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THE BLOOD-RED CLOCK
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Edgar Finch was late - a trait he found intolerable in others, and yet here he was, staring into an antiquated shop window when he should be attending to affairs at his solicitors practice. 
He had found himself taking time-out to peer over a display of dusty relics earlier that week after something had caught his attention further back in to the shop; it was a timepiece of a most exquisite and unusual form and its lure had almost caused him to lose a valuable client.

And here, once again, he found himself shielding his eyes to peer through the grimy glass, relieved to see that the oversized clock which cast a greenish glow, was still within the shop’s dim interior.

He absently lifted his wrist, his gaze unfocused as he pointlessly consulted his watch. The gesture was a habit, now void of meaning, a mere reflex without genuine purpose. He knew he should have been back at his office, attending to the day's pressing matters, but such professional concerns felt utterly distant and irrelevant. With a quiet, almost hesitant push, he stepped inside the old, dimly lit shop.

The small brass bell, suspended by a delicate chain above the entrance, chimed a solitary, almost mournful note in the profound, almost suffocating quiet that permeated the dusty interior. This fragile sound was the only disturbance until a soft, dragging shuffle broke the oppressive stillness, announcing the slow and deliberate approach of a figure. It was a thin, heavily stooped man, whose form slowly materialized from the deepest, most pervasive shadows of the shop's gloom.

The man’s face was a topographical map of deep, intersecting wrinkles, and his eyes, though clouded by the grey haze of cataracts, possessed a piercing quality that seemed to see through Edgar’s professional facade. He was clad in a threadbare velvet waistcoat of an indeterminate colour, smelling faintly of ozone and ancient paper. 

Edgar found his throat suddenly parched, his usual eloquence deserting him as he gestured toward the back of the room. The object of his obsession pulsed with a rhythmic, sickly light, its face not white or gold, but a deep, visceral crimson that seemed to beat like a trapped heart behind the thick, convex glass. As he drew closer, the green glow he had seen from the street revealed itself to be a strange phosphorescence emanating from the numerals, which shifted and bled into the red background. 

The ticking was not a mechanical cadence but a heavy, resonant thrum that vibrated through the floorboards and into the soles of Edgar's shoes, synchronizing with the quickening pace of his own pulse. The shopkeeper’s gnarled hand reached out, hovering near the mahogany casing, his fingers twitching in anticipation of a sale or perhaps something far more significant. Edgar felt a wave of inexplicable dread wash over him, yet his feet moved forward of their own accord, drawn toward the rhythmic, blood-red heart of the machine.

"May I," he requested, his voice betraying a sudden, intense interest that bordered on urgency, "examine that particular timepiece more closely, if you please?"

Without uttering a single word, the shopkeeper moved with a slow, almost ponderous deliberation. Finch observed a distinct, unsettling tremor in the old man's gnarled hands as he carefully, almost reverently, lifted the great clock and gently placed it onto the worn, polished surface of the wooden counter between them.

The surface of the timepiece felt unnaturally cold, a chill that seemed to seep through the glass and into Finch’s very bones. Up close, the crimson hue of the casing was not a mere pigment but appeared to swirl beneath the surface like a trapped liquid. There was no rhythmic ticking, only a very low, subterranean hum that made the fine hairs on Finch’s neck stand on end. He noticed the numerals on the dial were not painted but etched. 

The shopkeeper stepped back, his shadow stretching long and distorted against the wall. It belongs to no era known to man, the old man rasped. Finch reached for his wallet, intent on concluding the transaction quickly, yet as he moved, the clock’s green glow intensified, casting a sickly pallor over his hands. He felt a sudden, sharp pressure behind his eyes, a sensation of being pulled forward into the depths of the dial, as if the seconds were no longer passing but being consumed by the mechanism itself. Any thought of his appointment or the legal documents waiting on his desk vanished completely, replaced by an inexplicable, overwhelming need to possess the device. The shopkeeper didn't ask for a price; he simply pushed the clock toward Finch with the trembling fingers, and retreated further into the darkness of the back room.

Edgar Finch, a man whose life was measured by time and in the acquisition of the peculiar, merely smiled. He found the carvings—vines that looked more like grasping fingers and faces with hollow, screaming mouths—to be exquisite. But it was the dial that truly captivated him. To see the numerals 12, 11, 10... marching in reverse order felt like a rebellion against the very concept of progress.

The First Wind

Upon reaching his silent, wood-panelled apartment, Edgar set the clock on the mantel. It was a heavy thing, seemingly made of a wood denser than oak, and appeared to be stained the colour of  blood. It shouldn't have needed winding too often - he recognised that it possessed an eight-day movement. Edgar felt a connection to the clock and it was only when the sun dipped below the horizon that he realised he had been staring at it for hours. 

Edgar found a heavy iron key tucked into a hidden compartment in the mahogany casing. The key felt unnaturally cold, even through his woollen gloves.

Crank. Crank. Crank.

The intricate mechanism notably failed to produce the delicate, crisp precision or satisfying click of a finely crafted Swiss timepiece. Instead, it emitted a deep, tortured groan, akin to an ancient, heavily rusted gate being slowly forced open, its internal components grinding with strained, metallic friction. As the internal spring tightened, steadily accumulating hidden tension, a distinct rhythmic, wet thud began to resonate—the unsettling sound of a heavy, burdened heart beating laboriously within a confining wooden chest. The elongated hands then began their peculiar counter clockwise sweep, methodically passing the distorted, reversed numbers with a predatory, unsettlingly jerky precision.

A sudden, icy draft swept through the parlour, though the heavy velvet curtains remained motionless. It wasn't a natural breeze; it carried the faint, metallic scent of ancient copper and stagnant water. Edgar leaned in, his breath hitching as a thin, grey mist began to coalesce around the base of the clock, swirling in time with that rhythmic, organic pulse. The shadows in the corners of the room seemed to deepen and stretch, detaching themselves from the furniture to creep toward the mantelpiece like grasping fingers. He tried to pull his hand away, but a numbing frost had anchored his fingers to the crimson casing, a chill that bypassed the skin to bite directly into the bone. Outside, the familiar sounds of the city—the distant clanging of a tram and the occasional shout of a passerby—faded into a suffocating silence. Within this sudden vacuum, the only reality was the clock and the subterranean vibration that now rattled the floorboards beneath his boots. The crimson hue of the wood began to glow with a faint, internal luminescence, pulsing in perfect synchronization with the heavy, wet thudding that filled the room.

By Day Two, the fascination had curdled into a fever. The ordered life he had led seemed now to belong to someone else. His mind was caught in the rhythmic hypnotism of the pendulum, which swung with a heavy, swinging weight that seemed to displace the very air in the room. He began to notice that the carvings on the case seemed to be changing. The wooden vines appeared to have lengthened, their tendrils creeping closer to the edge of the mantel, and the screaming faces now seemed to share a singular, hungry gaze directed at his armchair. He dismissed such thoughts and put them down to the lack of sleep he had been experienced as of late.

He leaned closer until his forehead nearly touched the glass, mesmerized by the way the numerals seemed to vibrate with a life of their own. The air in the room grew heavy and cold, smelling of ancient dust and copper. As the second hand ticked backward past the seven, the circular dial began to expand in his vision, swallowing the edges of the mantelpiece and the wallpaper beyond. The reflection of his own face in the glass appeared gaunt, the eyes hollow and shadowed, yet it wasn't his reflection that troubled him—it was the fact that the figure in the glass was moving independently of his own body. The clock's internal thudding grew louder, a deafening heartbeat that drowned out the sound of his own pulse. He felt the floorboards tilt, as if the entire room were leaning into the void of the clock face. The glass surface rippled like a dark pond, and for a fleeting second, he saw not gears or springs behind the numbers, but a spiralling staircase of ivory and shadow descending into an impossible depth. A sense of vertigo seized him, and instead of recoiling, he felt a desperate, clawing hunger to step through, to fall into that lightless chronometry where the future was a forgotten dream and the past was a living, breathing predator.

By Day Three, the sun had become an intruder. The light hurt his retinas, feeling like needles of fire. He drew the heavy velvet curtains, plunging the living room into a tomb-like twilight. In the dark, the clock revealed its true, luminous nature: the dial’s sickly, phosphorescent green glow,  didn't illuminate the room so much as it cast long, distorted shadows that danced in time with the ticking. Thump-hiss. Thump-hiss. The sound was no longer external; it vibrated in Edgar's teeth, in his ribs, in the marrow of his bones.

He reached out a trembling hand, the skin on his fingertips appearing translucent against the sickly green radiance. When his touch met the glass, there was no resistance, only the sensation of plunging into frigid, viscous oil. The staircase he had glimpsed earlier, that structure of ivory and shadow, stretched out before his mind's eye, beckoning him into the core of the machine. Time had ceased to be a linear progression of seconds; it was now a physical weight, pressing against his lungs until he could no longer distinguish between his own breath and the clock's rhythmic exhale. 

By the dawn of Day Four, an insidious and truly terrifying lethargy had taken firm, unyielding hold of Edgar's entire being. It wasn't merely tiredness, but a deep-seated, paralyzing weariness that seeped into every fibre of his existence, extinguishing any spark of will or energy. A primal thirst gnawed at his throat, prompting a desperate, almost instinctual attempt to push himself upwards from the plush depths of his chair, to simply fetch a glass of water from the nearby table. Yet, his muscles, once obedient, now utterly rebelled, failing to respond to the frantic signals from his brain, leaving him slumped and defeated. Each limb, from his weary arms to his heavy legs, felt excruciatingly dense, as though they were no longer composed of flesh and bone but were being constantly infused with molten lead, anchoring him irrevocably to his seat. This was no simple, ordinary exhaustion that a good night's rest could cure; it was an unnatural, oppressive force. It felt precisely as if the very laws of physics had been cruelly altered within his immediate vicinity, and the gravitational pull in his small, enclosed square foot of the world had inexplicably tripled, pinning him down with immense, invisible weight. He remained utterly motionless, a pathetic, unwilling prisoner ensnared within the ornate confines of his own wingback chair. With nothing else left to do, his gaze drifted listlessly, settling upon the polished, convex glass of the antique mantel clock, where he caught a distorted, unsettling glimpse of his own fading reflection. The visage staring back at him was horrifyingly gaunt and haggard, a mere shadow of his former self. His once vibrant skin had taken on a chillingly translucent, almost waxy grey pallor, eerily mirroring the unsettling, sickly yellowed hue of the clock's ageing face, a morbid testament to the relentless march of his deteriorating condition.

Day Five brought an even more terrible realization of the physical cost. Edgar noticed that the dust motes in the air were hanging perfectly still, frozen in the green light. He tried to shout for help, but his vocal cords felt heavy and thick, producing only a low, guttural vibration that matched the clock’s frequency. He knew with a jolt of silent horror that he wasn't just tired—he was being compressed. The clock wasn't counting time; it was eating the space he occupied.

Every tick backwards was a year, a month, a second stolen from his biological ledger. He watched the glowing hand sweep:

10:32... 10:31... 9:59...

Day Six dawned, its quiet arrival noted by Edgar only through the thin, silver-grey light that managed to escape the heavy folds of the curtains. This feeble, reluctant illumination was the sole indicator that another morning had reluctantly begun, filtering past the oppressive, light-blocking drapes that had been drawn tight to ward off the world. Edgar didn’t recognise the beginnings of a new day - his consciousness remained stubbornly ensnared, his entire being remained utterly consumed and inextricably locked into the enduring, inescapable process that had relentlessly beset him throughout the entirety of the previous five days. This was a suffocating, repetitive cycle, a mental and emotional labyrinth from which he found no immediate reprieve, no momentary lapse in its oppressive hold, and certainly no clear path towards freedom.

By Day Seven, Edgar could no longer blink. His eyes, dry and aching, were locked on the green-glowing numbers and when the clock had signalled a full day the realisation finally hit him; an eight-day clock counts down to a vacuum. On the eighth day, the cycle completes, and the debt of time must be paid in full. 

The Eighth Day: The Great Unwinding

He felt his very atoms beginning to vibrate, a hum of impending dissolution. The final hours were a blur of agonizing slowness. Edgar Finch was no longer a man; he was a statue of hyper-dense matter, anchored to his chair by a force that shouldn't exist. He watched the minute hand approach the final, dreaded 1.

1:03... 1:02... 1:01...

As the hand touched the 1, the loud, wet ticking suddenly stopped. The silence was more violent than the noise had ever been. The green glow flared with a blinding, ultraviolet intensity, illuminating the room in a flash of impossible, sickening colour. The heavy iron key in the back of the clock suddenly began to turn by itself, spinning with a violent, metallic scream as the mainspring violently unwound.

The Empty Room

When the landlord finally broke down the door a week later, he found the apartment perfectly preserved, save for a thick layer of fine, grey ash covering the wingback chair. There was no sign of Edgar Finch—no clothes, no struggle, no remains.

The landlord approached the mantel, where the clock sat, its wood polished and vibrant, the carvings of the screaming faces looking remarkably smooth, almost satisfied. He noticed the dial with its strange arrangement of numbers. He reached out to touch the mahogany, a soft, rhythmic thump echoed through the room.

A single numeral appeared at the top of the dial: 12.

Then, from somewhere deep within the wood, a new, frantic ticking began—sounding suspiciously like the panicked heartbeat of a man who had finally run out of time.
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Sunday, October 30th, 2020
Number 2 Mallard Terrace, a tragically condemned Victorian house, stood stoically amidst a once-proud row of five near identical former and equally condemned dwellings Its once-grand facade, now scarred by neglect and the relentless passage of time, awaited its imminent fate. The official demolition schedule had been set, signalling the irreversible end for this venerable structure. Its windows, like vacant eyes, stared out at a world that had seemingly forgotten its past glory and purpose, quietly anticipating the destructive forces that would soon erase it from the landscape.

Erected with meticulous craftsmanship in the year 1870, this sturdy edifice had, for generations, faithfully served the local community. It had witnessed countless lives unfold within its walls, providing shelter, comfort, and a sense of belonging to numerous families and perhaps even a small business or two. It was a silent repository of memories, laughter, and tears, and could undoubtedly have continued its honourable service for many more decades, a testament to its enduring construction and the quality of its original build. However, the relentless march of urban progress dictated otherwise; the irrevocable decision to construct a sprawling new arterial road, deemed vital for modern traffic flow and economic development, had sealed its destiny. This grand plan necessitated the regrettable sacrifice of a piece of history for the sake of future convenience, a cold, calculated judgment made in sterile offices far from the old house itself.

Yet, in a final, unforeseen twist of fate, before the wrecking balls arrived and the dust settled on its long and storied history, Number 2 Mallard Terrace received a visitor.

Sunday 30th October 2020

As the profound darkness of midnight settled in, Daniel Creed found himself utterly alone, having become separated from both of his trusted friends. Compounding his isolation, any coherent or sensible understanding of his surroundings had vanished, leaving him completely disoriented and without direction.

Rain glazed the narrow city streets, turning the neon lights into smears of red and blue beneath his stumbling feet. Somewhere behind him music thumped from a nightclub. Ahead, the old quarter lay quieter - shuttered shops, dripping alleyways and the occasional hiss of tyres on wet roads.

Daniel laughed to himself and swigged the last of the warm lager.

“Legend,” he muttered.

It had started as harmless enough pub crawl. Twelve bars. Cheap shots. Dares. By eleven o’clock the others had bundled into taxis or disappeared into clubs. Daniel had kept walking and now exhaustion settled heavily over him.

He turned away down the back lane of Mallard Terrace and didn’t make it past the second house when he felt he needed to be closer to the ground. He pushed open a crooked gate and slumped down on a step. Perfect, he thought resting his back against the wooden door. He pulled his coat tight and closed his eyes. Rain pattered softly nearby. Somewhere a church bell struck one o’clock and Daniel was almost asleep when the door eased open. The movement brought him round. The rain was coming down at a heavy slant now, and he crawled inside empty house and kicked the door shut. 

A faint, unsettling glow, seemingly from a distant, hidden source, reluctantly permeated the confines of a small, humble scullery area. With a visible effort, he dragged his weary body towards an old, worn bench seat positioned against the cold, stone wall, finally collapsing onto its hard surface with a heavy, exhausted slump that echoed his profound fatigue.

At first he dreamed of footsteps. Not one pair. Many. Measured and slow. He opened his eyes groggily and eased himself up. The eerie light still persisted and he stumbled through the dwelling to the ancient cracked wooden door at the front and opened it a little with surprising little effort. The rain had stopped. There was no sound of traffic. The entire city seemed...silent. That was when he noticed the fog. He squinted. Figures were approaching. Perhaps half a dozen of them. He saw that they were all dressed strangely; dark coats. Hats. Long dresses. Old-fashioned.

He rubbed his eyes; certain the dregs of the lager were manifesting as ghosts of the nineteenth century. The figures didn't walk so much as drift, their silhouettes sharp against the white wall of fog. There was no sound of leather on stone, only the oppressive stillness of the night. As they reached the front gate of the terrace, the air inside the house grew unnaturally cold, carrying a sharp scent of coal soot and lavender. The lead figure, a man whose features remained hidden beneath the brim of a stovepipe hat, came to a halt. He turned his head toward the doorway where Daniel crouched, and raised his head. His face was deathly pale. Not pale with makeup, pale like wax.

Daniel's breath was caught up in his throat. He tried to pull back into the shadows but his limbs felt heavy, anchored by a sudden, paralyzing chill. The figure didn't speak. Instead, it slowly raised a gloved hand and pointed a long, skeletal finger directly at the threshold where Daniel hid. 

Behind the leader, there came a woman holding the hand of a little girl. Following behind were two women in long dresses began to sway in a synchronized, mournful rhythm, their faces obscured by lace veils that seemed to flutter despite the lack of wind. 

As the man took a step forward, the gate simply dissolved into the mist. Daniel’s hands brushed against the peeling wallpaper which now felt damp and slick, like rotting skin. The temperature plummeted further, turning his frantic breath into thick plumes of white vapor. He reached for the door handle to slam it shut, but his fingers passed right through the brass knob. 

The pale man stopped at the threshold, the scent of coal soot becoming overwhelming, and whispered a single word that echoed not in the room, but inside Daniel's mind: Home.

Daniel tore free from his paralysis and ran stumbling forward and out of the house into the street and fell on uneven, slime-slicked cobblestones. He scrambled to his feet, gasping for air that tasted of thick soot and horse manure. The modern city sounds—the distant thump of the club, the hiss of tires—were gone, replaced by a silence so heavy it made his ears ache. He looked back at the house, but it was no longer the decaying shell he had entered. The bricks were dark and sturdy. The woman with the lace veil stood in the doorway now, her head tilted at an impossible angle. As Daniel backed away into the thickening mist, he realized the streetlights were gone, replaced by the dim, flickering orange of gas lamps. He wasn't just in an old house anymore; he was trapped in the era that had birthed it. 

A chilling spectacle unfolded as shadowy figures, shrouded by the pervasive, swirling mist, materialized from every direction, their forms indistinct yet undeniably present. Their initial slow, deliberate undulations intensified, transforming into a rapid, unsettling sway, while their silent, agape mouths seemed poised, as if to echo or consume the solitary, ominous word the man had just whispered into the oppressive atmosphere. He instinctively spun, intending to flee the burgeoning horror, but the familiar expanse of the terrace had undergone a grotesque transformation. It now stretched into an impossible, endless vista, the architectural facades of the houses replicating themselves in a nightmarish, repetitive loop, each detail a stark, anachronistic echo of 1870, trapping him in a temporal prison. 

Overwhelmed by a profound, paralyzing terror, he stumbled backward, scrambling desperately back through the door and into the perceived safety of the house, slamming it shut against the encroaching phantoms. Amidst the swirling vortex of fear and disorientation that threatened to consume him, a single, fragile thought, sharp and clear, pierced through the chaos: if he could only manage to exit through the rear of the house, the very spot where he had inexplicably found himself moments before, there was a desperate, fleeting chance he might just re-enter the familiar currents of his own timeline, escaping this terrifying historical echo. 

He tried to advance, but despite his strenuous efforts, his movements were rigid and extremely slow. He moved step by step, along the passage towards the scullery. Daylight now seeped through at the cracks in the door which seemed further and further away... 

Monday, [t1.1] October 31st 2020

At 8am, crews descended upon Mallard Terrace, its Demolition had begun early. The aged structures, steeped in history and forgotten memories, seemed to resist the initial assaults of the machinery, groaning and creaking with a stubborn defiance. Yet, inevitably, under the relentless force of the excavators, the venerable buildings slowly and reluctantly began to yield, their sturdy walls and intricate designs eventually cave ing inwards and collapsing in heap of crumbled brickwork, twisted beams and dust.

Mallard Terrace was consigned to history and it seemed to mark the end of an era.

As the dust settled over the broken remains of
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