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Introduction
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The barrier to entry for some professions can quite unique in terms of the path that must be walked in order to obtain the job.

I grew up in a university community and have known a great number of academics in my time. 

The stress I’ve witnessed some people going through to try and get tenure can be really intense. 

I’d imagine that at a magical university, the pressure around getting tenure may be even more challenging. 

At Borealis University, up in the hills to the west of the city of Breadcove Bay, many students come to learn scholastics, magic, and how to navigate their country of Langasee and the world beyond.

Borealis University is also the employer of choice for the young teacher Shanning, whom this story is about. 

After years of learning the ropes, completing advanced studies, and finishing up his student teaching, he now faces his ultimate test, with potential full employment on the line.

The final test to get hired varies based off of who administers the test. 

Shanning gets to take his test with the Luminator, a dicey option when it comes to test administration. 

She herself creates a wide range of different tests for different teaching applicants. Their difficulty level and complexity depends on her mood of the day and her attitude toward the particular candidate in question. 

I rather think she has a good nose for sniffing out who will be a good fit for the staff of the university, though; as well as who will be a good teacher for the students.

Let’s see how Shanning does.
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Shanning sat diagonally across his great chair, and stared despondently at the table before him.

He was sitting in the middle of the Luminator’s vast workroom at Borealis University—its spectacular carved back doors led to a path that went directly into the forest—and he was staring at four small cups of tea.

It was early on a cold winter’s morning, and Shanning wore a thick woolen wrap to keep his angular shoulders warm from the frigid temperatures of the Arctic climate.

He sat on a double-folded wool blanket to pad the chair and give some comfort to his bony body. 

Despite the blanket, the wrap, and the five layers that he wore, Shanning shivered in the cold morning, and wrapped his scarf a little more snugly under his chin. His fingertips felt numb, and his nose was cold—he kept sniffling.

Shanning wore two pairs of the thickest socks he could buy; he also wore fingerless gloves, even though he was indoors and a large fire crackled merrily in the Luminator’s workroom, sending heat throughout the well-designed room.

Herbs hung from the ceiling in dried bunches and bags, and row after row of shelving held all kinds of exotic spices, oils, and other ingredients of the finest quality, sourced from all over the Golden Circle of trading cities from the sea, the declining but still spectacular cities across the great land of Langasee, and the vast Mer civilization under the ocean.

The air smelled of a pleasant blend of spices and other aromas—cinnamon, and lavender, and the unmistakable sharp seaweedy notes of mermaid salve—the whole space fairly hummed with possibility and the electric energy of creative potential just waiting to be unleashed.

Many who lived in Breadcove Bay and even further north had a habit of putting on weight to help combat the freeze, the cold, and the frost. 

Shanning had never been able to keep much weight on.

Today, as on every day, he wore a belt that he had added two holes to himself and cinched tight in order to keep up his pants. 

On any other teacher at Borealis, Shanning’s pants would have been tight. 

But on Shanning, they looked unrealistically baggy. 

He envied the old-school teachers, who wore robes and cloaks—clothes that didn’t require any belts.

But he was the youngest person on the teaching staff; and he was aware that were he to wear the robes and cloaks of the elder teachers, he’d come across as pretentious and above his station.

He looked forward to passing his fortieth birthday, when robes and cloaks would be accessible as his wardrobe of choice without leading to a host of arched eyebrows. 

And for now, he put up with the constriction of a belt cinched too tightly across his waist, simply to keep up the rough pants he wore—pants made of the cheapest material which he could get away with and still look respectable, getting by on his beginning salary.

The Luminator sat across the table from Shanning.

She was a tall woman with a pale face, thick black hair tied back with a silk black ribbon, and the most eerily pale eyes—one green and one blue. She wore a golden pendant bearing the image of a delicate phoenix on a long necklace.

The Luminator wore a long dark purple robe, which for most faculty members would mark them as being past forty, though as far as Shanning had ever known, the Luminator had worn robes for as long as he’d been aware of her. And she looked quite young, perhaps barely older than himself.

He envied her status, her robe, and her workroom, but mainly he felt very grateful to be here this morning.

Today was the day in which Shanning would have the final test to be accepted for a full-rank position and become tenured faculty.

Even seated, the Luminator had an inch or two on Shanning.

She waved her hand toward the four small, white cups which sat on the table in front of him. “Honorable Shanning,” she said, and nodded at him.

Shanning tensed. His moment had arrived.

“Yes, Honorable Luminator?” he asked, nodding at her in return.

He sniffled again. Really, having a bit of a drippy nose on the day of his final test was a little bit obnoxious. 

He wished that this morning he had taken the health-boosting potion which his grandmother had sent him with his birthday care package the previous month. It would have gone a long way to ease his confidence if he hadn’t been worried that his nose would run.

“Today, your test is easy,” the Luminator said sternly. 

Shanning nodded again, attempting to look nonchalant. 

The Luminator was one of the most powerful and mysterious people on a campus full of powerful and mysterious people.

He was hoping that he was coming across as confident and ready for the test.

“Before you, we have four cups of tea,” the Luminator said, her voice melodic but almost detached, very professional and brisk. “Your task is to sip each one and to determine which is the Supreme Tea of all Teas.”

Shanning glanced at her. “That’s it?”

She stared back at him with her blue eye and her green eye, as steadily as a cat. “Yes.”

Shanning frowned. “Is there a particular parameter that helps us determine which among these teas would be the Supreme Tea of all Teas?” he asked her.

She smiled, still watching him closely. “That is for you to tell me,” she said. 

Ah. 

A test of his discretion and judgment. 

He tipped his head to one side, and studied the cups.

They were arranged on the dark wooden table in a pattern like a square. 

Steam rose from above the rims of the cups, and they presented him with warm scents of a variety of flavors.

The one on the top left had a faint blue-green tint, with a small bit of the debris of tea-leaves at the bottom.

The one on the top right was the palest shade of pink. That one had the most steam.

Bottom left was a muddy shade of brown.

And bottom right was a pleasant tone of red, but it wasn’t a steady shade of red. Shanning looked at it closely and saw that its colors shifted a bit between a range of warm hues as he moved his head this way and that and the liquid caught the light. Red, orange, a hint of gold.

Right.

Pick the Supreme Tea of all Teas.

He raised his eyebrows.

It felt like a deceptively simple task.

He had already passed rounds and rounds to get here—calculations, elixirs, managing creatures. Negotiating with snow elves, passing a written exam on classroom supply chain protocols as it applied to the university, and perhaps most daunting of all: he had passed his student teaching rounds.

It had been a lot, all that he had done so far as a teacher, plus all that he had learned during his long years before that as a student. 

Yet none of this, as he sat there and stared at the four white cups, brought him any sudden insights about what might constitute the Supreme Tea of all Teas.

He sighed. 

This was probably going to be one of those exploratory exercises that some of the younger faculty members were so fond of. 

The Luminator hadn’t started
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