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Introduction
The village of Elderwood slumbers beneath a shroud of mist most mornings, its
cobbled lanes winding between ancient oaks and stone cottages as if reluctant to
hurry toward the present. It is the sort of English village where time itself feels heavy,
each day reluctant to yield to the next, and every hour marked by the tolling of distant
church bells—a place haunted by its own clocks. In the heart of this village stands a
shop as old as any legend, its sign etched with the words: “Felix Mercer: Horologist.”

Felix Mercer is a man as much a fixture of Elderwood as the clocks he tends. With
hands marked by tiny scars and a posture bent from long hours at his bench, he is
known to the villagers more by reputation than by presence. They call him brilliant,
peculiar, even cursed—a man whose time belongs more to gears and springs than to
people. His story, whispered among gossiping patrons in the bakery, is one of genius
marred by tragedy: a boy who lost his mother to the river’s unforgiving current, a son
left with a father whose heart broke long before his body followed. In the wake of
these losses, Felix withdrew behind ticking walls, constructing intricate timepieces for
a world that, he sometimes feared, no longer made sense.

Yet Elderwood keeps its secrets, and none more so than the peculiar relationship it
shares with time. The village has always been a magnet for odd happenings—a
shadow appearing seconds before the clock strikes, a memory recalled by a person
who insists it hasn’t happened yet. For decades, such stories were dismissed as
folklore, the stuff of fireside tales. But Felix, with his engineer’s mind and his haunted
gaze, always suspected there was something real hidden behind the myths.

It is on a rain-lashed evening that his world—and the village’s—shifts irreversibly. The
delivery is anonymous: a parcel wrapped in oilskin, left on his doorstep with no name
and no instructions. Inside, Felix finds an impossibly old pocket watch, its face adorned
with strange, almost celestial markings, and an inscription inside the case: “To mend
is to lose, to break is to bind. Time remembers.” The mechanism hums faintly, an
unfamiliar note in its rhythm that seems to thrum beneath Felix’s skin.

As Felix examines the watch, unease coils in his chest. He cannot explain why, but the
object feels alive, as though infused with its own quiet will. It is only after the arrival of
Inspector Rowena Wu—summoned when the village’s beloved schoolteacher is found
dead under impossible circumstances—that Felix discovers the watch’s secret power.
One stray twist, one accidental engagement of the ancient gears, and the world
lurches: a moment repeated, questions asked twice, a fleeting glimpse of
something—someone—who should not yet be there.
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Before Felix can fully comprehend what has begun, Elderwood is caught in the silent
crosscurrents of fate. As legends of time and tales of loss wrap tighter around him,
Felix must reckon not just with the enigma of the watch, but with the ghosts of his own
past—and the possibility that, within this village where hours and hearts run wild,
destiny itself is nothing but an illusion waiting to be unraveled.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Tick in the Fog
The morning mist in Elderwood often clung like a damp shroud, blurring the edges of
reality. For Felix, this was a comfort. It softened the sharp lines of the village, making
the world outside his workshop seem less demanding, less filled with the echoes of
what once was. Today, however, the fog seemed to hold a peculiar density, a quality
that hummed faintly at the back of his teeth. Even the familiar tick-tock of the dozens
of clocks in his shop felt slightly off-kilter, a symphony playing just a beat too fast or
too slow.

His hands, calloused and nimble, worked instinctively on a grandfather clock whose
chimes had fallen silent after eighty years. The scent of ancient wood and lubricating
oil was a balm, a constant in his solitary world. He hummed a tuneless melody, a habit
picked up from his late father, a man who believed every mechanism, no matter how
small, possessed a unique song. Felix missed those songs, missed his father’s quiet
presence beside him at the workbench.

The doorbell, a brass bell above the shop entrance, jangled unexpectedly. Felix
flinched, dropping a tiny escapement wheel onto the worn floorboards. Visitors were
rare, especially before noon. Most villagers left their ailing timepieces at the counter,
then fled as if fearing contagion from the silence he exuded.

It was Mrs. Gable, the village postmistress, her round face flushed and her spectacles
perched precariously on her nose. She clutched a small, nondescript brown parcel.
“Mr. Mercer,” she puffed, still catching her breath, “I apologize for the intrusion. But
this… this arrived in the strangest way.”

Felix straightened, wiping oil from his hands with a rag. “Strange, Mrs. Gable? All mail
arrives in Elderwood by the same, rather conventional, method.” He gestured vaguely
towards the postal route that snaked through the village.

She wrung her hands. “Not this one. It was just… there. On the bench outside the post
office this morning. No stamp, no address, save for your name. And it feels… cold.”
She pushed the parcel across the counter. It was wrapped in heavy oilskin, tied with a
simple twine knot. Even through the wrapping, Felix felt the odd chill she described, a
metallic cold that seemed to sink into his fingertips.

“Thank you, Mrs. Gable,” Felix said, trying to maintain a neutral tone. The
postmistress hovered, clearly expecting more. He gave a slight, dismissive nod, and
after a moment of awkward silence, she retreated, the bell above the door jangling a
second time as she left.

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

Felix picked up the parcel. It was heavier than he expected, and the chill persisted. He
carried it to his workbench, laying it carefully amidst the delicate tools. With a small,
sharp knife, he sliced through the twine, then peeled back the oilskin. Inside, nestled
on a bed of faded velvet, was the watch.

It was unlike any timepiece he had ever encountered. The casing was of an unknown,
dark metal, smooth and cool to the touch, with a subtle shimmer that caught the dim
light. The face was devoid of numbers, instead adorned with intricate, almost
astronomical symbols that seemed to shift and align even as he watched them. A
single, slender hand, tipped with a tiny, unblinking eye, pointed to nothing discernible.

He turned it over. The back was plain, unblemished, but the inside of the hinged cover
revealed a cryptic inscription, etched with astonishing precision: “To mend is to lose,
to break is to bind. Time remembers.” The words felt ancient, imbued with a quiet
power that resonated deep within him.

He felt an instinctive urge to open it, to peer into its mechanism. His thumb brushed
against a small, almost invisible button on the side. He pressed it, and the cover
sprang open with a soft click. The internal workings were a marvel. Gears, so tiny they
seemed to defy human crafting, spun silently. A miniature balance wheel oscillated
with impossible speed, emitting a faint, almost inaudible hum that was distinctly
different from the familiar tick of his own creations. This was the note Mrs. Gable had
felt, the chill she had described.

Felix closed the cover, a strange prickle on his skin. He couldn’t explain it, but the
watch felt… alive. Not just a collection of gears and springs, but something sentient,
waiting. He placed it carefully on a small, velvet cushion on his workbench, a place
usually reserved for the most precious and complex repairs. For the rest of the
morning, his gaze kept returning to it, drawn by its silent, compelling presence.

The fog outside intensified, pressing against the windowpanes. By mid-afternoon, it
felt as though the village had been swallowed whole, visibility dropping to mere feet.
The usual afternoon bustle of the few villagers who dared to brave the mist had
ceased. A profound silence settled, broken only by the incessant ticking of the clocks
and that new, subtle hum from the mysterious watch.

Felix found himself distracted, his focus on the grandfather clock shattered. He kept
picking up the strange watch, turning it over in his hands, trying to decipher its alien
markings. He tried winding it, but the crown spun freely, offering no resistance. There
was no obvious way to set it, no familiar keyhole. It simply… hummed.

Suddenly, a distant chime, far too loud and clear for the thick fog, pierced the silence.
It was the church bell, striking one o’clock. But Felix knew, with a certainty that chilled
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him, that it was only half past twelve. He glanced at the clock above his workbench, a
precise chronometer of his own making. It read 12:30. He looked at his own wrist-
watch. 12:30.

He looked back at the mysterious watch, lying inert on the velvet cushion. Its single
hand, tipped with the unblinking eye, now seemed to pulse faintly, almost
imperceptibly. Was it an optical illusion caused by the dim light and his own fatigue?
He rubbed his eyes, then looked again. The subtle pulse was still there.

Then, a sudden, jarring sensation. The air in the shop seemed to thicken, to compress,
like water suddenly turning to jelly. The ticking of his clocks warbled, sped up, then
slowed, like an old record player skipping. A faint, almost imperceptible whoosh filled
the space. It lasted only a second, no more, but it left Felix disoriented, a taste of
metal on his tongue.

He shook his head, clearing it. What was that? A localized atmospheric anomaly? A
sudden drop in air pressure? His rational mind, trained in the precise mechanics of
time, sought a logical explanation. But no explanation came. The air returned to
normal, the ticks of his clocks settling back into their familiar rhythm. The hum from
the mysterious watch, however, seemed to have intensified just slightly.

He walked to the shop window, wiping away condensation. The fog was still
impenetrable, a milky wall beyond his glass. He could barely make out the outlines of
the bakery across the lane. As he peered out, a shape materialized in the mist. It was
old Mr. Abernathy, the village schoolteacher, a gentle, stooped man known for his
perfectly pressed tweed jackets and his fondness for reciting obscure poetry.

Mr. Abernathy was walking slowly, his head bowed, seemingly talking to himself. Felix
watched him approach the bakery door, then pause, fumbling in his pocket. Then, as
Felix watched, an impossible thing happened. Mr. Abernathy vanished. Not quickly, as
if he’d simply stepped inside the bakery, but utterly, completely, as if he had never
been there at all. The mist closed in on the empty space where he had stood.

Felix blinked, then blinked again. Had the fog played tricks on his eyes? He pressed his
face closer to the glass. Nothing. The bakery door remained closed, undisturbed. He
knew Mr. Abernathy often spent his lunch breaks there, picking up a sausage roll. But
to just… disappear?

A sudden, sharp cry echoed from somewhere further down the lane, muffled by the
fog, but unmistakable. It was a cry of alarm, followed by a woman’s terrified shriek.
Felix felt a cold dread trickle down his spine. The air, which had settled, now seemed
to crackle with an unnatural energy.

He glanced back at the mysterious watch on his bench. Its faint hum now seemed to
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vibrate through the very floorboards. And the single, unblinking eye on its hand
seemed to be looking directly at him, as if waiting. Outside, the muffled cries grew
louder, punctuated by the hurried footsteps of villagers finally emerging from their
homes, drawn by the sound of distress. Something was very wrong in Elderwood.
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