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To name a thing

Is to bring it forth...

And like a shapeless fear

It only takes form

When spoken of...
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Her Greatest Fear Was Failure
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AMONG THE MANY challenges faced by the young it was vital in tree-climbing races to get one step ahead of a rival. 

“Ow, that’s my hand,” Veeter Maikes said to someone he once thought might be his girlfriend but was now not so sure. She had just placed a pink-shoed foot on a low branch he intended to use to pull himself upwards with. The eight year old boy was a veteran of tree climbing and knew the best branch sequences to ascend by quickly. Only the girl had beaten him to it with a painful strategy borne of unwarranted flexibility. 

Elia Dubbers was a year younger than the boy next door. The holm oak was neutral ground, a meeting point, a border marker between their two gardens and therefore a place where they frequently met and played. Only this kind of play was way more competitive than Veeter had expected. 

The wind drone they had been teasing by chasing it from one garden to the other over the old wall inevitably got caught high up among the leafy branches after a vigorous throw. 

“Two mallow stars says I can get it down before you,” Elia had squealed excitedly from her side of the wall. 

“I’ll only need one from you,” Veeter had replied gallantly, for he was still of the opinion at that moment Elia might be his girlfriend. 

Ignoring such gallantry as beneath her notice, Elia had scrambled up the wall and was surveying her route to the prize before Veeter had even wiped his nose, which he often did when a little excited. Brave to a fault the boy was prone to a little hesitancy in a crisis, hence the nasal habit. 

Now he was in danger of falling behind. Elia could always keep ahead of him by simply watching where he intended to climb and stamp down accordingly. Her bright yellow shorts flashed in the sun as she danced amid the network of slender branches. 

An attempt to grab one of her pink shoes and thereby hinder her progress was like trying to seize a butterfly while on a rope swing. Momentary dizziness halted the plan and there was a cackle of laughter as the gap widened between the two competitors. 

Veeter could see the girl had reached a key junction among the higher branches. He held his breath for if she chose the wrong option she would reach a precarious and leafy dead-end far from the fluttering drone and its tangle of ribbons. It was all he could do to keep a straight face when she stretched her thin frame across from one swaying limb to another and immediately found herself plunging lower as it took her weight. 

“The game’s won,” he cried hoarsely and leapt upon a sturdy branch which would allow him to slide under the twig cluster where the shiny wind drone struggled for freedom with little melodic chimes. “I’ll expect two stars now, after you broke my hand,” he added as a preliminary to divorce proceedings. 

Elia Dubbers saw her mistake. The sunlight and moving shadows had confused her so high up. The ground was far below, the wall a mere line of brickwork and her back lawn a smooth green carpet dotted with the tiniest of daisies, all of whom were watching her with gaping petals for she was like the sun amid foliage. 

As Veeter’s shuffling progress along the thick branch beneath the prize sounded in her ears, Elia looked out from where she poised in graceful balance. The neighbouring houses lined a well-to-do street that edged a small forest. The box-like structures had complex roof shapes and from Elia’s vantage point reflected sunlight in tile patterns. Trees bordered both properties and the varied green tints of vegetation stretching off into the distance were like a restless sea of leaves. Purple hills that bounded the horizon and flower cascades from rocky outcrops in the nearer foreground added a zest of colour which Elia could not help being exulted by. 

“Three stars,” Veeter crowed as he endeavoured to position himself close enough to reach the drone. 

Elia looked down again. Her eyes were full of glory, the beautiful land of Frangea had been displayed to her from the great height she had reached. Her branch swayed noticeably yet she felt no fear. Instead she leaned back, and then twisted her body to make the branch sway forward again. A great rustling protest sounded and Veeter paused, startled by the commotion. 

An alarming creak could be heard but Elia did not hesitate. She reached out, grabbed a higher branch just within her grasp and let go her hold. There was a crack, a scuffling sound and by some seeming miracle Elia had acquired the twig upon which the wind drone had been tangled, ribbons and all. 

As she swayed on her perch happily, she made dainty but exaggerated gestures in disentangling the drone. By the time it was free and she was waving it triumphantly Veeter had slithered in disconsolate fury back down to solid ground. 

He looked up and waved a tight little fist at the girl who was most definitely not his girlfriend. 

“You didn’t play fair,” he accused angrily. “You’re a girl.” 

Elia made a face and then in a moment of petulance tossed the wind drone and broken twigs downwards and away. She did not look to where it landed for her gaze had risen upwards and outwards to the land ocean that was the luxuriance of her home, the happy summer land of Frangea. 

“Ow,” Veeter Maikes said sharply, thereby giving a clue as to the ultimate fate of the prize. 

Mallow stars were consumed, play was resumed, but the days were different as they passed, for Elia Dubbers had learnt to despise fear, to aspire to great heights and attain a world of beauty. 

––––––––
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GOOD HEALTH WAS A PRIVILEGE. 

Those who did not possess it were the unfortunate ones who must be commiserated with, and then left behind in the great march of life. 

Elia Dubbers toyed with this image with the passing of the years. In Big School she was adamant that the enfeebled were a burden and when the Maikes family moved away her playmate was quickly forgotten. Of course she applied her competitive energies to sports and felt some consternation when confronted by the slow and the weak among her less active fellow pupils. They were a hindrance to her aspirations to achieve collective success, for she recognised early the importance of teamwork. Victory was the thing that mattered and those who did not pull their weight or commit fearlessly to the cause let the side down on every level. 

Elia felt also that winning at competitive sports was essential to a personal sense of wellbeing. It was her own private little aspiration, the reaching upwards and dwelling in a place of glory. Only those who kept themselves healthy could achieve this and so she determined to climb every mountain, swim every stream and beat every boy who dared to challenge her in any physical contest, including bare-knuckle fighting in some alleyway somewhere, by prior arrangement. 

This somewhat scandalised her parents at the time. 

“A black eye and torn frock do not become a lady,” her mother warned her. Both her parents worked in the financial hub of Cherryball Flats and expected a lot of their daughter. She was an investment portfolio in gym shoes. 

“You’ll never marry,” her father sighed, thinking of a lengthy burden, grown up children still at home, a drag on stock value. 

“What about this?” the feisty Elia replied, flush-cheeked and purple-bruised from her latest victory, and then she smiled a gap-toothed smile. There was a shriek and the girl was sent off to an emergency dentist for corrective treatment. 

Then something changed in her. 

Throwing rocks missed their target, punches were less easily avoided and the ability to climb things was seriously hampered by repeatedly missing a hand or foot hold with resultant tumbles that spoilt her score card among the local mischiefs at Big School. 

“I am afraid, ma’am,” an oculist said, once his patient had been thoroughly examined, “that your daughter has a sight defect. Degenerative and incurable, probably. That’ll be three thousand coins,” he added as part of his diagnosis. The fee was paid, the girl was brought home and placed in a dark room while her parents pondered their next move. 

“How can she win the Fifty Points Race next summer if she can’t even see the track?” her mother observed sadly for Elia had been entered in the long-distance endurance footrace, as the youngest competitor ever. Fifty hilltops were to be scaled over a period of five days, covering several hundred miles in the central districts of Frangea, whether the locals wanted them to or not. 

Her parents had belatedly realised that prize money represented a viable return for their efforts and they too had been drawn into sporting excellence of the suit and tie variety. 

“She’ll never marry,” her father opined wearily. Then a thought occurred to him. “That man said she was short-sighted or something, didn’t he?” 

“Yes, terribly so,” her mother agreed. The archery classes had been cancelled the very day of the diagnosis to avoid deaths. Anything that suggested hand and eye coordination was buried deep in the vaults of oblivion. Entry forms were shredded and club memberships put on hold. The trophy cabinet reinvented itself as a repository for bric-a-brac. 

Elia’s father rustled a newspaper he had been hiding behind at the breakfast table, not yet willing to face the idea of releasing their daughter from the dark room as yet, when an idea occurred to him. 

“Perhaps we should enrol her in a teacher training college. School mistresses never marry, except to their vocation.” 

This was of course utter rubbish, but in the Dubbers household, certain phantom traditions were highly regarded so long as no harm came from them. 

And so Miss Elia Dubbers, fierce sportswoman who was destined to conquer every physical record then known, found herself among the lame and weak and bespectacled. The intense determination to stare off into glorious distances at every opportunity had been at a price. 

To say it changed her outlook was one thing, but to add it also changed her attitude was the equivalent of the crushing of one world in order to build another anew. 

––––––––
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HER GREATEST FEAR WAS failure. Her greatest pride was the beauty of the land of her birth, for Elia Dubbers was a native-born Frangean. 

“I may not be able to hit targets anymore, but I still see enough around me to realise beyond the bulls-eye is a whole world of things. What’s that funny bluish thing over there?” 

“A mountain,” her companion said happily. 

“Has it ever been climbed?” 

“About a dozen times, but never by a woman.” 

“A challenge!” 

“Finish your breakfast first, tidy your dorm room and then attend your teaching courses. Perhaps after all that you might nip up the thing, plant a flag of sorts and return covered in glory.” It was said in a moment of frivolous good-nature but when darkness had fallen and Elia’s college room-mate wondered why the bed next to hers was still empty a figure staggered in and flopped down upon it heavily. 

“Goodness Elia, where have you been?” 

“Somewhere,” came a slurry voice, “where a millions stars and a few fuzzy bits shone down upon me from all around.” Then she said something about having forgotten to flag before falling asleep, with her boots on, much to the scandal of her room-mate. 

The next day nothing was said, for her room-mate thought she had been drinking and returned in an appalling state of intoxication, having failed to flag a taxi. 

Years later in Rarefied Air Time, an on-grid magazine devoted to high life among the mountains, a report was published of a curious discovery atop a not much frequented peak by the latest hiking expedition of middle-aged men with bushy beards and blue goggles. 

“I swear it was something pink,” one expedition member said in an interview, “and frilly.” 

“Well, where is it?” the interviewer urged indulgently. 

“That’s it you see. I reached the very summit and found a sort of cairn that had not been reported as being there before. A stick there was, sticking out of it, and this pink flag-like thing was attached to it. Funny flag, I thought, pink and frilly. No climbing club banner I recognised. When I tried to retrieve the blessed thing it disintegrated in my gloves.” 

“You imagined it I expect,” came a comforting response. Hallucinations were one of the hazards of the rarefied environment along with frozen beards. 

“Well, this bit survived,” and the man held up what looked like a piece of elastic. 

––––––––
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WHEN TWO ASPIRATIONS merge there is a sort of transfiguration. 

Elia Dubbers no longer aspired to sporting glory through her own personal efforts. Nor did she feel her failing eyesight should prevent her from achieving certain goals through the guiding of others. 

It was right and proper she should teach and that which she might pass on to others was the need to fight for victory. The inspiration for this was the land all around her. Thus she dedicated herself to sporting excellence in the young and hiked vigorously at weekends in a magnificent pair of stomping boots fit for tree-climbing. 

“Fresh air,” she declared, “is the key to a healthy body, along with frequent exercise and a greater appreciation of the land around us.” 

“Sounds suspiciously like hiking,” someone observed. 

“Precisely so. Team sports can only teach so much. Self-reliance in difficult situations is the ultimate challenge. I propose to lead my young charges on adventures across the Face of the World. A crusade it will be, weeding out the weak, strengthening the spirit within each and every pupil under my command,” and she banged her fork onto the canteen table. The teacher training college was a modest establishment so the effect was all the more noticeable, as was the dent in the table top. 

“Might I suggest,” a tutor suggested gently in the confines of a private study, “you might consider when fully qualified to teach that you seek to support the weak, to strengthen them rather than, ah, weed them out. Also,” and he worked his lips with some suppressed emotion, “it might be better to view your position of authority over the young more as that of a guide, rather than a general leading troops into battle.” 

“It’s a war zone out there sir, among the fields and flowers,” Elia declared during a rapidly convened disciplinary review. 

“Only to some,” came a considered reply. “To others it is a place of opportunity to do good for the communities in which we live.” 

“Besides,” another panel member felt obliged to add from a comfortable armchair in the corner, “I do not think the parents of said prospective pupils would care to have their children taught to handle lethal weapons during school trips.” 

Undaunted, Elia Dubbers took her training exams, which she passed with a fierce determination that frightened the adjudicator, and so was given her licence to teach. 

“We wish you well,” the head of the college said on her last day. “As we do all our teachers of course, for your calling is a sacred charge and it would be bloody silly to suggest you goof off and make a mess.” He had been a professor of Aggressive Logic in his younger days but had retired on realising it made no sense to teach empty classes. 

Elia stepped out into the street full of pride and an eagerness to breathe in the fragrant future of teaching in a land like Frangea. The fishmongers across the road dampened this aspirational effort so she power walked up some steps to seek the heights she so craved, the heights of her profession. 

Being a mountaineer was all about reaching your peak, but this was quickly followed by the realisation it was all downhill after that. 

Elia Dubbers knew the mountains she intended to climb were plateaus of infinite extent and only with the right balance of physical strength and mental rectitude could success crown her efforts. 

She adjusted her spectacles, scanned the sparkling landscape from the high terrace upon which she stood in breathless anticipation. Then she turned her gaze away from the Big Blue Sea for she would go higher, much higher. 

The great mass of a mountain towered over her and Elia knew her destiny was fixed. Thus she sought the first pathway that would lead her up Mount Syzywyg. 
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Sudden And Violent Death
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PEOPLE MANAGEMENT was a particular skill very much admired and often in demand among certain businesses. In the land of Yotun it was generally not required, except at funerals. Weeping relatives sometimes needed a certain amount of careful handling. 

“It was all we could find of him madam,” one such government official commiserated with a grieving widow as he handed her an egg cup-sized urn with a decorative lid. A nice ribbon had been tied thoughtfully around it. 

“Just this? How do you know it is dear Arfie?” wept the widow. 

This perked up the official somewhat in his demeanour. 

“We have the best bio-labs around madam,” he declared brightly. “Ran a configuration check and there was a ninety four per cent match.” 

“Ninety four? Then-?” 

“The other six per cent appeared to be squirrel, madam. He obviously didn’t go down without a fight.” 

The people of Yotun prided themselves on their determination not to give in when cornered. They also endured the necessity of isolationism. 

Most lands across the Face of the World bemoaned the limitations caused by the lethal storm barriers, being a drag on trade, tourism and smuggling, and those who lived in the feral wilderness that was Yotun were no exception. They were rather resentful they had impassable borders when population numbers among certain wildlife periodically exceeded migration trigger levels. What havoc would be caused by some of the great beasts if they ventured unhindered into such gentle lands as Poldorama or Octora was of no concern to the Yotun central government for they had to ponder the everyday reality of being trapped in a cage with ferocity multiplied. 

The inevitable isolation of the untamed land was a gratifying reality across the rest of the Face of the World of course. Only when there was a close approach of the moon Serenity was there any undue alarm. At such times the storm barriers that kept the beasts from roaming about in search of new tastes were at their weakest. It was an extremely unlikely occurrence the Border Department insisted with each near swoop. Everyone was regularly reminded in on-grid bulletins no recorded incident had occurred in living memory but to assuage public worry special patrols were instigated to keep watch at certain vulnerable points such as valley plains and fast flowing rivers. 

At the same time there was some kind of trade with other lands, though with less publicity attached, for not all of it was regulated. 

Many of the poisons found among certain reptiles and not a few plants were often interesting sources of medicine among the alkaloid sequences and these researched and manufactured items brought in a lucrative revenue to the otherwise resource-starved government of Yotun. 

Pelts were also in demand, but sales of these tended not to appear on treasury reports or economic forecast figures. This was because trade in such items was completely banned, which meant a brisk exchange between certain groups peddling in effective weaponry and local hunters who mixed cull duties with pleasure was in a regular state of activity. The word frenzy had been mentioned in one on-grid report of such dealings. The fact that remarkably furry cuddly toys packed with a most curious stuffing that crunched a little if squeezed might pass customs with an ease that would astound the average toy seller was generally considered as business as usual and another lesser known facet of the economy of Yotun. 

One other great commodity with which Yotun was famous for dealing in was fear. 

––––––––
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BRAVERY WAS ALL ABOUT overcoming fear. Facing danger was the best way of trying out that little experiment so long as the survival rate was reasonable. As such there were always subscribers when certain hazardous excursions were advertised on government grid sites, and they tended to be customers of a very mixed sort, for the overcoming of fear was a universal aspiration. 

Thus from various lands across the Face of the World a small gathering of hopeful explorers in the realms of hazard had been dropped by commercial flitter in a well-fortified compound and led by armed guards to a solid looking yet snug little cabin which might pass for a blast shelter in the event of all-out war. 

They were left alone to await their guide and soon sized each other up silently, until one of them, noticing how the others seemed to single him out for special treatment took this as an opportunity to break the ice. There was a certain air about him which could not be ignored. 

“Smolt’s the name,” he said affably. “Deathwish Smolt.” 

“Sure it’s not Bathwish?” someone muttered. The man had a space to himself on account of the almost visible odour that floated around him. 

“Bath?” he replied indignantly, eyeing the offender proudly. “Won’t find anything like that in the primitive wilds out there,” and he flicked his greasy locks towards a barred window. 

“River,” the same offending individual noted. 

“Oh ho, thinking of having a bit of a splash in a Yotun stream are you?” Smolt piped up gleefully, startling at least three flies while they were trying to lay eggs on him. “How well would that go while razor trout were boring holes in your knee caps to get at the chewy cartilage they so much crave, eh?” 

“Razor trout? Do they even exist?” a feminine voice intervened from a distance. She was the only lady present among the members of the excursion and was currently indulging in some smelling salts in a vain attempt to fend off the presence of Deathwish Smolt. One or two flies deserted to her on catching a whiff of the fragrance she was imbibing in copious draughts. It was so potent they became drunk and started to buzz frantically against a barred window as if on a suicide mission. Sensory overload could be like that sometimes. 

Before anyone could answer there were clattering sounds from the other side of the reinforced steel door that gave the impression several locks were forcibly being disengaged. Scrapes and bangs made the inmates of the cabin cluster a little closer, leaving Smolt in possession of one entire half of the room. Then the thick door swung inward and a man in uniform entered with an expectant gleam in his eye and a fist full of heavy duty keys which he quickly pocketed. 

He paused, sniffed the air a moment and then switched on an overhead fan that scattered a number of resting flies who then divided their attention between the sweet lady and the savoury gentleman according to their appetites. 

“That’s better,” the new arrival said. “Bit stuffy in here.” He removed his oddly dented hat, polished at least two buttons on his uniform and then surveyed the people in front of him. “Glad to see everyone’s arrived safely and no one was eaten on the way here.” He chuckled to himself at this display of Yotun humour, very much a local delicacy which travelled poorly. “Let me introduce myself.” 

“Razor trout.” 

“Sorry?” 

“Do they actually exist?” It was the lady who had spoken, jostling her way forward as she did so for a couple of her fellow excursionists had clustered a little too closely to her during the door opening moment. 

“Of course,” the uniformed man said, frowning and smiling all at once. He knew that such a facial expression had been known to confuse a feral beast when cornered, so the manual said, but was unsure of its effectiveness on random strangers. “Popular with the kids. Make great family pets, very loyal.” 

There was a curious kind of silence for a moment, one broken only by tiny little buzzing and bumping noises. 

“Well, anyway, where was I?” the man said, his gaze flipping from one side of the room where there were five people and the other side where another stood in solitary dignity only slightly diminished by orbiting insects. 

“You was going to introduce us,” a tall man with gritted teeth said. 

“You,” the lady corrected with a sniff, followed by a cough and a more prolonged sniff. 

“I can do both,” was the encouraging reply. “I am Ranger Clovit and I will be your guide for this exciting excursion over the next three days. Also I will be personally responsible for informing your next of kin if anything untoward such as a sudden and violent death might occur during my watch.” 

“That’ll be my nan,” what appeared to be the youngest member of the group said happily. 

“What, sudden and violent?” the tall man said between his gritted teeth. 

“Naw, my next of kin, on account of us being closely related in a family sort of way.” The young lad looked as if he was still in his teens but dressed for jungle warfare. Something, possibly camouflage paint, was even smeared on his cheeks. 

There was a sudden shuffling as the solitary man walked forward, bringing his own uniquely flavoured personal space with him. This made the others retreat somewhat. 

Deathwish Smolt held out his hand as he introduced himself, only it was not a hand that Ranger Clovit saw when he glanced down at it. 

“Sorry I can’t shake your hand, ranger,” Smolt said, “on account of having had it bitten off aways back and being replaced by this here lethal claw.” 

“More like a spatula actually,” came a muttered response from one of the others. “You could lethally flip a fried egg with that thing.” 

Ranger Clovit was quick-witted enough to see this latest batch of excursionists lacked a certain friendly cohesion. He knew he would have to keep a firm grip on them if they were all to survive what was to come. 

––––––––
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WHILE OCCASIONAL HUNTING excursions were in the process of purging the foolhardy from among certain populations across the Face of the World, though the advertising brochures did not quite express it that way, other government controlled projects were also constantly in effect. Sometimes when two such differing activities crossed paths the outcome could be quite surreal and on-grid newsworthy as well. 

People management was one thing, but wildlife management was a whole new set of skills. 

Often the recipients of such management were less than grateful, downright rebellious at times and totally uncooperative at the wrong moment. 

A pack of Great Bears, usually the apex predator in whatever territory they chose to wander into, needed migrating from the Death Pinnacles district in south central Yotun to another district as they had killed everything in the place they were. The terrain favoured them and they had been able to corner all the edible herbivores, smaller flesh-eaters and flightless birds in a cluster of steep-sided valleys. Thus they had begun attacking human settlements in a way that was obviously organised and systematic. A new place was needed where they would find matters more challenging, one with a well-established population of swooping squirrels preferably. 

This kind of mission required a lot of forward planning, and though it was tempting to drive the pack right through some excursionists there were no really large groups passing so far south at the time. 

“Shame really,” Senior Ranger Eysock noted. “Poor scheduling up the line.” Eysock was not a great believer in desk jobs in Yotun. He had been born in the land and his earliest memories were of screams. He had never been able to find out who or what was screaming for the orphanage was tight-lipped on the matter but it did not affect his vigorous upbringing. He knew he wanted to be a ranger, and that usually meant promotion as others less enthusiastic about all the screaming that went on a lot tended to fall away and seek boundary duties or touring lectures on how to treat wounds and severed limbs. 

The other rangers he had brought together for the pack migration project also included a few scientific types and at least one animal psychologist. This latter personage tended to perch on furniture and look at things with just one eye for some reason. 

“All part of getting into the mind of an animal,” he replied to a casual query on such behaviour. 

––––––––
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THE EXCURSIONISTS FOUND themselves transferred to another location farther south where they were issued with weapons and the nature of their three day trip was explained in greater detail. 

“The most effective kind of population control in a land like this is the purge,” Ranger Clovit advised his small and excited audience at their new fortified cabin on the edge of inhabited territory. Beyond was an electrified fence with gun turrets for aerial problems. Beyond that was a deep moat with steep sides and harpoon barrages for aquatic problems. Beyond that was a bit of open space with night vision towers for nocturnal problems. Finally, beyond that was the bad-lands, untouched and untouchable, where only the foolish and those on serious community service tended to linger longer than was healthy. 

The small gathering who listened to words of wisdom regarding out there, among the forests and valleys and lakes teeming with very wild life, had of course each paid a sum of money to experience the ultimate in overcoming fear. They naturally wanted their money’s worth. 

“Do we get to keep any part of purged specimens?” the rather glassy-eyed youngster asked in rapid tones. Adrenalin was obviously coursing through the lad’s body and he was bound to have an argument with someone sooner or later. 

“What particular part are we thinking of?” the ranger asked carefully. 

“The brush,” came a gleeful reply. “My nan likes to make things out of them.” 

There was a slightly perplexed look in the ranger’s eye at this for he was thinking more of hair brushes and toothbrushes and how one might purge such items. 

“He means the tail,” Deathwish Smolt said, giving the uniformed ranger a bit of a withering look for he was unimpressed with shiny buttons and a splendid series of dents in Clovit’s hat and was more looking forward to getting his boots dirty in the entrails of feral beasts. There was a weary look about Smolt that suggested possibly this might be the excursion that finally purges him. 

The ranger smirked. 

“Ah yes, thank you Smelt,” he said. 

“Smolt,” was the weary response. Perhaps it was indeed time to part company with a vital organ. 

“Indeed. As I was just going to say to our young enthusiast there, if he really wishes to keep a part of a purged specimen he will have a lot of it to choose from.” 

“Why’s that?” 

“We’re purging snakes this time out and if I remember correctly apart from the head they tend to be all tail.” 

“Wriggly little bastards,” Smolt added his own observation. 

The ranger consulted his itinerary notes. 

“Constrictors,” he said brightly. 

“Wriggly large bastards,” Smolt corrected himself grimly. Then he smiled even more grimly. His claw could play havoc with the insides of one of those. 

Fear was indeed a useful commodity where there were people from outside of Yotun willing to test their mettle against the legendary reputation of the fierce land. Yet in the most basic sense fear served a very important purpose. It encouraged those seized by it to do everything in their power to survive. 

By the look of the individuals under his charge, Ranger Clovit felt certain at least three of them would not be returning to whatever distant land they had come from, especially of course the one who appeared to be sleeping off a late night on one of the cabin’s hard benches. 
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~ 3 ~

A Quivering Biomass Of Compliancy
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THINGS HAD GONE along nicely over the past few months, Elia Dubbers admitted. 

In previous years various sporting challenges had gone off quietly and adventurous trips to outlying areas of Frangea were well attended and if the feedback was anything to go by, well received too. 

“The Lost Mines of Blix were an excellent experience for my daughter,” one parent had contacted Miss Plazenby’s after a particularly challenging trip. “She discovered the futility of human endeavour and appreciated the value of a steady income.” 

Of course the Blix mining concern remained lost, hence the name, and a wide open field where such might be found was a great opportunity to study native wild flowers. Bunches were picked and the girls were allowed to keep the profits when selling them to various flower shops in Aromatic Avenue, the gardening district of Cherryball Flats. 

Yet the sports mistress could not help feeling there was something amiss this year. Spring Halt was looming and it was alway the time for the most ambitious field trip of the year. 

“What is it you propose for this break?” Miss Plazenby had asked. 

“Something,” and Miss Dubbers looked thoughtful a moment, “which all the years can enjoy.” 

“Ah well, the upper years are a little busy with their studies, even during the Spring Halt,” the headmistress reminded her. 

“Oh, the first three years will be fine.” 

“You imagine our odd little assemblage of first years will volunteer for a thrilling adventure in the great outdoors?” 

“The Frangean outdoors,” Miss Dubbers said proudly. “And you have caught the tone perfectly ma’am. Thrilling. A thrilling adventure. Something that will leave a mark.” 

“So long as that mark is not a scar, of course.” 

Elia Dubbers looked a little crestfallen at this observation. Clearly she was thinking of some very edgy enterprise that just indeed might cause a graze or two. It was all about confronting one’s fears, strengthening both body and mind in a physical and emotional challenge. She envisioned panic, stark terror, teamwork of the most committed sort and then at the very end exhaustion and tears of relief with perhaps a touch of hysterics. All in all a splendid school trip with educational moments thrown in. 

––––––––
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THE POSTERS MISS DUBBERS had designed and printed off were a curious mix of nature watching and action movie. There were anonymous, unidentifiable figures in camouflage fighting their way through the wilderness while admiring flowering plants and shrubs. There even appeared to be a death match going on in the background between one signatory to the trip and a very aggressive cactus. Miss Zacharim thought it splendidly realistic and told her class so on every occasion during the great build up. 

Some there were who would always have their doubts, for it was in their nature. 

“I have a doubt,” Zephany Ildorim said as she posed next to the notice board. Although she was only a second year she evicted an older girl with the lightest of gestures, for Zephany Ildorim was the Golden Girl of Miss Plazenby’s Extremely Exclusive Seminary. 

“What doubt is that?” Eventa Minstel, her dorm mate, said as she admired the way sunlight from the window arch behind them made Zephany’s golden hair glow in cascades of shimmering fire. 

“Nature?” Zephany replied, shaking her head and creating delicate chiming music as she did so. “What purpose does it serve?” She was of course from Perfecta, a land where nature was not only tamed but whipped into a quivering biomass of compliancy. 

“Makes great smells,” another second year observed eagerly. Zephany always had a following and when she paused anywhere, even if it might be only to adjust a bangle, a crowd tended to gather and admire. Pausing before a notice on the board was bound to create a scrum. The danger was anyone might attach themselves to it. 

The Golden Girl turned her metallic gaze upon this unfortunate, but said nothing. Eventa knew her cue. 

“I fear alas the creature may be referring to flowering scents,” she said. “But of course in Perfecta these are created by master perfumers, tailored to the unique configuration of each individual requesting some piquant aroma to purify the air with.” She had feverishly studied on-grid notes when she found out a Perfectine would be her dorm mate. It was all about camaraderie, sucking up to such refinement and stylish sensibility. 

On the conclusion of this crushing speech Zephany turned her gaze again to the poster. She made a little sniff. 

“What is that scent?” she asked simply. 

“Essence of Plush Violet,” the girl who defended nature said, blushing a little. She was not in fact a follower of Zephany Ildorim, merely politely curious as to why there was a crowd blocking the foot of the stairs. She was not very tall, had soft brown hair and appealingly friendly eyes. Although Petal Mara was merely a first year, she had experience of dealing with the withering contempt of Perfectines, for she too had one as a dorm mate. The sarcastic put downs of Pinky Ponsonby bounced off her for they had become curiously contrasting friends over the months they had been together at Miss Plazenby’s. 

Another important fact regarding Petal’s interest in nature was that she was from Greenvale. 

Zephany sniffed again in such a delicate way it was almost as if she had fallen into a trance. Her gold-tipped eyelashes fluttered briefly and she turned her gaze on the ever attentive Eventa Minstrel. A hand was delicately raised in a gesture. 

“Acquire the necessary details for me, would you darling?” she said in a voice of casual authority and after a melodramatic hair flick that scattered light and brought sighs from her audience she sauntered off to conquer other worlds. 

––––––––
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LOSING BALANCE WAS like losing control. A disproportionate preponderance of joy could best be described as hysteria. Keeping a lid on the emotions was a grand way of quieting the effervescent energies of human endeavour. 

So Sister Tinker Flosstooth had opined in Conclave on more than one occasion the morning after the party night before. 

“Hangovers are nature’s way of getting its own back on disturbers of the peace,” she observed smugly. “Here, drink this Merryhop, it’ll stop the elephants dancing on your eardrums.” 

“Will it,” Sister Tinker Merryhop asked desperately, “send the blue donkey a cappella singer troupe back where it came from too?” 

“Most certainly.” 

“What is this stuff?” and Merryhop sucked up another mouthful of the purplish elixir with a growing relish. 

“Violet mixture. Nine parts Sweet Violet for taste and a tiny dash of Plush Violet to knock the fight out of you,” Flosstooth said. 

“What about the one part to complete the mixture?” Merryhop asked, mental arithmetic not being beyond her even in a post-party come down mood. 

“One part Shrinking Violet. After what you got up to last night you’ll need a dose of the demure to right the balance.” 

Merryhop went white in the face on hearing this. There were shadows of memories lurking in the recesses of her mind that did not bear enlightenment. A smirk on Tinker Bobbin’s face when she passed him later that day also told a tale. 

Plush Violet. Sounded just right to wipe the smirk off Bobbin’s round face and take the knowing gleam out of his watery eye. 

Sister Tinker Merryhop went in search of a supply of the same in certain store cellars scattered across the Face of the World and came back with the news that there was none. 

“None!” Flosstooth said. 

“That’s it, the exact opposite of some,” Merryhop explained. In her searchings she had come across a small dose of Withering Comeback and could not resist a trial sample. 

“You know what this means, don’t you?” 

“We ain’t got none,” Merryhop instantly replied with a knowing nod. 

“It means our defences are low.” 

“Build ’em higher.” 

Flosstooth gave her colleague a considered look a moment and then shrugged her shoulders. 

“Jinket!” she shouted and her staff of power flared with sparking blue menace. 

“Bugger,” came a distant response and then the tall Tinker stood before her, beard twitching with apprehension. 

“Simple task,” Flosstooth explained. 

“Should suit you,” Merryhop said at her elbow. 

––––––––
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“IT’S AN ADVENTURE!” Bubbles Bannatyne declared to her school chums as they lounged around on a half day in the dorm. A mild spring day wafted in fragrances from the forests on Mount Syzywyg but a short distance away from the open window and birdsong could be heard across the playing fields of Miss Plazenby’s Extremely Exclusive Seminary for Girls. 

“I have mountains at home in plenty,” Princess Rapture of Xenia insisted languidly. “We climb them, then ski down them again, before climbing up and so on.” She continued to flick through a glossy magazine with detached interest. 

Bubbles looked across the room where the twins Fizzy and Divvy Massking were plaiting each other’s blonde hair in a complex tangle of arms and hands and fingers that defied logic. They were so familiar with the process they could do it with their eyes shut. Those great big blue orbs of observation were fixed upon the animated figure of Bubbles as she gestured towards them in an endeavour to gain their interest. 

“Our mountains of Nordeyer are very steep,” one said. 

“So steep some are even upside down,” the other added. 

Bubbles presumed she meant they were reflected in one of the great still lakes of their homeland far to the north among rugged hills, but one could never be sure with the mischievous Massking twins. The auburn-haired girl sighed. Then the door to the room opened and Sharshua Dragonsong and Sunshine Allouette entered clutching pamphlets and comparing notes. Bubbles brightened at sight of them. 

“What about you two?” she said, approaching the two girls. They stopped abruptly and looked around in suspicious alarm. 

“My apologies,” the Octora girl Sharshua said, bowing nervously. “Have we committed an error by entering at this moment?” 

“You might have,” laughed the twins in unison. They had completed their plaiting activity by using identical ribbons in their hair to ensure maximum confusion. 

“I certainly haven’t,” growled the feisty Sunshine, who hailed from the desert lands of the hot south, a place called Greetiyah, which the twins insisted on calling Grit for short because it was so full of sand. 

“It will soon be Spring Halt,” Princess Rapture explained, “and our good friend of Frangea wishes a companion to share the joys of exploring the northern district of her homeland.” 

“That’s the wild mountain wastes next to a dangerous storm barrier,” Sunshine frowned. “Full of feral beasts with teeth and claws and a sky where lightning suddenly descends and frazzles the unwary.” 

“Precisely,” Bubbles agreed. “An adventure!” 

“I am heart broken,” the unassuming Sharshua bowed again. “For I am unable to accompany you on this journey of a lifetime with a high likelihood of sudden death, as Sunshine and I intend to explore the Flower Fest in Aromatic Avenue, every day it’s on,” she quickly added to underline her meaning. She showed the colourful pamphlets the girls had been sorting through that advertised the event. 

“Flowers do not have teeth, nor explode in your face like a lightning struck rock,” Sunshine said unnecessarily. 

“Just me then?” Bubbles mournfully replied, looking down at the carpet a moment. 

“There will come a time I am sure when we shall all join you in exploring this mighty land of hills and forests and sea breezes,” the princess said, tossing her magazine aside, “but for now, four months away from home among strange girls and even stranger mistresses at this curious school is enough for all of us at present I fear. We would quietly usher in our first spring in the beautiful land of Frangea.” 

“Nicely said,” Bubbles acknowledged with a smile. “I won’t be alone of course. Other girls will have signed up. A chance to make friends with those outside the Flare Dormitory.” With that she left the room under a bit of a cloud of disappointment and sought out the main entrance foyer down several flights of softly carpeted stairs. 

The main building of Miss Plazenby’s school was luxuriously appointed, with statues on plinths and paintings upon every conceivable wall. Bubbles’s favourite was a massive landscape view that confronted the visitor when they entered the great portico through the heavy double doors. It hung high up opposite the entrance and showed a view of distant blue mountains, dark forests sweeping like skirts among the foothills and a sea of flowers across grassy plains in the foreground. And there, stood amid the sage and sun cups and mallow was a lone girl, shading her eyes as she took in the grand view, having discarded a great straw hat which lay among the flowers forgotten. The slim figure had reddish hair and Bubbles liked to imagine it was her in the picture, breathing in the outdoor beauty of Frangea. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
4

M a RO w N






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





