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Prologue – The Keeper of Hours
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The first snow of December fell without sound. Norbury-upon-Thames slept beneath it, every chimney whispering thin trails of smoke that curled and vanished into a moonlit sky. In the heart of the village, where the cobblestones gleamed like dull silver, the watchmaker’s shop stood in perfect silence. Its window was filled with stopped clocks, a forest of time turned still.

A figure approached through the snow. Cloaked in black, moving without footprints, he paused before the door where the name Thaddeus Wren, Horologist was fading from its sign. He did not knock. Locks meant nothing to him.

Inside, the air was scented with oil and brass and old dreams. The workbench still bore the marks of Thaddeus’s restless hands, and beside it, a half-finished clock sat under glass — its hands trembling faintly though no wind stirred.

The stranger lifted the glass. His gloved fingers brushed the face of the clock. A thin crack split the minute hand, and from within came a single pulse of light, soft as a heartbeat.

“Ah,” he murmured, voice deep and sad. “Another broken hour.”

He drew from his coat a pocket watch unlike any other. Its case was made of frost, and when he opened it, the dial inside showed no numbers — only the faint shimmer of falling snow. He held it to the light, and the shop filled with a soft chiming that came from nowhere and everywhere at once.

Across the village, clocks stirred. Pendulums began to sway. Time itself, sensing its keeper, trembled awake.

The man — or perhaps not a man at all — closed the frost watch and turned to the room. “You have meddled again, Thaddeus,” he said to the emptiness. “You never did learn that every hour borrowed must be paid for.”

A faint voice answered from nowhere. She will understand one day.

The Keeper sighed. “Your daughter is kind, but kindness cannot mend the fabric of time.”

He placed the broken clock gently in his satchel, as if it were a sleeping child. The gears within whirred once, resisting him, before yielding to the stillness he carried.

At the window, snow swirled in restless patterns, gathering around the figure’s reflection — a tall man with eyes like candle flame, faintly golden, his outline blurred as if he belonged more to the wind than the earth.

He looked out upon the night and whispered to it, “When the last chime sounds on Christmas Eve, the circle will close.”

Then he was gone.

No door opened, no bell rang. Only the faint ticking of one surviving clock — Eleanor Wren’s bedside timepiece — marked his passing.

Upstairs, beneath a quilt of wool and grief, the watchmaker’s daughter stirred in her sleep. In her dream she heard snow falling backward, and a voice she did not yet know whispering her name.
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ACT I — The Snow Clock

[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One – The Clockmaker’s Daughter

[image: ]




The morning broke pale and soundless, as if the world itself held its breath. Frost had crept across the inside of Eleanor Wren’s window during the night, tracing lace-like veins that caught the thin winter light. She woke to the slow, irregular ticking of her father’s wall clock — the only one in the shop that still kept time.

For a long moment, she lay there beneath the heavy quilt, listening to the hush. The village bell had not yet rung. Even the river seemed to have frozen mid-song. Christmas Eve. The second one without her father.

She rose quietly, wrapping her shawl around her shoulders, and crossed the narrow room to draw the curtains. The street below lay white and hushed, the shopfronts wearing soft caps of snow. Across the lane, old Mrs Penbury was already setting her broom to the steps of the bakery, her movements slow and careful, the way time teaches the body to be.

Eleanor pressed a hand to the cold windowpane. Every Christmas since childhood had begun in this way — the smell of bread, the muffled chime of bells, her father’s gentle hum as he wound the clocks. But now the hum was gone, and the silence it left behind seemed to stretch across her chest.

She dressed in a dark wool gown, pinned her hair, and descended the narrow stairway to the shop below.

The workshop was exactly as he had left it. Tools arranged by size, brass shavings glinting faintly in the half-light, the faint scent of lavender oil and smoke. On the workbench, beneath a cloth, sat the clock she had found two nights ago while sorting through his drawers. It was small — scarcely larger than a carriage clock — yet heavier than it should have been, as if time itself weighed inside it.

She lifted the cloth.

The clock’s casing gleamed with an odd silvery sheen, unlike any metal she recognised. Its face bore no numbers, only twelve tiny stars set in a perfect circle. The hands were fashioned of blackened steel, delicate as spider legs. When she tilted it toward the light, the stars glimmered faintly, as though a reflection of something far beyond the window.

Pinned to the base was a note in her father’s handwriting: For when the hour turns twice.

She read it again, frowning. Her father’s script had always been neat, unwavering — but these words looked hurried, as if written under strain.

A soft knock sounded at the door.

“Miss Wren?”

She started, nearly dropping the clock. The voice was familiar — kind, clipped, wrapped in the politeness of a man unused to warmth. She turned to see Reverend Pierce framed in the doorway, snow dusting his coat.

“Forgive the intrusion,” he said. “I saw the smoke from your chimney. Thought perhaps you could use a hand carrying the wood in.”
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