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Introduction

The city of New Albion thrummed and clattered, its skyline stitched with brass towers
and whirls of perpetual steam. Below, the thoroughfares bustled with inventors,
traders, and engineers, all tethered to the unyielding rhythm of ticking clocks and
churning gears. In the very heart of this wonder—a celebrated workshop tucked
between labyrinthine alleys—Elara Grey tended to the machines that strove to
outpace time itself.

Elara was a girl of sharp wit and sharper curiosity, an apprentice in a society that
revered precision and invention. Her days revolved around the dance of wheels and
sprockets beneath the watchful eye of her mentor, the reclusive and brilliant Master
Hayworth. Each minute was measured, each invention a bid to master the clockwork
heartbeat of the city. Yet, for all its wonders, New Albion held its secrets close, glaring
at those who dared to pry too deep.

After the sudden passing of her mentor, Elara found herself alone amidst the ticking
cacophony of the workshop she had come to call home. Hayworth had always told her
that the most remarkable inventions were also the most dangerous—that every
triumph of ingenuity cast a shadow. When a stray gust of wind uncovered a concealed
panel in the floorboards, Elara’s world began to unravel with the discovery of an
ancient and intricately wrought device, the likes of which she’d never seen.

On that fateful night, curiosity overcame caution. With trembling hands, Elara wound
the arcane mechanism, watching as cogs spun to life and golden light bled through
the seams. In a single heartbeat, the world lurched; nothing could have prepared her
for the rupture in time that followed, or the darkness that reached for her from the
future.

What awaited was a city she barely recognized: New Albion drenched in shadows, its
every movement watched by the iron hand of the Chronomancers—a cabal who ruled
not only by edict, but by mastery of time itself. To return home, Elara would have to
unravel secrets lost across centuries, face adversaries forged in dystopia, and piece
together her place in a destiny far larger than her own winding path.

This is the beginning of Elara Grey’s journey—through invention and defiance, wonder
and peril, across the machinations of time. As cogs click ever forward, she must decide
whether to merely exist within the world’s relentless logic, or to risk everything to
change its course forever.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Apprentice and the City of Cogs

The morning sun, filtered through the perpetual haze of industry, painted the
workshop in shades of brass and amber. New Albion awoke with a symphony of whirs,
hisses, and the distant, rhythmic clang of the city’s massive central clock, the Great
Regulator. For Elara Grey, this was the sound of home. She moved with practiced ease
through the labyrinthine workshop, a small, lithe figure amidst towering machines and
precarious stacks of gears. The scent of oiled metal and warm steam was as
comforting to her as the smell of fresh bread to others.

Her fingers, nimble and stained with grease, danced across the delicate escapement
of a pocket watch, coaxing a stubborn mainspring into submission. This was her
current task, a simple repair, but Master Hayworth had always insisted on perfection,
even in the mundane. "Every tick counts, Elara," he’d often declared, his voice a
gravelly rumble. "A single misplaced cog, a fraction of a second off, and the entire
world can fall out of sync." She missed his pronouncements, even the ones that felt
like riddles.

Hayworth’s passing had left a void in the workshop, and in Elara’s heart, that felt as
vast as the sky above New Albion. She was an orphan, taken in by the gruff but kind
clockmaker when she was barely old enough to see over his workbench. He had been
her teacher, her guardian, and the closest thing she had ever known to family. Now, at
sixteen, she was left to manage the workshop, a daunting task for one so young.

The workshop itself was a marvel, a testament to Hayworth’s eccentric genius. Walls
were lined with shelves groaning under the weight of obscure tools, half-finished
inventions, and countless spare parts - springs, cogs, bezels, and springs of every
imaginable size. A colossal automaton stood in a corner, its polished brass exterior
glinting, its internal mechanisms a silent, intricate puzzle. It had never quite worked, a
source of endless fascination and frustration for both master and apprentice.

Elara hummed a tuneless melody as she tightened the final screw, her brow furrowed
in concentration. The pocket watch, a particularly ornate piece belonging to a local
airship captain, now pulsed with a steady, reliable beat. She held it to her ear, a faint
smile touching her lips. Another victory for precision.

Outside the workshop’s tall, arched windows, New Albion stretched endlessly, a grand
tapestry of mechanical ingenuity. Airships, their hulls shimmering with polished brass
and copper, drifted lazily between the spires, their propellers churning the misty air.
Ground-level trams, powered by steam and clockwork, glided along intricate tracks,
ferrying citizens across the bustling districts. Even the street sweepers were
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automatons, their rotating brushes meticulously clearing the cobbled streets.

The city was a monument to human ambition, a place where the very fabric of
existence seemed governed by gears and levers. Every aspect of life, from the precise
timing of public transportation to the synchronized movements of market vendors,
was regulated by the relentless pulse of the city’s vast clockwork infrastructure. It was
a place of endless wonder for Elara, who had known no other home.

She placed the repaired watch carefully in a padded box and turned her attention to
the day’s inventory. Hayworth’s bookkeeping had always been a chaotic affair, a
jumble of hastily scrawled notes and receipts tucked into various, seemingly random,
ledges and drawers. It was a task Elara often dreaded, a stark contrast to the elegant
logic of mechanics.

As she sorted through a pile of invoices, a familiar voice boomed from the doorway.
"Elara! My dear girl, still buried in Hayworth’s charming chaos, | see."

It was Bartholomew "Barty" Cogsworth, a stout man with a magnificent handlebar
mustache and a perpetual twinkle in his eye. Barty ran the largest cog-and-gear
foundry in the city and had been a close friend of Master Hayworth for decades. He
was also Elara’s unofficial guardian in the wake of her mentor’s death, though she was
fiercely independent.

"Good morning, Barty," Elara replied, brushing a stray lock of hair from her face. "Just
trying to make sense of his... unique filing system."

Barty chuckled, entering the workshop and surveying the scene with a practiced eye.
"Ah, yes, the Master’'s method. A system only he could decipher, bless his meticulous
heart. Any trouble with the latest batch of chronometers | sent over?"

"They’re exquisite, as always," Elara assured him. "Though one of the balance wheels
needed a minor adjustment. Nothing | couldn’t handle."

Barty beamed, puffing out his chest with pride. "Excellent! My apprentices are learning
from the best, even if they sometimes forget to polish the edges. You, however, Elara,
have the touch. Hayworth taught you well."

A pang of sadness pierced Elara at the mention of Hayworth, but she quickly masked
it. She had to be strong, to prove she was capable of carrying on his legacy. "He
taught me everything," she said, her voice a little softer than she intended.

Barty sensed her mood shift and changed the subject. "Any interesting commissions

lately? The Mayor’s personal timepiece acting up again? Or perhaps a nobleman
requiring a new mechanism for his automatons?"
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Elara shook her head. "Nothing quite so grand. Mostly repairs, a few custom
components for local inventors. Business has been... steady." She omitted the part
about how much she missed the challenging, mind-bending projects Hayworth used to
undertake. Those were the jobs that truly ignited her passion.

"Patience, my dear," Barty advised, patting her shoulder with a large, calloused hand.
"The great works will come. They always do. Hayworth built this workshop on
reputation, and that doesn't fade overnight. And speaking of reputation, I've had a
rather peculiar request come my way."

Elara’s interest piqued. "Oh?"

Barty lowered his voice, leaning in conspiratorially. "A new client, rather secretive.
Wants a series of incredibly precise, impossibly small gears. Says they're for a... a
‘personal project' he's developing. The specifications are unlike anything I've ever
seen. Hayworth would have loved the challenge.”

Elara’s mind immediately began to whir, envisioning the intricate mechanisms these
gears would require. This was the kind of puzzle she craved. "Did he give you any
indication of what it's for?"

Barty shrugged. "Only that it’s 'of the utmost importance' and 'must remain discreet.'
He paid handsomely, of course. Sent a messenger with a sealed box of coins. Very
dramatic." He chuckled again, then pulled a small, meticulously drawn blueprint from
his coat pocket. "Perhaps you could take a look? | confess, some of the tolerances are
beyond my usual scope, even with the best equipment.”

Elara eagerly took the blueprint, her eyes scanning the intricate diagrams. The gears
were indeed tiny, almost microscopic, and required a precision that would test even
Hayworth’s legendary skill. She could feel the familiar thrill of a new challenge, a spark
of the old excitement that had been dulled by grief.

"These are extraordinary," she murmured, tracing a finger over a particularly complex
helical gear. "The materials alone would be a marvel to work with. What kind of alloy
does he specify?"

"A new composition, apparently,” Barty replied. "Something he calls 'chronium.' Claims
it has unique properties of stability and resonance. Sounds like something out of a
pulp novel, doesn't it?"

Elara’s brow furrowed. Chronium. She'd never heard of it. Hayworth had an

encyclopedic knowledge of metals and their properties, and if he hadn’t mentioned it,
it was truly rare, or perhaps even entirely new. This mystery only deepened her
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fascination.

"Ill see what | can do," Elara said, her voice filled with newfound determination. "It will
be a demanding task, but | believe | can manage it."

Barty clapped his hands together, pleased. "Excellent! | knew | could rely on you,
Elara. You have the intellect and the hands to rival any master in New Albion. Just be
careful, my dear. These secretive types can be... particular." He gave her a meaningful
look, then headed for the door. "I'll be back next week to check on your progress. And
perhaps bring some fresh pastries from the bakery. My treat."

With Barty gone, the workshop settled back into its familiar quiet, punctuated only by
the distant city sounds and the gentle tick-tock of a hundred clocks. Elara returned to
the blueprint, her mind already consumed by the challenge. The peculiar request, the
strange alloy, the sheer intricacy of the gears—it was all so unlike the usual
commissions.

As she studied the schematics, a faint, almost imperceptible tremor ran through the
workshop floor. It was a familiar sensation, a subtle vibration that sometimes
accompanied the testing of experimental machinery in nearby industrial complexes.
Elara barely registered it, her focus entirely on the delicate curves and angles of the
chronium gears.

But then, the tremor intensified, a low hum resonating through the very foundations of
the building. Tools rattled on their racks, and a small stack of discarded springs
toppled from a shelf. Elara frowned, her concentration broken. This was more than just
a distant test. Something larger was at play.

She looked around, a flicker of unease stirring within her. The air seemed to crackle
with an almost tangible energy, and the light from the windows took on a strange,
shimmering quality. The colossal automaton in the corner, usually silent and inert,
seemed to vibrate with a faint, internal hum. Its brass eyes, usually dull, now reflected
the shifting light with an unsettling intensity.

Elara walked cautiously towards the workshop's main clock, a magnificent grandfather
clock that stood sentinel near the entrance. Its pendulum, usually swinging with
unwavering regularity, was now moving with an erratic, almost frantic rhythm. The
hands twitched, jumping forward then backward by a fraction of a second, as if
struggling against an invisible force.

Her heart began to pound a little faster. This was not normal. The clockwork heart of
New Albion was designed for unwavering precision. Any deviation, any disruption, was
a cause for alarm. She reached out, her fingers hovering near the clock's polished
surface, feeling the strange vibrations emanating from within.
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Just as her fingertips brushed the cool brass, a low, resonant thrum filled the entire
workshop, a sound that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once. It
was deeper than thunder, more profound than any industrial engine. It vibrated in her
bones, in the very air she breathed.

Then, from beneath the workshop floor, directly where Master Hayworth's main
workbench had stood, a soft, golden light began to emanate. It pulsed rhythmically,
growing brighter with each thrumming beat. Elara gasped, stepping back, her eyes
wide with a mixture of fear and profound curiosity.

She had cleaned under that workbench countless times, had crawled beneath it to
retrieve fallen screws, had even helped Hayworth re-level it after a particularly
enthusiastic experiment. She knew every inch of the workshop's worn floorboards.
There was nothing there. Nothing.

And yet, the golden light intensified, pushing its way through the cracks in the old
wooden planks, painting the dust motes in the air with an ethereal glow. The hum
grew louder, a deep, resonant chord that seemed to resonate with the erratic ticking
of the grandfather clock.

Elara’s mind raced, searching for a logical explanation. A faulty steam pipe? An
underground cable shorting? But the light, the hum, the strange effect on the clocks -
it felt... different. It felt alive.

Driven by an irresistible urge, a whisper of the insatiable curiosity that Hayworth had
nurtured within her, Elara knelt down. She pressed her ear to the floor, feeling the
vibrations directly, hearing a faint, intricate whirring beneath the wood. It was the
sound of gears, but unlike any she had ever encountered - a sound both ancient and
incredibly powerful.

She traced the source of the light to a particular section of the floorboards, directly
beneath where Hayworth’s favorite stool had always sat. With trembling hands, she
reached for the edge of a plank, feeling for a seam, a catch, anything that indicated a
hidden panel.

Her fingers found it. A barely perceptible groove, disguised by years of grime and
wear. With a surge of adrenaline, Elara pulled. The plank, surprisingly light, lifted
away, revealing not a gaping hole, but a shallow, meticulously crafted compartment.

And within it, bathed in a soft, pulsating golden light, lay the device. It was unlike
anything Elara had ever seen, even in Hayworth’s vast collection of wondrous
contraptions. It pulsed with an internal luminescence, a silent, hypnotic heartbeat of
light and energy.
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