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  To Chad
Rest in peace, Brother. I’m sorry there aren’t dragons in this one








  
  Chapter 1


I stopped my horse to get my bearings. Never did well to barge into new situations. 
And this was certainly a new situation.
Swever Hall looked like any other pre-Kingdom building with such a grand name: a ridiculously large house built out of the pale gray stone I had seen poking out of the hillsides as I’d ridden in.
I picked out more details as I rode up the horseshoe-shaped driveway. Two three-story wings stood on either side of the central main entrance with carved stone trimming the arched doors and windows. Statues of people holding up swords as they read a book stood on the roof (because who didn’t hold a book to their face while sword fighting?). A bell tower stood at the corner of the near wing, the slightly paler stone telling me it was a more recent addition. Every good school needed a bell tower, of course.
The bare-branched trees that had crowded the road since I’d turned off the highway gave way to a rolling lawn still dormant and snow-dusted from Fallow. About a moon’s time stood between this region and the green of Planting season.
It was what I had expected. Wealth and grandeur had little imagination. Especially here in the central region of the Kingdom, barely a three days’ ride from King’s Place.
And yet I had come.
I’d rather be preparing for a caravan. The longer routes would be picking up again as the weather improved. That’s what I would have been doing—if Vawna hadn’t offered me a job.
A real job. Not just a few hours here and there helping her employees learn how to protect themselves from violent clients, or unloading supplies, or standing in a corner looking menacing when she needed to make an impression. A few hours that were done when I wasn’t on the road.
No, she had wanted me to stay. I didn’t do permanent. I’d tried staying still. It didn’t work for me.
So when that message had arrived from Dynes, when I had heard him say, “They asked me if I knew of anyone who would fit their needs and I recommended you,” and then, “It is only a temporary position at this time,” I had told Vawna about the offer.
“Of course you’re taking that job!” she had replied as I pretended I hadn’t seen the flash of disappointment on her face.
“I will see you in a year,” I had told her and her crew, knowing I would have something else lined up at the end of the year to avoid staying yet again.
I realized I was just sitting on my horse at the end of the driveway, staring at the school building as my thoughts sucked me in. I encouraged Bray to keep walking and steered her toward the massive entry.
We stopped at the bottom of the front stairs and I dismounted before tying Bray to one of the posts lining the side of the driveway. Then I walked up the steps to a set of double doors wide and tall enough for a teamster to drive his load through.
The entry soared above my head as I stepped through the door. Even with the cavernous ceiling and the stone, the room was warm. How many spells had they carved into the walls and ceiling to make that happen? A curving staircase built of dark stone, wide enough for five or six people to climb side-by-side, stretched up the right side of the room, leading to a semi-circular and columned balcony that overlooked the entry. Polished and carved beams supported the domed ceiling far above, a ceiling I now realized was striated with narrow rectangular windows. Wealth and grandeur, indeed. The craft mages required to build this place would have been expensive to hire, even in the pre-Kingdom days when there was less reliance on spells. Or maybe especially because there were fewer spells.
A fireplace taller than me stood centered on the left side wall. Three two-seated sofas ringed the floor before the fireplace. Wide doors stood on either side of the fireplace, benches and sigil-powered lamps set beside both doors. Opposite the front entrance, hallways flanked a dining hall that stretched out from the back of the house. Scents drifted toward me from wherever the kitchen was. I’d been eating mostly hard bread and dried meat since I had left Pucheston and there was a part of me that wanted to skip the introductions and go straight to the food.
An alcove yawned in the right wall where a dark-skinned woman stood behind a large desk, dressed in the simple rusty black color I associated with office workers. The somber long skirt and hip-length short coat made her easy to overlook. I had a feeling that was her intention. “Investigator Nyine Hunter?” the woman inquired.
“Former investigator, yes.” I turned toward her.
“I see.” Her tone said my title wasn’t relevant to her. “I am Secretary Vargaren. Administrator-Minor Solak will be with you shortly.”
“Do I have time to care for my horse?” I asked. There was no reason for Bray to stand out there when she could be tucked into a warm stall with some hay.
“I will call for a stable hand.”
As I turned, I saw a set of double doors set into the wall beside her. Maybe the Administrator’s office?
I stepped back out the door and waited until a man wearing a dusty and plain tunic approached. “Investigator Hunter?” he asked.
That was fast. What kind of enchantments did this school have access to that she had been able to call someone up so quickly? Getting to study the enchantments might be a fun way to pass the year. Well, I had to accept the job first.
I pushed Bray’s reins at him, not even bothering to correct my title. It wasn’t like I had anything else to go by. It wasn’t like our language had a word for “person who has been drifting around the anal sore on the Kingdom’s prosperity known as Pucheston working for people most citizens would consider criminals.”
“Careful,” I told him as his hands reflexively closed over the reins. “She bites some. Never know when.”
“Investigator—” he started, giving me a strange look. He was probably thinking I didn’t know how to handle my own horse. Then Bray snaked her head around and grabbed his upper arm. I smirked at his yelp as I re-entered the Hall. It was funny when she did it to other people. I’d warned him.
After a few minutes of watching people walk through the entryway, all giving me curious glances, a very round man, just a bit shorter than me, hurried in my direction. His skin was light golden-brown, he wore a robe in an orange color a sunset would envy, and what was left of his dark hair was graying.
“Investigator Hunter!” he said brightly through puffing breaths. “I am Administrator-Minor Venshim Solak. Come, come. Let us take a walk through the gardens as we talk, yes? Such a wonderful day for it.”
I wanted to ask if he was certain his heart could take the exercise, but somewhere in my thirty-two years, I’d learned to curb my tongue. Sometimes, anyway. Instead, I merely walked at his side as he led me back out the door and around to the gardens on the left side of the building.
“I expected to see more students,” I commented.
“The graduates left after last year ended, of course,” he replied. “About half of those continuing this year returned home after examinations. You will see most of them arrive in the next half-moon. Those who are here now either could not afford the travel or enrolled in one of the seminars offered by the school during Fallow.”
Was it fortunate for me or not that Dynes hadn’t been teaching one of his seminars this time around? I wasn’t sure if I was ready to see him again after several years of only communicating through mirror messages.
“More schooling?” I asked to distract myself from that thought.
“We require students who remain here during interim sessions to either be enrolled in coursework or have employment in the area,” Solak said. “The Upper School takes the place of formal apprenticeships for most of our students. Seminars allow them to add depth to their specialties or learn skills we have not made part of the curriculum here.”
Because so much of that curriculum focused on teaching battle magic and weapons to wealthy citizens who would never set foot on a battlefield. I somehow managed to keep my eyes from lifting to the sky at that.
“A seminar is why we have invited you here. The seminar on magic manipulation was the first Master Artificer Weaver taught for us. When was that? Two years ago, I believe.”
“Master Artificer?”
“Oh? You hadn’t heard?”
“I’ve been living on the road, Administrator-Minor. Your invitation came to me in Pucheston. The news there tends to focus more on whether the smugglers were raided again than on one inventor’s accomplishments.”
His eyes widened, but he chuckled and sounded like he meant it. I considered Pucheston and the surrounding region of the Dreves an anal sore. Someone like Solak probably saw the place as a certain death. “Indeed, indeed. Yes, Dynes received his guild approval just a few moons ago. From what I understand, he has been involved in establishing his patents since then.”
And of course, the first time he had sent me a message since getting that Master Artificer title, he had told me about a job offer instead of sharing his news. Either he was embarrassed or it hadn’t occurred to him that most people didn’t get master designations at thirty-one years old. The youngest Master Artificer I knew of before Dynes had been in his forties when he’d earned the title.
I didn’t stop the soft smile that stretched my lips. Dynes had finally accomplished all of his goals. “Received the guild’s rather grudging approval, I’ll bet.”
“There was a bit of pressure on the guild by the royals and the military, from what I understand. Everyone knew he has the talent and knowledge to pass the testing. The panel was just being grumpy.”
Grumpy. One way to put it. Dynes didn’t fit our society’s idea of how great artificers were made. They were supposed to start school at a young age, finish those years of school, do their apprentice years under the watch of some master with grand opinions of themselves, then toil for years at minor projects until one day the panel decided they were worthy. Dynes had shown up from the backside of a mountain where we didn’t bother with learning to read or write, rushed through his schoolwork, started his career under the oversight of the military artificers, and fabricated his inventions part-time while working for the Tribunal as an investigator with me. I was so proud of my friend.
“I am so delighted you could take the time to hear our offer,” Solak continued. He did look delighted, with that wide smile and cheerful voice. “We feel you are uniquely suited to instructing this practicum.”
“Why?” came out before I could stop my mouth. Then I kept going. “I have no formal education and I haven’t done any teaching.” My only formal education had been an evaluation by Administrator Pike at Nesdigh when I was seventeen. And even that had happened only because the school had been ordered to evaluate my ability with magic. Solak didn’t need to know about that experience. Telling him about it would only lead to him asking questions I didn’t want to answer.
He smiled. “Your practical experience is precisely why we believe you fit this role. I will admit we considered many other candidates. Magic manipulation is seeing a resurgence and has become the area of study for many scholars in the past few years.”
Since Grek had been named Great-General and had started adding training in the old magic to the regimen for new soldiers. Because of us.
It annoyed me that it had taken Grek’s changes for people to take up the old magic again. It was how we had done magic for generations before spellcasting and enchantments had come into popular use. Places like where I had grown up still relied on the old magic for most of our magic. It didn’t need a new name and to be studied.
“So why not one of them?”
“It is just that for them, an area of study. We wanted to find someone who could teach our students how to truly use magic manipulation.” He clasped his hands behind his back as we walked. “Tell me, for what is Swever Hall known?”
I shrugged. Most of the Kingdom’s schools had reputations for one or two specialties, and I’d met enough former students in my previous life to feel that general knowledge was fairly accurate. “Adept soldier-mages.” Unlike Nesdigh, which turned out superior beings who enjoyed snubbing everyone else because they couldn’t possibly be smarter or more skilled. I’d spent the entire few days of the evaluation annoyed. The faculty who’d been forced to work with us had probably felt the same about us.
He tilted his head and gave me a small, cunning smile. Hm, more to this man than the cheerful, library-bound scholar he looked to be. “Only that?”
“Well, I guess there have been some famous graduates.” If he wanted a history lesson, he was going to be disappointed because I couldn’t actually name any of those people or what they were famous for. Dynes had been interested in schooling, not me.
“‘Mages of note’,” he said. “As our placards around the realm proclaim. Rewen Tillat the Fire-Willed, Sesqia of the Reaches, Brenne the Whisperer. There have been others. Those are perhaps the most well-known. Though we are not the top school for battle mages in the Sky Kingdom, there are other institutions who strive to be even a tenth as accomplished as we are.”
I lifted an eyebrow. “Your confidence is striking.”
He laughed. “The school is particularly gifted at taking average students and making them very good through a disciplined and rigorous curriculum so they may return home to be useful for their families.” I detected a bit of sarcasm in those words. Hm, the Administrator-Minor didn’t like that, did he?
We turned a corner along the garden path and a small lawn opened before us. A group of students sat in a circle talking. They glanced over at us, murmuring greetings to Solak, but didn’t interrupt their conversation. Solak continued, “However, it has been several generations since Swever Hall could claim a ‘mage of note.’”
There it was. Always about how the school appeared to the public.
“In order to change that, Administrator Avercraft and I feel we must shift how we train students. A focus on practical skills is a part of that shift. We employ plenty of instructors who are involved in theory and research. From what we have heard, you take that theory and research, and you apply it.”
What was he talking about? “I don’t know any theories or do any research. That’s Dynes’s thing.”
“Oh? And what of the tracking method you developed for the Tribunal investigators? We were told not only of how you pioneered the method, you also taught workshops on your method to several other investigative teams.”
“I—” Didn’t consider that developing a method or teaching workshops. I shrugged. “I just made some changes to the tracking magic we used for hunting.” I swallowed the lump that thinking of Papa made in my throat, even all these years after losing him and Mama.
“Which is the innovation we are looking for in instructors,” Solak said.
“I see.” I didn’t, really—anyone else could have done it if they were used to doing magic the way I was. Which brought up another concern. “I grew up doing magic this way. Everyone around me did. You understand the dangers of introducing these students to the old magic at this stage in their lives?”
His expression turned grim, which looked odd on a man who seemed to cheerful naturally. “I am a scholar. Throughout my career, I have been told the dangers of magic manipulation and reminded why a reliance on spells and potions grew to popularity so quickly when the practice was introduced to our kingdom during the last dynasty. And yet, I feel we should not ignore that our ancestors worked magic this way for centuries. Not to mention all of the places in this world where this is still the primary use of magic.”
What he wasn’t saying was how much people liked to ridicule others who used the old magic. I certainly didn’t go around my day telling people I preferred to use old magic. Many people I’d met in the past assumed my not reading meant that I’d never been able to do any magic because I couldn’t read spells. Which was dumb—people spoke spells all the time and I knew how to listen.
“From what Master Artificer Weaver told us in his recommendation, you seem to have a natural gift for pushing others to explore their magics.”
I’d helped Dynes “learn” tracking magic by abandoning him in a ravine when we were ten. He had eventually made it back to the village we’d grown up in—by using skills that had nothing to do with tracking magic and everything to do with the fact that Dynes didn’t see things the way the rest of us did.
That example wasn’t a positive reflection on my teaching skills. The village adults certainly hadn’t thought it funny.
I was having a hard time accepting that a school like this wanted me for me. People tended to automatically assume that because of my background, I was an idiot. Their assumptions were useful to me, but they still sliced at the part of me that had once been a young woman overwhelmed with grief and trying to learn how to live in a place drastically different from where she’d grown up.
“There is another element to your appeal to us. Your background and your references speak to a certain—flexibility of the mind.”
My brow furrowed. What did that mean?
He smiled gently at my obvious confusion. “Something others may consider a liability, but we see as a valuable asset. You became an investigator with a rare skillset for the foremost law enforcement agency in our realm, despite your lack of education and training in investigative techniques. You mentioned a few moments ago that you have emerged, seemingly unscathed, from one of the most lawless—” Here he grimaced. “—areas of the realm.”
I grinned a little at that.
“It is obvious you are an adaptable person. If you can pass your problem-solving skills to the students as well, this experiment of ours will be a quite the success.”
I doubted I would be allowed to teach these students the way I had learned. Life-or-death situations worked as motivation, but the parents would probably be unhappy to have their children come home traumatized.
He took a deep breath. “Before we move on, I do need to warn you of difficulties you may face in this role. There are many people who feel strongly that a class on magic manipulation is a waste of school resources at best. There will likely be some pushback from your fellow faculty as well as others involved in the school.”
I held in my scoff. He apparently didn’t realize that I had been dealing with that pushback for years. Ever since I’d left home, really. “I understand.”
He examined my face for a long moment before he apparently decided I did indeed understand. “Now, to the specifics. The pay is decent and includes room and board for both yourself and your horse. As a temporary instructor, you will report directly to myself. Should you remain here as a full-time member of our faculty after this first year, you will receive a budget for supplies and continuing education, in addition to an increase in salary. All of that will be detailed in your contract. This school year is a trial period. Upon the end of the year, we will meet to renegotiate the terms of your contract if we wish to continue your employment. Should this role not move forward, we may offer you another position. Do you accept our offer?”
Do practically nothing at a posh boarding school? Or go back to Vawna and her crew's hopes?
“Yes,” I said. “When do I start?”
“Excellent, excellent! You can move in as soon as your contract is signed. Secretary Vargaren will have that available. We will take this time before the start of classes to introduce you to the school and your duties.”
“Sounds good.”
He clasped his hands together and bowed toward me with his head and shoulders. “Welcome to Swever Hall. I believe this school year will be a success for all of us, especially our students. Now, I have an appointment with a student. Let me return you to Secretary Vargaren so you can discuss your contract.”
“Is it all right if I check on my horse first? I would like to see her settled.” More like I needed to make sure she hadn’t done permanent damage to the stable hand, but Solak didn’t need to know that.
“Of course, of course.” He gave me directions to find the stable from the garden before we parted ways.






  
  Chapter 2


The stables and yard were an ode to good horsemanship. A brick-paved courtyard separated the stable building from the corner of the school, with a matching brick path leading around to the Hall’s driveway. The courtyard was kept swept, based on the lack of horse leavings I saw on those bricks. An empty tie rail stretched to either side of the open aisle way doors. The stable itself was built out of the same stone as the Hall. 
I entered a long aisle. Tack rooms with walls full of saddles, bridles, and harnesses stood on both my right and left. A lot going on here, it seemed. I thought I saw my own dusty saddle and bridle in the one to the left. The stalls were placed immediately after those rooms, with horses of all colors peering at me over half-doors.
I must have looked lost, as the first stable hand who saw me  stopped and pointed to Bray’s stall. Seemed she had already given me a reputation.
The stable hand I had passed Bray to earlier was leaning against her new stall door, his arms draped over the top as he watched her eat.
He’d seemed cute enough earlier—no more than a couple of years older than me, brown-skinned, dark brown hair lightened by the sun to reddish tips, about my height, not slight of build but not as broad, either. Maybe he would be open to some fun.
Something was itching at my mind as I looked at him. And then, as he was turning toward me, I realized he was not a stable hand at all.
Yes, his short coat and trousers were dusty and plain. They were also made of a fabric that had a far better weave than I had seen any stable hand be able to afford.
He had already seen me. I wasn’t going to be able to escape. And melting into the floor from embarrassment wasn’t an option, either.
So I joined him at the stall door and looked over my horse. Unsaddled and rubbed down, Bray stood in straw piled up to her knees and hocks while she munched down gleefully on a massive pile of green, sweet-smelling hay. She looked up, saw me, dismissed me, and returned to her bounty.
“Well, if these are her accommodations, I can’t wait to see my own.” I grinned at the man and was opening my mouth again to thank him for taking care of her when he spoke.
“Unlike some of my predecessors, I have always striven to maintain adequate quarters for my faculty.” He pushed away from the stall door to stand upright.
Wait, “my faculty”? I suddenly felt a little lightheaded. This was worse than I’d thought.
His next words confirmed my sudden suspicion and I wanted to melt into the floor. “My name is Bejarm Avercraft. I am Administrator here at the School at Swever Hall. Should I address you as Instructor Hunter?”
“Yes, I accepted the offer. Thank you for the opportunity, Administrator. It is certainly different from my other roles.”
He might have looked amused. It was difficult to tell with him. “I understand you were most recently in Pucheston. Do you not believe there is much relevance between life in the Dreves and teaching adolescents?”
That was a question I had expected Solak to ask earlier. It was probably good he hadn’t, though, because my response was, “Probably not much, unless I’ll be spending most of my time tossing drunks off the prostitutes?” Why? Why did I say that?
Because this man made me nervous. Not in a I-needed-to-get-away-right-now way. More that there was a watchfulness to him I wouldn’t have expected from someone who worked in a school. I was thinking too hard into it. To be Administrator at a school like this, he had probably been in the military.
I was probably nervous because I’d let my horse bite the man who was boss to my new boss.
He stepped back from the stall door. “How was your travel?”
“Not bad. Weather wasn’t hard to ride through, coming from that direction.” Fallow in the Dreves was much milder than here.
“Good. I doubt you have had the time to meet with Secretary Vargaren and sign your contract.”
He still wanted me around after all this? I’d been preparing myself to get Bray back out of that stall.
“No. I’m on my way there now. I just wanted to check on Bray.” Who looked far more comfortable than I felt at the moment. Had he actually taken care of her or had he just passed her on to the actual stable hands?
“I am returning to my office now, if you would like to walk with me?”
“Sure.” More opportunities to say inappropriate things to the person who ran the whole place. It would probably be best if I didn’t speak at all.
Except… “I apologize for earlier. I should have verified who you were before I gave you my horse.”
“Yes, you should have.” We walked a few more steps before he said, “I do enjoy time in the stables, however I had planned to be back in my office before now.”
How red was my face? I felt so hot from the embarrassment, it was a shock that the air wasn’t steaming around me.
“Your horse is an interesting one.”
The embarrassment evaporated, replaced by annoyance. “She’s a good, sturdy horse.”
“I see.”
Insult me all you want. Don’t insult my horse. I was suddenly feeling less embarrassed.
Avercraft led me to the alcove where Secretary Vargaren was seated. “May we see the contract you prepared for Instructor Hunter?” he asked.
“Of course.” She pulled a scroll from one of her desk drawers and passed it to him.
He presented the scroll to me. I took it, looked at him, then looked back up at him.
“This contract will give you the full details of your role here at Swever Hall, the dates of your assignments, and all salary and benefits conferred upon you as a temporary member of our faculty. These benefits include your housing and meals. Read over the document and then we can discuss any details.” He shifted his weight, already preparing to walk through the door I assumed led to his office. “Do you have any questions?”
“Yes,” I replied. “Is someone available to read this to me?”
He blinked.
I cocked up my brows to emphasize my question. “Ah. Yes,” Avercraft said after that moment of hesitation. “Secretary Vargaren, I will need a few minutes to speak with Instructor Hunter.”
They hadn’t known? Either Dynes had thought that would be unacceptable or it wasn’t important. Probably not important, because he had to have known they would have a written contract. I should have considered that myself.
Most likely Avercraft was pulling me into his office to tell me privately that they wouldn’t be able to offer the position after all. Maybe I would be able to find another job on this side of the Kingdom so I wouldn’t have to go back to the Dreves. Though this place was a little too close to King’s Place. Bad enough I’d had to get so close while traveling here.
Administrator Avercraft held his hand out for this scroll and I handed it over. Yes, he was going to ask me to leave. Maybe I should head east. Though that direction had its own problems . . .
He led me into the office and settled behind his desk, indicating the guest chairs. I glanced around as I sat. The room was so—exactly what I would have expected from a man in his position. Large desk, matching everything. The only decor on the walls and shelves were school awards. Everything inside seemed to be for the school. The only life in the room was the large window overlooking the front lawn. I would be shocked if the whole thing wasn’t spelled to keep people from seeing in. Yet another massive expense to build this place and have it look pretty.
As soon as I was in the chair, Avercraft asked, “You have no schooling?”
“Formal schooling wasn’t considered a valuable life skill where I grew up.” But if they needed someone to take down a deer, mend trousers, or barter for Fallow supplies at the market, I was very useful. As far as I was concerned, people who read only wrote things down to show how smart they were, when obviously if they were as smart as they believed, they’d memorize what they needed to like those of us who didn’t read. Dynes disagreed with me on that. I was sure everyone here did, too.
“I see.” He rubbed his chin before dropping the scroll onto the top of the desk. “I had wondered if you were self-taught, as Master Artificer Weaver is.”
I smirked at that. “Dynes was always the one who wanted school and education. I was not. Is this a problem for you?” I would need to get back on the road soon if I was going. Bray would be unhappy about leaving the stall now that she’d settled in.
“Not at all.” Avercraft’s words snapped me out of my thoughts, the half-formed plans scattering. “It isn’t as though I am asking you to teach the students to read. Though you may find some aspects of this position difficult to fulfill without reading and writing.” He laced his hands together over the paper and watched me for a moment.
He appeared lost in thought, yet I had the feeling that if I launched myself at him over the desk in attack, he would have no problem fending me off. I wasn’t sure what it was about him that gave me that impression. I would have to watch Administrator Avercraft.
“I will have to discuss this with Administrator-Minor Solak. The school will need to provide you with an accommodation to help you with any tasks dependent on reading and writing. May I ask, how was this handled when you were an investigator?”
I shrugged. “Dynes wrote the reports.”
“Ah.” He unrolled the contract and began to read aloud.
The terms of the contract were simple: classes would start in a half-moon’s time and the contract was in effect from now to until the day after graduation. Students spent their mornings in weapons training and theory classes. My “practicum,” as Avercraft referred to my class, had been scheduled for early afternoons. (When I asked, Avercraft explained to me that a practicum was the type of class where students worked on actually using magic. I would have expected all classes to work that way, but what did I know?)
I would also be expected to help with other tasks, such as chaperoning students on visits to nearby Sweverton and monitoring the students during mealtimes. Solak was responsible for scheduling my duties outside of classes. We would renegotiate before I was offered another term of teaching. And I was warned, yet again, that the position may not be renewed. Blah, blah. I had food, shelter, and a bit of money. I was happy.
“Do you agree to these terms?” Avercraft asked.
“Yes.”
He hesitated, then turned the scroll around and pushed it across the desk toward me. “You will need to sign or this will not be a binding document.”
“I can do that.” I held my tongue on reminding him I had existed in society comfortably enough for my adult life. There was no use; people seemed to equate reading with intelligence.
Taking a quill, I drew my signature on the bottom of the contract as one of the scribes at the Tribunal had taught me when I had first joined their ranks, smiling a little wistfully as I thought of her. One of Dynes’s recent messages had said Asquel was doing quite well for herself.
“Secretary Vargaren will file this contract in the employee records,” Avercraft said once I lifted the quill from the page. “She will show you to your room. Unless you have already made plans to stay elsewhere tonight?”
“No.” I had been prepared to camp off the road if I hadn’t been able to find lodging in Sweverton. The nights weren’t that cold yet.
“Then you are dismissed.”
I was dismissed, was I? Oh, messing with this man was going to be fun.
I left the office, handed the contract to Secretary Vargaren, and then she took me to my new accommodations on the school’s second floor and promised to have a meal sent up to me so I could “rest and settle in after my long journey.” Which I took to mean “stay out of sight until I was presentable.”






  
  Chapter 3


I think most of the students would have found my room to be small and plain. It was perhaps half the width of Bray’s stall, had a single window overlooking the rear grounds of the Hall, and was furnished only with a bed and wardrobe topped by a mirror the size of my palm5t4. I almost walked into the wardrobe when Secretary Vargaren opened the door. 
The bed was clean, the door locked, the spell lamp worked, and I heard none of the drama and hysterics that came from living in a house full of young people. The sound-dampening spells built into the school’s walls were obviously better than most boarding houses and inns I’d stayed in over the years—though I couldn’t decide who needed good sound-dampening spells more. There were corpses who slept less well than I had.
It was well past dawn when I woke and dressed. Not normal for me, but sleeping in a secure room on a comfortable bed hadn’t been normal for me in many years, either.
Finding the laundry was on my list of tasks for the day. I tossed aside the tunic I’d worn the day before to grab the only other one I owned at the moment. I didn’t want anyone fainting at my odor. I’d washed myself and done a spot cleaning of my trousers before bed, but everyone would have to deal with the bit of road dust and sweat left on them. I needed to do some repairs on my other pair to be decent.
As I left my room, a young woman stepped out of the door beside mine. To be housed up here, she had to be another instructor. But instructor of what? She couldn’t be more than a few years over twenty and was lovely with her long, soft deep brown hair, lightly dusted with gold from the sun and cascading down her back in full curls. Light brown skin that fell in tone between Avercraft’s and my own tanned-but-pale. Just the right amount of breast and hips to be fashionable, hugged by a matching short coat and skirt cut from fine wool.
Being that feminine every day was too much work. AnTwalla would love her.
I shoved that thought away before it soured my mood.
“Blue skies,” I said, swiping my hand in and up in the greeting most used throughout the Kingdom. “I’m Nyine Hunter, new instructor.”
Her lips twisted into a sneer as her eyes raked over me. “Perhaps you would be more comfortable in the blacksmith’s shed than instructing at this school. Or on your back under him.”
Well, someone was insecure with her place in the world. And she wasn’t entirely wrong. “I’m impressed.”
She had been about to turn away, but paused, looking startled and a little wary. “Oh?”
“Yes. I wouldn’t have expected someone like you to know how to be so crass.” I started to pass her. “Also, I prefer to be on top. You should try it sometime. You might be satisfied for once.” With that, I jogged down the stairs.
I’d heard Solak’s warning about the feelings of some of the other instructors. I just hadn’t expected it to start as soon as I left my room.
In the dining hall, the morning meal was laid out on sideboards along the side wall beside the door. I paused, enjoying the view. The back wall had many long, narrow windows looking out over the fields and woods spreading out behind the school. There must be an entire guild chapter of construction mages out there that had been able to retire off of what they had made from building this school.
A sudden burst of hushed conversation had me looking to my left. One long table ran along the other side wall, standing perpendicular from the rest. It was half-full of adults, most of them much older than myself. Those had to be the instructors, then.
A good handful of them wore heavy, floor-dragging academic robes that somehow seemed oppressive when Solak’s had been whimsical. Others wore outdated military dress. I barely managed to stop my lip from curling. People like that rarely got along with me. We tended to have different views of military service. A few were dressed in a simple tunic over trousers like myself. None of them looked like they’d just come in from dragging themselves across half of the nation.
A kitchen hand came out of a set of swinging double doors. That must be the kitchen, then. She started making her way down the sideboards, touching each platter and murmuring a spell. I couldn’t make it out and I didn’t care to. Why speak a spell to warm the plates when you could just push the magic into it? Dynes would scold me for that thought; he believed learning spells taught new ways of utilizing magic.
“Blue skies,” I greeted as I stopped at the top of the line.
The kitchen hand paused. “Blue skies.” Her eyebrows had drawn up a little. Did the other instructors not interact with the kitchen staff?
“I’m a new instructor,” I told her. “Nyine Hunter.”
“Welcome to Swever Hall, Instructor. Enjoy your meal.” She touched one last platter before returning to the kitchen.
I snagged a plate. Oh. Those were kept warm, too. How many kitchen staff were employed here to spend so much time spelling dishware in addition to cooking food? I made my way down the line, enjoying the warmth against my fingers as I considered my choices.
Dynes may have a point. I’d reheated my food with magic before, but never considered using it to keep the food warm. And certainly never to warm my plates.
Though it had been years since I had eaten food that was held hot. Unless it came out of a stew pot.
And, oh, why I was thinking about plates when there was all of this food? Bread, fruit, sausage. And butter. There was far more, but fruit, honey, bread, and sausage that actually smelled like pork was all I cared about. Especially if I could drown the bread in fresh butter.
“Blue skies, Instructor Hunter,” Avercraft said from behind me as I reached for a gloriously thick and soft chunk of bread displayed on a platter. A lesser woman may have jumped and lost her hold, but it had been some time since I’d been able to eat from such a spread.
And my belly held a strike against me for every time in my life that I’d had to scrap for food.
“Blue skies, Administrator Avercraft,” I said instead as I gleefully dropped the bread on my plate.
He smiled with his lips, but his eyes held annoyance. Impressive. I’d already done something to irritate him and I hadn’t even been trying yet. “Did Administrator-Minor Solak not inform you the first meal begins precisely at dawn?”
“I thought that only applied to students?”
“For everyone.”
“Ah, well. I’m here now.” The only reason I was here now was because the smell of bread and meat cooking had drawn me out. Otherwise I might have slept even longer. I eyed Avercraft. “Do you stalk all of your new employees, or am I special?”
“I wanted to be certain to greet you for your first full day on campus. Had you come down at an appropriate time, I would have been able to introduce you to your fellow faculty.”
“Oh, I’m terribly sorry to have missed them.”
Either he was excellent at sarcasm, or he had no understanding of the concept at all. His face didn’t even twitch.
I glanced over at the faculty table. Several kept sneaking glances at me—and had been since I entered the dining hall. Probably gossiping. My fellows? I didn’t consider myself a venomous snake.
Plopping down at the nearest table, I shoved the bread into my mouth. Avercraft raised an eyebrow at me.
“A few people are still eating. The faculty table is there.” He nodded at the table.
“You hired me because I don’t do things the way others do, yes?”
He frowned. “In a sense, yes.”
I took another quick bite of my oh-so-delicious bread. “Here I am, not doing things the way others do.” The encounter outside my door had been enough for my morning.
“You are making this difficult for yourself if you refuse to interact with the others.”
“This is how our ‘interaction’ will go, Avercraft. I will sit down. The ringleader of the merry band over there will immediately jump in with what sound like pleasant introductions. The conversation will then slowly turn until I am defending myself from insults thinly veiled as questions to get to know me.” I had sat through enough meals like that. I wasn’t willing to sit through another.
He had stiffened as I spoke. “I will remind you this once to address me as Administrator Avercraft. I understand you have been working on your own for some time, but you will be respectful while you are here.”
He was right. He wasn’t the one who’d thrown nastiness in my face that morning. The proper Administrator probably hadn’t dealt with that often in his life.
I tried for contrite. I don’t think I hit it. “My apologies. I prefer time to myself in the morning, so I would rather eat quietly. I will have plenty of opportunities to meet everyone later.”
He watched me for a moment before giving me a sharp nod. “Report to Administrator-Minor Solak when you have completed your meal.”
I crunched a little too hard into a slice of apple. And here was the sour mood.
This was why it had been easier to stay on the road, taking on odd courier and guard jobs for the past three years. Easier to just be another face among the crew where no one cared about connections or my origins.
These people were so comfortable in their small, tidy world. They’d likely lived the lives they’d expected since they were born. Attended a school like this one. Joined the military or a guild after their schooling. Then married someone with the appropriate similar background.
They’d never been abandoned. Changed their names to escape pity from some people, or used by others.
They had never watched loved ones die in ways that killed off bits of you.
Maybe I shouldn’t have signed that contract. Maybe I should have recorded a message for Dynes in the mirror to tell him it hadn’t worked out, then saddled Bray back up and returned to the road.
Too late now. I had signed that contract. More importantly to me, I had given my word. It was only a year.






  
  Chapter 4


After a quick visit to the stables to see how Bray had settled in overnight, I had to ask one of the housekeeping staff to direct me to Solak’s office. 
He was seated at his desk when I found him. The room was a study of self-indulgence and comfort that made me want to curl up on the overstuffed sofa under the window and pull the thick blankets folded over the arm across myself to nap away the day. Would he be bothered if I parked myself in that spot for rainy afternoons? That would probably be considered improper.
Thick carpets covered the office’s floor and tapestries left not an inch of wall bare. Detailed carvings crawled along the edges and legs of the dark wood desk that gleamed from regular polishing. The only purely functional piece in the room was a folding divider that blocked off sight into one corner. I felt a reservoir of magical energy behind that divider, but couldn’t determine what it was unless I walked over and looked. That would be rude.
The window over the sofa carried the same barrier spells I’d noticed on the rest of the glass surfaces in the Hall, wards against breaking and peeking in from outside. These looked to have a more recent re-application. The school must employ a barrier mage.
Wait. Of course there was a barrier mage at the school. It was an elite private school specializing in military disciplines. They probably employed multiple instructors in barrier magic alone.
“Ah, Instructor! Come in, come in.” Solak gestured me in with a sweep of his arm, the wide sleeves of his robe almost swiping items off the top of his desk.
I sat in the chair across from him. Firm enough to get up quickly, yet still with enough padding to be comfortable. “Who is the brown-haired woman in the room next to mine?”
He blinked at my sudden question, then cocked his head slightly as he thought. “Stellis Avercraft.”
I stared. “The Administrator is married?” Though I didn’t know why the idea bothered me so much—Avercraft was about my own age. It was more remarkable he was unmarried. And why would his wife be in the room next to mine?
The morning’s interactions had bothered me more than I let myself realize if I wasn’t noticing and thinking through details. That was supposed to be a skill of mine.
“The Administrator’s sister.”
Even less believable.
“Is the room to your liking? Did you sleep well?” Solak reached for a ledger book on his desk and pulled it closer.
“The room is delightful.” I grinned. The room and food alone might be worth dealing with the pretentious academics.
He chuckled. “Oh, if only all of our instructors were so satisfied. Now, I am going to assign one of the Foundation School instructors to act as a mentor for you.”
“Foundation School? That’s the younger students, isn’t it? I won’t be teaching any of them, or am I not remembering our conversation yesterday correctly?”
“You are correct.” Solak picked up a quill and ran a finger down the page. “The Upper School’s instructors are inconsistently in their classrooms and I feel it is best to have a mentor who will always be where you expect them to be. And, if you are interested in learning to read and write, those instructors really are the best for teaching such.”
If I’d wanted to spend that much time inside ruining my eyes, I’d had plenty of opportunities in the past. Dynes or Asquel would have gladly taught me.
“Since you will also require assistance with written tasks, I will assign one of the assistantship students to you. It would be best if the student is also taking your practicum, so I do have someone in mind. I will inform you of that assignment when the student accepts.”
“Sounds good.”
“Excellent.” He opened a drawer and pulled out a single piece of paper, then began writing. “Did you see the board outside of the office? Your monitoring assignments will be posted there. Your practicum will be after the mid-day meal, so most of your assignments will be in the morning. Are there any other skills you would like to put to use here?”
One thing would make the next year easier. “Is there anything I can do in the stables?”
“Ah! Yes. The stablekeeper would appreciate another hand with cavalry exercises.”
Solak finished writing, then stood and reached up. I gaped at the bubbles floating above our heads.
Solak must have caught my expression as he returned to his chair. “We just had these installed. Quite ingenious, don’t you think? The bubbles have been spelled to carry small items and spoken messages across a network that has been installed throughout the building. Much quicker than calling in someone to carry paperwork back and forth, and far less costly than far-speaking mirrors.”
I found myself smiling. Those were the types of things Dynes was working to invent. For all I knew, he had been part of the team that developed those bubbles.
Vargaren appeared at the door. “Ah, thank you, Secretary Vargaren. Will you please show Instructor Hunter to Instructor Fairwoman for mentoring? Thank you for joining me this morning, Instructor.”
“Yes, Administrator-Minor. If you will come with me, Instructor?” She motioned into the hall and I got up to meet her.
She led me to the grand stairs in the entrance hall, then up and across to the opposite wing.
Secretary Vargaren knocked on the first classroom door we came to, then opened the door as soon as the person inside responded. She led us into the room, stopping near the front. A woman with blonde hair and skin even paler than my own sat behind a plain, dark-wood desk while several boys who looked about twelve years old sat at the long tables that stretched across the room. Each of those boys looked as though they were about to drop onto the tables to sleep.
“Instructor Freta Fairwoman,” Secretary Vargaren said, “I introduce Instructor Nyine Hunter. Administrator-Minor Solak has requested you serve as her mentor for the upcoming school year.”
Fairwoman drew herself straighter in her chair. It didn’t seem possible for a spine to stretch that upright. “These boys are here for remedial tutoring,” she announced, allowing a small sneer to pull up her lip. “This woman is a distraction.”
Vargaren’s expression didn’t change. Neither did her posture. And yet I knew she was annoyed. “You are the senior instructor. The Administrator-Minor believes your tutoring will be beneficial for Instructor Hunter to observe.”
“And what does the Administration know of teaching boys? Neither has spent one day at the front of a classroom.”
Hm. That was interesting to know. Though I understood it wasn’t uncommon for school administrators to not come from teaching backgrounds. Appointments seemed to come more from knowing the right people than relevant skills. Not that I could complain, considering my own path to my current employment.
“I see. Perhaps Instructor Deet will find her less distracting.”
“Yes, pass her off on Deet.”
Vargaren paused after the classroom door shut behind us and drew in a breath that sounded like the flame that was about to consume Fairwoman’s career. “I hope you do not believe her behavior reflects the attitude of this school.”
I shrugged. “Her behavior is what I expected. As I tried to tell the Administrator this morning.”
“Instructor Deet is right this way.” Vargaren stepped to a door that stood diagonal from Fairwoman’s and rapped.
“Come in!” came a cheery voice from the other side.
Vargaren pushed open the door and a round, brown-skinned woman with a pleasant face stood from her desk. Her black hair was pulled back and covered with a net that matched the brightly-embroidered blue tunic and skirt she wore. Her classroom was otherwise empty.
“Secretary Vargaren! How good to see you! And is this the newest member of our team?” She beamed at me.
“She is.” Vargaren motioned me forward. “Instructor Yewi Deet, I introduce Instructor Nyine Hunter. Administrator Avercraft would like to assign you as her mentor for this year.”
“I would be happy to mentor you, Instructor Hunter!” She waved me to the front of the room.
“Thank you, Instructor Deet. I shall leave you two to it, then.” Vargaren stepped out and closed the door behind herself.
Yewi looked at a chair set off in the corner and spoke a spell that lifted the chair and set it near her own. “Sit. I understand you are a specialist in magic manipulation.”
She made it sound so—analytical. Like it wasn’t something I’d been doing since my father had started teaching me how to sense animals at five years old.
“If you want to call it that.”
“You do not consider yourself a specialist?”
“It’s the way I prefer doing magic, but I don’t have schooling in it. I was taught by my parents.”
“Ah, yes.” Her ever-ready smile widened. It wasn’t mocking—it seemed she found value in learning magic from your parents. Most people didn’t, I had realized soon after leaving my home village of Simot. “I spend an hour every evening working with my children on their magic. They’re too young yet to come here.”
“Will they be able to get in here when they’re old enough?” The words were out before I realized they were rude, but Yewi just continued to smile.
“One of the benefits of being full-time faculty and staff here is tuition for your children. Books and supplies will be a bit much, but we are already saving for the expense. And they’ll live at home, of course. Board is as much an expense as the tuition. In what areas do you focus your magic?”
It took me a moment to realize she’d brought us back to the conversation at hand without disrupting the discussion at all. I could easily believe this woman taught twelve-year-olds with how deftly she’d redirected us. “Tracking and hunting.”
“Such practical skills! But I’m not aware of how that magic works.”
I shrugged. “For me, I can feel the presence of animals through the land.” There was more to it than that, but I didn’t need to explain everything I did.
“Do you only use manipulation?”
“No, I use spells when they work better. Lights, locks, you know.”
“Magical manipulation, astounding.” She clasped her hands. “You shall have to instruct me on the theories into how it works. I admit I’ve never focused my own research in that direction.”
I felt my lips stretch into a frown. “Theories? How it works?”
“Yes. You do know how it works, yes?” Now she was frowning back at me, looking a bit disturbed by the idea that I didn’t know how my own magic worked. “I know Master-Artificer Weaver has been doing some research into the discipline.”
I snorted. “Research is Dynes’s best friend, though he claims I have that honor. I know he had some benefactors who wanted to look into ways a person could improve their capacity for the old magics—er, magic manipulation—but they didn’t like what he told them. I’m not sure how to explain it.” I stared without seeing at her blackboard as I thought. “It’s like walking.”
“Walking?”
“Yes. You can’t really explain how walking works. I mean, I know there’s something to it, how our bodies move and all that. But it’s something we teach ourselves through trying and trying with only our parents helping us by holding our hands. It’s not as though someone tells how to walk and then we do it. And once we learn how to stand up and move our feet, we don’t immediately have the capability of walking for miles at a time. We walk a little, then a little bit more, then we start to run and jump and skip. We gradually learn all the ways we can move and our stamina grows the more we do. And our body has ways of telling us we’ve done too much. We get hungry and thirsty. Our feet hurt. That’s the only way to increase your capacity for the old magics. You learn and practice a little at a time, you recognize when you’re close to doing too much, and you try again when you’ve rested.”
She was staring at me with the most thoughtful expression I’d ever seen aimed my way before, as though I’d shared some monumental secret. “It seems rather simple when you put it that way. We shall have to trade. You shall instruct me on how to do magic manipulation, the old magics as you call them, as I am mentoring you.”
“Sure,” I agreed with a shrug.
“Now.” She hopped up. “While we have some time, let me show you around the school. I doubt anyone has taken the time to properly introduce you to your new home, hm?” As I shook my head she was already casting up her eyes. “Come with me. It’ll be close to mid-day by the time we’re through and then we can eat together.”
Eating with Yewi sounded far more pleasant than dealing with the instructors’ table. “An excellent idea,” I said, linking my arm through hers. “Where shall we go first?”
“Let us go to the Upper School’s classrooms, since that is where your students will spend most of their time. We’ll go around the grounds after, then. With the name Hunter, I’d say you probably spend most of your time outside.”
“That’s what I’d like to say,” I grumbled, making her giggle.
As we walked, she spoke. “Swever Hall is separated into two areas of focus: the Foundation School for basic education and the Upper School for career preparation. Most students enter the Foundation School at the age of ten and remain until they either enroll in the Upper School or choose an apprenticeship.
“Students generally spend four to five years in the Foundation School before moving on to the Upper School, which has a five-year curriculum. However, there are plenty of students who come only for the Upper School courses. We have a handful each year who enroll only for the last two years of formal education. They are generally home-taught or privately tutored and are here only to master their preferred martial and magical skills. And to fulfill the Kingdom’s requirements, of course. For most of our students, their time in the Upper School will stand in as their years of apprenticeship, so they remain here for the entirety of their curriculum. Like with all of the military schools in the Sky Kingdom, Swever graduates can expect to enter the military as officers rather than be assigned to a Seven.”
I didn’t need Yewi to tell me most didn’t enter the military at all. I’d heard Grek grumble on this subject often enough. These students were the children of the kingdom’s wealthiest citizens, after all. They could hardly be sacrificed to the Joests or the Peninsular Clans.
“Most live on campus in the dormitories—the Foundation School girls’ dormitories are on the floor just above us with the Upper School girls roomed above them and the boys in the other wing. There are some day students who come from Sweverton. That is the name of the town you should have ridden through on your journey here.” Whoever Swever had been, it seemed he’d had a lot of influence in the area. He must have been a landholder.
We went down below the entrance level to see the weapons training rooms. Once there, I realized the Hall was set into a hill so the rear of the training rooms opened with large doors directly onto the back lawn. Rings were marked out there for practice.
Across the rings were several utilitarian buildings Yewi named as the gardeners’ shed, the armorer’s smithy, the laundry, and the outdoor ovens. I made note of the smithy and laundry—those would be my first stops after we ate.
To the right I could see the back of the stables where small paddocks and a riding arena stretched away from the barn with larger fenced fields further out. I wouldn’t need to worry about Bray’s happiness, then.
On our left stood a large conservatory I hadn’t been able to see from the front of the building. The walls of the formal gardens extended out behind the conservatory.
“I wouldn’t have thought a military school would invest so much into maintaining gardens,” I commented as we strolled toward the garden gate.
“It is said Holder Swever’s wife believed no estate was complete without a full garden,” Yewi replied. “Though about thirty years ago the Board wanted to remove the gardens and replace them with more training space. Many past students revolted. It seems they had fond memories of these gardens.”
“More likely of what they did with other students in these gardens back in their day.”
She gave me a small, delighted grin that told me she’d made a few fond memories of her own in gardens. “Indeed. Though the conservatory and gardens are also home to the herbs and flowers our healers use for their work, and we do offer a few classes teaching the care of those plants and how to turn them into healing tinctures. I believe field healing is a discipline Administrator Avercraft would like to expand.”
We wandered the garden paths. Yewi pointed out a few places where some of the instructors, mostly her fellow Foundation School instructors, liked to take their classes when the weather was pleasant. By that point, we were mostly strolling along to enjoy the day. Planting season was certainly on its way.
We had almost reached the back wall when I saw an opening in an enclosed area formed out of alternating tall shrubs and trellises covered with vines that would flower as the weather warmed. Stepping through the opening revealed a round area paved with wide gray bricks and crowned by a tree so large it shaded almost the entire space. Or, rather it would shade the space once its leaves finished budding. A hip-high raised bed circled the perimeter, the brick border providing a shelf just wide enough to sit on. The beds were planted with some kind of low, ground-covering evergreen plant.
It was completely private and yet there were no amorous students to be seen. Maybe it was too far a walk from the Hall. Maybe the students of this school believed in abstinence. Ha.
“I’d forgotten this was back here,” Yewi said behind me. “It’s too far from the Hall proper to get out here during my normal walks.”
“Doesn’t look like many people make it out here.” The space had a feeling of disuse to it even though last year’s leaves had been swept up at some point over Fallow. I drifted back out from between the opening to the garden path. This was another place of note that I’d be sure to visit again.
“I think it’s time to break for mid-day meal, don’t you?” We wrapped arms again. “Thank you for the tour, Yewi. This has been far more entertaining than what I’d have endured with either of this school’s administrators as my guide.”
She giggled again. “No doubt,” she said. “I’m fond of the Administrator, but he’s far too restrained. And, well, were you here with the Administrator-Minor, I imagine you would still be examining the classrooms while he told you every story that happened in every one from the first day of his tenure here. They would be entertaining, for sure, but—“ She pushed out a gusty sigh. “Long.”






  
  Chapter 5


We had a pleasant meal. Yewi regaled me with amusing stories about her husband and children. The other instructors stayed away. The food remained good and plentiful. 
“The armorer’s shop is behind the Hall, across the training rings, correct?” I asked as we stood up from our meal and brought our dishes to the washtub.
“That is correct.” Yewi beamed at me. “I’m going to enjoy mentoring you this year. Tomorrow, then?”
“Tomorrow,” I agreed. Shockingly, I was looking forward to it. Yewi seemed more open-minded than the others. And she had a sense of humor.
I started for the door I’d noticed to the side of the dining hall. Considering it seemed to open into mid-air, I assumed there were stairs leading down to the practice rings.
Secretary Vargaren had informed me I was allowed to borrow weapons from the school when I wanted to practice. I hadn’t planned on taking advantage of that benefit. My knives were strapped about my body. My hunting bow was tucked away in my quarters. I’d never owned more than that, and here shouldn’t be a place where I would need much else.
But I needed to keep my skills sharp. I was only here for a year. Walking around the campus where I could see the students practicing made me realize just how complacent I’d become.
Even the troubles I ran into out on the road had turned routine. Bandits were unoriginal in their attacks. At Vawna’s, tossing out customers had more often required the skill to notice when those customers were getting inappropriate than using a blade. My fists had been sufficient there.
While I had access to a full armory, I might as well take advantage.
A clump of students milled around the front of the building that had to be the armorer’s shop. Most were in far nicer clothing than what I had seen about campus during my walk with Yewi.
I pushed through them. “It’s a fine sword, Rewenling,” a rumbly voice said from inside.
Oh, great. A Rewen’s kid attended this school? Swever Hall had some prestige, but I hadn’t thought it was enough to attract the scions of the people who governed our society.
I hesitated outside the open door, just close enough to see a golden-skinned and black-haired young man inside. The young man’s mouth pinched. “This sword is not worthy of my hand.” I rolled my eyes. Who spoke that way? “The Administrator will not allow my family to send my private weapons.”
“As it’s been every year ye’ve been enrolled here,” the armorer replied. I could pick out the edge underlying his words.
“I can hardly be expected to work with a weapon of lesser quality. This sword is—“ The young man’s mouth pinched again. “Junk.”
What did he say?
I stepped in. “Armorer, I have a question,” I said, then pretended I had just noticed the
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