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  Praise for Radhika Rages at the Crater School

No fear of Brenchley’s inventiveness flagging. A new arrival sets a test that lays bare the school’s hitherto hidden flaws for the reader. If the Cratereans cannot see this for themselves, they risk failing their latest pupil.

Juliet E McKenna

  Praise for Mary Ellen, Craterean!

The Crater School series offers glorious nostalgia and escapism and old-fashioned plucky girl values From a Simpler Time, only without the racist/jingoistic undercurrents that usually accompany the original works. It's like reading your childhood fave again, but without the constant fear of stubbing your toe on hidden rocks. And as such, I will take as many of these as the author can be persuaded to write. 

K J Charles

We see Old Mars and the Crater School through an intriguingly different lens, as Mary Ellen, scholarship girl, finds herself in this alien environment. Thus Brenchley deftly offers fans of the series a fresh perspective while new readers share her discoveries and will surely be drawn into this fascinating world.

Juliet E McKenna

  Praise for Dust Up at the Crater School

Only in the laboratory of Chaz Brenchley could the British school story be lovingly sutured together with the Old Mars of the pulps, animated with the crackling static of a planetary dust storm, and sent lumbering down to the village. No — skipping down to the village, with a beret, and a paper bag full of bulls’-eyes, and a wholesome desire to excel at lacrosse.

Francis Spufford

  Praise for Three Twins at the Crater School

“What a brilliant wheeze, to transplant a girls’ school story to a steampunk Martian colony. Chaz Brenchley performs a pitch-perfect quantum shift that’s full of plums. If you’re a fan of Brent-Dyer or Brazil or Blyton, you will love Three Twins at the Crater School.”

Val McDermid

“All the earnest charm of a British boarding school story, plus aliens! I wish I were a Crater School girl.”

Marie Brennan

“Three Twins at the Crater School is splendidly full of peril and charm. It calls forth very particular memories of books and mountain schools and the adventures of teenage girls.”

Gillian Polack

“In a past that isn’t ours, in a world of aether ships and an Eternal Empress, the Crater School embodies all the values, passions, high jinks and adventures of the classic girl school stories of the first half of the twentieth century.  For every fan of The Chalet School, Malory Towers, Dimsie or the Abbey Girls, this is a guiltless pleasure.”

Farah Mendlesohn

“Who would have thought an English boarding school story and a science fiction adventure mashup would work so spectacularly? This is a one-sitting page-turner!”

Sherwood Smith

“The British Empire has met its match in Chaz Brenchley’s Mars. Mysterious aquatic aliens have transported humans to the Red Planet by means unexplained, and the Brits, willingly taking on the colonizing of this new world, establish themselves well. The Crater School brings to mind the rigidity of Aubrey Upjohn’s Malvern House, the rowdiness of Stalky’s Coll, and the resourcefulness and sheer heart of St. Trinian’s. Brenchley had me at ‘British girls’ school on Mars’.”

Jennifer Stevenson

“If Angela Brazil and Edgar Rice Burroughs had decided to write a story together, Three Twins at the Crater School might have been the delightful result. Friendship, family ties—good and bad—and schoolgirl shenanigans set against the backdrop of a Mars straight out of early science fiction makes for exciting and yet cozy reading. I was especially intrigued by the hints of alternate history—the deathless Queen Victoria, a Great War fought between Britain and Czarist Russia—there’s much to explore here, and I sincerely hope there will be further instalments.”

Marissa Doyle

“In this inventive combination, Brenchley offers readers an entertaining opportunity to revisit the school stories and planetary romances of days gone by. Along the way, he interrogates the assumptions and attitudes of those books and their era with charming ruthlessness. Highly recommended.”

Juliet E. McKenna

“A rollicking good read from start to finish! Move over, Enid Blyton, there are new girls at school—and they fight monsters!”

Ellen Klages

“Twins we will never forget and cool Mars creatures.”

Miranda and Talia, age 9
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  Prelude


“I won’t go. I won’t, I won’t!”

“Child, you will go. It is quite decided.”

“Not by me! You didn’t even ask me!”

“No, of course not. It was my decision to take, Radhika. Even you must see that.” Her father gazed at her with a weary implacability.

“But, but, but it’s not fair!” Even she knew she was on weak ground there, but it was too late to recover.

“Is it not? Perhaps it isn’t. Life is very often unfair, you will find. Especially so when you’re too young to choose your own direction, and a figure of authority has to take those decisions on your behalf.” He made a deliberate effort to soften the sternness in his voice. “Don’t you want to be near Mama-ji, Radhi? It’s the reason I chose this school, so that you’ll be right there for her when she wants you.”

That checked Radhika’s temper, if only for a moment. Her tiny and beloved mother was desperately ill, with what had only recently been diagnosed as Meyerboehn’s Syndrome, or Martian Paralytic Fever. The marvellous doctors who had made that determination, and were fighting even now to bring her safely through that dreadful and often fatal disease, worked far and far from Marsport, high on a crater’s lip, almost at the edge of Charter lands.

Radhika was frantically worried about her—but even so, the notion of being sent away to boarding school without any consultation of her own feelings enraged her. The fact that it was her adored father who had chosen to do so only made things worse, for she was an only child and had always been a daddy’s girl. On top of all the other injustices that had brought the family to Mars in the first place, it was just too much to bear. Hence this outburst, even in the face of her father’s obvious exhaustion.

“I can’t keep you here without her,” he went on, when she made no reply to his question. “It isn’t fitting, it wouldn’t be proper; and how would I keep you safe, when I must work all night and sleep at least part of the day? No, no. Far better that you go—” 

“I could work too,” she offered instantly. “That would help, wouldn’t it? I could be a, a chambermaid, I’m sure Mr Garrard would find work for me, and then I’d be under the housekeeper’s eye all day, and quite safe here.”

“No, Radhika. You will absolutely not abandon your education, for this reason or for any. It is our sacred trust as parents, to see you properly educated to the full degree of which you are capable. In your case, that means school through the sixth form, and university after. I may have wasted my own life and opportunities”—he gazed rather bleakly around the seedy attic room of this seedy and somewhat worse than seedy hotel, if his daughter only knew the truth of it—“but I am determined not to allow you to waste yours. Let me hear no more arguments now. You will be going to the Crater School next week, when term begins, and that is that.”

“I’ll hate it. Don’t you care about that? I’ll run away.”

Unexpectedly, that raised a smile in him. “No, you won’t. Oh, you’ll go there determined to hate it, I’m sure. I did just the same, when I was sent away to public school in England. But you’ll buckle down and apply yourself anyway, you’ll try to do everything right, because that’s what you do when you’re angry and upset, you just focus on the task at hand—oh, don’t gape at me like that, girlie, give me credit for knowing my own child—and you’ll find yourself making friends regardless, and finding interest in the lessons, and exploring a whole new side of Mars and a whole new life you haven’t had a glimpse of yet. The Crater School has a splendid reputation, and there are young and not-so-young women all across the colony who relished their time there and never wanted to leave. You’ll do far better there than you ever could at St Dymphna’s.”

“But, but…” But she liked the easygoing nature of her day-school, and the way she could shine at her lessons without really trying; and she loved skipping out of school when the bell rang at four o’clock and ranging at will through the streets of Marsport with her friends, until she had to come back to the Blue Dolphin for supper and bed before her father’s shift started in the evening. He was the Night Manager here, which sounded grander than it was, especially as Mr Garrard the real manager would always wake up and take over in any real crisis.

“No, Radhika. No more ‘buts’. Your name has been entered in the school rolls, and you will join the train on Tuesday morning, no doubt with many another Crater School girl. Now come along, there is much to be done before then. We must get you fitted out with new uniforms, and a new trunk, and everything else that falls needy to a boarding-school girl. The school matron has sent me a list, and woe betide us all, my jaan, if we fail to meet it in every particular…”


  


  Chapter One


  Strangers on a Train


The platform was, of course, a seething chaos of schoolgirls swirling around isolated adult figures. But this was the Crater School, so it was at least a somewhat organised kind of chaos. Only the new girls were entirely bewildered. Experienced hands knew more or less where they were expected to go, which prefect or staff they should be looking for: Juniors gravitated towards the near end of the platform, the goddesses of the Sixth Form some halfway along—some part of the train must after all be left for civilian traffic—and everyone else in between.

The train was in already. The first three carriages bore printed signs in their windows, RESERVED FOR THE CRATER SCHOOL. Clutching her father’s hand rather more tightly than a rising-fourteen-year-old perhaps ought to do, Radhika found a moment’s distraction in pondering the extreme unlikelihood of St Dymphna’s ever reserving even a single carriage, for any reason whatsoever.

Only for a moment. They were approached by a tall, graceful girl Radhika might have taken for a mistress, if she hadn’t been dressed in the same gold-and-green outfit as herself.

“Excuse me, sir—I think you must be a new parent, as I don’t believe I recognise your daughter?” with a welcoming smile to Radhika somehow tossed into the mix.

Papa-ji snorted with laughter. “In my day, it was the child that was reckoned new. But I do see what you mean,” as other parents all around were conducting their young hopefuls to their proper places, or else brutally abandoning them at the platform gate to sink or swim alone. “So yes, I am indeed, very new to all of this. My name is Captain Harvey, and this is my daughter Radhika.” 

At his side, she tried to stand as straight and proud as he did. He had never lost his military bearing, nor ceased to use his rank even in civilian life, even in the awful circumstances of that life. She might still be furious with him for despatching her to the far end of this farther world, but she would never, ever shame him, nor stand still to see him shamed.

Also, he had never lost the defensiveness with which he had introduced his daughter, all her life long. 

If this girl had any reaction to his statement, she showed none of it. She simply glanced down a list in her hand, and ticked one name off with a pencil. “Radhika Harvey, yes. All present and correct. This is your trunk? Splendid. Thank you, Mr Jennings,” as the porter bore the trunk away without another word needed. “No, no, sir,” as Papa-ji rather helplessly held out a sixpence for the man, “no need for that. The school sees to all that’s necessary. It would be a free-for-all, else.” A bazaar, Radhika thought she meant, a marketplace where wealthy parents could outbid the less fortunate and reserve the porters’ business to themselves. Growing up as she had, she couldn’t help noticing such things. “Trust me, the men won’t feel themselves hard done by. They’re old friends, to most of us who make this journey. Now, my name is Arie Bunker, and I am the official interceptor of all the first-timers; you have officially been intercepted, young Radhika, your trunk attested to, your night-case noted,” with a nod to the little suitcase Radhika had insisted on carrying herself. “In your person, you look neat and trig, and pass inspection with great credit. I do like the nifty way you have with a tie—oh, but your father’s a military man, of course. Naturally a soldier’s daughter would take care with her turn-out. Sir, if you’d march Radhika over to Miss Hendy, in the rather fetching toque there, she is the official welcoming party for new folk. I must dash, I spy a mother all at sea…”

“…Toque?”

Radhika giggled, despite herself. “Cap, Papa-ji. See, the lady with the cute cap and the battle-worn tweeds.”

“Ah! Thank you, Radhi.” Tweeds at least he understood.

They marched as directed, and were greeted with another smile, another list, another tick against her name. “Now, Radhika,” again with no hint of a reaction to the reality of her, “if you’ll say goodbye to your father and let him get away, it’ll be all to the good. Don’t worry, I’ll see you’re not stranded on your own, but we do like to chase parents off quickly, for their own good…”

It was a brief and awkward parting, between two who were not currently friends. He kissed her cheek, while she clamped her hands tight together behind her back to be sure not to hug him, not to cling. Nor did she watch his tall figure disappear through the crowd. She turned away to be sure of it, in case he happened to look back, and found herself face to face with two girls more or less her own age, the one honey-blonde and the other a scorching redhead.

“Hullo!” The blonde held her hand out, and a rather startled Radhika took it and shook it mutely. “I’m Marigold, and this is Charm.” Another startlement—who calls their daughter Charm?—and another handshake. That must be the custom of the school, she supposed. She couldn’t actually remember ever shaking another girl’s hand before. “Miss Hendy says you’re likely to be in our class—” 

“—and you’re certain to be in our house,” Charm, cutting in firmly, “because she’s our housemistress so of course she knows. She’s asked me to be your sherpa,” with a stern glance at Marigold and something of a stress on me, “which means that I get to look after you and show you around and answer all your questions until you’ve found your feet. I was new myself a year ago,” she added confidentially, “and Marigold sherpa’d me, though she wasn’t asked to, she only took it upon herself because that’s what she does. So she’ll probably do it with you too, and so I warn you. Don’t be misled, though; I’m in charge.”

Marigold snorted at her side. Charm ignored her friend loftily, tucked her arm through Radhika’s and led her towards the train. “We’re Upper Third this term, and we’ve pretty much bagged this end of this carriage. Miss Hendy says we can go ahead and find seats, so long as no actual fistfights break out,” with a giggle. “Blessedly it’s a corridor train, of course, not individual compartments like the funicular. What? No, you’ll see when you get there. Nobody gives the game away, about the funicular. Well, except that it isn’t a funicular. We’re allowed to say that much and no more. Anyway, as I was saying, our set has grabbed some facing benches, with a table in between. It may be a bit of a squeeze, with one extra,” surveying Radhika’s slim hips consideringly, “but I think we’ll all fit.”

 

Fit they did, in that way that Martian adolescents can, being far more about length than width; and so Radhika found herself in the midst of a cheerful crush, friends catching up with each others’ news and opinions, memories of times past, wonderings on the term to come, “because we’re Middles now, and you know what that means.”

Wise nods from all. Radhika seized the opportunity of a moment’s silence to murmur in Charm’s ear, “Please, I don’t know,” and it might matter, if she was to be one of them. “What does it mean?”

“Oh! No, of course you wouldn’t, would you? Well, you see, it’s kind of a tradition that the Middles, um, have the most fun they can manage at school, regardless of whether it’s actually against the rules or not. Is that fair, Marigold?”

“Quite fair,” Marigold said judiciously. “The most important thing, of course, is to outdo what the forms ahead got up to in their turns. One has to be inventive.”

“We could make a list?” someone else put in. There had been a positive storm of introductions around the table, and Radhika didn’t quite have everybody straight yet. Was that Maeve, or Janna? She wasn’t sure. Well, no doubt she would sort them all out in time.

“Well, we could—but it’d be death if a pree caught sight of it.”

“No, but we could make a list of what we can’t do.” This from a bright young hopeful she was fairly sure to be Cate. “Then they’ll be totally confused and expecting everything wrong, while we, um, define our parameters by ruling out the obvious.”

“Brilliant,” Marigold declared. “Pencil and paper, someone? Right, then. Charm, you’ve read all the books there are, so you’re in charge. We can’t do what our own predecessors have done, obviously, but we shouldn’t just copy the girls in the books either. Top of the list, Charm?”

“Midnight feasts,” decidedly. “Boring, old hat, bad food, Lower Fourth did it last year, and it’s an insult to Mrs Bailey’s cooking.”

“Seconded,” from Marigold, writing in bold capitals. Who’s next?”

 

It was almost fun, almost, to be squashed in with these girls and listen to their mischief. Radhika reminded herself firmly that she wasn’t here to enjoy herself. She was bitterly angry at her father and the world, and she meant to loathe and detest the Crater School from first to last, and every moment in between.

As the new girl, she had been shuffled through to the privilege of a window seat. It was a gesture of pure generosity, and she took advantage of it now by turning her face away from her giggling cohort and staring out, trying not to listen to their bright clear voices, trying to find some interest in the emptying platform.

The train’s steam-whistle sounded, twice. A guard came along the platform edge, closing doors and calling, “All aboard!”

She couldn’t see him wave his green flag, he was long gone from her sight; but she did hear the shrill blast of his whistle when he blew it. The train replied with one more blast, the carriage jerked, and slowly, slowly began to roll away, carrying her with it. Away from everyone and everything she knew on Mars, the only home she’d had here. 

She could hear the locomotive at its work, heaving effortfully, pulling them along faster now; she could feel the rip in her heart as they came to the end of the platform and there was one solitary figure standing there, watching her leave, raising his arm in farewell.

She did not, did not wave back.

 

“Radhika?”

“Don’t poke me!”

The whole table fell quiet, and Charm seemed thoroughly taken aback at the snarl in her voice.

“Well,” she said, “it was more of a nudge, really; and I am sorry, but it’s hard not to, with us all sardined together like this, and Chrissy was offering her butterscotch around, only you seemed to be in a bit of a brown study, so…”

“Oh! I, I’m sorry I snapped,” because honesty was branded into her very soul, and she really was sorry. She might rage against the school and everything it stood for, when what it stood for most in her mind was this utter abduction; but there was no value in making enemies of her classmates. She had no intention of making friends, mark you—she didn’t mean to be at the Crater School long enough to let that happen; Mama-ji would get well, very soon now, any day now, and the two of them could travel home together, and Radhika would take the very best care of her frail mother and even Papa-ji would see that she was essential to his wife’s recovery—but for the moment, manners and good breeding would do no harm, and she did after all have the very best of breeding, the very best, whatever other people might say or think or believe. “You’re right, of course, I was miles away.” Back in Marsport, with my family, a mile further with every minute that passed, as the train came up to speed. “And thank you, Chrissy, I’d love a piece of butterscotch, if I may.”

She was beamed upon, and butterscotch’d to the satisfaction of all; and she-thought-it-was-probably-Janna who said, “Radhika is such a pretty name, but I don’t think I’ve ever heard it before. What does it mean, can you say?”

There were chuckles all around the table, and Charm said, “Janna”—ah, she’d been right, then!—“collects names, it’s a sort of hobby of hers.”

“I don’t collect them,” Janna protested. “I mean, not written down in a book or anything. They’re just int’resting, that’s all.”

And now everyone turned back to Radhika again to hear her answer, and she could feel herself flushing darkly at the attention. “It’s a Hindustani name, and Mama-ji says it means ‘one who is filled with joy’.”

“I’m sorry, who did you say said that?”

“Oh! Mama-ji—it’s what I call my mother. The -ji bit is a, a sign of respect; we say it to all our elders and superiors.”

There is an unwritten rule all through the Red Raj that it’s impolite to ask personal questions, particularly about someone’s life before they came to Mars. On the other hand, the patient silence all around the table was a question in itself. Radhika could feel the weight of it pressing down upon her.

She sighed, and gave in to the inevitable.

“Papa-ji was an officer in the Indian Army. He met my mother there,” obviously. There was no hiding that; it was why she wore the name she did, two cultures proudly on display. “So I was born in Benares, and grew up in army camps and barrack quarters all across the country. I loved it there,” until I lost it, until we lost it all. “Only my father’s time there came, came to an end,” which still felt like a lie every time she said it, but it was the least-dishonest way of words that she could come up with, “and we came to Mars to make a fresh start.”

“Ooh, did he transfer to the Double Reds?”

That meant the Empress’s Own Twelfth Borderers, of course. It was … Maeve? … who asked the question, but from their rapt interest it was clear that every one of her listeners had some private investment in the regiment, be it a parent, an uncle, a brother, a pen-pal…

Also, it was one of the questions that you could always ask of a Martian, be they born or new-minted in the colony. Patriotism trumps manners, at least in that particular context. They held the Double Reds very close to their hearts for many reasons, many of which were painful.

“No-o. He left the army altogether. He, he’s a hotel manager now.”

“Oh.” There was a slight, probably inevitable slump around the table, a let-down kind of feeling. Only for a moment, though, before the girls recalled themselves to their duty in making the newcomer welcome.

“We’ve had Indian girls in the school before, of course,” Marigold said. “Indeed, we’ve a pair of sisters with us now, so if you want to have the Hindustani and want to keep it up, I’m sure they’ll be happy to natter away with you. They’re Mars Indians, though, born and bred up here.” Mars was always up, and Earth was down. “I don’t know if we’ve ever had a girl from actual India, from the Raj proper. Anyone…?”

A general shaking of heads; but they had none of them been at the school particularly long, nor of course had they ever thought to enquire of their elders, whether or not they could find a way to do it mannerly.

That was enough of an interrogation, they clearly felt, for now. 

“Do you realise,” Marigold said—Radhika was starting to suspect that Marigold would always take the lead, unless someone else stopped her—“that in our new and glorious capacity as Middles, we will be sharing a common room with both the Fourths, those very Fourths who have been jeering at us as Juniors all this time?”

“They still will,” Charm said gloomily. “They’ll call us Junior Middles, and sneer just the same. And my sister will be one of the worst.”

“Oh, come on! You two are thick as thieves, you know you are. And I don’t believe Levity has ever sneered at anyone in all her life, never mind her own kid sister.”

“Well, maybe not—but school is making her awfully bossy, when she never was before. She’ll be keeping an eye on me the whole time, when we’re in the same room together. It’s going to be awful. Same house, same common room—how am I ever going to get away…?”

Being an only child, Radhika had no particular notion of the pressures and strains of sisterhood. Even so, she thought perhaps that Charm protested a little too much, and somewhat unconvincingly.

“And,” Charm went on, being in an apparently grumbly kind of mood, “she and Mamma are always going to be my only company on my birthday, because it’s slap-bang in the middle of summer. It’s never going to be in term-time, like most people’s birthdays are.”

“Well, but at least we can send you cards and things,” Chrissy said, taking out a neat little pocket diary. “What date, Char?”

Charm giggled. “Don’t ever let Mamma hear you calling me that. Liv tried it once, and got roasted for it. Me, I like it, but just ’tween ourselves, yes?”

“Yes, yes. No grown-ups, no prees. Date?”

“The last day of June, the thirtieth.”

“What?”

Once again, the whole table was staring at Radhika. She flushed again, and cursed inside again in fluent Hindustani, because that could only ever draw more attention to what these nicely brought-up girls were so steadfastly ignoring, the colour of her skin.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. “I didn’t mean to shout. But, it’s just, that’s my birthday too.”

“Wow, really? How old will you be this year?”

“Fourteen.”

“Me too! We’re twins!” 

Charm seemed ecstatic. Now it was Radhika’s turn to stare. “What? No—” 

“Oh, not really, not blood twins. Not like the twinses in the Crew. But birthday twins is definitely a thing! I’ve decided! We were born on the exact same day, even if on two different planets, so it’s obviously fate that Miss Hendy asked me to sherpa you.”

With a sinking heart, Radhika realised that what she really meant was that they were obviously destined to be best friends.

Well, she supposed she could play up to that for a while—for a short while, please, please…?—if it made Charm so particularly happy.

She managed a smile and said, “Twins it is, then, through space and time,” if a pale-skinned redhead really wants to twin up with a dusky half-caste. We’ll see how long it lasts. Cosmopolitan Marsport had been a blessed relief, after a lifelong experience with the British Indian Army and its all-white officers, their all-white wives and children, Mama-ji and herself the only exceptions. She wasn’t expecting to find the same relief at a colonial boarding school. 

Still, she went on, “And you won’t have to be totally alone with your family, your blood family, if you don’t want to. My father said I’d have to stay here all through the holidays too, at least until Mama-ji can leave the Sana—” 

The word died half-born in her throat; she had been so determined not to say that, never to say that. 

Too late now. Every girl at the table had a sorrowful, sympathetic air; Charm even took her hand, and squeezed it encouragingly.

“Lots of girls at school have relatives in the Sanatorium,” she said. “It’s one of the reasons we come here. I mean, not us specifically, I don’t think anyone here—?”

Heads were shaken, all around.

“No, but plenty of others. And of course some of us have been there too, when we’re really ill; and we all like to visit when we can, even if we don’t have anyone particular to see. We sing for them and all sorts. You’ll see. Miss Hendy can arrange for you to go over on Sundays; I expect she knows already, doesn’t she? I expect it’s why your father sent you to us…”



  

  Chapter Two


  The Dread Simoom


The train had run for hours, all morning and into the afternoon. It would run for hours more, Radhika had learned, before they reached their destination, a town with the somewhat doom-laden name of Terminus.

They had eaten and drunk while the locomotive did more or less the same, coaling and watering at the previous stop, readying for a dash across an incursive arm of the true Dry. Now they were as far from civilisation as you could come, anywhere in the province; this was old Mars, Mars untouched even by the Builders. No canals reached out this far, in this direction. Radhika had never seen anything like it. Soft red Martian cliffs had been wind-sculpted into outlandish pillars of stone, that were as good as clouds for letting people see different figures in their wild distorted shapes.

When they had tired of that and Marigold produced a couple of packs of cards, Radhika politely cried off and went back to her window, fascinated beyond measure. She kept recalling some of the wonders she had seen in India—the Taj Mahal, the Red Fort, Mehrangarh—but those had all been works of man, not natural as this landscape was.

“Incredible, isn’t it?” Thus Charm, out of the game and not interested in following it further, looking over Radhika’s shoulder to share the view. “I was just awestruck, the first time I saw this. I was only a little kid at the time, but I thought giants had made it, or something like that. Not just wind. Well, wind and sand, I suppose, working together.”

“Speaking of which,” Radhika said, “what’s that out there, some kind of dust devil?”

She pointed, Charm squinted—and then Charm scrambled hastily up onto the table, scattering cards in all directions and drawing half a dozen protests at once, drawing the attention of everyone in the carriage as she reached up and pulled the communication cord, signalling the driver to bring the train to an immediate emergency halt.

Brakes squealed; so did a number of girls. One of those terrifying figures known as ”prees” or prefects came barrelling down the aisle to confront the guilty party as she jumped back down to ground.

“Charm Buchanan, I know you will have had a very good reason for doing that, yes?”

“Yes, please, Melanie. Look.” Charm pointed, as Radhika had before her. 

Melanie frowned, following the finger out into the Dry; and then she gasped, and said, “Simoom?”

“I’m sure so. Radhika saw it first, but she didn’t know what it was. We’ve seen it before, Liv and me. Been caught up in it before, and it’s the horriblest thing, and that, that is exactly what it looks like as it comes.”

“Very well.” For once in a way, Melanie made no attempt to correct a younger girl’s egregious grammar. I’ll alert the staff; someone sensible—you, Lise, yes—run forward and make sure the men on the engine understand and come inside. Everyone else, keep calm, close all those windows and pull down the shades. Take off your blazers, if you haven’t already, and loosen your ties. If you have anything to drink, then drink it now.”

With which sequence of strange instructions she was gone, pelting down the aisle at a speed that would have led to any other girl being pulled up in short order; but Melanie was Head Girl, and this was indeed a true emergency. Every Crater School girl of any experience understood that when Mars offered one of its own particular suite of dangers, even the strictest rules could and would be set aside, in favour of survival.

Radhika was gaping rather, utterly bewildered.

“It’s the dread simoom,” Charm completely failed to explain. Then she caught herself with a giggle, and said, “Sorry, that probably didn’t help much, did it? Let me try again. It’s a windstorm that happens sometimes in summer, out here in the Dry, and it picks up tons of sand and throws it every which way, and it’s hot. Not just the sand, I mean, the wind itself is hot. It’s peculiar, and really, really scary. I had to stop the train so the driver and the stoker could get to cover. They could have died, else. We should be all right now, but stand ready. It’s probably going to be awful. And if anyone tells you to do something, don’t hesitate, just do it.”

As a military brat—her father always insisted that stood for British Regiment Attached Traveller, but she thought he was having her on—Radhika was quite accustomed to taking orders. She nodded acquiescence, but said, “Why did we have to pull the shades down? I’d love to see—” 

“You wouldn’t love to see the windows break,” Marigold said. “Which they could. The shades will keep the glass from flying everywhere, if they do.”

“That,” confirmed Charm, “and they’ll help keep it a tiny bit cooler. Though you probably won’t notice. It’ll get scorching in here, if it passes right over us.”

People had been scurrying busily up and down the aisles, conveying news and making arrangements between one carriage and the next. Now the doors were firmly closed, to isolate each from each; and a woman who must be a member of the school staff clapped her hands firmly for attention. She had it, immediately; you could have heard a pin drop, Radhika thought, remembering a teacher in Lucknow when she was little who would literally hold up a pin and ceremonially drop it to quiet the class down.

“Thank you, girls. Now for those few of you who don’t know me, my name is Miss Peters, and I teach English. I know a few of you have encountered a simoom before; well, so have I. It can be quite a terrifying experience, but please trust that we are as safe in here as we can be. As I’m sure you will have gathered by now, it’s about to grow very hot in here, as the storm passes over. Do not try to peek around the shades, those of you near the windows; that would certainly be dangerous for you, and could be dangerous for us all. 

“The simoom is also remarkably loud, so be prepared for that.” Radhika thought she could hear it already, indeed, a hissing sound, and that even before any of the blown sand could yet have reached the train. “If the carriage shakes, don’t be alarmed; there has not been a simoom born that could overturn a masterpiece of Martian engineering like this train.”

That brought a subdued cheer, which won them a smile before she held up a hand for silence once again.

“It should be over in twenty minutes or so; they are brief phenomena, the dread simooms. And yes, I know you all want to know why we always say “the dread simoom”, and now I am going to tell you—or rather I am going to reveal the answer to you, through the performance of my party trick. When I was more or less your age, in my wicked youth—yes, I too was a Middle, once upon a time,” which brought another cheer, significantly louder, “and I too committed sins without number against the school body and the rules thereof—on one particular occasion, and no, I am not going to tell you what I actually did to deserve it, I was condemned to learning the entirety of Felicia Heman’s poem “The Caravans in the Deserts”—which, I may tell you, is very, very long—and then to recite it to the entire school at assembly.

“I threw myself into this task body and soul, which I advocate to you all as the only proper way to approach a punishment. I gave a performance that was hailed to the skies, and won me reprieve from all penalty else; and since that day, try as I might, I have never been able to forget a single word of the wretched thing. It is not a poem that I teach to my own girls, ever. However, on occasion, I can still call it forth; and what better occasion than this? Hark, I hear the rattle of pebbles on glass even now; I said, the simoom will be loud. However, I will be louder. I will endeavour to boom, rather than to shriek. Hold yourself in readiness to be awed, girls, at my achievement. I begin.

 

“Call it not loneliness, to dwell

In woodland shade or hermit dell,

Or the deep forest to explore,

Or wander Alpine regions o’er;

For Nature there all joyous reigns,

And fills with life her wild domains…”

 

There was, as she had promised, an awful lot of it. But she did indeed give it her all, parting imaginary trees as she explored the deep forest, shielding her eyes with her hand against the snow-glare of the Alpine regions as she looked about. It was glorious fun to watch her; the whole carriage was riveted by this most unlikely of poems.

 

“But he whose weary step hath traced

Mysterious Afric’s awful waste,

Whose eye Arabia’s wilds hath viewed,

Can tell thee what is solitude!

It is, to traverse lifeless plains,

Where everlasting stillness reigns,

And billowy sands and dazzling sky

Seem boundless as infinity!”

 

The girls too trod that awful waste, in her guiding footsteps. They all but forgot their own predicament, in worry for that lone traveller that she portrayed.

 

When she came to

 

“What meteor comes?—a purple haze

Hath half obscured the noontide rays:

Onward it moves in swift career,

A blush upon the atmosphere;

Haste, haste! avert the impending doom,

Fall prostrate! ’t is the dread Simoom!”

 

there came a cheer so loud in reply that not even the most dreadful of the dread simooms could have outblasted it, though that one outside was blowing its hardest and doing its best; and still the poem rolled on and on. Every mention of camels brought another cheer, and cries of “Good old Mabel!” which Radhika didn’t understand at all, but never mind. 

It was a marvellous, ecstatic performance, and the girls erupted in applause when at last, at long, long last, the poem came to its inevitable melancholy end.

 

“No stone their tale of death shall tell,

The desert guards its mysteries well;

And o’er the unfathomed sandy deep,

Where low their nameless relics sleep,

Oft shall the future pilgrim tread,

Nor know his steps are on the dead.”

 

Miss Peters subsided into a seat, fanning herself with both hands. One by one, bench by bench, group by group, the girls realised just how hot it had grown in the carriage, and how bad the air. Their hair clung damply to their heads and necks; every breath they drew was uncomfortably, unpleasantly hot.

But the dread simoom’s roar which had underscored Miss Peters’ epic portrayal had died away to a whisper, to a hiss. A door at the far end of the carriage opened unexpectedly, and there was Melanie to say that all was safe now and no one hurt, that it would be perfectly in order to pull up the shades and throw the windows wide, that the men would have the train moving again as soon as humanly possible, and what on earth had been going on in here, to raise quite such a cacophony that it could be heard even above the aforementioned dread simoom?

Miss Peters raised a guilty hand. “I’m afraid that was me, Melanie, all my doing.”

“Miss Peters, for shame! I expect you to know better, at your time of life!”

It was sheer joy, to hear a mistress scolded and to see her meekly submitting to it. Radhika gathered that this too was part of the fun, and that very likely Melanie had known exactly what was going on before she made her entrance. Or else they were both simply improvising, for the girls’ entertainment.

 

Light and air were blessings indeed. The excitements of the last hour had raised the girls’ energy to a fever pitch, to the extent that not even Melanie could keep them quiet. She stepped out of the carriage, somewhat surprising Radhika and a number of girls else, to judge by their comments and expressions, only to return after a minute with another girl, taller even than herself and perhaps a little older, a striking blonde not wearing the obligatory uniform but none the less surely not a member of the staff?

She was greeted with further good cheer, cries of “Rowany!” that almost, almost could withstand the solemn expression of displeasure on her face. They died in the end, though, as they had to do.

The presumptive Rowany nodded. “That’s better. Honestly, Middles, what a rabble you are! I’m sure we were nothing so dreadful, were we, Mel, when we were scruffy fourths?”

“Sure?” Melanie asked, with a glint in her eye that overrode any objection to the word “scruffy”. 

“Here comes a story,” Charm murmured to her neighbour. “They’ll tell it between them, against each other, and it’ll be the funniest thing you ever heard, and one more thing we will not be getting up to, because it’s already been done. Rowany is a classic of her kind, a pillar of the school; she was Head Girl in my first term here, a year ago, and she was supposed to go up to Oxford after, only they sent her back to do an extra year of study. She is a joy and a delight, but you do not want to get in her bad books…”

 

Time passed, as it does on trains: both slowly and suddenly, in distracting spurts. They stretched their legs, roaming the aisles of every Crater School carriage, burying poor Radhika under a flood of names she could never hope to grasp, never mind remember; picnic foods were somehow produced from nowhere, sandwiches and fruit-filled pasties and lemonade that wasn’t simply delicious, the best she’d had, but also miraculously, impossibly cool; girls played cards, read books, chatted quietly amongst themselves or else gazed out of windows thinking their own thoughts—Radhika among them when she was allowed, when the table wasn’t pulling her into yet one more game or argument or reminiscence—while the iron wheels beneath them ate away the distance, bringing them ever closer to journey’s end.

The day had been an adventure, a voyage of discovery, all kinds of unexpected things. Radhika eyed herself askance, wondering if she had already been wooed away from her anger. It was a relief to find that no, that was still firmly in place, burning at the heart of her, a fierce glint of rage at her father and the school and the world and even God, for bearing down so cruelly upon her poor Mama-ji and thus causing all this in the first place, this, this personal dread simoom that had o’erswept her life and carried her away.

 

The actual simoom had delayed the train long enough that dusk was falling before they reached their destination. Lamps illuminated the station sign, TERMINUS. Radhika still thought that sounded a little ominous; but then, why not? This really did spell the end of the line, in more ways than one. She thought it was the end of everything she had loved, all her life long.

“Stay in your seats, please, girls. We will disembark in order, row by row. When your turn comes, stand up, take down your night-case, make sure you’re leaving nothing behind you, and file out quietly. Line up on the platform; I want to see a march, not a mob.”

Thus Miss Peters, who had stayed with their carriage. The girls obeyed her implicitly, shuffling out of the carriage in line astern to find prefects waiting on the platform, gesturing them into formation, two abreast.

“School, attention! March!”

At least Radhika knew how to march—she and the other army brats she grew up among had soaked it into their bones, throughout their long childhoods—though she’d never before done it with schoolgirls.

They marched to the end of the platform, wheeled left, and came to another, shorter, where a strange little compartment train was waiting for them, steam up. Lights glowed throughout, and every door stood open ready.

Charm steered Radhika by the elbow into the compartment Marigold had already claimed. All her other companions of the day piled in after them, and again there was—just—room enough.

“Now we can talk!” Charm exulted. “Maeve, close that door in a hurry, before some pree decides to join us, or worse, break us up.”

The door slammed, the girls grinned at each other.

“I’ve never ridden the funic in the dark,” Chrissy said. “I wonder if it’s less scary because you can’t see, or more scary because you can’t see?”

“Why should it be scary at all?” Radhika asked. “And, come to that, what’s a funic?”

“Funicular railway—which this one actually isn’t, it’s a rack-and-pinion,” Charm didn’t quite explain. “We call it the funicular anyway, because we always have, it’s a school tradition; like greeting Miss Tolchard by that name every time, even though she’s been Mrs Mackenzie for ever.”

“Every time you tell me something,” Radhika grumbled around a giggle, “I end up more confused than I was before.”

The whole compartment laughed. “Welcome to school!” Marigold said. “But seriously, you’ll get used to it all soon enough. And you’ve got Charm to sherp for you, and all the rest of us to help. We’ll see you straight. And don’t worry about the ride being scary






  


  Epilogue


“Do you feel as though we were living through an epilogue, at all? While it writes itself, I mean, all around us?”

Melanie laughed up at her friend. “Not remotely, no. It’s the end of a chapter, to be sure, but very far from the end of the worlds, or even our worlds. We bid farewell to the dear old Crater School, and reemerge in Oxford: me a Hildabeest, you a, a, I don’t know, a St Johnsian? We’ll see plenty enough of each other, I’m sure. On the river, perhaps, in rival boats.”

“Depend on it. But that’s not what I meant, quite. For me at least, there is definitely a sense of a curtain drawing down. Perhaps it’s because I’ve left once already, and been sent back for an extra year to do better, to learn the strangest things.” She had rather thrillingly been required to sign the Official Secrets Act, before she was sent back; but there are secrets and there are secrets, and there are friends and there are friends, and some secrets have to be shared with some friends. “I thought I knew before that I’d get no second chance here, and I was wrong; but now I know for certain, I won’t get another second chance. A third chance. And I was so young when I came here, and I’m so old now”—she was, in fact, nineteen—“and we’re passing from a world where everything we do matters but nothing is actually important, to a world where nothing we do matters but everything is important. Um, unless I mean that the other way around…?”

“Rowany Angelica Marten de Vere, have you been at Miss Leven’s brandy?”

“Alas, not. Not even the Staff Room sherry. But I do almost feel as though I might have been. Sort of floaty inside, as though the further we get from the school, the less substance there is to me, the less significance I have.”

“In that case,” firmly, tucking her arm through her tall friend’s elbow and turning her around on the path while the waters of the lake lapped almost at their feet, “let us return instantly to school property, so you may resume your proper density, and be admired by one and all for one last night. I believe we are invited to sup with the great; perhaps that legendary brandy will make an appearance after all.”
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