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Introduction
Sophie Bennett had always measured her life in ticks and tocks. Growing up in the
faded shadow of her mother’s childhood stories—half-remembered, half-cursed—she
found solace in the intricate gears and escapements of old clocks, their steady
movement a reassuring contrast to her family’s unpredictable rhythm. Until three
months ago, she had been content restoring battered carriage clocks and pocket
watches in a bustling London repair shop. But everything changed with the sudden
death of a grandfather she’d never met, and an unexpectedly formal letter from a
solicitor inviting her to claim an inheritance in the sleepy village of Alderby.

The village was a place of stories as old as its cobbled lanes. Sophie arrived with the
first frost, suitcase in hand, her mind crowded with questions no one seemed willing to
answer. Bennett & Sons, Clockmakers since 1864, stood stoic at the end of Crown
Lane. Its leaded windows were dulled by dust; its ornate sign creaked in the wind,
reminding Sophie daily of the burden she was taking on. The shop’s interior was
crammed with clocks—towering regulators and tiny skeleton clocks, all silent, as if
collectively holding their breath for her arrival.

From the start, Alderby was less than welcoming. Curious gazes followed her to the
grocer and back; tea grown cold on the countertop as Mrs. Medley paused just long
enough to look Sophie over with barely hidden skepticism. There were whispered
references to her grandfather’s eccentricities, and warnings—some gentle, some
sharp—to be careful what she unearthed among “all those old ghosts and gears.” But
Sophie, obstinate as ever, took comfort in the mechanical logic of the timepieces and
the sense that, at least here, what was broken could be made whole again.

On her second evening, as rain battered the windows and the air in the shop grew
heavy with the scent of old brass, Sophie discovered a hidden compartment at the
back of a battered longcase clock. Nestled inside was a folded note—yellowed and
spidery—beside an unfamiliar iron key. At first, the message was gibberish: allusions
to “the thirteenth hour,” “the silent chime,” and a promise that “what is lost may yet
be found.” Sophie’s heart quickened, suspicion mingling with the unmistakable thrill of
a puzzle just out of reach.

As she set about decoding the note and navigating the chilly boundaries of village life,
Sophie found herself drawn into a tangle of secrets that seemed to wind as tightly as
the mainspring of an ancient watch. The clues pointed not just to family scandals or
local legends, but to a vanished treasure whispered about since the reign of a long-
dead monarch. Every answer seemed to beckon her deeper into a labyrinth of riddles,
where the only constants were the measured beat of a clock and the mounting sense
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that time—hers, her family’s, the village’s—was running out.

Inheriting the shop was meant to be a new beginning: a chance for Sophie to mend
her fractured legacy and perhaps make peace with the past. Instead, she is drawn into
a race against the unseen and the unknown, where danger ticks closer with every
discovery and even allies may carry secrets set to explode. As the mechanisms of the
past and present entwine, one thing becomes clear: in Alderby, every tick tells a story,
and some stories are deadly.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Last Will
The solicitor’s letter, with its stark black lettering and embossed crest, had arrived like
a misplaced cuckoo in Sophie’s London flat. “Regarding the Estate of Arthur Finch
Bennett,” it began, a name as distant and unfamiliar as a forgotten language. Her
grandfather. The man her mother had rarely spoken of, and then only with a tight-
lipped silence that Sophie had come to understand as a form of deep-seated grief or
resentment, perhaps both. He had died, alone, in Alderby. And, bewilderingly, he had
left everything to her.

Sophie traced the sharp crease in the heavy paper. Everything. An antique clock shop,
of all things. Her mother, Eleanor, had dismissed the news with a dismissive wave of
her hand and a curt, “Good riddance to bad rubbish, if you ask me. He abandoned us,
Sophie. Don’t go chasing ghosts.” Eleanor, a woman who lived by strict principles and
even stricter schedules, rarely deviated from her pronouncements. But Sophie, despite
her practical nature, harbored a quiet defiance. She’d always felt the pull of the
unspoken, the lure of the unanswered questions that orbited her fractured family
history.

The journey to Alderby was a grey blur of motorways and winding country lanes, the
urban sprawl slowly giving way to rolling hills and ancient hedgerows. The train
compartment was stuffy, filled with the hushed murmurs of other passengers, but
Sophie heard only the rhythmic click of the wheels on the tracks, a metronome
counting down to an unknown future. She’d packed light: a worn leather valise, a
toolbox of precision instruments, and a small, cherished brass pocket watch – a gift
from her mentor at the London repair shop, a man who saw her potential long before
she did.

Alderby, when it finally appeared, was a cluster of stone cottages nestled in a valley,
dominated by the spire of an old church. It was picturesque, yes, but also carried an
air of guarded quiet. The kind of place where everyone knew everyone, and
newcomers were viewed with a particular brand of polite, yet penetrating, scrutiny.
Sophie felt it immediately – the subtle shift in conversation when she entered the
village shop, the lingering glances from curtained windows. She was an outsider, and
her very presence seemed to ruffle the otherwise placid surface of village life.

Bennett & Sons, Clockmakers, stood proud but tired at the end of Crown Lane, its dark
timber frame leaning slightly, as if weary from decades of holding time within its walls.
The leaded windows, etched with years of grime, offered only a murky glimpse inside.
A faded gold-leaf sign, peeling at the edges, declared its legacy: "Established 1864."
Sophie pushed open the heavy oak door, which groaned in protest, and stepped into a
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world frozen in time.

Dust motes danced in the shafts of weak sunlight that pierced the gloom, illuminating
an astonishing collection of clocks. Grandfather clocks stood like sentinels, their
polished cases reflecting the dim light. Smaller mantel clocks huddled on shelves,
flanked by delicate carriage clocks and intricate skeleton clocks, their brass gears
exposed like tiny mechanical hearts. Every single one was silent. A mausoleum of
time, she thought, where the very essence of its purpose had been stilled.

A faint scent of old wood, brass, and something else – a metallic tang, perhaps a
lingering electrical ozone – hung in the air. Sophie ran her hand over the cold, smooth
surface of a tall mahogany longcase clock near the entrance. Its pendulum was still, its
weights resting at the bottom of their chains. It felt… abandoned. Her own pocket
watch, usually a steady comfort, seemed to tick louder in the silence, a lone heartbeat
in a room full of forgotten lives.

The following days were a blur of practicalities. Meeting Mr. Henderson, the solicitor, a
man whose glasses perched perpetually on the end of his nose, giving him an air of
perpetual mild surprise. He handed over a thick sheaf of papers, the will itself, and a
set of heavy, antique keys. “Arthur was… a solitary man,” Henderson had mused, his
voice carefully neutral. “He kept to himself. But he was very clear about his wishes.
Everything to you, Miss Bennett. Quite specific.”

Sophie began the daunting task of cleaning and assessing the shop’s contents. Each
clock seemed to hold a story, their brass faces and carved cases bearing the marks of
countless moments. Some were simple timekeepers, others elaborate mechanisms
designed to chime melodies or display lunar phases. She worked meticulously, wiping
away layers of dust, oiling stiff gears, and coaxing reluctant pendulums back into
motion. As each clock began to tick, a faint whisper of life seemed to return to the
shop, filling the oppressive silence with a chorus of gentle beats.

The villagers, however, remained distant. Mrs. Medley, who ran the small general store
and seemed to be the unofficial matriarch of Alderby, offered Sophie a clipped nod
whenever their paths crossed. “Taking over your grandfather’s affairs, are we?” she’d
asked one afternoon, her eyes sharp, missing nothing. “He had a lot of secrets, Arthur
did. Best not to go digging where you’re not wanted.” The warning was delivered with
a practiced smile, yet its chill lingered.

Sophie brushed it off as village gossip, a natural suspicion of an outsider. But the
feeling persisted that there was something more to it, a layer of unspoken history
beneath Alderby’s quaint facade. Her grandfather, Arthur Finch Bennett, remained an
enigma. What kind of man had he been, to isolate himself so completely, to leave
behind a legacy shrouded in such palpable secrecy? The shop, she suspected, was
more than just a collection of old clocks. It was a lockbox, and she, unknowingly, held
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the key.

One blustery afternoon, as the wind howled around the eaves of the shop, rattling the
old windows, Sophie was working on a particularly ornate longcase clock. It stood
almost seven feet tall, made of dark oak, its dial a beautiful array of intricate brass
etchings. It was clearly old, perhaps eighteenth-century, and had an unusual weight to
its side panel that troubled her. She’d already cleaned its exterior and was examining
its interior mechanism, admiring the precision of its gears, when her fingers brushed
against a small, almost imperceptible seam in the back panel.

It was too perfect, too seamlessly integrated into the wood grain. A faint tremor went
through her as she pressed gently. With a soft click, a narrow strip of wood, no wider
than her thumb, sprang open, revealing a shallow, velvet-lined compartment. Her
breath hitched. Inside, nestled against the dark fabric, lay two items: a folded piece of
parchment, yellowed and brittle with age, and a small, dull iron key, its teeth
unusually intricate.

Sophie’s heart hammered against her ribs. This wasn’t just dust and old gears. This
was deliberate. A hidden space, a secret. She carefully unfolded the parchment. The
handwriting was spidery, faded but legible, written in an archaic script that made it
even harder to decipher. She leaned closer, her brow furrowed in concentration. The
words swam before her eyes at first, then slowly began to make sense, albeit a
baffling kind of sense.

“The Thirteenth Hour,” it began, cryptic and ominous. “When the Silent Chime rings
true, what is Lost may yet be Found beneath the Watchman’s Eye.” There were
references to “the King’s Jewel” and a series of numbers that looked less like a date
and more like a code. The final line sent a shiver down her spine: “They are always
watching. Trust no one.”

Sophie reread the note, her mind racing. The phrases were nonsensical, yet they
pulsed with an undeniable energy, an urgent warning. The King’s Jewel? Was this
some kind of old legend? And “They are always watching”? The uneasy feeling she’d
had about the villagers solidified into a cold knot of dread. Had her grandfather hidden
this, knowing someone would look for it? And who were “they”?

A sudden sharp rap on the shop door made her jump, the parchment fluttering from
her grasp. She snatched it up, stuffing it back into the hidden compartment, along
with the iron key, and clicked the panel shut, just as a figure darkened the doorway. It
was a man, tall and slender, with an affable smile and an air of quiet confidence. He
wore a tweed jacket that looked slightly out of place in the casual village setting, and
carried a leather satchel.

“Miss Bennett, I presume?” he said, his voice smooth and cultured. “Edward Thorne. I
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believe your grandfather bequeathed me some of his more… unique pieces, as per his
last wishes. I’ve come to collect.” His gaze swept over the shop, lingering for a fraction
too long on the very longcase clock Sophie had just been examining. A shiver, colder
than the village air, ran down her spine. The note’s warning echoed in her ears: Trust
no one.
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