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AUTUMN TWILIGHT IN Frangea was a time of sultry perfumes, falling leaves and glittering stars in a dusky firmament. 

It was a romantic time. 

Bells rang out across the grounds of Miss Plazenby’s Extremely Exclusive Seminary for Girls as Miss Sourdant, music mistress and intensely eager bell rope puller, signalled the end of another day of lessons while undertaking an exercise regime suggested by a clever life-style consultant. Work and play. Play and work. Mingle them effectively for a healthy long life. 

Every facet of Frangea sang this aria to the prosperity-obsessed population of the most progressive land across the Face of the World. It was music the headmistress listened to with every particle of her being. 

Although Miss Plazenby’s private office was on the ground floor of the main school building, the window commanded an excellent view of the grounds where girls could be seen sauntering about during a recreation period before supper. Thus she took a moment to gaze out at the animated scene, full of picturesque foliage, gravel walks, green lawns and colourful figures in white and grey. Some of the girls sported straw hats banded in the school colours of sky blue and yellow. Others were recklessly bareheaded despite the Frangean sunshine, still strong so late in the autumn day. 

Two first years caught her attention, squat down by the edge of a curved lawn, their posture suggesting intense interest in something. What were they up to? They were immediately recognisable of course. Identical blonde pigtails were the giveaway. The Massking twins, fresh from Nordeyer, exploring the new world around them. 

What could be so intensely interesting to them there upon the ground? They were not chattering animatedly, but remained very still, oblivious of all the activity around them. Big blue eyes staring for all they were worth. Then she remembered. 

Snails. There was something significant about snails and the headmistress frowned a moment. 

A flash of pink drew her away from the curious twins and she saw a girl walk briskly by, making a concerted effort to circle around the squatting figures with an air of disdain. A girl with pink hair. Her efforts at avoidance made her clash with an unnoticed figure, another girl with long, chestnut-brown wavy hair that gleamed in warm tones. The two girls stopped and gazed at each other like cats in an alleyway. Frozen for endless moments, no attempt to speak was made, and then with a curt nod the girls moved on and went their separate ways. Miss Plazenby smiled. 

The distinguished headmistress of the Extremely Exclusive Seminary for Girls had long experience at assessing the material she was to work with as each new batch of girls starting at her school made their dazed appearance at Portangel, the usual entry point to the land of Frangea. 

First impressions tended to merge with later evaluations but as the first encounter was deemed by some the most important, the trick was to ensure that predominated. 

Usually assessments began long before there was an actual meeting with prospective pupils thanks to diligent examinations of past academic performances or criminal records and this helped give an early prehistoric impression of each girl so to speak. 

Nothing though could beat that special moment when the headmistress pinned the nervous newcomer with a piercing gaze replete with authority and demand in silent converse what they might bring to such a prestigious academic establishment they now found themselves trapped in, thousands of miles from home. Not all the newcomers were nervous though. Some brought industrial strength self-assurance with them. 

Among the many pupils culled from distant lands the most difficult to gauge were the Perfectines, those highly polished, image-conscious, self-obsessed individuals from the consumer-branded land of Perfecta. Any sharp glance at them often bounced off from a hard, reflective surface. It was not the appearance that needed to be evaluated but how they cornered the market. What was fascinating was their incredible individualistic resolve that often made them social leaders in whatever small group they gathered around themselves. 

They did not join clubs or interest groups among the girls, rather they formed the nucleus of their own gatherings. They were the suns around which lesser satellites revolved, dispensing their light and warmth to all suppliants, yet not seeking praise for this. It was enough to shine and be appreciated for that alone. 

There were times though when that barrier to exclusivity might be crossed by an unconventional passion, as the headmistress was soon to discover. 

Thankfully such independent beings were few in number. 

––––––––
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WITHIN THE CONFINES of the great old school nestled among the pine forests of Mount Syzywyg, there were those who naturally viewed their immediate surroundings with greater equanimity. For this establishment, and its equivalent for boys called Chancefleet which was on another slope of the mountain overlooking Blossom Bay, welcomed pupils from every corner and square across the storm barriers that sometimes divided lands for months at a time. 

Some pupils there were who brought glacial coolness with them from icy mountains in the far north, while others lazed away their lives in memory of steaming jungles too humid to allow the very thoughts of the brain to move at anything more than a sluggish pace. Some came from wilds untameable, spirits fierce and proud, whereas others brought gentle lovingness and thoughtful care to the academic milieu that deflected argument and melted protest with the lightest of touches. 

Miss Plazenby, the headmistress who conducted this concert of culture clashes, gloried in the task of taking the best from each new girl and mingling it in such a way with those who lacked such qualities that the outcome was something never before seen in Frangea or anywhere else. The kind of character known instantly as a Plazenby Girl. 

A note of caution was always necessary, the headmistress admitted to herself. Some of the more forthright characters suddenly thrown into this cauldron had their own idea as to what a Plazenby Girl might be even before the first term had ended. In truth it was a challenge indeed to deal with this latest batch of first years for this was a year which would change the Face of the World, or so all the signs suggested. 

Miss Plazenby had often found herself saying at a meeting of the mistresses that it was not just what the teacher taught the pupil but what the pupil taught the teacher that mattered. This usually elicited a few blank expressions from the more traditional members of the staff, some of whom were rumoured to not only not spare the rod but actually had collections of such implements, insisting they were rare antiques. 

Each new intake required special attention, and the challenges of this had subtly altered over the years as the world changed and matured into an uncertain future. 

To avoid too much of a shock to the system, first years usually had certain privileges at Miss Plazenby’s. Although they were expected to attend lessons it was not thought necessary to ensure they learnt anything, formally that is. Implanting ideas that would bear some sort of fruit later on was considered enough for the time being. 

Sports were kept at a minimum to avoid humiliating members of higher years when confronted by some athletic prodigy inches smaller and at least a year younger than themselves. Someone drafted into a team from one of those wilder lands across the Face of the World might have an unexpected advantage when they hailed from a place where to fight and run was to live. By Year Two a lot of that sort of thing had been carefully steamed out through careful guidance. 

Most especially the first years had the best of it where sleeping arrangements were concerned. Certain members of staff deemed the fact they were shifted up among the rafters a sensible idea, keeping them out of sight and reducing their chances of escape. Happy memories still lingered among the veteran pupils of the exclusive school of those top floor rooms with their spectacular views of misty horizons and lots of trees, and the fact one could access the roof tops from the balcony ladders kindly placed there for the purpose. 

The four dormitories which were the sole province of the new girls at the school were separated into two sets of two at either ends of a long corridor at the top of the main stairs. Such a combination of proximity and distance created an interesting set of tensions unique to this unusual academic environment. Rivalries and allegiances were rife among the girls thus placed. 

Of course having Perfectines in close proximity would tend to defeat the object of creating rounded characters. Such intense creatures would tend to cancel each other out and any useful lessons learned would be negated by the adverse reaction to encountering conflicting aesthetic appraisals. 

––––––––

[image: ]


A KNOCK AT THE DOOR drew the introspective figure from the window just as the scene outside was getting interesting. A harum-scarum redhead had attacked the twins with bunches of leaves and a chase was on. 

“Enter,” Miss Plazenby said. 

A curious figure shuffled hesitantly into the room, being herded thus from behind by the headmistress’s secretary as if the visitor had been found wandering the corridors inadvertently. There was a suggestion this might actually have been the case. 

“Ah, Doctor, so glad you could make it. I know how busy your schedule is and the level of dedication you put in your work.” 

“These are unstable times, Miss Plazenby,” the man said, making no effort to remove his sunglasses as he fumbled toward a chair in one corner. The secretary pressed a button and a lamp blinked on, giving that part of the office a cosy feel as the doctor settled himself, his voluminous robes and a sense of intense distraction into the chosen seat. 

“And we are all grateful for your devotion to the betterment of your fellow creatures. Refreshments?” 

The man nodded, his headscarf glittering in the warm lamplight as he did so. Miss Plazenby gestured to her assistant who disappeared to make arrangements. 

“As others are grateful for your able management of important young lives, such blessings as they are,” came a graceful compliment, pointed with hand gestures. The doctor was renowned for his long fingers that spoke a language of their own as they drew images in the air before him. 

“We have two new Perfectines this year,” the headmistress observed, returning to her desk and shuffling papers as she spoke. 

“It is well. The one I doubt will seek the company of the other,” the man said, gesturing out each word with active hands again as his pleasant lilting voice made this observation. “Two moons in a summer sky is one moon too many.” 

“They are in separate dorms, but I think with this year’s intake Doctor, they will find more than enough to handle with the other girls they share rooms with.” 

“They are chameleons, if I may be permitted to liken them to such a curious reptile. Adapting to survive in whatever environment they find themselves.” 

“Adapting?” This did not seem an appropriate word for a Perfectine, renowned for doing things their way or not at all. 

“Not in the manner of camouflage, please forgive me. Rather as an armadillo perhaps, shielding their own self-esteem from whatever direction a threat may arise.” The man seemed determined to bring all sorts of animals into the discussion. Miss Plazenby wondered how having pink hair might fare in zoological comparisons. 

“Ah, I see.” It was a defence mechanism all new girls required when finding themselves so far from home and surrounded by the strangeness, the unfamiliarity of overt personalities crushed together in one small space; like being trapped in a lift with an apprentice knife juggler. 

Miss Plazenby looked at the consultant again after this exchange just as the refreshments arrived. 

There was a quiet period while the light snacks were sampled, one or two being pleasantly crunchy so it was not totally silent during the brief repast. 

“May I thank you again for coming at such short notice, Doctor Dazzle,” the headmistress eventually said, fixing her gaze upon the man after having her fill of glazed puffballs dipped in lemon sugar. His appearance partook something of his professional name. She had read somewhere what his real name was but had forgotten it, which was of course exactly how he wanted it. 

There was a curious femininity about him. He eschewed straight lines for folded fabrics in subdued rainbow colours. Certain shades were often deliberately missed out giving a subconscious sense of dynamic incompleteness. This was understandable for Doctor Dazzle was one of the most respected fashion aesthetes in Frangea and would never be seen in public without some carefully crafted flaw to create outrage. 

Of course image was everything for him. The true inner man was well hidden beneath wrappings and bangles and the disconcertingly large pair of mirror shades that glittered in the dimly lit room. He might be looking at her or watching some on-grid fashion show for all she could tell. 

“As ever madam, I understand your concern regarding the lure of the boutiques, the song of accessory heaven that lines the more designer-focused walkways of the Mapenza Circle and Driven Drive,” naming a couple of the more upmarket districts that reluctantly shared space with lesser retailers in Cherryball Flats. 

“It is the unlimited credit so many of these girls have that concerns me at times,” Miss Plazenby sighed. “Some of our students might choose to buy an entire shop so they might merely browse the shelves and sample the wares in peace.” She remembered an incident three years ago when a small but incredibly exclusive handbag outlet suddenly found itself the private repository of one of most affluent Perfectines in that year’s intake. It took a lot of negotiation for her family to finally release the store so it might trade again. Only when they accepted a modest critical assessment, their product being a little too shiny for that particular season, that the girl in question reluctantly admitted such accessories were not for her. 

“I have updated my on-grid advice for shoppers new to Frangea,” the Doctor said in breathy tones, recalling the joy of imparting such style advice to fresh minds and even fresher tastes. “Some of these girls of yours will need support and advice days at a time.” 

“Our Poldorama intake especially. Culture shock can be quite brutal,” Miss Plazenby admitted. Poldorama was one of the more unassuming lands which tended to produce gentle spirits. She remembered also there were those among the first years who had very different ideas on cultural appropriation and assimilation. A few even brought with them quite beautiful examples of traditional accessories, though the spears and short stabbing sword found among the possessions of a Mangoria girl were thought a little too extreme and were now safely locked in a cupboard. 

There was a curious little melodic chime that seemed to emanate from the slightly distorted scarf upon the fashion doctor’s head that interrupted the thoughts of the headmistress and she smiled. He plucked a jewel from his forehead and consulted it briefly. 

“Apologies, madam,” the man said, rising. “I have just been reminded of an important appointment with a client in Cherryball Heights,” this being a prestigious settlement just to the north of the main coast town where the rich and infamous had mansions among the pinewood hills that allowed them to look down on lesser beings in Cherryball Flats. 

“Of course,” Miss Plazenby responded indulgently, rising also. 

“Thank your kind assistant indeed for letting me view the Golden Roses of Winter Vale earlier. I am inspired and enthused in equal measure by the mere glimpse of such botanical perfection. Their worth is beyond price and the nature of their blooms I know you fully appreciate.” 

“Indeed Doctor, your on-grid advice on their significance in a world of aimless imagery has been invaluable also and I will take steps to ensure that any help regarding them if requested will be provided. I am at your disposal on this matter, as always.” 

“Gracious and generous as ever, madam.” The head jewel pinged again in more strident tones. “Yes, yes, I am on my way. Alas there is no rest for those who guide the fashion-blind,” he added with a sigh. 

The man wrapped his colourful robes about himself more tightly as if warding off an imaginary chill and bid farewell to the headmistress with extravagant gestures that made her smile again. First impressions here were on solid ground. The good doctor was everything his appearance suggested of him, and yet Miss Plazenby knew he could easily befuddle those not attuned to his brand of advice. A valuable ally indeed in the cauldron of an all-girls’ seminary where personality clashes and culture clashes bore more resemblance to an asteroid storm on the event horizon of a black hole next to a supernova. 

Firm of purpose from the first day she took charge of the prestigious academy all those years ago, Miss Plazenby was still willing to admit that any help she could call upon to avert disaster would be gratefully received. 
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FRANGEA WAS A LAND where dreams come true, so it was said, by the lucky ones. 

More true and more reliable it could be said Frangea was a land where dreams were dreamt. Not just the obvious dreams of wealth, or fame or an all year round tan. Dreams of speculation, of prediction, of counting the days and years of lives both known and obscure. Dreams of colourful fantasies and wild outlandish life styles, beliefs no person could comprehend without the magic key, and experiences that defied rational logic. 

So fervid were these dreams that enveloped the land an entire industry had carefully settled itself beneath the roofs of those in need of guidance, reassurance and advice. Dreams of the mind required especial care, and practitioners, dream unravellers and interpreters needed a license to advise the dream weavers, lest they become frayed in a most unwelcome way. 

The University of Mind over Matter of Fact was an early offshoot of the original Frangean Thought Clinic, a gentleman’s club for the idle and directionless. Staring at surf endlessly beating against the golden sands along the many miles of Blossom Bay’s ridiculously perfect beaches created a hypnotic resonance with drifters and combers so that their dreams became stories of starlight and spirituality. Such minds needed hammering into a semblance of functionality before they ran away with themselves, and there were always those willing to help in doing the hammering. Bartenders for instance. 

“Echoes of the past,” one sea shell collector insisted many years ago, “are washed up upon our shores to remind us.” 

“Remind us of what?” was a reasonable query by the man propping up a seafront bar next to the salt-crusted, bleary-eyed speaker. 

“That there will always be a future, bright and happy. It is a promise carried over from before the world was young.” 

“I’ll drink to that.” 

Such babble, perhaps replete with abstruse significance which it was important not to dismiss out of hand, had to be interpreted for the modern folk of Cherryball Flats, Drifting Cove and Portangel by the Barriers. Trained individuals, studying the canny and uncanny within the depths of subconscious thought, were recruited by the Momfie U as the academic faculty of alternate medicine came to be known, and under the superintendence of a Minders Board, licences were distributed to anyone who could show skill in this dream-interpreting profession, for good or ill, but chiefly for large fees. 

Once a licence had been granted and office space successfully secured along known drifter routes, clients needed to be herded, lured, tricked or threatened into attending sessions on how reality was merely another way of looking at things. What was important was being at peace with the inner soul, no matter how swirly or psychedelic it might be at any given time of day. 

Thanks to the frenetic lifestyle of Frangea’s most busy settlement of Cherryball Flats with its year-long summer and a climate that merely hinted at other seasons, there were any number of clients out there, waiting for some kindly practitioner to show them the way. 

––––––––
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YOUNG LADIES CONSCIOUS of their appearance were a particularly pitiful section of the community in need of guidance. Nervous creatures, unsure of the outer world and how they might be perceived there, had to learn to walk and talk all over again as they entered adulthood. They sought a foundation of self-assertion principles that would make them strut and pose and mark territory wherever they might find themselves, sometimes with curious results. 

Between affirming sessions these uncertain creatures might be found on park benches in groups of threes for mutual support, feeding birds, watching clouds and listening to the hum of life around them, life they had barely tasted up to then. 

When the sun drifted down behind the great dome of water in the west and twilight pushed stars up into the sky to twinkle endlessly in silent chatter among themselves, these same young ladies would drift to some apartment overlooking the bay and share bottles of best Frangean vintage, the legendary Orangeauville or Castel Bubblyesque, until the seat of reason was vacated and new dreams could begin. 

There were those too who would stare endlessly at the rolling surf along the curving bay, noting how the powerful waves tossed swimmers about in gleeful abandon. These silent spectators could often be seen to twitch and sway, as if projecting their consciousness into mighty sea creatures that rode the waves for the sheer joy of the thing. Then the foam would crash onto the golden sand in white flowers that spread and thinned and died away, sucked back whence they came, and the powerless spectator would turn away confused. Something sang within their inner mind, whispered on the edge of conscious reason, a siren call, luring them into new thoughts that somehow slipped their grasp time and again. When asked why they returned to the same spot to stare at the sea all they could do was shake their sunbleached locks, lick salt-crusted lips and sigh out a single phrase. 

“Surf-bored.” 

It was a mantra occasionally chanted around driftwood fires of an evening until alcohol ended such arcane mutterings with welcome sleep or a good fight. 

This particular dream made no sense without the magic key. A key no Minder had yet found. 

Less puzzling were the single men of mature aspect, failures perhaps in several business ventures and doubting the reality of it all, who very much felt the need for introspection. Seeking answers to their losses, disputing the very fabric of time and space, they came to the plush offices of the Minders like weightless balloons on very slender cords that might snap at any moment. 

Their journeys contained many life-changing adventures along the way. 

––––––––
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THERE CAME A SEEMINGLY ordinary day when a man sat patiently at the wheel of his vehicle waiting for the lights to change. There was no cross traffic here on Vanity Slide as it was more of an alternate route to the southern suburb of Orangeball Lows but he was a conscientious driver and would await the signal to go if it took five hours, which occasionally it might. 

“Excuse me, may I borrow your vehicle?” a voice interrupted these goodly citizen thoughts and the man glanced out the driver-side window. Stood there, leaning a little forward, was a slightly dishevelled figure, as if the individual was unsure whether he was going to make an effort to be part of society today or not. Mostly it seemed not, if the driver was any judge. Even if the questioner had been a fully paid up member of every right-thinking society along the length of Blossom Bay and beyond his response to the request would however have been the same. 

“No you may not,” he said with an accommodating smile in conflict with his refusal. 

“Why not? I need to get somewhere,” the slightly rumpled individual whined. “Missed the last tramcar.” 

“Because, as you can see, I have need of it myself. Currently I am merely waiting for the lights to change and when they do so I shall drive myself to my planned destination. Therefore this vehicle is engaged and not to be lent,” came a reasonable explanation. Here was someone not prone to wild dream flights. Half his income had clearly been put to good use in Minder sessions that enabled him to keep calm in unexpected encounters with the therapy-deprived part of the community. 

“May I steal it?” 

“You certainly may, if you have the wherewithal to wrest the possession of it from its current occupant and user, namely myself.” 

The man thought about this a moment, before formulating a response. 

“If I threatened you with this fist,” he said, showing dry and reddened knuckles which showed he was not into moisturising, “then perhaps that would persuade you to relinquish possession.” 

“Not at all, I would merely resort to this rather heavy piece of driftwood I keep by me whenever I know I will be stopped at the Vanity Slide traffic lights for any length of time.” He indicated said large and knobbly piece of dried and weathered pinewood. There were stains on it. There was a gulp from his antagonist which the driver noticed. 

“Don’t worry my good man I only usually get to employ it to fend of pop-up screen wipers who will simply not take no for an answer. Of course that does not include those scantily-clad young ladies we used to get back in the day. You know, the ones with enormous sponges just oozing with suds at every squeeze.” 

“No I don’t know,” the other replied, blinking a moment and shifting his dishevelled self around in search of such curious visions. 

“Well perhaps not,” the driver sighed nostalgically. “We haven’t seen the like around here for a good few decades.” He was quite an elderly man but the years weighed lightly upon him. “They were part of a campaign gimmick used by a certain presidential candidate a good few elections back. He ran on quite a liberal ticket. Failed though. Known as Sticky Dicky if I recall rightly because mud tended to stick to him quite readily. Ironic really.” 

“Don’t remember that,” the other muttered, looking shifty. 

“You were probably in prison at the time,” the driver observed with a friendly wink. Then he smiled brightly. “You might perhaps have met the successful candidate there. Rub-it Ron? No? He ran on a very successful ‘buff it up till it shines’ manifesto, very much anti-corruption. Sadly he rubbed too many key people the wrong way and was impeached on tax evasion and graft. Are you okay?” As the driver had been talking and staring at the stop sign with ever hopeful anticipation he noticed the other man had wandered off a bit and was huffing and puffing next to a bench. There was a crack, a brief triumphant cough and in his hand was an impressive piece of wrought iron. 

“I’ll see your driftwood and raise you a metal bar,” he said a little desperately. Clearly he was a completely crazy insane nutter on a mission. 

Just at this moment the light changed to an inviting green. 

“Well my man, it has been nice sharing this moment with you, but that’s my signal to resume a peaceful, rewarding life. Goodbye, and good luck with that piece of park furniture. I hope it fulfils some useful purpose.” With that parting wish the accelerator was pressed and the driver screeched off and round a corner, just as another vehicle drove up. 

Undaunted by this failure the dishevelled pedestrian hefted the piece of metal with purpose and turned to face the newcomer. 

“I would like to steal your vehicle,” he said, starting right in without preliminaries as he brandished the fragment of a park bench. The police officer at the wheel glanced at it, looked beyond where the damaged bench tilted at a crazy angle and then for effect sounded his siren with a single poignant whoop. 

“Look,” the other protested, dropping the evidence with a clatter, “I’m just trying to get to my Minder. He charges five thousand coins an hour and I’m two hours late already. Give a troubled individual a break will you?” 

“Certainly sir. My partner will just take the trouble to cuff you a moment and then we’ll book you for damage to public property, charge you three thousand coins as an on the spot fine and then as a show of gratitude for your coming quietly we’ll escort you to your medical practitioner so they can trouble you both financially and mentally. Quite frankly tasers scare the hell out of us as much as the general public, all those wires and buzzing and occasional spontaneous combustion among certain inebriated members of the community, so we’re delighted by your quiet cooperation.” 

“Yes officer,” the man replied sullenly, counting his debt for the day at thirteen thousand coins, with probably more to come. Unlucky for him. 

––––––––
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THERE WERE SOME CLIENTS who seemed one step ahead of the game, organising sessions in their own time, on their own terms and with a hatful of inspiring peculiarities that acted as a magnet to the unwary practitioner. 

Appearance was important in these moments and when a tall thin lady with a bird-like face swayed into Minder Macafee’s office with its annoyingly rounded walls that defied rectangular furniture to ever feel comfortable there, the professional demeanour of the man kicked into potential multi-sessional gear with a side salad of second opinions and expert evaluations. 

As soon as the lady had settled upon the rich blue couch of its rich pink owner, he reviewed the notes his secretary had given him just ten minutes before, notes compiled from medical records, conversations and gossip, and then poised himself on the armchair of rationality. 

“So, for how long now have you believed the world is round?” Macafee said encouragingly as if crazy thoughts were joyful things and fun to share. 

“Well, doctor,” came a scratchy voice, “ever since I took a nice boat trip, you know to see some whales migrate to their deaths in a storm barrier. It was the sight of the Big Blue Sea all swelling up into the sky like that as if it were a great blob of water that we were deliberately determined to ignore.” 

“And this somehow inspired you to think everything is big and round?” 

“Everything but pins, which are small and pointy.” 

“Hmn. Are you a scientifically-minded person, Miss, uh, Tree?” glancing at his notes again. He was sure he had interviewed a Mister Tree that morning. Queer chap, expensively late. Escorted to the office by some cheery police officers who insisted on shaking his hand and hoping to see him again soon. A relation perhaps? Might be a genetic thing, madness in every branch of the family. He tittered at the thought before resuming professional detachment. 

“I can do that inductive thing, if that’s what you mean doctor,” his patient said with pin-sharp certainty. She stretched back on the couch and luxuriated in medical insurance a moment before the bubble burst when she remembered she had none, merely three low-paid menial jobs and some moonlighting gigs as required. That was something she was determined to change for she had been subject to revelation most profound that she was determined would reshape the whole world. 

“Well, our best scientists here in Frangea, those at the University of Aggressive Progress probably, though the Hall of Split Infinities might dispute such an opinion, took a look at your curved ocean phenomenon some years back, as if anticipating such a theory.” 

“Don’t remember that.” The lady blinked, cocking her head slightly. 

“You were probably in a cage at the time,” came the almost inaudible response. “Nevertheless, aquatic measurements were made, and do you know what they found? The curvature of the water, if extrapolated along the measured arc would imply a vast sphere of liquid nearly fifty thousand miles in diameter. Imagine that. The Face of the World bobbing about on a huge globule.” The Minder leaned back to contemplate this natural impossibility with a degree of arcane pleasure. “No, madam. The only conclusion any right-thinking scientist could reach based on the observed facts is the curious effects of water tension. Have you ever noticed how a drop of water forms a flattened curve on a surface? It’s all to do with water tension, see? We must follow the science.” 

“Must we?” came a challenge, and the slightly dishevelled Miss Tree sat upright, seized with revelation of the scary variety. “After all, did the Faceless follow the science when they allowed this assemblage of squares to be formed?” Claw-like hands gripped the rich fabric of the couch mercilessly. Macafee ruefully envisioned puncture holes. 

“As creators of the world we know they did what they must,” came an uncertain response. 

“Must? The Faceless must needs do whatever they want, for they are the Faceless,” a triumphant reply filled the consultation room a moment. Macafee twitched. “Science is merely a toy in their hands,” the squawking patient continued. “Reality is the true arbiter of, um everything.” 

“This is a thought which certainly needs examining, I’ll grant you that,” Macafee countered desperately, not liking the unhinged nature of his patient’s words. 

“And who will do the examining?” 

There was a nervous pause, a sense of a power shift, a crumbling of one will and the reinforcing of another. 

“I will need to speak to my Minder about it,” the man eventually added in slightly fragmented tones. He glanced at a timepiece on his desk, a device where silver balls bobbed and weaved among themselves as they struggled to keep in time. 

“Minder? You have a Minder?” Miss Tree seemed genuinely surprised and gratified all at once. An opening was beginning to appear. 

“Of course. Who minds the Minders?” and after rummaging in a conveniently placed drawer he handed his patient a brochure where scientific therapy methods were advertised with accompanying fees that showed a couple of additional zeros associated with them. Professionals needed extra-professional colleagues in whom they could trust. 

“And he tells you all these scientific things?” Miss Tree said in a confident tone of voice, one that suggested confession was good for the soul. 

“Atoms, and electric fluid and quantum fairies, yes,” the Minder admitted. “Our brains are full of tiny little electrical impulses that are subject to environment and upbringing.” 

Miss Tree leaned forward and the move made her couch tilt into a more upright position. She stared intently at the other man as he in turn leant back, eyes glazed in introspective uncertainty, his own chair flattening out to accommodate his more reclined position. 

“Tell me,” Miss Tree said, flexing long sharp fingers encouragingly. “How long have you believed we are creatures without souls?” 
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THERE WAS AGES TO GO yet before Winter Break and Pinky Ponsonby gazed out the classroom window at the blue sky and pale sunshine for autumn in this land of Frangea looked more like spring time. Her home land of Perfecta had colourful autumns carefully crafted by gardeners and short sharp winters with sprinklings of pretty snow. Of course that meant a whole range of winter fashion accessories to enjoy. Yet still, her first Winter Break in a new land was sure to be fascinating and the school always held a grand festival to celebrate the end of the first term and the year besides. 

A jerky movement caught her eye just then and she glanced across at Petal Mara looking around alertly before resuming her more sleepy pose at her desk. Pinky felt she shouldn’t laugh as Petal was a dorm mate after all and loyalty counted for something at Miss Plazenby’s Extremely Exclusive Seminary for Girls. Yet it was funny. This was first year botany, a fairly dull subject unless you were the oddly enthusiastic mistress at the head of class holding forth about plants and trees and various growing things that should mind their own business instead of flourishing everywhere in a riot of uncoordinated colour. Really, Nature needed a serious makeover, Pinky often mused. 

Currently the mistress was going through the structure of a flower and every time she referred to the petals poor Petal Mara would jerk awake, thinking she was being asked a question. 

Pinky recalled there was a Flower Devine or some such in the third year. She had seen the name on the notice board. Botany must have been hilarious or embarrassing for that girl during her first year at Miss Plazenby’s until she had time to settle in and be herself. Petal of course was like Pinky, a brand shiny new first year at the school and not used to the crowds of demanding girls. Thankfully there were other Perfectines attending the school whom Pinky could turn to for advice on style and popularity if need be, so she was not completely reliant on her own fashion sense. 

One girl in particular had caught her eye at assembly more than once, had caught everyone’s eye actually. Before she knew her name she had called her the Golden Girl. It summed her up perfectly so that even when it was discovered she was a second year Perfectine called Zephany Ildorim she still thought of her as the Golden Girl. 

Her hair was pure gold, really. There was nothing about the long wavy locks that suggested ordinary hair dyed to imitate a shiny yellow, just as Pinky ensured her own hair was a glowing rosy pink to match her given name. Zephany Ildorim’s hair when viewed up close resembled strands of drawn gold perfectly and as it gently blew in one of Frangea’s soft sea breezes the sound it made was of metallic chimes melodiously sweet and entrancing. Pinky had no idea how she had achieved the effect and would kill to find out. 

Yet it was not just her hair. Lightly tanned skin glowed with golden vitality. The school skirt, plaited and dark, was trimmed with gold thread that flashed in sunlight and shone in shadow. Her very blouse seemed to glitter in an unknown way. 

As for the accessories, they made Pinky swoon and salivate simultaneously, which could get quite messy. Numerous bangles, gold and green and translucent ruby added to the tinkling sounds that marked the second year’s every movement. Earrings sparkled with jewels framed in reddish gold and her blue eyes were framed too in goldy glitter mascara of the richest tint, eyelashes tipped with gold and so on. Even her clutch bag which she carried everywhere with her had a heavy gold chain strap and was made of soft old gold fabric that reflected the world in its rich hues. The list of details was endless. They all added up to the same thing. Zephany Ildorim was the Golden Girl and Pinky Ponsonby was absolutely devoted to her. 

––––––––
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PETAL MARA GAVE A SNORT that brought her pink-haired dorm mate back to herself and the more mundane reality of first year botany. She glanced ahead of her and saw the glossy black hair of an Octora girl who was scribbling notes furiously. What was the hurry? Hand-outs and on-grid recaps would be available later, as always. The botany mistress, Miss Zacharim, wasn’t even saying anything but was glaring reproachfully at the classroom door which opened as she glared for a peremptory rap upon its wooden panel announced the arrival of a prefect. 

“Apologies for interrupting you in mid-flow miss,” the tall, dark-haired girl said, looking very smart and self-assured in a way that half the class admired and the other half envied. Her heels, prefects were allowed such privileges, clopped across the polished floor and she reached out a folded note on tinted paper for the mistress to take. “A message from Miss Plazenby. She knew you would wish to receive it as soon as possible.” 

“Thank you Rangelle,” Miss Zacharim said with a nod of dismissal. “You may go.” The prefect glanced at the gaping faces of row upon row of curious first years, gave them a secret wink, and departed without further comment. Everyone continued to stare, but this time at the botany mistress as she deftly unfolded the note with great respect for it was indeed from the head of the Extremely Exclusive Seminary. At any moment the pupils witnessing this careful unravelling expected heavenly music to fill the air, such was the reverence with which Miss Zacharim handled the missive. 

Like a statue she was as her bespectacled eyes scanned the handwriting in silence, except for the scratchy sounds from the Octora girl who continued to write something on a sheet of paper that anyone could see was almost full to the very bottom. A girl with red hair nudged her and she stopped and mumbled an apology. Meanwhile Miss Zacharim’s face flushed pleasantly as she absorbed the headmistress’s message. 

“Oh my,” she sighed. “The Golden Roses of Winter Vale have blossomed and Miss Plazenby has invited me to view them as soon as I may.” She sighed again and let her gaze roam over the first year faces looking up at her with a mixture of awe and puzzlement. “These roses were a gift from the Highly Romantic Wilds of Xenia and had been planted in Miss Plazenby’s private garden. As such they have been out of bounds to those who might wish to view them.” 

A hand was raised gracefully. 

“Yes, uh... Rapture?” Miss Zacharim was a staunch republican hailing from Frangea itself and as such was finding it difficult to address a fully-fledged princess in a suitable manner. To some she was the Exalted One, heir to the throne of Xenia, being the only daughter of King Zolid the Third, a vaguely happy monarch. To others she was respectfully her highness, Princess Rapture. To her dorm mates she was known simply as Rappy. 

“The Golden Roses of Winter Vale bring melodious blessings to those fortunate enough to witness their rare moments of blossoming,” she said in a manner in keeping with her name. Life for her was often a case of moving from one rapturous moment to the next, with a little dip in between to catch her breath. Death by rapture was a slow but pleasant experience, some might say. 

“Thank you for that interesting piece of folklore,” the mistress added, flushing a little at such a thought. 

“Not folklore, miss, but the very bedrock of botanical belief in the snowy land of my birth,” came an enthused protest from the highly romantic princess who clutched herself as she spoke to emphasise her enthusiasm. Xenia was the climatic opposite of Frangea in many ways. Summer snow was always preceded by spring avalanche races in some parts of the land. Somehow, though, roses just had to grow there, being the epitome of romantic flowers. Only, in Xenia, these flowers were very different from the common sort in many extraordinary ways, as Miss Zacharim well knew. 

“Botanical belief?” snorted Sunshine Allouette, at the desk nearest her royal dorm mate. She applied cynical snorts to many of life’s little happenings and had been even known to greet the sunrise with a dismissive wave of the hand, declaring it was just the start of another day. 

“Well, I still have my botany class duties to fulfil,” the mistress said in a kind of strangled sigh that betokened an inner struggle. She shook her head and placed the note, carefully refolded, upon the corner of her desk. “Now where was I?” Another hand shot up. 

“Stamens and pistils,” the Octora girl murmured as if she was mumbling some arcane curse upon all things class-related and then lowered her head in an apologetic bow. She was from the Flare Dormitory, Pinky remembered, a rival dorm, something Dragonsong, she could not quite recall. But then she was completely forgettable anyway. Her autumn accessories bore more resemblance to primitive bamboo worship than a statement of seasonal change where colour enrichment was the in thing. Too pale, too glossy, too subtle. 

“Thank you Sharshua,” the mistress said with a smile and resumed her lesson, only it seemed she had befuddled herself and reviewed information already alluded to so that the Octora girl had to flip her notepaper over and begin on the other side of her sheet. 
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