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In loving memory of my wife,

Coleen Heckler.

Forever missed. Forever loved. 

For those who question what others accept.
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The first bell at St. Aurelian’s Academy never rang the same twice.

Some mornings it sounded clean and bright, like a coin flicked on stone. Other mornings it dragged, dull and tired, as if the metal itself had slept badly. This morning it was somewhere in between, the kind of sound that made you look up without really knowing why, and then carry on because there were always children to shepherd and questions to answer and lessons to pretend were orderly.

Elias Marais unlocked Classroom 11 with the same key he had used for seven years. The brass was worn smooth where his thumb pressed, polished by repetition rather than care. He turned it, heard the small click, and pushed the door open with his shoulder because his hands were full: a stack of marked papers, a cracked mug of instant coffee, and a thin folder that held the term’s planning like a promise he made every Monday and broke by Wednesday.

The room smelled faintly of chalk dust and old wood. He liked that about it. The scent did not change with fashion, and it did not care about budgets or politics or the little wars fought in staff meetings. It was simply the smell of learning, and of time.

He set the papers down, placed the mug on the corner of his desk, and stood still for a moment. Not because he was praying. He did not do much of that anymore. It was just a pause, the small quiet before the day began, like standing behind the curtain before a play.

Outside, early light struggled into the corridor. Winter was not fully gone yet. The air still carried that thin chill that sat behind the eyes. Elias felt it in his neck, in the place where sleep turned into stiffness when it was cut short. He rolled his shoulders once, slowly, and glanced at the timetable taped to the wall. First period: English. Grade 10.

He could already hear them coming. Shoes scuffing, voices rising, the slap of a locker door. A laugh. A shout. Life.

Elias pulled the blinds up a little more and let a bar of pale sunlight fall across the room. It sliced through dust motes and landed on the back wall where the school’s crest plaque hung in its usual place, above the faded poster about exam preparation. The crest had been there since before he taught here. It had probably been there before he was born.

He did not normally notice it.

Today, his eyes caught on it the way a fingertip catches a splinter.

The plaque was made of dark wood and mounted with a metal shield. The shield was divided into four quadrants, each one carrying a symbol: a torch, a closed book, a key, and a serpent curled into a loop at the base. Beneath the shield, in a neat ribbon of brass, the motto was engraved in Latin: LUX VERITAS.

Light is truth.

Elias had said it hundreds of times at assemblies. It was part of the school’s identity, part of what parents paid for. St. Aurelian’s was not just a place to pass exams, the brochures claimed. It was a place that shaped character. A place that cultivated clarity. A place that produced young people who would “shine.”

The idea was comforting, in the way slogans often were.

But this morning the light falling across the plaque made the metal look strange. The torch’s flame, usually a simple stylised lick, seemed to point slightly downward. Elias blinked, and the illusion shifted, and it looked normal again. He shook his head and turned toward his desk.

He hesitated anyway, taking a step closer as if distance could be the whole problem. The metal was colder than the room should have allowed, and along the lower edge of the shield he caught a faint groove, too neat to be a scratch and too shallow to be decoration.

Somewhere inside the wall, something gave a tiny click. It might have been the radiator. It might have been the building settling. His hand withdrew on its own.

A knock sounded at the door.

“Morning, sir.”

A boy stood there with a prefabricated grin, the type that tried to sell innocence before the crime had even happened. His blazer was unbuttoned, his tie loosened.

“Morning, Jaden,” Elias said. “Button your blazer.”

Jaden complied with exaggerated suffering. “Yes, sir.”

Behind him, a group of students spilled into the room in a noisy clump. Bags dropped. Chairs scraped. A girl called Thuli was already telling a story with her hands. Two boys were arguing about football, loudly and with absolute certainty.

Elias waited for the room to settle into something that resembled a classroom. He wrote the date on the board, then turned back and looked out at them.

“Books out,” he said. “We’re doing Orwell today.”

Groans. A few smiles. A chorus of paper rustling. The day began.

As he moved between desks, answering questions and nudging a sentence into better shape, Elias felt a small tug of distraction. It came and went, like a radio signal that refused to tune cleanly. His gaze kept drifting to the crest plaque. The torch. The closed book. The key. The serpent.

It was nothing. He told himself it was nothing.

But the symbols had started to feel less like decoration and more like a language he had never bothered to learn.

At break, the students emptied out, leaving behind the usual debris of wrappers and half-erased pencil marks. Elias gathered his papers and headed to the staff room. The corridor was loud with bodies and voices. In the distance, a teacher clapped her hands and shouted at a group of boys who were running as if the floor were not real.

The staff room was a rectangle of fluorescent light and stale biscuits. Two kettles hissed. Someone had left a newspaper open at the sports section. A small cluster of teachers stood around the table, discussing marks and deadlines with the grim camaraderie of people sharing a slow disaster.

Elias poured water into his mug, added a spoon of coffee, and stirred.

“Morning, Elias,” said Mrs. Dlamini, the Afrikaans teacher. Her hair was pinned tight as if she was holding her thoughts together the same way. “You look tired.”

“I’m fine,” he lied.

She gave him a look that suggested she had graded too many essays to believe any human being who said they were fine.

Before she could respond, the staff room door opened and the conversation quieted in the way it always did when authority entered the room.

Headmaster Van Rensburg stepped inside.

He was not a loud man. He did not need to be. He carried himself like a person who expected doors to open for him, and they usually did. His suit was immaculate. His hair was silvering in a way that made him look distinguished rather than old. He nodded to a few teachers, his smile small and controlled.
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