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	Chapter 1: What Came After the Real Secret

	 

	Amy is living with Granddad again. Things have been calm — maybe too calm…

	They’re playing a slow, thoughtful game of chess by candlelight one rainy evening. It’s quiet. Safe. Ordinary. But when Amy touches a specific pawn — or makes a move that shouldn’t be legal — something clicks. Granddad pauses. And looks up confused.

	Suddenly, a hand appeared on a clock hanging on the wall pointing to the number 25—Clearly visible between the numbers.

	Sunny, half-asleep on a stack of books, suddenly jolts upright: “Um. What time did you say it was?”

	Granddad: “Quarter past midnight, give or take.”

	Sunny, who looks at the clock, asked. “You sure it wasn’t quarter past Never?”

	Before anybody can answer, long shadows seem to stretch across the clock. The candle flickers. And then…

	The next thing Amy knows, she’s standing in the cracked desert.
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	Chapter 2: Echoes of Time

	 

	What happened? Weren't they just in grandad's study?  Amy hadn’t been sure she wanted to travel again. Not here. Not now. And certainly not like this. Years ago, she opened a trunk in her grandfather’s attic. Curious about the contents of it. And when she found the princess dress that lay on the bottom, she couldn’t wait to try it on. It was the start of an adventure—no, a puzzle disguised as an adventure.

	She had chased clues across the Seven Wonders of the world, solved impossible (yet strangely fun) chess puzzles, spoken to dragons, freed a cyber princess, faced riddles that bent reality, rewound time, and even—briefly—held the secret of the universe in her hand.

	Acquired a mini ghost that lived in a doll house, and an obnoxious fairy whose name was Sunny. And, to top it off, freed a mummy who lay in a crystal coffin, Caleb.

	But apparently, she wasn’t done yet.

	***

	Amy stared across the cracked expanse of desert sand, its surface flickering like a fading dream. She glanced uneasily at the map she held, sighing deeply.

	Another adventure.

	“It’s getting worse,” she murmured. “Ever since the Architect of Time warned us about the missing shards, reality hasn’t stopped unravelling.”

	Ghostly, floating beside her, frowned at the map, his gaze thoughtful. “Velathar said the shards of time are tied to powerful Emotions. Until we find them, things will happen.”

	Velathar. The Architect of Time. He had appeared at the end of their last journey—half oracle, half clockmaker—revealing the strange truth Amy never saw coming: Time's heartbeat was made of feelings. Every moment in history, every tick forward, was held together by emotions—joy, fear, pride, hope. And now, someone had stolen the shards that anchored them to the flow of time. Without the shards, reality itself was starting to… drift.

	Hovering irritably in the shimmering heat, Sunny scoffed. “Great. We’re stuck because someone decided Emotions deserve freedom? Next thing we know, Joy will demand vacations and Fear will need therapy.”

	Amy managed a weak smile, though worry darkened her eyes. Sunny wasn’t entirely wrong. It hadn’t always been like this. They’d been explorers, adventurers—until their paths crossed with Velathar, the Architect of Time himself. He had revealed a terrible truth: Time was fracturing because someone had stolen the living heart of the Universe. And each shard was tied to an Emotion.

	Their mission was clear, if daunting. Retrieve the shards, restore balance, and return the lost Emotions safely to the Box—a place Velathar described not as a prison, but as a sanctuary where emotions found peace. Only then could the ChronoCore, or whatever that was, stabilise.

	Caleb, who stood silently at her side, was still trying to comprehend their strange quest. Rescued from an Egyptian tomb, everything felt alien to him. “Why must we find Emotions?” he asked cautiously.

	Amy looked kindly at Caleb. He’d adapted remarkably well for someone plucked from ancient Egypt, yet confusion lingered behind his eyes. “Velathar told us that Emotions are the building blocks of reality itself,” she explained gently. “Every shard stolen disrupted the Emotions.”

	Caleb nodded slowly, absorbing her words. “And that’s why we’re here—in this cracked desert?”

	“Yes,” Amy replied. “He brought us here because an Emotion—and its shard—must be close.”

	Sunny rolled her eyes dramatically. “Let me guess. It’s probably something awful, like Anxiety. That would certainly explain this delightful scenery.”

	Ghostly gave Sunny a faint smile. “Could be. Every Emotion we encounter will be complicated. Each one reflects inner conflicts.”

	Amy took a deep breath. “Exactly. We don’t just find them—we have to confront ourselves through them. It’s how we restore balance.”

	Caleb glanced nervously around the desert. “So, this instability we’re seeing—it’s linked directly to us?”

	Amy nodded solemnly. “Reality mirrors us. If we’re unstable, it’s unstable. If we lose an Emotion, we risk losing ourselves.”

	Sunny sighed dramatically. “No pressure, right?”

	Amy turned; her expression serious yet determined.

	“We’ve handled worse. Dragons, evil masterminds—”

	“And Sunny’s endless complaining,” Ghostly interrupted dryly.

	Sunny crossed her arms defiantly. “Excuse me for having standards!”

	Amy smiled, appreciating the momentary relief from tension. But it didn’t last long. She knew the Architect was counting on them. If the shards weren’t restored, everyone they cared about would be swept into chaos.

	“Alright,” Amy said, tightening her grip on the map. “The shard—and the Emotion—are close. Stay alert.”      As she spoke, the map flickered wildly, hinting at something just beyond their sight. The desert trembled beneath their feet, almost unsure if it should hold firm or crumble completely.

	Ghostly’s voice drifted softly beside her. “Amy, the Architect warned us—Whoever stole the shards had a reason. We might not like what we discover.”

	Amy nodded grimly. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.” She took another determined step forward, and reality shuddered again. Little did they know their next encounter was about to plunge them into the heart of an even stranger crisis—centred around an unstable clock tower and an absent-minded Time Keeper, setting the stage for the paradox that lay ahead.
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	Chapter 3: The Clockmaker’s Paradox

	 

	Amy consulted the map again, which flickered like a dying ember. The air was heavy, and the surrounding landscape shifted as if the world itself was holding its breath. Frowning, her finger tracing the path on the map, which appeared, then disappeared.

	“This makes little sense. We should be close to the Emotion, but nothing is there.”

	Ghostly looked just as confused. “This is weird. Where can it be?”

	Before he could finish, a weathered clock tower materialized out of thin air. Its gears ground noisily, emitting puffs of steam, while the massive clock face spun wildly, pausing momentarily before jerking clumsily forward.

	Caught off guard, Amy walked straight into its solid frame with a resounding thud “Ouch!” she yelped, stumbling back and rubbing her forehead.

	Sunny, the little fairy hovering just behind, burst into laughter. “Nice one, Amy. Playing hide-and-seek with giant clock towers now?”

	Ghostly flickered slightly as he floated closer. 

	“Next time, try looking before you walk into something that large.”

	Amy shot them both a glare, still massaging her

	forehead.

	“Hilarious. It wasn’t here a second ago! Where on earth did it come from?”

	Sunny flew around the tower’s base, buzzing with curiosity. “Let’s explore!”

	Ghostly crossed his arms. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. This thing could vanish with us inside.”

	“Let’s find out. Amy pushed open the heavy wooden door, and they stepped into the chaos of a Clockmaker’s workshop. The room was full of ticking clocks, spinning gears, and floating cogs.

	A large clock stood at the centre, its hands twitching as though struggling against time.

	Caleb’s eyes widened. “What’s that?” he asked, pointing at it. “A mechanical sundial?”

	Sunny barely stifled a laugh, “Oh, Caleb. Welcome to the future! That’s a clock.”

	Caleb frowned “A clock?” His tone was sceptical. “What does it do?”

	Ghostly floated beside him, smirking. “It tells time.”

	Caleb blinked, unimpressed “You need a machine for that? In my time, you just looked at the sun or stars. It’s not that hard.”

	Sunny snorted “Well, excuse us, ancient one. Some of us like knowing the exact minute when we’re about to be late.”

	Caleb raised an eyebrow, “Why does it twitch like that? Is it broken?”

	Amy glanced at the erratic hands, “It’s more than broken. I think Time’s out of balance.”

	Sunny crossed her arms. “Great. We’ve got a time crisis, and Caleb’s over here wondering why we don’t just carry a giant stick casting shadows.”

	Before Caleb could fire back, a low, resonant voice filled the chamber.

	“The hands twitch because Time resists,” Velathar said, stepping from the shadows, his presence commanding. His cloak shimmered, reflecting fragments of starlight.

	Caleb tilted his head, still wary, “Who is this cryptic riddler?”

	Velathar’s sharp, silver eyes rested on Caleb with an almost amused expression. “You know who I am. I am Velathar, the Architect of Time. And this clock,” he gestured toward the erratic hands, “is not merely broken. It’s unravelling. Each tick brings us closer to chaos.”

	Amy stepped closer to the timepiece. “Can we fix it?”

	Velathar’s gaze turned to her, solemn yet piercing. “Time’s balance is delicate. To restore it, you must confront its essence. But be warned: attempting to mend it will come at a cost.”

	Sunny threw up her hands. “Oh great, another of life’s lessons with an ominous price tag. Couldn’t we just fix it with glue?”

	Velathar allowed a faint smile. “Perhaps you’ll find the glue to courage—or wisdom.” His expression turned serious again. “The Ocean of Ambition holds the key. But first, you must retrieve the fragment that was stolen.”

	Amy nodded, determination hardening her features. “We’ll find it.”

	Velathar inclined his head slightly. “Do so quickly. Time waits for no one, not even me.”

	Caleb shot him a flat look. “Sundials worked for centuries.”

	Ghostly chuckled. “You’re right, Caleb. Low-tech solutions never malfunction.”

	Sunny threw her hands up dramatically. “Well, all good things come to an end. Let’s go back to pigeons for messaging!”

	Amy sighed. “Focus. The clock is telling us something.”

	Caleb nodded slowly. “Strange tool. In my time, we trusted nature. This feels different. Like Time itself is alive.”

	Ghostly gave a light laugh. “In this place, it probably is.”

	As if summoned by their conversation, a frazzled old man with wild hair and soot-streaked overalls stumbled from behind a massive clock. His goggles magnified his wide, frantic eyes.

	“Ah, visitors! I am the Time Keeper,” he exclaimed, brushing soot off his hands. “You’re just in time. Technically speaking, you’re out of time. But who’s counting?”

	Sunny raised an eyebrow. “Clearly not you.”

	The Time Keeper winced.

	“Yes, well. About that. I do have a reputation for being slightly shoddy with time management.”

	Amy folded her arms, “Shoddy? You’re in charge of time across universes and forgot to flip your hourglass?”

	The Time Keeper nodded sheepishly.

	“So many hours to manage, so little time. But in my defense, it’s hard to keep track when clocks yell at you from every direction.”

	Amy narrowed her eyes. “So, it’s the clock’s fault?”

	“Well,” he gestured vaguely, “maybe if they’d stop ticking so loudly, I’d have more peace of mind!”

	Sunny rolled her eyes. “Sure. Blame the clocks. But remember—it was your carelessness that froze time.”

	The Time Keeper wagged a finger. “Technically, it wasn’t my fault alone. Someone,” he pointed at Amy, “added eleven grains of sand to the hourglass.”

	Amy threw up her hands. “I was trying to fix your mistake!”

	“And you melted the sand, freezing time,” the Time Keeper said. “Do you know how long it took me to clean that up?”

	Sunny grinned. “Poor you. Must’ve been exhausting watching Amy solve eleven puzzles.”

	“Yes, yes, I’m a disaster. But even a broken clock is right twice a day. Anyway, time flows again, doesn’t it?” The Time Keeper sighed.

	Ghostly smirked. “Barely. And only because we’ve been cleaning up after you.”

	The Time Keeper nodded gravely. “You’re right. And that’s why you must help me again. The ChronoCore is stuck.”

	Ghostly raised an eyebrow. “ChronoCore? Stuck forever?”

	The Time Keeper nodded again. “Forever. Breakfast will always be cold, and you’ll never reach the next checkpoint.”

	Sunny gasped in mock horror. “Cold breakfast? That’s insane!”

	Amy asked sharply, “What’s the ChronoCore?”

	The Time Keeper adjusted his goggles dramatically. “It’s the heart of time itself. The river’s source, the engine room, the...you get the idea.”

	Ghostly floated closer. “So, it keeps time from collapsing.”

	“Exactly!” the Time Keeper said. “But when anomalies appear, the Core falters.”

	Sunny crossed her arms. “So, you’re saying someone broke time and emotions?”

	The Time Keeper looked uncomfortable. “Yes.”

	Before more accusations could fly, Velathar reappeared.

	“Time does not break normally. It fractures,” he said.

	Amy’s gaze dropped to the clock. “We’ll fix it.”

	Velathar gave a solemn nod. “But know this—emotion and magic are woven into Time’s heart.”

	The Time Keeper pulled something shimmering from his coat pocket. “This Temporal Key will let you access the Core’s deepest layer.” And he handed it to her. The towering silver and black ChronoCore pulsed faintly, its heartbeat uneven, mirroring the flickering clock hands above.

	The Temporal Key felt warm in her hand—too warm. As if it wasn’t just an object anymore, but something alive, something listening.

	Ghostly floated close. “Careful. That’s not just a key. It's an anchor, tied to Time’s flow—and you.”

	Amy tightened her grip. “What do you mean?”

	The Architect’s voice was unusually serious. “magic and time were never truly separate. They’re connected by emotion. If you’re out of balance, the key will be too.”

	Sunny buzzed nervously above. “Oh, brilliant. So now the key’s got feelings? What’s next—the door asks for a hug?”

	Ignoring her, Amy looked at the Core’s swirling lock. She took a deep breath. The key pulsed again—this time in rhythm with her heartbeat. Focus, she told herself.

	As she raised the Temporal Key toward the lock, a shimmering thread of light spun from its tip, hovering in midair. The light shifted colors—a storm of blue, gold, and violet—each color reflecting her tangled emotions.

	For a moment, doubt flickered in her mind, and the thread frayed.

	Quickly, gathering courage she steadied herself, noticing it now burned a bright gold.

	Sunny’s voice cut through the moment. “No pressure, but if you zap yourself, I’m flying back.”

	Amy half-smiled, noticing her emotions affected the color of the key, and closed her eyes. Letting her fear drift away. She thought of Granddad, of Sunny, Ghostly, Caleb—all the people counting on her.

	The light grew steady, vibrant, humming with power.

	With a final, determined breath, Amy guided the shimmering thread into the lock. And with a soft whoosh of magic, the Temporal Key sank into place.

	The ChronoCore whirred to life. Gears spun faster. Light filled the tower, bright and pure, as if Time itself was breathing again.

	Ghostly whispered, “You did it.”

	Sunny muttered, wide-eyed, “That was either amazing or terrifying. Or both.”

	The massive clock overhead clicked forward once—steady, strong.

	Amy opened her eyes. The last traces of light faded from the Key in her hand. She smiled.

	A mechanical voice echoed through the chamber: “Synchronisation required.”

	Amy turned toward the ChronoCore’s pulsing gears. The Core’s rhythm steadied into a pattern—click-click-clang, click-click-clang—like a colossal heartbeat.

	Sunny hovered uncertainly next to a set of rotating levers. “Okay, so... we’re supposed to synchronize a moody clock now? Brilliant. Totally normal.”

	Ghostly pointed toward a platform covered in shifting weights. “That one’s yours, Caleb. Sunny, take the lever. Amy—you’re on the central dial.”

	They each moved into position, trying to match the Core’s strange rhythm. Amy gripped the main dial carefully.

	Click-click-clang.

	Sunny, gave her lever an experimental yank—only for it to snap back with a loud clang!

	“Whoa!” she yelped. “This thing’s got an attitude!”

	Ghostly floated past. “You’re supposed to pull when the clang happens, not before, dummy.”

	Sunny gave him a mock salute. “Yes, Captain timing. Right away, sir.”

	She adjusted her timing, yanking the lever in perfect sync this time. It moved smoothly, and the Core glowed a little brighter.

	Caleb studied the weights, trying to lift and shift them to match the rhythm. His first attempt made them topple with a loud crash.

	Sunny winced. “Smooth, ancient one. Very subtle.”

	Caleb muttered something sounding surprisingly like an Egyptian curse and tried again—this time succeeding.

	Amy turned the central dial carefully, feeling it lock into place as she stayed with the Core’s pulse.

	But suddenly, Sunny’s lever jammed halfway.

	“Uh, guys? My lever’s stuck!” she cried, tugging desperately.

	Ghostly glanced over, smirking. “Maybe because you keep yanking it like you’re starting a lawnmower.”

	Sunny scowled. “Oh, sorry! I forgot you’re the official Core Whisperer now.”

	Amy intervened quickly, her voice calm. “Slow down, Sunny. Pull in time with the Core. Gently.”

	Sunny grumbled but followed the advice. She tugged slower, smoother, and the lever slid into place.

	The ChronoCore emitted a soft chime in response.

	“See?” Ghostly teased. “Not so hard when you actually listen.”

	Sunny stuck out her tongue. “One more word and I’m throwing this lever at you.”

	Amy twisted the central dial one final time, feeling it click. The Core gave a deep, satisfying hum. Its gears spun freely now, light radiating from within.

	The ChronoCore’s clock face flashed once—then locked into a steady, reassuring tick.

	The Time Keeper clapped enthusiastically from the sidelines. “Brilliant! Absolutely brilliant! You’ve done it!”

	Sunny wiped her forehead dramatically. “Phew. We fixed time and didn’t implode. Do we get a trophy or something?”

	The Time Keeper adjusted his goggles, beaming.

	“You’ve officially outdone yourselves. The ChronoCore is purring like a kitten. Time flows smoothly once again. Well... mostly.”

	Amy narrowed her eyes. “Mostly?”

	The Time Keeper waved it off with a flourish.

	“Tiny fluctuations. Barely worth mentioning. For now.”

	Sunny groaned. “Why do I feel like ‘for now’ means we’ll be back here next week?”

	The Time Keeper chuckled. “Ah, the adventures of time—they never truly end.”

	Amy sighed, but couldn’t help smiling.

	“Let’s get out of here before time changes its mind.” As they turned to leave, the Time Keeper called out, clearing his throat.

	“Excuse me! Aren’t you forgetting something?”

	Amy turned back, confused. The Time Keeper hurried forward and carefully retrieved the Temporal Key from her hand, holding it aloft like a prized trophy.

	Sunny hovered with a sceptical look.

	“Great. So can we leave now, or is there another ‘tiny anomaly’ waiting to trip us up?”

	The Time Keeper chuckled again. “No anomalies, I promise. But your journey isn’t over just yet. Remember the shard—you still need to find it!”

	Ghostly floated closer, arms crossed. “Why am I not surprised?”

	The Time Keeper pointed to a side door that seemed to materialise out of nowhere.

	“Beyond this lies your next destination. A place where time flows... differently.”

	Amy narrowed her eyes.

	“What does that mean?”

	The Time Keeper winked. “The Traveller’s Respite. A charming little tavern caught in a peculiar time loop. Lovely atmosphere. Terrible sense of continuity.”

	Sunny groaned. “A tavern? Please tell me this one doesn’t serve endless Time.”

	The Time Keeper grinned. “Only the finest selection of looping realities. You’ll see soon enough.”

	Ghostly sighed. “Let me guess: another test?”

	The Time Keeper nodded gravely. “Indeed. The tavern holds its patrons in a temporal loop until their unresolved issues are addressed. You’ll need to help them break free.”

	Velathar’s deep voice echoed one last time. “I am going. The balance is restored for now. But the path ahead remains perilous. We will meet again.”

	He turned, his silver cloak billowing, and stepped into the shadows.

	The Time Keeper handed Amy a different map, its surface shimmering faintly. “Your next destination lies beyond the Traveller’s Respite. May your journey be timely.”

	He swung open the side door, revealing a dark, swirling portal. “Good luck, my friends. And remember—time may loop, but it doesn’t wait forever.”
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