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THE THIRTEENTH BELL

A Blackwater Harbor Mystery

|. The Locked Room
The bell in Blackwater Harbor had been silent for nineteen years when it rang thirteen times on the night Elias Voss
disappeared.

At dawn, Detective Mara Vae climbed the lighthouse stairs through a storm that smelled of copper and kelp. The keeper's
room was locked from the inside. Its only window was latched. On the desk waited a cold cup of tea, an open ledger, and a
note in Elias's square handwriting: "When the harbor lies, follow the missing minute.”

There was no body, no broken glass, and no other door.

The town council had been meeting below when the bell sounded. Mayor Adrian Pike claimed Elias was unstable. Dr. Lena
Shore, the harbor physician, said he had recently complained of headaches. Tomas Reed, a teenage apprentice, insisted his
mentor had been frightened of something beneath the water.

"He asked whether a person could drown in aroom with no ocean," Tomas said.

Mara studied the ledger. Every page recorded the lighthouse lamp, the tide, and the passage of ships. For the previous week,
the entry at 11:17 p.m. had been scratched away. On the last page, beside the name of the cargo vessel Marrow, Elias had
drawn atiny black circle.

The harbor clock read 8:42. Mara's watch read 8:41.
"That clock isfast,” she said.
"Always has been," the mayor replied too quickly.

On the windowsill, Mara found three grains of coarse white salt and a damp triangular scrap of blue paper. The paper bore a
single printed letter: R. Beneath the desk, the floorboards were dry except for adark crescent beside the iron radiator.

The radiator was cold. The pipe feeding it vanished through the wall toward the abandoned foghorn building.

Outside, gulls wheeled over the harbor. The Marrow had departed before sunrise, according to the official manifest. Yet a
fresh rope mark crossed the wet stones at the private council dock, and the tide chart pinned to the lighthouse wall had been
replaced only yesterday.

Mara pocketed the blue scrap. A locked room, she thought, was merely a room in which somebody wanted the wrong
question asked.
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II. The Missing Minute

By noon, the storm had sealed the coast road. Nobody could |eave Blackwater Harbor, and nobody could enter.

At the customs office, Mara requested the Marrow's original docking record. The clerk produced a blue carbon-copy dlip
with its lower right corner torn away. The remaining letters read "DOCK R." There was no Dock R on any public harbor

map.

There was, however, an old rescue tunnel beneath the foghorn building, constructed after the flood of 1931. Its service
entrance had been bricked over when the bell tower closed nineteen years earlier, the same year Mayor Pike's father
drowned during awarehouse fire.

Dr. Shore found Mara studying the blueprints. "Adrian was fifteen," she said. "His father was accused of smuggling
medicine during the quarantine. They called him athief before they found him in the water."

"And was he?"
"That depends on whether you think starving people should have paid the council for medicine."
At 2:10 p.m., Tomas vanished.

Hisbicycle lay outside the foghorn building, its front wheel till turning. Inside, Mara discovered fresh boot prints, abroken
ampoule labeled MORPHINE, and a copper speaking tube connected to the lighthouse radiator pipe. Beside it stood a
mechanical timer set to 11:16.

The missing minute.

Someone had advanced the harbor clock so witnesses would swear the bell rang at 11:17. In truth, the sound had been
triggered remotely one minute earlier, while Elias was still alive and someone downstairs was arranging an alibi.

A loose brick concedled a narrow passage sloping beneath the harbor. Chalk arrows marked the walls. The first pointed
toward the council dock. The second pointed toward a rusted steel door stamped with asingle letter: R.

Behind it, seawater surged through an old pump chamber. Crates marked MEDICAL RELIEF had been stacked above the
high-tide line. Several were empty. Others held neatly wrapped bundles of counterfeit harbor bonds.

Tomas was bound to a chair beside the pumps, conscious but pale.
"The doctor," he whispered as Mara cut the ropes. "I saw her down here with Elias. She said she wastrying to save him."

Then the chamber lights failed, and somewhere in the dark a match flared.
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[1l. The False Villain

The flame illuminated Mayor Pike's face for half a second. Then he threw the match into atrail of lamp oil and ran.

Fire raced across the chamber floor. Mara dragged Tomas through a maintenance hatch as the pump room erupted behind
them. They emerged beneath the private dock, where the rain swallowed the smoke.

Pike was waiting in the council hall when they returned, dry, composed, and surrounded by witnesses. He had apparently
been there all afternoon. Mara noticed a clean strip of skin around his left wrist, asif he had recently removed a waterproof
watch.

"Arrest him," Tomas demanded.
"For what?' Pike asked. "A child's nightmare?"

Mara said nothing. The mayor had been in the tunnel, but the evidence was deliberately crowded: his family history, the
secret dock, the forged bonds, the attempted fire. It was too perfect. Someone was offering her a villain while hiding a
second crime.

She returned alone to the lighthouse and poured water beside the radiator. It flowed beneath the iron base and vanished. The
radiator was not attached to the floor. Behind it, a concealed panel opened into a vertical service shaft wide enough for a
person.

Halfway down, she found Elias.

He was alive, wedged onto a maintenance platform, sedated but breathing. In his coat pocket was a waterproof envelope
containing the original shipping manifests. Every counterfeit bond had arrived disguised as medica aid, signed into the
harbor under Dr. Lena Shore's emergency authority.

When Elias stirred, he managed three words: "Pike warned me."

Mara finally understood. Pike had entered the tunnels because Elias had asked for help. The fire had not been an attack; it
had been a signd, lit after the chamber lights went out to force the hidden accomplice into the open. Tomas had seen only
the beginning.

The morphine ampoule carried Dr. Shore's clinic label, but that was almost too obvious. The true clue was the salt on the
windowsill. Ordinary seawater leaves fine crystals. Those grains were coarse surgical saline, spilled from a cooling pack
used to preserve temperature-sensitive narcotics.

Mara checked the altered tide chart. The replacement had been printed on clinic stationery, its watermark visible when held
against the lighthouse lamp.

Below, the harbor clock began striking six.
Dr. Shore was already climbing the stairs.
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IV. The Thirteenth Bell
"I hoped you would find the mayor first,” Dr. Shore said from the doorway. In one hand she held a syringe. In the other was
the ledger's missing page.

"Y ou changed the tide chart,” Mara said. "The tunnel floods at 6:20, not 7:20. Y ou planned to erase the crates, the bonds,
and Tomasin onerising tide."

"The council stole from this town for generations," Shore replied. "I merely learned to invoice them.”

She had forged relief shipments, sold the narcotics inland, and replaced the missing inventory with counterfeit bonds. Elias
noticed the Marrow docking at the supposedly nonexistent rescue entrance. He confronted her at 11:16, one minute before
the altered clock could place her publicly downstairs.

Shore sedated him, lowered him through the radiator shaft, latched the window, and locked the room from inside before
descending through the hidden panel. The remote bell covered the sound of the mechanism. Thirteen strikes were not a
supernatural warning; the old timer had jammed on its thirteenth tooth.

"And Pike?' Mara asked.
"Useful," Shore said. "A guilty family name saves an extraordinary amount of effort.”

She lunged. Mara caught her wrist, and the syringe shattered against the desk. Shore drove an elbow into Mara's ribs and
snatched the waterproof envelope. For an instant, the original manifests fluttered between them like white wings.

Then the bell rang once.

Tomas stood in the doorway holding the emergency pull cord. Behind him came Pike and two coast guards, soaked from
reopening the tunnel gates. The mayor held up his waterproof watch. Its face showed 6:18.

"Funny thing about a clock," he said. "Eventually somebody checks another one.”
Shore looked toward the window, then toward the hidden shaft. Water thundered in the pipes below. She surrendered.

By morning, the storm had broken. Divers recovered the crates before the tide could carry them out to sea. The real bonds
were found in a clinic freezer beneath packets of surgical saline. Elias woke in the hospital and complained, with
considerable energy, about the quality of the tea.

Pike published every harbor ledger dating back to his father's death. Some records cleared the old man. Others implicated
the council. Neither truth made the other less necessary.

Marareset the harbor clock herself. At 11:17, it matched her watch exactly.

On the lighthouse desk, beneath the repaired ledger, she left a new note for Tomas. "When everyone is certain about the
time, ask who wound the clock."”

The bell did not ring again.
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