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Chapter 1: The Warning in the Bells
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The bells of St. Dunstan’s tolled at an hour they should not have.

Elliot Carter paused outside the bookshop, his gloved fingers tightening around the strap of his satchel. The bells......deep, sonorous......rolled across the cobbled streets of Ravenshire like the voice of an old god stirring from slumber. A warning. He had lived in this town his whole life, but never had he heard those bells ring at noon. They were only meant to chime on Sundays, weddings, and......

Funerals, he whispered.

Snow flurried through the grey sky, melting the moment it touched the ancient stone of the street. Across the road, Felix Meyer was shutting the wooden shutters of the apothecary, his sharp eyes flicking toward the tower. He, too, had noticed something was wrong.

Elliot stepped into the warmth of Abernathy’s Rare Books, letting the scent of parchment and ink envelop him. The old bookshop had always been his refuge, a place of forgotten stories and dust-coated knowledge. But today, it did not feel safe It reminded him of the last day he was here, when he found the pocket watch. A small, thick envelope sat on the counter, resting atop a first edition of The Timekeeper’s Folly......a book Elliot knew for certain had not been there when he left that morning.

The envelope was yellowed with age, its seal an unfamiliar sigil......two crossed feathers entwined around an hourglass. His breath caught. He had seen that symbol before, buried in the margins of his grandfather’s old journals. The ones he was never meant to read.

Slowly, he peeled open the seal. A single scrap of paper lay inside, its ink scrawled in elegant but hurried script.

It begins again. You must go to Dresden. Find the war room beneath the Frauenkirche. You do not have much time.

Elliot barely had time to process the words before the scent of scorched paper filled the air. The letter shimmered, darkening at the edges, curling into ash before his very eyes. He dropped it with a curse, watching it disintegrate entirely before it hit the floor.

The door burst open, and Margot Sinclair strode in, her auburn hair damp from the snow. Elliot, did you hear those bells? Something is not right......what’s wrong?

Felix entered behind her, his normally composed features shadowed with unease. It’s happened, hasn’t it? His voice was quieter than usual, as though afraid to disturb something unseen.

Elliot looked at them both. We need to go to Dresden.

Margot frowned. Dresden? As in, Germany?
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FELIX PALED. THAT’S where I was born.

A beat of silence passed between them before Twitch barreled in, his coat as usual several sizes too large for him. Did any of you lot notice the bells? It’s like the whole town is...... He stopped, eyes narrowing at their expressions. Oh, bloody hell. What now?

Elliot pushed the charred remains of the letter toward them. Margot knelt, rubbing the paper between her fingers. A message that burns itself? She glanced at Felix. That’s not normal, right?

Felix exhaled slowly. No. But neither was the last war.

A heavy silence settled over them.

Margot tilted her head. Why Dresden?

Elliot hesitated. My grandfather was a historian, remember? He was obsessed with lost war records. But... there’s something else. He turned to Felix. You never really talk about your family apart from that one time when we got back from Camelot.

Felix stiffened. Because there’s nothing to talk about.

Twitch, ever the impatient one, threw his hands up. Alright, enough of the mystery act. What’s in Dresden?

Elliot hesitated before speaking. During World War II, the Black Sun Society......the ones we stopped from opening the Watch......had an operation in Dresden. Something big. We just never knew what. He gestured toward the book-covered counter. But someone does. And they want us to find it.

Felix looked away, his jaw tight. Dresden was bombed nearly to the ground. Whatever was there is gone.

Maybe, Margot said. Or maybe it’s buried.

Outside, the bells tolled once more, the sound vibrating through the bones of the town. The echoes felt older than the stones beneath their feet, older than Ravenshire itself.

Felix swallowed. If Dresden is where we need to go... then we go.

Elliot glanced at the clock. The hands had stopped moving.

It had begun again.
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Chapter 2: Echoes of Fire
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Dresden, 1945

The city burned. Flames licked the sky, consuming everything in their path. Among the chaos, a man ran through the crumbling streets, clutching an ornate pocket watch in his soot-covered hands. The watch’s face glowed faintly, pulsing like a heartbeat, guiding him through the destruction.

He stumbled into the ruins of an opera house, coughing from the smoke. In the eerie silence that followed, he pressed his back against a marble pillar and exhaled sharply. He had minutes......maybe seconds......before they found him.

Footsteps echoed through the wreckage. Shadows twisted unnaturally, and from them stepped a figure clad in a long coat. His presence seemed to distort the air around him.

Valerius, the man choked out. You......how are you still alive?

Valerius smiled. His eyes, unnatural and deep as the abyss, glowed faintly as he raised a gloved hand. The man tried to run, but an unseen force locked him in place.

You should know by now, Valerius whispered. Time does not own me.

The man struggled, the watch slipping from his grasp. As it struck the ground, time itself seemed to fracture. The flames froze mid-air, embers hanging like stars in the night. A deafening silence swallowed the world.

Then, as suddenly as it had come, the moment shattered. The watch disappeared into the void, and with it, so did the man. The flames roared back to life, and Valerius turned, stepping through the shadows as if he had never been there at all.

––––––––
[image: image]


PRAGUE, 1987

In a dimly lit study, an elderly man flipped through a leather-bound journal, his fingers tracing the inked words of a prophecy long forgotten. The air in the room crackled with an unseen force, a presence lingering just beyond the flickering candlelight.

He hesitated, turning to a page marked with a black ribbon. The entry was dated February 13, 1945......the night of Dresden’s firebombing.

The Watch is missing. Valerius walks again.

A sudden chill swept through the room, and the candle sputtered. He turned, heart pounding, as a whisper crawled through the air.

Time does not own me.

The old man’s breath caught in his throat. He reached for the telephone, but the shadows at the edges of the room moved first.

Ravenshire, Present Day

Elliot woke with a start, gasping for air. The vision had been too vivid, too real. His grandfather’s stories of the war had always fascinated him, but this......this was something else entirely.

Margot was already awake, watching him with concern. Another dream?

He nodded. Dresden. Fire. A man with a watch. And Valerius......

Margot paled. Valerius?

Elliot hesitated, then pulled back the sleeve of his shirt. A faint mark had appeared on his wrist......an insignia he recognized all too well. The same one he had seen in his dream.

Margot’s breath caught. Elliot... what did you do?

The church bells outside tolled ominously. The war, it seemed, had never ended.

Tokyo, 1999

Beneath the neon skyline, a man stepped into a secluded alley, checking his surroundings before pulling a chain from his pocket. At the end of it hung an ancient pocket watch, its hands unmoving. He took a deep breath and murmured something under his breath.

The air shimmered, and for a brief second, the city noise faded. A voice, smooth as silk yet laced with menace, answered from the darkness.

You found it.

The man nodded. But I can’t open it. It’s resisting.

The voice chuckled. It knows its master. And so do I.

A shadow stepped forward, and the neon light flickered. The pocket watch trembled, as if recognizing the presence before it.

Valerius reached out, smiling. Shall we begin?
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