
[image: ]


Table of Contents

Title Page

The Brass Tempest (The Clockwork Voyagers, #1)

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

THE CLOCKWORK VOYAGERS

Book One

The Brass Tempest

An Epic Steampunk Science Fantasy Adventure

Takara Smith

Published by WBW Publishing

[image: ]
The Clockwork Voyagers

Book One: The Brass Tempest

Copyright © 2026 by WBW Productions LLC

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

Published by WBW Publishing

an imprint of WBW Productions LLC.

First Edition

Interior design by WBW Publishing

Cover art by WBW Publishing

Every clock measures more than time. Every journey begins with a single turning gear. And somewhere beyond the edge of the known sky, the greatest discoveries await those bold enough to follow the impossible.
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The Horologist's Secret

The lock had not been touched in seven months. Aurelia Fenn knew this because she had been the one to turn it — seven months ago, on the morning after her mentor's funeral, when she had pressed her forehead briefly against the cold iron door of his workshop and told herself she would return when she was ready. She had not been ready. She was still not ready. She opened the door anyway.

The smell hit her first — the particular musk of a space that has been sealed too long, mineral and sweet and faintly chemical, like old clock oil meeting tarnished copper in still air. It crept into her lungs with the possessiveness of something that had been waiting. She breathed through her mouth for the first three steps, then gave up and simply breathed. The smell was Aldric Fenn. It was his workshop, his life's accumulated residue, and she was not going to pretend otherwise.

Her boots found their way around the workbench without her needing to look. She had spent eleven years walking this floor, first as a stumbling apprentice of fourteen who knocked things off shelves and apologized to inanimate objects, and then — gradually, painfully, gratefully — as someone her mentor had trusted to work here in silence without supervision. She could navigate this room in total darkness. She nearly had to. The skylight above was crusted with grime and the late afternoon light it admitted was thin and grey, falling in a single column onto the central bench like a tired searchlight.

The cold was sharper than she had anticipated. The sealed workshop had held the chill of seven months of disuse, and it sat in the air like a presence — not the active cold of wind or weather but the passive, patient cold of a place that has simply been still. She could see her breath. She pulled her coat closed with one hand and stood for a moment just inside the doorway, not quite entering, not quite retreating, while her eyes adjusted and her lungs reached an accommodation with the smell.

There was dust on everything. Not the thick accumulated grime of true neglect — someone, presumably a Society functionary, had done a cursory pass in the early weeks after Aldric's death — but the fine grey resettlement of particles that always returned to reclaim a space after people stopped caring about it. It lay on the glass covers of the more delicate instruments, filmed the lens housings, softened the sharp edges of the gear assemblies into something more approximate and tender. Under the dust, the workshop was exactly as he had left it. She was almost certain he had known, in those last months, precisely how he was arranging things. He was not a man who left disorder behind him by accident.

The workshop was a medium-sized room crammed into an impossible amount of purpose. Three long benches ran parallel from wall to window, each surfaced with slate worn smooth by a lifetime of tools. The shelves that lined every wall from floor to rafter held more than five hundred individual objects: gear housings, lens arrays, condensation coils, valve assemblies, unfinished chronometric chambers no bigger than a locket, and at least forty half-completed pocket watches in various states of surgical exposure. Glass jars held springs sorted by tension. Wooden drawers held screws sorted by thread. Labels in Aldric's cramped handwriting identified everything, crossed out and relabeled when his thinking changed.

Aurelia set her leather satchel on the nearest stool and pulled out her catalogue book. She had promised herself she would be methodical. That was the only way she could do this — make it a task, a professional obligation, a practical exercise in inventory. She was here to catalogue his unfinished projects for the Horological Society of Velmoor, who had commissioned her to do so and who would, in exchange, provide a modest stipend that would help her pay rent on her own much smaller workshop through the winter. She was not here to grieve. She was here to work.

She uncapped her pen and wrote the date at the top of a fresh page.

Then she stood motionless for a very long time, not writing anything else.

Outside, the city of Velmoor went about its business with characteristic indifference to private sorrow. She could hear it through the grime-fogged window: the deep percussive chug of the municipal steam-lifts ascending the tiered terraces of the city's middle district, the clatter of cargo-skiffs unloading at the upper dock above, the persistent bell-rhythm of the exchange two streets over where aether futures were traded until dusk. Velmoor was a city that smelled permanently of coal smoke and ambition, and the workshop occupied its third floor with the stubborn dignity of a place that had refused to be hurried out of existence.

She made herself begin. Top shelf, left wall, west side. Lens array, Solaris-pattern, partial assembly, estimated seventy percent complete. She wrote it down. She moved to the next item. Condensation coil, double-helix variant, untested. She wrote that down too.

It was on the fourth shelf of the east wall, behind a row of copper resonance bowls, that she found the door she had never noticed before.

It was not a dramatic discovery. There was no moment of shimmering revelation. The door was simply there — a low panel of dark iron set flush into the wall, roughly sixty centimeters square, with a latch that was itself hidden beneath a loose resonance bowl that had been placed, she now realized, too precisely to be accidental. She stood looking at it for a moment, her pen hovering over her catalogue book.

Aldric had kept secrets. She had always known that. Every great horologist did — half the craft was knowing which questions not to answer until the right person asked them. But a hidden door in the back of his workshop, concealed behind a false arrangement of equipment she had dusted herself without ever questioning? She felt the prickle of something at the back of her neck: not fear exactly, but its close neighbor.

She moved the remaining bowls carefully and crouched before the panel. The latch required no key. It required only the particular combination of thumb-pressure and lateral pull that she recognized, with a small jolt, as the same gesture used to open the secondary face of an Aldric-pattern chronometer — a design he had patented when she was seventeen and had taught her to assemble blindfolded. She had done that exact motion ten thousand times.

He had built the lock for her to find.

The door swung inward on hinges oiled so recently she could smell the lubricant — amber-dark, slightly floral. Someone had maintained this. The space beyond was perhaps two meters square, the ceiling low enough that she had to duck to enter. A single oil lamp sat on a hook just inside the entrance, and she lit it with the striker from her satchel. The flame caught and threw amber warmth across a room that smelled of old paper, ozone, and something else she could not immediately name — something metallic and faintly electric, like the air before a lightning strike but colder.

The hidden chamber held three things.

The first was a stack of journals — sixteen of them, bound in worn brown leather, arranged on a purpose-built shelf that ran the length of the left wall. Each was labelled in Aldric's handwriting with dates spanning nearly thirty years. The spines were creased in the particular way of books that have been opened and reread many times; several had slips of paper marking particular pages. The shelf itself was fitted with a low lip to prevent them sliding, and she noticed — with the specific quality of grief that attaches to small careful acts of preparation — that the most recent volume's label read simply: For A. If she requires it. He had written the label carefully. The ink was darker than the others, applied more recently. He had written it knowing he would not be there when she found it.

The second was a workbench no bigger than a writing desk, bolted to the rear wall. On it lay a collection of mechanical components unlike anything she had encountered in her eleven years of training. They were fragments — clearly parts of something larger, something that had either been disassembled with care or had never been assembled at all. Brass struts and crystalline gear matrices sat beside components she could not name: latticed chambers of a dark alloy that faintly repelled her fingertips when she reached toward them, aetheric valve housings of a design two or three generations beyond anything currently manufactured, and a central housing the size of a large book that she recognized, from Aldric's theoretical writings, as a chronometric resonance core. The Horological Society believed such cores were purely hypothetical.

These fragments were the Voyager Engine Prototype. She did not know that yet. She would.

The third thing was a brass sphere, smaller than her fist, resting in a padded recess at the center of the workbench. It was the most beautiful object she had ever seen — not in any ornamental sense, but in the way that perfectly engineered things are beautiful, with the unselfconscious perfection of a solution arrived at correctly. Its surface was covered in an interlocking grid of hairline engravings she needed her glass to resolve properly: formulae, she realized, staring through the lens with her breath held. Chronometric formulae of an order she had never been taught.

She set the glass down. She looked at the sphere. She picked it up.

* * *
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IT SAT IN HER PALM like a warm coal. Not warm as in temperature — though there was some subtle heat there, a faint living warmth that she did not immediately understand — but warm as in quality, as in presence. It had the dense, settled weight of an object that knew exactly what it was.

She carried it to the outer workshop, needing the better light. She set it on the central bench beneath the grimy skylight and examined it with two different loupes, working methodically from pole to equator. The engravings were continuous — no breaks, no panel seams — a single uninterrupted inscription that spiraled across the entire surface. The formulae described something she did not have a name for yet: a process of synchronization between a mechanical oscillator and a biological one. She read a passage and then read it again, her lips moving without sound.

The formula was describing a heartbeat.

Her heartbeat.

She was not being fanciful. The inscription used a variable — a single character she had seen before only in Aldric's most private theoretical sketches, a symbol he had once told her, when she was perhaps fifteen and asking too many questions, represented the resonant frequency of a specific and irreproducible biological pattern. He had said it lightly, dismissively, and moved on so quickly she had never asked again.

She had not thought about it in years. She was thinking about it now.

Her hand was shaking slightly. She set the loupe down, deliberately, and pressed both palms flat against the cold slate of the bench. She made herself breathe — in through the nose, four counts; out through the mouth, four counts — the way she did when her anxiety climbed the back of her throat and threatened to make decisions on her behalf. In. Out. She was a professional. She was cataloguing an estate. She was fine.

She picked the sphere back up.

She was not sure what caused her to press the sequence. She would think about this later, lying awake, and she would not arrive at a satisfying answer. The sphere had a series of six micro-recesses on its surface, too precisely placed to be decorative — each corresponded to a position in the chronometric formulae. Her thumb found them in a particular order, not by decision exactly, but by the same wordless competence that guided her hands when she was deep in a repair and not thinking consciously about individual steps. As if her body simply understood what the object required.

Three recesses. A pause. Two more. The sixth.

The sphere came alive.

The warmth in it expanded suddenly — not burning, but immediate and thorough, suffusing her hand and then her wrist and then, strangely, her chest, like the first swallow of hot tea on a cold morning but deeper than that, resonant, synchronized. It vibrated at a frequency she could feel in her sternum rather than hear with her ears. And then it hummed — a single clear note, complex and layered, which she would later describe to Pelliwick as what a chord might sound like if chords could contain the history of the instrument that played them.

The hair stood up on her forearms. There was a taste in the back of her throat — not unpleasant, but strange, like copper and cold water, like the inside of a thunderstorm before it breaks. The vibration in her sternum synchronized with something she became aware of only in the moment it was being matched: her own heartbeat, steady and quickening, paced now by the pulse of the object in her hand as if the sphere and her blood had entered into a quiet agreement.

The workshop went entirely dark around it.

Not dark as in unlit — the grimy skylight still admitted its thin column of grey afternoon — but dark as in insignificant, as in the light was not where the light was. The sphere's engravings lit from within with a cold blue-white luminescence, each hairline groove a filament, and the assembled formulae became a latticed globe of light that Aurelia could have held in her hands if light had weight.

Then the projection began.

It came from the sphere like a breath — a slow exhalation of structured light that expanded and climbed and organized itself against the ceiling with the calm patience of something that had been waiting to do this for a very long time. Lines first, then arcs, then nodal clusters that resolved into coordinates, and then — unmistakably, undeniably — a star-map. But not a star-map of any sky she recognized. The constellations were wrong. The arrangement of nodes described geometries that were not consistent with any navigational chart produced in the last three centuries of sky-cartography. Some of the coordinates pulsed with a slow rhythmic insistence that reminded her, uncomfortably, of a summons.

Aurelia stood beneath it with her head tilted back and her mouth slightly open and her cataloguing pen hanging forgotten in her hand.

There were fourteen locations on the map. She counted them twice. Some were above the visible horizon of the projection — impossible positions in the sky-scape that would require a vessel to navigate not merely between cloud-levels but through something the map's own symbology seemed to describe as temporal displacement. Others were surface coordinates for locations she did not recognize: an archipelago that appeared on no known chart, a mountain range in a geography that matched no continental survey she had studied, a coastal city outlined in a style that suggested both great age and impossible intactness.

Places that should not exist.

She turned slowly beneath the projection, trying to commit it to memory because she had no way to record it — her sketchbook was in her satchel but her hands would not move. She studied the pulsing nodes, the connecting arcs, the symbology at each coordinate that she could not fully interpret but could not entirely dismiss. One of the locations — a point in the upper third of the projection — pulsed with a frequency she felt she almost recognized. Not visually. Physically. As if her body knew the place even if her mind did not.

The map held for perhaps ninety seconds. Then the sphere cooled in her hand, the light retracted, and the workshop was merely a workshop again: grime and copper and old oil and silence. Aurelia lowered her head. She was trembling. She became aware of this slowly, as if receiving the information by post.

She stood very still for a long time.

The workshop held the silence the way it had always held the silence — without comment, without demand, with the neutral patience of walls that had absorbed thirty years of concentrated work and asked nothing in return. She was aware of her own breathing in it: too quick, too shallow, the breath of someone who has received information that the body is still deciding what to do with. She made herself slow it. She looked at the ceiling. There was a water stain in the northwest corner she had noticed as a seventeen-year-old apprentice and she could see it still, barely visible in the failing light, a faint brown archipelago against the plaster. She fixed her eyes on it and breathed until she was steady.

She thought about what Aldric had done — the thirty years of it, the patience, the concealment, the precise and deliberate act of leaving something in a form that only she could find and open. She thought about the synchronization formula and what it meant that he had built the sphere to respond specifically to her biological resonance. She thought about the map on the ceiling, the fourteen impossible locations, the one coordinate that had felt familiar in some way she could not explain and did not trust herself to examine too closely just yet.

She had come here to catalogue an estate. She was leaving with something she did not have a name for yet.

Then she packed the sphere carefully in her satchel, alongside the most recent journal — the one labelled For A — and left the workshop at something faster than a walk.

* * *
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PELLIWICK'S WORKSHOP occupied the ground floor of a building that appeared to be structurally held together primarily by accumulated clutter and the goodwill of the walls on either side. It was in the lower Tinkers' Quarter of Velmoor, four levels below Aldric's district, accessible by a steam-lift that ground and complained the entire descent in a way that Aurelia always felt was pointed. The sign above the door read PELLIWICK — MECHANISMS, MODIFICATIONS & MISCELLANY (LICENSED) in letters that had once been gilded and were now a philosophical bronze.

She knocked. There was a crash from inside, then a period of silence that she recognized as the particular silence of someone trying to determine whether the knock had been real. Then footsteps — uneven, quick, the characteristic tread of a man navigating his own workshop in the dark. The door opened.

Caius Pelliwick was sixty-one years old and looked, in the right light, about forty-five and, in the wrong light, approximately ancient. He was built with the particular wiriness of a man who had always been in motion, with quick dark eyes behind a magnifying monocle he wore habitually even when not working, and a beard that had been intended as a fashionable point but had long since developed its own agenda. He was wearing his second-best coat — a tobacco-brown longcoat with too many pockets, all of them occupied — which meant the workshop behind him smelled of something chemical that he had not wanted to get on his best coat. His hands, when he held the door, were ink-stained to the second knuckle and bore the particular small burns and nicks of someone who worked closely with hot metal and had long ceased to notice them.

He took one look at her face and stepped back from the door.

"Come in, then," he said. "There's tea."

There was not immediately tea — there was a kettle on a burner that Pelliwick had to locate under a drift of schematic papers while Aurelia cleared two stools of their accumulated reference materials and sat on one of them. The workshop had the cheerful chaos of a space occupied by someone who thought better when surrounded by half-finished problems. Every surface held a project in some state of progress: clock mechanisms with their innards exposed, modified aetheric valves trailing copper wire, three distinct prototypes of something she didn't recognize that shared a family resemblance with a navigation compass.

The place smelled of flux solder and machine oil and, faintly, something charred — a recent electrical failure, she estimated, from the faint dark bloom on the ceiling above the secondary bench. It was a working smell, a purposeful smell, the smell of a man who was always in the middle of something and had never entirely finished anything and was entirely at peace with both these facts. The burner beneath the kettle hissed. Pelliwick located two cups of unequal cleanliness and made tea without ceremony, setting hers down on the only bare patch of bench within her reach.

She had known Caius Pelliwick since she was twenty-two, when she had come to him with a condensation coil design that she couldn't solve and he had looked at it for four minutes and told her the solution was the wrong approach to the right problem and that she should try building the thing backwards. He had been correct. He was usually correct, in the particular way of people who have been wrong so many times that they have internalized the pattern. He was not a formally educated man, but he was one of the most original mechanical thinkers she had ever encountered, and he had been a friend to Aldric for decades before she came along.

She took the sphere from her satchel and set it on the cleanest patch of bench she could find.

Pelliwick looked at it. He picked up the monocle's additional lens from beside his teacup and fitted it into the assembly, effectively doubling his magnification. He leaned over the sphere without touching it.

"Where," he said, after a long silence, "did you find this."

"Hidden chamber. Behind the east wall of Aldric's workshop. Behind the resonance bowls."

"He told me about the chamber," Pelliwick said quietly, still looking at the sphere. "He did not tell me what was in it."

She showed him the journal — the one labelled For A — and the entries she had read on the way over, hurrying down the steam-lift with the journal open in her hands and the sphere in her satchel radiating its subtle warmth against her hip. The entries described, in Aldric's characteristically compressed prose, a project of some thirty years' quiet labor: a pursuit of what he called time's hidden gears, the underlying mechanical logic of temporal reality that he believed the universe ran on the way a great clock runs on its escapement. He had not been building a timepiece. He had been trying to build an instrument that could detect and interface with the mechanism itself.

The sphere was the first working component of that instrument. He called it, in the journal, the Chrono-Lume.

Pelliwick read the relevant entries twice, which for him was the equivalent of reading something twenty times. He drank his tea. He turned back to an earlier entry and read a passage a third time, his thumb pressed to the page as if to hold the words in place while he processed them. The workshop was quiet except for the soft percussion of some cooling mechanism on the far bench, ticking its way down through the metal.

"He synchronized it to you," Pelliwick said. "Before he died. That's what the sequence engraving means — the biological variable in the formulae. It's calibrated to your specific oscillation."

"He died seven months ago," she said. "He was ill for a year before that."

"He was working all year," Pelliwick said. "I thought he was writing memoirs."

A silence settled over the workshop, occupied on her side by grief and on his side by the intense, almost physical quality of concentrated thought. She watched him pick the sphere up at last, turn it carefully in his hands, examine the micro-recess sequence, and set it back down with the deliberate gentleness of someone who understood the category of object he was handling.

"We need Evan," he said.

"I was thinking the Society. The Horological Society could—"

"Could what? House it? Study it? Argue about it for six years while someone with fewer scruples figures out it exists?" Pelliwick shook his head. "Aldric kept this hidden for thirty years, Aurelia. He hid it from the Society. He hid it from me. He made it findable specifically for you, which means he knew it was going to take you somewhere, and he knew you'd need more than academic peer review to get there safely."

"I have not agreed to go anywhere."

"You came to me at — " he checked the clock on the wall behind her, "— twenty past the fifth hour, on foot, with a map-projecting sphere and your dead mentor's most secret journal, and you're telling me you haven't agreed to go anywhere."

She had nothing to say to that.

"Evan Goodfellow," Pelliwick said. "He's berthed up at Dock Fourteen, upper tier. Has been for three weeks — between commissions, I think, though he doesn't like to call them that. Ex-soldier, but don't lead with that. He's got a sky-sloop called The Brass Voyager that I have personally seen navigate out of situations that no sky-sloop should be able to navigate out of." He paused. "He's a good man. He's careful with things that matter and he doesn't ask the wrong kind of questions."

"You're asking me to approach a stranger and tell him about this." She gestured at the sphere, the journal, the implicit weight of everything she had found in the past three hours.

"I'm asking you to approach someone I trust and tell him you need help navigating something larger than you expected. That is substantially different." Pelliwick's voice was matter-of-fact but not unkind. "You've been alone with this since you opened the door. Don't let that become a habit."

She recognized this as the particular kind of blunt observation that Pelliwick deployed instead of comfort, having long ago determined that direct observations were more useful than reassurances. She had been annoyed by this approach for years before she came to rely on it.

Aurelia looked at the sphere. It sat on Pelliwick's workbench with the composed patience of an object that had already decided what was going to happen next. In the lamplight its surface was dark brass and shadow, the hairline engravings invisible until you knew to look for them. It looked like nothing. It looked like everything. She had carried it across four districts of Velmoor in a satchel against her hip and she could still feel the phantom warmth of it — or perhaps it was not phantom. Perhaps it was simply there, faint and steady, like a second pulse.

"And if I go to Dock Fourteen," she said carefully, "and I speak to this man — what exactly am I asking him to do?"

Pelliwick picked up his tea. His dark eyes were bright above the monocle.

"That," he said, "is what the map is for."
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Chapter Two
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The Chrono-Lume Awakens

She went back to the hidden chamber before dawn.

It had taken her the better part of the night to reach the decision, which she recognized even at the time as somewhat embarrassing given that there had never been any genuine alternative. The sphere was already calibrated to her. The journals were written for her. The hidden door had been built for her hands to open. Aldric had, with his characteristic patience and his complete disregard for the possibility that she might prefer not to be drafted into something enormous, arranged his life's most secret work as a gift with her name on it. The question was not whether she would act. The question was how long she would stand in her kitchen pretending she had a choice.

She had stood in the kitchen for approximately four hours. Then she had made tea, packed a canvas transport case with padded internal divisions, and walked back through the pre-dawn streets of Velmoor to her mentor's workshop.

The city at this hour was a different creature entirely from the Velmoor she knew. The steam-lifts were still, the exchange bells silent, the cargo-skiffs lashed and dark at their upper berths. What moved instead were the overnight workers — furnace-tenders and boiler-maintenance crews in heavy canvas aprons, the lamplighters making their dawn rounds with their long brass poles, a coal cart horse plodding uphill with the philosophical resignation of an animal that had accepted its purpose completely. The air smelled of cold stone and the particular sweetness of aether-fuel burning somewhere in the upper docks, a faint sugary chemical note that layered over everything at this altitude when the wind was low. Her breath came in small clouds. Her boot heels were sharp and solitary on the cobblestones.

She packed the prototype fragments with the same methodical care she brought to every precision task — each component wrapped in oiled cloth, nested in the padded case in an arrangement that distributed weight and prevented contact between pieces. The crystalline gear matrices she handled with cotton gloves from Aldric's own rack, aware that the dark alloy components had repelled her bare fingers the previous day in a way she still had not fully explained to herself. She did not attempt to touch them without the gloves. The dark alloy was cold in a way that felt less like temperature and more like reluctance — a material that had decided, at some level below the merely physical, that it did not wish to be held by unfamiliar hands. She worked carefully and quickly and tried not to think about what it meant that the same material behaved differently around her than it evidently did around everyone else.

She lifted the Chrono-Lume last, cradling it in both hands for a moment before setting it in the central recess of the case. It was cool this morning — cool and still and entirely inert, as if the previous day's activation had been a dream she was slowly losing confidence in. She held it a moment longer than necessary. In the grey light before sunrise, the engravings on its surface were invisible, its warmth absent, its weight simply the weight of a brass sphere with nothing to say for itself. She told herself this was reassuring.

She took the remaining journals as well. All sixteen. She was not going to leave them.

* * *
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PELLIWICK WAS ALREADY awake when she knocked, which she had expected. He operated on a sleep schedule that appeared to be organized around the interesting problems rather than the hours of daylight, and she had sent a street-boy ahead with a note at three in the morning. The door opened before she had finished knocking, and he took the transport case from her with the careful grip of someone who had been told what was in it and had been thinking about it ever since.

"Come in. Burner's on. I've cleared the primary bench."

He had done considerably more than clear the primary bench. The workshop had been reorganized in a way that suggested several hours of purposeful rearrangement: the secondary and tertiary benches pushed back against the walls, the central bench wiped down to bare slate, and on it — laid out with the precise spacing of a surgical instrument tray — the tools Aurelia recognized from Aldric's journal specifications. Precision calipers. Harmonic resonance gauges in three sizes. An aetheric field dampener that she had not seen outside of theoretical schematics and which Pelliwick appeared to have assembled himself from components she could not immediately identify. A magnification stand. Two journal-copy frames already holding transcribed pages from the notes she had forwarded in the night.

"You built an aetheric dampener," she said.

"I had most of the components. The field coils took an hour."

"Pelliwick. It's four-thirty in the morning."

"I'm aware of the time." He set the case on the bench with the delicacy of a man placing something irreplaceable, which it was. "I've been aware of the time since your note arrived and I realized that Aldric Fenn spent thirty years on something I didn't know existed and I apparently need to understand it before sunrise. Tea first. Then the case."

The tea was better than the previous evening's — fresher leaves, hotter water, the small improvement of a man who had taken the time to do it properly because he was, under the chaos and the clutter, meticulous about things that mattered. She wrapped her hands around the cup and felt the heat travel up through her palms and into her wrists while Pelliwick arranged the journal-copy frames at working angles and opened the transport case with the same cotton gloves she had used herself, not because she had asked him to but because he understood the category of object.

He looked at the fragments for a long time without speaking. She watched his face rather than the contents of the case, because his face was more instructive. He was a man who had spent four decades solving mechanical problems, and the particular quality of attention he brought to something he did not yet understand was distinct from his ordinary expression in ways she had learned to read: the slight tension at the corners of his eyes, the stillness of his hands, the way his lips pressed together and then released as he moved from component to component without touching them.

"These are not manufactured," he said finally.

"The journal describes them as First Clockmaker components. Found, not built. Aldric spent twelve years tracking them down through private collections and restricted archives."

"These are not manufactured," he said again, differently — not repeating himself but confirming something, landing on a conclusion he had arrived at from his own examination. "The tolerances are sub-micron. There is no machine in Velmoor — there is no machine I know of anywhere — that could produce these component faces. The crystalline matrices alone—" He stopped. He straightened. He looked at her with the expression he wore when a problem had just gotten significantly larger than he had prepared for. "All right," he said. "Show me the assembly specifications."

* * *
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THE JOURNALS WERE EXTRAORDINARY. She had read enough of them the previous night to understand their scope, but working from them in the company of another trained horologist revealed dimensions she had missed in her first rapid pass. Aldric's notes moved in layers — surface observations, intermediate analysis, and beneath both of these a running theoretical argument that he had been conducting with himself across thirty years, revising and extending and occasionally crossing out entire passages with a single firm line before restarting from a different premise. The handwriting changed across the volumes: young and hurried in the earliest journals, then slower and more deliberate in the middle years, then — in the last three volumes — the compressed, considered script of a man who had found his conclusions and was writing them down for someone else to use.

"He identifies four stabilizing components," Aurelia said, the relevant journal open on the stand before her. "A harmonic anchor, a phase alignment collar, a resonance dampening sleeve, and a calibration bridge. The first three are in the case — I recognized them from his sketches. The calibration bridge he built himself. It should be—"

"Here." Pelliwick lifted a component from the case that she had categorized the previous day as unknown — a slender curved piece of brass filigree roughly the size and shape of a hair comb, intricately latticed, which she now understood was designed to interface between the Chrono-Lume's activation surface and the chronometric resonance core. "The filigree carries the synchronization signal. It's a conductor, not a structural element."

"Right. He describes the assembly sequence in volume fourteen, pages sixty-two through seventy-eight. It has to be done in order — the harmonic anchor first, then the dampening sleeve, then the phase alignment collar, then the calibration bridge last. He says the bridge must not be seated until the other three are in position and the Chrono-Lume is in contact with the resonance core."

"Why?"

"He doesn't say. He writes 'the sequence is not arbitrary' and then moves on."

Pelliwick accepted this with the equanimity of a man who had spent his career working from incomplete instructions. "Fine. Walk me through the anchor placement."

They worked for two hours. The work was precise and slow and required the kind of focused silence that Aurelia found, paradoxically, easier than conversation — her hands steady, her mind occupied, the familiar language of mechanical assembly giving her something to do with the anxiety that had been sitting in her chest since the previous afternoon. Pelliwick was a good collaborator: he anticipated her movements, handed things before she asked for them, flagged discrepancies between the journal specifications and the physical components without dramatizing them, and said nothing at all when she needed to stop and re-read a passage three times before it resolved into actionable instruction.

The work had a texture she was not accustomed to. Standard horological assembly felt like conversation with a machine — a system of tolerances and responses that, once you understood the language, was reliable and consistent. This was something different. The First Clockmaker components seemed to cooperate. That was the only word she found for it: cooperate, in the way that well-matched gear teeth cooperate, finding their mesh with less resistance than engineering alone could account for. When she held the harmonic anchor at the correct orientation, it seemed to settle toward the correct position rather than waiting passively to be placed there. She noticed this the first time and said nothing. She noticed it the second time and still said nothing. After the third, she accepted it and worked with it instead of around it.

The harmonic anchor seated with a faint click she felt rather than heard — a deep sub-audible resonance that passed through the bench slate and into her fingertips like a plucked string felt at the bridge. The dampening sleeve followed, threading onto the resonance core housing in a left-hand spiral that Aldric had noted, parenthetically, was not a mistake. The phase alignment collar was the most demanding component — a tolerance fit of such precision that she had to use the caliper three times before she was satisfied — and when it finally seated, the assembled structure seemed to settle into itself in a way that the individual components had not, as if they had been waiting to become a single thing.

"Temperature change," Pelliwick said quietly, his hand hovering two centimeters above the assembly. "The resonance core is warming."

Aurelia could feel it too — a gentle radiation, directional, specific, the warmth of a kindled thing rather than a passive one. She picked up the calibration bridge.

"Chrono-Lume in contact with the core first," she said.

She lifted the sphere from its recess and placed it against the core housing. The fit was exact. Of course it was.

She seated the calibration bridge.

* * *
[image: ]


THE DEVICE RECOGNIZED her immediately.

There was no pause, no calibration delay, no gradual warm-up of the kind she would have expected from any mechanical system she had ever worked with. The moment the bridge made contact, the assembled Chrono-Lume responded to her presence with the instantaneous certainty of something that had been waiting for exactly this. The warmth she had felt in the sphere the previous day returned — amplified now, distributed through the full assembly, a resonance that moved through the bench and into her hands and up her arms and settled in her chest in synchronization with her heartbeat. Her pulse. It was matching her pulse.

The device hummed.

It was not the single-note hum she had triggered alone in Aldric's workshop. This was fuller — a compound harmonic built from multiple overlapping frequencies, each one distinct if she concentrated, each one corresponding, she realized with a chill that had nothing to do with the morning cold, to a different component of the assembly. The harmonic anchor contributed a low foundational tone she felt in her molars. The dampening sleeve added a mid-range wash like a bowed glass rim. The calibration bridge sang a high, clean, almost painfully pure note that she heard as much in her inner ear as in the air. Together they formed a chord unlike anything she had heard from a machine, a chord that seemed to occupy space in a way sound did not ordinarily do — that had presence, and direction, and something she could only describe as intention.

Pelliwick had stepped back from the bench without being asked. He was watching with his hands at his sides and his monocle angled directly at the assembly and an expression on his face that she had never seen there before and could not immediately name. It was not fear. It was not the professional interest he brought to unusual mechanisms. It was something quieter and less comfortable than either: the expression of a man confronting something that has expanded the category of what is possible and is not yet certain whether to be grateful for it.

"Pelliwick," she said. Her voice came out steadier than she felt.

"I know," he said.

"It's only responding to me."

"I know that too."

He had reached toward the device, she understood, while she was focused on the bridge placement — a small, instinctive test — and it had done nothing. No warmth, no hum, no response. Whatever recognition the Chrono-Lume extended to her alone, it had withheld from him completely. She was not certain how she felt about this. She was not certain she had the luxury of deciding.

The projection began.

Not from the ceiling this time — from everywhere. The light that issued from the assembled device was not the single directional breath of the previous activation but a full sphere of structured luminescence that expanded outward from the bench and filled the workshop, wall to wall, floor to rafter, with a cold blue-white cartographic light. The smell changed: the workshop's comfortable underlayer of solder and oil was replaced in an instant by something charged and mineral, ozone and ice and deep metal, the smell of altitude and open sky brought into a closed room by impossible means. On her tongue she tasted it — sharp and clean, the bright specific taste of weather.

The coordinates emerged from the light the way stars emerge from a clearing sky: one at a time, then several, then all at once, each one sharp and precise and accompanied by a symbology she was beginning to learn the grammar of. The projection was larger than the previous version and more detailed — she could resolve features in the impossible locations that had been indistinct before. The archipelago that appeared on no known chart had coastline details, harbor markings, the suggestion of structures along its shores. The mountain range showed elevation gradients. The coastal city, outlined in its ancient and inexplicable intactness, had streets.

And each coordinate pulsed with the device's rhythm — which was, unmistakably, hers. Her heartbeat, her biological resonance, broadcast across a map of places that should not exist, as if the device were announcing her to them. Or summoning them to her. She was not certain there was a difference.

"Fourteen locations," she said, counting again. "Same as last night."

"Are they in the same positions?"

"Yes. Exactly." She turned slowly beneath the light, and as she turned she became aware of something she had not been able to observe clearly the previous night — that the projection was not static. The coordinates breathed. Each node expanded and contracted at the device's rhythm, which was her rhythm, and the arcs connecting them shifted fractionally with each pulse as if the map were continuously recalculating something, updating itself against a variable that was in constant flux. She was the variable. The map was recalculating itself against her. "The coordinates are dynamic," she said. "They're not fixed points. They're recalibrating in real time."

"Recalibrating against what?"

"Against me. Against my position, my time, my—" She stopped. The implication settled over her with the weight of something that had been true for some time before she understood it. "The map isn't showing me where those places are. It's showing me the route from here to there. From me, right now, to each coordinate. It's updating the route continuously." She looked at him across the brilliance of the projection. "It's been navigating since the moment I activated it. It has been waiting for me to move."

"The upper-register coordinates — these three, here — they're not geographic. They're temporal. The symbology indicates—" She stopped. She leaned toward the nearest node, squinting at the notation clustered around it. "Pelliwick. This coordinate is not in a place. It's in a time."

She heard him draw breath sharply.

"How do you read that?"

"The positional marker uses a double-helix overlay. Aldric describes it in volume nine — I read it on the lift last night. A double-helix overlay means the coordinate exists at a specific location and a specific temporal displacement simultaneously. You can't reach it by traveling in space alone. You'd have to—" She stopped again. She straightened.

"You'd have to travel in time," Pelliwick said.

"Or through it. The journal distinguishes between the two." She turned toward him. "He built this. He spent thirty years building this and calibrating it to me and I need to understand why he chose me and not—"

The workshop door came off its hinges.

* * *
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NOT BROKEN — REMOVED. Removed with the precise, practiced efficiency of people who had done this before and who had brought the specific tool for it: a pneumatic shear of a design she had never seen before, military-grade, capable of parting the iron bolt-plate from its housing in a single operation that took less than two seconds and made a sound like a giant clearing its throat. The door fell inward and four figures entered in the staggered sequence of a trained unit: two forward, one each to flank, their long coats marked at the collar with a device she did not recognize — a stylized gear enclosed in a vertical oval, embroidered in dark thread on dark cloth.

The one who spoke was a woman, mid-forties, with close-cropped grey-threaded hair and the unhurried calm of someone who had already determined how this would end. She held no weapon visibly, which Aurelia found more alarming than if she had.

"The device," the woman said, with the tone of someone placing an order rather than issuing a threat, "belongs to the Vangrim Directorate. We are here to recover it. No one needs to be inconvenienced."

Aurelia's hands were still on the bench to either side of the assembled Chrono-Lume. She did not move them. The projection still filled the workshop — the coordinate map blazing in cold blue-white above and around the four operatives, who either did not see it or did not react to it, which told her something about their briefing and what they had been told to expect. They were watching her and Pelliwick with the flat, patient alertness of people who had been trained to regard humans as variables in a problem rather than as people. The one nearest the door — young, broad-shouldered, with the particular stillness of someone trying very hard to look casual — had his right hand inside his coat.

The room smelled different with them in it. Over the workshop's familiar solder-and-oil underlayer she could now detect something foreign: a chemical note she associated with the insulating compound used in military-grade pneumatic tools, and beneath that, cold cloth, outdoor cold, the specific cold of people who had been standing in a Velmoor alley for some time before entering. They had been watching. They had known she was here.

"This device was in my mentor's private workshop," she said. Her voice was remarkably level, which surprised her. "It belongs to his estate."

"The original components do not." The woman's gaze moved from Aurelia to the assembled device with the look of someone confirming an inventory item. "The First Clockmaker materials were improperly removed from Vangrim archival custody thirty-one years ago. We have documentation."

"You have documentation," Pelliwick said from across the bench, "that you are welcome to discuss with the Horological Society's legal office, which opens at the eighth hour, at which point—"

"Step away from the bench," the woman said.

She said it without raising her voice and without looking at Pelliwick. She was looking at Aurelia. At the Chrono-Lume. At the space between Aurelia's hands and the device, which was perhaps thirty centimeters, which was close enough that Aurelia could feel the heat of the assembly against her palms. The projection light was still active. Still pulsing. Still synchronized to her heartbeat, which was now considerably faster than it had been three minutes ago.

One of the flanking operatives was moving toward the secondary bench, cataloguing the tools, the journals, the transport case. Professional and methodical and completely confident.

Aurelia looked at Pelliwick. The look lasted perhaps one second — long enough. He gave the smallest nod she had ever seen a human being produce.

She closed her hands around the assembled Chrono-Lume, lifted it from the bench, and pressed it against her sternum.

The effect was immediate and not something she had planned or predicted. The device, in full contact with her body, synchronized completely — no longer pulsing at her heartbeat but merging with it, the chord it produced collapsing inward from the room-filling harmonic into something internal, something that Aurelia felt rather than heard, a deep resonant agreement between the device and her biology that was the most intimate and the most alarming sensation she had ever experienced. The warmth flooded outward from the point of contact, moving through her ribcage and up into her shoulders and down through her abdomen, not unpleasant, not painful, simply present and total and unignorably alive. She became, in that moment, aware of her own body as a system — as a mechanism, precisely engineered and precisely attuned, the biological variable in her mentor's formula made suddenly real and physical and undeniable.

The projection light imploded — not extinguishing but concentrating, pulling back into the sphere, and in the half-second before it vanished entirely she saw the coordinates sear themselves in brilliant cold white against the darkness of her closed eyes.

She memorized three of them. She did not choose which three. Her mind made the selection faster than thought, the way it always did when she was afraid and something important needed to be kept safe.

"Now," Pelliwick said.

He had already crossed the workshop in the three seconds of the operatives' distraction. He had the transport case in one hand and the aetheric field dampener — unplugged from its housing, trailing its connection leads — in the other. The dampener he threw, without hesitation and with the accuracy of a man who had been a passable bowler in his youth, directly at the burner assembly on the far counter. The result was not an explosion. It was a dense concussive flash of white aetheric discharge that was, in a closed workshop at five in the morning, roughly equivalent in effect: every lens shattered, the overhead lamp blew out completely, two of the operatives shouted in involuntary response, and the room went from blue-white projection light to absolute darkness in the time it took Aurelia to find the wall with her free hand.

She knew the layout of Pelliwick's workshop the way she knew her own name. The service door was eight steps from the secondary bench, behind the copper pipe cluster, and the bolt was a simple top-draw bar. She counted the steps in the dark by feel and memory — slate underfoot, the familiar slight drop at the threshold between the main floor and the service passage, the copper pipes cool and solid under her trailing right hand guiding her to the door. She hit the bar. The door opened onto the service alley and the cold dark smell of pre-dawn Velmoor — coal smoke and stone and the distant sugary note of aether-fuel — and she was through it before the shouting inside had organized itself into anything coherent.

Pelliwick was two steps behind her, the transport case banging against his hip. She heard the service door close behind him. She heard, from inside the workshop, the woman's voice issuing instructions that were calm and clipped and competent — not the voice of someone who had lost control of the situation, merely someone who had accepted a brief delay. That was, in its way, more frightening than shouting would have been.
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