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    Dedication
To those who dare to dream,who weave their visions against the tapestry of doubt,and who chase the flicker of possibility through the darkest of voids—this is for you.
May your courage light the path,and your dreams defy the odds.

      

    


Tales of the Midnight Traveler

By Kenneth Thomas
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PROLOGUE: THE ECHOES Between Worlds

The tavern existed on no map. Its location shifted like the flicker of a candle’s flame, never bound to one place or time. Those who found it rarely arrived by intention. They came pulled by invisible strings—threads of desperation, whispers of fate, or the echo of something long forgotten.

Tonight, the door creaked open into a space both familiar and strange. A fire burned low in the hearth, its flames casting an eerie, bluish glow that seemed to stretch shadows farther than they should go. The air was thick with scents—damp woodsmoke, the metallic tang of rust, and something faintly sweet, like honey left too long in the sun.

In the far corner of the room, beneath an ancient clock whose hands spun backward, sat the Traveler. Cloaked in dark fabric that seemed woven from the night itself, they were a figure both unassuming and inescapably present. A leather-bound book lay open on the table before them, its blank pages shimmering faintly, as though alive with the potential of stories yet unwritten.

The barkeep watched them from behind the counter, polishing a glass with mechanical precision. Their wiry frame was half-hidden in the shadows, but their eyes gleamed—a pale, unsettling color that suggested they had seen more than any mortal should.

“Writing names again?” the barkeep asked. Their voice carried the weight of countless years, each syllable slow and deliberate.

The Traveler didn’t look up. Their hand moved across the page with unhurried precision, the quill scratching softly as they wrote.

“Names,” the Traveler murmured, “are only threads.”

“And you’re the weaver, I suppose?”

A faint smile tugged at the edge of the Traveler’s lips. “No. Just the needle.”

The barkeep snorted, setting the glass down with a hollow clink. “Every thread frays sooner or later. Even the strongest loom unravels in time.”

The Traveler paused mid-stroke, their quill hovering above the page. The tavern seemed to hold its breath, the fire flickering in sync with the faint ticking of a pocket watch that rested beside the book.

“Not tonight,” they said softly. “Tonight, the threads hold.”

The pocket watch ticked three times, each chime resonating like the toll of a distant bell. Then, in the blink of an eye, the Traveler was gone.

The barkeep sighed, leaning heavily against the counter. They reached for the book the Traveler had left behind, its pages faintly glowing in the dim light. A single line of text shimmered before fading into nothingness:

“What is built can be unmade. What is broken can still sing.”

The tavern door creaked open again, though no one entered. Outside, the sky churned with stars that swirled like ink in water. Somewhere in the vast tapestry of worlds, four lives began to move toward an intersection they could neither predict nor avoid.

And in the silence, the faint hum of threads being woven filled the air.
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THE CLOCKMAKER’S DAUGHTER
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Chapter One: The City’s Song
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Atraxis thrummed with life, a constant symphony of motion and sound. Suspended between two jagged cliffs, the city seemed to defy gravity itself. Steam hissed from concealed vents, and the winding streets buzzed with the chatter of markets, the clang of machinery, and the low, resonant hum of the Grand Spire.

Clara Lorrin could feel the vibrations in her bones. She stood in her father’s workshop, the familiar scents of oil, metal, and scorched wires wrapping around her like a second skin. The light streaming through the soot-streaked windows was dim, but it glinted off the tiny gears scattered across her workbench.

In her hands, she held the mechanical bird. No larger than her palm, its wings were fashioned from razor-thin sheets of brass, and its eyes were tiny beads of polished obsidian. Clara traced the delicate lines of its frame, her fingertips feeling for imperfections invisible to the eye.

“It’s close,” she murmured, twisting a gear into place with the precision of a surgeon. The bird’s wings twitched, almost imperceptibly.

A deep, unfamiliar vibration rolled through the floor beneath her feet. Clara froze, her hand hovering over the bird.

The Grand Spire faltered again.

It wasn’t a sound anyone else in Atraxis would notice. To most, the city’s hum was a background constant, as natural as breathing. But Clara heard its shifts, felt its unsteady rhythm, like a musician noticing a string gone out of tune.

“Not again,” she muttered. She set the bird down and pressed her palm flat against the workshop wall. The vibrations were faint but wrong—a halting stutter that sent a chill down her spine.

“Clara!”

Her father’s voice rang out from the far side of the workshop. She looked up to see him framed in the doorway, his wiry frame outlined by the glow of a distant forge. His apron was stained with oil, his graying hair damp with sweat.

“Have you finished that regulator yet?” he asked, striding toward her. His boots clanged against the floor, sending a cascade of gears tumbling from the edge of her workbench.

Clara blinked at him, her mind still on the Spire. “What?”

“The regulator.” He gestured impatiently toward the cluttered bench. “The Guild needs it for the spire’s southern conduit. If we don’t deliver by tonight, we lose the contract.”

“I’ll get to it,” she said, brushing him off.

Her father frowned, leaning closer. “What’s wrong?”

“Do you hear that?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

He paused, his head tilting as if to listen. But his expression didn’t change. “I don’t hear anything.”

Clara’s frustration flared. “Exactly. It’s the Spire. It’s off. I’ve been hearing it all week—these... hesitations.” She gestured toward the wall. “It’s like the city’s heartbeat is skipping.”

Her father sighed, rubbing his temples. “You’ve been saying that for months. I told you, the Guild’s engineers would’ve caught it if there was a problem.”

“They’re not listening,” Clara shot back. “But I can feel it. It’s getting worse.”

Her father’s gaze softened, but his tone stayed firm. “Clara, you’re imagining things. The city’s been running fine for decades. Now finish the regulator. We’ve got real problems to deal with.”

He turned and walked away, his boots echoing against the stone floor.

Clara slumped back onto her stool, staring down at the bird in her hands. She felt the Spire falter again, a faint groan that made her stomach twist. The Guild wouldn’t listen, her father wouldn’t listen—nobody would, until it was too late.

A sharp knock at the workshop door snapped her out of her thoughts.

“Who’s there?” she called.

The door creaked open, and Clara caught her breath. A figure stepped inside, cloaked in dark fabric that glimmered faintly in the dim light.

“You are Clara Lorrin,” the figure said. Their voice was low and steady, like the ticking of a clock.

Clara’s grip tightened on the bird. “Who’s asking?”

The stranger took a step closer, the faint scent of rain and metal trailing behind them. “A traveler,” they said simply. “And I’ve come to warn you. The heart of your city is breaking.”
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Chapter Two: The Heartbeat’s Call
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Clara stared at the figure, her pulse quickening. The word “breaking” hung in the air between them, heavier than the hiss of steam outside or the faint hum of the Grand Spire.

“The heart?” she repeated, her voice sharper than she intended. “You mean the engine?”

The stranger didn’t answer right away. They moved further into the workshop, their boots silent against the stone floor. Shadows seemed to cling to their form, stretching unnaturally across the walls as they stepped into the light of Clara’s workbench.

“The heart,” they said again, as though correcting her. “It’s faltering. And if it stops, your city will fall.”

Clara stood, pushing her stool back with a scrape. Her mind raced, grasping for something tangible, something logical. This was just another eccentric wandering into her father’s workshop, some drifter with an overactive imagination and a knack for theatrics.

And yet...

The Spire’s hesitations echoed faintly in her chest, steady reminders of a melody she couldn’t ignore.

“Why are you telling me this?” she asked, folding her arms tightly across her chest. “The Guild’s supposed to handle the Spire. They don’t exactly listen to me, and they certainly don’t take advice from strangers.”

The traveler tilted their head slightly, their face hidden in the shadows of their hood. “Because you hear what others ignore. The heart sings to you.”

Clara blinked, caught off guard. Her hands instinctively brushed the workbench behind her, seeking the solid edges of her tools. “How do you know that?”

“Because you’re still listening,” they said simply.

The words carried a weight that sent a shiver down her spine. Before she could respond, the traveler reached into the folds of their cloak and withdrew a small object—a disk of metal, polished to a mirror finish. It caught the dim light, glinting like a drop of liquid mercury.

“What is that?” Clara asked, her voice low.

The traveler placed the disk on the edge of the workbench. “A key. You’ll know how to use it when the time comes.”

“I don’t want your key,” Clara snapped. “I don’t even know who you are!”

The traveler’s hand lingered on the disk for a moment, then they stepped back. “It isn’t a matter of want. The city needs you.”

Clara opened her mouth to argue, but the words caught in her throat. The traveler’s form seemed to blur at the edges, as though the air around them had begun to ripple. Their pocket watch ticked once—a sound sharper than any clock she had ever heard—and then they were gone.

Gone.

No sound, no trace. Just the faint scent of rain lingering in the air.

Clara stood frozen for a moment, her heart hammering. She reached out hesitantly, her fingers brushing the disk. It was cold—colder than metal should be, and unnaturally smooth.

The Grand Spire groaned again, the vibration stronger this time. A cascade of wrenches tumbled from the shelves behind her, clattering onto the floor.

Clara clenched the disk in her hand.

Below Atraxis

The entrance to the underbelly of Atraxis wasn’t in any of the Guild’s maps. Clara had stumbled across it as a child, an old conduit hatch hidden behind a disused water pump at the edge of the market square. She hadn’t thought of it in years—not until tonight, when the Spire’s faltering hum grew impossible to ignore.

She slipped into the narrow passage, her satchel slung over one shoulder. The air was cooler here, tinged with the metallic tang of rust and something sharper, something alive.

The corridor twisted downward, and soon the sounds of the city above faded into silence. Only the vibrations remained, stronger now, thrumming through the soles of her boots.

As Clara reached the first junction, her lantern flickered, its light struggling against the thick shadows. The corridor branched off in three directions, each one plunging into deeper darkness.

She paused, her fingers brushing the cold disk in her pocket.

The Spire groaned again, louder this time, as if calling to her. The vibrations pulled her toward the left-hand path, the air growing heavier with every step.

Encounter in the Shadows

The corridor widened into a vast chamber. Clara’s lantern cast just enough light to illuminate the edges of a massive mechanism—gears the size of houses, turning slowly, their grinding movements filling the space with an oppressive rhythm.

At the center of the chamber stood a figure.

Clara froze, her breath catching. It wasn’t the traveler—not with that heavy frame, those deliberate, mechanical movements. The figure’s silhouette glinted in the lantern light, revealing limbs of polished steel and a face obscured by a smooth metal mask.

“Who are you?” she demanded, her voice trembling.

The figure turned slowly, its head tilting at an unnatural angle. When it spoke, its voice was a grating mix of static and steel.

“You shouldn’t be here,” it said.

Clara tightened her grip on the lantern, the vibrations in the floor growing sharper beneath her feet. “I’m trying to fix the Spire,” she said. “It’s failing. I need to know what’s wrong.”

The figure’s head tilted further. “Fix? You cannot fix what was designed to break.”

Before Clara could respond, the chamber shuddered violently. A deafening groan echoed from the mechanism, steam hissing from the walls as one of the massive gears stuttered to a halt.

The masked figure lunged toward her, its movements jerky but unnervingly fast. Clara stumbled backward, barely managing to keep her lantern from falling.

“You will leave,” it rasped, its metallic hand reaching for her. “Or you will join the broken.”

Clara’s back hit the wall, her mind racing. The vibrations beneath her boots surged, almost as if the city itself was urging her to move. She tightened her grip on the cold disk, its surface almost vibrating in sync with the Spire’s rhythm.

The masked figure loomed closer, its outstretched hand casting a shadow over her face.

Clara clenched her jaw and did the only thing she could think of. She pressed the disk against the wall behind her.

For a brief, blinding moment, the chamber filled with light.
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Chapter Three: The Heart of the Machine
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The light erupted from the disk in a brilliant wave, washing over the chamber and illuminating every detail. The massive gears glimmered with reflected light, their worn surfaces marred by cracks and corrosion. Steam hissed from ruptured pipes, and the walls pulsed faintly, as though alive.

Clara shielded her eyes, the lantern swinging wildly in her other hand. When the light dimmed, the masked figure was gone. The chamber was silent, save for the low, uneven hum of the Grand Spire.

Her breathing slowed, but her heart still pounded as she turned the disk over in her hand. Its surface was smooth again, inert, but warm to the touch. Whatever had just happened, the disk had triggered it.

Clara scanned the room, her eyes lingering on the massive mechanism at its center. The gears weren’t turning anymore. She could see where they’d stopped—teeth stripped, pieces missing, an entire segment hanging precariously by a single bolt.

She edged closer, her boots scraping against the stone floor. The Spire’s hum vibrated through her chest, uneven and desperate, like a dying breath.

“Not good,” she muttered, setting her lantern on the ground.

Her fingers brushed the nearest gear, feeling the jagged edges where the metal had worn away. She reached into her satchel, pulling out a small set of tools. This was different from her usual work—delicate clockwork miniatures—but the principles weren’t entirely foreign.

As she leaned in to inspect the mechanism, her fingers found something strange: a second gear, smaller, wedged into the larger one like an improvised fix. It was sloppy, almost careless, and definitely not part of the original design.

Clara frowned, pulling the smaller gear free. It was tarnished, its edges rough and uneven. Someone had forced it into place, but why?

Before she could examine it further, a faint sound reached her ears—a rhythmic tapping, like footsteps on metal.

Clara froze, her pulse quickening.

“Who’s there?” she called, her voice echoing in the vast chamber.

The tapping stopped. For a long moment, there was only silence.

Then, from the shadows beyond the mechanism, a voice answered: “You shouldn’t have touched that.”

The Stranger

A figure emerged, stepping slowly into the dim light of Clara’s lantern. He was young, no older than Clara, with wild hair and a gaunt frame. His clothes were patched and filthy, his eyes sharp and suspicious.

“Who are you?” Clara demanded, tightening her grip on the gear she’d removed.

The boy ignored her question, his gaze fixed on the damaged mechanism. “You don’t belong down here. If the enforcers find you, they’ll throw you in the Guild’s black cells. Or worse.”

“I’ll take my chances,” Clara shot back. “What do you know about this?” She held up the broken gear.

The boy’s expression darkened. “That’s none of your business.”

“It is if it’s why the Spire’s failing,” she retorted. “I’ve been hearing it for weeks. Whatever’s wrong down here is spreading. If someone doesn’t fix it, the whole city’s going to collapse.”

The boy smirked, but there was no humor in it. “And you think you’re the one to fix it? A clockmaker’s daughter?”

Clara bristled. “Who are you to talk? You don’t exactly look like a Guild engineer.”

The boy stepped closer, his movements cautious but deliberate. “I’m not with the Guild,” he said. “I work in the underbelly. Fixing what they ignore. Cleaning up their messes.”

Clara narrowed her eyes. “So, you’re the one who patched this.” She held up the broken gear again, her voice laced with accusation.

The boy’s smirk faded. “It wasn’t a patch. It was a warning.”

Clara blinked. “What?”

He gestured to the mechanism, his expression grim. “The Spire isn’t just failing. It’s being sabotaged.”

The Warning

Clara stared at him, her mind racing. “Sabotaged? By who? Why?”

The boy shook his head. “You don’t get it. The Spire isn’t just some machine. It’s alive, in its own way. It keeps the city running, but it’s also a cage. The Guild keeps it working just enough to hold everything together. But someone wants it to break. Someone who knows what’s inside.”

“What’s inside?” Clara pressed, her voice rising.

The boy’s eyes flicked to the shadows around them, his expression wary. “You don’t want to know.”

She stepped closer, her frustration boiling over. “If I didn’t want to know, I wouldn’t be down here! If you know something, tell me!”

The boy hesitated, his gaze darting between her and the mechanism. Finally, he sighed. “The Spire’s heart... it’s not just metal and steam. There’s something older, deeper, powering it. Something the Guild buried long before your time or mine. And now it’s waking up.”

Clara’s breath caught. The Spire faltered again, the vibrations rolling through the chamber like distant thunder.

“If that’s true,” she said slowly, “then we don’t have much time. I need to get to the heart.”

The boy’s eyes widened. “You can’t be serious. No one gets near the heart. It’s sealed.”

“Then I’ll unseal it,” Clara said firmly, gripping the broken gear tighter.

The boy shook his head. “You’re insane.”

“Maybe,” Clara admitted. “But if the city’s falling apart, I’m not going to sit around and wait for it to crush me.”

The boy hesitated, studying her. Then, with a reluctant sigh, he stepped aside. “Fine. If you’re that determined, I’ll show you the way. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

He turned and started down one of the dark corridors branching off from the chamber. Clara grabbed her lantern and followed, the vibrations of the Spire growing stronger with every step.
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Chapter Four: The Descent
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The underbelly of Atraxis was a world apart from the city above. Clara followed the boy through a maze of narrow, twisting corridors, her lantern casting flickering shadows against damp stone walls. The air grew heavier the deeper they went, thick with the smell of oil and rust.

The boy, who had yet to offer his name, moved quickly and with purpose, his boots barely making a sound on the grated floor. Clara struggled to keep up, her satchel bouncing against her hip with every step.

“Where exactly are we going?” she asked, her voice echoing faintly in the silence.

“To the maintenance shafts,” the boy replied without looking back. “The only way to the heart is through there.”

Clara frowned. “And you know this how?”

“I’ve been working these tunnels since I was a kid,” he said. “The Guild doesn’t care what happens down here, so they send people like me to clean up their mistakes.”

“People like you?”

“Outcasts. Nobodies.” His tone was sharp, dismissive, but Clara caught the bitterness beneath it.

They turned a corner, and the corridor opened into a vast chamber. Pipes crisscrossed overhead, dripping condensation onto the floor below. The walls were lined with broken machinery, some pieces rusted beyond recognition, others sparking faintly as though still clinging to life.

“This way,” the boy said, gesturing toward a metal ladder bolted to the far wall.

Clara hesitated. The ladder disappeared into the shadows above, its rungs slick with grease. “You’re sure about this?”

He gave her a dry look. “No. But if you’ve got a better idea, I’d love to hear it.”

She sighed, tightening her grip on the lantern. “Fine.”

The boy started up the ladder first, his movements swift and practiced. Clara followed, her hands slipping slightly on the greasy rungs. The vibrations of the Spire were stronger here, pulsing through the metal like a heartbeat.

By the time they reached the top, Clara’s arms were burning. She pulled herself onto a narrow platform, her lantern swinging wildly as she caught her breath.

Ahead of her was another corridor, this one barely wide enough to walk through. The boy was already moving, his shoulders brushing the walls as he ducked under a low-hanging pipe.

“What’s your name, anyway?” Clara called after him.

He paused, glancing back at her with a raised eyebrow. “Rylan. Why?”

Clara shrugged. “Figured I should know who I’m risking my neck with.”

Rylan smirked faintly but didn’t respond.

The Maintenance Shaft

The corridor ended abruptly at a large, circular door. Its surface was covered in deep scratches, as though something had tried—and failed—to claw its way through. A faint blue glow seeped from the edges, pulsing in time with the Spire’s vibrations.

Rylan knelt beside the door, pulling a small tool from his pocket. “This lock’s ancient,” he muttered. “Give me a minute.”

Clara crouched beside him, her eyes fixed on the faint blue light. “What’s on the other side?”

“The main shaft,” Rylan said, not looking up. “It leads straight to the heart. But the air down there’s bad—thick with steam and... other things. You’ll want to cover your face.”

Clara frowned. “Other things?”

Rylan didn’t answer.

The lock clicked, and the door groaned as it swung open. A rush of warm, damp air hit Clara’s face, carrying with it the metallic tang of steam and something else—something acrid and sour that made her stomach turn.

She pulled a scarf from her satchel, wrapping it tightly around her mouth and nose. Rylan did the same, his expression grim.

“Stay close,” he said, stepping through the doorway.

The maintenance shaft was enormous, a cavernous space that stretched down into darkness. Pipes lined the walls, hissing steam from jagged cracks. A series of narrow catwalks crisscrossed the shaft, their metal grates slick with condensation.

Clara’s lantern barely made a dent in the shadows, but the faint blue glow from the walls provided just enough light to see by.

“This place is falling apart,” she murmured, her voice muffled by the scarf.

“Has been for years,” Rylan replied. “The Guild patches what they can, but most of it’s too far gone. They don’t care about the underbelly as long as the city keeps running.”

Clara shook her head. “It’s not going to keep running if this collapses.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Rylan said.

They moved cautiously along the catwalk, the vibrations beneath their feet growing stronger with every step. Clara could feel the rhythm now, sharp and uneven, like a song played out of time.

Halfway across the shaft, Rylan stopped abruptly.

“What is it?” Clara asked, her voice tight.

He held up a hand for silence, his head tilting as though listening. Clara strained her ears, but all she could hear was the faint hiss of steam and the low groan of the Spire.

Then she heard it.

A faint scraping sound, like metal against stone. It was coming from somewhere below them, echoing up through the shaft.

Rylan’s expression darkened. “We need to move. Now.”

“Why? What is it?”

He didn’t answer, grabbing her arm and pulling her forward.

The Presence Below

They reached the far side of the shaft just as the scraping sound grew louder. Clara glanced back, her heart pounding. She couldn’t see anything in the shadows, but the vibrations beneath her feet were different now—heavier, more deliberate.

“Rylan—”

“Keep moving!” he snapped, shoving her toward another ladder.

Clara scrambled up, her lantern swaying wildly as she climbed. Below her, the faint blue glow of the shaft flickered, as though something was passing between her and the light.

She reached the top and hauled herself onto another platform, gasping for breath. Rylan was right behind her, his face pale and slick with sweat.

“What was that?” she demanded.

He shook his head. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to.”

Clara opened her mouth to argue, but the vibrations surged again, cutting her off. This time, they weren’t coming from the Spire.

They were coming from the darkness below.
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