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The Clock of Hollow Stars
Marcus Ellert
A city’s great astronomical clock binds personal memories to public order. When housings vanish and daily life falters, an apprentice with a stolen fragment uncovers a secret returner. Faced with an ultimatum, he offers his most cherished memory to rework the Clock so memories function only with living consent.
ProseHub


    
When the Tides Pause
The city woke as it always had: a measured muttering of shutters, the soft scrape of carts along stone, the long, ritual exhale of the great clock at the heart of town. For generations the machine had been more than a tool; it had been a pulse. Its arms presided over the market hours and the fruitings of the sea, the times when children were allowed to play in certain squares and when the bridges swung open for the deep barges. Its face was not merely brass and glass but a skin of small, shining housings where the city’s private light was kept safe. Those housings held the memory-gears — small, hollow pendants of colored glass that hummed with a person’s name — and the Clock took from them a kind of steadying breath. People gave the Clock fragments so the whole city might keep its rhythm, and in return life was predictable, safe, and, some would say, simple.
That morning the air felt thinner. Taren noticed first that the gulls were late; they did not ride the usual line of wind where the sea met the quay. The markets did not open in their usual cadence; stalls flared open and then hesitated, as if the sellers had mislaid the hour in their own minds. Bells that should have rung for the twice-daily change of market light struck a beat too soon, then tried and failed, as if remembering a different measure. Taren had been working in the outer galleries of the Clock with a coil of glass filament tucked under his arm when the summons came: a small panel lit on the chamber door, the emblem of the wardmistress blinking red. He tightened his hand around the filament and pushed through the crowd, sensing the city’s unease like a tug along a taut line.
The chamber smelled of oil and cooled bronze. Gears the size of millstones stared at him, teeth like the ribs of some sleeping sea creature. Taren had been apprenticed to the Clock’s care since he was a child; he knew the agreement encoded in its weight and sighs the way other people knew the lines of their own palms. He moved along catwalks that shivered with the machine’s breath, following the slow, luminous thread that ran under glass tracks and through jeweled bearings. The attendants — older, huskier figures whose fingers were stained with decades of winding — clustered near an access hatch like fishermen around a bad catch. They spoke in low, urgent syllables.
When Taren reached the hollow where the smaller memory housings were kept, his throat tightened. One socket sat open, a perfect, empty crater in a band of brass. Where once a glass-gear pulsed with his brother’s laugh it was gone. The space around the empty housing held a sheen of disturbed dust and the faint residue of something clipped away with careful hands. A thin line of cooling oil traced from the edge of the cradle toward a ladder. Someone had violated the Clock’s witness. He knew, with a cold spread behind his ribs, what had been taken. The memory that linked him to Lio — the small candle-lit afternoon when Lio had dared to cross the frozen canal — was missing, and with it a tile of himself that he had always walked with, private and sure.
Someone had taken more than a gear. They had taken a compass of identity. He could feel the gap as palpably as one feels a tooth that has been pulled: the memory’s absence made ordinary phrases slip from his tongue a moment before they arrived. It was not yet grief but a dawning, anxious dislocation.
He reached into the socket and found, beneath the lip, a token half-hidden in the oil — a sliver of glass, thin as a fingernail, etched with a curved mark that vibrated faintly when he brushed it. It was not on any registry; it was not the pale, institutional sigil the Clockwrights used for repairs. Whoever had plucked the gear had left this shard as a calling card, or a cruelty. The mark was old as the Clock’s earliest signatures but altered in a child’s scrawl so it read at once familiar and private. He had seen that line once, long ago, in a place of soot and care where a hand had taught him to set glasses into housings. The line curled into a small star and then into the shape of a hand. It was a mark he had not known he remembered until the sight of it made his chest cohere.
Taren folded the shard into a palm and let the machinery lend him steadiness. On the catwalks the attendants moved like ghosts, their faces slack with worry; outside the small windows of the chamber the city’s squares carried three different lights at once, as if the sun, the clock, and the sea were arguing about which law to obey. A clerk, pale and perfumed, forced himself between two pillars and addressed the group. His voice was thin with fear for the ledger of schedules; the city’s hastily recalculating registry had already blinked red at the crossings. “We are losing phases,” he said. “Markets are not meeting their windows. Ferries are late and then late again. If the Clock does not reassert, the old arrangements will fray. The wardmistress orders the immediate investigation. Any theft of a memory-gear is treason against the public trust.”
Taren felt the word — treason — like a pebble in his shoe. He knew the shape of the charge; he had been schooled in the doctrine that the security of many outweighed the private preservation of one’s earlier, sometimes more dangerous, selves. Yet his own emptiness answered the clerk’s pronouncement with a small, private tremor. He had never thought of what the trade really cost, until now: his childhood and the small domestic knot that kept him steady were not abstract coin to be placed in a mechanism without consequence. The Cathedral of Hours above the wardmistress’s office had been built on a promise: the Clock would hold memory in trust, and in return the city would not be set adrift. That covenant had been a part of his life long enough that he had learned to read loyalty as the same script as math. But a shard at his palm and the missing laugh like a hollow bell made his certainties go dim.
He slipped away from the chamber, the attendants’ eyes tracking him with that curious mixture of suspicion and sympathy one reserves for a man whose private loss has become public business. In the galleries he watched the denizens — bakers, boatmen, seamstresses — move with small, lagging missteps. A woman by a stall laughed and then clapped her hands to her mouth as if some immediate recollection had been plucked away; a cartman discovered a pattern of steps he had followed all his life and took a wrong turn into a narrow lane, swearing in surprise. It was like watching a familiar tune interrupted. People traded whispered stories: a child who would not remember the face of a parent for an hour, a lover who could not find the note that marked the time to meet. The city’s fabric was fraying in threads that were not yet visible in the wardmistress’s maps.
When Taren left the galleries, the square outside throbbed with rumor. Stalls had been shuttered, and clusters of people argued in low circles. He wove through them with the patient body of someone who moves in secret ways with machines. It was strange to be both subject and mechanic; his eye took inventory of details that outsiders missed: the way a cobbler’s hands were jittery where the clock had clipped a snippet of his first learning, the slight tilt of the ferry-master’s head where the rhythm of tides no longer guided the ropes. They all wandered at the edge of themselves, seeking the places where the Clock’s law had brushed their edges and left them with a certainty.
Someone called his name — not as a summons but as recognition. Mara, a small merchant who traded in dried spices and cloth, walked up with a basket on her hip and grief in her eyes. She had been a friend since his apprenticeship; her life was a map of supply routes that the Clock kept so exact. “They told us to come to the square if we lost any markers,” she said. “I went to my shop this morning and for a moment I couldn’t remember where I kept my ledger of accounts. I found it eventually, but my hands kept thinking of other things. Are they sure this isn’t just a patch of madness?”
“Not madness,” Taren said. “Someone has been taking things.”
She looked at him as if she could read inside him, and he realized she already had. “You,” she said softly. “You look like the men from the chamber.”
He opened his palm and let her see the shard. She frowned at the small mark of hand-and-star. Her face rearranged into something like recognition. “That is not a common symbol,” she whispered. “I have seen it burned into a stool of a certain old workshop by the river. But that was years ago. Why would anyone leave you a calling card?”
He did not know. The shard burned with a coldness he had not felt before; it was as if a private name had been sketched into glass and left to stare back. People who took things rarely left evidence. To leave a token was to invite pursuit, or to taunt. Either way, it was personal.
Taren walked to the river without deciding he would. The quay unfurled like an arm across the city; boats leaned and grated with the mismatch of tide and schedule. He was a child again on the narrower wharves behind his old home, watching Lio try to balance along a frozen canal and then slip, hands white with the effort to pull himself up before Taren could reach him. He could feel the concept of that afternoon as if it were a thing in his pocket, a tiny glass bead he had kept since those years of hard learning. Then the pocket was empty. The memory’s absence was like a small, very specific ache that made his muscles remember how to be cautious without the comfort of a cause.
The quay air tasted of clanging metal and boiled salt, and the city’s houses leaned as if listening. Taren slid his fingers along the rail and felt the old carvings, worn smooth where lovers had traced the grooves. He tried to make the memory return by cataloging everything he knew of that day — the weight of Lio’s coat, the way the canal’s surface had looked like polished pewter, the sound of the street vendor’s cry — but the details came like stuttering sparks rather than a warm light. He was left with a hollow warmth, a rounded absence where intimacy should be. For the first time he wondered about the Clock’s process in a way that was not strictly mechanical. Had his memory been taken for function, or had it been selected because of what it did to him? He could imagine both answers and found neither entirely comfortable.
By late morning the wardmistress had called a council. Citizens were ordered to remain in public houses and report any anomaly. Taren knew the corridors of power; he also knew the ways words could be weaponized in a panic. He ducked away from the main route and found himself in a narrow lane that led to a back entrance of the Clock’s complex. It was an entrance used mostly by older clockwrights and apprentices who preferred to move in the shadows of machinery. He climbed the iron steps and entered a corridor lined with boxes of aged glass and spare housings. There were the little drawers where nameplates were kept, the shelves where luminous filaments cooled under cloth. It should have been familiar — an archive of his craft — but the drawers smelled of something scraped away.
As he worked, fingering a spindle and setting a fragile peg, the shard in his pocket pulsed faintly like a thought. It felt like a breadcrumb left specifically for him, and the notion irritated as much as it excited. He had been taught that thefts of memory-gears were rare because the housings were so particular; each bore a signature in tone and density that meant they fit only in certain billets. To extract one required both skill and courage: one had to unhook the resonant thread with needles sharp enough to cut through the glass and then carry it away without jostling the city’s breath. Whoever had done this had knowledge of the Clock’s intimacy.
He found a clue he did not expect. Between two toolboxes he discovered a strip of cloth pinned with a pattern of time-marks that the apprentices used as practice — but the strip had been used differently. It bore the faint risings of a name worked into the weave, a name that had been intentionally obscured by a thumb-smear of oil. The cloth did not carry the sigil identical to the shard, but it carried the same hand’s slant. Someone had wrapped a memory-gear in this cloth before taking it away. The thief had been careful; he could imagine hands wrapped in the cloth moving up a ladder with a small glass box and then slipping into a back alley, the city’s breath going out around them.
He set down the cloth and listened. The machine hummed on a tone lower than normal, like a throat clearing before a different phrase. He thought of the wardmistress’s council, of the charges that would be made. The city could demand a simple answer: find the thief, return the items, wind the Clock tighter. But returning what had been taken might not return what had been lost. Taren’s hands hovered above a drawer of housings and he realized that his apprenticeship had been more than craft; it had been a kind of obedience. What would obedience demand of him when the choice now sat between the order of the many and the wholeness of the single self?
The corridors smelled of rain and iron. A boy with a face freckled like the old maps of the harbor carved on the inner wall approached him with a step short on one side. It was Ralin, one of the younger attendants with eyes too quick for someone his age. His breath snagged when he saw the shard in Taren’s hand. “You took that from the socket?” he asked.
“I found it there,” Taren said.
Ralin swallowed. “They sent for you.”
“They sent for anyone who has known the Clock since before the new housings,” Taren replied. It was a diplomatic deflection; all around them the inferential logistics spun outward. News reached the taverns quickly: that someone had trespassed into the machine and plucked out memory like fruit. The idea of such theft had a private, slick allure in some minds and a rotting danger in others. People whispered about the possibility of a person who could remake themselves by stealing others’ pasts. Others feared the slow destabilization of days, the collapse of the contracts the city kept to itself.
“Do you think it was a single hand?” Ralin asked.
Taren looked past the boy toward the glass of the housings, where small, dormant pulses lay like captured fireflies. Each bore a name; some were faint and elderly, some bright with recent throb. The absence of one felt like the hole after a star burns out. “I think whoever did this knew the Clock well enough to choose and to leave a sign afterward,” he said. His voice did not feel entirely his. He felt as if some of the script in his throat had been eaten.
That afternoon, when the wardmistress gathered the older clockwrights for an emergency, Taren stood among them like a boy at a tribunal. The hall smelled of wax and old paper. The wardmistress herself was small, her hair silvered in a way that made the younger men defer; her hands worked a pen that had been used to sign the city’s compacts for decades. She looked at him with a mixture of sternness and the soft attention of someone who had ordered food for him as a child. “We cannot blame without proof,” she said, “but we must act. The Clock keeps us all safe.”
“How can we act if something has learned to slip beyond our safeguards?” demanded a man whose voice had the roughness of the rope-workers. There were murmurs, some steeped in fear, others in fury. “Do we expect each citizen to be searched?”
Taren’s mouth went dry. He thought of the patchwork of his life that had been made by giving the Clock pieces of himself; he thought of neighbors who woke up certain of their place in the world because of that bargain. He also thought of the thin shard in his palm and the private way it called to him in his pocket.
As the meeting closed with orders to secure the Clock and to patrol the rings of the city, Taren slipped away. He felt the pull of something immediate and private: the need to find the hand that had reached into his life and taken his small, luminous bead. He did not yet understand why the shard’s curving mark had acquainted itself with his sight like an old friend. He only knew that whoever had left the token wanted him to follow, or at least to notice that a path had been opened. In the city’s ratcheting silence, a question formed: who would take a person’s past and then invite them to hunt for the thief?
Night did not come in the usual manner; it arrived with a stagger. The stars above the city corresponded badly to the positions recorded on the Clock’s sky-dials, as if the heavens themselves were out of step with the machine’s geography. Taren walked streets bathed in the wrong shadows. Lamps burned at odd heights, and a child’s lullaby — a tune Taren had hummed for Lio as a child — drifted from a doorway and then was swallowed mid‑note. He followed the melody by instinct, as if a wire had been attached to his chest and tugged him forward.
The doorway belonged to a puppet theatre where a small troupe practiced marionettes for the coming festival. The puppeteer, a thin woman with a face like folded paper, looked up as he entered. “We lost the beat,” she said, and her hands made a motion that matched the missing phrase, the one the puppets required to seem alive. “We rehearse by the Clock. When the Clock skips, the puppets forget how to be clever.”
Taren thought of the shard and the melted edge of the socket. He thought of the smooth method of theft and the way a person’s cadence could be altered by the removal of a single recollection. He thought, too, of the child who had been his brother and how the memory that kept him tethered to Lio was gone. He had expected by now to feel only the cool arithmetic of responsibility, but his hands were trembling with something like blame. Not for the Clock, which had been a guardian of the city’s predictability, but for the person who had reached into his pocket and stolen a part of him. He could not yet hate the thief; he only wanted the memory back.
At the temple steps where the water-keepers charted the tides, a knot of anxious fishermen argued with a clerk who held a spiral of the Clock’s records. He walked among them, listening. One old man spoke of how his wife’s song had been altered; another complained that his steps no longer matched the measured path a mill had always taken each afternoon. There was panic, but not mindless; the city had always been practiced at adjusting. Some of the people greeted the change with a weird curiosity. A baker, freed for a sliver of an hour from the exact time the Clock assigned her for kneading, tried a new recipe and found an ecstatic variation of crust. That small strange joy only made the ward’s leaders harder. They believed that the danger of unpredictability could not be tolerated even for the sake of an occasional delight.
Taren stayed at the river until the moon lifted, his eyes on the glass in his pocket. He thought of the slow work of choosing a memory to gift to the Clock: it was rarely random. People submitted frictions and weights, often unconsciously, so that their private lights would burn in a way that matched the city’s needs. In return for those fragments, the city offered the safety of schedule and the reciprocated knowledge that no one’s wage would vanish in an unexpected swell. People slept better. People grew accustomed. But what if the safety had become a kind of pressure? What if the Clock did not only hold memory but shaped it? The idea made his chest tighten into a fist of moral tension he had not been taught to reckon with. He had been taught that the whole was more important than the part. He had not been taught whether the whole could be unjust.
He went to bed in a room he had kept since his apprenticeship, but sleep eluded him. The city around the Clock breathed in fits and starts; the sky was full of unsteady stars. In the morning there would be a search; there would be patrols. But the shard in his pocket felt like a map laid across his palm — an invitation or a trap. He did not yet know which. He only knew he would follow the line if it promised an answer.
Dawn came slow and mottled. When he rose, Taren found a note pinned to his door. It was small, the paper rough and smelling faintly of metal filings. The handwriting was not the wardmistress’s order nor the clerk’s sharp scrawl. It was a single sentence, precise and audacious: Return what was taken, and the city will keep its rhythm. The author signed nothing but the same curved hand-and-star that had been etched into the glass shard. The note did not accuse him or comfort him; it was a line laid across a wound.
That was the hook that forced a movement into him. To do nothing would be to let the city erode into a steady looseness; to act might mean complicity in some hidden course he could not yet see. He thought of Lio’s small laugh and of the way the memory had been a compass for him. He thought of the Clock’s long covenant. The choice before him felt like a hinge. He put on his coat, tucked the shard into a pocket closest to his chest, and walked toward the place where the old clockwrights kept their records. There were maps of the machine’s cadences, lists of housings and names, and the registry of donations. He had the right to see them as an apprentice who had worked within the Clock from his first years.
The door to the records room was locked, but he found a window ajar and slipped in. The room smelled of dust and old oil and a history folded like a map. On the wall, behind rows of small drawers, hung the early list of donors, names inked in a handwriting that had grown soft with the passage of time. He ran his fingers over the script. Lio’s name was on the list; it had been a public thing once. The string that connected a name to a gear had always been visible to those who cared to look. The registry’s entry for his brother was accurate and neat, but beside it someone had added, in a frantic tilt, a penciled cross. The cross was modern and meant to be a sign of an event recorded; a theft marker. The chest in his throat that had been loose for days lest inched closed with a new knot of certitude: this was no random act.

    
Under the Vault
Taren left the records room with the shard folded in the leather of his palm like a secret. He moved through streets that smelled of ground spice and wet iron, toward the part of the city older clockwrights called the vault because its workshops were pressed low beneath the bridge arches where the river’s voice was muffled. The shard’s small mark had been enough: a sign the hand of someone who had learned in the same schools and followed the same exercises to lay hands on gear housings without setting the machine into shriek. He kept his gait calm as if the walk itself could convince the city he meant only to ask questions. He had no warrant except the curious letter on his door and the raw feeling of being made incomplete. That, for him, was a motive enough.
Workshops multiplied inside the arches: benches with files, racks where delicate glass discs dried, drawers of housings, and the lingering scent of flame. Men and women who had once stood at the Clock’s inner ring now bent over their tables knitting the tiny filaments that sang to names. A few recognized the shard in his hand and lowered their voices. An old journeyman who had been a teacher when Taren was still small pointed him toward an elderly bench by a window where the light slanted like a finger. There was a small stool jammed with ruts and burns, the kind apprentices left when their knees remembered the same beat. The star-and-hand mark was faint, but present, pressed into the wood as if to say, I was here.
“To leave that is to speak to someone who will know,” the journeyman said. “Not many carry that sign.” His voice was mossy with age and habit. “It belongs to the old way. Those who keep those marks remember a different kind of promise. They take less notice of the ledger and more of how a hand sits on a glass bead.”
Taren turned the stool in his hands and found a notch on the underside where a soft metal clasp had once been. The notch felt familiar, and a memory of his own apprenticeship — the day a master had shown him how to seat a tiny pendent so it wouldn’t rattle — rose in a smoothing curve that died at the edges. That hollow ache was the reason he had come. Whoever had taken his brother’s fragment had known how to make a fragile thing leave its housing without splintering. Whoever had left the shard wanted someone who knew the craft to follow the spoor. The thought made him both angry and oddly grateful: whoever had taken him seriously had planned contact.
He traced the map of the quarter with his steps, asking, listening. In one doorway an old woman named Hest, who once helped anneal the housings when the Clock needed extra hands, told him of a night she’d found a man sitting on a quay bench with a glass box in his lap, the way a man might hold something precious. He had left her with a memory she did not recall precisely — the tone of a song she used to hum as a child — and for a day she moved like someone who had been given permission to step off a path she had taken all her life. “It was awful and it was freeing,” she said. Her hands remembered stitches she no longer could name. “You don’t put the two together until you see the mark,” she added and tapped the flat of the stool with a fingernail. “This one’s patient. It doesn’t smash. It takes in the quiet of people who think they are safe.”
Outside the arches the river continued to argue with the quay; inside, the city’s steady rhythm felt frayed into private threads that people were just beginning to notice. Taren kept the shard in the warm place over his heart. He felt like someone who had been invited to a meeting with his own life that had been arranged by a careful hand he did not yet know.
The trail led him to a lane where old apprentices had once loaded crates and now kept forgotten molds and tools. He found a strip of cloth tucked between the weights of a balancing scale: the fabric was worn by years of testing, but on closer inspection it bore a pattern of tiny marks worked into the weave — practice runs of signatures that a master taught a child to make until muscle memory learned them. Someone had used that strip to wrap a housing recently; the fibers still held a faint sheen of oil. The shard had not been left at random; it matched the stitch and pressure someone used when they meant to move without alarming the Clock’s guardians. To steal a memory-gear required knowledge not only of the housings but of the bodily choreography of removal, and the cloth was a proof of that choreography.
He showed the cloth to a woman who mended bell ropes for a living. She frowned and pushed the fabric aside with a soft hand. “This pattern,” she said, “my teacher taught this to a small group when the Clock wanted hands that could work in the dark. They called it the dancer’s weave. You hold the glass between finger and thumb so the bearing doesn’t notice the tug. The move we used was the same one you need if you are going to borrow something without waking the whole machine.”
Taren felt his jaw go tight. The city guarded its cadences fiercely; a theft like this was not the work of a gambler or a brigand. He imagined a person moving like the small acts the cloth implied: sixty careful motions, a breath, the lift of a housing, and the world would later stitch itself differently.
News traveled in the quarter with the speed of gossip, and the rumor that someone had been taking gears in order to return them to people who requested their freedom from the Clock’s obligations began to bloom. At first the story sounded like nonsense: why would anyone move such personal things in secret, and why return some while keeping others? Then an apprentice told of a widow who had found a memory-seat at her door and opened a recollection of her youth that made her stand in the market and refuse an offer of charity she had taken every week for twenty years. She walked away from the stall where neighbors had propped her for decades and set out to learn the shape of her own days. Her small act of leaving, more a reclaiming than a revolt, changed the way neighbors thought about the trade-off between rhythm and life. For some, the returned sparks were gifts; for others they were threats to a fragile order.
That was where the problem lay: the theft had become a kind of liberation for a few and a contagion of harm for others. The city’s fine machinery could not easily contain either effect. It was one thing to lose an hour of certainty; it was another to have someone else decide which pieces of one’s past could be reclaimed and which would remain bound to the Clock. The bargain that had sustained generations now glinted with a double edge.
The first person he suspected was someone he had trusted. The name formed in his thoughts slowly, as if it were a tool he had set aside long ago and was now lifting by habit: Edda. She had been his teacher once, a clockwright with hands that could coax harmony out of the most tangled gearing, who had shown him how to listen to the fragile harmonics that made housings fit. She had saved him from a mistake that would have shattered a dozen small filaments when he was still young and clumsy. And then she had withdrawn from the central guild, moving to a dim workshop down near the quay where fewer official eyes saw her. People whispered that she had become a recluse, that she had been disappointed by the way the Clock functioned as a civic engine. They said that her heart had been bothered by a grief no one who kept time could afford.
He found Edda’s door under a vault of stone, the kind of place where rain ran slower off the eaves and everything seemed to hold the scent of salt and copper a beat longer. The room beyond smelled of heated glass and rosemary; tools lay in neat rows like arguments made and put to rest. Shelves held housings of different hues, and on one table a ring of glass discs lay in a careful circle, each softly pulsing as if thinking of someone’s name. She looked up when he entered, her hands still warm from shaping a tiny clasp. For a moment the old teacher and the earnest apprentice looked like two parts of a memory itself.
“You took your time,” Edda said, and there was no accusation in her voice but the odd, tired humor of someone who had known cold nights and the satisfaction of finishing a task. She set down the clasp and wiped her hands on a rag, revealing a palm scarred by years of flame. “They tell me there are patrols,” she said. “They tell me the Clock’s keepers are fretting.”
Taren did not hide the shard. He placed it on the table between them like an offering and watched her face read it. The mark of the hand-and-star did not make her blink; instead something in her expression shifted, as if a part of her had been expecting precisely this visit.
Edda did not deny it at first. When Taren pressed the question—how many, how did you take them, why—she answered with a kind of calm deliberation that made it impossible to hate her instantly.
“I have been undoing certain knots,” she said. “Not all knots. Not out of spite. Out of mercy, perhaps, or the closest thing to mercy I could find.” Her voice sounded like a tool flattened on a stone. “There are lives the Clock keeps whole by asking people to surrender pieces. The city thinks it is a fair trade. I think the trade was mask and contract. Sometimes those fragments were given willingly. Sometimes people were convinced through pressure or habit that they had no real choice.”
Taren felt heat rise in his face. “You call it mercy when you reach into someone’s memory?” he asked. “You are taking things without consent.” He tried to keep his anger steady and failed; it broke into the small, personal ache of his own missing recollection.
Edda’s expression softened like a hinge opening. “No,” she said. “Not without consent. Not in the cases I tend to. I give people the choice. There are those who come to me in the dark and ask me to take back what was given. They leave their housings with me for a night and I set them loose so they can decide whether to live the rhythm the Clock prescribes or to choose otherwise. Others I have returned things to when they begged. There are also those who cannot remember who they were supposed to be, and I return a thread to them so they can sew a life of their own.”
He wanted to ask whether any of them had asked for his brother’s memory, but the thought of the missing afternoon of frozen canal tightened inside him like a fist. Edda reached for a small tray and pushed toward him a scrap of paper with names and times — not an official list but a slow ledger of people who had stood at her threshold and asked to be made whole again. The first dozen names were small, ordinary, and ringed in notes about what had happened once they were given back: a seamstress left a marriage that kept her in shadow; a sailor refused to rejoin a crew whose captain dictated his life; a baker changed a recipe that had been the same for twenty years because he could not obey a measure that no longer fit him.
Taren read the notes in silence, each case like a tiny light he had not thought to count. Some were joy and small reclamation; others were confusion or harm. The ledger could be read both ways. When he looked up, Edda’s gaze held him with the steady slow calm of a clocksmith who has learned to accept both the snap and the repair.
She showed him a method for extracting a housing — not the brutal wrenching a thief might use, but a sequence of tiny, precise adjustments that slid the glass out of its cradle without ringing the Clock’s alarm harmonics. It was an art he knew to watch, a choreography they both had practiced. The movement was apposite and intimate; it felt like learning someone’s pulse and learning where to place a finger so the heart would not struggle. “I do not take unless it is asked for or unless I discover that the Clock has altered the shape of a recollection to attach someone’s loyalties,” she said. “Sometimes the machine does not just hold memory. It knits it into obedience.”
Taren’s fingers tightened around the rim of the table. “What do you mean?”
Edda tapped the ring of glass discs on the table until one shivered and gave off a tiny note. “Some housings carry more than light. Some carry a weave — subtle arrangements of resonance placed at the time of donation to ensure a person’s ease of return to certain patterns. I have found housings that sing a tune that quiets a dissent, or that make a nameless trust swell so a child gives up choice without a fight. They become soft levers. There is a difference between a memory of how to tie a knot and a memory of why you must tie it at all. I have come across housings designed with the latter intent.”
That admission struck his apprentice’s belief hard. He had always thought his devotion to the Clock had been chosen by him, a rational preference to do stable honest work that helped everyone. The notion that his fidelity might have been nudged, gently stitched into him by a glass bead he had lent to the civic mechanism, felt like a breach. He had the sudden, dizzying sense that a seam had been opened and some seamstress had shown him what lay beneath.
Edda watched him, her face carved by light and flame. “You have been shaped,” she said softly. “Not entirely. But enough. And I am asking you to consider that someone who has been shaped can still choose differently. If the Clock needs a heart to keep it steady, that heart has a right to know what keeps it beating.”
His throat made a small sound. He thought of Lio’s laugh, of the day at the frozen canal that had been gone from him for a week now, a hole that changed the way he described himself to the world. He felt an ache that ran deeper than outrage — it was the private sorrow of a child who has lost a toy and cannot remember why it mattered so much.
While Taren and Edda talked, the city’s keepers were not idle. Word had reached the ward that some of the housings had disappeared and, in terrible quickness, the captain of the guards had sharpened his response into orders. Captain Sorin was a man made of regulation and iron, with a voice that could shut down a market if he wanted. He believed in the Clock as the pillar that held the city upright; to him it was more than instrument, it was an extension of governance. When reports surfaced of people walking differently after finding housings left at their thresholds — when bread sellers delayed for an hour in a way that frightened buyers and barges missed their slips — he moved to secure the ring and to find the thief who would threaten their scaffolding.
Patrols began to thread the quarters, men with halberds and brows set like the metal they carried. They asked shopkeepers for sightings, they inspected benches and drawers, and they set draymen at key crossings to keep watch for anything that fluttered like a glass case. The wardmistress sent deputies to the docks to gather names of every person whose donations had been checked in the last season. Taren watched the clamp of authority tighten like the coiling of a spring. It made something sour in the quarter.
Sorin himself appeared at the quay not as a rumor but as a presence. His coat was new and the buttons shone, and when he stepped into Edda’s doorway his eyes went to Taren first. “You should not see her,” he said in a voice that smelled of official paper. “We have orders to bring in anyone who tampers with the Clock. You know this.”
Taren’s jaw worked. He had not expected the council to move so fast, nor to see Sorin arrive with such blunt readiness. “She has given back what the city took by convincing people they had no choice,” Taren said. “She returns choices.”
Sorin’s mouth tightened. “She is the cause of the instability. People forget when the Clock blinks and then they make dangerous mistakes. The city requires steadiness. We will not abet those who jeopardize it.”
Across the threshold, a group of dockhands had gathered; some watched with curiosity, others with fear. They knew Edda’s name and the old respect that accompanied it. Many wanted the Clock to continue unharmed because their wages and their children’s bread came tied to its cycles. The tension between the public’s appetite for order and the private human urge toward reclaiming pieces of self had become a live debate in the street, and Taren understood that whichever side he stepped toward would mark him.
Sorin produced a small writ when Edda refused to hand over her journals and housings for inspection, a slip of paper that made the law plain enough for any who saw it. “This is an order to seize unregistered relics of the Clock,” he said. “If you resist, the consequences will be defined by the law.” His tone carried the weight of a civic altar.
Edda’s hands tightened around a glass disc, but she did not cower. “I am not hoarding what people have asked to have back,” she said. “I am not a robber. I am a returner. I have returned more than I have withheld.”
Sorin’s eyes flicked to Taren and, in that look, Taren felt the distance between them shorten into a demand. “You are known to the guild and to the ward,” Sorin said. “You have the knowledge of how housings move. Help us find those that remain missing. Help us restore the Clock. If you refuse, then you will be treated as one who conceals stolen relics and abets the thief. The law will not be gentle.”
It was a crushing ultimatum in the doorway of Edda’s shelter. He felt his apprenticeship and his whole world tilt on a hinge. To help Sorin would mean turning in his former teacher to the very force that had shaped the civic cadence he had learned to revere. To refuse Sorin would mean risking arrest, exile, or worse — or to join Edda and cross a line that would bring chaos in the short term for people he might yet help free.
For a long moment, Taren could not speak. His mind spun with the ledger Edda had shown him, with the stool’s burn, with Hest’s memory of a man on a quay bench, with the miner’s cloth wrapped around a housing, and most of all with the hollow in his own chest where Lio’s laughter had once lived. The captain’s ultimatum hung like a bar across his path. The choice demanded was not merely strategic; it was the deeper, moral one: keep the machine whole and restore the public peace by giving up a woman who had, in her own way, tried to return people pieces of themselves; or refuse the city and open the possibility that the delicate scaffold of life they all relied on might sag.
At the threshold, the street seemed to hold its breath. Workers paused at their tasks, the markets hummed like bees with a sudden warning, and Edda stood calm as a stone that had been rolled smooth in a riverbed. In that silence, Taren felt the sharp cusp of the turning point: a decision that would not only decide their present but shape the future arrangement between the Clock and the people it governed.

    
Turning the Gear
The street outside Edda’s doorway had filled with a weight that had nothing to do with stone. Men with halberds stood like a row of propped spokes, and citizens had gathered where rumor always wanted to be a presence — near a problem that had once been small and was now large enough to smell. Captain Sorin’s voice cut through the murmur with the bluntness of a bell: he demanded lodgings, journals, housings, any evidence of tampering. He wanted to make the case visible, to cut away secrecy with the hard blade of law. Edda did not hand over her journals; she placed a palm on a ring of glass discs and said she would not be compelled to betray those who had come to her in darkness and begged for what had been taken back.
Sorin’s patience frayed in a way that made citizens brace. “If you will not surrender your work, then you will be taken so that we can secure it,” he said. There were murmurs of approval; the city's temperament sought order in an argument. Taren felt the old gears within him — the ingrained habit of obedience — line up like soldiers at attention. He thought of the letter on his door, the shard in his pocket, and the empty socket that used to hold Lio’s afternoon like a talisman. The weight inside him was not only the city's demand for steadiness but a more private gravity: the need to decide between what he had been taught to protect and what he had begun to understand might be theft in another name.
Edda’s voice did not break. “They have been returned to those who asked, and those who came back to themselves by my hand have not always turned the city’s safety into nothing,” she said. “There is a way to preserve the rhythm without binding people by fragments they did not freely offer.”
Sorin’s jaw tightened. “Do you propose a solution or a gamble?”
Edda looked at Taren as if testing a string’s tension. “There is a reconfiguration,” she said. “A way to alter the central register so that housings can only sing when matched to a giver’s living consent. It requires a living template — a full memory offered deliberately and willingly, braided into a signature the machine can read whenever a gear is presented. Once the mechanism learns that signature it will refuse housings taken without the giver’s current assent.”
The crowd shifted. The idea was too precise to be dismissed as fantasy and too dangerous to be embraced quickly: a mechanism that could bind the machine to consent would break certain power, but it promised a way to stop the covert shaping Edda had described. Sorin scowled. “What does it cost?” he demanded.
Edda’s stare did not flinch. “A living template must be created from a living memory. The process consumes the example. It is a trade. Someone gives a memory whole; the machine takes it to learn how to ask for permission in the future.”
Silence fell like dust. Taren felt the room tilt. Before him lay a possibility that split the difference between surrendering Edda to law and letting the secret theft continue: create a new contract for the Clock that demanded consent by consuming a willing past. The choice smelled of salt he did not like and of possibility he did. He realized then that the shard in his palm had not been a taunt but an invitation, and the invitation offered him a terrible way forward.
They moved the argument deeper into the vaults because the wardmistress insisted doctrine needed witnesses. Sorin sent men to watch the exits; he would not leave the decision entirely to a private hand. Edda prepared instruments as if she had been expecting this day; her workbench, once a quiet companion, now looked like a battlefield array. There were glass molds, filaments coiled like sleeping snakes, rods of polished metal and lodestones, and a bellows for coaxing the thin beads of memory into a housing. Taren’s fingers itched for the familiar motion even as the notion of the motion had become an ethical blade between his ribs.
The wardmistress arrived, her robes a soft armor, and listened with an authority older than Sorin’s command. She asked questions that wanted to be pragmatic rather than moral — can the machine be made to accept only voluntary offerings? What if the new register failed? How would they test it without risking the city’s order? Her questions were the steady grind of bureaucracy, meant to flatten panic into procedure. Edda answered with the patience of someone who had been teaching children to steady flame with cupped hands.
“It will not be immediate,” she said. “The machine must be taught what consent sounds like. It learns by example. We must provide it a perfect sample and then test with housings that have been isolated, those returned by the ones I have worked with. If it accepts when the giver is present and declines when the giver’s signature is absent, then we will have a system that preserves the Clock’s function without allowing coercion.”
Sorin’s eyes remained hard. “And who offers the sample?” he demanded. “Who will trade a memory for this promise?”
There was a pause long enough that Taren could hear the machinery above them like a distant pulse. He thought of every ledger he’d read, every registry of donations where names sat like pebbles in rows. He thought of his brother’s laugh, the upturned face in a candlelit winter, the certain smallness that had guided him. Taren felt something inside his chest unknot and set its jaw; he stepped forward before his lesson in loyalty could be framed by others.
“I will,” he said.
The room made a sound like a cloth being dropped. The wardmistress blinked. Sorin looked as if the ground had shifted beneath one of his boots. Edda’s hands, which had been steady, trembled in a way that made Taren wish she had not shown any sign of fear. “Taren,” she said softly, and for the first time he saw an unmistakable pleading in the wrinkles at her eyes. “This is not a small hurt. The process will take a memory whole. It often does not return any remainder.”
“I know what I will lose,” Taren said. He surprised himself with the calmness of the statement. That calmness was part stubbornness, part the reasoning that had built him into a mechanic of rhythms. He thought he would prefer to sacrifice rather than let another hand decide how the city’s heart beat. But deeper than any civic posture, there was a more private calculus at work: the memory he would offer was Lio’s afternoon by the canal. He had once believed that the remembrance was an orphaned jewel he carried to keep him honest. In truth it had always been more — a tether, a quiet charter that allowed him to accept the Clock’s demands without considering their cost. The idea of giving it up had been terrifying; the idea of letting it be used to make consent the machine’s rule felt necessary.
Sorin’s voice was lower now. “You understand the law’s position,” he said. “If you give this up, will you also promise to assist in bringing an orderly resolution? The city needs more than an experiment; it needs a guarantee the transition will not be anarchy.”
Taren nodded. He did not say he would take part in drafting the technical conditions to ensure housings could only function with a live confirmation. He did not say he would spend the rest of his life repairing what had been broken. He only knew, with a clarity that was cold as glass, that the choice felt like a hinge that could swing the city toward something new. He let the shard warm against his palm and thought that the small glass calling-card had always been a map to this place.
Edda prepared the apparatus in a small chamber lined with brass and glass, a space that smelled of flame and flowering metal. She set up the bellows, the tempered molds that could hold a living memory bead, and the delicate anchors that would tether a thought as it was coaxed into a housing. The wardmistress appointed scribes, and Sorin’s men took positions so they could oversee the operation. There was a ritual precision to the preparations that made Taren’s chest hum; he felt as if every apprentice exercise he had ever learned was called to do its greatest work.
Edda explained the steps in a voice that was both instructive and tender. “You must recall the memory in full, in the present tense, as if you are living it again,” she said. “Do not abstract it; speak the exact weight of fabric, the way the light took the ice, the sound of Lio’s breath when he scrambled. The machine does not learn from summaries; it learns from sensory resonance. Feed it the particulars until the glass takes on their pattern.”
Taren thought of the frozen canal until his chest tightened around an image: the thin blue of the river’s skin, the smell of smoke from a baker’s oven, the exact creak of a wooden bridge, the way Lio’s fingers had been pale with cold, trying to find purchase on the ice. He had rehearsed these details in private for days, like a man practicing a confession. Now he would not only confess; he would offer. He sat on a stool at the apparatus and felt the room narrow to the edge of his memory.
Edda attached a small collar against his throat, an instrument meant to sense the harmonic keys his voice would make. The bellows exhaled slow, patient breaths. The glass mold lay empty and poised on its cradle like a mouth waiting to receive a tale.
Taren began to speak. He spoke as if telling a child a story, but the story was not for amusement. He narrated the afternoon with a clarity that surprised him: the way the sky had tightened into a white cobalt bruise when the canal froze, the peculiar way Lio had laughed at the daring of the ice, a merchant’s shouted bargain that had passed like a background rhythm, the tiny bruise on Lio’s knuckle from a slip he had not then noticed. He tried to give the memory as if it were a mosaic. Edda’s hands worked the instruments around him, shaping sound into filament, and the bellows pulled the atmosphere of that past into the glass.
As he described Lio’s small, reckless smile, the apparatus began to hum, a tone the Clock itself recognized. The glass mold pulsed faintly as if it had a pulse of its own. Taren felt the memory respond like a muscle contracting; images rose vivid and then subtle as if someone were washing a stained cloth, and each wash stripped a little of the color. Edda kept her hands steady and whispered technical corrections that melted into the narrative. “Hold on to the texture of the glove,” she said, and then, softly, “Now the sound of the bridge’s board as he stepped.”
The first bead of glass took on a shimmer, the way water catches light when it forms around a pebble. Taren watched and felt a private terror bloom: with each detail captured, some of his immediate recall thinned. At first it was a tremor, then a small fog. He tried to hold onto everything by repeating details like a litany, wanting to keep some memory for himself as he gave it away. But the glass, the machine, and the technique asked for a clear sample. The more precise he was, the better the machine learned. The more the machine learned, the more it asked the memory for its breath.
Outside the narrow chamber, the Clock’s misalignment made itself known in small civic ways: bells tolled a measure late, a ferry missed an expected slip by a hair, and a baker’s bread came with a curious seam that caused buyers to grumble. The gravity of those alterations pressed at the vault’s door like weather. Captain Sorin, who had sworn to guard the civic order, watched with a face that suggested he did not quite trust the promise of a new register. But as the bead shimmered and took form, even his posture softened; he listened to Taren’s voice as if it were a tide he had not fully expected to rise.
Edda worked the final adjustments and prepared to seal the bead into a carrier that would be offered to the central register. “Once it goes in,” she said, “we will see whether the mechanism can learn to ask properly. If it accepts the bead and locks its tuning to the pattern of a living consent, subsequent housings will need to sing the same signature, and the mechanism will refuse those without the living presence.”
Taren’s last detailed image was of Lio’s mitten, scuffed at the thumb where he had fallen earlier that winter and been proud that he had not cried. He felt the warmth of the memory in his chest like a living thing moving to the outside. He watched as Edda siphoned the final thread of the bead into a carrier and nodded when she looked at him. “You are sure?” she asked. Her voice had the gentleness of someone who understood that the thing being asked was not a small cost.
He tightened his hands and gave the smallest nod he could manage. The decision had been made; now all that remained was the act.
The carrier moved toward the central flange where the register took in its teachings. It sat on a rail beneath a low dome of brass and glass. Guards braced themselves, scribes leaned forward, and the wardmistress held her palms folded like a prayer without faith. When Edda inserted the carrier, the dome clicked and the central apparatus emitted a tone like an animal’s cautious intake. Light bled along the gear teeth, and a slow, spreading vibration measured itself against the city’s heartbeat.
For a moment nothing seemed to happen. Then the central axle took the carrier and drew it into a cavity where memory-housings were examined and classified. The cable of filaments sang, translating the bead’s resonance into a pattern the machine could store. Taren felt a ripping sound not in his bones but somewhere behind his forehead, like paper being torn with soft, precise motion. Images slipped from his mind as if someone were removing small tokens from a box and stacking them away. He tried to name the smell of the baker’s oven in that afternoon; the words came thin. He tried to summon Lio’s exact pitch of laughter and found it thinning as if a song had reached its last note.
Panic rose in him like heat, but alongside it an alien calm spread. He had expected terror, a wild clawing at the loss. Instead he found the work’s logic had a steady quality: giving had a gravity of its own. He kept talking, because the mechanism wanted a full pattern. The more he told, the more the central gear learned. When the final filament fused and the carrier sealed, a chime ran through the vault that felt like a release.
Someone in the doorway gasped. Sorin’s face had gone pale with something that was not anger — perhaps recognition of a brave, private sacrifice. Edda’s shoulders dropped as if a hand released them, and the wardmistress’s face was a slow unknowing. Taren felt an inner quiet where once the laugh had lived. He searched for the old compulsion to describe the canal again and found the language empty. That hollow stretched, but beside it stood a new shape: a resolved emptiness, an offering transformed into a technical teaching the city’s great machine could now learn from.
They tested the new register with a cautious sequence. Edda placed on the cradle a housing returned to a seamstress who had asked for her youth back and who stood across the room with a small, anxious face. The wardmistress required the seamstress to press her palm to the dial, to speak the present-tense confirmation expected by the mechanism. The housing sang its name but the register queried for living consent. The seamstress answered, and the gear lit; the machine accepted the returned memory and acknowledged it. Then the guard presented another housing — a similar note but brought without the giver present — and the register declined it. Its refusal was a small, absolute click.
A murmur moved through the vault. For the first time since the thefts began, the possibility that the system might be reformed without wholesale dismantling felt plausible. The wardmistress allowed a thin smile that was almost relieved. Sorin remained cautious but did not resist the test’s success. Edda’s hands trembled slightly as she withdrew tools. Taren, who should have felt triumph swelling with the city’s accord, felt instead the personal hollow where Lio’s afternoon had lived. He reached into his pocket for the shard and found it there — a small reminder that had led him to this place — but when he tried to picture the face it had called up, there was only an outline that the hand of the city had taught him to recognize without the warmth of memory.
Outside, the city did not quiet immediately. For days the Clock would hiccup in small measured ways as the new register learned and as housings that had been returned to people were tested. Some citizens regained memories and stumbled for a time as their lives remade themselves; others embraced the loosened certainty with relish. Yet the violent, secret leverage Edda had described began to lose its purchase. The mechanism would refuse a housing taken in the dark and accept what was given with a living nod. It had been a solution stitched out of risk and sacrifice, but stitches can hold over time if placed true.
After the tests were done and the wardmistress wrote careful notes for the city’s records, Captain Sorin summoned Edda and named a restraint: she would have to work with official overseers to ensure the process remained orderly. He offered, with the rough courtesy of a man who understood the need for peace, to keep her under a kind of supervised license rather than prosecute her outright. Edda accepted with a face that suggested she had no innocence to bargain on but wanted her work to continue in a defined frame. She would not be free to take housings in the dark anymore, but she would be allowed to operate within a system that demanded consent from those who returned to themselves.
Taren stood aside as agreements were drafted and signatures placed. He had traded a private past for a civic architecture that asked people whether they wished to lose pieces of themselves to the common good. The irony tasted like iron in his mouth. He thought he would collapse with grief and yet found a strange steadiness: a clean grief that felt less like a wound and more like a removed stone. He walked into the street where the market was rearranging its hours and saw a seamstress who had recovered the memory of a childhood song and now hummed it aloud while she arranged bolts of cloth. The recollection looked like a small bloom of light, and Taren felt warmth that was not for himself but for the city’s returned bits of self.
Days turned into a new cadence. The Clock learned to ask, and the city learned to answer. Some of the immediate disorder settled into a rougher, human rhythm: deliveries arrived late as people tried new schedules; a ferryman discovered he preferred a route that allowed him to watch his children in the evenings; a baker invented a bread he had never known he wanted to bake. The machine’s voice became less a command and more a conversation; it still set hours and tides, but now it paused to hear whether the housings presented to it belonged to someone who had offered them with the full weight of memory.
Taren’s absence of Lio’s laugh became a private geography he learned to navigate. He retraced old streets and found traces of the boy’s life in objects — a boot tied under a stair, a coal-stained glove in a seller’s stall — but the warmth of the afternoon would not return when he touched those tokens. Sometimes he would stand at the canal’s edge and feel a twinge that suggested a story he could not recall. At other times, an unfamiliar contentment would settle: the knowledge that a sacrifice had become a new rule for many. He did not regret the choice in a clean line; regret is not a single thing. It arrived and left like weather. But when he met Edda in the months that followed, she would touch the back of his hand and say, “You gave something heavy.” He would only nod, because some weights are too large for words.
The city spoke of the change in many voices. Some called it a miracle; others called it a folly. Debates flared in taverns and council rooms, in workshops and on quays. But the immediate terror of secret shaping diminished. People regained moments they had thought lost, and some used them to alter the courses they had been on. The Clock still guided them, but now it required a yes from a living chest before it would use a memory to steer a life. That new ask — a voluntary signature — became a kind of civic reverence: the machine that once took without asking now demanded a present will. Taren never heard his brother’s laugh again, not in its full warmth. Yet when he walked through the city, he watched other faces sharpen with something reclaimed, and that sight was its own small providence.
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