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To Kyle, for the grain of sand that gave birth to this story.


 

 

1. Black Sand

 

Another hourglass broken. Another wasted life.

Father Time extracted a small dust pan and brush from one of the many pockets of his voluminous robe. His eyes studied the detailed carving in the richly coloured wood of the aged wooden frame. The carvings were different for each hourglass, and Father Time wanted to commit to memory each hourglass that had been lost. Someone had to remember them.

The hourglass had once been filled with pure sand, warm and golden in colour. Then the blackness had devoured it. The taint was permanent. Nothing could be done to reverse the process. It contained an infection that would spread if not dealt with swiftly.

He carefully swept up the broken frame, shattered glass and blackened sand that had scattered across the floor. It was a painstakingly slow exercise, but he didn’t want to think about what might happen if he missed even the tiniest speck of the black sand.

When Father Time had collected all that remained of the one grand hourglass he began the long journey to the inferno, where it would be disposed of. There would be no prayer or blessing for a lost soul. It was far too late for that. The garbage would simply be consumed by the eternal flame, returned to the nothingness from which it came.

On the way to the inferno Father Time found another two broken hourglasses. He would need to be quick about his current task, so that he could come back to cleanse this particular hall of the sickness the black sand brought with it. Sometimes years would pass before he found a broken hourglass. At other times, as was the case now, a number broke in quick succession.

When the Halls of Time had been created, and Father Time had been charged with caring for all of the hourglasses it held, close to ten million hourglasses had filled its halls. Now there were less than a million. As the number of hourglasses he tended had begun to shrink, the dilemma Father Time faced was where it would be best to keep those that were still intact. Should they be closer to the Sands of Time, where the sand would be returned, if it ran its natural course through the hourglass, or should they be nearer the inferno, where most of them seemed to end up anyway?
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