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      What would you do if you could undo something that bothered you? Slip back in time either a short distance or very long? Making things better always seems like it would be straightforward, but every little action we take has consequences. More importantly, the ability to change things would, inevitably, have a price.

      Of course, if you’re desperate enough, and frightened enough, that price might seem like a small thing to pay.
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      Fireworks popped overhead, spraying brief showers of green and gold sparks through the air. Selby automatically raised a hand to protect his hair from the sparks, even though there was little to no chance of an ember landing on his carefully oiled and arranged hair. He'd spent too long getting it just right for him to take the risk of going up in flames.

      Around him, common folk chattered and laughed like fools. Spring Planting Festival always made people behave so poorly. His father, the Right Honorable Selby Kirk, Senior, would have patted Selby's shoulder patronizingly while gazing kindly at the hordes of sweaty, uncouth masses.

      "They get little enough joy in their lives, Junior," Father would have said. "Let them have this day. Let them have this night."

      Selby snorted; lips pinched tightly shut against the stream of cursing that wanted to come out. Joy. Really, his father was ridiculous. And hypocritical in the extreme. He'd certainly never looked at Selby that way, never suggested the Selby might like a little bit of freedom, a little bit of appreciation.

      No, it was manage the factory, Junior. Why can't you get along with the foreman, Junior? I thought better of you than that, Junior.

      As if Kyung Ohme had ever allowed Selby the slightest chance of doing what his father wanted. Kyung went out of his way to keep Selby from talking to the crews that processed the wool brought in by their agents. If Selby ever dared to approach the spinners or weavers, Kyung marched right up and scolded them for wasting time, often before Selby had even open his mouth. The man had it in for Selby and Father flatly couldn't see it.

      If Father were older, less healthy, Selby could have some hope. Kyung would have to work with Selby to keep the factory running instead of cutting Selby out and shaking his head about Selby "lazing about" whenever Father asked.

      Lazing. None of the crews would even speak to Selby anymore, specifically because they feared Kyung's retribution.

      Well, Selby would see about that. He just needed one person's help. Or, more accurately, to use a particular object in their factor's office.

      The Oursler Mercantile dominated Furnace Street. Made of the same rough red bricks as the cobbled road, the Oursler Mercantile stood two stories high with great lancet windows that swept from knee height up to delicately pointed arches on the second floor. Jinan Oursler had paid, about five years back after an especially good year's profits, to set sparkling stained glass in the two windows on either side of the front door.

      Now, with night coming on and more fireworks going off, the fairy lights inside made the stained-glass windows glow. Bundles of fabric supported stacks of fine china which held a tower of silver goods, all done in tiny bits of colored glass leaded together.

      Selby shook his head. Extravagance. Good advertising, certainly, but utter extravagance.

      He pushed open the door and slipped inside, breathing a sigh of relief as he escaped the celebrating masses outside. No one waited at the mercantile's front desk, not at this time of the evening. Everyone but Jinan Oursler himself would be out celebrating the turn of the seasons.

      The place smelled of dust. Dust and mold and things so long dead that they'd gone dry as bone.

      Selby rubbed his nose, wondering at that little flight of fancy. But yes, the place did smell dry and dead tonight instead of like the precious spices kept in tightly sealed tins or the oils so carefully doled out in thimble-sized cups for people to sample.

      This.

      This might not be a good idea.

      He shook his head. He didn't have a choice, though, now did he? Kyung Ohme was up to something, hiding something. Selby had to find out what it was and there was only one way that he could do that. Thus his dressing in his finest boots, the ones he'd yet to be able to pay the cobbler for because Father had taken Kyung at his word that Selby hadn't earned this week's pay, putting on his best waistcoat that he'd barely managed to scrape the funds together for, and coming to see the man who'd given Selby nightmares since he was a tiny child clutching his father's knee while the adults talked business over his head.

      Selby blew out a breath and slowly climbed the narrow, steep stairs up to the second floor, one hand on the wall. Each step was a storage cubby full of goods that Jinan had for sale. As he climbed, Selby had the sense that the mercantile itself was watching him and judging his every move.

      As always. At least most visits, there were other people here. Now it was still and silent, the warehouse behind the mercantile's ornately carved doors silent, the sales room empty and the second floor as dark as a tomb.

      The great lancet windows cut through the mercantile's wall off to Selby's left as he cautiously emerged onto the second floor. Streaks of colored light cut across the floor, shifting colors with the fireworks going on outside. Selby's heart leaped into his throat as he realized that he couldn't hear the explosions. No noise besides his chattering teeth. No smell other than the dust and desiccated death. No tastes other than the sour nervousness cloying on his tongue.

      He ran his sweaty hands over his thighs, grateful for the thick wales of the tan corduroy fabric. They did a lovey job swiping his hands clean before he tugged at his waistcoat to settle it more securely around his waist.

      The accountants' tables were empty. No account books lay open, waiting for a pen. No abacus or scratch paper. Not even a single pen left lying out. Selby tried to swallow but his mouth was so dry that he couldn't.

      "Young Master Kirk."

      Selby gasped and whirled. He took a step back and nearly fell backwards down the narrow, steep storage stairs.

      "How did you get there?" Selby demanded of Jinan Oursler.

      Jinan stood not two yards away from Selby, hands folded demurely over his ample belly. He smiled like a content frog, lips curling up slightly at the corners and eyes narrowing slightly. In the silent darkness of the mercantile's offices, Jinan looked even less human than normal. He'd covered his plain, black trousers and stark white shirt with a high-necked dressing gown in the deepest shade of blue that Selby had ever seen.

      It gave the impression that Jinan was a pair of disembodied hands and a floating head supported by shadows rather than flesh.

      "Why, I have no idea what you mean, Young Master Kirk," Jinan replied with a slightly wider smile. "What may I help you with this lovely spring evening?"

      Selby sucked in a breath and rubbed his hands over his thighs again. "I need more hours. I need six hours. Or, more accurately, I need one hour, six hours ago."

      Both of Jinan's delicately thin eyebrows rose. His smile didn't change at all. His hands didn't twitch on his belly.  He made no move at all other than those rising eyebrows that crept so far up on his forehead that Selby's teeth chattered abruptly.

      "A novel thing to inquire into," Jinan replied finally. "Come to my office, Young Master Kirk. Such things should be discussed… privately."

      Selby looked around, confused for a moment as if there were hoards in the mercantile instead of just the two of them. When he turned back, Jinan was gone again without a sound or a trace of his passage. Even the shadows and the flashes of light from the fireworks outside seemed startled for a moment.

      Then Selby set his chin, hunched his shoulders and strode into the darkness towards the back of the mercantile where Jinan's little office waited in a velvet darkness that clung to Selby's heels, sucking at him like mud.

      He gasped for air once in the office, shaking so hard that he could only lean against the door with one hand locked on the handle. The office was lit and warm, so small that it must have started as a closet. Jinan had covered every wall with bookshelves which were filled with inventories and account books, bound in blue and red leather, respectively. His desk was small, barely the size of Selby's travel trunk, and held only an ink well, a pen and an open inventory book that Jinan's hands rested on like white mice that had been killed and left by a cat.

      "Young Master Kirk," Jinan said with an almost human smile this time. "A pleasure, I'm sure. What may I help you with this lovely spring evening?"

      "You just… asked that," Selby said, pointing over his shoulder towards the shadows outside the door.

      "Did I indeed?" Jinan said far too mildly. "Pardon me, please. I must be tired. Do sit."

      "I don't have time," Selby complained even as he staggered over to the low wooden chair in front of Jinan's desk. "That's, that's why I'm here. I need time, an hour but six hours ago. I need one hour, please. It's… I don't know how else I can do this but to have another hour."

      Jinan's eyebrows went up and up and up, then down and down and down until his eyes were narrow slits. "I see. There are… prices… to such things, Young Master Kirk."

      "I can't…" Selby shut his eyes, throat working as he tried to swallow and again failed due to the painful dryness in his mouth. "Sir, I have to pay whatever the price is. My father will not listen to me. No matter what I say or do, he believes Hyung Ohme rather than me. I need an hour, during the hour that I know Hyung was in a meeting with my father. It was just after the temple bells rang noon."

      He opened his eyes to find Jinan staring at him with a flat, flat non-expression on his moon-round face. Selby stared back at him, heart hammering. A price. No, prices, Jinan had said prices. Not just one price but multiple.

      Well, it didn't matter if it was years off of Selby's life and the possibility of ever having children. He had to go back and find out what Hyung was up to. There was no other choice. As it was going, Selby had no future and would soon have no home at all. He had to pay the price.

      Jinan nodded slowly. "Very well, Young Master Kirk. Please stand up."

      "All… right?" Selby said.

      He stood and cocked his head to the left as Jinan pulled out an abacus, absently clicking away at the beads to add up sums. The longer Selby stared at the beads on the abacus, the more convinced he became that the dark beads were blood-stained bone turned deep brown by repeatedly being touched by Jinan's fingers. The pale beads looked like a baby's teeth.

      Eventually, Jinan nodded and smiled up at Selby.

      He stood and went to the looming grandfather clock that stood in the corner of his office. It didn't tick. Didn't ring the hour. It didn't even have a pendulum to drive the mechanism forward.

      Yet when Jinan set the hands for noon and wound it, the clock hands began to tick across the face.

      "You have your hour." Jinan stood and walked to the door of his little office. "You may not see yourself. You may not change the meeting, no matter what you discover. You must return here before your hour is done. Good luck, Young Master Kirk."

      "The price?" Selby asked, legs shaking so hard that his teeth chattered. "Prices, I mean?"

      Jinan's smile was so cold and alien that Selby took a step back, sucking a breath of air that abruptly felt as cold as ice.

      "We can discuss that when you return, Young Master Kirk," Jinan replied. "Best to hurry. You don't want to waste your hour and lose… everything."

      He opened the door to his office and light poured in.

      Daylight.

      It was noon again. Selby shivered, glanced at Jinan who smiled that same cold, terrifying smile, and then hurried out of his office. Past the accountants and various employees bringing records and files. Down the narrow stairs, his fingers catching at the dividing line between the rough wall boards on the second floor and the smooth-finished boards downstairs.

      No one paid much attention to Selby. The clerk behind the counter frowned when he spotted Selby coming down the stairs. He mouthed "when?" and then shook his head before focusing on Old Nicky Belo who waddled his way up to the counter asking for something lovely for his equally old and infirm lover Wen Royer.

      Outside, the sky was clear and blue. Children dashed by, shouting and laughing in excitement for the Spring Planting festival coming up this evening. Selby rested one hand against the sun-warmed bricks of the Oursler Mercantile. It was real.

      This was all real. He was in the past. He had one precious hour to see what Kyung was up to.

      And his precious sixty minutes were streaming through his hands like water as he stood there like a fool.

      Selby strode off towards home, walking so fast that it was nearly a run. Six terribly long minutes to rush home. One minute to check that Father and Kyung were, in fact, still meeting together in Father's office. He'd spent the hour lurking in the factory, foul tempered enough that the foreman Dee David had cursed at him and threatened to beat him about the head and shoulders with his own limbs if he didn't get out.

      As if cued, Dee began cursing inside.

      Selby hurried around the outside of the factory, past the bales of wool stacked and waiting under the new awning that Kyung had resisted, and Father had insisted upon. Past Laxmi Stamp and her fist-sized pipe full of pungent and vaguely hallucinogenic tobacco. Laxmi nodded to Selby, a wary nod.

      "Ah, Dee's already been through, hasn't he?" Selby asked with hopefully distracting enough wariness.

      Laxmi snorted. "Yes, he has. Gotta stop pouting at everyone, Master Selby."

      "If Kyung didn't keep cutting me off at the knees every time I try to follow Father's orders to take some responsibility and learn the business, I would," Selby complained. "I can't even talk to the crews anymore without Kyung coming and scolding them."

      "Huh," Laxmi grunted. She frowned and pulled an extra-long draft on her pipe. "Way Kyung tells it, you're trying to convince the crew to join the crafts guilds."

      "Why would Father not want you to be in a guild?" Selby asked, utterly confused. "He's suggested many times that all workers ought to be guild members."

      That had Laxmi up and onto her feet, pipe hanging forgotten in her hand. She stared at Selby, then tapped the wad of tobacco out, grinding it into the dirt under her heel.

      "You mean that," Laxmi whispered. She looked almost terrified.

      "Of course," Selby said. He took a step towards Laxmi, heart leaping into his throat that she didn't immediately back away as she had every other time over the last few months. "Mother was a guild leader. Father helped her. That's how they met. He's wondered for ages why the crew hasn't demanded to join the guild. Several guilds, really. Spinners, weavers, dyers, fullers, all that. We're a small town, yes, but you should all be guild members. Why would you think that he wouldn't want that?"

      Laxmi tucked her pipe away into her pouch, grabbed Selby's wrist and then dragged him into the factory. She turned and looked at Father's office as if to see whether or not Father and Kyung might not emerge at any moment. Selby looked too, though he craned his neck a bit more to see just where the sun hung in the sky.

      Just past noon. He had about half of his hour left. He'd best hurry if he didn't want Jinan to destroy him. Or whatever would happen if he failed to meet Jinan's terms.

      Inside, Nicky, Wen and Kris, their three best spinners, were talking with Dee, the foreman. Brook stood next to Dee, biting her lip until it went bloodlessly white. They all stopped talking as soon as Laxmi dragged Selby over.

      "Old Mr. Kirk wouldn't object at all to us joining the crafts guild," Laxmi said, blunt as could be.

      "But Kyung said…" Brook started only to trail off when Selby huffed. "He said you'd have us all beaten and thrown out."

      "That's… I have to get into Kyung's office," Selby huffed. "That's the most ridiculous. Mother was the crafts guild president in town. Why would he ever object to it? He complains most every night about the low guild participation."

      Dee opened his mouth as if to ask why Selby would want into Kyung's office. Then he glanced over Selby's shoulder, frowned, and nodded once. He waved for Selby to follow him. Selby, of course, waved for the others to follow along.

      Kyung's office held Selby's old desk. It wasn't large. In fact, it was barely two feet wide by three feet high, but it had a plethora of cunningly fitted drawers that locked securely, and a "secret" side panel that everyone knew hid shallow shelves behind a hinged panel that was just slightly off-kilter from sealing shut.

      That was a legacy of Selby's youth. It had been his desk when he'd been a boy, and like all boys, he'd been quite hard on the thing.

      "I went through his desk this morning," Brook murmured between gnawing on her bottom lip and looking out the office door for Kyung coming to scold her.

      "He forgot the receipts again, did he?" Selby huffed as he knelt down on the floor, reached under the right front leg and retrieved the hidden key that he'd tucked up there years and years ago. "Father complains endlessly about that. Kyung claimed last time that it was my fault."

      "You don't handle the receipts," Brook protested.

      "No, I don't," Selby agreed.

      The key opened the main drawer under the blotter where Selby used to keep carefully wrapped candies and sketches that he didn't mind if Father saw. The drawer came out easily, revealing the two inch deep by six-inch-long slot cut into the back board. Once it was out of the way, Selby reached back into the slot and pulled out the hidden lock-box that his father had grinned about when he gave Selby the desk as a young child.

      "Every boy needs a place to hide his precious things," Selby quoted while carefully unlocking the box with the hideaway key. "That's what Father told me. I used to keep religious pamphlets in here just to mess with him."

      Dee snickered while Laxmi frowned, and Brook rolled her eyes.

      "He thought you'd put porn in there, didn't he?" Dee asked with a wide grin.

      "Yes," Selby huffed. "As if he didn't and still doesn't supervise and approve every single purchase I make. If I wanted pornography, I'd have needed to create it for myself."

      The lock-box had receipts in it. A lot of carefully folded receipts with Kyung's meticulous, tiny handwriting on them. Selby frowned at them before passing them to Brook who sorted through them with the quick, masterful efficiency of an accountant who knew exactly what she was looking at. Unlike Selby who still wasn't allowed to touch the books unless both Father and Kyung were looking over his shoulder.

      "Oh," Brook whispered. She went bone white so abruptly that Laxmi grabbed her elbow. "We have, we have to talk to your father. Right away!"

      "I can't…" Selby huffed and shook his head as he put everything back together again. He put the key back where it belonged and then stood, brushing his knees off. "They won't listen to me, Brook. And it's Spring Planting Festival today. We need."

      Selby frowned as he realized that all of them, Dee and Laxmi and Brook, Nicky and Wen and Kris outside the door, all of them were staring at him and waiting for him to give them orders. Exactly as he'd always wanted. Exactly as he hoped to achieve.

      But he couldn't do it yet.

      Not until he paid Jinan's prices.

      "Right," Selby said as firmly as he could. "Laxmi, Dee, make sure that Brook gets well away from here until tomorrow morning. "Kyung is at our house for breakfast every morning. Brook, grab whatever account books and other receipts you need and get away from here. Nicky, Wen, Kris, have the dyers and fullers complain as loudly as possible to Kyung about getting the rest of the day off."

      "Festival day," Wen said with a ready grin. "He's been complaining about us working too slow all week."

      "Pitch a fit," Selby ordered. "Make him listen and get Father's attention if you can. Dee, I… I can't be part of catching Kyung. He's targeted me. He'll claim that I planted this. Do what you have to but get…"

      Selby didn't even know who to call.

      "My cousin," Dee finished for Selby. "He's a tax collector and from what I see on those receipts, Kyung is skimming money off the top and blaming it on you."

      Selby sighed. "I can't even be surprised."

      "Where will you be?" Brook asked as she carefully tucked the receipts into her voluminous skirt pocket, there to settle in with whatever else she kept inside.

      "Home first," Selby said because that was what he had done. "Then… This evening I think I might see if Jinan Oursler has anything that can add to your case. He knows our business as well as we do."

      "Good plan," Dee said.

      They all jerked as Kyung and Father's voices echoed through the factory. Nicky, Wen and Kris immediately hurried over towards Kyung, complaining loudly enough about "Festival" and "party" that the rest of the factory stopped working and came to block Kyung from getting into the building.

      Dee and Laxmi hurried off towards the back of the factory where the bales of wool and cotton were kept.

      Selby?

      He slipped out of Kyung's office and then ran as fast as he could back across town to Oursler Mercantile. The closer he got to the mercantile, the harder each step became. Selby wheezed, sweating and struggling to raise his feet. His hand caught on the rough bricks of the mercantile's face, tearing his palm and leaving a bloody streak that seemed ten times too large for the scrape on his hand.

      When Selby struggled up the stairs into the building, he left bloody footprint. Going up the narrow storage stairs, he was convinced that blood flowed down them, making them as slick as ice. The waterfall of blood, real or imagined, dragged at his feet to the point that he was nearly swept off the stairs.

      It was so dark.

      All the fireworks of the evening, the sunshine of noon, had disappeared, leaving only blackness around him. The shadows themselves caught at Selby with skeletal claws that ripped into his shoulders, his face, his thighs, the soles of his feet.

      On the second floor, he waded through a calf-deep flood of red-black waters. Blood? He couldn't tell. It was so very dark upstairs, like the depths of night in a cellar perfectly sealed against the light of the moon. Selby's heart pounded so hard that he couldn't hear. The only sounds were his wheezing pants and the looming ringing of a clock.

      A grandfather clock.

      Selby threw himself through the door to Jinan's office before the echoing ring of the clock ended.

      "Well done, Young Master Kirk," Jinan said.

      He was the dark Jinan, the otherworldly being who looked more like a mask than a person. Selby's blood-slicked hand pressed against Jinan's desk, leaving a growing
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