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​Chapter I — The Missing Minute
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The city lost one minute every night.

No one noticed at first.

Time has a way of stealing small things quietly.A second here.A pause there.A moment that feels shorter than it should.Humans are poor accountants of eternity.

But the clocks noticed.

At exactly 02:17 every night,every clock in the city skipped forward.

Not one second.

One minute.

The moment simply...vanished.

02:17 became 02:18 instantly.

No ticking.

No transition.

Just absence.

At first,technicians blamed synchronization errors.

Then they blamed software.

Then power grids.

Then the internet.

But after the seventh night,when mechanical clocks,digital clocks,tower clocks,hospital monitors,and even old wristwatches with dying batteries all lost the same exact minute—

The city stopped looking for technical explanations.

And started looking for something worse.

Arlen Vos repaired clocks for a living.

Not digital ones.

Real clocks.

Brass gears.

Pendulums.

Wooden bodies that creaked when the air grew cold.

His shop sat between a pawn store and a shuttered bakery,the windows crowded with ticking machines in every shape imaginable.

Grandfather clocks.

Pocket watches.

A ship’s chronometer that still smelled faintly of salt.

He trusted gears more than people.

Gears never lied.

They only revealed what was already happening.

And gears had begun doing something impossible.

On the eighth night,Arlen stayed awake.

He lined every clock in the shop against the wall.

Thirty-seven ticking hearts.

He wound them all by hand.

Checked every gear.

Every spring.

Every pivot.

Nothing wrong.

Nothing broken.

Nothing capable of skipping sixty seconds of reality.

He sat in the dark and waited.

The second hand on the nearest wall clock crept toward 02:17.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

His breath slowed.

The room felt...thinner.

Not colder.

Not darker.

Just stretched.

02:17:52

02:17:53

02:17:54

02:17:55

02:17:56

02:17:57

02:17:58

02:17:59

Tick—

02:18:00

The clocks jumped.

All of them.

Every hand snapped forward.

Arlen stood slowly.

Because something had happened between those seconds.

Something physical.

The gears hadn’t skipped.

They had been moved.

He checked the mechanisms.

None were damaged.

None had slipped.

Every gear had advanced exactly sixty teeth.

As if an invisible hand had turned them.

The clocks were not malfunctioning.

They were responding.

Arlen stepped outside.

The streetlights flickered faintly.

The air felt...hollow.

Across the road,a stray dog barked at nothing.

Then whimpered.

Then ran.

The world seemed to hold its breath.

Then, slowly—

Sound returned.

Wind returned.

The ordinary noise of night resumed.

But something essential was missing.

Not memory.

Not matter.

Time.

The next morning,the city council made its first public statement.

“Due to a temporal synchronization anomaly,residents may notice minor irregularities in timekeeping devices.”

Minor.

Arlen laughed when he heard that.

You could not lose a minute of existence and call it minor.

Minutes held conversations.

Heartbeats.

Decisions.

Deaths.

Births.

A minute was not a rounding error.

A minute was a life changing direction.

On the ninth night,the minute disappeared again.

And this time—

Arlen saw something move.

Not in the room.

Not in the street.

In the reflection of the clock glass.

A shadow that did not belong to anything in the shop.

Tall.

Thin.

Standing directly behind him.

Watching the clocks.

Watching the minute vanish.

Arlen turned around instantly.

Nothing.

Empty room.

Ticking clocks.

But when he looked back at the glass—

The reflection remained.

And it was smiling.

He leaned closer.

The shadow lifted one finger.

And slowly—

Very slowly—

It rotated the minute hand of the clock.

Just a little.

Testing.

Like someone learning how the world worked.

Arlen whispered into the silent shop.

“You’re stealing time.”

The reflection did not answer.

But the smile widened.

And the clock in the glass ticked backward once.

Just once.

The city lost another minute the next night.

Then another.

Then another.

And something inside the reflections of glass,water,and polished metal began learning how to move the hands faster.

By the twelfth night,the city was losing three minutes.

And the shadows in reflective surfaces were no longer pretending to be still.

Arlen Vos realized something terrible.

Time was not breaking.

It was being eaten.

And whatever was eating it had just noticed him watching.
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​Chapter II — The Hour That Should Not Exist
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Arlen did not sleep the next day.

Sleep meant surrendering eight hours to something that was already stealing minutes.

He did not trust the dark anymore.

He especially did not trust reflections.

Every piece of glass in the shop was covered with cloth by morning.

Mirrors first.

Clock faces second.

Even the small brass compass on the counter had been turned upside down so its polished surface would not betray him.

Still,he felt watched.

Not constantly.

Not aggressively.

Patiently.

Like a predator that had discovered prey but wasn’t hungry enough yet.

By afternoon,the city began to panic.

Three minutes had vanished during the night.

Phones disagreed with wristwatches.

Trains arrived early.

Security footage skipped entire conversations.

A surgeon at Saint Bravin Hospital swore a patient’s heart had stopped and restarted during the missing moment.

The official statement changed.

> “Residents are advised to avoid relying on precise timekeeping between 02:00 and 03:00.”

Arlen laughed again when he heard that.

Avoid relying on time.

It was like advising people to avoid relying on gravity.

He reopened the shop late that afternoon.

Customers came in waves.

People carrying broken watches.

People demanding answers.

People whose clocks had started behaving strangely.

One woman placed a small kitchen clock on the counter.

“It ticks twice sometimes,” she whispered.

Arlen examined it.

The gears were perfect.

But every thirty seconds—

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick—

Tick.

Two beats where one should be.

Like a heart developing an extra chamber.

He returned the clock carefully.

“It isn’t broken,” he told her.

She looked terrified.

“That’s worse.”

That night he stayed awake again.

But this time he did not hide the clocks.

He wanted to see it.

To understand it.

He placed a single mirror on the counter.

Large.

Clean.

Perfectly angled toward the nearest wall clock.

The one that had shown the shadow the night before.

If the thing wanted to watch him—

It could do so properly.

02:16 arrived.

The air thinned again.

Like pressure lowering before a storm.

Arlen did not blink.

02:17 approached.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

And there—

The reflection shifted.

Not behind him this time.

Across the room.

Standing among the clocks.

A silhouette made of darkness deeper than shadow.

Too tall.

Limbs slightly too long.

Head tilted in curiosity.

The creature leaned toward the clock face.

Watching the second hand approach the forbidden moment.

02:17:59

The creature smiled.

And lifted its hand.

Thin fingers touched the reflection of the clock.

Then—

The minute vanished.

02:18:00

But Arlen saw what happened between the seconds.

For a fraction of something that was not measurable—

The world paused.

Not stopped.

Paused.

Like a book held open between pages.

And during that pause—

The creature moved.

It did not move quickly.

It moved outside time.

Slow.

Careful.

The way someone moves through water.

Its hand reached into the clock face.

Not the reflection.

The actual glass.

Its fingers slid between the second hand and the minute hand like someone parting curtains.

Then it turned the gear.

One full minute.

Sixty teeth.

Perfectly precise.

Then it withdrew.

And time resumed.

Arlen’s stomach twisted.

“You’re not stealing time,” he said softly.

The reflection tilted its head.

“You’re taking it out.”

The creature’s smile widened.

“Where does it go?” Arlen asked.

The creature pointed upward.

Not at the ceiling.

At the air.

At something invisible above reality.

Then it opened its mouth.

And Arlen heard something impossible.

Ticking.

But distant.

Layered.

Thousands of clocks.

Millions of seconds.

Stacked.

Rotting.

Waiting.

The creature lifted one long finger.

Then two.

Then three.

It was counting.

Or promising.

Arlen felt cold realization slide into his bones.

“You’re hungry,” he whispered.

The creature nodded.

Then it did something new.

It stepped forward.

Not in the reflection.

In the room.

Its foot pressed against the glass of the mirror like a surface separating two oceans.

The glass bowed slightly.

Reality flexed.

Then it stepped back again.

Not ready yet.

Not strong enough.

But learning.

The clock ticked toward 02:19.

And suddenly—

Every clock in the room rang.

Not chimes.

Not alarms.

Screams.

Metal shrieking as gears spun wildly.

Hands jerking forward.

Arlen grabbed the nearest one.

The second hand spun violently.

Then stopped.

The minute hand jumped.

Five minutes forward.

At once.

Across the city,lights flickered.

People blinked and found themselves standing in different rooms.

Phones jumped ahead.

Traffic signals changed without warning.

And the tower clock in the center of the city skipped an entire hour.
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