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Chapter 1: The Clock Strikes Dream
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The sky above Calmdale was the color of faded denim, sagging with the promise of a storm that never quite came. The kind of sky that made eyelids heavy and heads drowsy—perfect weather for Sam Elwood, who had a peculiar problem. He was always sleepy. Not just “yawn and stretch” sleepy. Not “five more minutes” sleepy. He could nod off mid-sentence, tumble into slumber during meals, or fall flat asleep while walking down a quiet hallway. It was as if dreams had a secret leash tied to his soul and yanked it hard, whenever it pleased.

Today was no different. As his classmates at Dunwell Junior School darted around the playground, chasing the final bell’s echo, Sam sat beneath the old rusted slide, head drooping to his chest. The chill of the coming evening couldn’t keep him awake. Neither could the teacher’s sharp voice calling out from the window. With a slow exhale, he drifted—again—eyes closing not with reluctance, but with a strange and welcome pull.

Only, this time, Sam didn’t just dream. He arrived.

It wasn’t the playground when he opened his eyes. It wasn’t even Earth. It was a hall of shadows and stars, lined with floating candles that burned with violet flame. The walls weren’t walls at all, but moving parchment that whispered as they fluttered past, vanishing behind one another in an endless loop. The ceiling—if you could call it that—rippled like water, reflecting memories Sam hadn’t yet made.

A voice interrupted his awe.

“You're late,” it said.

Sam turned to find a woman standing by a stairwell that twisted up like a strand of DNA. She wore a long coat of cloud and ink, and her eyes were moons, full and unblinking.

“Where am I?” Sam managed, still half-wondering if he was asleep.

“Lunare Academy,” she said, walking toward him with the grace of someone who had walked this dream a thousand times before. “The one school that doesn’t mind if you nap in class.”

“Is this... is this a dream?” he asked, rubbing his eyes, expecting the woman to fade like mist.

“No. But it isn’t real either. It’s between,” she said cryptically. “Now follow me, Sam Elwood. The clock is already ticking.”

“Wait—how do you know my—?”

But she was already ascending the spiral steps. Sam had little choice but to follow. The stairwell twisted without gravity, flipping him forward as they climbed. He thought he might fall, but somehow he stuck, like magnet to steel. His heart thundered, not in fear, but with the thrilling sense that something truly strange had begun.

At the top, a domed chamber unfurled before him. Instruments floated in the air: clocks with backward numbers, hourglasses filled with stardust, pendulums ticking without rhythm. And in the center, a massive grandfather clock pulsed with a heartbeat rhythm. Instead of hands, three golden feathers rotated around the center like planets orbiting an invisible sun.

A man leaned against the base of it. He was old, not in body, but in aura—his presence was ancient. His coat was stitched with letters that reshaped themselves as Sam tried to read them.

“Vellum,” he said, tipping his hat. “Professor of Temporal Realities and Dream Stitching.”

“Temporal... what?”

“Time,” Lyra’s voice cut in. Sam hadn’t noticed her before. She looked a year or two older, with wild black curls and a scar that split one eyebrow. “He means time. He’s the time guy. I’m Lyra. I’m your roommate, apparently.”

Sam blinked. Roommate? As in... he lived here?

“You’ll adjust,” Vellum said. “Or not. Doesn’t matter. The question is—will the clock accept you?”

He pointed to the massive timepiece behind him. It was pulsing more rapidly now, the golden feathers spinning faster. Sam stepped closer, unable to resist. He reached out, and the moment his fingers brushed the wood—

—BOOM.

A wave of sound echoed through the room. The floor beneath Sam cracked like glass. The lights flickered. The dream wobbled. Time hiccupped.

And then, the clock vanished.

Gone.

Vanished.

Just an outline where it had been.

Lyra stumbled back. “What did you do?”

“I—I don’t know!” Sam said, his hands trembling.

Professor Vellum's eyes narrowed. “He’s a Tick-Touched. We haven’t had one since... Elias.”

“Who’s Elias?” Sam asked.

But the question wasn’t answered.

Headmaster Morrigan appeared from the spiral stairwell, arms crossed, her expression unreadable.

“So it begins again,” she muttered, not to Sam, but to the room. “A sleeper has touched the clock. We have until the three ticks end.”

Sam’s heart pounded.

“Until what?”

She looked at him with something like pity. “Until the dream chooses to wake... or die.”

The room was suddenly silent. The candles dimmed to a ghostly blue.

Then, something whispered through the chamber—a phrase that tickled the edge of Sam’s hearing, ancient and ominous.

“The sleeper wakes the world.”

The next moment, he woke with a jolt under the rusted slide, the playground empty and the sky dark.

Only his hand glowed faintly in the dusk, a ghostly spiral burned into his palm—right where he had touched the clock.

Sam stared at the glowing spiral on his palm, the mark pulsing gently like a second heartbeat. It faded slowly, disappearing into the lines of his skin—but he felt it was still there, deep beneath the surface. He sat for a moment longer under the twilight sky, heart still pounding from the dream—or whatever that had been. His breath came in shallow gulps, as if he had truly sprinted up an impossible stairwell in a place made of time and shadows.

That night, Sam barely touched his dinner. His mother, too distracted by her night shift prep, didn’t notice. The television murmured in the background while his father hummed and shuffled through old tools in the garage. Neither noticed when Sam slipped away and went to bed early, nor did they question why he locked his door.

He lay in the dark, waiting.

And sure enough—he fell asleep almost instantly.

But this time, there was no drifting, no descent into warm quiet.

This time, he dropped.

Straight down.

Into nothing.

Then—

A slam of cold air. Sam gasped and opened his eyes to find himself standing before a massive iron gate flanked by statues of sleeping wolves. The sky above this place churned with violet storm clouds and golden stars that moved like fish. Beyond the gate, Lunare Academy stood tall, towers spiraling like seashells, windows blinking open and shut like lazy eyes. He remembered it clearly from the daydream before.

The gates creaked open of their own accord.

This time, there was no welcoming committee.

He stepped inside, the ground crunching beneath his sneakers—white sand that shimmered under starlight. The academy loomed in silence. He moved toward it with quiet awe, until a low voice stopped him.

“You’re early.”

It was Lyra, sitting cross-legged on the stairs of the entrance, sketching something into the white sand with the end of her boot. She didn’t look up.

“How did you know I’d come back?” Sam asked.

“I didn’t. But you have the Mark. That spiral? Means you’re tied to the Ticks now. And the Ticks always bring you back.”

Sam hesitated. “What are they?”

She finally looked up at him. Her eyes were serious, shadowed by worry. “Pieces of time that never finished ticking. You triggered the first. Now it’s started. The cycle. Elias warned us about it. Vellum tried to stop it. Morrigan tried to deny it. But you? You lit the match.”

The names swirled in his head—Elias, the boy who never woke. Professor Vellum, the time teacher. Headmaster Morrigan, who spoke like someone used to watching worlds end.

“So... what happens now?”

Lyra rose, brushing sand off her pants. “We find the Map.”

“What map?”

“The one Elias hid before he vanished. It’s not written on paper. It's inscribed in Dreamform—coded into things that only appear when the mind wanders just right.” She took a step closer. “You’ll know it when you see it. Or when it chooses to show itself to you.”

She turned and started toward the school. “Come on, Sleepy Sam. Let’s see if your dreams are worth waking for.”

They passed under the archway into Lunare, the doors yawning open with a sigh like ancient breath.

Inside, the hall was different than before. The floating candles were now chandeliers made of dreamglass, humming a soft lullaby. A new hallway had appeared, one that hadn’t existed earlier—lined with portraits that shifted when Sam looked too long. One showed a version of himself, older and sharper-eyed, dressed in a uniform stitched with stars.

They continued until they reached a room marked with nothing but a keyhole burned into the wood.

“This is the Archive,” Lyra whispered. “Vellum says it holds every dream ever dreamed.”

The door opened when Sam touched it.

Inside was a library—alive. Books flew from shelf to shelf, some flapping like birds, others swimming through the air. A great tree grew at the center, its branches holding up entire sections of the ceiling. Beneath it sat Professor Vellum, sipping tea from a cup that floated three inches above the table.

“Sam Elwood,” he greeted without turning. “You’ve brought the Spiral. That’s good. That’s very good. Time is officially misbehaving again.”

Sam stepped in cautiously. “Professor... I think I need answers.”

“Then ask,” Vellum said. “But be warned—every answer you take from this place adds a knot to your thread of fate. And too many knots can strangle a boy.”

Sam considered that. “Who is Elias?”

Vellum finally turned. “A student. The first to bear the Spiral. He found the Three Ticks, like you’ve begun to. But he used them wrong. He tried to undo a moment that wasn’t meant to change.”

“Undo?” Sam echoed.

“Yes. There are times that are soft—pliable like dough. Then there are fixed points—hard knots in the weave of dreams. Try to unpick one, and you fray the whole cloth.”

Vellum stood, gesturing for Sam to follow. “Come. You must see where Elias fell.”

They walked to the back of the library where a staircase wound downward. As they descended, the air
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