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			Of a palm against the sky; I hear a whisper   

			As vassals beat their mats with rattan canes;

			I hear the urgent cries from stilted towers,

			The peal of auburn metal: Come in. Come in,   

			Hark the silted sands as passage narrows;   

			A flash of red that breaks the chronic din,

			It tunes the waxing notes, in lilting prelude

			Like a wanderer, like a light on distant hill

			A breeze so fresh it lifts the shackled spirits   

			I Attend the whispered strains that lie within.
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Section I
The GovernoR`s School


			One

			The small white bus jostled its way through the towering columns of buildings, heading east to the one part of town the driver was certain the little bus had never visited before. Bright reflective glass was soon replaced by graffiti-covered plywood and pristine sidewalks with a crumbling urban landscape, further marred by the scent of despair.

			Into this jarring scene, the pristine little white bus sailed, with its deep-blue, emblazoned lettering announcing it to be the property of the Governor’s School for the Arts at Walnut Grove. Its destination? Building fourteen, South Kettle Lane.

			Pulling up at last to the half circle at the front of the towering public apartment building, the little white bus was greeted by a trio of figures, which appeared to be a mother and her two daughters. The slightly taller of the two young girls was beaming and did a little hop when the driver pulled the crank on the bus door and leaned out toward them with a quizzical look on his round, bearded face.

			“Cassandra? Cassandra Cole?” the driver intoned, looking directly at the pretty, young girl who stood next to a shabby-looking suitcase. She clutched a black art portfolio under one arm and held her younger sister’s hand with the other.

			“Yes, that’s me!” the girl beamed, releasing her hold on the younger girl, whose face soured immediately. But there was no stopping the excitement in her voice and carriage of her step as she bobbed up to the driver and presented him with a neatly folded sheet of paper. The girl had deep-green eyes and light-ginger hair that tumbled loosely about her shoulders and whisked about in the brisk breeze. She had a bright smile and a winsome dimple on one cheek as she gazed at the driver expectantly.

			Dutifully, the driver took the sheet of paper and checked its contents against the clipboard he carried with him from the bus. “Indeed it is. A pleasure to meet you, Miss Cole. My name is Bentley… yes, like the car… no, I have never owned one, but there are certainly plenty of them to be seen at the school.” The old man smiled as he offered a hand to Cassie, who took it and returned a firm shake before twirling around toward her sister, whose frown had only grown deeper.

			“Now, Charlie, you and I have a deal. I’ll be back for Christmas, which isn’t that long from now, and YOU are going to make new friends and help Aunt Nonie.” Cassie delivered this with the sternness only a loving sister could muster, including the hands on hips pose that seemed to come with the job of elder sibling.

			Charlie’s little head drooped, but Cassie was having none of it as she wrapped her up in a hug that lifted her little sister from the ground, swinging her around until Charlie was laughing and squealing to be let go.

			“I presume that you must be Joan Williard-Stewart, the child’s…” The driver hesitated, not quite sure what to make of the difference in last names.

			Joan took the driver’s hand in a cordial shake while nodding. “Yes, I’m Joan. These are my sister’s girls, but the adoption has finally gone through.” In saying this, a tremulous smile broke across her face as her eyes misted.

			“Congratulations then. I suppose I’ll get things loaded up, and we’ll be on our way,” replied the driver with a courteous nod toward Joan before taking the suitcase in one large hand and carrying it to the back of the bus, where he busied himself depositing it in the back compartment.

			While the driver loaded Cassie’s lone suitcase, Cassie gave Charlie one last spin before swinging her in front of her and dropping to a knee. “Charlie. I know that this makes you sad, and I know that you’re sad because you love me…” Cassie pulled Charlie into a tight embrace, whispering, “I love you too. Truly, I won’t be gone long, and Aunt Nonie needs your help. Promise me you’ll be helpful… promise me?”

			Charlie sniffed in a tear as she hugged her sister tight, burying her face in her sister’s shoulder and nodding.

			With tears in both of their eyes, they turned toward Joan, who waved a hand in front of her own face and laughed while biting her lip. “Oh, now look at what you’ve done. You’re such a big, beautiful girl. Your mother would be so proud.”

			Cassie straightened and walked swiftly up to her aunt, wrapping her in a tight farewell embrace. “You ARE my mother, Nonie,” she whispered into Joan’s blouse.

			Not wishing to be left out, Charlie completed the circle, and all three took a moment to laugh and cry together before breaking apart as Joan took Charlie’s hand and smiled back at Cassie, who turned and made her way to the little white bus.

			“You may have your choice of seats, my dear,” offered Bentley as he leaned over to give the door mechanism a quick pull once Cassie had climbed aboard.

			Having picked up its precious cargo, the little white bus roared to life and with a double honk pulled out of the semi-circle drive in front of the apartment towers to begin the long trip back to the rolling campus at Walnut Grove.

			Noting after a quick inspection that the bus looked empty, Cassie settled herself in the front seat opposite the driver, scooting to the window and waving furiously back at her aunt and sister as the bus pulled away.

			As the tower receded from view, and graffiti was at last replaced with the pristine glass storefronts of the city, Cassie absently began humming a small tune.

			“Ah, a musician then?”

			“I’m sorry? What did you say?” The bus driver had remained so silent that Cassie had forgotten about him.

			“Your humming there, figured you must be a musician? Everyone’s got a specialty at Walgrove’s…” Bentley replied in a jovial tone as he turned the bus toward a large highway entry ramp and pressed on the accelerator.

			“Walgroves?” repeated Cassie, though she felt like a bit of a heel repeating things. And her confusion this early on didn’t bode well for what was to come.

			“Sure. Walgrove, or Walgroves… it’s what everyone calls the school. You can’t very well go around saying the Governor’s School for the Arts at Walnut Grove. It’s quite a mouthful, after all. So, everyone just calls it Walgrove’s or Walgrove’s Academy, if you like.”

			“I see. Not a very attractive name, but I suppose that makes sense.” Cassie shrugged as she peered out the window toward the landscape that sped by. Having visited once for her interview, she knew that the school campus was enormous, situated on nearly 6,800 acres of rolling hills that abutted one of the foremost climbing surfaces in the area. That last bit of detail she had picked up from the brochure she had read so many times that the staples had fallen out.

			“So, music, then, is it?” queried the driver once again. “You’ll like the music department, I think, though it may depend on if you are an instrumentalist or vocalist, I suppose.”

			“Oh… no… no, I’m not a musician at all, neither instruments nor vocals, though I do enjoy singing. But, no, I’m here for painting, sculpting... that sort of thing,” Cassie replied as she fingered the black portfolio she had carried with her onto the bus.

			“Of course, of course, I should have known. That must be your portfolio there with you. Well, you’ll have to show me some of your work once you get settled in. I do love a good drawing or painting.” The driver looked back briefly to smile at Cassie before turning his eyes toward the road.

			“So, you mentioned that I’d enjoy the music department… Do you know anything about the visual arts program?” Cassie was interested in learning anything and everything she could. Her interview process had included a number of faculty, but as school had not been in session, there’d been no students on campus to meet, and the tour had been limited to the immediate grounds.

			“Oh, sure. They’re a fine group. Pretty quiet. Usually keep to themselves. The visual arts seem to be a bit of an individual thing, if you know what I mean.” Bentley began to slow the vehicle down as he turned the small bus off the expressway and down the exit ramp. “Won’t be long now, and you’ll get to see for yourself!” Tilting his head back toward the road, Bentley turned the bus left and under the overpass. The city was little more than a silhouette along the skyline now.

			“It’s not a very large group. These days, everyone is into the digital arts: websites, games, and whatchamacallits. All the other programs have been struggling for new students. But I’ll take the good old-fashioned stroke of a brush any day.”

			Cassie frowned at this. She appreciated his sentiment but knew exactly what he was talking about. Painting, drawing, and sculpting were all wonderful things that no one seemed to appreciate anymore. Most of her fellow students from the city school had access to computers and tablets at home with an amazing array of tools that could render art that would take Cassie months to replicate with a brush. Trying to keep up was what helped to push her skill far enough to gain the notice of the scholarship committee.

			“Don’t you worry, young Cassie,” assured the driver as he pulled the small white bus through an enormous wrought iron gate that framed the main entry into the school. “Normal people like you and me don’t need all the fancy trappings. Creativity, after all, comes from the heart, and if I can tell anything at all about a person, it’s how big their heart is.” This he said as he pulled the bus to a stop beneath a large, stone portico that arched over the drive. The lights of the towering structure were lit, as the day was beginning to fade, casting a cheery glow to the building’s beautiful facade. After shifting the bus into park and setting the brake, the driver turned in his seat to face Cassie. His dark eyes sparkled with sincerity as he finished the thought, “Always follow your heart, Cassie, and don’t let anyone take it from you.”

			“Yes, well she’s too much of a chatterbox for that, if you ask me,” quipped a voice from the back of the bus.

			Cassie gasped and turned quickly to see a slight young man who was only now sitting up from where he had apparently been reclining in the back seat.

			“Don’t let that one bother you, he’s as frightened as you but too proud to ask anyone for help,” retorted Bentley as he reached for the door lever one last time and pulled it toward him with a loud creak. “Everyone out, then. It should be just about time for the evening meal if you hurry.”

			“Hey, if you’re not going to move, do you mind scooting in so that I can get by?” remarked the young man, who had quickly slid to his feet and was now standing over Cassie.

			“I’m sorry,” replied Cassie, still blinking in surprise and confusion as she slid back into her seat to let the young man pass.

			“I’m certain that you are. All you mudders are the same, head half in the clouds and the rest of you covered in some sort of paint.” The young man pushed past and out of the bus without another word, leaving Cassie gaping at his rudeness.

			“That’s Ludwig. He’ll be with the writer’s group, part of the digital arts society now… most of them lack… people skills, I think,” explained the bus driver as he shook his head and exited the bus through his own door. “Don’t worry about your bags, they’ll be taken to your room, and I can carry the portfolio as well if you like,” Bentley added while peering back at her through the open driver’s side door.

			“No, that’s okay, I’ll just hang on to this for now,” Cassie responded as she stood at last, picked up her portfolio, and stepped down and out of the bus.

			The scene that spread before her was even more beautiful than she remembered. The evening sky painted the tall glass of the front atrium in gorgeous shades of vermillion and sapphire. Constructed of pale sandstone, the main building rose two or three stories in height, with dark slate tile along the roof and an entryway that was framed by a long, covered archway featuring pillars of glossy black river stones and a mosaic walkway of the most intricate design.

			“Well, you didn’t think a school for the arts would be ugly, did you?” blurted the voice of the young man who had not yet ventured into the building. “You can call me Ludo if you like… it’s a lot easier for people to wrap their tongue around than Ludwig. And apologies for my rudeness back there. It turns out that you’re quite pretty, and I figure it wouldn’t hurt for people to see me walking in with you.” His wry grin and sardonic tone hinted at his attempt at making a joke, but Cassie was having none of it.

			“From the looks of you, I don’t think it would help me at all to be seen walking in with you. So, if my reputation is based on the company I keep, I suppose I’m better off heading in on my own.” With a flip of her hair, Cassie left him standing flat footed as she strode down the walkway and through the open doors, head held high. She couldn’t help but smile at the sound of his hurried footsteps as he attempted to catch up with her before she reached the entryway, portfolio tucked neatly beneath her arm.

			Two

			“Fair and worn lone traveler. Come. Rest. That I, your wounds, may bind.”

			“Would that you could spare me a mortal’s fate, for eagerly would I come. But there, across the sea my prize awaits.”

			“None but lady death awaits on Mortis Isle. Be still. Be calm, and stay awhile. When the morning comes, your prize will be there still.”

			“Detain me not, fair queen of light. While comely thy visage be, yonder lies the prize for me.”

			The pair of students moved smoothly across the stage, transitioning into a haunting duet cut short by a shrill shout from the back of the auditorium.

			“Cut! Cut! Ghastly. Terrible! Again… go through it again, this time with… I don’t know… anything at all. The two of you look like you’ve forgotten absolutely everything you learned over the last three seasons. Start from the top and at least TRY to make me feel something this time around.” Bale Adonis lounged against the theater chair as he watched his senior performers move slowly back to their places for the start of the scene. Last year’s season’s ending show had been brilliant, perhaps the best that had ever been performed in the school’s long and awarded history. He hated having to lose such an incredibly talented cohort, and while he held some hope for this year’s crop of third and fourth year scholars, this muckety display suggested that he perhaps should retire early.

			“Adi… Adi… if you push them too hard this early, you’ll break them all. Come now, let the children enjoy the opening week before the thrashing begins.” The voice of reason drifted down to Professor Adonis, who reluctantly rose to his feet and clapped his hands. “They’re merely seventeen, after all, don’t you remember what it was like to be seventeen?”

			“Very well, very well. We’re done for the evening. Alright, everyone, you’re free to go for now. Go look at the evening meal, but don’t touch anything that isn’t leafy and green. I’m not casting any chubby characters this year.” Master Adonis sighed as he turned to greet his fellow master and sometimes muse. “Ah, my dear Cressida, right as always.” Bale turned dramatically to face his colleague fully and greeted her with a faint kiss to either cheek. “How did I ever think that these wriggling worms would magically metamorph on their own. I can’t believe a new year is upon us so soon.”

			“You’ll have them in top shape in time. I believe in you, Adi… you always pull through.” Mistress Cressida McClaine, the professor of choreography, smiled demurely as she held out a gloved hand in expectation that Bale take it. “Now, I need you to come with me beyond prying eyes, as something of greater importance has come to my attention involving the new crop of scholars that has just arrived.”

			“I can only assume they are all bow-legged, crooked, and raspy, with interest only in computers. And let me guess, there are neither mudders nor scribblers this year.” Adonis lifted his hand with a dismissive wave that matched the dramatic scowl on his face. Nevertheless, he took Cressida’s hand and began to walk with her toward the back of the stately auditorium, which was dark save for the lights that illuminated the stage below.

			“Adi, you know that you shouldn’t be encouraging those biased terms. The visual arts may lack relevance in the digital world, but they are still exceedingly important for… other things.” Cressida looked cautiously about as the two professors walked hand in hand up the aisle to the doors in the back, pushing through them to the hallway beyond.

			^

			Willem winced at the cutting tones of the receding faculty, but their success in preparing students for the big stage was difficult to ignore. Both masters were celebrated in the most important circles… the school’s board would have accepted nothing less. This, he knew, as his father was one of the directors and made certain that he was reminded often how much of their fortune was being invested to ensure his place here. But with Bale Adonis, there were no free rides. No matter how important his father may be, Willem needed to earn his place like everyone else.

			Once he was certain that the professors had departed, Willem sagged and nodded to Janice, who also wore a look of abject rejection. “You did well, Janice. We’ll get this, don’t worry.”

			“He changes his mind constantly. How can I possibly reach a point that moves every time I look at it?” Exasperated, Janice pulled a set of earpods from the pocket of a light, hooded sweatshirt she was wearing and turned toward the back of the stage.

			As the other students departed eagerly for the aforementioned reception dinner, Willem remained, mulling over the night’s events and the professor’s sharp critique as he picked up a broom from off-stage and began to clean the floor in slow steady strokes. Having spent the entire last season and the summer memorizing lines and rehearsing scenes, it was more than a letdown to feel as though he were starting everything from scratch. As he watched Janice disappear behind the curtain, he felt that all of his work had been for naught. He needed to earn the lead for this season’s show. His father, Willem S Marshall III, had demanded as much.

			“The family reputation is at stake, son!” Willem remembered his father shouting with the dramatic flair that only an actor of his father’s caliber could muster on command, or in this case at the dinner table. “We haven’t invested five years in your education for you to play supporting roles your entire life. If you can’t land the lead in even a single play, how can you expect to be accepted into Remauld?”

			The Remauld School of Performing Arts was easily the most prestigious university for traditional theater, and in Willem’s father’s mind—the path to glory. Nearly every actor of any note first passed through the winnowing Remauld mold before launching into the international celebrity that Willem’s father so deeply craved his son to attain.

			Walgrove was just a steppingstone, but Willem had to admit, if he couldn’t succeed here, how did he expect to take the next step?

			Soaking in the emotion of the moment, Willem added this to his repertoire, internally recording the feeling in his gut, the strain in his arms and legs, and the fixture of his countenance for a later moment. He continued to push the broom in short strokes across the stage floor, seeking out other emotions within which to bathe. He must succeed this year.

			^

			Having walked alone backstage, Janice Tremaine climbed atop one of the unfinished set pieces and adjusted the earpods in her ears as she settled into a cross-legged sitting position.

			“You’re all hopeless,” she mocked as she recalled Master Adonis’ words. She knew well that success in this field required a thick skin and a short memory, but sometimes she wondered if she would ever have those in the right order.

			Janice listened intently to a particularly challenging stretch of a flute solo. While she didn’t actually play the flute, as instruments were never her thing, she was, like most of the Performing Arts students, minoring in vocals and found the cascading trills and arpeggios that the instrument could attain quite helpful in improving her own art. As a rising third year student, she was ‘embracing the draff,’ which was to say—coming to the realization that being good at anything required an immense amount of dedication and arduous work.

			She’d had quite a bit of fun her first and second year, as most scholars did, exploring all that Walgrove had to offer, from curriculum to events and activities of every kind. Her overall class standing had not suffered too badly, for which she was thankful, but her in-focus standing was well below where she wished it to be, having only secured a supporting character and a couple minor solos in last season’s arts festival that the school put on to highlight the talent it had accumulated within its ranks.

			It wasn’t really the performance she was interested in, for she had happened upon something that was far more interesting—and she was certain that this flute solo was the key. Having committed the part to memory, Janice remained seated but straightened her back and opened her chest. The platform situated her about ten feet above the black floor below. Closing her eyes, she let her arms fall loosely to her side before rolling her shoulders back gently. “Here goes nothing…” she whispered softly. And then she began to sing the phrase. In reality, the phrase was a simple arpeggio; in practice, however, hitting the odd intervals in succession was no small feat. After a few runs through the lines, she opened her eyes. Nothing.

			With a small frown, Janice closed her eyes again, calming her breathing as she did, before beginning once again. This time, she started slowly and softly, the notes rising from her chest like a gentle breeze. She imagined herself seated in the ancient land from which the verses came. Over and over, she sang the brief musical phrase, taking in each note and filling it with every fleeting emotion she could muster. Fear rolled past and was pushed into the arpeggio, shame too, along with self-loathing, but also hope and envy, accompanied by a small spark of childish joy. She was like a careless scientist, blasting her beaker of sound with bursts of random compounds in the faint hope of discovering a miracle cure.

			Exhausted at last, and utterly spent, Janice sagged, her breath coming in ragged gasps. She lifted a hand to her head to tug the light earpods from her ears… and felt only air. Blinking open her eyes, she squealed in delight as she watched her breath float away like a misty cloud.

			“I’m cold! It’s cold!… I can’t believe I did it!” She clapped her hands together and sprang to her feet, feeling in her pocket for the ever present phone. She needed to tell Maxine immediately… but the pocket was empty. It was then that Janice noted the tufts of snow on the ground and soft, flittering flakes that cascaded through the air all around her.

			Fear began to overtake her joy. She had reached the other side, but now what?

			“Hello? Hello? Is anyone there?” Janice called into the darkness as she wrapped her arms about herself and shivered.

			^

			Willem paused in his sweeping as the voice began to rise from backstage. “Must be Janice,” he murmured as he focused his attention on the lilting tones. It was beautiful, mysterious… there was so much pain, yet the simple, repeated notes were not in themselves sorrowful. Quite frankly, it was some of the best singing he had heard, but not part of the repertoire or this season’s show. “Perhaps an early start on her senior project…” he muttered as he resumed pushing the broom. But after another moment, his interest piqued and mind unable to focus on his task any longer, Willem walked lightly to the edge of the stage and set the broom against the wall before navigating through the series of overlapping curtains along the wings that lead toward the back.

			The song was beginning to crescendo as the singer repeated the musical phrase over and over, each time with greater fervency, as if willing Willem to find her. Yet as he pushed the last curtain aside, the song came to a sudden and abrupt end… the voice ringing in the empty auditorium, followed by a clatter like the sound of someone dropping their phone. Willem scanned the open space backstage but saw no one. The floor was clear, the lighting and ballast ropes neatly secured to their pegs along the back wall. Nothing seemed to be out of place, and there was no sign of the mysterious source of the voice. “Janice…” Willem offered tenuously. “I’m sorry if I startled you, please continue… I just… I wanted to say that it was… it was really quite good.”

			Receiving no reply, Willem walked across the blackened floor to the back wall where he knew he would find the overhead light switches. With a click and a hum, the room brightened immediately under the dim fluorescence of the working lights.

			Once again, Willem scanned the room, holding his breath to listen for something… anything. But there was no one—there was nothing. Then his eye caught sight of something dangling from the top of one of the makeshift platforms. On further inspection, he recognized the looping wire belonged to a pair of earpods, and as he climbed lightly to the top of the platform, he discovered a mobile phone lying face up on the top of the platform, the screen unlocked and glowing.

			
Three

			“Welcome… both of you. You are the final two to arrive. Please join your fellow first years in the Great Hall, where the staff and faculty have prepared a lovely reception for you.” The speaker greeting Cassie—and she could only assume by the hasty footsteps behind her that Ludo had also arrived—was an extremely tall, stately woman with horn-rimmed spectacles, through which she was peering down at the newly arrived scholars. Her name tag identified her as Mistress Audrey Maude, mistress to the women’s dormitory.

			“Given that I have only two name badges remaining, I’ll assume that you, my dear, are Cassandra, and this hasty young man must be Mister Ludwig.” The woman offered a prim smile as she handed each of them an embossed name badge sporting their full names along with a small, colored circle in the upper right corner.

			“In order to help simplify your transition to the Governor’s school here at Walnut Grove, we organize all of our scholars into societies and within societies by your designated year of acceptance. As both of you are first year scholars, you will be seated with your fellow ‘first years’ at the far end of your society’s table.”

			“So… Scribblers are red?” Ludo asked quizzically as he took his name tag and eyed it before slipping the magnet off the back and clipping it over the pocket of his rumpled blazer. His face wore an open display of distaste for the recent inclusion of writing scholars into the newly formed Digital Arts Society. Cassie assumed he wanted to write, not hack, and the very notion that writing was now considered a ‘Digital Art’ seemed to anger him to no end.

			“Such an astute but unnecessary observation, Mister Ludwig. And there are no ‘scribblers’ here, there are only digital arts scholars. Now, please hurry in, as the reception is about to begin.” With a graceful wave of her arm, Mistress Maude directed Cassie and Ludo down a short hallway that ended in an ornately framed double set of doors that towered above them on either side like ancient wooden sentinels.

			“Well, Miss Cassandra, I guess I’ll see you around,” quipped the young man as they entered the enormous hall. Immediately, Ludo slouched and slowed his pace, casting a bored expression on his face as he moved off to the table on the far right that was clearly marked with vibrant red signage.

			Cassie, however, paused in the opening to the Great Room and gaped in wonder at the marvelous spectacle before her. She had never seen a room so large with ceilings so tall. Great, darkly stained wooden beams framed the arching roof that stretched at least forty feet above her. Laid out across the hall were four long tables that ran nearly the length of the room, each crowded with a group of well-dressed students, who in turn wore some small color declaring their society.

			“It’s amazing,” Cassie admired, not aware that she had spoken aloud.

			“Indeed it is. Quite the marvel. But... your seat, please, Miss Cole,” commanded a calm voice from just behind her. Turning slowly, Cassie blanched in shock as she gazed up at an ornately dressed woman, her long, academic robes brushing the floor and brilliant white hair pulled back in a thick bun. In her hand, she held a ceremonial scepter, and behind her stood a long line of masters and professors, also dressed in full academic robes, waiting for Cassie to take her seat so that the procession could begin.

			With color rising rapidly to her cheeks, Cassie bowed her head apologetically and stepped quickly to the side while scanning the table for her society’s matching color: gamboge. A small part of her mind knew that she would have appreciated the uniqueness of the semi-translucent yellow pigment derived from the Cambodian tree of the same name, but the larger part of her mind was panic stricken as a thousand eyes stared at her from all angles. Fortunately, the students had the courtesy not to laugh at her expense, though no small few were hastily covering wicked grins.

			“What a dreadful way to start…” Cassie murmured as she slid onto the bench at the far end of her designated table.

			“It’s not the best but also not the worst,” consoled the voice of a fellow first year sitting across from her. The speaker, a wonderfully pretty girl, Cassie noted absently, was dressed in the appropriate school uniform for the occasion, with a pretty yellow scarf tied neatly and loosely around her neck. “Last year, one of the new screechers started playing some bawdy tune with his trumpet… someone pranked him into believing that he was supposed to herald the arrival of the faculty.” The girl giggled and smiled warmly at Cassie, stretching a hand across the table. “Sarah… Sarah Dawson. I’m new as well, but my older brother is a prefect in his final year, so…” she shrugged to indicate that she was therefore naturally familiar with the happenings in the school.

			“Screechers?” asked Cassie as she shook the other girl’s hand.

			“Oh... all the societies have nicknames, even the sub societies like choreography and writing. The masters hate it, but there’s no stopping it. We’re known as mudders… cause, well…”

			“We make quite a mess…” concluded Cassie coyly.

			Sarah smiled and nodded. “Exactly. You’ll fit in here just fine,” she said with a wink as she turned her attention to the front of the hall where the headmistress was stepping to the podium to begin the ceremony.

			Her embarrassment fading, Cassie took a moment to look once more about the room, “So, this is my new home…” she whispered with a deep sense of satisfaction, turning as well toward the front as Headmistress Floquet began her address.

			“Welcome, scholars, new and returning. Your faculty, staff, and I have been working diligently this summer to prepare what we believe to be an exceptional season of experiences and opportunities for you all. Please join me in welcoming back our society deans.” A smattering of applause started and died off as the headmistress introduced the primary professors for each discipline.

			“Returning this year as Dean of Performing Arts is our very own Master Bale Adonis. The city is still talking about your incredible year-end performance, Bale, and we look forward to what you have in store for us this year.” Master Bale Adonis stood and bowed theatrically to raucous applause and shouts from his society scholars.

			“Master Grimpen Galleon returns for his sixteenth year as Dean of Musical Arts.” Once again, applause, but this time accompanied by an obviously rehearsed chorus that echoed brilliantly through the great hall and was accompanied by a booming percussive beat as the Musical Arts Society students hammered the table in unison. Cassie couldn’t help but smile at the enthusiasm and display of skill that was already evident.

			“Returning for her eighteenth year, the one and only Mistress Shileen Beckett, Dean of Writing. If you have not picked up her latest novel, please ensure that you do, as it is a marvelous piece of literature and an instant classic to be sure.” Mistress Beckett, a short and stout woman with graying hair, wore a winsome smile as she nodded demurely toward the headmistress, then once again toward the remnants of her society, who now were seated at the far end of the table in their newly assigned red. Many, however, continued to wear the original green, which gave a holiday feel to the table as each of the writing-focused scholars pounded the table with heavy books, making a thunderous racket that echoed about the hall.

			“Joining us for the first time this year as a newly appointed society master is Master Ignus Radcliff, who will serve as our very first Dean of Digital Arts.” This statement was followed by raucous and disorganized laughter and jeering. Cassie could see why there might be some animosity toward the new discipline.

			“And last but certainly not least, the newly appointed Mistress Cynthia Zeltrix, who joins us from her prior appointment at the esteemed Portico College of Arts as Dean of Visual Arts.”

			Cassie blinked in amazement at the mention of Portico College and could only wonder why someone would ever leave the most prestigious visual arts college in the country for a position at a boarding school, even one with Walgrove’s reputation. Yet she found herself standing, applauding, and cheering with the rest of her society—many of whom had fashioned banners and flags of all sorts so that their display of support was clearly the most colorful celebration of all.

			Waving the students to quiet, the headmistress spread her hands in a broad, welcoming gesture as she continued.

			“The Governor’s School of Arts at Walnut Grove was founded in 1794, but the roots of our school are much deeper and much older than the foundations of these buildings. Our tradition of excellence spans generations and continents, for we stand upon the shoulders of great men and women as far back as the illustrious Sumerian empire. All of you, my young scholars, are now part of that long and proud tradition. Future generations will look to the example you set this season. The world expects greatness… and we will deliver.”

			The room erupted into cheers and applause that continued for several moments before the headmistress leaned into the podium, her face growing a shade more serious.

			“Leadership begins with each one of you. Do not look to your prefects or your masters to set an example. Each one of you must embody the excellence you expect to see in those around you. You are not here to merely mark the time, you are here to confront every challenge head on… and to overcome.” This phrase was marked with a resounding boom as the headmistress struck the stone floor with her staff, and as she did so, the floor in front of the podium split open, and up from the opening arose a large, gleaming chalice that sparkled in the fire-lit room.

			“Behold, the Governor’s Cup!” cried the headmistress as she thrust a hand toward the sparkling trophy that stood at least four feet high, with huge handles on either side that were covered in colorful ribbons matching the assigned colors of each of the participating academies of art that comprised the Governor’s Pantheon, as it was called. Cassie noticed immediately the overwhelming shade of purple, marking Walgrove’s academy as the most represented among the thick tapestry of ribbons, but her nose wrinkled as she noted that each ribbon tip was a different color—primarily a deep blue that corresponded with the colors of the Performing Arts Society.

			Sarah interjected as though anticipating her thoughts, “Yeah… sorry to say, but we mudders aren’t really the prize of the school.” Cassie turned to see Sarah looking at her and shrugging. “Dillies and divas, that’s the performing arts—actors and dancers—are the only ones the academy cares about... but who knows? With a new and celebrated society mistress like Madame Zeltrix, perhaps our lot is looking up this year.”

			Cassie completely missed what the headmistress was saying about the Governor’s Cup, she presumed it had to do with how a school went about winning the contest but figured she could just ask someone after the reception. Indeed, her head was so full at this point, she found it difficult to focus on anything further. There was something about a schedule change and a special event later in the fall, but for the most part, the remainder of the evening whisked by so swiftly that Cassie was surprised to find herself walking at the back of a column of her fellow society members as they returned to their dormitories.

			Happily, upon arriving at her room, she discovered that Sarah had been assigned as her roommate, as each society space was split between men and women’s quarters and the first years were all assigned to doubles at the very back of the long hallway. For the Society of Visual Arts, or “mudders,” that meant a climb down a flight of stairs to the basement, which smelled of clay, paint, and yes… mud. Sarah had already reached their room and unpacked earlier in the day, claiming the lower of the bunked beds as her own.

			“I hope you don’t mind if I take the lower bunk, I’m not very good with heights.” Sarah shrugged as she plopped herself down on the firm mattress, which was covered by a yellow blanket and a soft, gray comforter.

			“I’m just glad you’re my roommate, I’m sure the other first years are fine, but you… well you seem like the kind of person I’d enjoy getting to know.” Cassie smiled brightly and on a whim walked up to Sarah and gave her a warm hug, receiving one in return. “And you can call me Cassie. Cassie Cole. Sorry I didn’t mention that earlier.”

			“Oh good, Cassandra sounds a bit formal, and the feeling is mutual… Cassie.” Sarah smiled brightly in response before adding, “Well, I hear that you’re a year ahead in age, so I hope that you don’t mind rooming with a true first year.” Sarah’s reply came with a hint of hesitation, as she seemed uncertain about how to broach the subject of Cassie’s entry to the school in what should be her second or possibly third year. While not uncommon, it was well known that only public scholarship students were admitted at the age of sixteen, which meant that Cassie was not likely from a wealthy family. Cassie had surmised that this might be an issue and was relieved for it to be out in the open from the start.

			“I suppose there’s some dreadful term for me, then, isn’t there?” she prodded, hoping beyond hope that she wouldn’t be saddled with a second derogatory title on her first day.

			“Sorry about that but, you’ll find that Walgrove has a thing for dreadful terms. But I suppose it would be best to know going into it. While other schools like ours place students into years by age group, here, first years are first years no matter how old you are. And, unfortunately, all older first years are called ‘Judy,’ boys and girls alike.”

			“Judy?” Cassie asked with a tilt of her head. She supposed that it could be worse, but having grown up in a public school, she knew how inflection could alter even the most innocent term.

			“It has to do with one of the founders or the founders’ child or likely something much worse than that. Truth is, no one really knows anymore, but if you get called Judy, you’ll be expected to respond… and Judies get ripped and popped more than a normal first year, which is quite a lot.” Again, Sarah shrugged. By now, she had doffed her academic attire and tossed on a comfortable sweatshirt emblazoned with the school seal and its adorable looking dragon as she plopped down on her bed.

			“Ripped, popped? This is an awful lot to keep in mind. Good thing I have you to help me navigate things. I hope at some point that I can just get back to painting again.” Cassie tried to lighten her tone, but her head was truly spinning now, and she was both exhausted and far too awake to fall asleep. Nevertheless, she finished unpacking the few belongings that remained in her suitcase, slipped on a new nightgown, and clambered up the ladder to the top bunk, where she crawled beneath the covers.

			“Good night, Sarah.”

			“Good night, Judy.”

			They both laughed.

			Four

			Cassie smiled contentedly as she snuggled back against the pillow in the upper bunk. The day had been neither a complete disaster nor a complete success. And, for a bonus, her roommate was friendly, knowledgeable, and didn’t snore. The last thing she needed to check, she couldn’t do while awake, and so Cassie closed her eyes, breathed deeply, and wished herself into another world.

			A biting chill to the air informed her that she had indeed arrived, and upon opening her eyes, she clapped her hands, partly to warm herself but mostly because she had really been hoping that these lucid dreams would continue after she started school. And indeed, her dream world was just as she had left it. But most importantly, there, resting next to her against the dark rocky wall, was her black portfolio.

			The greatest mystery she had yet to uncover was how the drawings she made in her dreams ended up in her actual portfolio. For that matter, how was her portfolio able to join her in both worlds? When the dreams first started, Cassie had performed all sorts of clandestine experiments. She’d discovered with great interest that electronic devices beyond simple things like lamps would never transfer to her dream, but her portfolio, pencils, brushes, and paints moved back and forth with her as long as she went to sleep and woke up in this same secluded spot.

			“Let’s see what you have in store for me today,” she whispered as she peered about the small rocky enclosure. Cassie wondered if she ever mumbled in her sleep when she spoke in this place. She would have invited her sister Charlie into her experiments, but Charlie was just… “Charlie is just too practical.” This she noted while scooping up her satchel of colored pencils and the portfolio before crawling easily outside of the den, pausing as she usually did to check for tracks in the new snow that always covered the ledge in front of her little nook.

			“Nothing stirring today.” Usually, she would find the tracks of a bird or other small creature. A slight shiver ran down her spine as she recalled the enormous paw print she had seen on one occasion. “I’m glad that you haven’t been back,” she said as she stood and stretched before pulling herself one ledge up, brushing the snow aside before sitting on the cold rock and pulling her portfolio into her lap. “Nothing but fog...” Cassie noted with dissatisfaction, shaking her head as she pulled her feet beneath her and stood up once again. “I wish I could get one day with a little sunshine. You’d think that if I could dream the same thing over and over, eventually I’d figure out how to control it better than this. Well, I really don’t want to be awake too much longer today… I just wanted to check… wait… What is that?”

			Cassie halted, straining to determine if the odd sound she had just heard would repeat itself. And there it was again. “Is that… another person?” She carefully set her portfolio down before lightly dancing up the ledge toward the snow-covered top of the rocky alcove.

			“Help! Is anyone there? Please… Anyone?!”

			The voice was faint, but it was most definitely a voice. “Well, this is new… and interesting. I must really have been overstimulated today to conjure up a voice.” She looked around at the world of crisp white. “It sounded like it came from down there…” Cassie was poised at the top of the outcrop and often thought it funny how she had no fear of heights in the dream—though it was just a dream after all and she’d never been hurt here before. Still, she had read about people being injured in their dreams, so she had never tried anything truly crazy.

			Slipping expertly down the craggy side of the cliff face, Cassie found a wide enough ledge upon which to drop, pausing as she did to await the call again.

			After several tense moments with no further sound, Cassie took a few more steps along the ledge and peered over the side into a gaping gorge, at the bottom of which ran a deep and very cold looking river. “If you’re all the way down there, you’ll just have to help yourself,” Cassie muttered before turning around and making her way back to her own cozy alcove.

			Just before ducking in, she remembered her portfolio and clambered back up, grabbing it before shimmying down and sliding back into the cave. She had once dropped her portfolio in the dream and discovered when she woke up that she had misplaced it in real life. She assumed that she had merely dreamt about losing it because she had actually lost it in the real world, but once again, “You can never be too careful.” Clutching the portfolio tightly, Cassie closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep… real sleep this time.

			^

			The new day dawned with a brilliant sun that shone brightly through the small window set in the top of the stone wall of their tiny, shared room. Sarah had already awoken and dressed by the time Cassie opened her eyes.

			Cheerily thumping the side of the bed, Sarah beamed up at her, “Come along, Cassie. If you’re late for the first session, you’ll be called much worse than Judy. I’m going to run on ahead and see if I can find my brother.”

			“I’ll be there, don’t worry,” Cassie responded as she sat up lazily in the bed, watching Sarah bound out the door. Cassie made quick work of getting ready, rather pleased to discover upon opening her wardrobe that it was stocked with all her uniforms and even a few bits of color for her society. From what she’d read in the manual, students, or scholars as they called them here, had four sets of uniforms: formal, scholar, athletic, and laboratory. Since all morning classes were reserved for general academic curricula, only scholarly wear was permitted.

			To Cassie, whose family had never been able to afford a stitch of clothing more than was absolutely necessary, this wardrobe was an absolute bounty. In fact, Cassie lost track of time as she pawed through the varying offerings, being alerted of the impending hour only by the chime of a bell that rang through the stony hallway. With a shriek, Cassie threw on her new uniform, hastily gathered her book satchel, and whisked herself out the door and down the hall at a run.

			“We do not run in the hallway,” a stern voice commanded as Cassie rounded the corner and nearly collided with another student, just barely managing to keep hold of her books. “Look, Judy, you’re not late yet. We set the chimes early for the first week so that you first years don’t cost the society points.”

			Cassie blinked and looked behind her, recalling a fraction late what Sarah had said about being called Judy.

			“Yes, I’m referring to you… Judy. Just because you’re older doesn’t mean you get to skip initiation. Many have tried, all have failed.” The speaker stood a few inches shorter than Cassie, and she was not known for her height. Nevertheless, the stern look on the other girl’s face was enough to elicit a meek nod from Cassie in acquiescence.

			“Scholars do not merely nod. We speak truth to power.” The other girl, with her fiery red hair crossed her arms as if waiting for Cassie to say something.

			“I’m sorry… uh…”

			“You’re uh… uh… what, Judy?” the girl pressed. “Not very impressive, that’s for certain.” The girl squared her shoulders and affixed a sneer to her face as she continued, “Let me help you. Captain O’Dine… I’m sorry, Captain O’Dine, for prancing about the hall like a silly little girl…”

			Cassie blanched and blinked, having not been treated like this by even the worst of the students at her public school.

			“Come now, Captain, don’t be too hard on the poor girl on her first day.” Mistress Audrey Maude strode down the hall with a practiced grace, tilting her head to look down at the pair of girls through her horn-rimmed glasses. “Cassie, I was just looking for you. I noticed you were missing and thought I’d come and ensure that you were able to find your way since you were unable to join the tour group yesterday.”

			“My deepest apologies, Dorm Mistress, I had forgotten that Judy… err… Cassandra, had not been given a formal review of our society’s expectations. I will be certain to catch up with her after sessions today to take care of that… personally.” Captain Molly O’Dine tilted her head gracefully before excusing herself and exiting up the stairs.

			“Don’t let Molly frighten you, Cassie, she’s new to the role of senior prefect, but she is both trustworthy and fair, otherwise your society would not have appointed her to the post.”

			“It’s all... just a bit much, Mistress Maude, but I’ll do better tomorrow. I don’t want to let anyone down,” Cassie responded as the color came back to her cheeks after the unexpected encounter. Taking her leave as well, Cassie leapt up the stairs, nearly tripping as she made her way out of Wolfmeck House to the top of the stairs and into the adjoining Adicus Lounge, which connected the Great Hall in the center to the masters’ offices on the far wing and ultimately to the academic classrooms. Adicus Lounge was a shared lounge for scholars, and as might be expected on the first day of a new season, this scholars’ lounge was awash with students, greeting one another after the long summer holiday. And as Cassie surmised from the leering she was receiving, it was well deserving of its nickname “the wolf meet,” as no small number of the male scholars were sitting about, watching the archway from which each woman must emerge.

			Someone made a catcall and a shout as Cassie appeared in the frame, “A ginger! Pay up, boys, I told you there was a ginger this year!” Ducking her head as though she could hide her strawberry curls, Cassie bravely entered the room, feeling every eye like a prickling needle on her skin.

			It wasn’t that Cassie was unused to the attention, she had attended a fairly disreputable public high school after all, it was the sheer brazen gaping that caused her free hand to ball into a fist in response to her desire to hit the nearest boy just on principle. As it happened, Mistress Maude appeared a few steps behind, and the presence of the tall dorm mistress sent the young men scurrying to their classrooms.

			“No one will mind at all if you decide to slug one of them next time … in fact, you might earn some points for your society if you do,” Mistress Maude commented to Cassie while passing her, a slight smile curling on her lips.

			Cassie relaxed the fist she had unconsciously been holding and smiled before moving along with the flow of fellow scholars through the long hallways to her first block, which was what they called the academic classes.

			The room was beginning to fill as Cassie entered, but given the small class sizes, she was easily able to find her way to a place near the window, where she sat neatly, laying her satchel on the top of the table and withdrawing a notepad and a handful of pencils.

			“Surely you aren’t going to take notes like that, are you?” A young and all too familiar presence plopped down on the seat next to her, spinning a shiny new tablet computer on the shared desk and flipping it open while attaching a flexible keyboard at the base.

			“Oh… it’s you,” Cassie muttered with a frown as she looked over at Ludo.

			“Hey now, I apologized already. You have to forgive me… it’s against the spirit of Walgrove to harbor such enmity against a fellow scholar.” Ludo leaned an arm on the desk and looked over at her with a smile that some girl before must have let him get away with.

			Cassie, however, was not that girl. Spying an open seat a row up, she slipped quickly up and into that seat, settling in right as the last student was rushing through the door.

			“Aw, come on, you can’t do that to me… we were just becoming friends!” exclaimed Ludo with a shake of his head as the newcomer, a rather sweaty boy, plopped himself down in the seat that Cassie had just vacated.

			In reply, Cassie flashed a smile and fluttered her eyelashes in feigned innocence. “I can see the board better from here,” she said softly before turning her smile to the girl who was sitting in the adjacent seat.

			“Good for you, Judy …” Captain O’Dine muttered in a droll voice before popping a pair of earpods in and increasing the volume on her digital player. Cassie frowned as Ludo chuckled overly-loudly behind her. By then, the professor was walking into the classroom, and without a word of introduction launched into his lecture on ancient civilizations.
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			SECTION II
Trouble Fitting In


			Five

			“Another scholar is missing,” informed Master Galleon as he sat in the wooden chair opposite the desk of Headmistress Floquet in her ornately adorned receiving room. The headmistress’ manor stood across the lane from the entry to the school. The masters’ manor was a beautiful structure, built in stone like the rest of the buildings but surrounded by an immaculately manicured garden in the old French style that extended several yards in every direction around the manor and nearly half an acre in front.

			“This time it was one of our most promising students, Janice, and counting last year, that makes eight. Eight in less than a year. What are we to tell the families?” Master Galleon was a slight man with nervous hands that were far better suited to the ethereal trills he could achieve on the flute, his primary instrument, than any amount of manual labor. It was no coincidence he had earned the nickname “Mouse,” for he indeed looked very much like one.

			“Patience, Grimpen. We will get to the bottom of this. Do you have any further information? Are there any similarities to the other students that have gone missing?” The headmistress sat with her arms folded neatly across her legs, wearing a comfortable turtleneck sweater and soft, woolen, tailored pants. Her white hair fell loosely about her shoulders in astonishingly full curls.

			“There is a digital file that the two in my society both checked-out before their disappearances. It’s just a sample tape of old arias and arpeggios the scholars use for warmups. There’s nothing to it really, but I have it for you.” Grimpen offered a slim metal audio player to the headmistress with a proffered hand. “I didn’t get much from questioning the other masters, but it appears that two students so far have gone missing from the Musical Arts Society, two from performing arts, and two each from visual arts and the written arts, or what was the written arts. I suppose the broader Digital Arts Society is too new to be affected by this sort of thing, but I’ve spoken with Ignus to alert him.”

			“You’ve done well, Grimpen… really.” Mistress Floquet accepted the device and set it on a small wooden table that was standing next to her chair. “I will handle this as I have the others. Until we know more, we can only assume that the student has run off… which is why we’ve brought on Alistair and his security team.”

			Grimpen shuddered at the mention of the new security officer’s name. “That man… that man is disturbing. Don’t you think we’d be better off getting the police involved?”

			Headmistress Floquet rose smoothly from her chair, hands held loosely together in front of her. “You and I both know the answer to that. The directors would never consent to bringing public authorities into campus matters. We have a long history of managing our own problems quietly and internally… and I do not intend to break that tradition.”

			Taking this as his cue, Master Galleon rose to his feet, offering a slight bow to the headmistress. “I’m aware, Headmistress… I just don’t like it… not at all.” He turned slowly then, hands trembling slightly at his sides as he walked toward the exit and past the row of headmaster portraits before proceeding out of the manor and into the surrounding garden.

			“Grandmaster Caius would have known what to do…” This he said only after he was outside with the door closed safely behind him. While the new headmistress was both industrious and accomplished, the disappearances had begun shortly after her appointment. And Master Galleon could not help but connect the two.

			As he crossed the lane and entered the side door to the Master’s Hall, he paid no mind to a group of first year scholars who were walking together and chattering excitedly as they enjoyed their first half-holiday—a half-holiday was how the school described the Thursday and Saturday of each week, where there were no classes following lunch. On these days, scholars were permitted to pursue whatever they liked, often involving a sport or to put in additional work on their season project. While there were two half-holidays every week, the first half-holiday of each season was always celebrated with a field day full of competitions, food, and festivities.

			^

			Cassie had attempted to join the group that was jaunting down the lane toward the practice fields where the games were to be held, but to her chagrin, they politely ignored her, which left her awkwardly trailing behind, attempting to hold an enthusiastic smile on her face. After the group rounded the corner of Tripplett Hall, where math and science disciplines were taught, Cassie broke away along the path heading back toward the center of campus, her brow furrowed in frustration. A sudden motion drew her eyes from the path, and as she looked up, she found a handsome young man aiming a digital camera at her.

			“Oh, don’t stop now… that was absolutely brilliant! No, just ignore me, please. It’s so hard to capture raw rejection like that.”

			Cassie blushed, her fist clenching as she halted, not wanting to run into him but also not wanting to turn tail and run. “Please put that thing down,” she asked in as polite a voice as she could muster.

			“But why?” countered the young man as he dropped his lens a tad and looked up from the viewfinder. “Don’t you want to help me with my project? I’m doing a documentary on scholar experiences.”

			“Oh…” responded Cassie, not yet certain how to take this young man, who looked to be about her age or possibly a year older.

			“The name’s Jimmy… Jimmy Franks, but you can just call me ‘Chopper’ like everyone else.” He didn’t extend a hand, as he was holding the camera with the lens facing her, but offered a smile instead. “There, now, that smile is much better, though this next part is what I’m really after.”

			Cassie’s eyes narrowed in response, “I see… and why is that?”

			“Oh, wait, first your name… for the credits of course.”

			“It’s Cassie… Cassie Cole,” she responded cautiously.

			“What? No, that’s not right at all…” Jimmy responded as he began to circle around her, holding the camera steady to keep her face as the focal point. Chopper slid to her left until the practice field was at her back. “Your name’s Judy, isn’t it? That’s why I need you for my documentary… the life and trials of Judy.” The young man cackled delightedly as Cassie’s face fell.

			She couldn’t believe this was happening to her. The next couple of moments slid by as if part of someone else’s memory as she stepped up to the boy and his camera, grabbed the lens in a firm grip, and tore it from his grasp before smashing the camera into the walkway.

			“Woooooowww… that was perfect!” exclaimed the boy, who was not at all ready for what came next as Cassie backhanded him across the face before grabbing the lapels of his jacket and pulling herself in, nose to nose.

			When she spoke again, her voice was a violent rasping whisper. “Listen, you soggy little worm with your soft little hands, the next time you call anyone Judy, I want you to remember that we Judys come from some mean places that eat little worms like you for breakfast.”

			Shoving the boy away, Cassie kicked the camera and began walking swiftly away with no idea where she was heading, just knowing that she needed to get away from there as quickly as possible. In the background, she could hear the jeers and catcalls of a rowdy group of students who had undoubtedly watched the whole episode with delight and were now closing in on their wounded compatriot.

			Letting her feet do the walking, Cassie ensured that she was well out of sight before picking up her pace, until she was running along the lane, glad that she had switched into her athletic uniform earlier in the day, as it would give her an excuse for jogging alone with all of the festivities going on. Tears streaming down her cheeks, however… those would not be so easy to explain away.
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