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CHAPTER ONE – The Clocksmith

#

 The small shop was alive with the ticking of clocks, a 

overwhelming sound loud enough to distract the shop's owner from 

the hustle and bustle of the people outside.  The snapping of 

gears and swinging of pendulums drowned out the sounds of heels 

clicking and wheels spinning over the cobblestone streets.  

Cracking a window wouldn't even allow her a hint of the whisper 

of gossip outside as men and women passed by the front of 

Florence Escher's clock shop.  She was long used to these 

comforting mechanical sounds, so routine that she barely even 

heard them herself.

Inhaling quietly, she glanced up from the open clock on 

her workbench and scratched at her cheek.  Quick, thin fingers 

darted up to adjust the goggles fastened over her eyes, the cogs 

on the sides clicking as she turned a few knobs, the lenses 

shifting in and out of focus.  Blinking a few times, her vision 

finally cleared and she closed the clock.  "Finally," she 

huffed, producing a key from the pocket of her apron.  Pushing 

it into the hole in the back, she wound it up and waited.

Nothing.  Not a single click, tick, or tock resounded 
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from the clock in front of her.  Lips set in a thin line, she 

adjusted her goggles again and turned the key once more.  Again, 

it remained silent.

"Bleeding bag of bolts," she mumbled to herself, voice 

drowned out under the chorus of clocks around her.  Just as she 

moved to open up the broken clock, the store exploded with 

noise, hundreds of clicks singing to the tune of twelve o'clock.  

Cuckoo birds sang, pendulums swung, and chimes rang, all eager 

to announce that it was indeed time for lunch.  She didn't even 

flinch as her fingers pried the clock open again and began to 

search out the problem.  Just as she reached for her toolbox, a 

hand slammed onto her workbench and she jumped up with a loud 

yelp.

"Miss Florence Escher, I presume?" the man attached to 

the hand asked, his lips pulled into a wide smile.  His fingers 

drummed the on wooden table as he looked down at her from under 

the bill of his flat cap.

Putting her hand over her chest, she took a deep breath 

and attempted to calm herself down.  Did the bell on the door 

even ring, or was she oblivious to that too?  "Correct," she 

said slowly, pushing her goggles off and setting them down.  

"May I help you?"

The man's smile widened as he placed both hands on her 
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workbench and leaned closer.  "Great, just in time then," he 

said cheerfully.  "I'm here for the grandfather clock."

Florence's eyebrows drew together as she thought.  There 

were two grandfather clocks in the back, one of which was her 

father's.  That would mean this man was...  "Mr. Cunningham, was 

it?" she asked.  "The clock isn't quite finished; you may have 

to return again in a week."

The man just shook his head, still smiling.  "Now, now, 

Miss Escher.  Do you always make assumptions about the men who 

enter your shop?  I'm here for your father's clock; it should be 

in the back."

She hesitated as she looked up at him, staring straight 

into his eyes.  "I'm sorry, that's not for sale," she said.

"And I'm not here to purchase it," he said, sliding his 

hand into the pocket of his tattered vest.  Producing a piece of 

paper, he shook it twice and held it in front of her face.

Snatching it from his hand, she frowned and read it to 

herself.  She was silent as her eyes scanned the sloppy, 

handwritten text that she immediately recognized as her 

father's.  "Where did you get this?" she asked, eyes narrowing.

"Your father gave it to me," he said with an air of smug 

satisfaction.  "Read it.  He 'bequeathed' the clock to me upon 

his death, and considering his funeral was two days ago-"
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"Two weeks ago," she corrected.

"--Ah, pardon, two weeks ago, I am entitled to my share 

of his property."  He reached over and attempted to ease the 

sheet of paper out of her fingertips, but she wouldn't let go.

"I'm having a hard time believing my father would do 

anything of the sort, Mister..." She trailed off, her eyes 

scanning the paper for a name.  The one she found didn't exactly 

satisfy her either.  "Mr. Cartographer.  That clock was one of 

his most treasured creations.  Besides, he isn't dead and I 

would hardly even call that a funeral."

He continued to smile, leaning against the workbench.  

"You're right.  Considering he's legally deceased, however, I'm 

going to have to ask you to hand over my property."

She paused, looking up at him.  So he was there at the 

funeral then?  She remembered the faces of the men and women who 

stood at her father's grave, all stoic and solemn.  Faces of 

people she had never seen before in her life, hardly even 

friends or family, all there to honor the life of a man they 

hardly knew.  Some of them wept openly while she stayed silent 

and watched them lower a casket filled with clocks into the 

ground.  "And I'm going to have to politely decline, as that 

property is my father's.  Legally deceased or not, he's still 
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alive."

He was silent as he stared down at her, eyes searching 

her face.  "You know, at first I thought you were cute, but now 

you're just getting on my nerves."  Snatching the sheet of paper 

out of her hands, he folded it up and slid it back into his 

pocket as she stood there and blushed.  Sliding his hand into 

his other pocket, he produced a golden pocket watch and opened 

it.  It was larger than his hand and he had to stretch his 

fingers to hold it as he turned the dial on the top.  It 

remained silent.

"Where did you get that?" she asked, placing both of her 

hands on her workbench and leaning closer so she could get a 

good look at the watch.  She tried to find the clocksmith's 

engraving on the back, curious to know who would make something 

so ridiculous.

"It was a gift," he said, clicking it shut again.  "Now, 

if you'll excuse me, Miss Clocksmith, I'll be on my way.  And 

don't think this is the last you'll see of me.  I will have 

what's rightfully mine."

Her eyebrows drew together as she snorted and glanced 

over at the grandfather clock standing proudly in the back.  

"You won't be getting that clock, you know..." She trailed back 

as her eyes traveled to the front of the shop.  It was empty, 
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the man who had once stood before her now gone.  Rubbing her 

eyes, she stood up and rushed to the front door.

Opening the door, her eyes scanned the small crowd of 

people walking in front of her shop, shoes of all shapes and 

sizes clicking against the cobblestone.  Above her, a zeppelin 

passed overhead, momentarily blocking out the sun and shadowing 

the people, while the whistle of a train sounded nearby.  In the 

distance, she could see the factories, steam billowing out of 

the stacks and surrounding the buildings.  The entire population 

of Thanatopolis was alive and humming about the city, but she 

couldn't find him.

Next to her, one of the city guards began to move, metal 

legs grating underneath the weight of its frame.  Approaching 

her, it stopped in front of the shop, its body sighing as steam 

escaped from its joints.  "Citizen, is there a problem?" it 

spoke.

She shifted and glanced around again before looking at 

the guard.  "A man just left my shop and I was wondering if 

you'd seen him.  He was tall, dark hair, glasses, a tattered 

vest, but no tie," she said.  "He was also carrying a bag.  It 

looked like it was full of maps."

The guard sat silently before it spoke.  "Negative.  No 

such person has entered or left the perimeter."
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She nodded, her eyebrows furrowing as she stared at the 

guard.  The gears in its legs whined as it turned around and 

began walking away.  Shaking her head, she moved back inside and 

closed the door behind her.  

Her eyes immediately fell on the grandfather clock standing 

in the back of the room.  What was so important about that clock 

that he wanted it so badly?  Sure, it was one of her father's 

most valued possessions, but it was just a clock, something she 

could replicate with ease.  Walking toward it, she wiped dust 

off of its face.  It stood still, not moving, not making a 

single sound.  Reaching toward the cabinet, her fingers traced 

the lock and she pulled.

Nothing.

Frowning, she pulled again, but it refused to open.  

Throwing her hands up in the air, she moved back to her 

workbench and sat down, her quiet swearing overpowered by the 

sounds of a shop full of ticking clocks.

#

After the same cacophony of noise at noon calmed down the 

next day, Florence wiped the grease from her hands and closed 

the clock once more.  This time, it was going to work.  

Determined, she wound the clock up, stepped back, and waited.

Still nothing.  Running through her hair, she opened her 
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mouth to curse.

"Damn it all!" a voice that was clearly not hers swore, 

and she looked up, her eyes locking on the Cartographer from 

yesterday.  He was wearing the same outfit from the day before, 

not a single thing had changed about him, not even the position 

of his cap.  In his hand, he still held that golden pocket 

watch, thumb poised over the knob at the top.  "What day is it?"

"Wednesday," she started, her hands sliding through her 

hair.  "How did you even get in here--?"

"Damn!" he repeated, looking around.  "You know, this 

would be so much easier if I were at home, or maybe if this sack 

of cogs would work."  Sliding his pocket watch into his vest, he 

rubbed at the bridge of his nose and walked back over to her 

workbench, placing his hands on either side of the clock she was 

working on.  "Now, about that grandfather clock..."

"You didn't answer my question," she said, not moving 

away as he leaned closer.

"And you're not complying."

"Because you're being an ass."  She crossed her arms over 

her chest and smiled up at him.  He leaned closer and looked her 

straight in the eyes before pushing back.

"I don't have time for your games, Miss Clocksmith.  I 

understand you're probably confused--"
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"Quite confused, actually."

"--And most unwilling to hand over something that 

belonged to your father, yes.  But I was promised that 

grandfather clock and I do intend to get it."

Florence paused and looked him in the eye, searching for 

any sort of deception.  She didn't know whether or not she could 

trust this man.  Something seemed off about him, like he was 

hiding something from her, and that didn't make it any easier to 

hand over this particular clock.  If he had had asked for 

anything else in the store, she would have gladly given it to 

him, but she just couldn't hand over something her father so 

obviously cherished.

"No," she said simply, shrugging her shoulders.

The Cartographer's hands clenched as he closed his eyes 

and took a deep breath.  "There isn't much of a debate here, 

Miss Clocksmith," he said.  "Escher's clock is something he 

promised me, and you can't stand in the way of me taking it."

She smiled.  "Try me," she said, though she knew if he 

involved the authorities, he could easily take what apparently 

"belonged" to him.  So why didn't he?  "Look, Mr. Cartographer.  

I could easily replicate a working grandfather clock for you in 

its place.  Would that be more to your liking?  I don't see what 

good my father's clock would do you if the key is missing and it 
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doesn't even work."

He paused and took another deep breath.  "Because that 

clock is important."

"How important?"

"Very.  And I would like it sometime soon so I may 

continue with my work."

Pausing, she glanced over at the grandfather clock as it 

stood in the back, covered in a fine layer of dust.  It didn't 

move, nor did it give her an answer.  How in the world could 

that clock be so important?  She remembered her father spending 

hours with it long after he had closed shop, but she couldn't 

recall it ever working.

Reaching into his pocket, he retrieved his pocket watch 

and held it out to her.  "Your father built this for me," he 

explained, opening it up so she could see its face.  The time 

was paused at exactly 12:10, as it remained silent as it had 

yesterday.  "It's a companion piece to that grandfather clock, a 

project he was building for me and my business.  In order for 

this to work, I need that clock, the key, and your father.  And 

I'm not in possession of any of those items right now."  

Sighing, his thumb pressed the knob at the top of the clock and 

it sealed on its own.  "...Shit."  And he was gone.

Florence stared at where he once stood, her mouth opening 
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and closing like a cuckoo bird's.  "Mr. Cartographer?" she asked 

quietly, peeking over her workbench.  He was gone, not a trace 

of him left behind.  He had vanished in front of her as if he 

hadn't been there in the first place, nothing left as proof of 

his existence.  She didn't bother to run and check outside 

again, she knew he wouldn't be there.  He was just gone, and she 

couldn't figure out why.

Sitting down, she stared at the broken clock in front of 

her and couldn't bring herself to work on it.  Brushing her hair 

out of her face, she tied it back and just stared at the 

unmoving hands of the broken clock for what seemed like hours.  

Perhaps he would return the next day, she reasoned.  But even 

she couldn't be sure of that.

Rubbing her eyes the next morning, the stifled a yawn and 

resisted the urge to press her forehead against the table and 

sleep.  Business was slow, as usual, so she knew she could get 

away with a nap.  She hadn't slept much the night before anyway, 

too preoccupied with thoughts of the Cartographer, his pocket 

watch, and her father.

She had tried opening the grandfather clock again, but it 

was hopeless.  The lock wouldn't pick, the hinges wouldn't 

budge, and she wasn't foolish enough to take a hammer to it. If 
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it really was as important as he said it was, she wasn't going 

to destroy it, as much as she wanted to.  If the damn thing was 

gone, perhaps the dust would settle again and she could return 

to her quiet life.

Her sighs were drowned out when the clocks all went off 

simultaneously.  Noon.  Time for the lunch break she never 

seemed to take.  Getting up, she moved toward the door and 

locked it with a sigh.  She looked around, wondering if the 

Cartographer would show up again, but he didn't.

As time flew by, the clocks around her ticked in unison.  

Her finger tapped to the steady beat as she stared and waited.  

12:10, nothing.  12:15, still nothing.  Getting up, she let out 

a quiet sigh and reached for her goggles when something moved in 

the corner of her eye.  Glancing up, her eyes connected with the 

Cartographer's.  He stood in the same spot as he had the day 

before, thumb still poised over the knob on his pocket watch.  

Everything was exactly as it had been; his tattered clothes, his 

misplaced frown, even the bag of maps slung over one shoulder.

"Right, as I was saying, I seem to be lacking all three 

of those items right now, so I would be much obliged if you 

stopped being such a brat and hand over the clock," he said, his 

stance relaxing, hands dropping back down to his sides.

She just stared at him, mouth open once more.  "How did 
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you do that?" she asked, moving from behind the counter to stand 

in front of him.  "You just...disappeared!  And now you're here 

again, and..."

He just shook his head and sighed, taking a step back.  

He was silent for a moment as his fingers played with the chain 

on his pocket watch.  She held his gaze the entire time and 

neither of them blinked.  Finally, he looked to the side.  "If 

it will get you off my back, then fine," he said, holding his 

pocket watch up and twirling it by the chain.  "Do you believe 

in time travel?

She stared up at him.  "You've got to be kidding me."

He snorted.  "Well, that answers my question.  I knew 

this was a waste of time, which I seem to be running out of."

"Well, what do you think?!  You must be insane to epect 

me to believe that."

"Maybe I am," he said with a shrug and a smile, the 

pocket watch swinging back and forth in front of her face.  "I 

have no reason to lie to you, and whether or not you believe me 

is your choice.  You're the one who wanted the explanation."

She looked up at him, still skeptical.  "Continue then, 

if time is so important to you right now."

He only smiled in response, the pocket watch returning to 
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the oversized vest pocket.  "I don't bother wasting my time with 

skeptics," he said.  "That will only waste more of my 'precious' 

time."

"Then what's stopping you?" she asked, slamming her hands 

on her workbench.  "What's stopping you from breaking in at 

night and stealing it?"

He raised an eyebrow and moved closer to the workbench, 

resting his hands on top of hers and leaning closer.  "Miss 

Clocksmith, are you calling me immoral?"  His smile turned coy.  

"And you barely even know me."

She recoiled, pulling her hands out from under his and 

blushing furiously.  "Well, you certainly don't seem like a man 

of high moral standards," she said.  "I don't even know why my 

father would associate himself with someone like you."

He shrugged.  "I'm wounded, you know."  He put one of his 

hands over his heart, lips turning down in a frown.  "But you'd 

be surprised what unlikely circumstances could bring two men 

together, I assure you."

"Try me."

"Like I said, I don't answer to skeptics," he said, 

adjusting the cap on his head.  "But I'll humor you anyway.  

Now, let's pretend for a moment that you actually believe in 

time travel."  When she opened her mouth, he held his hand up to 
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silence her.  "And that, say, Escher's clock just so happened to 

not only be a broken time machine, but one of the most intricate 

maps of time in existence.  And let's also pretend that I map 

time.  Does that answer any questions?"

Florence's mouth dropped open as she struggled to form 

the right words.  Of course she had questions.  There were so 

many mysterious things about this man that worried her, but a 

time traveler?  That was hardly believable.  And how did her 

father fit into this?  As she finally regained control of her 

thoughts, there was a pounding on her door.

The two of them immediately glanced over at the front of 

the shop as the hinges creaked and whined underneath the weight 

of whoever was behind it.  "By order of Parliament, you will 

open this door," a metallic voice called, and the pounding 

continued.

Florence looked over at the Cartographer as he swore.  

"Shit!  How did they find me so fast?" he asked, hopping over 

her workbench and running toward the clock.  She followed behind 

him as the pounding shook the walls, lifting the dust from the 

old clocks perched around the shop. "Did you tell them about me?  

Anything that would have led them here?"

She stood behind him, hands clenched at her sides.  She 

opened her mouth, not sure what to say, not sure if she should 
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tell them the truth.  Before she could answer, the door rattled 

again and he grabbed hold of the clock.  "So you're just going 

to take it?" she asked.

He looked back at her, his hand placed on the grandfather 

clock.  "I don't have a choice now," he said.  "If Parliament 

gets a hold of this clock, there's no telling what would 

happen."

She grabbed his wrist and frowned.  "You... Take me with 

you," she said, her hand tightening as he tried to pull away.

"No, it's too dangerous," he said.  "Besides, I made a 

promise..."

The banging persisted as the robotic voices continued 

issuing commands, threatening to break the door down at any 

moment.  He finally got his hand free from her grasp and pulled 

out his pocket watch, hands twisting the dial on top.

"This has something to do with my father, doesn't it?  

You know why he disappeared, don't you?"

"I'm sorry, Miss Clocksmith, but I have to go," he said.

"Where?" she asked.  There was no backdoor, no way for 

him to escape.

He just shrugged and smiled at her.  "Back," he said, 

just as the pounding stopped.  Just before she could say 

anything, there was a loud crack from the front of the store.  
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The Cartographer's eyes turned from her to the door and she 

quickly grabbed on to the clock.

The door burst open and four guards entered, metallic 

arms and legs creaking as they stormed into her shop.  She 

watched as his finger pressed the knob on top of the pocket 

watch and it closed.  The room trembled and the clocks on the 

walls shook back and forth, a few of them falling to the ground 

with sickening crunches.  The ticking slowed around her as a man 

in a red waistcoat emerged from the crowd of guards and stood 

before them, cane gripped tightly in his hand.  His lips formed 

words she could barely hear over the discord, and the guards 

raised their guns.  Shots fired and she opened her mouth to 

scream, but there was nothing, only a ringing silence and a slow 

ticking as his pocket watch came to life.

And, without another sound, they disappeared.

# # # # #


