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ALL THINGS HAVE A beginning, even endings if one looks at such matters from a certain perspective. 

Does a memory cease to be when it is forgotten? 

Recollection is a re-gathering, recovery a renewal. 

There will always be those who explore the past, seeking things they have no way of knowing exists until that blessed moment when a connection with the present is made in both time and place. 

Deepwold was very much a place where events such as this often occurred, for it was a land of continued progress and layer upon layer of the past found itself buried by the present as it sought a better future. 

Thus deep beneath a fourth generation mansion a ritual examination of past things that merely served to highlight improvements broke through the crust of an even deeper past. 

“Well, here’s a curiosity,” Maker Sneevil said with a sniff as he held a light aloft in the cramped corridor. Behind him his younger assistant endeavoured to peer round the vast bulk of her superior to catch a glimpse at what had halted his progress. They were supposed to be inspecting Madame Vaunt’s collection of time pieces to see if any of them might be correct more than twice a day. Visiting at the wrong moment could throw out their survey by hours. 

“Is it timely?” the assistant squeaked nervously. She had been in the role for less than a year and found it very difficult not to wind up her demanding Master Maker. 

He turned, swivelling like a globe on an axis and a bushy white beard blossomed into view. Above, like a sunset moon, a great red globule that stood in the office of a nose fixed itself upon the diminutive girl, who blinked expectantly. Yellowish eyes gazed down at her, golden in the lamp he held aloft as a summer sun upon proceedings. A hand, remarkably small considering the size of its owner, thrust forward slowly and there, pinched between fat finger and plump thumb was a curiously shiny circle of toothed metal. Miss Emptor blinked at it. 

“A cog wheel,” she said, tilting her vision to match the plane of the disc. “An odd numbered gauge four, twenty seven teeth, hooked and shallow.” Then she gasped. “A four!” 

“That’s right my dear,” Maker Sneevil said, pleased his assistant had studied her machine code. “That lock just ahead of us which guards Madame Vaunt’s time piece collection contains wheels of gauge ninety three. The lock we bypassed to enter this corridor was a mixture of hundred and nines and hundred and thirty threes because a bit of maintenance had to be attended to when that old fool Maker Glimt used the wrong bloody key rather forcibly fifty years ago.” 

He looked around him a moment uncertainly, checking for any ghosts that might have been raised by mention of a departed predecessor. 

“What,” Miss Emptor breathed quietly, “is a museum item doing here? You found it in the corridor just then I presume.” 

“That’s right my dear. A timely curiosity.” He held the two inch wheel to his nose and sniffed it, seeking the ancient tang of alloy. “Pure brass,” he said, “with a hint of elbow grease.” 

“You mean,” and the girl gulped, “it is part of something?” 

“Everything is part of something,” and there was a moment when the man’s bright beard bounced with jocularity. 

“There are more gauge fours?” Miss Emptor pursued, ignoring the philosophical humour of the man. The discovery had put him in a strangely happy yet uncertain mood. She however was thrilled with the intensity of a neophyte. 

If what she said turned out to be true, somewhere deep beneath Madame Vaunt’s chambers, was a mechanism crafted in the dawn of time, some device hidden for hundreds, perhaps thousands of years. A device made of pieces with patterns so old their gauges were in single figures. Like a stone axe prototype of a laser-cutting splicer. Perhaps, and the girl gulped again, the cog wheel belonged to a lock so ancient the key to it had not even been invented yet. 

“More fours? Well, that remains to be seen,” the man added his own doubt to the matter. “Shall we investigate?” 

This suggestion made the assistant shudder. Investigate? When Madame Vaunt’s time pieces needed checking? Then she found her head nodding eagerly without there being any decision process made by her brain. It was as if her outer self had taken charge, that part of her which conveyed messages directly to others where no thought was required. Like the decision to scream when confronted by a ruby-eyed, twitchy-whiskered mouse. 

Miss Emptor looked around the corridor. They had passed through it on numerous occasions without noticing anything untoward. So why on this day was a gauge four museum grade piece lying unnoticed upon the dusty tiles? It certainly warranted investigating. 

The walls that led to the time piece store room were lined with metallic panelling painted over many times so that any decorative detail had been lost in thick layers of emulsion and enamel. Here and there the paint had been chipped and lines could be seen that on closer inspection showed as cracks that ignored the geometry of the decorations. It seemed as if other details lay hidden beneath. 

Master Maker Sneevil traced a finger along a line of rivets to a point were a complex pattern was centred, or rather not centred among an array of panels. 

“I have always wondered about this,” he said, half to himself. “Asking what it was the decorator had intended.” 

“Asymmetry is perfectly fine in the best time pieces,” the assistant observed. 

“For a reason. The mechanism demands it,” the man replied. “This is but a connecting corridor from the upper vaults where sundry stores and experimental devices are kept and a lower level made for quietness, stability and forgetfulness.” 

He was drifting into philosophical mood again so Miss Emptor kicked him in the ankle. 

“Look!” she said and pointed at rusty stains and bubbling paint in a corner of the corridor that extended from the ceiling to the floor. “A leak from above. Must have been when your mobile aquarium crashed into the carpet beater last week upstairs.” 

“Damned foolish device that carpet beater,” the man muttered as he squinted at the dark stains and flaking paint where his assistant had indicated. “All brute force with no subtlety.” 

With that he punched the mark on the wall, there was a tinny clatter and three more tiny cog wheels tumbled out and rolled about as if on a brief spree before settling to rest. 

“Jackpot,” Miss Emptor clapped. “They’re gauge fours too. One of them,” and she deftly retrieved it, “is the extremely rare fifteen tooth tumbler regulator. One had to count the clicks to know the right moment to pass the bolt.” 

“Do you have a social life by any chance Miss Emptor?” the Master Maker asked. 

“Um.” 

“No matter,” and the man waved the subject away. “What we have here is a very old combination lock, last used around five hundred years ago if I’m not mistaken, though first used perhaps as much again before that.” 

“A lock in a wall?” the girl said, disbelieving. 

“A lock in a door hidden to look like a wall,” the man said with a sigh. 

“Why hide a door?” 

“To hide the room beyond.” 

“Why hide a room?” 

“To conceal its contents.” 

“Why conceal-?” 

“Let’s find out shall we?” and the man grimaced, worrying this exchange might continue for some considerable time. He stood back to try and understand what he was actually looking at. 

The water damage had caused swellings and distortions that apparently loosened the hidden contents of a circular brass lock that lay flush within the wall. A small gap had formed at the bottom of the thick disc, allowing pieces of the decaying thousand year old lock to tumble out upon the floor. Maker Sneevil knew the actual door itself might be located elsewhere for internal rods could extend in every direction from such a device. 

“The linear cracks,” he eventually said and shifted to one side. His assistant ignored him and with his vast bulk out of the way she was able to examine the wrinkled metal and its paint bubbles with her own light. 

While her superior sought a distinct shape among the fine lines farther along the wall, Miss Emptor inserted a fingernail into the dark crack that showed amid flaking paint patterns. 

“Might need some heavy duty stuff to prise this thing open,” Sneevil observed thoughtfully. He pushed against what he thought might be the actual concealed opening without any noticeable effect. 

Then there was a ping from where Miss Emptor twiddled at the lock with a hairpin and Maker Sneevil disappeared in a cloud of dust, a rush of stale air and the loud slam of some heavy panels clashing together. 

“Sorry about that,” the assistant said as she waved the dusty fragments away and peered at the sudden dark square that had appeared in the wall. “Thought it might be easier to spring the lock. They were much simpler designs back then. Progress is all about making things more complicated and harder to understand.” She paused to listen. “Hello? Anyone still alive?” 

There was a faint cough. 

“Well,” a disembodied voice floated out of the darkness, “here’s a curiosity.” 

“Is it timely?” Miss Emptor felt obliged to ask. 
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“THIS IS A MOST TIMELY discovery indeed,” the Provost of Oakenmere Academy said as he gazed complacently at a dark chest before him. It sat upon his desk, festooned with cobwebs in places, some even with startled spiders upon them still. Brass rivets gleamed a little where a bit of a polish had occurred in the transit from a hidden and forgotten room beneath Madame Vaunt’s mansion to the brightly lit office of the head of Oakenmere. 

Madame Vaunt was a somewhat flamboyant scion of one of the oldest families in the land and as such had accumulated much wealth along the way. Her interest in Oakenmere Academy was more than just casual for the establishment sat upon the grounds of that same mansion within the rocky narrow valley of Shadowvale. 

At one end of the valley were the steam-driven factories that manufactured time pieces of every description, from dainty lady’s watches to the great clattering machines that told whole towns when to go to bed and when to get up, often not long after, for Deepwold was a busy place. 

The Provost, effectively the head of Oakenmere Academy, sat back and admired the ancient workmanship of the casket before him. Clustered near were other staff members summoned at short notice to be a witness to the discovery. Master Maker Sneevil stepped forward, his usually bright beard somewhat dusty still for as soon as he had made his discovery he had raced across the mansion grounds with it with Miss Emptor skipping at his heels and deposited the heavy thing before the head of the ancient school, the oldest educational establishment in the land, and therefore the most likely source of accurate knowledge on the past. 

“You see before you, Provost,” he said, pointing apparently at a startled spider as it endeavoured to fix its disturbed web, “something crafted from the days of strife, the thirteen seasons of fire and discord, when Incoherency was finally defeated.” 

No one had any idea what that was, only everyone was very glad it had been defeated, otherwise no one would be able to appreciate the fact and tea parties with sponge cakes celebrating the anniversary would simply not be possible. 

“Indeed,” the Provost said, pressing fingers together nervously. “We may have before us the very essence of Deepwold, contemporaneous with the moulding of the land, the fiery blasts that cracked the very Crust of the World and gave us life.” 

“Will you two just stop all that portentous speechifying,” a squeaky voice intervened and Miss Emptor peered from around where her superior stood in the centre of the Provost’s office. “All this heavy talk on origins and the dawn of time is really getting on my nerves. Could you just open the blessed thing so we can see what’s inside?” 

The Provost gave the young lady a severe glance, remembering vaguely she had once been a pupil at Oakenmere not so long ago. It was a girls’ school exclusively intended to educate on esoteric matters. Not something useful like an industrial school or apprenticeship college, but a place where lessons were taught on all sorts of irrelevant things, including how to be forthright obviously. 

“Key?” the man said, glancing around at the nervous staff as they watched proceedings. Everyone shook heads or shrugged shoulders and Miss Rivet even coughed in a manner which resembled laughter. 

He sighed and made a meaning face at Master Maker Sneevil, who merely blinked his yellow eyes expectantly. 

With a huff Miss Emptor pushed forward and fiddled with her tightly wound dark hair a moment until a lock of it sprang forth. In her hand she held a hairpin, a key to locks of hair, but equally useful on other locks. 

“If you will allow me?” she said, enjoying the moment more than she should, some observers silently noted. 

Blowing gently on the lid of the casket to persuade the remaining spiders to clear the way, Miss Emptor leant over and began a bit of fiddling. There were rattling noises, squeaks and an occasional springy sound, followed by a loud click. 

“Ah ha,” she said and everyone leaned forward. Then she jumped back and everyone followed suit. 

“Is there a problem?” the Provost stuttered. 

“Not at all, sir,” the girl replied and, replacing her hairpin carefully, she bowed and gestured. “The casket is open and as you are the most distinguished person present the honour to be first at examining its contents should be yours.” 

The Provost smiled. 

“I like you,” he said and then shifted forward in his seat, licking his lips and rubbing his hands. 

“Of course,” Maker Sneevil added abruptly, “the thing might be booby-trapped.” 

This made the most distinguished person present pause in his movement towards the box. He leaned back into his plush chair and eyed the casket warily. 

“I understand a Provost of a First Class Academy outranks a District Master Maker,” he said, looking to his sub-Provost for support. This elderly lady nodded briefly. “As such,” the man continued in grandiloquent tones, “I have the power to not only delegate but enforce certain requests.” 

With that he careful prodded the casket across his desk, turning it one hundred and eighty degrees as he did so. 

“There you go, Master Sneevil. Please to open it. Discoverer’s privilege.” 

Sneevil’s beard bobbed uncertainly and his face went as pale as his hair. Then a gleam appeared in his eyes and he looked down the still reddish nose at his assistant meaningfully. 

“Oh for goodness sakes!” Miss Emptor huffed again, rolling her eyes. In a sudden gesture she flipped the lid open, scattering spiders and dust as well as nervous onlookers who mainly hid behind the bulk of Master Maker Sneevil. 

Nothing happened of course, except for some very faint music which came tinkling out from somewhere among a wadding of crimson silk. 

“A music box, how quaint,” stammered the Provost, a little disappointed there had been no twirling ballerina suddenly popping up for a dance. Assured now it was safe, he reached for the casket to peer inside. Miss Emptor was too quick for him however and deemed he had sacrificed his vaunted privilege ages ago. 

She lifted up the crimson wadding, unwinding it carefully as the music also wound down until silence reigned in the office. Silvery metal glinted in her hand and what appeared a piece of a broken dinner plate scored with strange markings revealed itself to those not hiding behind Sneevil 

“What is it?” Miss Emptor said, turning it this way and that, for once at a loss for answers. 

“That,” came a scream from elsewhere in the room, “is a thousand year old back scratcher. I’ve been looking for it for ages.” 

Everyone turned to see the daunting figure of Madame Vaunt bustling into the room. People made way for her out of necessity and she came up to where the young assistant to Maker Sneevil still held on to the heavy piece of mysterious metal. 

“Thought something was going on when I spotted my Master Maker not doing his inspection rounds and instead was racing off up the hill to this here stone edifice packed with young ladies learning stuff. Seemed not right to my mind,” she added, squinting censoriously around the room. 

“Madame,” the Provost said, standing and bowing respectfully. “Of course we were going to bring this curious item to you as soon as we were sure it was safe to do so,” and he gave a nervous side glance at Sneevil, who nodded. 

“Safe? That’s where it’s supposed to be you buffoon,” the lady snorted. 

“Why so, Madame?” Miss Emptor ventured to ask. 

“Why else was it placed in some hidden room?” 

“May I be so bold?” one of the mistresses stepped forth to impose her boldness and without waiting for an answer she deftly prised the curious artefact from the clutches of the Maker’s assistant. Miss Rivet was the oldest of the mistresses at Oakenmere and very much the Legends expert of the faculty. After a period of examining it through a colourful monocle she nodded in satisfaction. 

“I thought I recognised it,” she explained. “Its like can be seen at any time you wish in another place.” 

“There’s more of them back scratchers?” 

“In Frangea there are in fact two of them, attached together in a way that makes them seem whole. The Honour Plate of Miss Plazenby’s Extremely Exclusive Seminary for Girls if I’m not mistaken. They compete for it every year at the end of summer term.” 

“And who wins?” 

“Well, they do, because they are the only competitors. This here, is the third part of the artefact which completes the whole.” 

“That’s nice.” 

“Don’t you see? If they knew we had possession of the bit they don’t have, why they’d be frothing at the mouth to get their hands on it.” 

“Best not let them know then. I for one cannot abide frothing.” 

“So, this discovery should not leave this room?” 

“On pain of detention.” 

“Excuse me,” Miss Emptor said, raising her hand in schoolgirl fashion, then remembering she was no longer subject to such manners, nor such discipline either. “I think a goodly number of us present might be a little too old to have to stay behind after classes.” 

“Have you seen how many exercises I have to mark?” came a grumble from someone at the back. 

The Provost raised his hands for silence. 

“Lest someone steal this valuable artefact and carry it off in triumph to that place in Frangea, Miss Pleasantry’s, I for one concur with the idea this is a state matter and should be hidden from the common masses, returned to the oblivion whence Master Maker Sneevil so unwisely dragged it,” he declared in authoritative tones. This elicited a glare from the said Maker. 

“Ahem.” 

It was one of those little coughs that beg for attention, for the instigator of it was a powerful being who knew the lightest of touches could vanquish a giant. 

Everyone fell silent and turned to look at Madame Vaunt. 

“I think it would be nice to let the world out there know we have a piece of ancient history. Better yet, that we even go so far as to offer to lend it to that nice lady across the storm barriers so she can exhibit it alongside those other pieces. Why together, they must look beautiful. Thousands would gather to view this miracle and think upon what Deepwold has to offer.” 

There was a continued silence as everyone digested this suggestion. It sounded like a pitch to potential investors, something that made more than one of the witnesses present a bit queasy. 

“Not quite what I had in mind,” muttered the headmaster of the all girls’ school of Oakenmere Academy. 

“Owner’s privilege,” the lady coughed significantly. “Left to my family a very long time ago I think. A sacred burden, to be respected at all times.” Then she squirmed a bit in a manner most strange. “Ooh, you couldn’t just rub that pointy bit at the end there between my shoulder blades would you?” turning her ample back upon Miss Rivet. 

At this suggestion the mistress who still held the strange ancient artefact duly obliged. 
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THE BELL TOWER trembled to the sounds of melodious chimes and to the ears that heard it heralded a most merry message. 

A woman staggered along an adjoining corridor under a weight of paperwork, her balancing frown of concentration tempered by knowledge of what those chimes meant. The frown melted into a smile. With a careful elbow movement she negotiated a door handle, pushed through the opening and entered. As soon as she saw a table the load of papers were deposited upon it with a resounding thump. 

“There!” she said, dusting her hands to rid herself of the memory of the burden she had managed to discard. “That’s the last of it.” 

She looked across the room at a distinguished lady sat at a heavy wooden desk upon which were two other sizeable piles of paperwork and watched as the headmistress of Miss Plazenby’s casually passed sheet after sheet through a double set of lenses which recorded its contents and then deposited them on another growing pile. 

“Thank you Dorothy. You may go now,” she said, looking up and smiling faintly. 

“And what of you, ma’am?” came the formal response. “The last day of term has expired and yet here you sit, shaded from the summer sun toiling at these great mounds of work.” 

“Indeed, term has ended. The school year has ended and the Summer Pause is upon us. Thus you need not be so formal, Miss Thornshrike,” and the smile broadened. 

“Still, ma’am,” the mistress said hesitantly. “Seems a shame your being here rather than out there, enjoying a well-earned rest like everyone else.” 

“I never rest,” and for a brief moment there was a look in Miss Plazenby’s eye that suggested a deeper meaning to this confession. “Besides, it is that time of year once again when the great Summer Swim Fest takes place.” 

“Miss Dubbers will surely handle that, as she does every year, ma’am. I mean, she lives here and, between you and me, is a little bit obsessive about organised games, so it’s a task to which she is well suited.” 

“Ah, but not this year. Especially not this year, my dear Thornshrike,” Miss Plazenby said, pausing in the rhythmic scanning of paperwork. She stood, moved from around the polished desk and went to a shelf upon which curious trinkets and mineral fragments sat. Among these odds and ends was a roll of what appeared to be parchment. 

“I received this but an hour ago,” she said and handed it to the intrigued mistress. There was something about the document that made her wipe and dry her hands vigorously before she took charge of it. Carefully unrolling it she was presented with some splendid scrollwork in a skilled hand. 

“The scribe who drew this up is a master hand,” she said thoughtfully as she admired the loops and whorls at the top of the text. 

“Or a mistress hand. Please read on,” Miss Plazenby said, resuming her seat and her work as Miss Thornshrike moved to the window to catch the light. The ink on the parchment was of the deepest green, like hidden emeralds and she admired it even more. 

“Why this appears to be from one of the Founding Families of Deepwold. Are they concerned for the pupils studying here?” She pictured to herself the somewhat quaint figure of Sophelia Smog, a first year who had survived an entire year at the seminary in spite of her intensely old-fashioned ways and the frantic ministrations of a satellite who resided by force at Cherryball Flats, lady’s maids and personal servants being banned from staying on the grounds. 

“Read on,” Miss Plazenby encouraged. In silence the mistress did so until at the end she let the scroll roll itself up again and she stared at the other who quietly continued placing sheet upon sheet in an out tray. 

“Why, she talks of some long forgotten thing, a back scratcher of sorts, and offers to allow it to go on display at the school next to our Honour Plate trophy.” 

“Indeed. She wishes to make an exhibition of Deepwold, I think.” 

Miss Thornshrike shrugged. 

“And you’ve agreed to this?” 

“In a manner of speaking.” 

“What do you mean, ma’am?” Even in a moment of heightened emotion Dorothy Thornshrike maintained her formal demeanour. After all she did teach deportment to the first years, though with little effect of course for they were wild creatures indeed. 

“That the great Summer Swim Fest will not be a gala parade this year Dorothy, but an actual competition. I have responded to this Madame Vaunt’s suggestion with a mighty challenge. Teams from across the Face of the World will be invited to come here, to battle for the right to possess our very own Honour Plate.” 

“You intend to give away the oldest known artefact in Frangea, some say, in the whole world?” Miss Thornshrike gasped. 

“Not at all. I intend that this seminary not only retain the Honour Plate, but the missing piece of it mentioned in that Deepwold missive be added so that all three pieces will indeed be together for the first time in a millennium, if I have counted my years correctly. If anyone else wishes to claim the prize in the Triple Shield Challenge as I shall call it, they will have to beat the best Miss Plazenby’s has to offer.” 

“A challenge match, with other teams from beyond the barriers,” and the mistress gulped at the sheer scale of such an undertaking. Then she had a thought which made her blanch anew. 

“Does Miss Dubbers know about this?” she asked. 

For answer, Miss Plazenby held up her hand for silence, the bell-ringing having already concluded some time before. 

There was the faint sound of a scream within the grounds of the seminary, coming somewhere from the direction of the playing fields. 

“It appears she has received my message, so I can safely say, yes, Miss Dubbers is aware.” 

––––––––
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THE SUMMER SWIM FEST was a tradition indulged in by the various coastal districts of Frangea. Floats literally did just that. The Summer Pause was a holiday period chosen not because of fine seasonal weather, for Frangea was famous for its all year round tanning sessions, but because the surf was less vigorous. The calm in the atmosphere created a sense of relief and relaxation which everyone felt a desire to celebrate. 

Miss Plazenby remembered her girlhood at such a time. 

She roamed the endless beaches in search of something, collecting shells for reasons she barely understood. The beauty of such finds alone seemed somehow not enough. 

On that fateful day when she found something less pleasant on a quiet stretch of sand beneath candy-striped cliffs, her future acquired a more purposeful direction. 

For it had been a body, washed up by the surf. No ordinary body though, for no sooner had she approached it than it moved, magically transforming from a sodden lifeless bundle into a somewhat confused individual awaking from a most profound dream. She knew it must be a Tinker. 

As he dried in the hot sunshine, his grey beard curling and crisping in the warmth, he told her things of the past and the future. With a curious staff he pointed out the candy-stripes of the coastal cliffs and showed things hidden within them, including her first ancient coin, a nummy. 

Energised to seek other ancient artefacts, Miss Plazenby grew to womanhood enriched by valuable finds. Inspired by the encounter on the beach, responding to hints and ideas the elderly man gave her, she used her new-found wealth to purchase the dignified but ailing school on the slopes of Mount Syzywyg and turn it into a haven for original souls. The exclusiveness was not that of wealth or class or nation. It would symbolise the uniqueness of certain inspired spirits destined to great things in an uncertain future. Curiously around the same time a boys’ school was founded with similar aspirations. It had been called Chancefleet and was something of a rival to the exclusive girls’ school, not always a friendly rivalry either. 

An attempt, it was, to make that future less uncertain. There would be sacrifices along the way, but each step towards a greater goal had to be taken. This she knew and it was a secret burden she was determined to shoulder alone to minimise the possible distress to others. Quietly, then, she went about her business and as she played her assigned role in the greater scheme of things as a headmistress of a genteel but somewhat riotous seminary for girls, she knew each passing moment would have its crisis, its turning point, for better or worse. 

She determined to be there to meet each challenge as it came along. For this summer the challenge was to turn a seemingly harmless Summer Swim Fest performance into the fiercest water sports contest the Face of the World had ever witnessed. 

As for the prize? 

That would be of incalculable worth. 

––––––––
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ALTHOUGH IT WAS NOT strictly forbidden to run through the corridors, it was not considered quite dignified for mistresses to indulge in the activity. 

Nevertheless the sound of clattering feet could be heard some distance away, getting distinctly louder until there was a curious whooshing sound, a crash and then the door to Miss Plazenby’s office opened with a burst of energy. 

The sports mistress stood in the doorway, panting a little and holding her side as she gathered her breath. 

“Sorry about that, forgot to break at the right moment,” she explained. 

“Please, Miss Dubbers, enter, and unburden your mind. How may I help you?” Miss Plazenby said, pausing briefly in her action of passing sheets through the scanning device on her desk. 

Miss Thornshrike took this opportunity to make herself scarce. She had some tea and cakes to prepare for some of the other mistresses who were about to depart for distant lands. 

“This is unprecedented,” the sports mistress said, duly taking up the invitation to enter and to unburden her mind. She ignored Miss Thornshrike as she departed and threw herself into a sofa at the side of the desk, instantly pressing fingers to her temples in a gesture of dramatic concern. 

“Indeed,” came the succinct agreement from Miss Plazenby. 

“Every summer since time began,” spluttered Miss Dubbers, “a few of the girls volunteer to attend a swim gala at the public pool and in Blossom Bay. Flags are waved, consumables are consumed and everyone has a great time. The girls enjoy it so much many of them volunteer for the following year there and then. And now, and now,” and she swallowed, unable to continue. 

“And now they have something to swim for,” Miss Plazenby finished for her sports mistress. 

“How is this so?” 

“I have long known our Honour Plate was in fact two pieces in a set of three once known as the Triple Shield. It was a device that in legendary times was said to overcome the storm barriers in some fashion, and by so doing releasing a great flood across the Face of the World.” 

“And you want to do that again?” 

“Well, that won’t be necessary at the moment,” the headmistress said with a laugh. “The story goes dragons plagued the lands and everything was afire, so those mysterious beings the Tinkers devised a means to rid the world of them. They unleashed the Great Central Ocean from its confines and doused the flames. At least, that’s part of the legend.” 

“Storybook stuff,” the sports mistress nodded thoughtfully, perhaps remembering her own nursery days. “Do you believe in them, the Tinkers I mean?” 

“Very much so. I believe also that the danger of a future world conflagration is also real.” 

Miss Dubbers stood at this extraordinary confession. 

“I know the role of a head of any educational establishment is sacred, that a mission to better the future through guiding the rising generation on the right path cannot be understated, yet I’ve never really thought I was in the presence of a visionary world saver,” Miss Dubbers said uncertainly. 

She might be short-sighted, she often showed misplaced enthusiasm where team sports were concerned, yet Miss Elia Dubbers was no fool. Her soul was forged from strong beliefs in doing the right thing in the right way and that victory is a privilege only decency, honesty and fair play could command. Miss Plazenby knew this, and cherished her exuberant colleague accordingly. 

“Please sit, my dear friend,” she said softly. “It is not my intention to play world saver, at least not right now,” and she smiled with unwonted uncertainty for the briefest of moments. “However it is certainly my intention to see the Triple Shield, whatever its true merits might be, reunited. I am told the completed set is a beautiful thing to behold and there is a deep-rooted reverence for this most ancient artefact which casts glory on all those who might have the honour to possess it, even for a moment.” 

“Ah, I see. Putting out a series of challenges to other lands enables that strange lady from Deepwold to justify her offer of bringing her bit of the Shield to Frangea, where for the first time in untold centuries it might come in contact with our very own Honour Plate, gathering dust in the trophy cabinet at the top of the entryway stairs.” 

Miss Plazenby paused in her scanning of documents, which were almost all done by this time, and looked a little sternly at her sports mistress. 

“Gathering dust? I hope not. I shall have a word with the cleaners.” 

“It was a figure of speech, ma’am,” Miss Dubbers responded. “I am sure all the trophies shine as new, even though it has been a while since we last won anything new,” and she sighed. 

“Now, this summer, is a chance for us to do so,” Miss Plazenby reminded her. That was the moment a light shone in the sports mistress’s eyes and the headmistress knew that she was fully committed to her plans for the Triple Shield Challenge. 

Miss Dubbers frowned, her mind racing. 

“First break up day is tomorrow. Pupils will be leaving, scattering across the Face of the World,” she muttered to herself, reciting names in her mind. “Only a few will remain, and the local girls of course. Not enough to field a swim team, unless, unless,” and she looked at the headmistress. 

“I trust you know what to do,” the latter said. 

“I’ll get right on it,” the sports mistress replied, leaping up from the sofa with renewed energy and departing the room without so much as a gesture of farewell. 

“I thought you might, once you had seen it the way I do,” Miss Plazenby said half to herself now she was alone. Then she finished off the remainder of the final term’s paperwork, cleared her desk and went over to the shelf where odds and ends were on display. 

This was a different sort of trophy cabinet, one where many victories of sorts were on display, including a curious old piece of pottery, some ancient coins, a piece of glass that contained rainbows and something most recently added, selected and provided by a couple of very precious and delightful first years. It was a gift meant as an apology for many misdemeanours over the past year. 

A snail shell. 

“No,” Miss Plazenby said to the empty room as she toyed with the fragile shell and admired the beautiful patterns upon its surface. “I am not a world saver, merely someone who prepares the ground for those perhaps doomed to be.” 
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Older Even Than The World Itself
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TIME IS A MYSTERIOUS quantity and it stood to reason the means of keeping it should hold secrets too. 

Destiny is the handmaiden of the future. Where such references to time herald the fate of others, keeping an appointment with that future requires a mechanism of extreme nicety. 

Master Maker Sneevil knew his mistress well. 

The hiding of the strange bluish crescent, so like a moon fallen from the skies above, stood for something long ago. The universe, like clockwork, meshed its gears together in such a way that one was bound to tumble out from the shadows at exactly the right moment and set in motion events to ensure destiny was on time and obligations met. 

Madame Vaunt was no star gazer, but she was a great believer in the future. 

Of course the Sacred Backscratcher as she so irreverently named the curious artefact as old as Deepwold itself was part of a greater whole, just as a tiny gauge four cog wheel with twenty seven teeth served its purpose when engaged with others and when lost in solitary inaction upon a dark corridor floor. 

Madame Vaunt had no intention of returning the metallic crescent to oblivion. Like a timepiece telling the seconds with reliable accuracy, the hidden workings doing their assigned task with mysterious complexity, so too did the seemingly wild and flamboyant Lady of the Manor fulfil her role in the greater scheme of things. 

Sneevil delighted in the decision, for it swelled the mightiness of Shadowvale and Deepwold besides. 

The world would know of this profound discovery, and the world would participate in the celebration of the fact. What he had not expected was a challenge. 

The people of Frangea liked a challenge. 

Instead of simply embracing the idea of meeting, coalescing the three parts of the ancient artefact and seeing what would ensue, the greedy people of that land fancied taking whole and complete possession of the thing, to do with as they might. 

“They would fight us for it?” Miss Emptor gasped, surprised at such a warlike proceeding. 

“I fear they are a sporting people, whatever that is,” Sneevil replied. “They like to gamble, play games of chance, in the hope they should prevail.” 

“Or lose everything,” the girl shuddered. This was crazy talk. The Deepwold philosophy had always been to ensure the future was there by making it predictable. Imagine a clock where each second differed in duration in a manner no one might guess at. Why the factory shifts would be chaotic in the extreme and time lost, production effected, and the future a shadowy, unforgiving thing. 

“Well, I see Madame Vaunt’s point to a degree,” her superior said. 

“You do?” There was almost a whine in the tone of Miss Emptor’s voice, so at odds with her usual self-assuredness. 

“Yes, my child,” the much older man replied steadily. “Wins and losses are relative. A lost memory that is stark and unsettling is the winning of calmness. To lose the burden of possession wins a certain freedom to act. Try moving house and you’ll get my meaning,” he added, seeing the perplexity on his assistant’s young face. 

“So, this challenge is merely a form. The pieces of the artefact do not cease to exist no matter who possesses them. Only the future can be truly lost in the winning.” 

“Prize bun to that girl,” Maker Sneevil said, touching his nose and pointing at Miss Emptor. It was a common gesture in Deepwold when a revelation, so precious in a land devoid of imagination in many respects, makes a sudden appearance in a conversation. To give her credit, Miss Emptor blushed a little. 

“So, Deepwold will be part of this challenge?” she said uncertainly. 

“Not all of Deepwold, for that would be impractical. It makes sense that where the artefact was found, where the current owner of it has the greatest influence, should be the place that stands forth to accept the Frangean challenge.” 

“I see,” Miss Emptor laughed softly. “The Provost of Oakenmere is so going to love you for this.” 

––––––––
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TO GIVE THE MAN CREDIT, the Provost of Oakenmere met the challenge bravely, even though a fit of trembling took at least three hours to get under control. For he knew full well what meagre resources his little school on the grounds of Vaunt Manor possessed. Somehow he had to make some viable challenge for the prestige of the ancient foundation as well as the more ancient existence of Deepwold itself. The eyes of the world would be upon him, as well as rather a lot of glares from Factory Leaders who hated their productivity to be tampered with by silly distractions. 

The gathering that stared at him on Announcement Day contained more than a little hostility from the seated audience. Madame Vaunt beamed at him happily as he tried to sell the challenge to industry leaders from across the land, knowing full well the romantic element attached to the matter might very well fall foul of balance of trade figures and regulator tariffs. 

“Thus our sacred duty must end and a new beginning for our ancient land will, um, begin,” the Provost of Oakenmere declared in sonorous tones in keeping with the solemnity of the ceremony over which he presided that fateful grey morning deep within the land of Deepwold. 

Most mornings in certain parts of Deepwold tended to be grey. 

It was a land of great fissures and deep valleys. Crowded within these narrow gaps in the Crust of the World an ancient people resided, toiling like Tinkers of steam, for they were great machine creators as they endeavoured to harness the power of nature, whether that power wanted to be harnessed or not. 

These fissures were so deep sunshine rarely made it down there so the people had to make their own means of subsistence and sunbathing was totally off the agenda. Volcanic heat from within the crust gave warmth and energy and great steam vents provided inspiration for motive power. 

It was also sometimes very noisy. 

Back in the ancient mists of time, much of which still seemed to linger during the present day, were tales of the dawn of the world. How the barriers were raised and peoples sundered, separated off from each other to work out their own destinies within a patch of ground favourable to endeavour or not. 

Someone needed to break that first clod of earth, plant that first seed, brew that first beer, get drunk before anyone else, be called a lightweight as a result and so throw that first punch in the world’s first barroom brawl. In Deepwold these necessary steps towards civilisation had seemingly happened so long before anyone else had even woken up yet that memories of the past resembled more memories of the present. 

It was also a land of contradiction. 

Within the deep folds of the crust the power of steam encouraged innovation to exploit, manage and create really loud whistles. Huge machinery sprung up made from gears and levers, spinning wheels and grinding cogs and many gathered to watch such inventions, the taming of power through human ingenuity. 

“So then,” one observer felt compelled to ask as he watched pistons thrust and rods dance, stabilisers whirl and regulators twirl, “what does this thing actually do?” 

“My good man, my good man,” the inventor bustled forward, bursting with optimistic enterprise, “whatever you want it to do. Here we have power tamed, energy captured, potential focused and momentum poised.” 

“Can it make pins?” a seamstress said, her words distorted by a mouthful of the same. “Only our handmade ones are always the wrong length, thickness or the Faceless forbid, bent into funny shapes.” 

“Yes!” the inventor cried, touching a finger to his nose and pointing another finger at the lady who had spoken. “Patent pending to that young lady there. Pins! Why with my whirling machine you could make a million a day.” 

“Don’t need that many, blessed be,” the now blushing seamstress replied, spitting out a few pins in her embarrassment. “Just a few, you know, to tide me over.” 

Thus the endeavour manifested itself, yet the imagination was lacking. Progress was slow and painful, timid and doubtful, yet the potential was there all the same. Deepwold evolved on careful lines as a society devoid of modernity yet full of ingenious ways to make something simple as complex and redundant as possible, just in case a great leap forward left too many behind, bereft of guidance and the assurance they knew where on the Face of the World they were. 
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EDUCATION WAS THE KEY. 

Oakenmere was a school like no other. Some said it was the first school ever to appear. Tucked within a quiet shadowed corner of the land, it nursed young minds in the ways of Deepwold philosophy. 

Mothers were ever the first teachers as they nursed their young, teaching them speech and not to grab hair or poke fingers up nostrils. Thus it was deemed by the wise of the land back in those lingering mists of the past those same mothers of a nation should become teachers of children. Boys were already apprenticed out to the manufacturing guilds as soon as they could rivet or hole punch and so learnt of the world in that way. But the daughters of the land? How should they con their numbers, spell their thoughts and absorb the fractal differentials pertaining to gear ratios and sprocket arrays? 

Mother Fillet had the answer. A legacy school, funded through voluntary contributions and factory taxes when the former were not as forthcoming as originally hoped. With an academic constitution drawn up, a faculty installed and a curriculum planned this primitive educational institution was duly recognised as the first of its kind anywhere. And what was more, it was a girls’ school. 

The Founding Families of Deepwold, known affectionately as the Establishment, nodded in slow and cautious approval at this innovation which seemed to settle nicely into the already structured society of the land. After a while, not too soon after, other schools appeared, some even catering to boys. However none had the prestige and historical significance of Oakenmere. 

To consolidate this pre-eminent position an ancestor of Madame Vaunt, some even hinted the very Father Vaunt himself, had commissioned the making of a trophy to be held by the school in perpetuity. Some mysterious Makers from olden times fashioned this curiously-shaped implement with secret skills so that it would be a noted symbol of worth. Whispered rumours hinted these Makers were in fact Tinkers and the strange artefact they presented in the dawn of the age was neither wrought nor manufactured, but an ancient thing, older even than the world itself. A timepiece fragment used by the Faceless to gauge the progress of the whole universe. 

“Looks like a back scratcher to me,” the recipient of this priceless gift was said to have commented in the family histories, written at a time when the very language was new and so each letter, each syllable had great significance to those who came after. 

And so the Sacred Back Scratcher it became, for all time, except during that period when it kind of went missing. 

Polished and framed, the curiously inscribed piece of metal, having been presented to Oakenmere in a ceremony of remembrance and closeted in a cabinet high above the great hall, it sat upon its velvet cushion, a symbol of continuity. Then during a rearranging of things to free up space it was taken down and put in some trunk somewhere in the loft. By somebody. And forgotten. 

Until a certain number four gauge cog wheel rolled out of the shadows and moved the fate of a world into another gear. 
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“TIME HAS COME ROUND again, like it always does,” the distinguished Provost of Oakenmere continued to lecture his gathered audience in the Hall of Assembly, the traditional place where all the bits were
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