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Chapter 1 – The Town Without Time
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The clocks had stopped long before Elara was born.

In Greystone, no bells rang at dawn, no cuckoo burst from its wooden doors, no clock hands moved. The tall tower at the center of town, once proud and chiming, now stood silent with its great brass hands frozen at twelve. The townsfolk went about their days by the rise and fall of the sun, but there was a heaviness in the air, as if every breath was waiting for something that would never come.

Elara felt it more than anyone.

At twelve years old, she was smaller than most of the children her age, wiry and quick, with dark curls that tangled no matter how she combed them. She lived in the orphanage on the edge of town, a squat stone building with drafty windows and a matron who didn’t like questions. And Elara had questions—too many.

“Why don’t the clocks work?” she’d once asked.

“Broken,” the matron replied curtly, slamming down a pot of stew.

“But why don’t we fix them?”

“Because some things are meant to stay broken,” the woman snapped, and that was the end of it.

But Elara didn’t believe that. She kept a little sketchbook hidden under her mattress, filled with drawings of gears, pendulums, and faces of clocks she had never seen but imagined. She liked to think of herself as a fixer, someone who could put pieces back together, even when the world said it was impossible.

On this chilly autumn morning, she sat on the orphanage steps, shivering in her threadbare coat. Children bustled past on their way to school, but Elara lingered, staring up at the silent clock tower. Its shadow stretched across the cobbled street like a giant sundial, frozen in place.

“You’ll be late again,” Tomas called from across the road.

Tomas was her only real friend—tall, freckled, always carrying a loaf of bread his father baked. He jogged toward her, balancing the bread under his arm. “What are you staring at this time?”

“The tower,” Elara said. “Don’t you ever wonder what it would sound like? The bells, I mean.”

Tomas shrugged. “My father says bells won’t feed a family.” He grinned. “Come on, before Miss Lark throws chalk at us again.”

Reluctantly, Elara followed. But halfway down the street, something caught her eye. A shimmer. A flicker. At the far end of an alley she had never noticed before, there was a faint golden glow, like sunlight trapped in a jar.

She stopped.

“Elara?” Tomas turned back, puzzled. “What are you doing?”

“Do you see that?” she whispered.

“See what?” He squinted, but his eyes slid past the alley as if it wasn’t there at all.

Elara’s heart beat faster. The glow pulsed, calling to her. She felt the weight of her sketchbook against her side, as though even her drawings were urging her forward.

“I’ll catch up,” she told Tomas.

He frowned. “You’ll get detention again.”

But Elara was already moving. She slipped into the alley, the sounds of the street fading behind her. The walls closed in, damp with moss. The glow grew brighter, leading her to a crooked door at the very end.

Above the door hung a faded wooden sign: The Clockmaker’s Shop.

Elara’s breath caught.

Her hand trembled as she reached for the handle. She knew, with a certainty that rooted itself deep in her chest, that stepping inside would change everything.

And with a push, the door creaked open.

✨ End of Chapter 1
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Chapter 2 – The Hidden Shop
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The door swung inward with a groan, and Elara stepped into a world she could never have imagined.

The shop was dim, lit only by the warm glow of oil lamps. Every surface was covered with clocks—grandfather clocks towering against the walls, pocket watches dangling from hooks, mantle clocks ticking in neat rows. They chimed, hummed, and ticked in a strange harmony, their sounds weaving together into something like music.

For the first time in her life, Elara heard the heartbeat of time.

Her eyes widened as she turned slowly, drinking it all in. She reached out toward a golden clock shaped like a bird, its tiny wings flapping in rhythm with its tick. The moment her fingers brushed the cool metal, the bird’s eyes glowed, and she pulled her hand back in shock.
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