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Chapter 1: The Minute That Vanished
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At 12:13 a.m., every clock in Bellwether stopped. Maya Vale knew because her alarm clock blinked once, then displayed a number it had never shown before: 13:13. Outside, the rain hung motionless in the air. A silver drop floated beside her window like a bead on invisible thread. The impossible display had an extra hour where no extra hour should fit. Maya had never seen a clock count thirteen after midnight; she wondered whether the number was a warning or an invitation.

Maya had been awake because of the dream again: her father standing at the end of a railway platform, waving as a train without windows slid between them. She had not seen him in two years. Her mother called it grief. Maya called it unfinished business.

She touched the glass. The drop moved. Somewhere below, a bicycle bell rang three times. Then a boy in a yellow raincoat ran across the empty street, carrying a black suitcase. He looked directly up at Maya and mouthed two words: DON'T SLEEP.

She photographed the clock. In the picture, the display read 12:12. Yet on the back of her hand, where she had pressed against the cold window, a tiny silver mark had appeared: a circle with thirteen strokes.

The clocks jumped forward. Rain struck the pavement. Maya ran downstairs, but the street was empty. In the morning, her mother insisted there had been no storm. The weather report agreed. Only the wet footprints on Maya's bedroom floor suggested otherwise.

By seven, the kitchen smelled of burnt toast and orange peel. Maya's mother stood beside the sink with a mug she hadn't touched. The local radio presenter was talking about the autumn fair, cheerful in the practiced way of someone who had never watched the rain stop in midair. Maya looked at the windowsill. She had left a wet footprint there last night, one she couldn't explain. Now the sill was dry, but a faint gray crescent marked the paint.

“You were awake late,” her mother said.

“How do you know?”

“The hall light was on.” Her mother reached for the kettle and missed the handle. 'Maya, promise me you'll come straight home today.'

It was an ordinary request, except that she had never asked it before. Her mother worked late shifts at the hospital, and Maya had spent years letting herself in, heating soup, and leaving notes on the fridge. The sudden concern felt less like affection than a warning.

On the walk to school, Maya tested the photograph again. The clock read 12:12, just as it had the first time. She enlarged the reflection in the glass behind it. There was her own face, pale and startled. Behind her shoulder, where the room should have been empty, stood a man in a dark coat. The image dissolved into pixels when she zoomed closer.

At the crossing, an old woman waited beside Maya, holding a shopping bag full of clocks. Their hands pointed in different directions. 'Don't let them tell you the missing minute was a dream,' she said, without turning. The signal changed. A bus rolled between them. When it passed, the woman was gone.

Maya arrived at school with a question she was afraid to write down: if the town could forget a storm, what else had it forgotten?

At her locker, Maya found a square of blue paper tucked beneath the handle. There was no signature. Only a sentence in careful block letters: COUNT WHAT RETURNS, NOT WHAT DISAPPEARS. She read it twice, then folded it into the smallest possible square. Across the corridor, a teacher was taking down the photographs from last year's school play. Maya remembered being in the audience, remembered the applause, remembered the smell of dusty velvet curtains. But the photograph of the cast had a blank space between two students, an awkward gap no one appeared to notice. She stood in front of it until the teacher asked whether she needed something. “Who played the clockmaker?” Maya asked. The teacher frowned. “There wasn't a clockmaker.” Maya could almost hear the answer arriving before the question, polished and ready. She had seen that play. Someone had walked onto the stage with a silver pocket watch and said, Time is a door that opens both ways. She remembered laughing because the actor had dropped the watch. Now she could not remember the actor's face. At lunch she searched the school website. The program listed fourteen performers, but the photographs showed thirteen. She copied the names into her notebook and drew a small circle around the empty space. If a person could vanish from a picture without anyone noticing, the missing minute was not the only thing the town had lost. That afternoon she walked home by a longer route, past the boarded-up cinema and the river wall. Someone had painted a clock there years ago. Its hands had been painted over, but in the right light she could see them underneath, pointing to thirteen minutes after midnight. A gust turned the blue paper in her pocket. Maya did not know who had left it, or whether it was a warning or an invitation. For the first time, she was less frightened of the answer than of never asking the question.
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Chapter 2: The Boy Who Remembered

[image: ]


At school, Maya drew the impossible clock in the margin of her chemistry notes. “Thirteen thirteen,” someone whispered behind her. She turned. Leo Mercer, the quiet boy from the library, held up a notebook covered with the same numbers.

“How do you know I remember?” Maya asked. Leo pointed to the silver mark on her hand. He had one too, hidden beneath his watch.

“My sister Nora disappeared last Thursday,” he said. “Everyone thinks I never had a sister.” His voice cracked, but he did not look away. Maya remembered a girl with green headphones who used to wait at the school gate. The memory was fading even as she held it. “Then we find her,” Maya said.

Leo's notebook was a mess of dates, diagrams, and carefully taped receipts. On one page he had drawn a map of Bellwether and circled the same three streets again and again. He showed Maya a receipt from a bakery dated Tuesday, although the bakery's sign now said it had been closed for twenty years. The ink smelled faintly of cinnamon.

“How did you keep it?” she asked.

'I don't know. I started writing things down because I thought I was losing my mind.' He folded the page with unusual care. “Then Nora disappeared, and I wished that was all it was.”

They sat on the back stairs at lunch, where the wind blew crisp packets into the fence. Leo told her about Nora's laugh, loud enough to make strangers turn around, and how she always wore green headphones because the left side was broken and the right side wasn't. He talked quickly, as if the details might escape if he stopped. Maya did not interrupt.

“What happens if you forget her?” he asked at last.

'I'll read your notebook.'

“What if the words disappear too?”

Maya took out a pen and wrote NORA MERCER on her wrist, beneath the silver circle. 'Then you'll tell me again.'

At the end of the school day, Maya found a note tucked inside her locker. It was written on the back of a bus ticket, in a hand she did not recognize: IF YOU WANT THE TRUTH ABOUT YOUR FATHER, ASK WHO BUILT THE CLOCK. She read it twice before showing Leo. His face changed when he saw the ink. “Nora used to write on old tickets,” he said. “She said paper remembers better than people.”

They followed the ticket's route to the abandoned station. A timetable still hung behind cloudy glass. One destination had been scraped away so fiercely that the paper had torn. Beneath the tear Maya could make out a single word: BETWEEN. A train sounded in the distance, though the tracks had been removed years ago. Leo reached for her sleeve. For an instant they saw a figure on the far platform: a man holding a blue umbrella, his face hidden. Then a commuter bus passed in front of the station, and he was gone.

Maya could have chased the impossible figure. Instead she took a photograph of the timetable and wrote down the time. Leo watched her. 'You're not going after him?' he asked. “I want to,” she admitted. 'That's exactly why I shouldn't go alone.' He smiled for the first time that day. They walked back toward the library together.

For a moment Leo looked as though he might cry. Instead he pulled out his phone and showed her a recording made at 12:13 the previous night. At first there was only static. Then a girl's voice whispered, 'Leo, if you hear this, don't trust the bells.'

He had played it a hundred times. Maya asked to hear it again. The voice sounded very far away, and underneath it she could hear thirteen thin notes, like a row of spoons being struck with a fingernail.

The final bell was missing.

Leo rewound the recording and put one earbud into Maya's hand. They listened without speaking. At first there was only the hiss of a cheap microphone and the faint creak of floorboards. Then a second voice came through beneath Nora's, so soft that Maya thought it was an echo. It counted: one, two, three, four. At twelve it stopped. “Did Nora record someone else?” Maya asked. Leo shook his head. “She was alone. I was supposed to meet her, but I got there late.” He said the last part as though he had been carrying it in his mouth for weeks. “You couldn't have known
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