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Introduction
The workshop kept its own weather. Even with the shutters cracked and the evening
air reaching in from the lane, heat pooled beneath the low rafters and the brass
smelled faintly of dust and citrus oil. Clocks crowded every wall and surface, ticking in
unsynchronized conversation: a tallcase in the corner with a tired moonphase dial; a
French carriage clock bright as a coin; a skeleton clock whose exposed train twitched
like a nervous animal. Isla Mercer stood at her father’s bench, sleeves rolled, hair
knotted up and dusted with filings, and let the sound settle her the way it always
had—as if each beat were a hand pressed lightly to her back.

Elias had built this room the way he built his movements: precise, deliberate,
deceptively simple. Chalk diagrams still ghosted the slate board. A lathe waited with a
half-turned arbor in its jaws. On the pegboard hung gravers in graduating sizes, their
handles worn smooth by decades of pressure and muscle memory. The day after the
funeral, Isla had locked the door and opened the ledger he’d left on the bench—his
final, uneven notes about the orders waiting, the pieces in progress, and a list that
ended mid-sentence. For a week she’d worked through the queue as if by finishing his
obligations she might complete something inside herself as well.

What remained were the things that hadn’t fit on any ledger. Boxes labeled in his fine,
angled hand. Tea tins that didn’t hold tea. A tray of fusee chains matched to no watch.
And, set apart under a cloth the color of ash, an object that did not belong to any of
his public commissions. Isla uncovered it with both hands, careful despite the low,
impatient throb at her temples. The timepiece was the size of a small book, neither
clock nor watch, its brass plates chased with a pattern she did not recognize—a loose
constellation of dots and lines more suggestive of a map than ornament. A crystal
bezel framed a dial with no numerals, only four cardinal marks and a ring of hairline
notches, many of them scored more deeply than the rest, as if someone had tested a
graver there and then thought better of it.

It wasn’t entirely unfamiliar, not to her fingers. The weight was wrong for a carriage
clock; the proportions were wrong for a chronometer. It had the feel of a mechanism
meant to be handled and also hidden. When she loosened the case screws and lifted
the back, the smell of old oil rose—sweet and metallic—and she saw the heart of it:
twin barrels sharing a common arbor, a compact train with lantern pinions, an anchor-
shaped pallet with its faces polished to black. Someone—Elias—had modified the
maintaining power in a way that made her frown. It was elegant, yes, but not
standard. Her father’s inventions were always arguments in metal. This one seemed to
be having a conversation with something beyond itself.
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She had not known about this piece. In the last months, when Elias had grown smaller
inside his jumper and settled into certain silences, he’d talked around many
things—clients she never met, repairs that took him away for days, an old box he
never unlocked when she was in the room. He would kiss her hair and say, “Some
work isn’t for the bench, love. It’s for keeping.” Then he would change the subject, ask
about a stubborn escapement or the new boy at the machine shop, and Isla would
decide—because it was easier—that her father’s secrets were old men’s eccentricities,
as harmless as the extra glass of whisky he pretended she didn’t notice.

Now she balanced the timepiece on felt and turned the winding square between her
fingers. The click of the ratchet was clean. The train rolled like thought. She watched
the pallet take the escape wheel tooth by tooth and felt the ghost of his hand guiding
hers, the way he had when she’d been a girl too small to see the bench without a
stool. Her throat burned. “What were you making?” she asked aloud, because the
workshop accepted questions better than silence. Because here, even the unanswered
things sounded like work.

Everything about the dial asked to be touched. The cardinal marks were not engraved
but inlaid, bone-white against the slate of the ring. The hairline notches were not
random; three of them were minutely canted, as if a file had caught and slipped. Isla
lifted the loupe to her eye. Under magnification the pattern emerged: a cadence of
wear that suggested deliberate use. She pressed lightly on the center boss. It did not
give. She turned the hand stack to align the bone marks with the quarter points and
heard a soft, decisive release—not from the dial, but deep in the case, under the
seatboard.

Isla held still. The ticks of the room seemed to draw back. She set the piece down and
slid a thin palette knife along the lower edge where the case met the false bottom.
There. A catch no wider than a pinhead, polished by fingers not her own. She
depressed it with the knife tip and a panel along the side of the base sprang the width
of a fingernail. Inside the narrow cavity, snug as a thought kept too long, lay a scrap of
parchment cut on a diagonal and folded twice, its edges darkened by oil; beside it, a
key so small it could have been a charm, its bow shaped like a trefoil, its bit cut with
teeth so fine they looked like the serrations of a shell.

She did not unfold the paper at once. The key warmed against her palm, impossibly
light. She could feel the impulse to put both back where she’d found them, to pretend
this seam had never opened, that her father had meant to tell her and had simply run
out of days. She could feel, too, the other impulse—the one that had guided her
through wrecked movements and family grief alike: to take the thing apart, to learn its
grammar and make it speak.

She set the key on the benchpad and eased the scrap open. Ink bled where damp had
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ridden the fibers. The letters were tight, angular, a hand that measured its
strokes—her father’s, but thinner, rushed. Not a sentence. Not yet. A fragment that
began midway through a word and ended without punctuation. Between the lines,
penciled so faintly she almost missed them, ran a second script of symbols—triangles,
circles, small ticks like minute marks. Isla traced one with her thumbnail and felt the
old engine of curiosity bite and catch. Somewhere, under the skin of brass and
secrecy, the work had already begun, and it was drawing her in. Outside, on the lane,
a cart passed and then the world hushed. Inside, the workshop breathed around her,
and time, obliging as ever, leaned forward.
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CHAPTER ONE: Heir to the Gears
The morning after the funeral arrived with the kind of clarity that only rain can polish.
Isla Mercer opened the workshop shutters and let the damp air shoulder its way in,
carrying the scent of wet slate and iron from the lane. She stood at her father’s bench
for a long minute without touching anything, letting the ticking settle around her like a
crowd trying to agree on a tempo. The clocks spoke in mismatched dialects, tallcase
and mantel and carriage, each keeping its own counsel while pretending to share the
room. Elias had always said that a workshop needed a democracy of noise, but lately
the chorus had felt less like company and more like accusation.

She rolled up her sleeves and set to work on the queue he had left behind, a stack of
tickets and trays that promised the orderly arithmetic of repair. A fusee chain to
reseat, a balance staff to true, an enamel dial with a hairline crack whispering for
attention. Her father’s tools lay out in their accustomed order, gravers and broaches
and burnishers ranked like soldiers on a parade ground, each handle darkened by
decades of sweat and oil. She picked up a Bergeon and let the weight of it persuade
her that the world still made sense in small increments. The lathe waited with a half-
finished arbor gripped in its jaws, and on the slate board chalk ghosts sketched
escapement geometry that only Elias had really understood. Isla traced a line with her
thumb and felt the faint ridge of his certainty still clinging to the slate.

She worked methodically, the way he had taught her, letting her hands remember
what her mind was still learning to release. By midmorning the trays were lighter and
the bench bore the clean geometry of progress. Outside, the lane stayed wet and
reflective, and a delivery boy with mud on his boots left a parcel that was not on any
list. Inside, a longcase groaned as its weights reached the end of their travel, and Isla
glanced up to see that the afternoon had slipped in without knocking. She set down
her loupe and took stock of the things that had never fit into the queue, boxes labeled
in her father’s fine, angled hand, tea tins that did not hold tea, and a tray of fusee
chains matched to no watch she had ever seen.

On a stand set apart under a cloth the color of ash sat an object that did not belong to
any public commission she could recall. Isla lifted the cloth and uncovered it with both
hands, careful despite the low throb behind her eyes. The timepiece was the size of a
small book, neither clock nor watch, its brass plates chased with a pattern more
suggestive of map than ornament, a loose constellation of dots and lines that seemed
to shift when she moved. A crystal bezel framed a dial with no numerals, only four
cardinal marks and a ring of hairline notches, many of them scored more deeply than
the rest, as if someone had tested a graver there and then lost nerve.
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It was not unfamiliar, not to her fingers, but it refused to be cataloged. The weight was
wrong for a carriage clock, the proportions wrong for a chronometer. It had the feel of
something meant to be handled and also hidden, the sort of object a man builds when
he wants to argue with the world in private. When she loosened the case screws and
lifted the back, the smell of old oil rose, sweet and metallic, the scent of patience and
warning mixed. Inside lay a twin-barrel train sharing a common arbor, lantern pinions
nestled like secrets, and an anchor pallet with faces polished to black.
Someone—Elias—had modified the maintaining power in a way that made her frown. It
was elegant, yes, but insurgent, as if the mechanism were listening for something
other than time.

She balanced the piece on felt and turned the winding square between her fingers.
The click of the ratchet was clean, the train rolling like thought. She watched the pallet
take the escape wheel tooth by tooth and felt the ghost of her father’s hand guiding
hers, the way he had when she was small and the bench had to be climbed like a
ladder. Her throat burned. She asked the room what he had been making, because
here questions were better than silence, and because even the unanswered things
sounded like work. Everything about the dial asked to be touched. The cardinal marks
were not engraved but inlaid, bone white against slate, and the hairline notches wore
a cadence that suggested deliberate use and repetition.

Isla lifted the loupe to her eye and let the world shrink to a circle of precision. Under
magnification the pattern resolved into intention, a sequence of wear that had been
practiced until it felt inevitable. Three notches were minutely canted, as if a file had
caught and slipped, and along the outer edge a faint trace of scoring hinted at
alignment marks meant for a different eye entirely. She pressed lightly on the center
boss and felt no give. She turned the hand stack to align the bone marks with the
quarter points and heard a soft, decisive release, not from the dial but deep in the
case, under the seatboard. The room seemed to draw its breath and hold it.

Isla set the timepiece down and slid a thin palette knife along the lower edge where
the case met what had felt like a false bottom. There, a catch no wider than a pinhead,
polished by fingers not her own and meant to be found only by someone who
measured patience in millimeters. She depressed it and a panel along the side of the
base sprang the width of a fingernail. Inside the narrow cavity, snug as a thought kept
too long, lay a scrap of parchment cut on a diagonal and folded twice, its edges
darkened by oil, and beside it a key so small it could have been a charm. The bow was
shaped like a trefoil, the bit cut with teeth so fine they looked like the serrations of a
shell.

She did not unfold the paper at once. The key warmed against her palm, impossibly
light, and she felt the twin impulses that had guided her through wrecked movements
and family grief alike: to put both back and pretend this seam had never opened, or to

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

take the thing apart and make it speak. She set the key on the benchpad and eased
the scrap open. Ink bled where damp had ridden the fibers, the letters tight and
angular, a hand that measured its strokes. Her father’s, but thinner, rushed. It was not
a sentence, not yet, a fragment that began midway through a word and ended without
punctuation. Between the lines, penciled so faintly she almost missed them, ran a
second script of symbols, triangles and circles and ticks like minute marks on a clock
she could not name.

Isla traced one with her thumbnail and felt the old engine of curiosity bite and catch.
She thought of the last months when Elias had grown smaller inside his jumper and
settled into certain silences, talking around many things and changing the subject
when she pressed. Some work is not for the bench, he would say, it is for keeping.
Then he would ask about a stubborn escapement or the new boy at the machine shop,
and she would decide that her father’s secrets were old men’s eccentricities, as
harmless as the extra glass of whisky he pretended she did not notice. Now the
workshop breathed around her and time leaned forward, obliging as ever, and she
realized with a small, sharp certainty that the work had already begun and was
drawing her in.

She turned the timepiece over and inspected the case for other seams, her fingers
learning the geography of reluctance. The brass was cool, but where her thumb
lingered on a barely perceptible ridge, she felt a vibration that was not mechanical,
more like the hum of attention. Outside, a cart passed on the lane and the world
hushed again. Inside, the clocks kept their mismatched time, and Isla felt the tick of
the hidden mechanism synchronize for a moment with her own pulse, as if the thing
were waking up and remembering why it had been made. She thought about the
missing numeral ring and the deep notches, a code that required motion to read, a
lock that wanted a dance.

The folded parchment lay like an open mouth. She unfolded it fully and saw that the
ink had thinned at the edges, the paper having been folded and refolded until it
remembered its creases. The handwriting rushed at the end, the final letters climbing
as if pressed by hurry or fear. Isla recognized the slope of the s and the heavy cross of
the t, but the words themselves were a door opening onto darkness. She held it up to
the light and saw that there was more than one layer of ink, a paler ghost underwriting
the visible script, a cipher within a cipher. The symbols between the lines were not
decoration but commentary, a second voice speaking in shorthand.

Her father had taught her that every mechanism tells a story if you are willing to listen
to its grammar. This was no different, only the grammar was made of paper and ink
and absence. She set the parchment beside the timepiece and looked at the tiny key,
its teeth so fine they seemed meant for something softer than brass. There was a lock
somewhere, she was sure of it, and a sequence yet to be completed. The workshop
accepted her uncertainty and offered instead the company of ticking, the steady
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reminder that even broken things can keep time if you are patient with them.

She went to the window and looked out at the lane, half expecting to see the stranger
who had watched her father’s house in the days before the funeral. She saw only
reflections in the wet glass and the shifting gray of afternoon. The clocks kept talking,
each one insisting on its own truth, and Isla wondered whether her father’s silence had
been protection or preparation. She thought of the modified maintaining power, the
hidden compartment, the symbols inked in pencil, and felt the first cold thread of a
question unraveling inside her chest. What if his secrets were not eccentricities but
warnings, small and precise and wound tight like the spring of a detonator?

She turned back to the bench and picked up the timepiece again, aligning the bone
notches with deliberate care. The mechanism clicked into a new position, a satisfying
sound that felt like permission. A small panel on the upper rim gave way, revealing a
shallow compartment with three dimples arranged in a triangle. They were empty, but
their shape matched the outline of something she had seen before, an object in her
father’s workbox that she had thought was a decorative weight. She opened the
drawer and found it, a small brass wedge chased with the same constellation pattern,
its edges worn from handling.

When she pressed the wedge into the first dimple, the others lit with a faint
phosphorescent trace, as if the mechanism had been waiting for the reminder. The
second and third dimples accepted the wedge with similar resistance, and when the
triangle was complete, a pin clicked and the crystal bezel loosened, turning with a
smooth resistance that felt like a promise. Inside the rim, another dial lay hidden, its
surface painted with symbols that matched those on the parchment. Isla’s breath
caught. This was not restoration. This was translation.

The outer symbols corresponded to the inner marks, and as she turned the bezel, the
hidden dial rotated beneath it, lines aligning and breaking apart like sentences being
rewritten. She lined up a set of symbols that matched the parchment’s middle line,
and a pin on the reverse side of the dial protruded, pointing to a phrase etched in
minuscule letters along the case wall. The phrase was not in English, but in a hybrid of
Latin and something older, guild language perhaps, the kind of shorthand that
tradesmen use to keep their counsel. It spoke of an accord, of keeping and dividing, of
trust placed in hands that could measure time against consequence.

Isla felt the weight of the piece settle into a new understanding. This was not a clock
meant to tell the hour. It was a key meant to remind, a prompt for memory, a map
folded into metal. She thought of her father’s journals, the ones she had not yet
opened fully, and wondered what other conversations they might contain. The
workshop around her felt larger now, less like a refuge and more like a threshold, and
she realized that by opening the compartment she had crossed it.
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She set the timepiece down and ran her hand over the bench, feeling the grooves cut
by years of use, the small scars that marked her own learning. The rain had stopped,
and the lane outside gleamed like a promise of movement. She thought about calling
someone, about asking for help, but the language of the clock and the cipher was still
too fresh, too private. She needed to understand its grammar before she let it speak
to anyone else. The key lay on the pad, waiting, and the chalk ghosts on the slate
board seemed to lean in, as if they, too, wanted to hear what came next.

Isla gathered the parchment, the key, and the timepiece, and carried them to the
lamp at the far end of the bench, where her father used to sit and plan his more
difficult jobs. The light caught the phosphorescent trace on the brass and made the
symbols glow faintly, like fireflies trapped under glass. She opened her father’s journal
to the first blank page and began to transcribe what she could, the symbols, the
alignments, the phrase in the hybrid tongue. As she wrote, she felt the first thread of a
resolve pulling taut inside her, not reckless but deliberate, the kind of steady force
that turns a restorer into a guardian.

Outside, the lane darkened, and the first lamps were lit, their light pooling in the wet
patches like scattered coins. The clocks kept their mismatched chorus, but now they
sounded less like accusation and more like anticipation. Isla Mercer set her pen down
and looked at the timepiece, at the key, at the half-translated warning etched in brass.
She thought of her father’s voice saying that some work is for keeping, and she
realized that keeping sometimes means carrying something forward, even when the
path is unclear. The workshop held its breath, and she held hers, ready for the next
tick.
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