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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes romance with heart-forward stakes and character-driven suspense, where love grows through meaningful choices, honest consequences, and earned commitment. Each story is built to feel emotionally immersive and clean, with a hopeful payoff that respects readers who want tenderness, trust, and a satisfying finish without explicit heat.
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For every reader who has ever stood at a turning point and wished someone could choose them back, not because fate demanded it, but because love did.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Elara is a young maker of delicate mechanisms who has always believed survival means doing what she is told, even when her own heart disagrees.
Dorian is the guarded keeper of the clocktower, a man who looks like he carries midnight in his bones and speaks like he has run out of chances.
Cassia is Elara’s sharp-witted friend from the night market, loyal enough to lie for you and brave enough to tell you the truth when you need it most.
Vesper is the elegant architect of the curse, watching from the edges of the city’s celebrations as if time itself is her private stage.
Bram is the tower’s quiet caretaker, a steady presence with hands that know every bolt and secret latch, and a gaze that notices too much.
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​Introduction Scene
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The city of Gildmere glittered the way it always did on Festival Night, all lanternlight and sugar smoke and laughter that sounded a little too loud. Elara felt the brightness like a hand pressed over her mouth. Every year, people call it tradition. Every year, she called it denial.

The bells were not ringing yet. That was the problem.

She pushed through the crowd, keeping her hood low, the small velvet pouch held tight against her ribs. Inside it, metal clicked softly with each step, like a tiny impatience she could not quiet. Above the rooftops, the clocktower rose from the center of the city, its face turned toward the square like an unblinking eye.

Gildmere ran on that tower. Not in a poetic way, not in the way old stories liked to say a city had a heart. The tower marked the hours the way a judge marks a sentence. It was decided when shopkeepers locked their doors, when the river gates opened, when the lamps flared and dimmed, and when the Festival Night began.

And when it ended.

Elara had spent three weeks pretending she wasn’t counting down to this moment, because counting made it real. Counting meant admitting she might fail. Now the weight of time was everywhere. In the quickened stride of a father tugging his child away from the square. In the tight smile of a woman buying one last ribbon from a stall she had visited for years. In the way vendors kept looking up, as if the tower might change its mind.

Elara’s boots hit the first stone steps that led toward the tower’s outer wall. The crowd thinned. The air cooled. She tasted iron, like rain before a storm.

A guard stood at the archway, halberd angled across the entrance. His eyes slid over her plain cloak and tightened. “No one enters the tower tonight.”

Elara stopped, forcing herself to breathe evenly. If she acted frightened, he would smell it. If she acted too bold, he would challenge her. The city had taught her the delicate art of appearing harmless while holding fast to what mattered.

“I’m not no one,” she said, and let her voice carry a note of mild offense, like a person who had never been denied anything.

The guard snorted. “No one to that place.”

Elara lifted her chin. “I was sent. By Bram.”

At the name, the guard hesitated. Bram was not a noble, not a lord with authority on paper, but everyone who worked near the tower knew him. The caretaker who never missed a day. The man who could make a key appear from his sleeve when a lock decided to be stubborn.

The guard’s gaze sharpened. “Bram’s not giving orders tonight.”

“He didn’t give an order,” Elara said. “He asked for help.”

The guard studied her face as if trying to decide whether fear lived behind her eyes. Elara kept her expression steady. She had practiced in mirrors. She had practiced in the shop when customers complained and she had to remain calm, because calm meant control, and control was the only thing she trusted.

Minutes passed. Somewhere behind her, a cheer rose and fell like a wave. Elara imagined the square filling, cups raised, promises spoken into warm air. Festival Night was always full of vows people could not keep.

The guard’s grip shifted on his halberd. “You have until the bells begin.”

Elara’s stomach tightened. “They haven’t begun yet.”

“That’s why you have time,” he said, the words bitter, and he stepped aside.

Elara slipped through the archway into the tower’s shadow.

Inside, the air was colder still, infused with oil and stone dust and the faint metallic sweetness of old gears. The hallway curved upward, spiraling like a shell. Lanterns burned with a strange steadiness, their flames not flickering even when Elara brushed past them. She had been here only once before, as a girl, when Bram had brought her to deliver a spring her mentor had crafted.

That day, she was overwhelmed by wonder.

Tonight, she felt only urgency.

Her boots echoed on the stone. She climbed, one hand skimming the wall for balance, the velvet pouch bouncing lightly against her ribs. She listened for the first bell, the sound that would mean midnight was near. But the tower remained silent, a living thing holding its breath.

At the next landing, a door stood ajar. A thin line of warm light spilled into the stairwell. Elara slowed, suddenly aware of how alone she was.

Then she heard it.

A voice, low and clipped, speaking to someone who was not answering.

“You cannot do this again,” the voice said. “Do you understand me?”

Elara’s skin prickled. She took a cautious step toward the doorway, peering through the gap.

The room beyond was a workshop, larger than any she had ever seen. Workbenches lined the walls, scattered with tools that looked older than the city itself. In the center, a massive mechanism rose from the floor, the inner workings of the tower exposed like the ribs of something sacred. Brass cogs meshed with iron wheels. Chains looped over pulleys. A pendulum hung still, as if time had been paused by command.

A man stood near the heart of it, hands braced on the metal frame. His dark hair fell forward, uncombed. His shirt sleeves were rolled to the elbow, revealing forearms marked with faint scars, the kind you earned from sharp edges and stubborn machines. He looked up sharply as Elara shifted, and his gaze struck her like a thrown knife.

Not cruel. Not angry.

Wary, as if he had been waiting for her.

Elara went very still. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

He studied her for a long beat, his eyes a deep shade that made her think of the sky just after sunset, when day and night wrestled for the same space.

“You’re late,” he said.

Elara’s mouth went dry. “I don’t know you.”

“That doesn’t mean I don’t know you,” he replied, and his voice softened on the last word in a way that made her spine tighten.

Elara’s hand went instinctively to the pouch. “Bram asked me to come. He said the tower—”

“The tower is failing,” the man cut in. He straightened, and the movement was controlled, restrained, as if he had taught his body not to waste energy. “It has been failing for years. Tonight is simply the last night it can pretend otherwise.”

Elara swallowed. “Then why isn’t it ringing?”

His gaze flicked to the motionless pendulum. “Because it’s scary.”

Elara almost laughed, but the sound caught in her throat. The tower felt alive in a way she could not explain, as if stone and brass held memory. People whispered about it in the market when they thought no one important was listening. They said the tower remembered promises. They said it punished broken vows. They said it had a name, but no one dared speak it.

Elara forced her voice steady. “I brought what Bram asked for.”

She pulled the velvet pouch free and opened it. Inside lay a small component wrapped in cloth, a gear carved from pale metal that seemed to absorb the lanternlight rather than reflect it. The edges were etched with tiny symbols, precise and symmetrical, as if the gear had been built to fit not only into a machine but into a rule.

The man’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not from Bram.”

“It’s from my shop,” Elara said. “I made it.”

The man stepped closer, and Elara had to stop herself from retreating. His presence filled the space around him, not loud, not aggressive, simply undeniable, like a door that had quietly closed behind you.

He reached for the gear, then paused, his fingers hovering. “May I?”

The question surprised her more than anything else. Elara nodded once, sharply, and he took it with care, as if he understood that permission mattered even in a room of gears and deadlines.

He turned the gear in his hand, examining the etching. “You can read the tower’s language.”

Elara’s heart thumped. “It’s not a language. It’s a pattern.”

“It is a language,” he said, and the certainty in his voice made Elara feel as if she had been living beside a sea and calling it a pond. He looked at her again, gaze intent. “Elara.”

Hearing her name in his mouth made her skin go hot.

“Who are you?” she demanded, more sharply than she intended.

A faint tension gathered at his jaw. “Dorian.”

The name landed in the air with a strange weight, as if it belonged here more than she did.

Elara tried to place it. She couldn’t. She knew most of the important names in Gildmere. Dorian wasn’t a merchant. Not a guard captain. Not one of the gilded nobles who smiled in public and counted coins in private.

Dorian turned, walking toward the exposed mechanism. “The tower won’t take a patch tonight. It won’t accept a simple fix.”

“Then what will it accept?” Elara asked, stepping closer despite herself.

Dorian held the gear up to a slot near the base of the pendulum assembly. The slot was empty, edges worn, as if something had been ripped out.

“It will accept a choice,” he said.

Elara’s hands clenched. “That’s not how machines work.”

Dorian’s eyes flicked to hers. “It is how curses work.”

The word curse tightened the room around them. Elara felt it in her ribs, the way you feel thunder through the ground before you hear it.

Elara forced a breath. “You’re talking about the old story.”

“The old story is the present,” Dorian said. “Every Festival Night, the city celebrates while the tower counts down. Every Festival Night, the same bargain comes due.”

Elara’s throat tightened. She had heard the tale as a child, softened by storytellers who liked happy endings. A jealous enchantress. A stolen hour. A curse that would break if someone proved love was stronger than fate. In the telling, it sounded romantic.

In the telling, no one spoke about what the curse demanded first.

Dorian fitted the gear gently into the slot. It clicked into place as if the tower had been waiting for it.

The lantern flames shivered.

Elara’s breath caught. The pendulum gave a small twitch, like a creature stirring from sleep.

Dorian’s shoulders tensed. “It recognizes you.”

Elara stared at the mechanism. “That’s impossible.”

“Nothing about this is possible,” Dorian said, voice rougher now. “That is why it’s dangerous.”

Elara looked up at him, anger flaring as fear tried to swallow it. “Then why involve me?”

Dorian’s gaze held hers. There was something in his eyes that looked like exhaustion sharpened into determination.

“Because you keep showing up,” he said quietly.

Elara’s mouth went cold. “What do you mean?”

Dorian’s fingers tightened on the metal frame. For a moment, he looked as if he was choosing every word with care, as if a wrong syllable could snap something fragile.

“I mean,” he said, “that you have been here before.”

Elara’s pulse stumbled. “No.”

Dorian didn’t argue. He simply watched her, and the way he watched her made Elara feel seen in a way she didn’t want.

“You don’t remember,” he said, not as an accusation, but as a fact. “That is part of the curse. It takes the cost from one of us, and the memory from the other.”

Elara shook her head, hard. “I will remember this place.”

“You would remember if the curse allowed it,” Dorian replied.

The pendulum twitched again. A faint hum ran through the gears, low as a distant storm.

Elara’s skin prickled. “Why now?”

Dorian’s gaze lifted, tracking upward toward the unseen clockface above them. “Because the tower has reached its last permissible reset.”

Elara’s breath caught. “Reset.”

Dorian’s voice dropped. “If we fail tonight, time does not loop. It locks. The city becomes a story frozen at midnight, forever.”

Elara’s stomach turned. She thought of Cassia at the night market, laughing too loudly to hide her fear. She thought of her mentor’s shop, of the tiny brass birds in the window, of customers who would never know what happened because they would never move again.

“Why would anyone design that?” Elara whispered.

Dorian’s eyes darkened. “Because someone wanted to prove that choice is a lie.”

Elara’s fingers curled against her palm. “And you believe it?”

Dorian hesitated. That pause was answered enough.

He stepped closer, close enough that Elara could see the faint shadow of tiredness beneath his eyes, the kind you can’t fake.

“I believe,” he said slowly, “that the curse was built to break people. It offers you one escape every time, one clean option that would save you and condemn everyone else. It tells you it’s practical. It tells you it’s mercy.”

Elara’s voice came out small. “And what happens if you refuse?”

Dorian’s mouth tightened. “Then you must choose something harder.”

Elara’s gaze dropped to the mechanism. The pendulum was moving now, barely, but moving. The hum grew louder, the tower waking, the city above them unaware of how close it was to being trapped in a single breath.

A sound rang out, sharp and clear.

The first bell.

Elara flinched. “That’s midnight?”

“That’s the warning,” Dorian said. His eyes snapped to hers. “We have minutes.”

Elara’s mind raced. “If we fix the mechanism, the tower rings, and the curse continues.”

Dorian’s voice cut through her panic. “No. If the tower rings tonight, it completes the bargain. The curse becomes permanent.”

Elara’s mouth went dry. “So we need it to not ring.”

Dorian’s gaze sharpened. “We need it to ring differently.”

Elara stared at him. “What does that mean?”

Dorian glanced up again, toward the clockface that ruled their lives. “It means the tower must accept a new rule. A new promise that overwrites the old one.”

Elara’s fingers tightened around the edge of the velvet pouch. “And how do we make it accept that?”

Dorian’s voice lowered, as if the tower might be listening. “We give proof that choice is real.”

Elara swallowed. “Proof how?”

Dorian’s eyes held hers. “By choosing what the curse says no one will ever choose.”

Elara’s mind flashed to the old tale again, the softened version told to children. The part where love broke the spell. The part where someone kissed something at midnight. The part that always sounded like fantasy.

Elara’s voice trembled despite her effort to steady it. “You’re saying the tower needs... a kiss.”

Dorian’s expression didn’t soften. If anything, it grew more intent. “Not romance. Not performance. A vow made with the body when words would be too easy to lie with.”

Elara felt heat crawl up her neck. “You barely know me.”

“I know enough,” Dorian said, and there was a crack in his voice that made Elara’s heart twist. “I know you don’t like being cornered. I know you carry duty like a chain. I know you’ve spent your life letting other people pick your path so you can blame them if it hurts.”

Elara’s breath caught. “You can’t know that.”

Dorian stepped closer, stopping at a respectful distance, not crowding her. “I know it because I’ve watched you do it,” he said softly. “Again and again.”

The second bell rang. Closer now, heavier.

Elara’s chest tightened. “If you’re telling the truth, then why haven’t you fixed it already?”

Dorian’s gaze didn’t waver. “Because the tower won’t accept a vow from someone who has no choice.”

Elara frowned. “What does that mean?”

Dorian’s jaw clenched. “It means I am bound to this place. The curse wrapped itself around me long before I could understand it. I can maintain the tower, I can bleed for it, I can stand in its shadow until I rot, but I cannot offer it a free decision.”

Elara stared at him, the pieces clicking together in her mind like a mechanism finding its fit. “So it needs me.”

“It needs you,” Dorian said. “And it needs you to choose, not because you’re forced, not because you’re frightened, not because the city expects you to be brave, but because you decide that love is worth the risk.”

Elara’s heart was hammered. “Love,” she repeated, and the word felt enormous, impossible.

Dorian’s voice went quiet. “It doesn’t have to be forever tonight,” he said, and there was something painfully honest in that admission. “It has to be true.”

The third bell rang. Midnight was near enough that Elara could feel it in her teeth.

Elara turned toward the mechanism. The pendulum’s swing grew steadier, drawn toward completion, drawn toward the final ringing that would seal the city’s fate.

She thought of Cassia, who always pretended she didn’t care. She thought of Bram, who had called her “clever hands” and believed she could fix anything. She thought of all the years she had survived by choosing the safest path, the smallest risk, the option that kept her unnoticed.

The curse, Dorian had said, was built to prove choice was a lie.

Elara took a shaky breath and looked at Dorian. “If I do this,” she said, “and it fails... will it reset?”

Dorian’s eyes darkened. “No.”

Elara’s throat tightened. “Then this is the only time.”

Dorian nodded once. “Yes.”

Elara felt something inside her shift, subtle but unmistakable, like the first click of a lock turning.

For once, there was no one else to decide for her.

Elara stepped toward the mechanism. The clockface above them was hidden, but she could imagine it, hands creeping closer to the hour that would end everything. She reached up, fingers brushing the cool metal rim that framed the pendulum assembly, the tower’s pulse beneath her palm.

“The tower needs a kiss,” she whispered, half to herself, half to the stone and brass that had stolen so many chances from the city.

Dorian’s voice came low behind her. “It needs your vow.”

Elara turned, facing him fully now. Her fear didn’t vanish. It stood beside her, trembling, but it didn’t lead.

She searched his face, looking for manipulation, for cruelty, for anything that would make the choice simpler. She found only a man who looked like he had held hope until it burned him, and still he was offering it.

Elara swallowed. “Consent,” she said, the word firm despite her shaking hands. “I need your consent too.”

Dorian’s eyes softened, just slightly, like a door opening a crack. “You have it,” he said. “If you want it. If you choose it.”

The fourth bell rang.

Elara stepped closer. Dorian didn’t move toward her. He held still, letting her set the distance, letting her decide.

Elara lifted her hand and touched his wrist lightly, a question in contact. Dorian exhaled, slow, and turned his palm upward as if placing the choice in her hands.

Elara’s chest tightened. She could run. She could retreat into the familiar. She could let the city become someone else’s responsibility.

Instead, she looked at the mechanism one last time, then reached up toward the center of the tower’s exposed heart, where a polished brass plate caught the lanternlight like a miniature moon. It was the closest thing to a mouth the tower possessed.

Elara leaned forward and pressed her lips to the cold brass.

The contact was brief, not dramatic, not performative, just deliberate.

A sudden shock of stillness flooded the room.

The pendulum stopped mid-swing.

Every lantern flame froze in place, suspended as if held by invisible fingers.

Elara pulled back, breath catching, and felt heat bloom across her lips as if the tower had answered her in kind.

Dorian’s eyes widened, and for the first time he looked startled.

Then the tower spoke, not in words, but in a vibration that traveled through stone, through bone, through the soft places where fear lived.

Elara’s vision blurred. The workshop tilted. The brass beneath her hand grew warm, almost alive.

A single chime rang out, low and different from the warning bells, deeper, as if the tower had chosen a new voice.

Elara swayed, grabbing the metal frame for balance. “What did I do?”

Dorian stepped in quickly, steadying her by the elbow, careful, not gripping. “You made it listen,” he said, voice tight with awe and dread.

Above them, the clockface began to turn.

Not forward.

Backward.

Elara stared, breath shallow, as the unseen hands rewound time itself.

Dorian’s gaze locked on hers, urgent now. “Elara,” he said. “The tower accepted your vow, but it will demand payment. It always does.”

Elara’s mouth went dry. “Payment how?”

Dorian’s expression hardened as if he had just remembered something he hated knowing. “It will give you a choice,” he said. “A real one.”

The floor shuddered. The lanterns flared. The air snapped like a page being torn from a book.

Elara felt herself falling, not down, but away, dragged through a seam in time.

Dorian’s hand tightened just enough to keep her from slipping away too fast. His voice cut through the roar, fierce and clear.

“When it asks,” he said, “do not let fear answer you.”

Elara tried to speak. The world broke open.

And just before everything went dark, Elara saw a faint mark appear on the brass plate where her lips had touched, the imprint of a kiss shaped like a seal.

A promise made.

A curse listening.

A deadline rewinding.

And a choice is coming due.
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​Chapter 1: The Hour That Should Not Exist
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Elara surfaced into light as if someone had dragged her out of deep water by the collar. A lantern glow flooded her eyes. Noise struck her next, laughter and music and the scrape of shoes on stone. For a moment she didn’t understand how she was standing upright, how the world was intact, how her knees weren’t on the workshop floor with cold brass under her mouth and Dorian’s voice ringing in her skull.

Then she saw the square.

Gildmere’s Festival Night, exactly as it had been before she slipped through the archway. The same ribboned stalls, the same sugar smoke, the same bright banners strung too high to touch. The same fountain in the center, throwing glittering water into the air like it could wash fear away.

Elara turned in a slow circle, the motion jerky with disbelief. People moved past her without pausing. A couple brushed shoulders as they laughed. A child tugged at a parent’s sleeve for another sweet. The musicians on the steps of the fountain were mid-song, their bows moving in a rhythm Elara recognized.

Her eyes snapped up.

The clocktower loomed over the rooftops, dark against the sky. Its face wasn’t visible from this angle, but Elara didn’t need to see it to feel it. It was there. Watching. Waiting.

Her mouth tasted faintly of metal.

Elara lifted her fingers to her lips. They didn’t ache, not exactly, but there was a new warmth there, a lingering awareness as if something had marked her. She rubbed her thumb over the curve of her lower lip and swallowed hard.

The workshop. The pendulum. The brass plate is like a small moon. The seal shaped like a kiss blooming where she’d touched it. Dorian’s grip on her elbow, careful even while the world tore open. When it asks, do not let fear answer you.

Elara’s gaze dropped to her hands. They were steady enough to fool anyone watching, but inside her thoughts were spilling over each other, clattering like tools tossed into a drawer.

She was back.

Not only back in the square, but back before the bells. Back before the warning chime. Back before she had crossed the archway and spoken Bram’s name to a guard who didn’t want to bend.

If time had rewound, then the city hadn’t frozen. The curse hadn’t sealed itself. Yet.

Elara forced herself to breathe slowly, the way she did when a spring snapped in her shop and she had to fix a customer’s precious pocketwatch without letting her hands tremble. Panic was a luxury. Panic stole seconds. The tower was built out of seconds.

She pushed through the crowd toward the edge of the square where the street narrowed into shadow. Her boots found familiar stones, the ones that led toward the tower’s outer wall. As she moved, she watched the faces around her, searching for any sign that others felt the shift.

Nothing.

They were still celebrating the same way they always did, smiling as if the night belonged to them.

Elara swallowed down a bitter laugh. It belonged to the tower.

She reached the first steps and slowed. The guard was there, exactly as before, halberd angled across the archway. His posture was bored, his gaze restless, as if he’d rather be in the square where the music lived.

Elara’s heart thumped against her ribs. If this had reset, then he wouldn’t remember letting her pass. He wouldn’t remember her face. He wouldn’t remember Bram’s name being used like a key.

She stepped up to him anyway.

He looked her over with the same dismissive glance as if the world had never changed. “No one enters the tower tonight.”

Elara opened her mouth, ready to say Bram, ready to lean on the thin crack of authority she’d found the first time, and stopped.

Because Dorian had said the tower needed proof that choice was real.

If she repeated the same words, took the same steps, leaned on the same borrowed permission, was that choice or was it a habit dressed up as bravery?

Elara’s fingers curled at her side. She looked past the guard into the dark mouth of the archway. The air beyond it seemed colder than it should be, as if the tower drank warmth on festival nights.

Her mind flashed to Dorian’s eyes, to the way he had asked may I before taking the gear. To the way he had not moved closer until she did. He had been careful with her, not as a performance, but as if he understood that in a world that stole choice, consent was rebellion.

Elara exhaled. “What happens if it rings?” she asked the guard, and heard the roughness in her own voice.

He blinked, throwing off the script. “What?”

Elara held his gaze. “You’re here for a reason. You’re guarding the archway because something happens if people go inside. Is it dangerous? Is it forbidden? Or is it because you don’t want to hear it?”

The guard’s grip tightened on the halberd. “Move along.”

Elara didn’t move. “If the tower rings, does the city lose something?”

His jaw worked. For a second, something old and frightened slid into his eyes. It was there and gone so quickly Elara wondered if she’d imagined it.

“You talk too much,” he muttered. “Like you think questions change anything.”

“They do,” Elara said, surprised to hear the certainty in her own words.

The guard’s gaze sharpened. “Who are you?”

Elara almost answered with the safe name, the one that made her sound like a messenger, a helper, a person without demands. She almost said Bram sent me.

Instead she said, “I’m Elara.”

A simple statement. No excuse. No borrowed authority.

The guard stared at her as if he didn’t know what to do with honesty. Then his eyes flicked toward the tower, and his expression tightened as though he’d heard something none of them could.

He leaned closer, lowering his voice. “Go back to the square,” he said, the words sharp with an urgency he hadn’t shown a moment ago. “Enjoy the night.”

Elara’s stomach sank. “That’s not an answer.”

The guard swallowed, his throat bobbing. “It isn’t meant to be.”

Elara held her ground. She could feel the crowd behind her, the swell of bodies and noise, but here in the tower’s shadow the world felt narrower, as if it had been reduced to one corridor and one decision.

“I’m going in,” Elara said quietly.

The guard’s eyes flashed. “You can’t.”

Elara looked at the halberd, then back at him. “Will you stop me?”

A faint tremor moved through his hands. He masked it quickly, but Elara had grown up around delicate mechanisms. She knew what strain looked like when someone tried to pretend it wasn’t there.

He drew a breath, and something like shame crossed his face. “I will,” he said, and it sounded like a confession.

Elara’s thoughts raced. If she fought him, it would become chaos. She didn’t want chaos. She wanted a clean line, a deliberate act, something the tower could not dismiss as instinct.

She took one step back.

The guard’s shoulders loosened with relief so obvious it made Elara’s chest tighten.

Then Elara turned away from the archway and walked briskly toward the edge of the square, not to abandon the tower, but to seek the one person who would tell her the truth without flinching.

Cassia.

The night market was a ribbon of light along the river street, where lanterns hung low and vendors called out over each other, trying to sell luck in the form of charms and sweet buns and tiny glass vials that promised courage. Cassia’s stall was near the corner, wedged between a woman selling paper roses and a man playing a hand drum with an intensity that suggested he was trying to keep something at bay.

Cassia was there, leaning on her counter with the casual grace of someone who could balance a knife on a fingertip. Her dark hair was pulled back, her sleeves rolled up, and a smudge of ink marked her wrist. She was arranging little metal charms shaped like stars, though Elara knew Cassia didn’t believe in luck any more than Elara did.

Cassia looked up as Elara approached and immediately narrowed her eyes. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she said, not bothering with a greeting.

Elara stopped in front of the stall. The words crowded her tongue. She had never been good at spilling her thoughts. She preferred to fix things quietly, to let her work speak instead.

Cassia’s gaze flicked over Elara’s face, her posture, the way her hands hovered too close to her sides. “Or you’ve done something reckless,” Cassia added, voice lighter but eyes intent. “Please tell me you didn’t try to sneak into the tower again.”

Elara’s throat tightened. Again.

The word landed like a dropped gear, clanging in her head.

Cassia kept talking, oblivious. “Every year you stare at it like it’s going to answer you if you glare hard enough. Every year you tell yourself you won’t go near it. Every year you—”

“You remember?” Elara blurted.

Cassia paused mid-sentence, brows lifting. “Remember what?”

Elara swallowed. If Cassia remembered her obsession, that wasn’t proof of the loop. But the word again felt too sharp to ignore. Elara leaned closer, lowering her voice so the crowd noise swallowed it.

“Tell me what I did last Festival Night,” Elara said.

Cassia’s mouth twisted. “You want a full report? You spent half the night pretending you were only here to sell parts, and the other half staring at the tower like it was a person you hated and wanted to kiss at the same time.”

Elara’s lips parted. Cassia said it like a joke, but Elara felt heat crawl up her neck.

Cassia’s eyes narrowed further. “Why are you asking?”

Elara’s mind scrambled. She could tell Cassia everything, and Cassia would either believe her or she’d call her dramatic and still help because Cassia’s loyalty wasn’t soft, it was stubborn. But if the curse stole memory from one person and cost from another, as Dorian had said, then telling Cassia might put her in the tower’s sight.

Elara couldn’t risk that.

Not yet.

“I need Bram,” Elara said instead, and hated how thin it sounded.

Cassia leaned forward, her voice dropping. “Elara. You’re shaking.”

Elara looked down. She wasn’t. Not visibly. Cassia could see what others missed. It was one of her most infuriating qualities.

Elara forced her fingers to relax. “I’m not shaking,” she said, then softened the lie with something closer to truth. “I’m... wrong-footed.”

Cassia studied her for a beat longer. Then she reached beneath the counter and produced a small flask. “Drink,” she said.

Elara stared. “Is that—”

“Tea,” Cassia said, rolling her eyes. “With enough ginger to insult a dragon. Take it.”

Elara took the flask and swallowed it. The liquid burned warmly down her throat, the heat anchoring her to her body, to the present. Cassia watched her drink, then flicked her gaze toward the tower’s silhouette.

“You’re thinking about going in,” Cassia said.

Elara didn’t answer.

Cassia sighed, the sound sharp. “Fine. Don’t tell me. But if you’re going to do something stupid, at least do it with information.” She jerked her chin toward the alley behind the stalls. “Bram has been near the tower all week. He’s been quieter than usual.”

Elara’s stomach tightened. “Where is he?”

Cassia’s eyes narrowed. “You can’t just go to him and—”

“I’m not going to drag him into anything,” Elara snapped, then immediately regretted the sharpness.

Cassia’s expression didn’t soften. “You say that like you believe it.”

Elara clenched her jaw. She had believed it, once. Before she’d kissed brass at midnight and felt time tear like cloth.

Cassia stepped out from behind the stall, moving close enough that Elara could smell the faint scent of ink and spice on her. “Listen to me,” Cassia said quietly, the joke gone. “If you go near the tower tonight, it will change you. It always does. People come back quieter. Or louder. Or not at all. You think you’re the exception because you make tiny gears for a living, but the tower doesn’t care what your hands can do.”

Elara looked at Cassia’s face, at the fierce concern she tried to hide behind sarcasm. Elara’s chest tightened.

“I don’t have a choice,” Elara whispered.

Cassia’s eyes flashed. “Everyone has a choice.”

Elara flinched. The words echoed too perfectly with Dorian’s.

Cassia’s expression shifted, something like fear crossing it. “Why did you say it like that?” she demanded.

Elara shook her head, forcing herself to step back. If she lingered, she would tell Cassia everything. If she told Cassia everything, she might tie Cassia to the tower’s bargain.

Elara forced her voice steady. “Where is Bram?”

Cassia stared at her, then cursed under her breath. “Old service door,” she said, the words clipped. “Behind the apothecary, past the alley with the broken lamp. He uses it when he doesn’t want the guard to see him.”

Elara nodded once. “Thank you.”

Cassia grabbed Elara’s wrist before she could turn away. The touch was firm, not painful, a tether. “Elara,” Cassia said, voice low. “If you won’t tell me what’s happening, at least promise me one thing.”

Elara’s throat tightened. Promises were dangerous in Gildmere.

Cassia’s eyes didn’t waver. “Promise you’ll come back.”

Elara stared at Cassia’s fingers on her wrist. A promise made with the body when words would be too easy to lie with. Elara’s mind flashed to the brass plate, to the seal like a kiss.

Elara swallowed. “I will try,” she said, and hated the weakness of it.

Cassia’s grip tightened. “No. Not try. Say it.”

Elara met her gaze. Cassia was asking for something simple, something human. Not fate. Not prophecy. Not a bargain with a tower. Just one person asking another to choose.

Elara drew a breath. “I will come back,” she said, and felt the words settle in her chest like a stone.

Cassia’s eyes softened, just a fraction. She released Elara’s wrist, then reached up and, in a rare gesture of tenderness, brushed her thumb lightly over Elara’s knuckles as if to steady her. “Go,” Cassia said. “But don’t let it take you without a fight.”

Elara turned and walked quickly away, the ginger tea warming her belly, Cassia’s promise echoing in her ears.

The alley Cassia had described smelled of damp stone and crushed herbs from the apothecary’s open window. The broken lamp hung crooked, unlit. Elara moved past it, then found the old service door set into the wall, half-hidden by ivy and shadow.

The door was shut.

Elara reached out, hesitated, then knocked twice.

Silence.

She knocked again, harder.

The door creaked open a finger’s width. Bram’s face appeared in the gap, lanternlight catching in the lines around his eyes. He looked older tonight, or maybe Elara simply saw him differently now, as if the tower’s weight was visible on everyone who orbited it.

Bram’s gaze sharpened when he saw her. “Elara,” he said, and there was an odd strain in his voice, as if he’d been expecting her and dreading it at the same time.

Elara’s heart thudded. “You remember me,” she said, and instantly hated how desperate it sounded.

Bram frowned. “Of course I remember you. What kind of question is that?”

Elara stepped closer, lowering her voice. “Have the bells rung yet?”

Bram’s expression tightened. “Not yet.”

Elara nodded, a cold certainty settling in her. “Then it hasn’t started.”

Bram stared at her for a long moment. Something moved behind his eyes, like a thought trying to surface and failing. “You need to stop talking in riddles,” he said, but his voice lacked bite. It sounded tired.

Elara swallowed. “I went into the tower,” she said, choosing the truth even if it made her sound mad. “And then I was back in the square. I think time rewound.”

Bram’s face went still.

For a moment, Elara thought he would laugh.

He didn’t.

Instead, Bram’s gaze flicked past her shoulder toward the tower. His throat bobbed as he swallowed. “It’s worse than that,” he whispered.

Elara’s skin prickled. “You know.”

Bram’s hand tightened on the door edge. “I know enough to be afraid of what you’re saying.”

Elara stepped closer, urgency rising. “Tell me what’s happening.”

Bram’s eyes were wet, and it startled Elara. Bram was not a man who cried. Bram was a man who fixed things and kept his fear folded away like a spare cloth in a pocket.

“I can’t,” Bram said hoarsely. “Not the way you want. Every time I try to put it into words, it slips. Like oil through fingers.”

Elara’s stomach sank. Memory cost from one of us, Dorian had said, and the memory from the other.

Elara’s mouth went dry. “Who loses it?” she whispered. “Who forgets?”

Bram flinched, as if the question itself hurt. “Sometimes it’s me,” he said, voice breaking on the last word. “Sometimes it’s not. The tower... it chooses.”

Elara’s mind raced. If the tower chose who remembered, then Elara’s memory might not be a gift. It might be bait.

She forced herself to focus. “There’s a way in,” Elara said. “Past the main guard.”

Bram’s gaze sharpened. “No.”

Elara held his gaze. “I have to go.”

Bram shook his head, fear flashing. “If you go in, it will ask you for payment. It always asks. And it doesn’t ask for money.”

Elara felt cold settle in her gut. “It already asked,” she whispered, thinking of the kiss, the vow, the seal. “Or it’s about to.”

Bram’s expression tightened. “Elara,” he said, voice low. “I’ve watched people walk into that tower believing they were brave, believing they were special, believing they could outsmart a curse. The tower doesn’t break bones. It breaks certainty. It breaks the part of you that thinks you can stay unchanged.”

Elara swallowed. “I’m already changed.”

Bram stared at her, then looked away as if he couldn’t bear to see her face. “There’s a service stair,” he said finally, the words heavy. “It’s narrow. It runs behind the mechanism rooms. It’s locked.”

Elara’s pulse quickened. “You have the key.”

Bram’s mouth twisted. “I always have the key.”

Elara waited, the silence between them stretched taut.

Bram exhaled, a surrender. He reached into his pocket and produced a key that looked older than the door, its teeth worn smooth in places. He held it out, then hesitated, his fingers tightening around it as if he couldn’t let go.

“This is not permission,” Bram said, voice rough. “This is not me sending you. This is just... a door that exists.”

Elara’s throat tightened. Bram was doing the same thing she had tried to do earlier. Refusing to make the choice for her.

Elara reached out and wrapped her fingers around the key. “I’m choosing,” she said quietly.

Bram’s eyes squeezed shut for a moment, as if in pain. When he opened them, his gaze was steady. “Then choose with your eyes open,” he said. “If it offers you the easy option, it’s a trap.”

Elara nodded.

Bram leaned closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. “And Elara,” he said, and there was something pleading in it. “If you see him, don’t trust him too quickly.”

Elara’s breath caught. “Him.”

Bram’s face tightened. He looked frightened of his own words. “I don’t know why I said that,” he muttered, as if trying to pull it back.

Elara’s mind flashed to Dorian’s eyes, to his voice saying you have it if you want it, if you choose it.

“Dorian,” Elara whispered.

Bram went very still.

Then he shook his head once, sharply. “I can’t,” he said again, but this time it wasn’t only about words. It was about memory itself, about something pressed down so hard it couldn’t rise.

Elara stepped back, clutching the key. “Thank you,” she said, because she didn’t know what else to offer.

Bram’s gaze held hers. “Come back,” he said, and the simplicity of it made Elara’s chest tighten.

“I will,” Elara said, because she had promised Cassia and because she needed to hear herself say it again.

She turned and moved down the alley, then around the apothecary, toward the narrow seam between buildings where the service entrance hid.

The door was half buried behind stacked crates and a hanging curtain of ivy. Elara slipped through, the key cool in her palm. The air beyond the door smelled of stone and oil, the tower’s breath.

She fit the key into the lock and turned it.

The click echoed like a decision.

Inside, the service stair spiraled upward, tight and steep. Elara climbed quickly, her steps quiet, her mind focused. She counted landings without meaning to. One. Two. Three. The tower’s hum was louder here, vibrating faintly through the stone.

Halfway up, she paused, pressing her hand against the wall. It was colder than it should be, and beneath the cold she felt something else, a faint pulse like a heartbeat.

Elara swallowed and continued.

When she reached the landing that opened into the workshop corridor, she slowed. The air shifted, charged, as if the tower was aware of her.

A door stood ahead, slightly ajar, warm light spilling out.

The same door as before.

Elara’s throat tightened. She stepped toward it, then stopped, listening.

No voice.

No argument.

Just the faint, steady tick of a mechanism that shouldn’t be ticking yet.

Elara pushed the door open.

The workshop looked the same, and it didn’t. The benches were lined with tools. The exposed mechanism rose from the floor. The pendulum hung still, its weight poised like a held breath.

But the lantern flames were steadier, as if they had never shivered.

And Dorian was there, standing with his back to her, hands braced on the metal frame, shoulders tense.

Elara’s pulse jumped. Relief hit first, sharp and unexpected, followed by a quieter, more treacherous feeling. A tenderness she hadn’t earned yet.

Dorian turned at the sound of her breath, and his eyes snapped to her face.

Wary.

Not recognizing.

Elara’s stomach sank.

He didn’t know her.

His gaze flicked over her cloak, her hands, the key in her palm. “Who are you?” he demanded, voice low and controlled.

Elara’s mouth went dry. The tower had taken memory from one of them, and it had not taken it from her.

Elara forced herself to stand still, to keep her voice calm. “My name is Elara,” she said. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

Dorian’s eyes narrowed. “Everyone who comes near this place says that.”

Elara swallowed. The urge to say you asked my consent, you held my elbow like I mattered, you warned me not to let fear answer, rose like a wave.

Instead, she said the truth she could prove. “You’re trying to keep the tower from ringing,” she said.

Dorian’s posture went rigid. His grip tightened on the frame. “How do you know that?”

Elara’s heart was hammered. This was the moment where she could try to force him, try to drag him into her memory, try to make him match the version of him she’d just met and already couldn’t forget.

That would be fear answering for her. Fear of losing him. Fear of starting over.

Elara drew a slow breath. “Because I’ve been here,” she said carefully. “Not in the way you mean. But I know what’s coming.”

Dorian stared at her as if weighing whether she was dangerous or simply foolish. “Explain.”

Elara’s fingers tightened around the key. She lifted her chin. “Not yet,” she said, and felt the risk of it in her bones. “First you need to choose something.”

Dorian’s eyes flashed. “I’m not taking orders from a stranger.”

Elara nodded. “Good,” she said, and surprised herself with it. “Then don’t. Don’t let anyone take your choices. Not me. Not the tower.”

Dorian stared at her, and for a moment something like confusion crossed his face, as if her words had hit a bruise he didn’t know he had.

The mechanism beneath his hands gave a faint twitch.

Both of them froze.

The pendulum shifted slightly, the movement tiny but unmistakable. The air in the workshop thickened, as if the tower had leaned in to listen.

A low vibration ran through the floor, through Elara’s boots, up her legs. It wasn’t a sound exactly, more like the room remembering itself.

Dorian’s gaze snapped upward, toward the unseen clockface.

Elara’s mouth went dry. “It’s awake,” she whispered.

Dorian’s voice tightened. “It’s always awake.”

The vibration deepened, and in the center of the mechanism, a small brass plate near the pendulum’s base caught the lanternlight.

Elara’s breath caught.

There, faint but visible, was the mark she had seen before. The kiss-shaped seal, like a promise impressed into metal.

Dorian followed her gaze.

He went very still.

His eyes moved from the seal to Elara’s face, and something shifted in his expression. Not recognition. Something darker, more wary, as if he had found proof of a story he didn’t want to believe.

Elara’s voice came out soft. “You said it would demand payment,” she whispered, though she knew he hadn’t said it, not in this loop. “I'm going to ask.”

Dorian’s jaw clenched. “Ask what?”

Elara swallowed and stepped closer, not invading his space, stopping at the same respectful distance he had kept from her before. “A choice,” she said. “A real one.”

The tower’s vibration surged.

The brass plate warmed, a subtle heat that Elara could feel even from where she stood, as if the air itself had changed temperature.

Then, without warning, a clear chime rang out.

Not the festival bell.

Not the warning.

A single, precise note that sounded like a question.

Dorian’s eyes widened slightly. He looked at Elara as if she had summoned it.

Elara’s throat tightened. She looked at the mechanism, at the kiss-seal, at the pendulum poised like the edge of a knife.

She could feel it now, the way the tower pressed at the edges of her mind, searching for weakness, for the easiest answer.

Elara’s fingers curled around the key in her palm until the metal bit into her skin. She lifted her gaze to Dorian.

“When it asks,” she said, voice low, steadying herself with the words as much as warning him, “don’t let fear answer for you.”

Dorian stared at her, and for one heartbeat the workshop held perfectly still, as if even the tower was waiting to see what he would do with that sentence.

Then the brass plate flared with light.

And the tower’s question arrived.
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​Chapter 2: The Question In Brass
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The light that flared from the brass plate was not bright in the way a lantern was bright. It was intimate, as if something inside the metal had opened its eyes and looked straight at Elara. The air tightened around her, thick with the scent of oil and cold stone, and the workshop fell into a hush so complete that even her breathing sounded like a disruption.

Dorian did not step toward the plate. He did not step away either. He stood as if the tower had drawn an invisible circle around both of them and dared either one to cross it. His gaze stayed on the seal, then slid back to Elara with a hard, searching focus, like he was trying to measure the distance between who she claimed to be and what the tower seemed to say about her.

The chime came again, the same precise note, and this time it carried something else, a layered vibration that made the hairs on Elara’s arms lift. It was not a sound that belonged in a room. It belonged to a bone. It belonged in the kind of place that took oaths seriously.

Then the question arrived.

It did not arrive as a voice in the air. It arrived behind Elara’s eyes, in the space where thoughts formed before they became words. For an instant she saw it, not written anywhere, not spoken, simply known.

Who stays, and who goes.

Elara’s mouth went dry. Her mind tried to reject it, the way it rejected impossible mechanisms or broken logic. But the workshop held steady, the brass plate warm as a living thing, and the tower’s hum deepened as if it was waiting for an answer the way a lock waited for the right key.

Dorian’s jaw flexed. His eyes were fixed on nothing now, as if he too was reading something the world refused to show.

“You heard it,” Elara whispered.

Dorian’s gaze snapped to hers. “Yes,” he said, and the single word carried a bitter kind of certainty.

Elara forced herself to inhale slowly. “It wants us to choose.”

“It wants us to betray,” Dorian replied, voice low. He turned toward the mechanism as if he could block Elara’s view of the brass plate with his body. The movement was protective without being possessive, like a man stepping between someone and a falling beam, not because he owned her safety but because he recognized danger.

Elara’s chest tightened at the instinct in him. He did not remember her. He did not remember the careful way he had asked permission. But his body still moved as if he understood the shape of consent and the shape of threat.

The tower hummed again, and the brass plate pulsed, a slow throb of warmth.

Elara’s thoughts skittered. Dorian had said earlier, in a life that now felt like a dream pressed under glass, that the curse offered one clean option every time. The easy escape that saved you and condemned everyone else.

Elara swallowed. “What happens if we answer wrong?”

Dorian’s eyes flicked up toward the unseen clockface, then back to the pendulum, which had begun to sway again, barely, as if time itself was testing its footing. “There is no wrong,” he said. “There is only payment. If we answer, it collects.”

Elara’s fingers curled around the key Bram had given her. The metal edges bit faintly into her skin, grounding her. “And if we do not answer?”

Dorian hesitated. That hesitation was more frightening than any certainty. “Then it forces the question into the world,” he said. “It does not ask forever. It asks until something breaks.”

Elara stared at the pendulum’s slight motion. The tower was not begging. It was bargaining like a creature that had never heard no and did not believe in it.

A tremor ran through the floor, subtle, then stronger. The lantern flames around the workshop flickered for the first time, as if disturbed by a breath that did not belong to any human lung.

Elara’s mind flashed to the square, to Cassia’s fierce eyes and Bram’s trembling hands on the key. People were laughing right now, unaware that their city was balanced on the thin edge of a question.

Elara swallowed hard. “It wants one of us,” she said, the truth tasting like iron. “One to stay. One to go.”

Dorian’s gaze sharpened. “It always does.”

The words landed with old exhaustion. Elara’s throat tightened. “How many times,” she whispered, then stopped, because the question was too heavy to carry in the open.

Dorian’s shoulders rose and fell with a controlled breath. “Enough,” he said. Then, after a beat, as if he could not keep it contained, he added, “I have watched people convince themselves the choice is noble. I have watched them call sacrifice love because it sounds prettier than fear. The tower feeds on that.”

Elara looked at him, truly looked. His face was drawn tight, not with anger, but with the strain of holding something back. He was not a villain. He was a man who had stood beside this mechanism long enough to stop believing in happy endings that cost nothing.

The brass plate warmed again, insistent.

The question pressed at Elara’s mind like a hand on her shoulder.

Who stays, and who goes.

Elara squeezed her eyes shut for one second, then opened them. “It is trying to make me choose you,” she said quietly.

Dorian’s lips tightened. “And it is trying to make me choose you,” he replied, and there was something almost grimly respectful in it, as if he recognized the fairness of the cruelty.

Elara’s voice shook despite her effort. “I do not even know what staying means.”

Dorian’s gaze flicked toward the stone walls, toward the ceiling beams, toward the hidden heart of the tower above. “Staying means becoming part of the mechanism,” he said. “Not as a worker. As a rule. As a lock that never sleeps.”

Elara’s stomach turned. “Forgotten.”

Dorian’s eyes held hers. “Worse,” he said. “Remembered only by the tower.”

Elara felt the weight of that settle in her ribs. The tower did not want a helper. It wanted a keeper. A person it could bind to prove that choice was an illusion.

Elara glanced at the kiss-shaped seal, at the brass plate that seemed to recognize her. “Why does it look like I have already paid?” she whispered.

Dorian’s gaze snapped back to the seal. “That is what I want to know,” he said, and there was a restraint in his voice that felt deliberate, like he was choosing not to accuse her even though suspicion would be easier.

Elara took a slow breath. “I did not come here to trap you,” she said.

Dorian’s eyes narrowed. “Then tell me what you came for.”

Elara’s mind raced. If she told him the full truth, it might unravel him. Or it might save him. Or it might hand the tower exactly what it wanted, two people caught in a script of memory and longing.

She thought of what she had said to the guard outside. I am Elara. No borrowed authority. No rehearsed lie.

Elara lifted her chin. “I came because I think the tower has rewound time,” she said. “I came because I remember something you do not. And I came because I
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