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Chapter 1 — The Man Who Fixed Broken Clocks
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The city of Elnor always looked tired in the morning.

Not the kind of tired that came from sleepless nights or endless work, but the quieter kind—the kind that settled into old buildings, dim alleyways, and the faces of people who had stopped expecting life to surprise them.

Rain had fallen before dawn.

Small drops still clung to the iron street lamps lining Brimrow Street, reflecting pale fragments of the waking sky. The roads were damp, the air cold enough to sting the lungs gently, and somewhere in the distance, a train horn echoed through the sleeping city like a memory refusing to disappear.

Levin Hale unlocked the door to his shop at exactly seven-thirteen in the morning.

He always arrived at seven-thirteen.

Never earlier. Never later.

The wooden sign above the entrance swayed softly as he stepped inside.

HALE CLOCKMAKER.

The gold paint on the letters had begun to fade years ago.

Levin placed his umbrella near the doorway and removed his dark coat slowly, carefully, as if every movement had been rehearsed too many times before. The shop smelled faintly of machine oil, dust, and old paper. It was a smell he had known since childhood.

The clocks were already ticking.

Dozens of them.

Some loud. Some almost silent.

The walls were filled with hanging clocks of every shape imaginable: narrow wooden clocks from the northern districts, silver pocket watches displayed behind glass, tiny brass carriage clocks, even an enormous pendulum clock standing quietly in the corner like an old man waiting to die.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

The sound never stopped.

Levin stood still for a moment and listened to them.

Most people hated silence because it forced them to hear their thoughts.

Levin preferred silence because it drowned his.

He moved behind the counter and switched on the small desk lamp near his workspace. Warm amber light spilled across scattered tools, tiny screws, folded cloth, and the half-disassembled pocket watch he had been repairing the night before.

The city outside was beginning to wake now.

Muted footsteps passed beyond the fogged windows.

A bicycle bell rang somewhere nearby.

A woman laughed briefly before the sound disappeared into the cold air.

Life continued.

It always did.

Levin sat down and picked up the pocket watch carefully.

Its silver casing was scratched badly, and the internal spring mechanism had nearly rusted beyond repair. The owner, an elderly schoolteacher named Mrs. Vale, had visited three days earlier.

“My husband gave it to me before the war,” she had told him quietly. “It stopped working after he passed away.”

Levin remembered the way her hands trembled when she handed it over.

People rarely brought clocks to him because they cared about time.

They brought them because they were afraid of losing memories.

He adjusted the tiny gears gently with a pair of metal tweezers.

Tick.

The watch moved once.

Then stopped again.

Levin sighed softly.

“You’re stubborn,” he murmured.

His voice sounded unfamiliar in the empty shop.

He did not speak often unless necessary. Some days passed with barely ten words leaving his mouth. At first, years ago, the silence had felt painful. Now it simply felt natural.

Outside, rainwater slid slowly down the glass windows.

Levin glanced toward the street absentmindedly.

Across the road stood a small flower shop preparing to open for the morning. The owner, a middle-aged woman named Celia, was arranging pale white lilies outside beneath the awning.

Every Thursday, she changed the flowers.

Every Thursday, Levin noticed.

He never spoke to her beyond short greetings.

Yet somehow, seeing the flowers each week reminded him that time still moved forward, even for people who no longer felt connected to it.

A sudden knock interrupted the quiet.

Three slow knocks.

Levin looked up.

An old man entered the shop carrying a soaked newspaper beneath one arm. He wore a long gray coat and walked with the careful stiffness of someone whose body had begun betraying him years ago.

“Morning, Mr. Hale.”

Levin nodded politely.

“Morning.”

The old man approached the counter and removed a small wristwatch from his pocket.

“It stopped again,” he said. “Probably because it’s older than I am.”

Levin accepted the watch and examined it briefly.

“The battery connection is loose.”

“You can fix it?”

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“Twenty minutes.”

The old man smiled faintly.

“You always say things so precisely.”

Levin did not answer.

The man glanced around the shop while Levin worked.

“You ever think about leaving this place?”

The question arrived casually, but it lingered strangely in the air.

Levin continued adjusting the watch.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“This shop needs someone here.”

The old man chuckled softly.

“No, son. I think you need someone here.”

Levin’s hands paused for the smallest fraction of a second.

Outside, another train horn echoed through the city.

For a moment, something distant moved behind Levin’s eyes—something old and tired—but it disappeared before it could become visible.

He returned the repaired watch quietly.

The second hand moved smoothly now.

The old man studied him carefully before placing several folded bills on the counter.

“You’re still young, Mr. Hale.”

Levin slid the change back toward him.

“Not young enough.”

The old man laughed once under his breath.

“That’s exactly the kind of thing old people say.”

When the man finally left, silence returned to the shop once more.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Levin leaned back in his chair slowly.

The clocks continued moving around him like tiny mechanical hearts refusing to stop.

Sometimes he wondered if human beings were similar.

Maybe people kept moving not because they wanted to, but because stopping completely was impossible.

The thought lingered unpleasantly.

He stood up and walked toward the back room.

A narrow hallway connected the workshop to a tiny kitchen area and a staircase leading upstairs to his apartment. The wallpaper had faded long ago, and the wooden floor creaked beneath every step.

Everything in the building felt old.

Including him.

Levin filled a kettle with water and placed it over the stove.

While waiting, he stared blankly at the small window above the sink.

Rain clouds still covered most of the sky.

Gray.

Endless gray.

His father used to say Elnor looked most honest during rainy weather.

“Sunlight makes cities lie,” he once told Levin many years ago. “Rain shows people what things truly look like.”

Levin never forgot that sentence.

Not because it was wise.

But because it was one of the last things his father ever said to him.

The kettle began to whistle softly.

Levin poured the water into a chipped ceramic cup and carried it back downstairs.

As he stepped into the shop again, he noticed something unusual near the front door.

An envelope.

Plain white.

No stamp.

No name.

Levin frowned slightly.

He was certain it had not been there earlier.

The envelope rested quietly against the wooden floor as if it had always belonged there.

For some reason, the sight of it made the room feel different.

Still holding the cup of tea in one hand, Levin walked toward it slowly.

Outside, the rain began falling again.

And somewhere deep inside the tired city of Elnor, a clock struck eight for the first time that morning.

The envelope was dry.

That was the first thing Levin noticed.

Rain battered the streets outside hard enough to blur the windows, yet the paper remained untouched by water, resting neatly against the floorboards beside the entrance.

He stared at it for several seconds without moving.

Then he bent down and picked it up carefully.

No name.

No address.

Nothing written on either side.

The paper felt strangely heavy in his hands.

Levin glanced through the glass window toward the street, half expecting to find someone standing outside watching him, but Brimrow Street remained nearly empty beneath the rain. A few pedestrians hurried along the sidewalks with lowered heads and dark umbrellas. No one seemed interested in the little clock shop.

The city moved on as if the envelope meant nothing.

Perhaps it did.

Levin returned to his desk slowly and placed the envelope beside the unfinished pocket watch.

For a moment, he considered throwing it away unopened.

People occasionally left advertisements beneath the door. Political notices. Church invitations. Cheap marketing printed on poor-quality paper.

But this felt different.

Too deliberate.

Too quiet.

He slipped one finger beneath the seal and opened it carefully.

Inside was a single sheet of paper.

Folded once.

Levin unfolded it.

There was only one sentence written in black ink.

When was the last time you felt alive?

Nothing else.

No signature.

No explanation.

Levin read the sentence twice.

Then a third time.

The ticking clocks around him suddenly seemed louder than before.

He leaned back slightly in his chair, eyes fixed on the words.

Alive.

It was such a simple word.

Yet strangely difficult.

People spoke about survival all the time. About work, hunger, exhaustion, responsibility. But being alive felt like something entirely different. Something harder to define.

Levin folded the paper again carefully.

His expression barely changed, though something subtle shifted behind his eyes.

The question bothered him because he did not know the answer.

Or perhaps because he did.

A customer entered before he could think further.

A young woman in a dark green coat stepped into the shop carrying a broken wall clock beneath her arm. Wet strands of brown hair clung to her cheeks from the rain.

“Sorry,” she said quietly. “Are you open?”

Levin slid the letter partially beneath a cloth on his desk.

“Yes.”

The woman approached carefully, glancing around at the hundreds of clocks lining the walls.

“Feels strange in here,” she murmured.

Levin looked up.

“Strange?”

“Not bad strange.” She hesitated faintly. “Just... different.”

He heard variations of that sentence often.

The shop made some people uncomfortable. Perhaps it was the constant ticking. Perhaps it was the feeling that time itself had gathered inside the walls and refused to leave.

The woman placed the wall clock gently on the counter.

“It stopped three weeks ago.”

Levin examined it.

Old oak frame. Cracked glass. Dust gathered near the hinges.

“Family piece?” he asked.

She looked mildly surprised.

“How did you know?”

“People only repair old clocks if they matter.”

The woman smiled sadly.

“It belonged to my mother.”

Levin nodded once.

“I can fix it.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow evening.”

“That fast?”

“It isn’t badly damaged.”

The woman seemed relieved.

As Levin wrote down the repair details, she studied him briefly.

“You always this serious?”

He paused.

“I don’t know.”

“That probably means yes.”

Something about the way she said it almost sounded amused.

Levin handed her the receipt.

She accepted it with cold fingers.

“Thank you, Mr...”

“Hale.”

“Hale,” she repeated softly. “I’m Mira.”

The name settled strangely in the room.

Mira.

Levin gave a small nod.

She lingered near the doorway before leaving.

Then, quietly:

“You should smile sometimes.”

And just like that, she disappeared back into the rain.

The bell above the entrance chimed softly as the door closed.

Levin stood motionless for a moment.

Then he looked down at the hidden letter again.

When was the last time you felt alive?

The question now felt heavier somehow.

As afternoon approached, the rain finally weakened into a cold drizzle.

The city outside became clearer again.

Workers crossed the streets carrying bags and newspapers. Street vendors reopened their carts beneath damp awnings. Somewhere nearby, music drifted faintly from an apartment window before vanishing into traffic noise.

Life.

Constant movement.

Constant repetition.

Levin repaired watches until his shoulders ached.

A brass carriage clock.

Two wristwatches.

An antique pendulum mechanism from the eastern district.

His hands moved automatically after all these years. Tighten. Adjust. Clean. Reassemble.

Every motion precise.

Every day nearly identical.

By evening, pale golden light briefly slipped through the clouds and painted the shop windows in muted amber.

Levin locked the front door at six-forty exactly.

He always closed at six-forty.

Upstairs, his apartment felt colder than usual.

The rooms were small and sparsely furnished: a narrow bed, overflowing bookshelves, an old dining table near the window, and stacks of unfinished repair manuals piled against the walls.

No photographs.

No decorations.

Very little evidence that someone truly lived there.

Levin removed his coat and loosened his sleeves slowly.

The silence upstairs felt different from the silence below.

Downstairs, the clocks filled emptiness.

Up here, emptiness remained empty.

He prepared a simple dinner without much thought—bread, soup, tea.

Then he sat beside the window overlooking Brimrow Street.

Night settled gradually across Elnor.

Street lamps flickered alive one by one.

Rainwater reflected pale orange light across the pavement.

People passed beneath umbrellas like drifting shadows.

Levin ate quietly.

But his mind kept returning to the letter.

Alive.

The word followed him like an echo.

He tried remembering the last time he had truly felt something beyond routine.

Not comfort.

Not exhaustion.

Not distraction.

Something real.

Something sharp enough to remind him he existed.

His memory wandered unwillingly through old years.

A train station.

Winter air.

His father’s tired face.

A hospital corridor painted white.

A woman laughing beneath snowfall.

Then silence again.

Levin closed his eyes briefly.

Some memories did not fade with time.

They simply learned how to hide better.

A sudden sound downstairs interrupted his thoughts.

Knocking.

Three slow knocks against the shop door below.

Levin frowned.

The shop was closed.

The knocking came again.

Slow.

Patient.

He stood and walked downstairs carefully.

The lights in the workshop remained dim, casting long shadows across the clocks hanging on the walls.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

The knocking stopped as he approached the door.

Levin unlocked it cautiously.

No one stood outside.

Only cold rain.

And another envelope resting quietly on the ground.

For several seconds, Levin simply stared at the envelope.

Rain tapped softly against the awning overhead while cold wind slipped through the half-open doorway. The street outside had nearly emptied now. Most of the shops along Brimrow Street were dark except for the small diner at the corner, where pale yellow light spilled across the wet pavement.

No footsteps.

No figure disappearing into the night.

Whoever left the envelope had either moved silently or vanished quickly enough to avoid being seen.

Levin bent down and picked it up.

Dry again.

Exactly like the first one.

A strange uneasiness settled quietly beneath his ribs.

Not fear.

Something older.

Something closer to anticipation.

He closed the door and locked it once more before returning to the counter beneath the desk lamp. The clocks around him continued their endless chorus of ticking, but now the sound felt almost watchful.

Levin turned the envelope over in his hands.

Still blank.

Still without explanation.

Carefully, he opened it.

Another single sheet of paper.

Another sentence written in the same dark ink.

Do you live because you are happy, or because you are afraid to disappear?

Levin felt his chest tighten faintly.

The question landed deeper than the first one.

He lowered himself slowly into the chair behind the counter and read the sentence again.

And again.

Outside, thunder rolled quietly across distant parts of the city.

Afraid to disappear.

His eyes drifted toward the clocks lining the walls.

Human beings feared many things—death, loneliness, failure—but perhaps disappearing was worse than all of them.

To vanish without meaning.

Without leaving warmth behind.

Without anyone truly noticing you had ever existed.

Levin folded the paper carefully.

His fingers lingered against it for a moment before he placed both letters inside the drawer beneath his desk.

He should ignore them.

That would be the sensible thing.

Yet the questions had already begun moving through his thoughts like water finding cracks in stone.

Levin rubbed his tired eyes and leaned back.

The ceiling light flickered once overhead.

He suddenly became aware of how exhausted he felt.

Not physically.

Deeper than that.

The kind of exhaustion that sleep never truly repaired.

At some point during adulthood, his life had quietly transformed into repetition.

Wake up.

Open shop.

Repair clocks.

Eat alone.

Sleep.

Repeat.

Days passed smoothly enough that months disappeared before he noticed them.

Sometimes Levin wondered if people changed slowly or all at once.

Maybe loneliness worked like rust.

Quiet.

Gradual.

Invisible at first.

Until one day something inside you no longer functioned the way it used to.

A sharp whistle echoed faintly from outside.

Another train.

Elnor’s central railway station sat only a few streets away, and on quiet nights the sound traveled clearly through the city.

Levin stood.

Without fully understanding why, he grabbed his coat from the rack near the stairs.

Ten minutes later, he was walking through the wet streets beneath a black umbrella.

The rain had weakened to mist now.

Thin fog drifted between buildings while dim street lamps painted the sidewalks gold and silver. Cars moved lazily through puddles. Somewhere in the distance, muffled laughter spilled from a bar entrance before disappearing again.

Levin rarely walked at night unless necessary.

Tonight the apartment had felt too small.

Too silent.

The station appeared gradually through the fog ahead.

Elnor Central Station was old—older than most districts surrounding it. Large iron beams arched over the platforms like the ribs of some enormous sleeping creature. Time had darkened the stone walls, and countless footsteps had worn the floors smooth over decades.

Yet somehow, the place still felt alive.

People arriving.

People leaving.

Reunions.

Goodbyes.

Every train carried fragments of human stories.

Levin entered quietly.

The station was calmer this late at night. Only scattered passengers remained near the platforms, bundled in coats while waiting beneath flickering lights.

Near Platform Three sat an elderly man on a wooden bench.

Levin recognized him immediately.

Rowan Greer.

He had seen the old man here many times over the years.

Always sitting on the same bench.

Always alone.

Always waiting.

Tonight, Rowan wore a long brown coat and held a folded umbrella across his lap. His silver hair moved gently in the cold breeze drifting through the station.

As Levin passed, the old man looked up and smiled faintly.

“Evening, clockmaker.”

Levin stopped.

“Evening.”

“You look troubled.”

Levin almost denied it automatically.

Instead, after a pause:

“Just tired.”

Rowan chuckled softly.

“Everyone says that when the problem is something else.”

Levin glanced toward the empty tracks.

“You come here often.”

“Every night.”

“Why?”

The old man’s gaze drifted toward the rails stretching into darkness.

“I’m waiting for someone.”

Levin had expected that answer.

Still, hearing it aloud felt strangely heavy.

“She’s late,” Rowan added quietly.

Levin hesitated.

“How long?”

The old man smiled again, but sadness lived beneath it.

“Almost nine years.”

Silence settled gently between them.

Most people would have considered the behavior unhealthy. Tragic, even.

Yet Rowan did not look insane.

Only lonely.

And perhaps hopeful in a way the world no longer rewarded.

A train thundered past the far platform without stopping, sending cold wind through the station.

Levin watched passengers inside the bright windows for only a moment before they disappeared into darkness again.

“You ever regret your life, Mr. Greer?” he asked suddenly.

The question surprised even him.

Rowan looked thoughtful.

“Every human being regrets something.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“No.” The old man smiled faintly. “It’s the only honest one.”

Levin lowered his eyes.

For a while neither of them spoke.

Then Rowan asked quietly:

“You ever love someone?”

Levin froze slightly.

The station noise suddenly felt very far away.

“Yes,” he answered at last.

The word came softer than expected.

“And?”

Levin stared toward the tracks.

“She left.”

Rowan nodded once, as if he understood more than Levin had actually said.

“People leave,” the old man murmured. “But strangely enough, love doesn’t always leave with them.”

Those words lingered painfully in Levin’s chest.

He remembered snowfall.

Warm hands.

A quiet laugh beside a riverside bridge.

Then another memory forced itself forward—

A hospital room.

White sheets.

Machines.

Goodbye without preparation.

Levin inhaled slowly and looked away.

“I should go.”

Rowan did not stop him.

But as Levin turned, the old man spoke one final time.

“Clockmaker.”

Levin paused.

“Don’t spend your whole life measuring time,” Rowan said softly. “You’ll forget to live inside it.”

The words followed Levin long after he left the station.

Rain continued falling lightly over Elnor as he walked home through the sleeping city. Windows glowed dimly overhead. Somewhere nearby, music played from an unseen apartment.

Life continued everywhere around him.

Yet for the first time in years, Levin felt slightly disconnected from his routine, as though something invisible had shifted by only a fraction.

Enough to matter.

When he finally returned to the shop, midnight had nearly arrived.

The clocks downstairs continued ticking endlessly in the dark.

But something else waited near the front door.

Another envelope.

Levin stopped walking.

For a brief moment, the entire shop felt unnaturally still.

The clocks continued ticking.

The
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