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Dedicated


to those who fight


to make another person’s world


a little bit


brighter




“Normality is a paved road; It’s comfortable to walk, but no flowers grow.”


- Vincent Van Gogh
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The silver-chained necklace


The streets were crowded with people, some holding leather briefcases, some carrying baskets filled with food or cloth, some wearing the finest silks and tissues that were in fashion, some wearing nothing but rags. The scents of dinners being cooked in restaurants and houses alike wafted through the air, tugging at people’s nostrils and making their mouths water. The shouts of people scolding or insulting each other weren’t unusual, for a great many scuffles took place at this teeming time of day.


Everybody walked with such purpose and intent to reach their own destinations that they were oblivious to many of the little things going on around them.


It was the perfect time for pickpocketing.


Petrichora weaved her way through the throng of people, taking care to cover her face with her scarf, before stopping in the densest patch of bodies she could find and walking casually along.


Stealing things right in front of people was just as difficult as it sounded, and although Petrichora had never been caught before, she had been in some very unpleasant close shaves, which she did not care to experience again.


She carefully stole a glance at her surroundings. A middle-aged woman was standing a few paces to her left, wearing a large fancy-looking coat with a bulging left pocket. Judging by the way the woman carried herself, and how the handbag that she was holding so very delicately in her white-gloved hands didn’t seem to be one you could find in just any old shop, Petrichora could wager that whatever was in that invitingly close pocket was something worth more than just a few spare pennies.


It was just too good a chance to miss.


If anyone had seen the little grimy hand that snatched the silver-chained necklace, they would have needed to know that it was going to happen, for the movement was so fast that it would have been unable to be detected otherwise.


But somehow the woman noticed it. Her perfect face whipped round and looked Petrichora right in the eyes.


“you will return my necklace right this instant!” Uttered the woman only so Petrichora could hear it, her voice going a little shrill.


Petrichora’s eyes widened and her limbs turned to lead. Once she had collected her wits, she turned on her heels and desperately scarpered away, only to feel her head being wrenched back by her hair. The woman pulled Petrichora into a quieter alley and ripped down her scarf. She thought she saw a flash of recognition in the woman’s cold eyes, but it quickly dissipated and was replaced with an icy glare.


“Give me my necklace, get out of my sight and I might consider not turning you in to the authorities” She spat, flecks of saliva decorating Petrichora’s face. “Don’t try to run away before you’ve done what I’ve said, believe me, you won’t get far.”


A cold bead of sweat ran infinitely slowly down the side of Petrichora’s back. She could swear that she saw the glint of a gun catching the sunlight in the folds of the woman’s coat.


“Wh-who are you?” Stammered Petrichora.


“Someone you should be wary of,” was all the woman said, eyes narrowed, one hand still gripping Petrichora’s hair. The woman held out her other hand palm upwards.


Petrichora reluctantly dropped the chained necklace into the woman’s open hand and watched the miniscule silver loops pool like liquid before the fateful white-gloved hand snapped shut. What else could she have done? The missed opportunity stung Petrichora, nonetheless.


“Now go!”


She didn’t need to be told twice. Her footsteps, which were normally so light and careful, thudded on the ground and hurled her forwards, away from the lonely alley, away from the peculiar woman, away from the crowded streets and back to the little cellar underneath the shoe-maker’s shop where all the children would share out their finds.


Petrichora found the cellar empty and was grateful for the solitude. Tears filled her eyes.


The very next moment Lars sauntered in, followed by Kristian.


She wiped her eyes quickly. Nothing would make her let them find out that she had been crying.


“Hey!” said Lars, “what are you doing here so early? And-are you crying?”


“No.”


“Cause if you are, then you have no place here! I don’t tolera-”


“I said no!”


“You listen to me, don’t ever shout at me again. For your own good.”


Kristian tried to give her a sympathetic look; Lars was older than the both of them by quite a bit and he fancied himself as the leader. Kristian had also been scolded and threatened in the past, so he winced when Lars shouted at Petrichora, remembering the times when he had been the victim.


Lars strode over to a shabby little table where a pile of papers lay scattered untidily and unprotected. Lars felt no need to keep his possessions hidden; everybody knew what would happen if anyone so much as touched them.


Despite the fact that he had only been schooled for two years, (the minimum that was allowed) Lars was incredibly good at mathematics, and he had a sharp tongue, which was always useful for lying his way out of dangerous situations.


Because of this and the fact that he seemed to exude an air of authority, nobody truly liked him, but everybody grudgingly accepted that he wasn’t someone to get on the wrong side of, and he was the only person who could prevent the group of half-wild children from falling into complete chaos.


The papers contained the scribbles of Lars’s messy and badly spelled handwriting, which even if the children could read, would be very difficult to decipher.


Over the next hour the rest of the group members trickled into the damp cellar, until they were fourteen in total, making their little meeting area rather crowded.


The last child to climb down the steep stone steps was a girl with messy hair and a large draw-string bag filled with goods.


“Hullo Cora!” said the girl before plonking herself down next to Petrichora.


“Hello Katie,” replied Petrichora grimly, trying to sound cheerful despite how awful she felt. Petrichora however, unlike Lars, was incredibly bad at hiding her emotions.


“Hey, what’s the matter?” Asked Katie quietly.


“Katie, I was such a fool!” burst out Petrichora, and she told Katie the whole story.


“Why d’you let her see your face?” Katie shook her head disbelievingly.


“I couldn’t stop her! Do you think I’ll be sent to the factories? Oh, if I have to go to the factories-“


“She don’t have your name, does she?”


“No…”


“And she didn’t take a photograph?”


“No, but she had a gun, Katie, she could’ve- she almost- “


“She had a gun?” Gasped Katie. “Don’t you need a licence to get a gun? D’you reckon she could be part of the police force then? Some sort of officer or something?”


“Well, if she is then I’m a lost cause! And she was so furious! I’m as good as locked up!”


“Don’t be stupid, Cora, they don’t lock up kids! The real question is why she didn’t shoot you, there and then. She could’ve, right?”


Petrichora squirmed uncomfortably. “Katie! All I did was steal a stupid necklace! You can’t shoot a kid for that!”


“Ok, Ok, fine. Whatever. Some people do weird stuff. It’s not entirely impossible.”


“You’re strange sometimes, you know that?”


Katie shrugged.


“What is weird, though, was that for one moment, I think that she recognised me. I’ve never seen that lady in my life! I’m fairly sure that I would remember someone like that!”


Katie shrugged again. She’d lost interest in the conversation and was fiddling with a few stones and a stick that were lying on the floor.


Petrichora was left to wonder about what had happened by herself. She felt a little better, but the fear and confusion still almost drowned the relief of escaping the woman’s clutches.


“I wasn’t that afraid of her anyway. I was this close to getting away,” She lied. Petrichora showed a tiny amount with her fingers.


“Liar,” exclaimed Katie, looking up, “you was so worried before I made you see straight!”


“What do you mean, see straight? If anything, you made it worse! Making me think I could’ve been shot!”


“Well you said that it was possible yourself! You should stop being so sensitive!”


“I didn’t really mean it! And I’m not being sensitive!”


“SHUT UP!” shouted more than one child sitting across from them.


Both Katie and Petrichora responded to this by pulling a face.


“You are gonna wish you never did tha- “


“Stop it! Whoever wants to leave and spend the evening outside in the cold can carry on arguing!” Hollered Lars.


Nobody breathed a word, but everybody glared at him.


Lars went and sat down on an old stool at the side of the room and everyone gathered around in a misshapen oval. Each person took it in turns to empty their pockets, bags or wherever they stored their loot.


Most of their finds weren’t particularly unusual or valuable, but one boy had managed to steal a beautiful dark blue fountain pen. ‘Oohhs’ and ‘ahhhs’ filled the room.


“It ain’t got any ink but I bet we could get more than a few crowns for it!”


“Nice work, Toby.” Said Lars with the satisfied look on his face that he always adopted when things turned out the way he wanted them to.


Oh, the unfairness of it! The chain necklace that she almost stole was worth much more than the silly pen. How all their faces would have looked!


Before long, it was Katie’s turn. She flashed a sly, gaptoothed grin. She slowly opened her draw string bag and the contents clattered onto the dusty floor. A framed photograph of a man smiling, a few coins, a horsehair paintbrush, a pair of earrings and a yellow armband.


Lars examined the objects carefully.


“Well done.” Admitted Lars after a moment, “But from now on you should value quality over quantity.” He flicked the armband back at Katie and pushed the rest of the objects into the growing pile of items.


“Petrichora. You were here early, so you must have found something really valuable to have felt you could stop working before dusk.”


Lars’s mouth twisted into a sneer when Petrichora said nothing. He got up and put his face very close to hers and hissed, “If you think you’re so privileged just ‘cause you got a home and a family and food in your stomach think again. I’m starting to regret letting you join. You’re too weak and too soft. Some kids here ain’t even got a roof over their heads. You better keep up, or you won’t be welcome here no more.”


Petrichora said nothing.


Lars stood up again and said, “Petrichora here ain’t brought us anything today. We are gonna have to let her smuggle us food for the next week. It shouldn’t be too hard for her. In fact, we’re probably doing her a favour. We wouldn’t want for all of the bloody food she got in her bloody home to go to waste,” He glared at Petrichora and said more quietly, “You got to give these kids a treat and if you don’t feel like thieving in your own home then you don’t belong here. Some of us have done much worse.”


Petrichora didn’t argue. Telling them about the necklace and the woman would have just sounded like a feeble attempt at creating some sort of excuse. She just lowered her eyes in retreat and nodded.


Lars moved on to Kristian and then the next child and so on until the circle was complete and all the children had given their finds to Lars which he then locked up in a large chest.


Petrichora trudged home, watching the pink and orange clouds of sunset that looked so glorious, contrasting her gloomy humour.
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Curious discoveries


The morning was grey, but there was no rain or wind, which meant that Petrichora’s family would want to go and visit something. A museum, most likely. No one would force her to go, they knew it would be impossible, but it would mean that the house would be almost empty, which would make smuggling the food out easier.


Petrichora shuffled down the stairs. The house that she lived in wasn’t enormous, the things she owned weren’t ridiculously expensive, but it was true that she led a more fortunate life than most.


Her family consisted of her father, her aunt and her older cousin, Josefin. Also living in the house were a housekeeper and a cook, both of which Petrichora saw more of than her family.


“Cora, you must come to the living room!” called Mrs. Lakemore from downstairs. Petrichora was trying to figure out how on earth she would steal the food with Ms. Jemima in the way, who seemed to live in the kitchen, which was why she didn’t hear Mrs Lakemore’s voice to start with.


“Petrichora Eddleston! You must come for your breakfast at once!”


“Alright, I’m coming!“


Petrichora found Mrs. Lakemore folding bedsheets and putting them away in a chest of drawers. Petrichora sat down, alone, at the large mahogany table. Mrs. Lakemore shook her head disapprovingly when she saw her and said, “Were you out late again last night? With that Katie girl from school?”


Petrichora nodded. She wasn’t sure if Katie even went to school, but she wasn’t going to tell her family that.


“You got to stop sleeping in so late, you know that? You barely see your family as it is, they left two hours ago for the Museum of Contemporary Art.”


“I’m sorry Mrs. Lakemore. I don’t mean to.”


Mrs. Lakemore gave Petrichora a strange look that was between exasperation and something else that she couldn’t quite understand.


“I forgive you, but there’ll come a time when your family shall not. Ms. Jemima is warming up some scrambled eggs for you. It shouldn’t take too long.”


Petrichora sat slowly chewing her scrambled eggs and a plan started to form in her mind.


It was noon exactly and Petrichora casually walked down to the kitchen. She found Ms. Jemima sitting in a chair sipping some herbal tea.


“Oh, Cora, what are you doing down here?”


“I just wanted to ask if we might surprise my family with a cake when they come back from the art museum. They’ll probably want refreshments after walking around for so long.” Petrichora had a terrible poker face, but she was imaginative and what she was saying wasn’t a lie, not really.


Ms. Jemima eyed her suspiciously but found nothing unusual in what she had said, and replied, “Yes. That’s a good idea. What sort of cake?”


“Well, I know that Auntie Fatima really loves a lemon cake, and that doesn’t take too long to make, does it?”


“You’re right. I should probably start making it now.” Ms. Jemima began washing her hands and gathering the ingredients. Petrichora went back upstairs, found a book in the house’s little library, and sat down in a chair that faced the hallway. But before long, Ms. Jemima walked past wearing a coat and hat.


“We don’t have any lemons. It’s not a problem though, I needed to go shopping anyway. I won’t be long!” Ms. Jemima closed the door after her and Petrichora smiled to herself triumphantly, thinking about the lemons that were now hidden at the back of her cupboard that she had taken when she had told the cook that she was merely in search of something to nibble on. That wasn’t a full lie either, she had been a little hungry and it was possible to nibble on lemons, though the thought of actually doing so made Petrichora purse her lips.


No time to celebrate now, though, she had to start the second part of her plan. Petrichora hurried down to the kitchen carrying two large empty bags. She then carefully took a few food items from each shelf, trying not to leave spaces in between the food that she left remaining, so as not to make it obvious that some of it was missing.


She only took things that could easily be transported: bread, cheese, hard sweets, tomatoes, apples, cucumbers, some cold Cornish pasties, and a few other foods that could be eaten raw and without cutlery. She only did this to around a tenth of what was in her truly huge larder, for had she taken any more the weight of all the food would have made it too difficult to walk all the way to the thieves’ cellar. Once all of the food was safely packed into the bags, she quickly scribbled out a note that read: needed to find a present for a friend’s birthday. Only realised just now. Won’t be gone long.


- Petrichora


Petrichora walked briskly down Abington Road in the direction of the damp cellar, which was about a twenty minutes’ walk away. She soon regretted not taking a coat; she had thought that it would weigh her down even more, but a chilly breeze was picking up.


Everything was turning out as planned, and Petrichora breathed a sigh of relief.


But then she saw Ms. Jemima rounding a corner at the end of the street.


She wasn’t looking in Petrichora’s direction, fortunately. But how could she have been so quick to get the shopping? Petrichora hadn’t taken that long, had she? Petrichora had nowhere to go, she was completely exposed. The nearest side-street was about thirty metres away. She kept her head down, walked a little faster and pretended that she hadn’t seen the cook.


After what seemed like an eternity, she reached the turning into the side-street. She slipped into the little ally and closed her eyes. She wasn’t sure if Ms. Jemima had recognised her or not, but if she had, then the large bags filled quite clearly with food were something she would want answers about.


After a moment she carried on walking, and although she had needed to take a detour to avoid Ms. Jemima, she soon arrived at the entrance to the cellar. Today was a day where the children would only meet in the evenings, for a usually measly dinner, and the cellar was empty.


Petrichora pushed open the door and not knowing particularly where to put all of the food, simply left it all next to the desk. The scattered papers caught her eye.


They were all lying there. Lars wouldn’t come here until evening. Something told her that they may contain more than just thieving strategies. It was his fault, anyway, if anyone read them. He should have hidden them away better. Petrichora couldn’t resist.


She turned over one of the papers and found herself deeply disappointed. They were exactly what Lars had said they had been.


But then, just before she was about to leave, she saw something out of the corner of her eye. A few sheets of paper poking out of the top of one of the desk’s drawers. Of course, she had to find out what was on them! She took a sheet from the drawer and found that what was written were indeed not thieving strategies. In fact, she almost couldn’t believe that it was Lars who had written them at all! They were love letters! Petrichora laughed out loud, it was simply hilarious. Lars, who was so powerful and daunting and cold, wrote love letters!


She turned over some more pages and almost all of them were some sort of poem or letter to a certain ‘Emily’.


“What are you doing!?” came a shout from behind Petrichora.


She spun round and found herself face to face with Lars, who’s wild eyes pierced hers. He tried to slap her, but her hand moved faster than his and she snatched the letters from the table.


He stood stock-still. He understood what she was doing, yet he couldn’t do anything about it.


“I’ll rip them,” said Petrichora. “I will, if you don’t let me go. And then I’ll tell everyone about what was written on them.”


Lars exhaled, clenching his teeth and letting his breath hiss through the gaps between them.


“Give them to me, and then you can go.” He took a step towards Petrichora, so that she had to tilt her head upwards to look at him.


She placed a threatening second hand on the letters, her hands now in the perfect position to make the first tear. She hoped that her face didn’t betray how nervous she really was.


Lars stopped and said, “But if you breathe a single word to anyone about what are on those papers, you can say goodbye to your comfortable life. You will be followed everywhere, your house will be broken into, you will constantly have to look behind you, you will be able to trust no one. So, give them to me, stay silent and you’re free to go.”


“Alright, fine.”


Petrichora was contemplating whether she should give Lars the letters before or after she was out of the cellar, for he might not keep his word. But before she could come to any decision, something stopped her from thinking about the letters at all.


A strange sort of swirling substance similar to smoke but without mass or dimension was clouding her view of Lars. The substance even seemed to be coming from him. It- no, they, were swirling around Lars’s head. The overwhelming amount of them were jagged and twisted, dark in colour, moving statically and making hissing noises, but a few were droopy and curled into themselves making soft, sad, murmuring sounds. There were many more, floating around his head, all slightly different, all mingling into one another and making it even more confusing for Petrichora to make sense of, who by now had stopped trying to decide about Lars and was just staring, with her mouth gaping open.


“What are you looking at?” said Lars. “Hey, stop it, there ain’t anything there. What’s wrong with you?”


Petrichora was wondering that herself. The substance was changing. It was becoming even less solid, if that was possible, and it was moving more sluggishly. It was a murky colour. Darting in between the sluggish smoke was a quick, flashing strand of deep, dark indigo.


The strand was fear, she realised.


“Can’t you s- see them?” breathed Petrichora.


“See what? Stop it!” Lars was glancing frequently and frantically behind him, and more strands of indigo were slicing into his murky smoke.


After his fruitless searches for a reason to explain Petrichora’s bewilderment, he slowly turned his head and his eyes fixed onto hers.


He snarled, “You’re faking it aren’t you.” It wasn’t a question. “You thought you could read my private letters and then try to make a fool of me?!” He lunged at Petrichora, forgetting the pact they had made, or simply not caring anymore, his cloud of swirling smoke now a crackling dark blood-crimson.


Petrichora leapt out of the way, throwing the only things she had to hand at him: the papers. Unfortunately, paper being paper, they didn’t offer any means of stopping him. They just sort of floated in random directions. The only useful thing that they did was that they somewhat obscured his view of her, letting her scurry away through the rickety door.


Petrichora bolted down the network of backstreets, twisting and turning until she was sure she had lost Lars. She didn’t stop running until she reached the safety of the busy main street.


She had been doing a lot of running away in the past two days, she noted drearily.


Petrichora sat down on the low wall surrounding the fountain that was now turned off for the Winter. She sat there for a while, wondering. What were those things she’d seen around Lars? Petrichora had a slight inkling about what they may have been, but the idea was so bizarre and outlandish that she couldn’t imagine how on earth it would be possible.


A few people glanced at the little girl with the flushed cheeks and no coat who sat next to the fountain, but they all had their own lives to live, their own problems to deal with. Nobody stopped to ask if she was lost, but she was fine with that; she only needed some time to think.


And in a city far away from where Petrichora lived, with a name that she didn’t recognise, the first case of what was going to be known as ‘The Mental Overtaking’ took place. It happened to an ordinary person, and it happened just before Petrichora saw the coloured, swirling smoke.
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Moving


In the three horse-drawn carts that were making their way down the wide dust-road, clusters of children were sitting wrapped up in coats and scarves. Some of them were chatting and laughing, but most of them were just silent, huddled in their clothes trying to keep warm.


Except for one boy, who looked to be around fifteen years of age, who was staring at the landscape that was around him.


They passed flat countryside, where fields of cows grazed despite the frosty air. The fields turned into rolling hills, and an occasional church or lonely house would pass by. Once or twice they would drive through a little village, though they didn’t see many people walking on the streets. Lights were on in windows, and the children envied the warmth of the small, cosy homes.


Then the hills morphed into a large woodland, and they were surrounded by trees that stretched out in all directions as far as the eye could see.


At some point when they were in the forest, it began to rain.


It wasn’t much at first, just a few tears from the heavens, falling quietly on the dry ground. But gradually it fell faster, and harder. From under the somewhat protective roof that sheltered him from the downpour, the boy watched the rain. He saw the thirsty ground absorb the falling water, he saw the little rivers that ran down every leaf, dripping off the ends and nourishing the soil.


He greedily breathed in the pleasant earthy smell that surrounded him, the smell of the clean water, the smell of the tree-sap. The water, like bullets, stung his hands and made them red. He heard the constant sound of the thousands of plummeting crystal-clear raindrops, countless tiny jewels from the palace of the skies.


He knew that where others felt misery, he felt a certain awe of being in the presence of the rain.


The boy’s name was Hiraeth, and he and the other children were orphans on their way to a new residential building. They didn’t know why they had to leave the old one. It had been old and slightly damp, but otherwise there was nothing wrong with it.


When they arrived at the new orphanage, however, their puzzlement was soon forgotten. A tall, thin building rose up above them, casting them in a long shadow. The building was newer, but still bore a little wear and tear in places. It was made of bricks, and it didn’t have many windows. It looked more like a prison than an orphanage. Like a grand prison, but like a prison, nonetheless.


Mrs. Halebury firmly told everyone to follow her through the large oak doors. Everyone dragged their little suitcases through the doorway and each group of four children received a room number.


Once everybody had received a number and knew what to do, Hiraeth and his three roommates began the agonizingly long journey up the endless staircase in the second block. When they finally reached the top, one of the boys whom Hiraeth vaguely knew mentioned that it was more of a tower than a block. They all nodded in agreement, panting.


The boy led the way to the room and opened the door. Hiraeth lit a lamp against the dimming sunlight. The room was larger than the old one, but it was therefore colder, too. Two bunk beds lay against one of the walls.


“I’m taking the top bunk!” said a boy called Adrian, dumping his bag onto the bed.


“I’m taking the other one!” said another boy.


Hiraeth shared a look with the boy who hadn’t said anything yet.


“I guess we’re both at the bottom then.” He held out his hand, “I’m Hiraeth, by the way.”


To Hiraeth’s dismay, the boy only looked at his outstretched hand and laughed.


“You don’t need to be so formal!” He smiled, “I’m Oliver. Hiraeth’s a weird name, does it mean anything?” He shook his hand anyway.


“I don’t know. I wish I could ask my parents.”


Oliver gave him a sad look and began to unpack his things. “Well, at least someone has an interesting name. I’m just plain old Oliver. Oliver sounds like olive, and I don’t even like olives.”


Hiraeth laughed and plonked himself onto his bed. “I swear I could list all of the reasons why having an unusual name is really annoying.”


Oliver shrugged and sat down on his bed.


“Hey,” he said, frowning, “I think I already knew you from somewhere, didn’t I?”


“Umm… Did you?”


“Yeah! You’re that kid who won all of those boxing matches. You don’t really look like the type to box, though.”


Oliver eyed Hiraeth’s delicate fingers. It was true that he didn’t display any visibly enlarged muscles.


“Yeah. That’s probably one of the reasons why I win.”


Oliver nodded. “I remember watching those games…” He trailed off; his expression almost grim. “They don’t have a boxing facility in this building, do they?”


“No, they don’t. They already told me. I’ll have to go into town to find a place to train.” Hiraeth was dreading it already. The truth was, he really didn’t enjoy boxing. He would much prefer poring over old books in the library with a nice cup of hot chocolate. But as a younger child, he had been prone to get into large fights, spurred by his hatred of everyone around him because of the unfairness of being orphaned. So he started boxing when his educational advisors recommend him take up a sport so that he would have something more healthy to take out his anger on.


It proved to be helpful in stopping the incessant fighting, and it turned out that he was a natural. But, recently, the thrill he used to get from humiliating his opponents had disappeared. And besides, he didn’t need boxing now. He’d matured. He didn’t get into fights anymore.


Oliver took a small bag of sweets from his pocket and chewed one thoughtfully. Hiraeth stared at him.


After a moment Oliver noticed and said, “What?”


“Where did you get those?”


“I have my methods.” Oliver gave him a devilish grin. Hiraeth didn’t press him further.


After Hiraeth had unpacked his things, a knock sounded at the door. Adrian opened it and found Mr. Petterson standing there looking slightly bothered, as he always did.


“You must all come down for dinner! Pronto!” He shouted. (Mr Petterson only ever shouted, even when he was being friendly.)


Hiraeth heard Oliver’s stomach rumble loudly.


“Come on! Follow me!”


They all followed Mr. Petterson, feeling incredibly silly, because they were all at least fourteen and could easily remember the simple way to the food hall, which they had been shown when they first arrived.


The new food hall looked remarkably like the old one, boring and bland and plain. And cold. It had a very high ceiling.


Oliver sat down next to Hiraeth at a very small, empty table while the other two boys wandered off separately to find their friends.


“You don’t really know anyone you like here either?” Asked Hiraeth.


“Hmmm?” Oliver had stuffed half a sandwich in his mouth, so he couldn’t really reply without all of the half-chewed sandwich pieces falling out.


Hiraeth waited politely for him to finish.


“No, not really. Well, I know some people, but I like you, so that’s why I’m sitting here.”


“I don’t really have any friends here either. Most people find me boring.” Or they’re afraid of me, thought Hiraeth, but he didn’t say that out loud.


“Well, I don’t find you boring.”


Over the next few minutes, to Hiraeth’s utter amazement, Oliver got himself five more sandwiches, all of which he polished off before Hiraeth had even finished his first one. They weren’t small sandwiches either, they were almost half the size of a plate and filled with fish and vegetables and oozing sauces.


Hiraeth took in Oliver’s thin frame and couldn’t understand where on earth all of the food went.


When the meal was finished, they were allowed an hour in the recreational rooms. The recreation rooms contained a snooker table, a few board games, tables and sofas, a dart board and some pencils and paper.


They played a few games of Pictionary, and Hiraeth discovered that Oliver was a very talented artist.


“Alright, this isn’t fair,” said Hiraeth. “You’re too good.”


“No,” said Oliver, “You’re just not trying.”


“I’m telling you; I’m doing my best. Truly.”


“Fine,” Oliver relented, “we can stop if you want then.”


Hiraeth watched the game of darts that was going on across from them, pondering the varying degrees of talent in the group of boys. He caught sight of Oliver, who was doodling on the corner of a piece of scrap paper.


“Oliver… Can I ask you a personal question?”


Oliver looked up, interested. “Go on.”


“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to but… how did you end up here? In the orphanage, I mean.”


“Well. My parents gave me up when I was five. Life was too hard for them. They didn’t have time for me. Since then I’ve been hopping around childcare homes, only staying for two years at a time at most.”


Oliver said it so nonchalantly, almost like it was rehearsed, as if it meant nothing to him. Hiraeth pointed this out and Oliver replied, “I dunno. I guess I’ve accepted the fact that this is my situation and there’s not much I can do about it. What about you, how did you get here?”


“I was three when my parents lost custody of me. I don’t know anything about them except their names.”


“Do you ever plan on visiting them?”


“I don’t think so. I mean, what do you say to the people who gave you up because their addictions and poverty mattered more than keeping you.”


“Same answer here,” said Oliver grimly.


They sat there for a few ours, making uneventful conversation, until Hiraeth had trouble keeping his eyes open.


“I’m going to bed.”


Oliver nodded and said, “Okay. I’ll come too then.”


Once tucked in, Hiraeth turned on his small bedside lamp and fished out a book from his baggage. It was one of the few possessions he owned, and it was dog-eared and yellow-paged from the amount of times he had read it. He liked the story because it was about a little boy and his father who lived in a small town, living quiet lives and enjoying each other’s company. Actually, not much happened in the story. Hiraeth supposed that it was just supposed to be a little bit of calmness and joy to distract readers from the real world of tragedy and chaos.


“What are you reading?” asked Oliver.


“Oh, it’s called: “Life in the Country.”


“Could I borrow it?”


Hiraeth hesitated. This was one of the only objects he cared about. “Okay… But if anything happens to it my very soul will be crushed.”


Oliver laughed, even though Hiraeth was only half joking.


“Don’t worry. I’ll take good care of it.”


“It’s nine o’clock! Everyone up to bed! Pronto!” said Mr. Petterson, audible all the way from downstairs.


“One trip to Italy and he thinks himself a master of the Italian language!” Whispered Hiraeth to Oliver.


“I bet that’s the only word he knows!” said Oliver.


Hiraeth chuckled and turned off the lamp. He lay awake in the darkness for a while, even after everyone else had fallen asleep and was snoring softly. He hadn’t felt this content for… as long as he could remember. He’d never met anyone like Oliver. Someone who he could be at ease with like that.


He lost himself in his imagination, in a fictional world where people were comfortable, had exciting lives and where people were utterly free to be themselves.


But nothing in his wildest of dreams could have prepared him for what was about to come.


Nothing could have prepared him at all.
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Madame Lazari


When the weak sun was just on the brink of coming up above the horizon, before the world woke up, a woman came knocking on the door of a little house that faced the docks.


Her white gloves made almost no sound when they rapped on the wood, but the door opened and the two women embraced, and quickly stepped back inside.


Their conversation was short and direct, but it was of immense importance. They discussed the strange events that were occurring all around the world, they talked of happier days and they talked of an ominous future.


And the woman with the white gloves told of a thieving girl who bore the Mark of the Thyrad.


Petrichora didn’t go back to the cellar that day. She assumed that Lars might not be entirely pleased to see her. Well, that was over then, she thought, now she would wallow in her boredom for eternity. And worse, she’d have to interact with her family. On the positive side, Ms. Jemima didn’t speak of anything unusual.


And, luckily, Max was coming over.


“What would you like to learn about today?” He asked, arranging his papers with his nimble fingers and setting up a little blackboard, “How about some Algebra?”


“But we’ve done so much Algebra already!” Said Petrichora, “Can’t we do something else instead? History or something?”


“Yes. That’s actually what I was going to suggest, because I’ve found a certain topic that I’m sure would be of great interest to you.”


They opened a big, heavy, musty book and found a page that was titled:


Ancient Mysteries: The Dark Ages. It looked incredibly promising and mysterious, and she eagerly pored over the manuscript, until Max told her that they had to do some work about it.


After Max had left, and Petrichora had gained some fresh knowledge, she wandered out to the marketplace with a few coins from the Moroccan wooden puzzle box where all of the spare change was kept.


She shivered even in her many furs and her breath was steamy in the freezing air. Not many people were about, presumably thanks to the weather. It was unusually quiet for a Monday.


She bought herself a paper bag full of hot chestnuts and wrapped her numb, red hands around it.


She sat herself down on a bench and proceeded to gobble up the chestnuts, ignoring how they burnt her mouth and fingertips. When she had finished, she stood up and put the empty bag in a nearby bin. Then she froze.


A woman was staring at her, frowning. She was in her late fifties, and she had tightly curled, dark grey hair. She started to walk towards Petrichora. Petrichora tried to walk away, but something made her stop.


When the woman had reached her, she cupped Petrichora’s face in her wrinkled hands. Still Petrichora found it difficult to move. The woman gently pushed Petrichora’s auburn hair out of her eyes and a small gasp broke the air of calm that surrounded this peaceful being.


“It’s true!” The woman whispered. Her hands left Petrichora’s face. Her trance was broken.


“What’s true?”


“I cannot tell you here.” She glanced around furtively, “We must go somewhere safer.”


“What are you talking about? Why should I go anywhere with you?”


“Because you must.”


“Prove to me that I can trust you.”


The woman sighed and said, “I can’t force you to come, but if I give you my only weapon, will you at least listen?” She took out a small dagger in its sheath and handed it to Petrichora.


Petrichora hesitated, for she had a sinking feeling that this was a trap that had something to do with the woman with the white gloves. But the woman in front of her had a kind face, and looked a little frail, too. She wouldn’t be able to harm Petrichora, even if she wanted to. Finally, her curiosity overcame her fear and Petrichora took the weapon.


Holding the knife in her coat pocket, she followed the woman in stubborn silence to the docks. They walked along the icy stone streets next to the relentlessly heaving ocean and the sharp wind that stung. When they stopped, they had reached a greenhouse. It was surprisingly large, and the glass that it was made of had steamed up on the inside. Petrichora followed the woman through the door, and instantly felt the temperature rise. She shed her furs, taking care to take out the knife.


“There’s a strap on the sheath that allows you to attach it to your belt, if you wish to,” said the woman, without turning from watering a small tree with big, circular leaves.


Petrichora did so, and, seeing the woman take no notice of her, began to explore the greenhouse.


Underneath the tall trees and tropical plants and exotic flowers and fruit, she felt as if she were in a tiny rainforest. There were all sorts of plants, thousands of vibrant colours and an infinite amount of smells, that mingled with each other to create an incredibly pungent perfume that hung heavily in the humid air. She could have wandered around the greenhouse for days, she thought, and still not have seen all the different types of life that it sheltered. Every plant seemed to sweat in the heat, beads of condensation dappled across every leaf and petal.


Once she had finished her circular trip around the greenhouse, Petrichora found herself back next to where she had left her coat and where the woman was sitting patiently.


“Does my little forest please you?” She asked.


“It’s fine,” said Petrichora bluntly.


There was an awkward pause before the woman said, “I never properly introduced myself, did I?” she stood up hastily, looking embarrassed and holding out a hand. “My name is Madame Lazari.”


Petrichora shook her hand and said, “I’m Petrichora.”


Madame Lazari nodded slowly, lost in thought. “Do you want to know why I was so shocked when I first saw you? It was because you have a mark- or rather three marks.” She pointed at the skin underneath Petrichora’s left eye. “You have three beauty spots, all in a row, underneath your eye.”


“So?”


“Well, it might be a complete coincidence and you might think I’m mad, but has anything unusual happened lately?”


“No.” Lied Petrichora, wondering why on earth this Madame Lazari wanted to meddle in her business.


Madame Lazari frowned. She could very clearly see that Petrichora was lying.


“Are you sure?” Asked Madame Lazari.


“Of course.”


“I see. What did it look like?”


“It was just a trick of the ligh-” Petrichora cursed at her foolishness and at the woman’s trickery.


“You didn’t need to lie.”


Petrichora just glared at her.


“So, something strange did happen then, did it?”


“Yes, alright something did happen. Just tell me why you care about my business.”


The woman smiled slightly. “You ask the right questions my dear. I believe that I have the right to know whether something unusual happened or not because if I am correct, your, what can I call it…ability might be incredibly important. It has come to your ears that some unfortunate things have been going on at the moment, yes? Well, your ability, if you truly are the one we have all been waiting for, might help us to save the unfortunate victims of this plague.


“I don’t know how, or even when it will happen, but that is why you must tell me what you saw, if you saw anything at all.”


Petrichora stared at Madame Lazari in disbelief.


“That’s nonsense!”


“Ah.“ The woman’s face fell. “I must be mistaken then.” Madame Lazari turned to open the door for Petrichora to leave.


“No, wait!” exclaimed Petrichora. “I’m sorry if I was rude but It’s just so hard to believe, that’s all! I do want to know what it was that I saw, truly!”


Madame Lazari smiled, properly, for the first time. Her eyes hid behind the folds of her cheeks and her pearly white teeth shone starkly against her dark skin. She chuckled a little to herself.


“Very well, Petrichora, tell me what you saw.”


And so Petrichora explained the swirling shapes and clouds that she saw the day before. Halfway through, Madame Lazari said that she should probably paint it, so that she would be able to better understand what Petrichora had perceived.


And Madame Lazari, as best she could, painted the coils and twists and flurries and bunches of things that Petrichora described. The colours were more difficult, but together they managed to mix the paints to create tones and hues that matched Petrichora’s memory as closely as they could.


When they had finished, Petrichora stood back from the painting and said, “That’s what it looked like, but… there’s something missing.”


“What did we forget?”


Petrichora thought for a while, before saying, “We didn’t forget anything that could be captured in paint, more like… the feeling that I got. Yes, it’s that. The feeling. That’s what’s missing.”


Madame Lazari nodded. “Do you know what they were, the things that you saw?”


Petrichora chewed the inside of her cheek and looked uncertainly at the painting. “I think… I think they were thoughts.”


Madame Lazari finally looked satisfied. “Thoughts. That makes perfect sense. Could you come back to my greenhouse, if anything else happens?”


Petrichora nodded and turned to unfasten the dagger.


“You keep that. You never know if you might need it.”


Petrichora gave her a puzzled look, which Madame Lazari answered with an ominous warning:


“You are incredibly powerful, Petrichora, in ways that nobody can quite understand. There are some who would want to use that power for themselves. Don’t be afraid to use that blade, if you have to. Keep the weapon on you at all times. Just in case.”
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Blood and tears


Hiraeth was awoken by the sound of the church bells. Light was already streaming in through the gap between the heavy curtains and all the other beds were empty.


Hiraeth blinked groggily and put on his slippers. In the dining hall, he found Oliver among the sea of heads, his golden locks like a lone sunflower in a field of shrubs.


Oliver, of course, was on his third helping of baked beans and on his seventh piece of toast. Hiraeth plonked down next to him, feeling ravenous himself. He began to inhale his breakfast at almost the same rate as Oliver.
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