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    To the curious souls who never stop looking at the clock and wondering what lies beyond the tick—may you always find courage in the unknown, friendship in the shadows, and magic in every lost hour.
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Chapter 1 — The Minute Hand at Midnight
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Fog braided itself around the sleeping town the way lace gathers at a collar—delicate in the streetlights, treacherous at the river. Ashford Hollow did this in October: breathed out slow and made everything look like a photograph taken through milk glass. When the mill whistles had fallen silent for good—thirty-two years and four months ago, according to the plaque outside the shuttered gate—the clocktower kept time for everyone left behind. Four faces rimmed in oxidized copper, arms stuck slightly south of accurate. It was not a grand tower, not like the ones in history books with gargoyles or saints. The Ashford timepiece was brick and soot and river wind, the tallest thing for miles because no one had money enough to build taller.

Tamsin Mora—who let exactly three people call her Taz—considered the tower a menace and a promise in equal measure. She hated being late the way some people hate being trapped in small spaces. Lateness made her lungs feel small. She’d been early to everything since first grade: early to clean-up duty, early to the library volunteer slot, early to run laps before Coach Avery even got out of his dusty Subaru. Ask anybody—Jace, Dev, Mira—Taz was a walking metronome. The friends teased her, gently, because they’d learned long ago that teasing Taz about time was also a way of telling her she could relax. That the world would keep spinning if she missed a beat.

On the night everything unspooled, she was early again. Eleven forty-six. The river slopped at the weir below like a dog drinking too fast. Taz and Mira stood under the crackling streetlight, the kind that hummed as though it were secretly a cicada. The history project was Mira’s plan—“soundwalks,” she called them. Recordings of places that remembered better than people did. The old train bridge. The war memorial with the missing names. The clocktower had to be part of it; everyone in Ashford Hollow knew the story. Almost everyone pretended they didn’t.

“This thing is going to be perfect,” Mira said, adjusting her beanie so her curls escaped around her ears. “We’ll make the town sound like itself again.”

“Town never stopped sounding like itself,” Taz said. “We just stopped listening.”

Mira aimed her phone at the tower and panned slowly. “That was... weirdly poetic. You swallowing a thesaurus again?”

“I ate a sentence for breakfast. It had raisins.” Taz grinned, and the fog took the edges off the joke, made it softer.

Across the road, the clocktower rose out of its square like a chimney out of a storybook house. Four narrow windows. A rusted service door with a padlock the size of Mira’s fist. The hands pointed to 11:48. Taz checked her own watch and noted the discrepancy with a practical, silent annoyance. Sixty-eight seconds fast. Sometimes sixty-three, sometimes sixty-eight; it jittered like a nervous squirrel. Dev had a theory about steel expansion and winter, but the face had been wrong in spring too.

Mira raised her phone. “Slate? Speed?”

Taz had saved a voice memo file called “Clocktower_Exterior_Midnight01.” She always saved things with names no one else would ever guess. “Rolling,” she said, out loud for the invisible crew. Then, because her bones itched with routine, she jogged in place on the sidewalk to keep warm, counting under her breath, “One and two and three and—”

“Don’t wear out the pavement, metronome,” Mira said. She was smiling, but her eyes kept sliding up the bricks. The tower had gravity. People looked up at it without meaning to.

The legend hooked into you young in Ashford Hollow. They told it at birthday sleepovers and in the smoking alcove behind the diner and out on the school track when the sprinklers came on. The night of the Great Mill Fire—capital letters in every newspaper from here to Portland—the keeper, a man named Elias Hart, had stayed at his post winding the clock as embers fell like comet tails on the river. The tower rang to warn the town, but the bell kept striking after twelve. Thirteen, some swore. Fourteen, some laughed. The stories disagreed on the number, but they all agreed that an hour went missing in Ashford Hollow that night, and the keeper went with it. The one thing everyone agreed on, in the half-serious way people agree about saints and curses: the keeper never left.

“That’s not real,” Taz had said when she was seven, when her father had carried her on his shoulders past the mill gate. “Hours don’t go missing.”

“They do if you don’t notice them,” her father said, half-thinking about something else, the way he always did when he worked overtime. “You’ll notice them, Tazzie. That’s your trick.”

Her father had moved three towns over last year, and the trick felt less like a trick and more like a need. Taz noticed minutes the way musicians hear harmonies in traffic. She had a stopwatch voice in her head that clicked even in sleep.

Eleven fifty-eight.

“Two minutes,” Taz said. She liked the feel of the words, liked that they lined up neat as shoes by the door.

“Think we can hear it strike from here?” Mira asked. “Or should we move closer?”

“Closer, but not under it,” Taz said automatically. The tower sometimes sloughed bits of brick when the wind screamed up the gorge. They crossed the road and leaned against the iron fence, paint blistered and flaking into blue-gray commas. Mira switched to the front camera and framed them both with the tower behind. The fog made the light smear, made Taz’s eyes look darker than they were.

“You okay?” Mira asked. “You’re doing the jaw thing.”

Taz unclenched her jaw. “I just want to catch it clean, you know? The chimes. The midnight minute.”

“History won’t mind if we’re a second off.”

“I will,” Taz said, then winced at herself. “Sorry. It’s just—”

The first peal smeared across the river. Heavy, brass-thick, the sound made from copper and years. Taz’s bones vibrated. She tapped the watchface and watched the seconds track stitch to the chime. Twelve strokes. A town’s worth of windows breathed in and out with the reverberations. Ducks lifted off the black water as if the bell had unzipped the night.

Then the thirteenth came.

It wasn’t louder. It wasn’t even longer. It was just... wrong in a way Taz felt in her teeth. It pulled her a fraction away from herself, like static catching on the fine hairs of her wrist. She sucked breath. Without meaning to, she said, “No,” to the empty street.

Mira whispered, “Did you—?”

A blur passed behind the belfry louvers. Not a shadow—shadows scattered when night was honest. This was a denser darkness, the kind you imagine behind your knees when you stand on a tall ladder. The phone’s focus juddered. On-screen, in the tiny preview window, the belfry became a cutout of deeper fog and motion.

“Got it,” Mira said, too sharp. Excited.

Taz’s watch stuttered under her fingertip, seconds failing to tick for a heartbeat, then catching up like a person remembering a name. Another bell tone clung to the brick, smaller, as if it were leftover from a different night and the tower had shaken it loose by mistake.

They stood without speaking until the air settled into the usual October chill. Cars whispered on the distant highway. Someone’s wind chime rang a chord of five.

“Thirteen,” Mira said. “Did we just get thirteen?”

Taz checked the timestamp on the video file with a reflex she didn’t control. The screen read 11:57 p.m. The seconds rolled forward like nothing unusual had occurred.

“That’s wrong,” she said. “We started at eleven fifty-seven. It should say twelve-oh-one. Or at least midnight.”

Mira frowned, brain visible in the crinkle between her eyebrows. “Phones don’t go backward.”

Taz tapped out of the camera and into the clock app, into the seedy little corner where settings lived. She turned the phone off airplane mode—she always recorded with signals off to avoid interference—and waited for it to cough up service bars. The time leapt obediently to 12:01 a.m. The video’s timestamp did not change.

“Okay.” Mira spoke the word like it weighed something. “Your jaw’s going again.”

“Because this doesn’t happen,” Taz said. Her voice was too thin. She swallowed, filled it with something steadier. “Because clocks don’t... re-decide. There’s a sequence. There’s—” She stopped. If she kept going she’d open a door to a room where her father’s overnight bags and her mother’s calendar lived, a room where nothing remembered what came first.

“Hey,” Mira said. “You know what this is? This is content.” She half-laughed, trying to be the sort of person who could float above fear by naming it something else. “Gorgeous creep content. The algorithm loves a tower with weird opinions.”

Taz wanted to be the sort of person who laughed it off. She touched the inside of her wrist and found the familiar jump of her pulse. Her skin felt tacky, fog-slick. “Can we just... get a clean take from closer? I want to see if the hands move right after midnight.”

Mira nodded, shoulders small inside her thrift-store puffer. “Okay. But I’m not going inside. Last time I tried that door, something hissed like a cat.”

“Probably the wind.”

“Wind that knows exactly when you are alone and trying to look tough,” Mira said, but she was glad to be talking, and so was Taz. Words kept the fog at an arm’s length.

They crossed to the padlocked service door. Up close, the tower didn’t look like any kind of story. It looked like sweat and brick dust, like dozens of elbows and knees had rubbed those corners raw over decades. Taz pointed her phone at the clock face above them. The minute hand ticked forward and stuck a hair short of the twelve. It had always done that, jabbing up and then sagging down. People joked about it in the diner: the tower’s arthritis.

“You know,” Mira said, gentler, “we could also go home and say we did this tomorrow. We’ve got, like, a week until Ms. Chao wants our draft.”

“Tomorrow at midnight is not this midnight,” Taz said. She cupped a hand at the side of her face against the damp and craned up. She thought of Coach Avery’s whistle at the starting line, the two-beat inhale, the rubber kiss of her soles leaving chalk. The way the first corner always felt like time wasn’t a straight line but a rope looped around your ribs.

She expected the fear to be thin and fast. Instead it was heavy. It settled on her like a lead vest.

“Okay,” she said, to herself as much as to Mira. “Okay, okay. We’ll do one more pass from the bridge. If the time stamp does the thing again, we... tell Dev? He’ll measure it with, I don’t know, graph paper.”

“Dev will marry it and promise to cherish it in sickness and health,” Mira said, and Taz cracked a smile that warmed her lip until the wind took the warmth back.

They walked toward the pedestrian span that used to carry foot-traffic into the mill yard. The river wore a strip of frost-white on its back where the current sped up. When they reached the midpoint, Mira held her phone steady against the railing. The metal was cold enough to sting the skin through her sleeves.

“Slate?” Mira asked, because rituals kept people upright.

“Clocktower_Exterior_Midnight02,” Taz said. “Rolling.” She placed her watch flat against the top bar the way her father had taught her to level something when she was small: keep your hands honest and your eyes stubborn.

The town breathed around them—unseen animals in the brush, a porch light ticking itself off, someone’s laughter leaking from the upper-story apartment above the hardware store where the landlord lived. It was late, but it was not empty. Ashford Hollow was never truly empty. The tower looked both nearer and farther in the fog, as if it had been painted on the night with a brush that kept shaking.

“Tell me the thing again,” Mira said, eyes on the screen. “The... keeper?”

“Elias Hart,” Taz said, because facts had shape. “He wound the clock every evening and checked the escapement twice on Sundays. The night of the fire he was on shift. The bell was supposed to warn the town.”

“And then the thirteen,” Mira said. “And then—”

“And then a lot of different people wrote it down a lot of different wrong ways,” Taz said. “Time doesn’t just... take itself back. That’s not how—”

The thirteenth bell rolled over them like a low wave. It didn’t come after twelve this time. It came after the ninth. Taz flinched. Her watch shivered against the railing; she snatched it before it scraped metal. The seconds hand made a brave little hop and then another. On Mira’s phone, the tower lurched toward focus, then away, like a shy person stepping out of a doorway and back again.

“Taz,” Mira said, and those three letters were full of the first cold of winter, of wanting to go home and stay outside at once. “Look.”

At the top of the belfry, behind the louvers, something moved again. This time it wasn’t a blur. It was a straight line like a bar swung out, then drawn in. The minute hand wavered a fraction against the midnight mark and then sank back down, as if someone inside had placed a palm against it and said, Not yet. The phone screen washed white, adjusted, darkened, tried again. For half a second, Taz thought she saw the pale suggestion of a face in the black—a lighter oval where darkness had made room for a person.

“Probably a raccoon,” she said. It came out wrong. Light. Too quick. “Or a bored kid with... a reflective jacket.”

“You cannot raccoon a bell,” Mira said, but she kept filming, as rigorous as Taz about her own kind of precision. “Also, bored kids don’t usually change the laws of timestamps.”

Taz checked the recording length. 00:14. She tapped into the file listing. 11:58 p.m. She tapped again. 11:56 p.m. She felt the floor in her legs shift, like stepping from tile to soft grass without looking.

“Taz.” Mira’s voice had a thread in it now, a pulled stitch. “What time is it really?”

“Midnight,” Taz said, because she knew it in her knees, because the air felt a very particular temperature right when one day tipped into the next. “It’s midnight and something else.”


































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
CLOCW)WER
— L





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





