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SINCE PRIMEVAL TIMES, forests have engendered feelings of supernatural awe. Remote and shadowy, they seemed places apart from reality, where anything could possibly happen, just so long as it was tinged with the right amount of eerie menace. 

Forgotten souls might be imagined to roam amid the wooded slopes of mountains and hills, though bearing a remarkable resemblance to morning mist up early with a fit of the vapours. Evil ghosts and perhaps some that might actually turn out to be quite nice if anyone would take the trouble to get to know them better, would infest dark copses. Deep valleys choked with ferns and other green stuff that likes to grow everywhere, even in the least expected places, were doomed to be the haunts of troubled spirits. At least that was the idea. Witnesses of such things had perhaps already soaked up quite a lot of spirits themselves prior to their own meandering explorations of a world suddenly changed from stable to otherwise. 

The grief-stricken or inspired were known at times to call upon the departed, sometimes dearly departed, and the softly animated beings which might appear on such occasions could pose all sorts of problems if not handled carefully. 

For there were many kinds of ghosts, some more substantial than others. The most dangerous were those indeed of the solid kind found in remote locations and who may have an agenda very much of their own contriving. 

The pine forests on the extensive slopes of Mount Syzywyg, though quite shadowy at certain times of the evening and on into the night, were only remote if one ignored the bustling metropolis of Cherryball Flats that sprawled across the western flanks down to the coast. A great glow upon the horizon and moving lights in the skies above told its own tale of a population centre a short distance away. Depending on wind direction and strength even the pungency of urban living could overpower the scent of pinewood at times, resulting in the occasional stunned squirrel or coughing flower. 

The great trees gathered upon the mountainside were sometimes very still as if watching and waiting, and at other times there was a restlessness about them, as if each towering pine had had enough of being rooted to the spot and was eager to be off to see what some other valley might be like. 

This particular evening, when autumn was slowly turning into winter, or more accurately it got darker a little sooner for Frangea was a land renowned across the Face of the World for having an all year round summer, the slopes of Mount Syzywyg had become a tense battleground. Two stealthy groups of combatants sought by strategy to overcome the other and claim amid the shadows secret victories which the light of day would not reveal unless it were an abandoned scarf or mislaid cap dangling from a low branch. 

It had been a battle fought yearly for each new intake of recruits found themselves obliged to participate, performing their duties as expected to uphold the prestige of their cause. After that first year however they tended to see the futility of war in their new found maturity and moved on to other things, thereby leaving the field open to the next generation so to speak. 

As a consequence of this, the causes and goals of the combatants were also remade according to the temperament of the participants. This year in particular, a most remarkable year as it was destined to be, it was all about territory. And perhaps love. 

––––––––
[image: ]


A SMALL STREAM TINKLED its way down a slope in a kind of zigzag, dancing from rocky ledge to mossy boulder, oblivious in its tumbling progress towards the abandoned settlement of Cloven Skull a mile or so to the south. Through no fault of its own it had become a boundary of sorts. It was one of those contested gridographical features so beloved by generals with little imagination, where countless troops could be thrown away in defending a tree or a nice lichen-covered rock, thereby confirming strategic skill and military prowess through the instrumentality of stubbornness. 

Maps of great detail had been drawn up along certain stretches of the stream’s length from where it sprang out of an ominous cave that sheltered unknown things, down to a splendid pool which bubbled with mephitic exhalations. Anyone crossing that sparkling line would enter enemy territory. 

“There!” a young lad said under his breath. “Did it.” 

Billy Buckle turned to face three colleagues, all dressed like him in the grey blazers of Chancefleet. He was presently standing upon a wobbly rock on the other side of the stream, having just leapt across it and with a piece of chalk had marked a tree with his sigil. 

“Are you sure?” came a snort and a snigger from a biggish lad safely poised on friendly territory. He indicated where Billy had marked the tree. The lad turned. 

As he looked the chalk sign changed shape slightly and flew off upstream with a low buzz. It was not a magic sign. Billy had merely drawn his mark upon the camouflaged back of a spruce bug while it was having a nap before indulging in some bug-like nocturnal activity only it knew the significance of. 

“Well, I must say, that was jolly rude,” Billy said as his chums laughed quietly on the other side of the boundary. When some unseen creature barked at him from a high branch of the same uncooperative tree he jumped back across the stream and breathed easier. 

“Three fudge blocks,” he said casually as the others patted him on the back. The larger boy though seemed a trifle unimpressed. 

“You were there less than ten seconds Buckle,” he said disdainfully. “Hardly worth a single fudge block to my mind.” 

Billy Buckle swelled with indignation and his prominent ears glowed in the twilight. 

“Portious,” he huffed, “if you were to throw five fudge blocks across the river I will retrieve them and eat the lot before your freckly face.” 

“Done.” 

With that the boy called Portious hurtled a packet in a splendid arc up into the shadows overhead so that it noisily crashed through pine branches and fern fronds on the other side of the stream. 

Billy’s face went a little pale at this gesture. 

“Your treat awaits,” Portious said with a mock bow and sniggers from the others. Virtue Portious imagined himself a leader among the boys present, they all being first years and dorm mates at Chancefleet, the Most Prestigious Academy for Young Gentlemen. Beyond the boundary stream they all knew was no boy’s land, a splendidly dangerous piece of territory, for the previous year it had been claimed by the pupils of Miss Plazenby’s Extremely Exclusive Seminary for Girls. Portious resolved it must be retaken. 

“I say Buckle, it’s gone rather deep beyond enemy lines,” another boy observed, a lad named Squibbers who hailed originally from Deepwold, a place replete with old-fashioned ways and painful politeness. “May I have your gilt pen set if you fail to return?” 

There was no reply to this. Instead Billy was looking down at the speaker’s feet. 

“What’s that?” he said. 

The other peered down where he was looking and then crouched forward to pick up the slightly luminous object. 

“I think it’s the shell of a mucus gigantica,” Squibbers said thoughtfully, turning it around so the starlight above could catch the gleaming pattern. “A rather splendid specimen if I may say. What’s it doing here?” 

“On our side of the stream,” Portious said slowly. 

A tension seemed to creep over the boys following this observation and everyone looked around at the green shadows nearest to them. 

“Hush!” Billy suddenly warned. “Did you see that?” 

“Why must we be quiet in order to see better?” came a reasonable objection in muttered tones. Billy hissed for silence. 

Everyone remained very still, watching the shadowy wall on the other side of the stream, listening for the tell-tale sounds of movement in the underbrush. 

The stream gurgled, the wind sighed gently in the trees and a squirrel squat upon a branch pondered the curious sight of four pale faces motionless in the gloom. 

Then there was a slight change among the shadows, silent movement that briefly brought a flash of colour to the almost monochrome scene. The squirrel barked a warning and scurried high into leafy safety. It paused briefly to look back down across the stream but the four strange creatures had fled as well. 

If it had lingered a little while more it would have seen the dark ferns below part slowly and heard a curious melodic chime. 

“Location reached,” came a casual observation in feminine tones from among the ferns. 

“How do you know?” a similar voice asked. 

“That’s what that funny sound means on my wrist locator you fool,” was the harsh response. A second chime sounded. “There, see? Yours has just gone off too. This is where we, no make that you, dropped it.” 

“Didn’t mean to. Hey, what’s that?” the second voice responded, shrugging off the admonition of the other. There was the further sound of rustling among the ferns. 

“Fudge?” a soft spoken voice said in puzzled tones. 

“An exchange?” the other identical voice suggested. Then the ferns closed up again and the stream burbled and tinkled and splashed its way down the slope none the wiser for having been witness to a brief engagement upon its remote and lonely banks. An engagement which would lead eventually to many casualties. 
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WITH THE COMING OF night the forested slopes of Mount Syzywyg slept peacefully, despite the marching of armies, mainly of bugs and ants and caterpillar things, or the shrill cries of battle waged between squirrels and wobbly pigeons as they struggled for supremacy over a tasty supply of mushroom growths that had sprung up along the abandoned amble paths that criss-crossed the woods. 

Back at base the great buildings of Chancefleet, nestled in a dip between hills, were mainly dark. A few oddly coloured lights could be seen here and there, some changing colour as if a party were taking place in a high room in one wing of the building. Anyone patrolling outside might look up and remember the window belonged to Professor Palsie. Clearly he had also successfully retrieved a mushroom supply and was working off the results of an experiment not on the current curriculum of the academy. 

The light from another room might also be noted though only by reflection on roof tiles for it was so high up and hidden away it was not directly visible from the ground. It was one of several first year dorms and currently contained a restless contingent, survivors of an earlier battle in need of licking invisible wounds, though no less painful for that. 

The gathered soldiers sat in their striped pyjamas and stared at the thing on the carpet. 

“It hasn’t moved since you put it there,” one observed. 

“That, you buffoon, is because it is empty, void, like your brain case.” 

“You mean there’s a poor snail wandering about out there without its clothing?” 

A cushion greeted this plaintive remark. 

Once the fighting had stopped and the boys gathered again around the curious trophy of a night’s work in enemy territory, there was a period of silent contemplation. 

“You know,” came a casual comment, “I used to think slugs were like snails between shells or something.” 

“It was on our side of the stream,” reminded Billy Buckle and he picked the thing up. “Anyone mind if I keep it? You know, as a prize? After all I did cross over and was mere moments from being killed.” 

Portious sighed, remembering the packet of fudge so foolishly tossed away. 

“What we need is a better strategy, some warning system to tell where the enemy is. We want to be able to see them before they see us.” 

“My hack of the on-grid locators they use backfired,” one boy said. He was the smallest boy not only in the dorm but the whole academy and endeavoured to compensate for this by two means. Firstly eating a lot of pudding to build up his strength and fend off oppression, and secondly by attempting ingenuity to impress others, thereby making himself indispensible. Neither of course worked. 

“Yes, that seemed a good idea at the time Leftover, and then we heard nothing about it,” another pointed out accusingly. “What happened to that?” 

“It backfired,” Simeon Leftover repeated and even in the dim light of the room it was obvious the boy was blushing. A warm glow seemed to surround his small frame nestled beneath the sheets. 

“You said that before, but how?” 

“Let’s just say I only carry my locator device in public places from now on.” 

There was general laughter at this. 

“Received any interesting messages?” someone asked during the merriment, which ended abruptly by a pinging sound from the embarrassed boy. He looked at the message screen and his shoulders drooped. 

“What does it say?” came a breathless query. 

“‘Please forgive my boldness, but as it is lights out by now, should not you and your fellow dorm mates be in bed?’” the boy recited in tragic tones. 

“A spy!” came a cry and the device was snatched from its owner and tossed out of the window, causing half a dozen wobbly pigeons perched on the sill to scatter noisily. 

The panic which ensued made each boy seek his bed with a curious eagerness and they were all tucked up within seconds. The silence that followed was broken occasionally by a distant ping from outside where the discarded device kept insisting on attention. 

“Leave it,” Portious said warningly. “Let them think it was all too much for you and you have thrown yourself out the window.” 

“Or we could make the impression a reality,” Billy sniggered. 

“What we need,” Portious continued from his corner of the room, “is a way to spy on them without interference.” 

“If one of us were a ghost, he could merely drift insubstantially through the trees and track their movements,” Billy suggested. 

“My lad, you have an idea there,” Portious said. 

“I am not throwing myself out of the window,” came a mournful protest from the smallest boy in the dorm. 

“No, I mean, what if we created an intelligent shadow that could guard the amble walks undetected and report back to us. We could plot positions and plan an ambush in real time.” 

“Sounds technical.” 

“That’s why we have Bingo in our dorm.” 

“Bingo!” came a shout from near the window. 

“Yes, you. Thought you were asleep.” 

“Bingo was,” and then there was the sound of someone moving towards the window. A twang was distinctly heard, followed by a crack and the remote pings from outside ended abruptly. 

“Well Bingo, what say you to the idea of ghostly surveillance of the enemy?” 

“Bingo sleeping, Bingo dreaming and it was like being in the sky, looking down on the world all spread out like a map. Bingo saw dots here and dots there and a line between.” 

“Aerial surveillance,” Portious said and in the darkness there was an impression he was shaking his head. “They’d zap it with some jammer.” 

The boy called Bingo, who by his speech pattern suggested an economy of thought, whipped a sheet off his bed and skipped about the room with it trailing behind him. It floated in the warm air like a cape. 

“By Speakman’s Copper Beard,” Portious exclaimed, sitting up. “A manned kite. We could use low tech to beat the enemy. They’ll never think of something like that.” 

Billy Buckle laid his head back on the pillow as the other boys muttered approval at such thoughts. Just beside his head the purloined empty shell sat comfortably in a dimple of the soft fabric and he stared at it. 

There was the tiniest hint of a suggestion in his mind that the enemy might already be one step ahead of them again.
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EARLY MORNING ON the slopes of Mount Syzywyg saw mist quickly evaporate, fearing no doubt to be caught out in the open during daylight hours, and the wildlife of the woodlands began another hard day of finding something to do for no one had invented television for them as yet. 

Others were abroad this mild morning also, strange creatures that might be seen to amble now and again around the odd assemblage of rectangular shapes nestled amid trees and gardens like an intrusion of intensely organised spaces. 

This organising of nature was in fact a school. It was more than that. It was Miss Plazenby’s Extremely Exclusive Seminary for Girls, the pupils of which learnt things their own way at times, for they came from all over the Face of the World to be here on the slopes of the mountain. There might be a formal education among the array of classrooms within, but alongside that was a commingling of cultures, attitudes, dress sense and obsessions according to the origins of the several inmates present. 

Early rising was ingrained into certain individuals for various reasons. For some it was all about being active before the earliest predator, or in time to catch nocturnal prey that had stayed up way too long thanks to a fortuitous discovery of mushrooms perhaps. 

There was one busy person who was abroad this particular morning. Ignoring the ghostly mists with impressive disdain, a small figure squat amid the dew-soaked grass intent on some unknown task. 

Fan Mickleberry tied some rope to a pair of sticks, made a few twists and then tossed the odd assemblage in the direction of some wobbly pigeons that had gathered in search of hand-outs on the edge of the forest. Seeing the thing coming towards them, they gurgled, fluttered aside and let it clatter upon the grass, where they proceeded to peck at it in search of edible parts. 

The ghostly mist then appeared to take on a vague semblance of a second figure in a most unexpected way. 

Victoria Sponge bent down and picked up one of the pigeons, gently carrying the startled creature over to where the Yotun hunting girl squat in partial concealment among some bushes. 

“Did you want one of these for something?” she said softly, holding the creature deftly, blowing upon its head to soothe it. 

“How do you do that?” the girl replied, rising from her shelter with bits of leaves tied to her school uniform. She looked like a kind of hybrid blend of bush and pupil. The other girl however seemed a part of the landscape naturally, shimmering in the low slanting sunlight like a mirage. It was easy to lose sight of her by glancing away and then trying to catch a glimpse of her again out of the corner of an eye. 

Both girls were first years at Miss Plazenby’s Extremely Exclusive Seminary for Girls based in the land of Frangea. It was a land of all year long summers though seasons were called by their appropriate names according to the calendar. Thus, though it seemed the start of a pleasant sunny day during this first half of a leisurely weekend, it was in fact autumn and some trees were obliged to shed leaves while bushes found themselves producing berries whether they wanted to or not. 

Victoria Sponge was tall and slim with a pale complexion, deep set eyes and hair seemingly of transparent fibres. She had endeavoured to obviate this by dying strands in blues and pinks but even these colours soon partook of insubstantiality. Her reason for being out early was the quietness of such a time of day. It was not to avoid crowds that brought her to the edge of the forest, merely a chance to indulge in her own musings upon her apparent isolation. Being alone helped with that. 

Fan Mickleberry was very much made of different stuff. She came from Yotun, a fierce land of wild animals that continually fed off each other, where the apex predator might change from day to day according to the direction of the wind. Rumour suggested on one occasion a group of rabid squirrels had got the upper hand in one district through sheer force of numbers until an unexpected meteor strike put paid to their bushy-tailed dominance. It was a harsh, unforgiving place. 

In Frangea by contrast, and more specifically amid the pine forests around Mount Syzywyg, the squirrels there were merely happy to steal shiny things like beer cans and bark at anyone who trespassed upon their territory. 

Fan prided herself on her hunting and trapping skills yet somehow these had deserted her at Miss Plazenby’s. To see another girl casually capture one of the strange wobbly birds that fluttered around the grounds of the school merely by walking up and grabbing it exasperated her not a little. 

It was as if Victoria Sponge was invisible to them, and to a lot of others as well. She had to bang on her desk during morning registration sometimes just to ensure her presence was acknowledged. 

What place had witnessed her birth was not certainly known. Some said she came from that strange, semi-mythical land called Granite, but she herself was unsure. Her past was a mystery and a story all in itself. Her present was straightforward enough. She was an Amaze girl. Just like Fan herself. 

The first years at Miss Plazenby’s were divided into four dormitories, Amaze, Flare, Sensation and Wonder, each purportedly with six inmates to each dorm, though there were doubts about this, what with dubious twins and at least one curious absentee, and another barely present. 

This latter was Victoria Sponge of course and she felt the sense of detachment deeply. No past, barely a hold upon the present, and little hope for a future, she might be considered the loneliest girl in the school, if not for a fellow dorm mate who seemed somehow to bring out the caring side of her. 

A sense of protectiveness was stirred within Victoria by dim memories of her own murky past when she somehow found herself needed by someone or some others unable to fend for themselves. All she could remember now were vague shadows and a sudden sense of deep loss. 

It was a loss which seemed to linger as a kind of detachment, like she was slightly out of phase with reality. There was this abiding belief she had been rejected. Forgotten. All she knew for certain was she had managed to run away by standing still. 

It did not stop her from feeling for the plight of others. 
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SOPHELIA SMOG CARRIED about her an air of the past that went back perhaps hundreds of years. At times she almost seemed to drag it along with her. 

This fellow dorm mate of Fan and Victoria hailed from Deepwold, a land steeped in tradition, history and out-dated thoughts and fashions. Dressed in a curiously quaint version of the school uniform, with lacy trimmings upon her blouse and the grey plaited skirt a good deal longer than anyone else’s, she hobbled about the grounds like a forgotten archive out for a stroll. 

It was this sense of being out of step with the modern world that attracted Victoria Sponge to her. And her own innate sense of right and wrong. Of course, coming from the deeply conservative land of Deepwold, early morning appearances by the old-fashioned girl were inevitable. 

“What are you doing!” Sophelia shrieked in dignified tones as she wandered round the boundaries of the school so she could count her steps. Catching sight of unexpected goings on in a grassy corner among the trees, she was suitably alarmed. “Please let that bird go Fan, it is not for eating.” 

“What?” the Yotun girl said, puzzled. “I didn’t...” she denied. 

There was a flutter of wings and the captive bird shot into the air with a coo of delight, happy to be free, though not perhaps quite sure what being happy or free actually meant. 

“Hello Sophelia,” Victoria Sponge said. 

“Oh, hello. Didn’t see you there,” the quaint girl said, peering from behind her traditional parasol. 

“I believe you,” came a sigh. 

Fan looked from one girl to the other and decided these two were very much made for each other. 

“I’m going to make a hide from loose sticks in the woods over there,” she said. “If anyone wants me, that’s where I’ll be. In hiding,” and she wandered off in search of her stalking heritage, leaving the other two girls alone together beneath a tree. It was one of those trees of a doubtfully deciduous demeanour, being in the process of deciding whether to shed its leaves yet or not. It gave a shudder and a few reddish scraps fluttered down speculatively. 

One landed on Sophelia’s parasol and she shook it off. 

“Trees,” she said. “So many of them.” 

“Yes,” Victoria replied. “They take some getting used to. I feel sometimes like they move about in the night. They never seem to be in the same place whenever I glance at them.” 

This made Sophelia Smog look thoughtful a moment. Her memories of trees were vague as well. Her father ran a great smelting works in a valley known as Dark Chasm back in Deepwold and there was little need for vegetation in the sprawling industrial complex of her homeland. With one notable exception. 

There was a particular tree she knew of. It grew surrounded by great walls and buildings, isolated from the world. One day as she explored her father’s domain, she had discovered it there by chance. A beautiful thing it was, hidden and unheralded. Except by the mysterious person who had decided to plant it there. By some authority unknown no one was allowed to cut it down so with the inevitable expansion of industry builders were obliged to work around the leafy thing. 

Sophelia endeavoured to seek inspiration from the way it grew and flourished all unknown. When one day she found a bird had built a nest there it gave her the courage to look to her own future. 

Then she found herself thousands of miles from the only home she had ever known, mingling with bright and flashy girls at Miss Plazenby’s. Though it was difficult to keep up at times, she was determined to be a part of the greater world. Thus she closed her parasol, felt the early morning sun upon her dark curly hair and smiled at her friend. 

“People say,” she began lugubriously, “that you are like that. Always somewhere else, popping up in unexpected places.” 

This solemn description made Victoria laugh in spite of herself. 

“No pleasing some people. I’m sure it’s a talent that may be of use somewhere.” 

She did not know it at the time but Victoria Sponge’s ability to blend like the legendary Blue Hair Clan that roamed the countryside like shadows on the edge of Frangean society would indeed serve a purpose, a very important purpose. She had in fact already been of service to others without even knowing it. Not by being on the periphery, but at the very centre of things. 

––––––––
[image: ]


MISS PLAZENBY SELECTED girls for her school only after careful consideration. For this particular yearly intake the decisions were even more significant than they had ever been. There was a dreadful thought it might be her last ever intake, so the selections needed to be absolutely right. 

It was a process known only to herself and a very few others across the Face of the World. Those families who received a certain token of regard, as one might call it, found themselves compelled by circumstance to part with a beloved daughter for a period, knowing that such a parting was truly for the best. Thus the heiress to a throne found herself numbered among schoolgirls in a classroom with her royal father’s approval. In another land an only child of deeply loving parents who had brought her up with gentle care learnt with dismay that the greater world had need of that same gentleness and so with a firm belief it was for the greater good, allowed their precious charge to travel thousands of miles to a place far different from that she had hitherto known. 

Of course some families might even be a little relieved their daughters were out of the way, especially if they were the embodiment of chaos in duplicate. Such a transfer to distant lands more resembled exile or banishment than the chance to imbibe the legendary philosophies to be found on the slopes of Mount Syzywyg. 

Of course the chosen pupils might swell with pride at their selection for such an exclusive place, unless they were from Perfecta, in which case it was expected others should swell with pride at the knowledge they shared a classroom with such exquisites. 

In complete contrast Victoria Sponge was someone who looked upon herself as of no significance, a charity case brought to the school for socially inclusive purposes. 

She had no way of knowing her selection was as much a matter of great importance as all the others and Miss Plazenby kept a careful eye upon her, whenever that was possible of course. 

Even those closest to her had trouble in that way at times. 

“Hello?” 

“What?” 

“Sorry,” Sophelia said brightly. “I blinked and missed you for a moment.” 

“Do you think,” the mysterious girl began, ignoring the other’s comment, “we will learn anything useful at this place?” She squinted through the trees down the slope to where bright flashes from sunlight on glass showed where the main buildings of the school were located. Just above the tops of the distant trees a blunt pinnacle marked out an ancient bell tower. Wobbly pigeons could be seen circling it occasionally and trying to figure out why it had no branches. 

“I don’t think so,” Sophelia replied slowly. “My timetable seems full of strange things like Gridology, Strategic Embroidery and Sophistic Methodology” 

“I like the Impressions mistress,” Victoria said. “She noticed my artwork and even knew it was I who had painted the picture.” 

“Did you sign it?” 

“Yes.” 

“I saw one of the girls from another dorm merely press a button on her tablet, slide it down the paper and an image formed like magic.” 

“Prepped canvas,” Victoria said. “Not magic. Just light sensitive chemicals. Just needed to make them glow to create the image.” 

“What can you learn from doing that?” 

“To avoid effort, eschew originality and breach copyright.” 

She remembered what the girl had said at the time in that particular lesson. A girl with pink hair who insisted she was not at the school to learn but to enlighten others upon the joy of flawless aesthetic presentation. Simply put, she was a Perfectine called Pinky Ponsonby. 

“It must be lonely having no equal,” Victoria mused. 

“That squirrel is looking at us,” Sophelia responded at a tangent, peering up among the leaves from behind her defensive parasol which she had raised as soon as she spotted the offending creature. 

“Time for breakfast then,” Victoria sighed and the two girls ambled off to let nature revert to its natural state. 

Except where a rather incongruous bush swayed impatiently a moment before collapsing to reveal Fan Mickleberry. 

“Hah, snuck up on that old-fashioned girl without her being aware of it. My hunting skills have returned.” 

“Actually, I was wondering why you were simply standing there,” Victoria Sponge said just then right by her ear. 

“Will you stop doing that!”
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DORM FLARE HAD A reputation. 

The six girls within were known for their energy and endeavour, though in reality it was only certain members who carried the banner of notoriety. One or two there were who either maintained a dignified reticence or a quietness which reduced them to mere observers of the doings of others. 

As an heiress from the Highly Romantic Wilds of Xenia, Princess Rapture enthused over many things. However racing through the forests on the slopes of Mount Syzywyg, shrieking at the top of her voice and throwing pine cones at potential assailants, did not merit enthusiasm. 

“We have,” she said, panting a little, “dispersed the enemy and claimed a victory of sorts.” 

“No prisoners. We need prisoners to torture and get vital intelligence from,” Bubbles Bannatyne said gleefully, gripping an unused pine cone grenade and peering into the shadows down into a twilit gully. The feisty redhead looked every inch a schoolgirl in battle warrior mode. 

“They are Chancefleet boys,” Sunshine snorted. “We will get no intelligence from them.” The dark-skinned tribal girl from the desert land of Greetiyah had a proud disdain for boys. 

Everyone laughed. Except Sharshua Dragonsong. She stood in the protective shade of a giant spruce tree, risking being a victim of sticky spruce bug attentions while pondering why these energetic girls raced about so much, when it would be nicer to sit and read in the library or examine the third year curriculum at the school in anticipation of the future. She was about to suggest this in a moment of unwonted daring when the boisterous Massking twins appeared with a non-stealthy whoop. 

“Report!” Bubbles said in her best major-general voice. 

“They all ran away,” Fizzy Massking said, saluting with her right hand. 

“And didn’t come back,” Divvy Massking added, also saluting but with her left hand, for they were mirror twins from the frozen land of Nordeyer. As they stood next to each other amid the dark green ferns they looked like blonde, pigtailed book ends abandoned in the woods. 

“As I thought,” Bubbles said. “Guess that ends the war for this evening. I’m famished. Hope there’s cheesecake on the menu for the evening meal. I could eat a wedge.” 

The girls gathered along a marked amble path in the forest and wandered leisurely back to the more cultivated parts of the school grounds. Bubbles tossed her remaining pine cone grenade at some wobbly pigeons on the gravel path that surrounded the main building and endeavoured to lead the way up the wide steps into the entrance hall. She was forestalled as always by the energetic Massking twins who leapt up three steps at a time and barrelled through the entrance way much to the alarm of other pupils who were obliged to dodge the onrushing girls. 

“I always expect to hear a crash and a scream whenever they do that,” Sunshine Allouette said with amusement. 

Bubbles merely cackled. 

Following more placidly in the rear were Princess Rapture and Sharshua Dragonsong. The princess was a perceptive character, necessary for the role she was destined to play as the heiress to the Crystal Throne of the Highly Romantic Wilds of Xenia. Like Sharshua she was an only child. 

“These war games,” she said softly to her companion, “must seem a world away from your usual activities.” 

“They are, they truly are,” Sharshua replied and then recollected herself. “If I may be so bold as to admit.” 

“You may indeed. We are all here to learn the ways of others and offer the best of ourselves to the mix. It is the way we grow and learn. Schooling is not just what happens within the four walls of a classroom.” 

“I wish it was,” Sharshua wanted to say but dare not. Instead she resumed her deprecatory demeanour. “What I have to offer I fear will be of little use to others,” she said sadly and the princess pursed her lips with a little twist on hearing these words. 

“Yet look at what you have done already,” she enthused as they entered the noisy hall where girls were running up and down the stairs working up an appetite before the evening meal and lights out. “Teaching those boys a lesson on how not to use the grid locator functions. Their attempts to monitor our movements failed pitifully thanks to your ingenuity.” 

Sharshua pondered this. Data processing, electronic info-grabs and the observational skills of a quiet, solitary soul were merely the inevitable consequence of what was around her. She knew nothing of the capabilities of the Chancefleet grid system, only what everyone else knew regarding message protocols, name tags and the virtual space in which they resided. There were demonstration guides on such things all over the grid. 

What had she done which was so special? It was because others were racing around, chasing shadows and expending emotional energy in random ways that they did not see what she saw. 

Then she remembered. 

Some things she had failed to see while living in the much more quiet world back in her homeland of Octora. It was the measure of her remorse that no matter how much she might imbibe of this new world it would never change the past, a past shaped by failure and selfish weakness. 

Her only response to the princess’s observation was to sigh and when they entered the dormitory on the top floor of the main building the girl merely went over to her bed, sat upon it and read study notes on her tablet. 

Around her the others excitedly recalled the afternoon’s events and shared their war booty, namely another packet of fudge, among themselves. Sharshua of course was offered a piece but she was content with digesting her own thoughts. Then as it was still an hour before the evening meal and the twins were recounting their escapades on the very edge of enemy territory where they managed to tag a big-eared combatant with a spruce bug the Octoran girl resolved to go for an evening ramble. 
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AUTUMN DEW MIGHT POSE an issue in the humid evenings of Frangea so Sharshua wrapped a warm woolly scarf around her neck and donned a dark-coloured coat. Being deliberately unassuming she was determined to remain unnoticed when she departed the dormitory, descended the stairs and left the building without so much as a remark to her fellow dorm mates. 

It did not take long for her to find a solitude suited to her mood. 

Many of the amble walks upon the flanks of Mount Syzywyg were dark and uninviting. Lit by luminous pebbles carefully placed it was possible to wander under the shadowy trees and not get lost or fall into unmapped mine shafts for the mountain was once a site for the Great Urge, a scrambling after mineral wealth. All those mines were abandoned now as the riches were soon played out, but the tunnels were still there as everyone knew. 

In Frangea the stars seemed so bright up in the clear mountain air that the paths were difficult to distinguish in the starlight whenever a clearing had to be crossed. 

No matter. Sharshua would wander wherever she may for it was not she who guided her steps, nor luminous markers, but the weary thoughts of a troubled soul that shadowed her path, a presence from another space. A memory given substance, an essence seeking purpose. One of many in the lonely walks of this world she felt sure. She could not give them names, for they were too numerous, but she knew what they were. 

Ghosts. 

It was believed by some that shooting stars, falling pieces of a mystical sky, were the souls of the departed coming back to the world for one last look in ethereal form. It was perhaps difficult to let go the bright colourful land of the living so full of sound and sensation. Especially when it was not really certain what the alternative might be. 

Whenever as a child Sharshua Dragonsong saw a brief streak of light shoot across the sky she would hear others intone a particular blessing. 

“May you find a welcome wherever you land.” 

It was a blessing her father had taught her the meaning of on one memorable occasion as they gazed out across the bamboo forests from the verandah of Fragrant Lodge. Kneeling upon cushions in an Octoran twilight that glowed with strange luminosity so close to the eastern Edge of the World, Fanrier of the Dragonsong Clave wanted his only daughter to marvel at the wonders of nature. 

It was part of the Teaching and Knowing philosophy of the Departed Sages. Always catch a pupil at a telling age and in a receptive moment. Here between the ending of the day’s burdens and the beginnings of the night’s rest was when the mind was most perfect, most balanced. Active still with the energies of battle, yet relishing a repose after successful endeavours. 

Thus Sharshua’s father gathered his only child to him at this magical time and allowed the wisdom of the Departed Sages to guide the future of the Dragonsong Clave. 

“What are those dancing clouds, honoured sire?” the girl duly asked in an insistent voice of enquiry, knowing what was expected of her at such a time. The dark sky took on a slow flickering display of pale crimson and apple green that lit the eastern horizon above the rustling bamboo forests below. She was only seven but her knowledge was far greater than that of the average child her age, and she hungered for more. 

“When the great dragons of old departed this world, burying themselves deep within its core, they left memories behind.” 

“So we might not forget them?” Sharshua piped up, pleased. 

“It is the echo of their songs.” 

“Dragon song,” the girl breathed then, knowing the significance of that for the Clave in which she had been born. Her small frame swelled with pride. The Dragonsong Clave was one of the oldest of the tribal groups, having something of a founding purpose in the dawn of Octoran history. It was her people who laid out the lands for cultivation, her people who taught the language of commerce, agriculture and knowledge. It was her people who brought the music of the heavens down from above on the wings of dragons and blessed the land with beauty everlasting. 

Music, she had learnt early, could be a silent thing, an essence of harmony that inspired the senses in a way sound never could. The celestial harmonies of the great dome of stars above were full of songs no composer could write down, containing notes found on no stave, chords beyond human comprehension. 

Yet the soul listened and was glad. 

The dancing lights, rippling with magical fire none understood the true origins of, save perhaps those mysterious beings the Tinkers who roamed the Face of the World, were a different kind of music. They were the breathings of once living beings, so Fanrier insisted, made so tenuous by their archaic nature they were beyond the human ear. All that remained was this living light, echoes of past melodies yet to reach a finale, waiting and reminding those of the present that the past and the future were separated by an infinitely small moment of time. 

“Dragon song,” Fanrier repeated his daughter’s words. Yes, it was a perfect moment to instil gratitude for all they had done, gathering the past so it may enrich the future. A future of destiny. Fanrir knew almost before the thing happened that signs and portents were simply inevitabilities where a child such as she who sat next to him on the verandah was concerned. He knew. He had always known. Thus the next moment came to him as no surprise, merely a welcome blessing. 

A star fell, cutting through a patch of luminous crimson, eager to seek the land from on high. 

“Oh,” Sharshua gasped, unsure to be sad at such a beautiful sight. 

“I think I know who that was,” her father chuckled softly. 

Sharshua turned to her father with wondering eyes. What could he mean? Was her revered sire in conversation with the twinkling lights above, as if they were friends? She knew many of their names, but nothing of their nature beyond the shapings of scientific concepts. 

“See,” he said, pointing at a dip in the horizon. “He landed beyond Conic Hill between Wagon Pool and the Vale.” 

“Where Widow Yow rocks upon her chair, weaving colours into colourless things,” Sharshua said, describing a lonely old lady in her cottage at the edge of the Vale. She had recently lost her husband of seventy years and merely bided her time. 

“Old man Yow wants to gaze upon her beauty one last time before departing forever,” Fanrier said. Then he stood and bowed. “May you find welcome where you land,” he added, and his daughter quickly scrambled to her bare feet also to bow and repeat the blessing. Included in this had been a silent, unspoken thought upon her own circumstances. She wished some other being would fall from above to see her one last time. Someone whom she could call a sister and a friend. It had been a stillborn wish. 
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THE MAGIC OF MEMORY allowed the mind to flash years into the past in an instant and then return to the present with but a breath. 

Sharshua stared up
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