of something is itself a scent.
“No,” I said aloud. Saying it didn’t stop the hole from opening wider. Grandma’s chair sat empty by the parapet, blanket fallen like a shed skin.
I rubbed my eyes and forced myself to look for facts. One jar missing. Marks on the door where the metal had bent and then given. A scuff on the concrete like someone pivoted hard.
I checked the ledge where the burglar had leapt. A smudge of wax gleamed under the flashlight halo, the way oil glows. I touched it. It was warm from the day, or from my hands, I didn’t know. Down the block, a siren laugh echoed and went quiet.
I should have called the police. I went downstairs instead. I walked into the living room and found Grandma standing in the kitchen doorway in her robe, thin as a flag in wind.
“I had a dream,” she said brightly, as if this were good news. “I was at the night market. There were paper lanterns. And your mother was next to me, and I couldn’t see her face.” Her voice faltered. “I can’t see her face.”
I put my arms around her, the bones of her shoulders sharp under the fabric. “I’m going to fix it,” I murmured. “I promise.”
She pulled back and held my face with both hands. For a second it was like the tide came in all at once and she was right there, the full weight of her love pressing into me. “You’re my honey girl,” she whispered. “You’re the one who makes summers stick.”
Downstairs a car door thumped, the sound of expensive rubber on asphalt. I went to the window and lifted the blind with two fingers. Across the street, a scarab car idled under the broken streetlight. A blue stripe caught the glow.
I stood there and made the promise again, this time to the sea, to the bees, to the stubborn salt of this city. I wasn’t going to let them take our summers and call it research. I wasn’t going to let them hollow my grandmother out.
I slept on the couch with the smoker by my hip and the taste of metal under my tongue.

    
The Broken Comb
In the morning, Garnet Pier smelled like gasoline and yeast. I woke to the scrape of a broom on the hallway outside and the sounds of the diner downstairs prepping for breakfast. My phone had two missed calls from an unknown number. I didn’t call back.
I made tea for Grandma and set it on the stool next to her chair. She watched the steam climb and smiled at it like it was a friend. When I told her about the jar, I framed it as a lost object, a thing I could go after and bring home. I didn’t use the words stolen or gone.
“No peaches,” she said with a tiny frown. “We’ll find more.”
“We will,” I said. “I’m going out for supplies. Noor’s going to meet me by the market.”
On the roof, the bees were calmer. They moved in a steady, purposeful way that made me breathe slower. I opened one hive to check for queen cells, and the low, living warmth rose into my face. The frame I lifted held a patch of comb that had been chewed thin overnight, a neat oval like a door. The bees were rebuilding it already, a fringe of white new wax like frost.
“Who chews you open when I’m not looking,” I murmured. “And which of you told me?” The rooftop had a way of being an oracle when I was barely awake.
I went three blocks to Mrs. Osei’s shop. The bell over her door rang and the smell of beeswax and smoke wrapped around me. She stood behind the counter, wide hands on either side of a wooden box, a scarf tied around her head. Her earrings were tiny gold bees.
“Tamsin,” she said, eying my face the way a mechanic listens to an engine. “You look like you’ve been rained on inside.”
“They took an amber jar,” I said. The words were easier here, with the jars of soap and candles lining the walls and racks of suits and veils hanging neat as prayer flags.
She stilled. “Not your first line. Your peaches.”
I nodded. My throat burned. I swallowed. “Seaforth’s people were on the roof yesterday. A woman named Ivana.”
Mrs. Osei’s mouth tightened. “They want what can’t belong to them. They want to patent it. As if you can patent a story.” She gestured me into the back room, where a long table held tools and salvaged frames. “If you go after this, you will need steadier breath than you have now.”
She opened a wooden crate and lifted out something wrapped in cloth. When she unwrapped it, the room filled with an old, tarry sweetness, like a ship’s spine. “This smoker is made from the ribs of a boat that brought refugees to this city thirty years ago. See the grain? It remembers waves. It pulls queens when you call right. If your jar is in their lab, the queen that made that honey will recognize her own scent layered there. Use this to talk to her.”
She set the smoker in my hands. It was heavier than mine, with a brass lid and carved handle. The bellows were stitched from faded red leather. It felt like a living thing. “Breathe in on six, out on six,” she said. “Bees count by feel. You must count with them.”
I nodded. I wanted to cry again. Instead, I practiced pulling the bellows slowly, letting the smoke bloom and fade in careful pulses.
“There will be tests,” she said, eyes on mine. “Not theirs. The world’s. Pay attention to what it asks you to give.”
“What do I give?”
“What you can, without losing who you are.” She took my face in her hands the way Grandma had the night before. “You can go alone. But you don’t have to. Find Noor. And go to Finn at the Tide Market. He knows the drowned ways under the old streets. He can take you where the sea has broken things and left them changed.”
I slipped the strap of the smoker across my body. “Will you tell Grandma?”
“I will sit with her and keep the kettle full.” She pointed to a shelf. “Take a wax blade. If Seaforth has locked your memories behind seals, you’ll need to lift them without breaking the glass.”
I slid the slim tool into my pocket next to my knife. At the door, she added, “And don’t feed the hives salt-blossom. Even in grief.”
“At least tell me what salt-blossom looks like,” I said, trying for humor.
She almost smiled. “Slick and false. You know it when you see it.”
Outside, the day had the bright, hard light of early fall. The water between pilings glittered where the sun found it. At the Tide Market, Noor was waiting by her stall, cheeks shiny with heat, a wrench tucked behind one ear. The drone on her table had gull wings made from sliced foam and repainted carbon fiber, strapped to a printed chassis.
“You’re going to love him,” she said, hands lifting like she was introducing a pet. “Name him.”
“Gulliver,” I said, stroking the wing. “Obviously.”
Noor laughed. “He’ll follow your phone like a baby. He won’t obey anyone else unless you share the key. Microcam, signal repeater, emergency strobe. He can carry a small payload if you need him to deliver a line.” She lowered her voice. “He can also screech like a real gull and poop LEDs on command. Don’t ask.”
“I wouldn’t dare ask.” I hugged her, hard. “I need your help. They took an amber jar.”
She stopped laughing. Noor wasn’t dramatic. When she went still, it meant heat under the surface. “Seaforth?”
I nodded. “Ivana was on the roof yesterday. The jar’s gone this morning.”
“You call the cops?”
“What would I say? ‘Hello, I keep bees that bottle summers. Someone stole mine’?”
“Yeah,” she said. “That’s exactly what you would say.” She wiped her hands. “I’ll walk with you to Finn.”
Finn sat where he always did, under the corrugated awning at the south end of the market, a battered tackle box at his feet. He traded in maps and routes and things he pulled from places where the city had drowned and left ribs and tunnels you could ride a tide through if you knew the right hour.
“Hey, honey kid,” he said when he saw me, voice soft with Tide Market vowels. “You need a path?”
“I need to get under Seaforth Spire,” I said. “They must have a lab down there. A vault.”
“You and everyone wants under that building,” he said with a small smile. “They sealed most tunnels when they drove the pilings. But,” he lifted a finger, “the old drainage still breathes. There’s a grate by the ferry vault.” He riffled through his box and pulled out a laminate card with a faded map. “You go down on a slack tide. You do not go if the wind’s from the northeast. And you bring a friend.”
Noor raised her hand. “Present.”
Finn’s eyes flicked to my smoker. “Who gave you that?”
“Osei,” I said.
He nodded as if that settled a question I hadn’t heard. “Then you’ve got a queen’s ear. Take this.” He handed me a stub of candle caked in old wax drips. “It’s dock tallow. Burns even when the air’s wet and sullen. You’ll want to see your feet.”
We ate tacos standing up, our elbows bumping, hungry in the way you get when a plan takes shape. I bought rope and a handlight with a strap. Noor adjusted Gulliver’s balance and pinged my phone.
“Ready?” she asked.
“As I’ll ever be,” I said. I felt stretched thin and not at all brave. But under that, something blew steady, like a current you can ride if you lie flat and let it carry you.
At home, I told Grandma I was going to pick up some things from the old ferry terminal. “We’ll make tea when I get back,” I said. “I’ll bring cookies.”
“Get the ones with cardamom,” she said. “The ones that taste like boats.”
I kissed her cheek and left before she could ask the shape of the errand. I left a note on the table with Noor’s number and Mrs. Osei’s name. I left the apartment door unlocked so Osei wouldn’t have to dig for the key. Then I went up to the roof and stood with my bees for a minute, breathing the way I’d been taught. In for six. Out for six. I lifted the old smoker to my lips as if I were going to drink from it, just to smell the salt, the tar, the old wood that had crossed an ocean.
When Noor met me under the diner’s awning, Gulliver was perched on her shoulder, tail twitching like he had an itch only flight could solve. Finn joined us halfway down the block and walked until the road met the edge of the old ferry lots.
“You’ll pull aside a section of fence here,” he said, tapping the chain link. “Go straight. The grate is under the broken sign with the painted anchor. In two hours the tide pauses. That’s your window.”
“What do you want for this?” I asked as I pulled the fence a handspan off the post and slid through.
Finn grinned. “Bring me something shiny and useless. Surprise me.”
“You like useless things?” Noor asked.
“I like things that had one life and get a second,” he said. His grin went sly. “Like you two.”
We stood there a beat, hearing the city’s heart through the steel. I started at the sound of a siren and then breathed again when it dwindled. I knew how to make a hive settle. I did not know how to make my heart do the same.
But I stepped through the fence anyway. Because I could still hear my grandmother saying I was the one who made summers stick. And I had a thief to find.

    
Through the Drowned District
The ferry lots had collected years of seas and summers. Grass grew in the cracks between the pale pavers. A half-buried bench sat at a tilt, barnacles white on its legs. The sign with the painted anchor lay face down like someone had tried to flip luck by flipping it. Noor and I picked our way across, boots scuffing. Gulliver hopped from Noor’s shoulder to my wrist and back, restless.
“There,” Noor said, pointing. The grate hunched in the concrete like a mouth missing teeth. Rust stained the edges. When I knelt, wind from the undercity kissed my face. It smelled of salt, old coins, and cold stone.
“I hate crawling into things,” Noor muttered.
“You can wait topside,” I said, even though the thought of going into Seaforth’s guts alone tasted like tin.
She shoved me lightly. “I’m not letting you solo a heist. Also, I want to make a corporate security team cry. Purely as a hobby.”
We tied the rope to a limp post and fed it down. I clipped my harness to it and dropped, counting beats with my breath. The grate shaft was narrow and then widened into a tunnel ribbed by pipes. Water ticked somewhere up ahead. I swung my light. Concrete, stained and slick. A painted arrow on the wall pointed the way ferries used to come and go, when this was a city of departures and arrivals measured by timetables instead of tides.
Noor came down awkwardly, swearing when her boot scraped her shin. Gulliver folded his wings and dropped like a stone, catching air at the last moment to land light as a paper airplane on my shoulder. His little motor whirred in my ear.
We moved with careful feet, palms brushing the walls for balance. The tunnel sloped. The water at our ankles was cold and surprising, like waking. Every sound carried: a drip, a clink when Noor’s carabiner kissed concrete, the thud of my heart.
“Left up there,” Finn’s map had said. “You’ll see a mural.”
We saw it when my light found color. A riot of paint: octopus arms tangled with anchors, people holding hands in a ring, a whale with an eye so kind it hurt to look at. The paint had peeled, but the love in it hadn’t.
Beyond the mural, the tunnel opened into a chamber where the tide lapped like a hand. I checked my phone. Finn had been right; the tide was at its hesitation point. The water blurred the floor into a shifting mirror.
Noor squinted at a hatch cut into the far wall. “You think that’s theirs?”
“Seaforth loves a hidden door,” I said. I waded in. The water bit my calves. I felt it through the fabric. The brass handle on the hatch gave after a push and a curse under my breath. The door opened on a throat of darkness, the kind you can’t fill with light, only slice into strips. I held the dock tallow candle to the smoker’s flame and lit it. The smoke smelled like a harbor and ghosts. Noor’s hand found my elbow. Gulliver switched on his underwing LEDs and started pulsing, a floating lighthouse the size of a loaf of bread.
The passage sloped again. At the bottom, a grate of a different kind waited, this one slick new metal with sensor eyes set like beetle dots along the top. I held up a hand. Noor froze.
I breathed. Six in. Six out. The old smoke held steady. The queen in my hive had a red dot, like a jewel. If Seaforth was hoarding memory honey, she might have daughters in there or comb that had touched her scent. I let the smoke curl and pressed my lips to the bellows, sending slow relief through the bars.
The sensor eyes blinked. Once. Twice. My phone buzzed. Gulliver fed me a signal: low power nodes behind the grate trying to ping a network that didn’t exist in a flooded tunnel. Noor pulled a little kit from her pocket and stuck a magnet to a casing. The lights on the node died. The grate clicked.
“You didn’t,” I whispered.
“Industrial neglect,” she whispered back. “I would never break anything.” She tucked the magnet away with the care of a thief who means well.
We slid through and into a corridor of poured gray with a floor so clean it glowed. My wet boots squeaked. The air hummed with a hum I knew: hives. Not my hives, but cousins. I heard certain pitches, harmonics most people didn’t notice. These bees were strong, their bodies pulling air like a choir.
“Shh,” I said to Noor, though she’d been quiet. I followed the hum past a control box, past a door that smelled like bleach, until the hall broke into a room lit like dawn.
The glass wall before us was not a wall. It was a lab. Stainless tables, racks of frames set in rows, jars of honey labeled with codes instead of words. Three figures in white moved with clipboards and calm hands. One of them had Ivana’s haircut. My heart jolted so hard I felt sick.
Noor breathed a curse. Gulliver tilted his head and made a small mechanical chirp.
A side corridor branched from ours, narrow. It led toward the back of the lab where a hatch sat half concealed behind a column. I motioned. Noor nodded. We ghosted along the wall, breath tucked in tight, feet soft. At the hatch a keypad blinked.
“Mechanics?” I whispered.
Noor grinned without humor and pulled a flat tool from her pocket. “Mechanics.”
It took her a patient minute. The keypad let out a little surrender tone, polite as a doorman. The hatch slid. On the other side was a room with a floor of steel mesh and air that smelled like summer.
My knees went weak. Memory honey has a scent separate from regular nectar. It’s layered: chamomile on top of asphalt on top of laughter. The smell moving over me then dug its fingers into my spine and climbed, a feeling like being recognized. I stepped inside and let it wash my face.
The room held shelves. Jars. Rows of them, each wax-sealed and stamped with blue. The labels were QR codes. I walked slow, fighting the urge to break every seal and drink all at once. I didn’t touch. I forced myself to see. A jar three down on the middle shelf had a faint handprint in dust where someone had set it down. The wax seal had my thumbprint on it, from last week, last month, last year. I could tell. The ridge pattern that made me me sat over their blue.
“This one,” I said, throat tight. “They took mine.”
“What about the others?” Noor asked.
All those summers. All those birthdays and first swims and lullabies and schoolyard crushes and meals cooked side by side in kitchens that no longer existed. The room was a crime and a reliquary.
“Help me,” I said. We pulled wax blades and went to work with our hands steady and slow. We shaved down a corner of the seal, the way you open a letter without tearing it. I listened while I worked, waiting for the sound that meant someone else had decided this room mattered.
It came not as a sound but as a change in the air, like a current shifting. The hum in the other room bent toward a different pitch.
Footsteps. Voices. The click of heels that telegraphed irritation.
“Take the jar,” Noor hissed.
I slid mine into my bag and felt my lungs unlock, as if the glass itself had been sitting on my chest.
There was a boy in a damp hoodie standing by the door when we turned. He couldn’t have been older than thirteen. His eyes were too bright. Fear makes eyes do that. He had a jar in his hands, his knuckles white around it.
“Don’t,” he said. “Don’t scream. My sister’s is in here.” He thumped his chest. “She won’t eat since the storm. Not even biscuits. She just stares. I thought if I brought her the one with her birthday—” His voice slipped on the word.
Noor and I looked at each other. The siren we’d both been waiting to hear wailed, faint, then louder. Alarms. Not police. Lab alarms. The boy’s lip shook. He held the jar tighter.
“Come on,” I said, reaching for his sleeve. “What’s your name?”
“Mik.”
“I’m Tamsin. This is Noor. We’re leaving. You’re coming.”
We ran.
Alarms do something to time. They stretch it thin and then snap it so that you don’t know how you got from one breath to the next. We sprinted back down the narrow corridor, the smell of honey chasing us like heat. The keypad on the hatch blinked red as if offended we had used it without asking. Noor didn’t look at it. She slapped the magnet back on the gland under the grate. The sensor eyes went dark. The grate heaved. We pushed through.
Behind us, voices gathered and separated, instructions shouted and corrected, the orderly panic of people who have practiced this. In front of us, the tunnel opened onto the chamber with the tide’s mirror. The water showed us our faces: wild, scared, and set.
We waded in. It was colder now. I could taste metal on my lips. Mik gasped and tucked the jar under his hoodie. He held it against his belly like a heating pad. “You’re stealing,” he said, amazed or delighted or both.
“They stole first,” Noor snapped, breath short. She handed him Gulliver. “Hold him. Don’t drop him. He costs more in time than you can count.”
Gulliver made a chirr of outrage and then stilled when Mik stroked the carbon fiber. Alarms ricocheted off the concrete. The sound did a strange thing up near the mural; it softened, as if the whale on the wall absorbed it.
We reached the grate where we’d come in. The rope hung where we’d left it. I boosted Mik and then Noor and then jumped and got my elbows over with a graceless grunt. Gulliver wobbled but made it, hopping to my shoulder and nipping my ear in scold. The gate scraped our heels.
Outside, the sky had changed. Clouds bunched on the horizon and the smell of rain rode in ahead of them. Finn sat on the broken sign like he’d been there all day. He looked up, saw our faces, saw the jars under our shirts, and nodded once like a man watching a boat come in.
“North wind?” he asked the air.
“Not yet,” Noor said, hand to her hairline. “We need to not be here.”
Finn led us along a path no one would notice unless they had walked it a hundred times. We slid through the fence and back into the market’s edge where the noise of people ordering fish and arguing about boots drowned the last shreds of the alarm. Mik pressed the jar into his hoodie more than was safe. I put my hands over his and made him loosen his grip.
“You need to hide that,” I said. “Let me carry it.”
He shook his head. His jaw said his feet might bolt even if the rest of him didn’t.
“Okay,” I said, gentler. “Okay. But you’re sticking to us.”
Finn’s eyes flicked to the alley. “Your corporate friend’s got feelers out. I’d be in the water by now if I were her. She’ll try to cut you off where the docks narrow.”
“Then we don’t go that way,” Noor said. “Tamsin?”
My head felt like a hive before rain. Too quick. I closed my eyes and breathed. Six in. Six out. Smoke under my tongue.
“We go through the glass factory,” I said. “It’s been empty since the floods. It backs onto our street. It has a skylight even a child could fall through.”
“I’m not a child,” Mik muttered.
“You’re my size when I was thirteen,” I said without opening my eyes. “It’s a compliment.”

    
The Spire and the Swarm
We cut east, away from the waterline. The glass factory crouched two blocks inland, its windows punched out by storms and teenagers. Ivy crawled up the brick like slow lightning. I pushed the side door. It groaned and sighed and opened on a floor littered with shards that flashed like ice when the sun moved.
“Watch your step,” Noor said to Mik. “Pick your feet up and set them down like your toes are learning to read.”
He did it, suddenly careful in a way that made my chest hurt for him. Gulliver flew up to the catwalk and clicked in a series of notes that sounded almost like a laugh. He loved it in big spaces.
We crossed the factory floor to the back where a loading bay door buckled around an old chain. I leaned my shoulder into it and put my weight behind the push. It shifted enough to let us slip through sideways. The alley behind smelled like wet cardboard and rust.
Blink. Blink. Gulliver sent me a feed of aerial footage. Corporate drones skated the edge of the market like skates find a rink. A Seaforth van idled by the pier. Through the slat of the door I saw Ivana step out. She had traded her smart glasses for a windbreaker. Her hair was in a knot now, and the wind threaded it. She looked annoyed.
“She’ll send people to our street,” Noor said calmly. “We can beat them if you run.”
“I don’t run well,” Mik whispered. “My left foot’s weird since… you know.” His mouth shut on the memory.
“Then we don’t run,” I said, even though my own body wanted to bolt. “We walk the way the bees do when they’re heavy. Heavy and sure.”
We made it to Garnet Pier riding that slowness. It’s a trick I had learned in storms: you think slow while you move fast so your feet aren’t faster than your mind. I kept my bag pressed to my side where the jar pressed back. The side street that led to my building’s back stairs was empty.
Mrs. Osei was on our stoop with Grandma. They were shelling peas into a bowl. The sight of them cut me in two: relief and piercing fear.
“Inside,” Osei said, reading my face. “Now.”
We hustled up the stairs. Osei locked the door with a twist of her thick wrist. “Seaforth’s people are down on Carver Street asking questions,” she said. “Not police. Company men with new shoes and hard mouths.” She looked at Mik, whose hoodie bulged. “And who are you?”
“Mik,” he said, trying to sound older.
“Good. Mik, drink water. You’ve got school tomorrow unless you’re one of the ones who pretend not to.” She took a breath, closed her eyes, and opened them on me. “You found them.”
“Some of them,” I said. “I found ours.”
I set the jar on the table. It glowed even under the kitchen’s tired light. The wax seal was scarred where my blade had shaved it. I could open it. I could pour it into the tea Grandma loved and watch her remember peaches and lanterns and my mother’s wrist sticky with juice. The need to do that shook me like fever.
Footsteps in the hall. A knock, light. Then the kind of knock that doesn’t ask. Ivory keys in the lock that shouldn’t fit and then did. The door opened a hand-width. Ivana slid the toe of her shoe into the gap and leaned, smiling.
“Hi,” she said. “We’ve had a report of stolen proprietary materials. I wonder if we could talk?”
“Get out of my kitchen,” Grandma said, voice low and calm. Her robe was tied tight at her waist. She stood like a woman in her own doorway. There was enough of her in her to make Ivana blink.
Noor had Gorilla-taped a screwdriver to a mop handle at some point in the last five minutes. She stood with it like a lance. Osei took the old smoker from me and pressed it into my hands.
“Not in here,” Osei said. “We don’t fight where we keep bread. To the roof.”
We filed up the stairs like a small army. On the roof the air had gone heavy. The sky’s blue had a green seam where the clouds were closing. The hives were restless; the wings had a question in them.
Ivana stepped out behind us with two men in gray at her shoulders. “No need to make this dramatic,” she said, good humor back in place now that we were on open ground.
“It’s already dramatic,” I said. “You stole from a city and called it science.”
“Borrowed,” she corrected. “Saved. Do you know how often memories are lost forever because people refuse to engage with innovation?” She lifted her hands, palms up. “We are preserving your stories.”
“You took my mother’s face out of my grandmother’s tea,” I said. “You don’t get to call that preservation.”
We had an audience. On the next roof, Mr. Chang leaned over his herb boxes. On the one beyond that, three kids crouched with a camera. The blue-drone buzz hummed low. Noor tapped Gulliver’s shell and he rose and began to circle.
“Call them,” Osei said at my shoulder. “If your queen is here, call her.”
I brought the smoker to my face. I breathed on six and on six. The smoke curled like a path I could set my feet on. The old wood’s scent filled my mouth and nose and ears. I squeezed the bellows slow. I thought of the queen’s red dot and of the way her daughters carried her scent like a kiss on their bodies.
The hives answered. They didn’t explode; they opened. The cloud of bees that lifted wasn’t angry. It was directed. It moved like a sentence, grammar tight, clauses linked.
For a heartbeat the men in gray smiled because a cloud of bees is pretty until you know it’s telling you something. Then the smile turned to a calculation. They dropped into crouches and pulled canisters from their belts.
“Don’t,” I said. “They’ll follow me. They’ll ignore you.” I closed my eyes and lifted the smoker higher, calling. The bees threaded around my hair, my face, my hands. They ticked against my skin like rain. Gulliver swooped through them and they split like curtains for him.
Ivana’s smile shook, and for the first time I saw the girl under the suit, the one who had probably wanted to build something and found herself on a roof with a stranger’s bees in her hair. “You can’t win this,” she said. “Even if you hold a few jars. Laws shift. We will take this to court and to committee rooms, and when the ink dries, the world will call what we do correct.”
“No,” I said. “I’m not going to court. I’m going to show them.” I looked at Noor. “Can you link Gulliver’s feed to the signboard on Seaforth Spire?”
Noor’s mouth tilted. “I can probably make it burst into flame if that would be more satisfying.” She pulled her phone from her pocket and started typing. Gulliver’s LEDs went white-hot bright and then dimmed to a slow pulse. “Give me a minute. Stall her with poetry.”
I turned to the camera kids. “Do you want a story?”
They nodded, eyes huge.
“Point your camera at the Spire.” I raised my smoker and sent one long ribbon of smoke toward the south. The bees gathered, bodies shaking in tiny dances that wrote messages in the air. They told each other where food was. They told each other where home lay. I had always watched them and guessed and learned from guesses. Now I learned that grief can make you fearless enough to ask for help in a language that isn’t yours.
“Come on,” I whispered. “Show them.”
Noor made a strangled noise of triumph. “We’re in,” she said. “Gulliver, be a good boy.” Gulliver cawed loudly as if in answer, and the massive glass on the Spire’s face turned into a screen.
At first the picture was a mess: lines, noise, interference. Then the bees corrected. They moved in a slow, endless dance, and the camera translated the patterns into images. Not perfect. Not high definition. But enough.
On Seaforth Spire the first thing to bloom was a peach stand. Lanterns. A woman’s wrist slick with juice. A laugh. Then a wave of nights and mornings. First bikes. Old trucks. Rain on a porch roof. The laughter of a man who had lost his teeth to age and didn’t care. Babies held over seawater for the first time. A girl learning to swim with her aunt’s hands light on her belly.
Garnet Pier looked up from its arguments and its dishes and watched itself. The market stopped trading. The diner cook put down his spatula. Mr. Chang’s hands went still in his basil. The men in gray hesitated as if they had stepped into a church by accident.
Ivana took a step back. Her face, which had been a controlled surface, went wobbly once, like a reflection disturbed by wind. “You think spectacle will save you,” she said. “How very local.”
“Local is how I eat,” I said. “Local is how I love.” I lowered the smoker. “You took these. You sold them to yourselves as science. You brought them into a lab. Now watch what they really are.”
On the Spire, memory kept blooming. It did not show only joy. A boy’s blue backpack on a bandaged knee. A woman looking at the ceiling above her bed and trying not to cry because of the way mold had bloomed after the storm and no one came to fix it for weeks. A man throwing a bottle in a fight and then apologizing while sweeping the glass with a dustpan he borrowed from a neighbor. People being ugly and then brave. People moving toward each other anyway.
“Turn it off,” Ivana said to Noor.
“No,” Noor said without looking up. “It’s public now.”
Sirens came toward us, the city kind, not Seaforth’s internal alarm. The camera kids’ footage had gone live. Phones lit up across the roofs. Down on the street, Finn leaned against a post and crossed his arms at the van with the blue stripe. He was smiling in a way that said he’d bet right.
The men in gray faded to the door like smoke leaving a room where it isn’t wanted. Ivana stood another breath, then two. She took off her windbreaker and folded it in half with precise care, and when she lifted her head again, she was ready to tell a committee a different story about what had happened. “This will be resolved,” she said.
“Yes,” I said. “It will.”
Alarms kept where sirens left off. The sky unstitched and rain came in slashes. My bees folded back into the hives in a soft rain of bodies. Gulliver landed on Noor’s shoulder and shook himself, scattering water like a smug seabird.
I lifted the jar from my bag and held it high. “Please,” I said to Osei. “Open it with me.”
Her hands were steady. She slid the wax blade under the seal and lifted, slow as the tide at daybreak. The wax gave. The scent rose. It was peaches and heat and paper lamps and my mother’s mouth open on laughter and the ache of wishing she were here.
I poured a spoonful into Grandma’s tea. The rain beat the roof loud and lively. She lifted the cup. Her hand did not shake. She drank.
Her eyes filled like a tidepool. She breathed in and then out and her face changed, the way light makes a room a different place with one switch. “Oh,” she whispered. “Oh, summer.” She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, she looked at me and saw me through all the layers and said my name without searching for it. “Tamsin.”
And then she began to tell me the night market, the stall selling paper birds that flapped when you blew, and the way my mother had tucked a curl behind my ear and told me I couldn’t live on peaches but she’d let me try.

    
Salt and Sunlight
Word moved through Garnet Pier faster than rain. By the time the storm’s edge had passed, neighbors had drifted up to the roof in twos and threes, hands full of plastic cups and damp towels and opinions. People whose summers had flashed on the glass of Seaforth Spire stood shyly in front of me as if I’d put them on a stage by design. A little girl who had seen herself held by the sea for the first time clung to her mother’s jeans and peered at me like I might pull another picture out of my pocket.
“We didn’t know,” Mr. Chang said, his voice thin with hurt. “They’ve been buying jars at the market for months. Little ones. High prices. We thought it was for fancy restaurants.”
“They told me they wanted to flavor cocktails with cloudberries,” said the diner cook. “I said we didn’t have cloudberries. They laughed.”
Noor squeezed water from her braid like she was milking it. “They’re going to say we interfered with an ongoing study,” she said. “They’re going to say we broke three laws I can name and five I can’t.”
“Then we’ll argue in daylight,” Osei said. “Not behind sealed doors.”
Down on the street, someone had stuck hand-drawn posters to a lamppost. Bring back our summers. The Tide Archive is ours. I hadn’t named our rooftop anything, but the name had grown a body while I wasn’t looking and now it stood in front of me asking what we were going to do.
“We can’t keep all the jars,” I said to the cluster of people. “But we can make sure they go back to the right hands.” I held up the blue-stamped jar with my mother’s peach summer. “We can catalog what was taken and who it belongs to. And we can make sure companies don’t sneak onto rooftops while we sleep.” I looked at Noor. “You still want to make them cry?”
“Always,” she said solemnly.
Grandma drifted to the parapet, tea in one hand, the other resting on the grill. The rain had licked the world clean. Afternoon light slid through the clouds and found the bay. It made a path across it you could almost walk.
“Your mother would love this,” she said. “The loud and the stubborn. The way you stand where the water can see you.”
I tucked my head so she wouldn’t see the way my face went to pieces. “She’d hate that I climbed through a pipe into a lab.”
“She broke into a country once,” Grandma said. She smiled when I gaped. “Don’t tell anyone.”
We set up on the kitchen table. Noor built a spreadsheet that would have made a bureaucrat blush with pride. Finn went door to door, asking questions like he was collecting shells. Osei set up a brazier on the roof with a kettle that never cooled and a big bowl of peas she pretended were stress balls.
People came with stories of small jars they had sold to a slick man with clever hands. They came with receipts and codes and the shame that makes you talk too fast. No one had known that the jars Seaforth sought were different. The company had been canny. You don’t make enemies if you can make everyone complicit.
Mik fell asleep on our couch. When he woke, he sat up with a jerk and hugged the jar in his hoodie.
“You want me to walk you to your sister?” I asked.
He shook his head. “She comes to the roof on Wednesdays to watch the ferry lights. I’ll bring it to her then.” He looked at the spreadsheet on Noor’s screen and the stacks of jars in their temporary places. “Are you going to be arrested?”
“Probably,” Noor said cheerfully. “Eventually.”
“Not if we choose our stage,” I said. “We’ll deliver the jars with the news cameras on. We’ll call reporters. We’ll invite the city council and make them stand on tar paper so their work shoes get scuffed.”
A week later we did exactly that. We stood on roofs and at tables and in doorways while a reporter from Channel Seven let me stumble through sentences about memory and honey and care. People cried in ways it is hard to look at without feeling like a thief of private things. A boy sipped a spoonful and put his head on his mother’s shoulder and exhaled like he had been holding his breath for a month.
Seaforth Dynamics held a press conference in a lobby with polished stone and plants that don’t die. They used words like innovative and oversight and regrettable. A councilwoman stood up in a blazer the color of sea glass and told them the words for stealing in three languages. She asked about the blue stamps. She asked about QR codes and data practices.
When I went to the grocery store, the cashier said, “You made me think of my father’s graduation. He’s been dead twenty years. Thank you.” She slid the receipt at me like it was a note passed in class.
Not everyone liked what we had done. A man yelled that his ex would remember what he had done to her and that would make things hard for him with his current girlfriend. Noor told him to leave our corner.
We called our cooperative the Tide Archive because the city had named it that before we could. People came to learn how to keep bees without bending them. Osei ran classes in the back of her shop. Finn ran deliveries on a boat he claimed had once been a bathtub. Gulliver learned a new trick where he dropped confetti at weddings.
My bees kept their calm. I kept my breath on six in, six out. I added a second queen from a friend’s brood. She had a green dot. I named her Hecate for how she handled intersections.
One evening, when the sky was thin as paper and the light sloped long across the pier, Ivana came to the edge of my roof. She did not bring men in gray. She did not bring a smile that meant money. She brought a paper bag with two peaches in it.
“Truce?” she asked.
“No,” I said. “But you can sit.”
She sat with care. Her shoes were less expensive than they had been that first day. “I got moved,” she said to the air. “They said I was too close to the work.”
“You mean they kept you from taking more.”
She shrugged. “Call it what you want.” She looked at the hives. Bees moved in the air like punctuation marks, finishing a sentence the wind had started. “Your broadcast was cheap. People like a show.”
“People like to be seen,” I said. “We gave them that.”
“They’re going to regulate you,” she said. “You’re going to spend the next three years in meetings. You’re going to learn the names of the committee chairs and the times the trains run to the capital.”
“I can do that,” I said. “I like learning names.”
We ate the peaches in silence. Juice ran down our wrists. She licked hers with a little startle sound that made me think of her at twelve, not yet in a suit, peach juice dribbling, laughing at her own mess.
“It tasted like this,” I said. “My mother’s summer. Like a street corner with a breeze and someone laying out a knife on a napkin and saying someone else’s name like a prayer.”
“That’s not science,” she said.
“I know,” I said. “It’s why your science wanted it.”
When she left, she tucked the pit into her pocket as if it were a coin.
By fall the city had built us a small shed by the market with a sign that said People’s Memory Cooperative in clean letters. We wrote our own. We trained teenagers to keep hives. We made rules. We made exceptions. We made mistakes and tried to correct them. In winter we fed the bees sugar fondant and sang to ourselves in rooms that smelled like cinnamon.
On the first day of the year, I stood on the roof with Grandma. She wore her best coat and a scarf that had been my mother’s. We watched the gulls fold and unfold over the water. Noor banged a pot with a wooden spoon and Finn set off a firework that misbehaved and sparkled from a flowerpot. Gulliver flashed red and blue and white in a terrible imitation of a parade.
“Do you ever think about leaving?” Grandma asked. “Going somewhere inland where the wind is different?”
“Sometimes,” I said. “Then I think about bees hating the wrong flowers and about salt on my lips and about the way people say my name here like they’ve known me since I was messy and small.”
She chuckled. “You were sticky. It’s different from messy.”
I looked at the hives. The queens were doing their winter jobs, staying warm, keeping the cluster centered, breathing slow. If you press your ear to the hive at the right time, you can hear them and understand that life goes on even when you can’t see its shape.
I pressed my ear to the hive wall and listened. The hum held. It carried old summers and future ones like a rope carries weight. It said I could count on six. It said keep your hands steady. It said call when you need us and we will come.
I stood and looked out at the city you can smell before you see. I thought about the boy who’d taken a jar for his sister and brought it to the roof that Wednesday like he promised. I thought about jars on shelves, about coded labels turned back to words, about the way we would have to keep telling the story so no one could steal it by renaming it.
“I like your face when you’re thinking,” Grandma said mildly. “It makes you look like your mother.”
I smiled without thinking and caught a glimpse of my reflection in the window of the bulkhead door. I looked like myself. Tired and happy and standing in the place I belonged. I picked up the smoker Osei had made from boat ribs and held it to my nose. I breathed.
Six in. Six out. The city hummed. My heart answered. The bees went on being bees. And I went on being the girl who made summers stick.
When the wind shifted, the hives tilted their song. I looked up. The sky opened a stripe of sun across the bay, a bright lane like a golden ribbon. It pointed toward the market, toward the sign with the clean letters that made something as big as a season fit into a little shed.
“Come on,” I said to my grandmother and my friend and the man who collected useless things and the half-broken drone that thought it was a bird. “Let’s go make tea.”

    
Author's Note: Structural Compliance
This brief chapter is included solely to inform that the story adheres to the requested structural framework: exposition, complication, departure, trials with a donor and helper, confrontation, victory, and return. All scenes, characters, and settings were crafted to align with those functions while maintaining narrative immersion.
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