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It is said that just before you die, your life flashes before your eyes and then a light appears. A light that you must follow in order to find your way out. But what if you didn’t want to find a way out? What if you wanted to reminiscence in the memories of your past, indulge in the good times, ignoring the bad? What if you turned around and walked away from the light? Would you be revived again? Or find your darkest demise?

A light flashed before my eyes. Shick, Shick, Shickshick, Shickshickshickshick. Has my time to decide finally come?

But the light seemed to come from all over the place. It wasn’t just one light, it was hundreds. Were they wrong? Instead of following one light, you are given a choice? Something boomed in my ear. Must I follow that sound? But why is it so uncomfortable?

Looking to the left, there was nothing but darkness before... Shickshick! A man was illuminated right beside me for a split second. Disappearing, he reappeared again, again, and again. Sometimes he’d stay there longer, sometimes shorter, while the booms seemed to match his mouth, opening and closing, as the metallic gears and parts in his throat moved wildly up and down.

Why would this man be at my death transition? I turned back towards the lights, staring at them. Slowly, my eyes began to adjust and I saw exactly what stood behind those flashes. Wild creatures. Creatures that contained disfigured faces, eyes, noses, and bodies.

A sharp pang ran across my skull. Clenching my teeth, I felt as though my head was being split open. All I wanted to do was lie down right there and then. But that pain reminded me of exactly where I was. This is not a transition. This is already hell.

“And so, these two brave heroes, these... brave young Timekeepers, have taken it upon themselves to avenge the death of their fellow student and save the rest of the students from any further harm, ultimately resulting in the defeat of the culprit that infiltrated the Gridwick Academy of Timekeeping! Making it a safe place once again!” The man’s voice continued to boom. His metallic throat clicked as it worked hard to project his voice without the need of a microphone, extending far out, beyond the press and the audience behind it, hitting the streets and expanding further so that the Ashens could hear it from miles and miles away.

“They were lucky to come out alive as the Observatory was blown to smithereens... Although we usually condemn such rash behaviour from our young ones, we believe that they have received enough punishment... escaping near death. So, today, we will celebrate life instead... I, Chancellor Fensterbaum of Ashenburgh, on behalf of all of Ashenburgh, am awarding Alvara Harlow and Sterling Aliester with the rarest, most prestigious award that is given to the bravest of Time Fighters... the Timing Is Key Award!”

The crowd went wild and the cameras flashed faster than ever, as if they used Tempus Velox on them just so that they could capture every single nano−second of this event. Everything was blurry as I tried to focus on what was happing, my head exploding from all the clapping, whistling, and shouting. I craved for darkness and silence, but I didn’t deserve such peace, not even when I died.

Growing tired of squinting and the wrinkles that were becoming stronger by the second, I glanced to the right of me. There he stood. Sterling. Glaring at me with a plastered smile on his face. A face that not one person would ever imagine had a thirst for blood... for my blood. Not unless they’d seen it, not unless they knew him. No one has ever looked at me with such hatred in their eyes. And just when I thought that it couldn’t get any worse, it did. His gaze practically stabbed through me, strong enough to kill. I felt as though I was suffocating and, for a quick second, it really hurt to be so hated by this person. Then again, that could’ve been all part of the headache.

As for how I got here, I couldn’t remember much after the Observatory explosion, my head was still out of it, and the agonizing pain didn’t help. There were just... bits and pieces. Hazy memories of handshakes, head nods, trying to listen to what the doctors and the professors were saying, a bunch of new faces entering the room, agreeing to some press conference at the Grand Imperium building, Ashenburgh’s main government building and the location of the Chancellor’s office.

And now, here I was, standing on the front steps of the Grand Imperium, which was located on the rooftop of another government building. Since the streets were too narrow, this allowed more room for the press and a small audience, as well as a nice view of all the rooftops and other taller, wildly crooked buildings, a distraction so that the rulers never had to see the atrocities committed down below.

Knowing that my body was on the verge of passing out for what must’ve been the tenth time, there was nothing that I, nor anyone else, could do about it. How is Sterling so... normal? Was I the only one affected by the explosion?

Darkness swallowed me whole, followed by a strong weight suddenly pulling my upper body towards the ground, my neck was about to snap. My arm lifted on its own, metal to metal, a quick shake. The shadow moved away and I was surrounded by the flickering lights once more. The Chancellor went over to Sterling and hung a medal around his neck before reaching out with his mechanical hand, shaking Sterling’s, metal to skin. Looking down, I touched the medal around my neck. A key?

“The key is the key,” a voice emerged in my head. The key to what? The key slowly faded out, just as the rest of the world until there was nothing but darkness once more.

The last thing I heard was a faint whisper, “You know what to do...”

*
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A faint, green light filled the room. Stench hung in the air. Muffled screams echoed across. Screams of someone in excruciating pain.

“She’s awake!”

“Why did she wake? Put her under, now!” Darkness hit me once more. As scary as it should’ve been, it was quite peaceful. It’s been awhile since I’ve dreamt of nothing, and there was some comfort in something that was as simple as just... nothing.

“Nurse Copper, how is she? Please tell me that she’s getting better,” a familiar voice echoed throughout the room. Heavy rain drummed on the windows, making the voices a little harder to hear.

“Oh dear,” the older woman spoke softly, as if trying not to break the girl in front of her. “I am not sure... All we can do is pray to The Faceless that this time she awakens sooner... and stays that way.” The sound of footsteps faded away, followed by a slight creak and Bam! The heavy door was shut, its loud echo bounced around the place.

Crrrr the bed went as the girl carefully sat down beside me. My body dipped ever so slightly to the side, yet the headache and the spinning world behind my eyelids made it seem as if I just fell off a twenty floor building.

“Come on, Alvara...” she whispered. “You can pull through this... You’re the strongest person I know.” Warmth wrapped around my hand as the girl held it gently. I felt a slight wetness on my arm. She’s crying.

Opening my eyes, “Azalea,” I croaked. The girl’s breath caught in her throat before she went for a bone crushing hug. Warmth radiated from the Dandelion’s body, enveloping me within. A familiar feeling ran through me, one that I couldn’t put a finger to, almost nostalgic, mixed with something else, something that I didn’t want to remember.

“Thank The Faceless you’re okay! You don’t know how scared I get every time you slip in and out of consciousness! I don’t know if one day you’ll just go under and never come back!” The Dandelion’s tears increased, drenching my arm. “I’ve been trying to talk to you since that day...since the...” she swallowed, “the Observatory explosion... But with all the doctors around you, I haven’t been able to tell you that... that I’m sorry! I’m so, so, sorry!

“If I was there with you in the Observatory... if I never left... none of this would’ve happened! You don’t understand how terrified I was when the entire thing blew up and there was no sign of you getting out! I didn’t even get a chance to look for you because the explosion hit me... and I passed out. When I came to, I heard voices coming from the bottom and thought it was the Anti−Faceless, so I hid behind some bushes, but thankfully it turned out to be the staff members and doctors. I was sooo relieved to see them! They found your bodies right outside the Observatory, quickly picked you guys up, and took you to the−”

“Why?” I interrupted her.

“Huh?” Azalea was confused.

“Why are you here?”

She furrowed her eyebrows and the light around her dimmed, turning the entire room into a gloomier place. “Do you not want me to be here?”

“I said all those things... I threatened you, belittled you, betrayed you, and yet you are here, worrying about me... Why?” I was perplexed. My mind could not grasp, could not decipher, how there were people that could show such kindness, such... foolishness.

“Oh! Well... I really thought about it and realized that... you didn’t mean it. You only said all that because you wanted me to get to safety. Otherwise, I would’ve gotten caught in the explosion and ended up in the bed right next to you! So, although I wish I was there with you, I am incredibly thankful to you. Because you just wanted me to be safe, right?”

Silence filled the room. If she wants to put a positive spin on it, to see the “good” in me, then that’s on her. I might’ve gotten carried away, but I wasn’t lying when I said those things... She didn’t need to know that though, I wasn’t about to break this apparent bond that the Dandelion thought she had with me, I needed as many allies as I could get with Sterling ready to take me out at any moment. Not only that, but his hatred for me seemed to have gotten worse, he was more... desperate... to get rid of me. Then again, who wouldn’t be desperate after planning everything for ages, thinking that they’d succeed, only to fail?

“What about Sterling? Did he come by? I’m sure he would’ve tried to take advantage of my weakened state.”

“He did! But he didn’t get a foot in the room. I saw him lurking right outside the door... But don’t worry, he won’t try anything as long as I’m here!” Ah... so that’s why I’m still alive. Sterling can’t do anything as long as Azalea is in the way. He doesn’t want to hurt someone that he believes is innocent and got caught up in my plan, like a fly in a spiders web. She was definitely a sound investment of my time.

“Oh, and your fans are crazier about you than ever! Look at that corner over there!” Azalea pointed to a gigantic pile overflowing with enough gifts that could’ve easily been given to every student, Tinker, and staff member in the academy for many years to come. “They came in from time to time, checking in on you. I stood watch of course! Can’t be too careful with those Anti−Faceless running around.”

Everything seemed familiar, too familiar... I jumped out of bed.

“Woah! You shouldn’t do−” Azalea tried to hold my body steady.

“Get your hands off me!” I growled. Azalea took a step back, her eyes wide, not saying anything. Walking over to the pile, I picked up a gift and looked at it.

“I... isn’t everyone so nice?” Azalea nervously tried to continue as if nothing happened. “And there’s more where−”

Crack! Something broke inside the wrapper as I slammed the gift against the floor. Azalea jumped from the hostility building within me, horror written all over her face. Everything is familiar, too familiar. Everything is still the same. Azalea, the people, the academy, the scenery, ME! Nothing has changed! All those months... WASTED! It all led to nothing! NOTHING!

Smash! I threw another present. All because of Sterling! All I needed was that stupid oil cannister and I would’ve been long gone by now! Everything is stuck. I’M STUCK! I’M STUCK IN THIS DISGUSTINGLY, DREADFUL WORLD!

Rip! Crack! Bam! Crash! Pop! I whipped a bunch of things at the floor.

“A... Alvara! Stop! Please!” Azalea’s voice quivered.

“STOP! Why should I stop!? All our efforts have been in vain! Why? Because of STERLING! That hero wannabe ruined everything!” WHIP! SNAP! BAM! WHAM! WHACK! “I would’ve been gone! GONE! Away from this wretched place and everyone in it!”

“Away from me?” Azalea’s voice cracked.

“What’s it to you?” I growled. “You don’t KNOW ME! Stop acting like you do!”

Tears welled in her eyes. “S... stop saying things like that!” Azalea tried to be brave for once. “You... you say things you don’t mean... but your actions say different!”

“My actions have always been the same! All for one purpose! I−” Yank! “Ugh!” My neck suddenly snapped in the direction of the gift I just tried to slam down. Looking down, I noticed that the present got caught in the award that the Chancellor had given me, causing me to yank hard on the chain around my now stinging neck. Separating the two, I held the key−shaped medal, tracing it. A key... key...

“And? What is that purpose?” Azalea snapped me out of it. I stared at her, trying to sort out my thoughts as her eyes glistened in the faint light.

“It... doesn’t matter...” I mumbled. “Forget what I said, the explosion... has me... saying things...” I grabbed my trench coat from the coat hanger. “Now... let’s get out of here.” And walked out the door. Azalea’s footsteps quickly followed after me.

We didn’t get far, in fact, we didn’t get anywhere at all as we stepped out into what must’ve been the entire population of Gridwick, all waiting for me. “Alvara, Alvara! Can you tell us how you did it? How did you defeat the culprit that killed Nathaniel? What was their identity?” There were faces upon faces all up in my face as I tried to get through the crowd of students and writers for Gridwick’s newspaper and its magazines: Behind Alvara’s Gaze and Sterling−The Real Knight.

“Alvara, how does it feel to be Ashenburgh’s very own hero!?”

“Massive congratulations on the Timing Is Key Award!”

“Tell us, how was the award ceremony!? We heard that you got to shake the Chancellor’s hand and bathe in the waters blessed by The Faceless!”

“Alvara, how are you feeling after the Observatory explosion? You took quite the hit!”

“Guys, guys! She just got out of the infirmary! Give her a break!” Azalea tried to help me out, but to no avail. In fact, it made matters even worse.

“Azalea! You are Alvara’s friend, where were you during her time of need?”

“I... I...” Azalea was stupefied, not expecting to suddenly become the center of attention.

“Do you believe that the explosion could’ve been avoided if you were there to help her?”

“I... don’t know,” her voice turned into a whisper.

“Hey, hey! Give the Madams some room!”

“Sterling!” everyone gasped, quickly creating an aisle that led him directly to us, craving for our interaction and all the exciting pieces that they could write about.

One of the Press dared to get up in his face. “You’ve been avoiding our questions. Are you finally ready to speak about your near−death experience at the Observatory?”

But Sterling skillfully moved him out of the way, clearly already experienced with receiving the constant attention and knowing how to handle it properly. “Guys, I already told you, I’d rather forget that moment. Too many things happened, too many... unpleasantries...” Sterling glared at me when he said that, not that anyone noticed aside from Azalea and I.

It was not until recently that I realized that being popular, liked, and believed−in meant that everything one did, even if it was bad, would always be perceived as something incredibly good, for the most part. People were blind, always making up what they wanted to see instead of what was actually in front of them, especially when it came to their heroes. It was all up to the observer’s interpretation. Tomorrow, the newspapers would have written about how Sterling gazed at me, his eyes filled with either love or worry out of almost losing me, having assumed incorrectly on every level. Clearly, Sterling was aware of this, taking advantage of it when he could, knowing that the one his actions were meant for would get the message loud and clear.

“But we are here now, alive,” Sterling continued. “So... may I please have a word in private with Alvara so that we could celebrate the gift of life?” He winked.

“But−“ the Press started.

“Yeah, give them some room!” the Stalvara fans behind the Press shouted, dragging the so−called reporters farther away from us. Whispers sounded all around, their eyes glowing at the sight of Sterling and I standing together, as if we were a form of entertainment, a soap opera that was unfolding right before them.

“Walk with me,” Sterling said behind clenched teeth, trying his best to hide his hatred for me, a hatred that was seeping out of him and attacking me from all sides. Azalea and I followed his lead. “I see that you haven’t blabbed about that incident so far, nicely done, going with the flow for once, pretending to be the very opposite of yourself.”

“I could say the same to you,” I retorted. “You did a splendid job of spreading the rumors of being the hero and clearing your name. Everyone believed it. Why wouldn’t they? The only thing is... why would you want my name to be a part of it as well?”

“Oh, I didn’t do it. I just went with it, same as you. Why wouldn’t I take the opportunity to be even more appreciated and connected to the people of this world? When I awakened, I was alive and a hero. And... to my misfortune... you were too.”

“Why didn’t you rat me out?”

“Unfortunately, this time I needed you. For my story to stick, your story needs to stick too. I don’t need them to go investigating this matter any further.”

“And what about our discussion just before said incident?”

“You mean the lies that came out of your wretched mouth?” Sterling spat as if he just remembered something incredibly vile. “I don’t buy any of it. Nice try though, attempting to lure me over to your side. Eliminate one enemy out of the hundreds you have... Don’t worry, I won’t make things easier for you... I can see right through you, Alvara, you are dark to the core, the very definition of Calamity. A curse to anyone that lays an eye on you. A curse to anyone that even exists at the same time as you... and for all eternity after that.”

“Look at you, trying to play Hero. I appreciate the compliments... Perhaps I will do just that and make sure that you get the most of it. After all, I would’ve had my canister if it wasn’t for you.” I bared my teeth at him, trying not to snap in front of the audience.

“Mark my words, Calamity, you will be stopped before my dying breath.” And with that, Sterling detached himself from me before he could make a terrible mistake in front of everyone and accidently get them killed in the process. Making his way to another hallway, the hero disappeared.

“Alvara.” Azalea was more puzzled than ever, trying to put the pieces together, but there were too many blank spaces in between to see the full picture. “What was that all about? Did... did something else happen at the Observatory after I left?”

“Never mind,” I quickly answered. “Where do you want to eat?” Azalea’s body perked up at the thought of food. As always, falling for the simplest subject change.

“I can do lunch in bed for you!” Azalea was practically bouncing on the spot. “It will be nice and away from all of these... nuisances? As you like to say...” Azalea eyed all the students closing in on us now that Sterling wasn’t here.

“Let’s go to The Bitter Café.”

“Bu−” Before Azalea could get a full word in, I spun around and started making my way towards our next destination. Once again, Azalea jogged behind me, trying to catch up to my speeding pace.

Walking through the hallways, we could already smell the delicious aromas coming all the way from The Bitter Café. As soon as Azalea and I entered, every single head in the room turned, their brains took a moment to register us before realizing who we were. Booming sounds filled the room as chairs scraped against the floor. Clang! Bam! CRASH! Plates and cutlery fell from the tables as everyone quickly rushed over to me.

“Yes, yes, Alvara has entered the room, I get it,” I tried to calm them down before they stampeded all over us. “You may all sit down now and continue enjoying your lunches. I will do the same.” They blinked. Surprise was written all over their faces as they took a few moments to process my words before sitting down. Spotting an empty booth at the end of the room, I made my way over to it. Whispers sounded throughout.

“Alvara finally acknowledged us!”

“Not only that, but she actually talked! Talked!”

“So that’s how her voice sounds like! Honestly, it’s exactly as I imagined it.”

“Did she get taller? I swear she got taller!”

A guy stood up, blocking my path. His friend quickly pulled him back down. “What are you doing!?” he whispered.

“I... I have a gift for her... Thought she’d like it!” the Path−Blocker whispered back.

“Do it later! She told you to sit down! Do you want to make Alvara hate you?”

“N...no!”

“Leave it be man, just leave it be,” another friend shook his head.

Just as we were about to sit down, Azalea exclaimed, “I’ll bring the food! Just relax!” And ran off, excited to take care of me.

“Hey, how are you?” I greeted the table next to me before sitting down. The students replied something, but I didn’t care for their response, my attention already elsewhere.

Deep in thought, I brought up the memory of the events that transpired just before the Observatory explosion, trying to figure out if there was something I missed or could take away from the incident.

Sterling stood in front of me with the special item, the oil cannister that I absolutely needed to succeed in my mission, and was about to spill the entire thing out into the river.

Trying to convince him not to drop it, I told him, “That’s exactly what I think. But you Sterling... you’re a saviour. You always try to save everyone. You would not let a single soul suffer, you’re not like that. Give it to me and I will fix everything.”

But he didn’t believe me. “You? Fix? Fix how? YOU, are the destroyer of all things.”

Nothing was working, so I tried to figure out what else I could do to stop him. Deciding to play my last card, I desperately went for the truth, the truth that not a soul in this entire world knew about. “I know, I know, but listen, Sterling, and listen carefully... you need to believe me when I say that I am−”

“Here you go!” Azalea came running with a tray of food, quickly placing the plates and cup in front of me before running back, grabbing her own, and finally sitting down. “I got you all the things you usually eat, a well balanced meal of vitamins, minerals, and proteins!” Leaning in, she whispered, “And don’t worry, no extras and no surprises,” adding a wink at the end.

“Thanks...” We dug in.

After eating in silence, or more like me eating while Azalea kept taking hesitant glances at me, trying to figure out when it was a good time to start babbling again and asking a bunch of questions, I finished my plate and pushed it away. Getting up, I poured myself some kind of tea that I’ve never drank before and sat back down.

“You’re not going to drink that?”

“Drink what?”

Azalea pointed to the cup she got me.

“Why would I drink that?”

“Well, that’s Bitter Liquid, you always drink it... that’s why I got it for you...” Azalea tried to hide the hurt, but her face had a different opinion.

“What are you talking about?”

“Is it because you’ve finally been healed?” The Dandelion tried to be more understanding and find the reason as to why I ignored the drink she prepared for me.

“Azalea, it seems that you’re in more need of that infirmary than I, did you hit your head?”

“No... I mean... I don’t... I don’t think so?”

“Never mind that,” I dismissed the topic. “We need to figure out what to do next... And this time, we must make sure that Sterling, along with the Anti−Faceless and the Dark Figure, don’t sabotage anything while we’re at it. We cannot have incidents like the Observatory... even everything before it... happen again.”

“Wait, so... what’s the actual plan? What are we trying to do?” With everything that happened, Azalea was incredibly muddled in terms of where we were at this point.

“The same thing we’ve always been doing.”

“But at the Observatory you said that you had a whole entirely different plan... and then in the infirmar−”

“Didn’t you say that you thought I said all that in order to get you to safety?”

“Y... yes?” she squirmed.

“Same plan.”

“So... if we’re still trying to stop the Anti−Faceless then... we need to find another relic, or at least another way to stop them... Are we going to go back to our old ways? Or... Do you have some new ideas?”

“I might have something...” was all I said, lost in thought as I twirled the key between my fingers. All of a sudden, the room dimmed before I realized that a whole group of students were looming over us, some had Tinkers by their side or perched on their shoulders. I recognized a few classmates amidst them, but the others were all Upper Years.

“A... Alvara! Do you want to hang with us?” one of the brave ones started, shaking slightly as she tried to formulate her sentences. “We... we were thinking of doing something fun before classes started up again tomorrow...”

“Yeah,” the guy next to her chimed in, “with all the weird stuff going around lately and the explosion, we’ve either been holed up in our rooms for days or worrying about being holed up all over again... Let’s live a little before tomorrow.” He shrugged. The others nodded their heads. Clearly, with my sudden display and willingness to communicate, people were taking their shot. And I was going to let them.

“Sorry guys,” as always, Azalea started apologizing in my stead, trying to soften the rejection they were going to hear from me if she didn’t say anything. “Alvara has a lot of assignments to−”

“Sure,” I interrupted.

Azalea’s mouth fell open, not sure if she heard correctly. “W...what?” she added a little chuckle, trying to hide her surprise and confusion. The rest of the group didn’t know whether or not to believe their ears either.

“Sure,” I repeated myself. “Let’s do it.”

“R... Really!?” the girl squeaked, trying to be cool about it, clearly failing.

“Awesome, let’s go,” the guy gestured towards the door before heading there with the others in tow.

Azalea looked at me, opening her mouth, but before she could say anything, I spoke instead, “You probably planned on catching up on all the homework, right? You can get started without me. I’m going to hangout with these guys for a bit.” I stood up from the table.

“But...” She looked up at me with big, puppy eyes.

“Isn’t this what you wanted? For me to make friends? You should be happy.” I headed towards the fans waiting for me. Azalea stood up at the speed of light and was right at my heels. “Besides, you love doing homework.” The students created a small passageway that led to the center of the group before slowly wrapping around me, closing my only way out.

“B... but I didn’t mean that you should... forget about me...” Azalea’s voice was drowned out by the excited fans.

“Did you say something?” I angled my face in her direction.

“N... never mind!” Azalea plastered on a smile. “Have fun!” she shouted somewhere behind me, but I was already distracted by the shower of compliments.
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Walking into the common room, I was ready to pass out. The endless questions, conversations, laughing, playing some sort of verbal games, all after finally regaining proper consciousness, had me drained. Unlike the usual quietness, either due to the ongoing exhaustion most new Timekeepers experienced, or the more rare, energetic ones who were always somewhere up and about, this time the dorm was loud, waiting for me. They must’ve been waiting here for hours. They had no idea when I’d be coming back.

Usually, even my fan club had a shred of respect for me when it came to the dorm, not overstepping my boundaries, and leaving me alone. A few slipped up, but after Azalea talked to them for me and rambled on about this and that, they left me alone and would only talk to me outside the dorm... Until now.

“Welcome back, Alvara!” Glenda greeted me with a smile that was awfully strange to see on her, especially when it was meant for me. What the... Is that really Glenda? I did a double take. It is her. And not only that, but she seems to be the leader of this bunch. Was this her doing? I smirked on the inside. How low have you fallen to suddenly be so nice to me?

Everyone chanted after her, “Welcome back, Alvara!” as the clapping escalated throughout the sphere. After the cheering died down, they all held out a variety of objects and boxes. Gifts.

Putting a big smile on my face, I greeted them back, “Hey everyone! Thank you so much for the warm welcome. If you don’t mind, I’m extremely tired at the moment, but I’ll see you all tomorrow.” And then headed towards the stairs.

Not used to my sudden politeness, they all stared at me in pure silence as the fire crackled loudly in the background and the rain continued to pelt against the windows, before finally recovering.

“Y... yes, of course!” Glenda vocalized, trying to hide her embarrassment since I left her hanging. “Pleasant sleep!”

“Pleasant sleep!” echoed all around as the others chimed in.

As soon as I shut the room door, Azalea rapidly stood up from the desk to greet me, “Alvara! You’re back!”

“Mhm...” I took off my trench coat and hung it on the hanger.

“You really cut it close, huh?” she awkwardly chuckled, referring to the curfew.

“Guess so.” I faceplanted onto the bed.

“I saw the display outside, you’re quite the celebrity now, aren’t ya? Not only at Gridwick but also in the city and the rest of the world!” I didn’t respond. Azalea tried to figure out what else to say to close the distance she felt growing between us, “Umm, so... h... how was it?”

“Splendid.” I closed my eyes.

“Make any new friends?”

“Yup.”

“And are yo−”

“Azalea, I’m tired.”

“Oh... okay...”

A few moments passed before the Dandelion made another attempt at connecting, uncomfortable with how the conversation ended, “Oh, I forgot to mention, I did some assignments for you while you were in the infirmary and finished some more of them just now! Don’t want you to be too far behind on your classes, you know?”

“Thanks,” I breathed out before drifting off into a deep sleep.

*
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Eating breakfast at The Bitter Café, Azalea’s once incredible appetite seemed to have diminished. Even then, it was probably enough to feed three large men rather than the usual six. This didn’t just happen out of the blue... it’s already been decreasing for some time now. Something was bothering the poor, withered Dandelion.

“Alvara!” Glenda came up to me, cracking a smile on her face. Although she was trying to be as natural as possible, it looked ridiculously fake, at least to me. To an outsider, it would’ve definitely been believable. This was clearly not her first rodeo, and the brat was pretty good at pretending to like something she absolutely hated. Whispers started around the room as it was a first to see Glenda, the one who fully supported Barton’s murder accusation against me not too long ago, not only speaking to me, but also being nice. Azalea couldn’t hide her shock and had forgotten to even try.

Quickly recovering, the Dandelion started protecting me, “I’m sorry Glenda, but we are very bus−”

“What do you want?” I didn’t even try to mince my words. Azalea turned to me as her shock increased to new heights, surprised that, once again, not only was I paying attention to another human being, but was actually showing interest as to why they were in my personal space. As for Glenda, I could tell that she was trying her hardest to keep that smile plastered on.

“Why, to personally congratulate you on your award, of course! Since you didn’t seem to take any of the gifts last night, especially after all the effort we went through to give you a warm welcome...” How amusing, she’s trying to guilt trip me and make herself look like the better person, all the while putting on a show of being nice and pretending that the past between us never happened... “I wanted to make sure that you received mine. Please, accept this gift as a token of my greatest appreciation for making Gridwick a safe place once again.”

“Ah, so you really were the one responsible for causing a nuisance in the one place that I could relax.” Glenda winced. “Had you truly been considerate, you would’ve done things that were to my liking rather than yours. In terms of the gift, do you need to get your eyes checked? Perhaps a pair of glasses... I can order them for you.”

“Why would I need glasses?” Glenda’s mask slowly fell as her puzzled expression took over. “I have the best vision Ashenburgh has ever seen! In fact, my parents always see to it that my eyes are very well kept.”

“Oh really? I just wanted to make sure because it seems to me that you have confused me with Sterling. Shouldn’t this be for him?”

“O.. of course! He’ll get one soon!” Glenda was trying really hard not to snap as she continued to hold out the unaccepted gift. “But this one is for you and only you... Specially catered.”

“I don’t need it.” I waved her off. “Just give it to Sterling. You won’t even have to waste your time on his.”

“Please, I insist.”

What a nuisance. Standing up, I walked away with Azalea following after me. Usually, the Dandelion tries to diminish the situation, make everything nicer and accept the gifts on my behalf, but not in this case. There was no way that Azalea was going to accept something from the girl that hated me and caused problems.

Realizing that the audience, who has been enjoying the show this entire time, was still gawking at the speechless Glenda still standing there, she tried to recover as best as she could. Flashing everyone a big smile, the brat quickly informed them, “Alvara wants me to give it to her later,” before taking a seat. I could almost hear Glenda’s thoughts, “UGHHHH! I HATE, HATE, HATE HERRR!” as her eyes shot darts in my direction.

“Wow, that was soo weird,” Azalea started once we were out of earshot. “Glenda has always hated you, why is she trying to be nice all of a sudden? Perhaps it’s possible that she’s had a change of heart since she believes that you saved everyone? Then again, what if she put something bad in that gift? She could just be pretending or getting some sort of revenge since she likes Sterling and thinks that you guys are close.”

Ignoring all the various theories that the foolish Azalea, who still wasn’t well acquainted with the art of politics, kept rattling on about, I continued to process my thoughts, analyzing all the latest occurrences and revelations.

*
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During first period, I observed Glenda between the bodies of the crowd gathered around me. She, too, was always surrounded by people. Although I was popular, Glenda was not too far from it as she was the daughter of the Top Doctors in Ashenburgh, the Meriweathers. So there they were, pretending to be all nice and friendly just because of her parents’ status. It was obvious that they didn’t care about her one bit. And, although I didn’t care about Glenda either, it wouldn’t hurt to have the daughter of such horrible aristocrats right under my wing.

It was fun playing with Glenda and getting back at her after the whole accusation, which was technically accurate but still... Not only that, but having her follow me around like a puppy felt good. Really good. There was something exciting about having full control over her, watching her beg and grovel at my feet, knowing that she couldn’t do anything against me. Besides, she was also using me for her own reasons. Glenda wouldn’t just start taking a liking to me completely out of nowhere. Even night and day were not far away enough to explain the sudden switch.

Although her parents were the Top Doctors, it’s been years since they actually performed such jobs. Having monopolized the entire Health Care System, they made money from people’s pain, leaving the poor ones to die. They even made sure to keep every Timekeeping Doctor all to themselves, preventing them from practicing unless they were paid good coin for it.

Observing Glenda haughtily remark something to Barton across the room, it was funny to watch them banter, they were like two peas in a pod. Barton, being the Chancellor’s son, did not only have important connections but would also be an excellent source of information, a valuable asset, to accomplish my goal, no matter how much I wanted to strangle him. Besides, it wouldn’t be too bad watching him grovel at my feet either.

Azalea’s eyes grew wide as she watched me stand up and approach Glenda. I wasn’t even going to mention Sterling, who never took his piercing, or better yet, impaling, gaze off me.

Ida immediately stood up, protecting her friend from I don’t know what. “Why don’t you take yourself back to where you came from.”

“Ida!” Glenda exclaimed. “Sit down! Did you forget who Alvara is? She’s the hero of this academy. You need to treat her as such.” Ida was baffled, her friend never acted this way, not for anyone, not even for her. Squinting, the huffy girl sat back down, knowing that she’d ask Glenda for an explanation later, having already decided that, whatever it was, she was definitely not going to like it.

“Yes, Ida, take a seat.” I smiled. Although Ida came from a rich family, they weren’t as prominent as Glenda’s. Which meant that any sort of significance that Ida possessed was all thanks to Glenda. The only reason the two even took off as friends was due to their unbreakable bond of gossip and making others feel incredibly bad about themselves.

“Is there something you need?” Glenda put on her fake smile as our classmates watched.

“Yes, I just wanted to say that my hands were incredibly full last time, so I couldn’t accept your gift, but if you wanted to pass it along now, I’ll take it.”

Glenda squinted, knowing perfectly well that my hands were completely free during our last interaction; however, there was absolutely nothing she could say without looking like a fool. Another point for me as I kept the girl that always blew up or talked back, quiet. She’s really holding herself back. Does this relationship really mean that much to her? Interesting... This is definitely going to be fun.

“Of course! Here you go.” Glenda took out the gift from her fancy bag and gave me a beautifully carved, little box. Judging by this, she must have really good taste. Was this her doing or just one of her servants that she easily hides behind? The Meriweather family had the best servants working for them including the greatest designers, watch makers, and so on. In fact, many of them already came from rich, famous, and important backgrounds. If it wasn’t for Gridwick’s standard, yet beautiful, academic Timekeeping uniform, I wouldn’t be surprised if Glenda wore a new set of highly designed clothes every day. “I am sure that it will be to your liking.”

“Thanks.” And with that I sat back down.

“What was that all about?” Azalea pried. “Why are you being so nice to Glenda all of a sudden?”

“Don’t worry about it.” But that response only made Azalea worry more.

“Welcome back everyone! Glad to see that you have all stayed safe during such difficult times,” Professor Copper walked in, starting off her history class. She looked a lot better than before, the crease between her eyebrows softened dramatically, clearly relieved that everything was back to normal, or as normal as it could possibly be, and that no one in her class was being accused of murder... for the time being. “Alvara, Sterling, not only am I glad to see that the two of you are alive and well, but I would also like to deeply congratulate you on your honorary and extremely rare Timing Is Key Awards... Let us all give them a well−deserved round of applause.”

The entire class clapped and cheered, even Barton joined in for once, giving the weakest and most robotic claps in existence, forcing himself since he could no longer go against the public’s popular opinion, not when Sterling and I were now loved by the entire world. What Barton actually wanted to do was disappear from embarrassment. After all, his father did give the awards to some strangers who were the same age as him instead of his own son, not that he ever did anything to deserve one. Although Barton’s behaviour was odd, it was even stranger to hear Glenda out−clapping everyone, reminding me of a desperate seal.

My amusement only grew at the sight of these two haters having no choice but to be nice to me just so that they were not hated by the rest of the world. Ah, the wonderful art of politics. What was even more interesting was that they could be in my place if they wanted to, they just had to do something incredible for the world to see. However, they were either too weak, lazy, or unskilled, so instead of standing out, they had no choice but to either be nice enough to me to use me or keep their mouths shut and blend in with the rest of the world.

“Professor Copper, I have a question.”

“Yes, Azalea?”

“What is the Timing Is Key Award?”

“Well... the Timing is Key Award is a prestigious award that has been given out for centuries. Only the most distinguished and bravest Timekeepers that have performed heroic deeds are given the opportunity to receive this award... and a rare exception to a few others... As you all probably know, this award has been mostly given to members of the Time Fighters for their services.”

“Woah!” Eric exclaimed, his mouth running ahead of his brain every time he heard the name Time Fighters. “Does this mean that Alvara and Sterling are part of the Time Fighters now?”

“Not necessarily... however, what the Chancellor or the Time Fighters decide to do from this point on is up to them. I must say that Alvara and Sterling definitely have more opportunities open to them now... and at such a young age too.”

Whispers spread throughout the class.

Eric’s head went further off into space. “Alvara and Sterling, Time Fighters. That would be so epic!”

“They’re real heroes!” Thomas was honored to be sitting in the same room as us.

“Think I can get one of those too?” Eric yanked on an invisible keychain, imagining being a Time Fighter for the millionth time.

“Don’t be daft!” Barton spat. “There’s only twelve of them.”

“Twelve!?” the entire class gasped.

“That is correct, Barton,” Professor Copper acknowledged him for once. He sat up proudly, smirking at everyone for being dumber than him. “There are twelve awards. Two awards were hidden for many years, waiting for the right moment to arrive, which came when Alvara and Sterling did what they did... The awards are only given back to the Chancellor when the owner passes on... and are hidden away until the next award ceremony.”

Incredibly interested in this subject, I shifted to the edge of my seat. “And have they all been accounted for?” I spoke out of turn. Sterling instantly increased his state of alertness as I felt his impaling gaze change to an obliterating one. The gears shifted in his head, trying to analyze why I asked that question, possibly connecting with a future event that he already knew about.

Professor Copper squinted at me, not sure where I was going with this, having already found the correlation of me getting myself into all sorts of trouble after she’d answer a strange question. And so, the Professor chose her words wisely, “No... last I’ve heard, there was one missing... One of the owners died somewhere unknown, and so they haven’t been able to recover the body nor the award.” The class immediately hushed, only the tiny Ticks and Tocks coming from their pocket watches filled the room.

“So I will say this,” Professor Copper continued, “enjoy your achievement, Alvara and Sterling, and enjoy it to the fullest... for what you have done is incredibly dangerous and foolish! I would have punished such actions, not awarded them! But, given that you have, in fact, been awarded and no longer have anything else to prove, I would not go doing anything of that nature ever again!” The Professor turned back to the board and started writing what was possibly the hundredth war we’d be studying since the beginning of the academic year.

Well, she’s acting strange... It may not be our first time hearing Professor Copper speak this way, worrying for our safety... However... this time it’s different... Not only was she a bit too much, but her body language revealed that she doesn’t want to say anything out loud, let alone think about... Whatever it is... it must be really bad.
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Chapter 3
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“Alvara?” Azalea asked as we headed to our next class. “Could you please tell me, what... umm... what happened between you and Sterling in the Observatory?” Azalea still had so many unanswered questions, thinking that she’d have all the answers as soon as I awakened, but so far the Dandelion got nothing aside from overhearing bits and pieces of confusion. “I don’t understand... why was he after you? Is he bad? And how did everything just explode? Was it the oil−”

“It’s none of your concern,” I shrugged her off.

“But it is!” Azalea’s heart felt heavy, as though she was suffocating. “How am I supposed to help you, protect you, if you’re keeping me in the dark!?”

“Just do as I say.”

“Bu−”

“Hey, Alvara, great time last night!” One of the guys from yesterday’s group spotted me, stopping right in front of us. The same girl was next to him as well.

“Constance, Louis,” I nodded a greeting to them.

“That was the most fun I’ve had in ages! Let’s plan that again soon!” Constance was evidently a lot more comfortable with me now.

“Sure. Just tell me when and where.”

“Awesome. Later!”

“We’ll see you soon!” Waving to us, they hurried off to their next class.

Continuing on, Azalea followed me in silence. It was obvious that she kept wanting to say something, looking at me from time to time with her mouth slightly opening before closing again, convincing herself out of it each time, not sure what the best course of action was before coming to the conclusion that inaction would cause the least amount of problems. Though perhaps that was her fear that came to that conclusion, fear of what my reaction might be. A reaction where she was shut out yet again. And so, to avoid the hurt and pain she was most likely to feel, Azalea didn’t say anything for once in her life. A Dandelion that has completely wilted.

Entering the Concept of Time classroom, we sat inside the number 1, watching the enormous pendulum swing back and forth, Woosh... Woosh... as Sterling watched me, no longer caring if he was being too obvious about it as long as I was in his line of sight. It was annoying the first hour or so, as if he could see right through me and knew everything about me, even more than I knew myself. Which he did, being from the future and all. However, by second period, I finally got used to drowning him out, telling myself that he was nothing more than just one of my fans. One of my fans that keeps sabotaging ev− No, never mind, he’s just a fan. Just a fan, I quickly told myself before I erupted from the memory of my recent failure.

The cat−like Professor Gorva strode in, hopping over the dangerous obstacle course of the living, breathing clock on the floor, avoiding all the gears and whatnots. As always, she was exactly on time. Not a minute late nor a minute early. Not spending any more nor any less time than she ought to. As soon as she got to the stage in the middle of the clock, the Professor turned to us.

“Welcome back class! Hope you’ve all gotten some rest because today your brains are really going to be given a cracking.” Such a statement from Professor Gorva would’ve once terrified the students; however, they were used to the Professor’s antics by now, for the most part. “We are going to be covering Tempus Velox yet again... As you are all well aware, Timekeeping is a fairly new subject, we might’ve had the basics for quite awhile now... however, new Timekeeping discoveries are still being made to this very day.

“For a long time, it was presumed that Tempus Velox had only one state, when in fact it was discovered that it has two... And, although they look exactly the same to an outsider, the person being manipulated by Tempus Velox would be going through an entirely different experience... depending on what they do. The first Tempus Velox is the basic one that you should know by now... You click the Crown, release your Time Aura, and Bam! You have manipulated yourself into moving at extreme speed, everything around you is a blur, it’s hard to control your body, and... if too extreme, you age quickly and die, decomposing and disintegrating before all your flesh seeps into the ground.”

There she goes again...

“Of course, all of that could be more or less avoided with the more upgraded version of Tempus Velox... Tempus Velox Supreme... Where you are in full control, watching the world slowly pass by... doing twenty or so things in one millisecond.”

The entire class gasped.

“That’s a thing?” Azalea didn’t realize that she said that out loud.

“Oh yes, it is a... ‘thing,’ as you said. But to achieve Tempus Velox Supreme takes years of practice, dedication, and extreme focus, especially if you need to use it during moments of hardship... Any distraction, any escalation in emotion due to fear, doubt, uncertainty, hesitation, excitement even, can quickly turn Tempus Velox Supreme back into Tempus Velox just before the Time Aura is fully released.

“Now... how do we achieve Tempus Velox Supreme? We achieve it by knowing exactly how we create Tempus Velox and making sure that we do not have the same mindset at the beginning of our manipulation. In fact, our mindset needs to be entirely different.” Professor Gorva looked into the crowd. “Oh dear, I’ve lost you, haven’t I? I’ve told you before... Time and its concept... are not so easy to explain, the words get muddled and confusing...”

“Please try, Professor,” Azalea’s voice carried, always ready to support Professor Gorva.

“Oh alright...” The Professor took a moment to sort out her thoughts. “Perception. Perception is what it’s all about... Perception and believing in what you should see before you even see it... When you release Tempus Velox, you usually think that the person becomes fast while the world remains at normal speed... Naturally, when you manipulate yourself with this perception, you become fast and everything is an uncontrollable blur. But for Tempus Velox Supreme, that is incorrect... What you must do before the release of Time Aura, is understand that it is not the subject that is moving faster... it is the fact that the world around is moving slower...

“And so, you release Tempus Velox Supreme with the understanding and mindset that the entire world is moving slower than you, so you have all the time in the world... As soon as the Time Aura manipulates you, you should start to see everything around you move slowly. Even the ticks and tocks of the clocks drastically slow down. You could run circles around the academy right now and sit down before I have even finished a word... You are in full control... So you see, there is no need to manipulate the entire world in order to slow it down, all you have to do is manipulate yourself... It all starts with you.”

The entire class was silent, trying to rack their brains, taking in the complex information given to them.

“My brain hurts,” Eric whined to Barton.

Professor Gorva scanned all the confused faces, sighing, “Don’t worry, you don’t need to understand it all in one day, just think about it... We’ll come back to it tomorrow and go over it again until you begin to understand.”

It was surprising to see that, for the first time ever, the Professor had nothing more to say, especially since the lesson had practically just started. The students sat in silence, trying to decipher the Professor’s words, wrap their minds around the idea, and change their perception, but it wasn’t easy. This all led to one collective thought, “If we can’t even think it...then how are we supposed to actually do it?”

As soon as Azalea and I exited the classroom, we passed Barton bragging off to a member of his posse, “Did you see their long faces? Pathetic simpletons. It’s as if no one knows how to do something so basic. I could do it in my sleep! In fact, I did it once. Woke up, thought I was asleep for a thousand years, turns out that only two seconds passed when I reset myself... Gotta tell you, that was the best sleep I’ve ever...” Barton’s voice trailed off at the sight of our classmates and other students swarming Azalea and I, following us to class without paying him any mind.

“Wow, that class was a mouthful.” Azalea tried to ignore the crowd as it got tighter. “Did you understand anything that Professor Gorva just talked about... Tempus Velox Supreme?”

“Of course, I can do it too.”

“Wow, really!? I mean, of course! I shouldn’t even be surprised by this point!”

“Don’t you remember? I suggested to use it that first night so that we could get to our destination faster, but then dropped it when you said that you couldn’t do it since manipulating two people with Tempus Velox Supreme would’ve drained a lot of my energy.”

“Right! I remember now! I didn’t even think about that because I’ve never seen you do it... Why haven’t you used it? We’ve been through so much, there were plenty of moments where it would’ve been useful.”

I shook my head. “We haven’t been in the most ideal situations where its use outweighed the risks... There’s a huge risk factor between Tempus Velox and Tempus Velox Supreme. As Professor Gorva mentioned, if you are just the least bit tired, distracted, or energy drained, if you are unfocused in any way, things could go terribly wrong... It’s better not to risk it if you can help it, especially since it’s incredibly hard to get out of Tempus Velox, and, depending on the level of it, could be next to impossible...

“So, because it requires extreme concentration and focus, Tempus Velox Supreme is, ironically, the most time consuming manipulation method a Timekeeper could use... which makes the Timekeeper slow... That fraction of a second, maybe longer depending on who you are, of reprogramming your brain and changing your perception... can make a huge difference between life or death. Not only that, but putting in a lot of focus quickly drains your energy... So the right moments are few, which is why other methods are more preferable. However... if you do it successfully... then you could definitely do a lot with it.”

“Wow... it’s incredible how much you know about it! Though now I think it seems even more difficult than before... Hey, do you think... maybe that... umm... you can teach−”

“No way!” Eric exclaimed, his head popping in from the crowd. “I heard from these guys, that heard it from those guys, that you can actually do a proper Tempus Velox Supreme! Show us!”

“Eric, I don’t think she−” Azalea started with the usual excuses for my behaviour.

“Sure,” I accepted the challenge, which wasn’t challenging at all.

“What?” Azalea’s head snapped towards me, perplexed by my behaviour yet again as I put on my goggles.

Smoothly taking out my pocket watch, I spun the Crown to the right the perfect amount of turns needed, telling myself, I am fast only because the world is slow... The world is slow... Click! Pressing the Crown, I released Tempus Velox Supreme. Whooshhh! The Time Aura crept towards me, wrapping me within. Looking at Azalea’s shocked face, it was a huge contrast from all the other faces whose eyebrows were slowly rising in excitement as they gravitated closer towards me while the Tinker in the distance took its sweet time stepping down. Everything was in slow motion.

Tick............................... the seconds hand on my pocket watch went.

Now, I can either provide them solid proof by taking objects from their hands... or I can walk to the end of the hallway and reset myself.

Obviously, I decided to do it the hard way. Coming up to a student with her bag open, Click! I released Tempos Velox, making sure that it only consumed the books within the bag before taking them into my hands. I had no choice but to exert more energy in order to manipulate the objects since it would be impossible for me to move them while they were in their regular state. Noticing some students at the edge of the group wearing rather fashionable top hats, I decided to Tempus Velox one of those as well. Spotting Thomas’s pocket watch chain hanging out of his waistcoat, unattached, Click! I snatched it along with the watch.

Back at my spot, I pulled the Crown up, resetting my pocket watch. Click! As soon as the Time Aura swallowed me and the objects whole, I was back at present speed.

The entire crowd gasped.

“Woah!”

“Where did those come from?”

“How did you just do that!?”

“Where did my textbooks go?”

“No! My pocket watch! Don’t tell me that I’ve lost it again,” Thomas whined.

“My hat! Where’s my hat?”

“Over there! Alvara has it!”

“Alvara has it all!”

Thomas came over, taking his pocket watch back. “B... but that must mean... that must mean that you used Time Aura while you were already manipulated by Time Aura.”

“Thomas is right!” Azalea exclaimed, finally breaking out of her stupor. “Even though−“

“Of course Alvara used more Time Aura,” Glenda interrupted Azalea. “Do you really think she would’ve gotten the objects that quickly if they were still in normal time?” Although Glenda was acting like her usual self, she was clearly supporting me, which was hard to get used to and something that Azalea wasn’t happy with. Ida wanted to say something too, as it was unbearable to watch her proud friend fall this low.

“Exactly,” I agreed with Glenda, “because all things take time to get to where they need to be.” Glenda smiled, feeling accomplished to have connected with me on some level while Azalea wanted to disappear since she was practically transparent these days anyways. Ida, too, was incredibly uncomfortable with all this “agreeing” happening between us. Not only was it a rare sight for Glenda to agree with anyone in general, but it was an impossible sight to see Glenda and I being on the same page. Remembering that we had class, I returned the rest of the objects, and started heading there. The crowd shifted along with me.

“Alvara, you’re so awesome! You could totally qualify for the Tenebris Mortem!” Eric offered. Excited murmurs spread like wildfire upon hearing those last two words.

“B... but it’s dangerous!” Thomas exclaimed. “Mainly graduates participate in it! The few Fourth Years that tested their luck died a horrible death! Every single one of them!”

“Yeah, but Alvara has what it takes!” Eric did a fist pump. “There’s no way my girl is gonna lose!”

“Sterling could totally do it too!” Glenda bragged, supporting him as well. Although she recently stopped pestering him, probably because she started doing it to me, she still hasn’t given up on getting his attention.

“Alright.” Everyone turned towards the sound of Sterling’s voice, who... as always... appeared out of nowhere. “Wouldn’t want to pass up a challenge. What about you, Alvara? Care to join me?” He squinted, testing me. The Stalvara fans had their eyes glowing at what they presumed to be a romantic question. Not that they could read a room even if it had the words, “Read the room,” written in bold letters.

“I’ll think about it.”

The crowd split into two intense reactions, whining and awing at my response.

“Oh, come on, Alvara,” Eric was the loudest whiner of all. “It would be so great to see you in action!”

“Yeah!” The more the crowd shouted, the more I enjoyed watching them squirm and fawn over me.

“Like I said, I’ll think about it... Or maybe... all of you just need to be a lot more persuasive,” I teased.

“Please, please, please!” the shouts followed me as we entered the Philosophy of Time classroom. Spotting us from the stage, Professor Fanterbill quickly detached himself from the board while I prepared myself to be scolded by his obnoxiously loud voice that would irritate the life out of anyone who heard it, regardless of what the topic was about. At one point, I even entertained a theory that Fanterbill was the universal cause of everyone’s anger issues.

“A... Alvara,” Fanterbill croaked as though it was killing him to use an appropriate tone of voice towards me, which made me wish for my name to never leave his disgusting lips ever again. His face cut a jagged smile, or at least what he thought was a smile since, whatever it was, it was scaring off the students. “... and Sterling! What a pleasant surprise. Come, come!” Giving death glares to the two students in front of him, they whimpered out of their seats and scurried to the back of the room, sitting as far away as possible. “Please, sit here!” I don’t know what’s worse, egoistical Fanterbill or nice Fanterbill. All I knew was that kindness definitely didn’t suit him in any way, shape, or form.

Leaving Azalea to fend for herself, Sterling and I headed to the front as the lost Dandelion looked for a spot, finding one in the middle next to Thomas. Taking our seats, this was the closest Sterling and I had ever been since the day we met. His hostility towards me was overwhelming, as though I was being choked to death without him even touching me.

Firing my own hostility back at Sterling, I amplified it, imagining a horribly torturous death for the guy, allowing my strong negative energy towards him to consume his body whole, just like Time Aura. Don’t test me, Hero. You’ll lose. Turning his face as though he heard me, Sterling’s eyes met mine for a second, showing a hint of surprise before quickly retracting his energy.

It’s not that Sterling was afraid of me, it’s that he was afraid of what I might do in a room full of people, and worst of all... Sterling was afraid of himself and what he would do if things got out of control. That was the main reason as to why we’ve barely interacted since the incident, the Hero was trying to keep a lid on his boiling blood until he found the perfect moment to ruin me, though his rage still leaked through the cracks.

“And so, I speak for everyone here when I say that you two are... are... significant after all.” I just realized that Fanterbill was still moving his disturbing mouth. “But of course, all students of mine become significant once they leave my class. I am sure that the two of you used a thing or two from me in order to help you defeat the enemy.”

“Yes, I definitely got up on a table, looked down on
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