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Chapter 1

	The rain had been falling for three straight days in Sector 12, washing the neon grime from the streets but never the weight of time itself. The city pulsed with digital clocks—holographic numbers hovering over rooftops, billboards blinking the same minute across every district, synchronized to the millisecond. Time was the one thing everyone could see, but no one could own. Except for Elias Mercer.

	He sat alone in his workshop, hunched over a disassembled pocket watch that wasn’t really a watch. Its gears shimmered faintly, humming in a frequency the ear couldn’t catch. The air smelled of old metal and ozone. Outside, a thunderstorm cracked through the skyline, throwing his reflection across the curved glass walls. He looked older than he was—thirty-seven, but with eyes that carried the fatigue of centuries.

	On the workbench, a small device blinked—a thin metal ring no larger than a coin. Inside it pulsed a dull red light, like a heartbeat. Elias reached for his tools, careful not to disturb the fragile balance of its internal orbit.

	“Come on,” he muttered, tightening a micro-screw. “Hold steady.”

	The light flickered once, then went out.

	He sighed, setting the screwdriver down. His fingers were shaking. It wasn’t exhaustion—it was the withdrawal. Every hour he spent without using it felt heavier, slower. Time had started pressing back against him, like gravity reclaiming its debt.

	Behind him, the clock on the wall struck midnight. Twelve perfect chimes echoed through the workshop. And then—silence.

	He hated that silence more than anything. It reminded him of what the world had sounded like before he stole time.

	

	

	The first time he’d done it, it was by accident.

	Ten years ago, before his name became a whispered rumor among collectors and the chronically desperate, Elias was a physicist. The kind who believed in things people called impossible. He’d been working on a government project—a temporal mapping algorithm designed to synchronize communication between orbital stations and Earth without lag. A simple enough task. Until he found the glitch.

	The algorithm didn’t just predict time discrepancies—it bent them. He could stretch a single second into ten, slow the rate of decay in a particle, even reverse entropy in localized systems. At first, he thought it was just math—an anomaly. But when he built a prototype to test it, something inside the machine shifted.

	Reality bent.
And he’d felt it.
A moment of stillness so complete that even the sound of his own breath froze in his lungs.

	When the moment ended, his lab clock was three minutes behind the rest of the world.

	He’d stolen three minutes from the universe.

	

	

	A faint knock pulled him out of his thoughts. Elias froze. No one came here. Not anymore.

	He wiped his hands on his coat and approached the door, checking the retinal scanner. The screen flickered, then displayed a name he hadn’t seen in years.

	Lira Vale.

	His stomach tightened.

	He unlocked the door.

	The woman standing on the other side looked like a memory brought to life. Same sharp eyes, same black jacket lined with silver threads that shimmered under the rain. But her expression carried something new—weariness, maybe guilt. She stepped inside without asking.

	“Still hiding in clock towers,” she said, glancing around. “You never did like daylight.”
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