
  
  [image: ]




  
  Copyright © 2025 by Alanna Cole 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact alanna@alannacolebooks.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
Book Cover by GetCovers
1st edition 2025






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Characters
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Get Saddles & Magic
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Author's Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Alanna Cole
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Characters


Nyine Hunter: main character 
School at Swever Hall Faculty and Staff
Bejarm Avercraft: Administrator at the School at Swever Hall
Dynes Weaver: Nyine's closest friend; Master Artificer and artificing instructor at Swever Hall
Monic: Stablekeeper of the School at Swever Hall
Orf: weapons instructor in the Upper School at Swever Hall
Stellis Avercraft: instructor in the Foundation School at Swever Hall and Bejarm's sister
Vargaren: secretary at the School at Swever Hall
Venshim Solak: Administrator-Minor at the School at Swever Hall
Yewi Deet: instructor in the Foundation School at Swever Hall/Nyine's mentor
Nyine's Students
Ciralase Lynand
Hicci Dragonsclaw: a Dragonkin
Karr Sa-Re-An: student from Nyine's first year of teaching; returns as a graduate student
Lysia Forester: Nyine's student aide
Olija
Nayt
Quencia
Horses
Bray: Nyine's horse
Mud: retired warhorse gifted to Nyine by Grek
Other Characters
Agustin: one of the coaches for the Magic Manipulation event at the tournament
Aelias Lynand: Ciralase's father; a Rewen
AnTwalla Spear: former friend of Nyine's; another survivor of the Joest invasion at Simot Pass (aka "Hero of the Battle of Simot Pass")
Farimor: one of the coaches for the Magic Manipulation event at the tournament
Jates: one of the coaches for the Magic Manipulation event at the tournament
Mipo: one of the coaches for the Magic Manipulation event at the tournament
Nele: director of the tournament
Phigria Chriersson: princess of the Sky Kingdom; close friend of Nyine's
Phrine Chriersson: one of Phigria's brothers
StiNata: aide to Great-General Grek
Synkos Archer: outside student who is taking lessons in magic manipulation with Nyine
Tamus Grek: Great-General of the Sky Kingdom






  
  Chapter 1


A horse from the stable called out. Bray screamed back. Then she started spinning. 
I cast my eyes up at the sky as I trotted her in a tight circle to keep her from bolting back to the stable, trying to avoid digging tracks into the front lawn. It was good I wasn't trying to make a quiet entrance.
The reactions to my horse's antics were mixed and amusing. The front of the school was busy with carriages and carts. Several parents and students had just gotten down from a massive coach, the heavy horses shifting to watch Bray. I couldn't blame them.
I could tell who was new and who was a returning student based on their reactions. Returning students glanced at me, then went back to their business, familiar with Bray's behavior. New students, and many parents, watched in shock or annoyance.
All of the stable hands busied themselves with the other horses, whether those horses were to be stabled at the school or not.
I dismounted as we approached the path that cut from the driveway back to the stables, nearly having to jog to keep up with Bray's excitement. Apparently, she was desperate to get back to her friends.
"Oh," Stablekeeper Monic said when we entered the stable," she's back." I didn't know whether he meant me or Bray. Or both. He may have meant both.
"Quiet in here this afternoon," I commented.
"Everyone's around." I had seen them all avoiding me at the front entrance. Monic calmly pushed Bray's head away from him. Monic had a strong sense of horses and self-preservation. "Same stall as before. Or she can go out in the arena for a bit if she needs to move."
I snorted. "I put her in the arena right now, she's going over the fence and you know it."
"I did. I'm glad you do, too, because you'd be catching her yourself. No one in my employ would be able or willing to."
It was good to be back.
When Bray was cared for, I threw my saddlebags over my shoulder and went to the back to check on Mud. The big stallion was chewing hay and staring out his preferred window. The mares must be down in the field below. He was happy. I knew I had been right to leave him here in Monic's care. The Stablekeeper worshipped this horse.
I took the back way into the Hall. If I stopped in the dining hall and looked pathetic enough, one of the kitchen hands would pass me a bit of bread and smoked meat to take up to my room. We wee still a couple of hours from evening meal.
Something caught my eye and I paused. Past the corner of the laundry, there was a spot where the Fallow-bare trees behind the Hall's buildings were sparse enough to give a line of sight to the back fields. What were those piles of lumber for? Was the school adding a new building? I didn't remember any mention of that.
Huh. Oh, well. Someone would tell me.
I passed a couple of the outdoor practice rings, waved at Armorer Retik as he loaded weapons onto a wheeled rack, and jogged up the stairs to the dining hall's side door.
As soon as I closed the door behind me, something dropped down in front of my face. If I hadn't spent most of last year at the school, I would have been right back out the door behind me. Instead, I reached up with my free hand and snagged the messenger bubble.
"Please see Administrator-Minor Solak at your earliest convenience," Secretary Vargaren's voice said when I activated the bubble.
That was fast? Had Monic told him I'd returned?
And what had I done now? It'd been almost two moons since I was on campus. I hadn't had time to get in trouble yet. Unless a parent had complained about Bray's behavior. In which case, I hoped their child wasn't specializing in Mounted Combat because as much personality as Bray had, she was nothing compared to the warhorses.
I cleared the bubble and released it back up into the stream of them above. Just in time for someone to shove a cloth-wrapped bundle at me.
"Thanks, Lysia." I glanced over my student and aide. She had an apron over her tunic and trousers, and her red hair had been scraped back into a tight knot. "You have kitchen duty this Fallow?"
Her expression twisted just slightly. Lysia would never complain—I mean, she would complain, just not about the nature of her work. But Lysia was going into her graduating year and usually her work-study assignments focused on helping her build skills. Housekeeping and kitchen duties were assigned to younger students. "There weren't enough others."
"Ah." That was odd, wasn't it? Then again, I was only on my second year. Maybe it happened more often than I realized.
She dashed back into the kitchen, because no one was ever going to accuse her of not working hard enough, and I continued on my way. But instead of walking around to go up the stairs, I turned toward Solak's office. Might as well get it over with.
Nothing had changed in the room over the break, which made me smile. The chairs were still comfortably padded, thick rugs and tapestries still covered the hard surfaces, and a folded divider still hid the permanent barrier in the corner. I would probably have to break my contract if I ever walked into this room and didn't feel immediate welcome.
Then Solak lifted his head and I was startled to a stop.
His balding, graying hair was sticking up slightly, as though he'd been tugging at it. Bags darkened the skin around his eyes. And, worst of all, the extravagant sleeves of his bright blue robe were tied back. I had never seen Solak tie back his sleeves. The man bounded through life with enthusiasm and a disregard for the small objects his sleeves knocked off his desk on a regular basis.
"Instructor Hunter, blue skies." The distracted look cleared off his face as he examined my saddlebags and bundle of food. "Did you come straight here? Have you not been to your room at all?"
"I thought it might be urgent if you sent for me as soon as my boots hit the Swever Hall property." I dropped the saddlebags next to the door and took a seat in one of his sumptuous guest chairs. Ah. I had a good saddle, but hours of riding was still hours of riding. Especially on Bray's choppy little strides.
"Ah. No. I simply wanted to make sure the message was sent. I was not aware you had arrived. Since you are here, however…" He searched the papers piled on his desktop for a moment. That was another hint not all was well. Solak was never messy. Then he pulled out the large, lined paper I recognized as the class schedule.
"I know we discussed your four classes for this year before you left," he started, leaning over the schedule and scanning the entries. "At the time, we were contemplating adding a second class of Magic Manipulation. However—" He sat up and rubbed his eyes. "A greater need has come up over Fallow."
"Oh?"
"Yes. After the events of last year, there were several instructors unable to return to the school."
Because they were in prison. I nodded to show I was following.
"There were others who elected not to renew their contracts."
Oh. It hadn't occurred to me that people would leave because of the former School Board Speaker's asinine plot. Good riddance, I supposed. That had to mean they had agreed with Zixduld trying to oust Bejarm, right?
"We have also been unable to hire enough temporary instructors to fill those positions. Which brings me to my question: are you comfortable doing Drills?"
I blinked at him. That was not question I'd been expecting. "Drills? Like the training drills?"
"Yes."
Drills were what soldiers did in their training. All day, every day at first, then down to each morning once they reached full soldier status. Except I hadn't had the average military service. I'd skipped drills and gone straight to learning horrible ways to kill people.
But afterwards, when the military and the royals hadn't quite known what to do with those of us from Simot who had survived the Joests' attack, we'd been sent to the training camp outside of King's Place. Out of sheer boredom, we had joined training with the soldiers. It hadn't gone well—we were outside the chain of command and had been given ranks and honors for our parts in the Battle of Simot Pass that others thought we didn't deserve. After a few moons, we'd been moved to a dormitory for the guards and others who worked in the palace complex.
So I knew the drills. I just wouldn't claim to be as good at them as any soldier with a standard service. "Yes, I do. I wouldn't claim to be much of an expert on them."
Solak blew a harsh breath through his nose, looking almost defeated. "I see." He stared glumly at the schedule. "Perhaps I could—"
I hated seeing cheerful Solak like that. "I can just get someone to give me a refresher," I said. Maybe Dynes remembered them better than I did. He had a better head for details. And he'd worked as an aide for Great-General Grek for a while.
Or… A little smile tugged at the corners of my lips. Bejarm would have to know—he had more years of military service than me. And his had been actual military service.
The hope in Solak's eyes told me I couldn't change my mind now. You will lead one of the Drills cohorts?" he confirmed.
"Sure." I shrugged. "It shouldn't be too hard to remember all of it."
"Excellent, excellent." He made a note. "I will have your final schedule in a few days."
"Great." I stood, grabbed my things, and left him to his paperwork.
Now that I was thinking of Bejarm, it wouldn't take but a moment to peek into his office and say hello on my way to the stairs. He was right there, after all.
Voices drifted out of the dining hall as I made my way back to the entry. A few people sat on the couches arranged around the fireplace, the fire and mage-lamps warming the open room to something almost pleasant.
I poked my head into the alcove where the school's secretary had her desk. Bejarm's door was behind her. Closed.
Secretary Vargaren had lifted her head from her work when I appeared. "Is he available?" I asked.
"Administrator Avercraft has interviews today."
"I thought Solak handled the interviews." I'd met with him for mine.
"The Administrator-Minor is responsible for instructor interviews. The Administrator oversees the managing staff."
Ah. So the Housekeeper, Stablekeeper, those roles. "Today as in all day?" Who knew how long until I would see him, then. Well, Vargaren knew, but she wasn't likely to tell me.
"Yes."
Oh." I probably be in bed by the time he finished the interviews and whatever paperwork he felt was necessary for those interviews. That was disappointing. "I'll find him later, then."
Just as I closed my mouth, the office door started to open. "Thank you for meeting with me today," Bejarm was saying to whoever had been inside. "The School at Swever Hall would be made better by your experience."
A woman stepped through the door. Stoutly-built and a couple of inches shorter than me, her blue-black hair was tied back in a braid that almost fell to her knees. Her tunic was a vivid purple found in only one of the nations the Sky Kingdom traded with, and the embroidery around the neck of the tunic announced that she was a Cyranbulan-trained healer. If she had accepted a job at the school, she would be a huge benefit. I was suddenly sad that my student Phrygrus had already graduated and moved to the southern part of the Kingdom with his wife. He would have learned so much from this woman.
"Thank you for this opportunity, Administrator Avercraft," the healer replied.
She smiled at me and I shifted out of her way as she passed. Bejarm saw me and almost smiled. He must have really missed me.
"How did it go?" asked someone behind me.
That voice was familiar. I shifted to glance over my shoulder. She turned at the same moment I did. Our eyes met.
Something bubbled in my chest. A mix of rage and a small amount of relief mixed with a feeling of "oh, of course she shows up."
"AnTwalla," I snarled.






  
  Chapter 2


My childhood best friend stared back at me. "Nyine," she breathed out. 
The healer looked back at me and I noted something else I hadn't before: the two pale stones in her earlobe, a thin chain connecting them. I jerked my eyes back to AnTwalla. She also had the earring. They were married.
Bejarm had just offered a job to AnTwalla's wife. I turned and stalked up the stairs.
My door unlocked at my muttered spell and I slung my saddle bags to the floor by the bed. Skies above, coming up here had been a bad choice. I needed to work out anger and there was no room for it in my quarters. I should have gone down to the training rings. Or asked Dynes if there was anything to explode in his laboratory.
Dynes. I had to tell Dynes she was back. He'd hate seeing her as much as I had.
The mirror on my wardrobe flashed and I jumped. The mirror had been a gift from Phigria before she had returned home after the events of the previous year and, since I'd gone to King's Place shortly after, I hadn't gotten used to its presence.
I scrambled over to connect. A flash meant emergency and only people I cared about had access to this mirror's network.
The spell caught and Phigria's face appeared in the glass. "Oh, good," she gasped out. She must have rushed to send this message. "You've just returned."
"What is it?" My hands were clenched so hard, I was stabbing myself with my own fingernails. "Did something happen to your children? Your brothers?" Dynes was here, so she wouldn't be calling about him. My body flashed cold as I ticked through the other possibilities. "Grek? Your father?"
"No." She sucked in a breath. "My staff just received a report. At the end of Harvest, AnTwalla was seen getting off a ship at the Free Trade harbor with a Cyranbulan healer. They took the Kingdom road."
I collapsed on my bed, hysterical laughter bubbling out of my lips. "You need to improve your intelligence network, Phig. She's already here."
The room went silent as the tomb of that staff member's career. "Did she go looking for you and Dynes?" Phigria demanded in a scary-quiet voice.
"The Cyranbulan healer is her wife. The wife came to interview at the school."
Phigria blinked. "Why Swever Hall?"
I shrugged, remembered that I was now out of Phigria's line of sight, and said, "I don't know."
"You told the Administrator not to hire her, yes?"
"Tell Bejarm not to hire someone who is even more adept at healing magic than a Guild-approved master healer?"
She sighed.
I continued, "Even if our relationships had grown to that, I wouldn't ask if of him. Why were you informed about her, anyway? AnTwalla's movements, I mean."
"We have people checking in on both AnTwalla and Langfelles." She sounded a bit guilty. Too bad I didn't have a way to record her. Remorse wasn't an emotion I usually associated with Princess Phigria, third in line to the throne of the Sky Kingdom.
"Please don't tell me Langfelles is here, too." Him, I would have to drop into a ravine somewhere.
"No. He's still in Esteloade somewhere. They stopped traveling together around six years ago."
"So you're watching them because they're also national heroes? It has nothing to do with them turning down your job offers?"
"Nothing to do with that." Her tone turned steely. "You loved them and they still hurt you."
They were what was left of my home, of my family. I squeezed my eyes shut.
Someone knocked on my door. "Nyine?" I heard Bejarm call.
"We'll talk about this later." I stood to disconnect the mirror.
"As long as you keep talking to me." She flashed an uncertain smile, which quickly turned wicked. "Enjoy the Administrator, Nyine." The mirror blanked.
I pushed the magic around to unlock the door and left it open as I plopped back down on the bed. Bejarm hesitated just under the door frame. "May I come in?"
I waved him in and patted the bed beside me. He shut the door and sat. I waited for him to speak, to demand answers. Instead, he waited.
He was so frustrating. He wouldn't even give me the fight I wanted. What else had I expected from a former spy?
"I thought you had interviews?"
He shifted more my way. "I had them rescheduled."
I must have scared him. The man rarely let other things come before his work.
"I'm fine. Really. Just shocked. You didn't have to cancel your work to come soothe me."
There went the eyebrow, cocking up to show his disbelief. "I am simply supposed to ignore you when you're upset?"
"I'm not upset. It's not like I'll see her that often."
"Awsne Oquala negotiated a cottage into her salary, so they will be living on the property. You may see her often."
"The cottages are—" I gestured "—way over there."
"The dining hall is—" he pointed toward the floor "—down there."
"They'll be in a cottage. They can make their own food."
His lips quirked. "No, you are not upset at all."
At his dry remark, I flopped backward, trying to avoid replying.
"I remember what you told me. How she and Langfelles abandoned you."
If he remembered, there was no need for me to say anything.
After a few minutes of silence, I wanted to growl in frustration. I was the one who had taken the name Hunter. Yet Bejarm had more patience.
"It doesn't matter," I said. "I am not going to do anything that will jeopardize the school having access to a Cyranbulan healer." The Uawsne of Cyranbul were the greatest healers in this part of the world. They rarely left their Institute of Living, so finding another willing to come to Swever Hall, of all places, wasn't likely to happen again in several lifetimes.
"I didn't think you would." He reached out and pushed my hair off my face. "Nor should you have to face someone who caused you so much pain every day."
I rolled back up to a sitting position and threw myself at him, tucking my head under his chin. He wrapped his arms around me and squeezed gently. "Do you have a suggestion?" I asked.
"How and when you approach her is completely up to you. You will certainly be busy enough this year to avoid her."
"Because of my classes?"
"Classes and tournament preparation."
I pushed away from him and sat up. "Tournament preparation? What tournament?"
He looked shocked by my question. "The All-Schools War Skills Tournament."
"How would I know what that is?"
The shocked look hadn't faded. "You've never gone to watch? It must have been at Nesdigh at least once during your years in King's Place."
“Probably, but you know I prefer my sporting events more bloody.”
“There is that.”
“So why do I need to prepare for the tournament?”
“Not you specifically, but as the hosting school, Swever Hall must—”
I held up my hand to stop him and said, “Swever Hall is hosting this thing?”
He shook his head. “You really must pay more attention in meetings.”
When they got more interesting, I would. “Where is this thing going to be? There aren’t that many training rings.”
“We chose the back field for the stadium.”
That explained the piles of lumber in the back field. “You’re building a whole stadium just to host a tournament?”
He chuckled. “No. The stadium is temporary and the construction is paid for by a grant from the War Skills Athletics Fund for the Department of Schools. I doubt this would have lasted very long if the schools were forced to fund the construction.”
“And when is this tournament?”
"It is held just before the mid-year interim, which reminds me. The timing means you will have a slightly smaller number of lesson days in the first half of the year. You may need to adjust your curricula."
"Hm." I ran through each curriculum I had worked out in my head while I was visiting King's Place. Losing a week or two shouldn't change my plans too much…
"You do remember that you have to turn in a curriculum for each course, correct?"
"They're done," I replied absently as I thought. "I just need to get with Lysia to have everything written down for Solak."
I realized he was staring at me. "What?"
He laughed, shaking his head. "We thought we would have to chase after you again for your paperwork."
I scowled at him. That hurt a little. "I decided to stay. I'm dedicated to the job, which means I'm going to do it well."
"I apologize. I didn't mean to insult you." He laced his fingers through mine and brought our joined hands up to his lips, brushing a kiss over the back of my knuckles. "I know how dedicated you are and it seems I have underestimated what that means."
"Yes, you have." I pulled him over for a real kiss. When we pulled apart, I asked, "How much work were you planning to get done this evening?"
He opened his mouth, but hesitated before he answered, "When I said I rescheduled the interviews to tomorrow, I meant it."
"We both know those interviews weren't the only work you'd planned for the rest of the day."
"Yes, but that was before I knew you were returning so soon."
"I don't want you to end up behind just because I came back a day early."
"I did miss you."
But he was holding back. "You and Solak both look exhausted. Vargaren had some hair out of place, so she must be exhausted, too."
"Hair out place?" His lips were quirked into an almost-smile.
"Oh, don't try to pretend you didn't notice."
His chuckle was so soft I barely heard him. "I did."
"Right, and she's always perfectly put together. Therefore, she's exhausted."
"You're not wrong. We have just had a long Fallow."
I pulled him down on the bed with me. We might as well be comfortable while we caught up. My bed was really too small for two people, unlike that sprawling thing he had in his apartment, but the closeness was nice after a couple of moons apart.
"What happened?" I asked. The trouble was supposed to be over, skies take it.
He sighed and stared over my head for a moment, his mouth working. "You know who was removed during the investigation," he started. "We had four more instructors refuse to renew their contracts and two who decided to move up their retirements."
"Solak told me when he asked me to take on a Drills class." I needed to ask him about helping me relearn the drills, but now wasn't the right moment.
"Ah. Yes, well, that along was troubling enough. However, we also had some benefactors end their associations with the school."
I jerked back up to a sitting position. "What? Why?"
He rolled onto his back to look up at me. "There were a few who were more sympathetic to Zixduld's agenda. Others felt there was too much scandal attached to the school for their liking."
"The Tribunal cleaned out those responsible. What is their problem?"
"I suppose it depends on the rumor they want to believe."
"What rumors?"
He huffed out a laugh. "Oh, Nyine, your lack of interest in our society still shocks me some days."
"It's how I stay sane. What are the rumors?"
"My personal favorite is the royal family is covering up the true extent of the harm done to Phaedlin because I extorted them into the cover-up by agreeing to hire you and Master-Artificer Weaver as instructors. Though some say it is to protect the royals' reputations."
Now I really wished I was outside where I could move. This was a conversation that fully needed physical venting. "I—I—" There was no use in trying to talk until I clamped down on my emotions. "They don't know the royals at all."
"Nor do they know I have been recruiting Weaver from the moment I realized he was going to be the youngest Master-Artificer we have ever seen."
"You are never going to call him Dynes, are you?"
"It isn't likely. Most of the rumors, in some form or another, claim I am as incompetent and unqualified as Zixduld said I am." He said the words likely, as if trying to make a joke of it all, but I saw the way his lips twisted. There was a part of Bejarm that worried they were right and he was the root of the school's troubles. He blamed himself for not seeing what the former members of the School Board were doing earlier.
"Well, that's wrong, so stop thinking about it. What else?"
"A quarter of the new students who were supposed to enroll this school year declined their acceptances."
"So we aren't going to have as many students this year?"
"Yes and no. Some of those on the waiting list accepted when we contacted them. Others did not." He rubbed his eyes. "What I am most disappointed in are the scholarships."
My heart froze. Lysia was on a scholarship.
"With so many benefactors now refusing to contribute, we have fewer funds. I was not able to offer as many scholarships as we normally would. I am barely able to cover the scholarships of those already attending the school."
I released my breath. It sounded like Lysia was safe, then. "Wait. Lysia said she was in the kitchen because there weren't enough students to take the shifts. Is that why?"
"Most likely. Lysia also has a tendence to take on too much."
"Oh? That doesn't sound familiar at all."
He pulled me down to press a kiss to my temple. "The difference between us is that I am the Administrator and she is a student who should be enjoying her last days of few responsibilities."
"How much trouble is the school in?" I asked.
"Not enough for you to be concerned. It will take some time, perhaps another year, but there will be another scandal and we will no longer be interesting. The school will survive." His hands ran up and down my arms. "Solak and I have our supporters and, well, having you and Weaver here has boosted interest in certain areas."
"Oh. Right." Solak had mentioned this when he and I talked at the end of the previous year. "The two-year students?"
"For your classes, yes."
"I take it that means most of them are still coming."
"Only one backed out."
"Great." We laid in silence for a few minutes, just enjoying each other's company. Tension I hadn't noticed was seeping away as I drifted. This was nice. I couldn't remember the last time I'd had this.
"If we really need to," I said, forcing the words out because I wanted to help if I could, "I can contact Phigria. She would do—something."
He didn't quite sigh. "I would rather not involve the royals any more than they have been."
"It's not my first choice, either." I had just convinced Phigria that she did not need to meddle in my life. Inviting her to seemed counterproductive.
His hands started moving again, fingers skirting along my arm in what I realized was a motion probably meant to calm him down as much as it was for me. "I will do everything I can to avoid involving our fair princess."
"That's wise."






  
  Chapter 3


"Instructor Hunter." 
At Vargaren's hail the next morning, I poked my head into her alcove. The door to the Administrator's office was closed yet again. "How did you know it was me?"
"I lack the knowledge of how you do magic, but I do have ears," she said as she moved a paper from one stack on her desk to another. "You have a distinctive way of coming down the stairs."
I probably didn't want to know what that "distinctive way" sounded like. "Did you have something for me?"
"Yes." She laid a stack of envelopes on the desk. "Your letters."
"Oh. Ah—" I took the stack. "Who are they from?"
She eyed me over the top of the spectacles she seemed to have started wearing while I was gone. "They are your letters, Instructor. I am paid only to open the school's mail."
"Right." I took the stack into the dining hall with me. I'd just add reading the mail to Lysia's tasks. She'd complained last year about not having enough to do.
Dynes was already at a table, which was thankfully empty. I avoided most of the other instructors, but Dynes tended to attract people. Something to do with being wealthy, unmarried, and intelligent. Probably more the wealthy and unmarried parts.
"Blue skies," I greeted as I plopped down with a plate.
"I didn't see you yesterday," he said, looking up from his notebook.
I dropped my face into one hand. "Ugh," I said, "I forgot—"
"It's hardly a problem if you wanted to rest first," he said. Then, smirking, he added, "Or spend time with the Administrator."
"No, not that. I mean, yes, that's what I ended up doing, but only because yesterday didn't go how I'd planned."
"What happened?"
"AnTwalla is here."
He dropped his utensils. The fork clattered down to the floor. The other early-morning diners turned to stare at us. "What do you mean, AnTwalla is here?"
"She apparently married a Cyranbulan awsne at some point, and her wife came here to interview as a healer."
He shook his head as though recovering from a hard punch before he reached down to pick up the fork. Perhaps this was like a physical blow for him. I had my difficulties with AnTwalla, mostly that she had chosen working as a mercenary with Langfelles over our friendship, but she and Dynes had never gotten along.
Actually, that was too polite. They hated each other.
As children, Langfelles, AnTwalla, and I had all had our parts in bullying Dynes. He'd been one of those children more comfortable with adults than others his age. Awkwardly tall and clumsy, he was always knocking into things, tripping over himself, getting injured. When the hunters would take him out to try to learn hunting, we would come back empty-handed because he'd scared away the animals. He once ruined an entire batch of yarn when he'd tripped and fallen into the dye bath his mother had set up.
He'd also grown up without a father and with a mother who worked too hard. His mother had already been pregnant when she'd shown up in Simot, the mountain village we'd grown up in, and she'd seemed to feel she had to earn the other villagers' respect. I only had a few memories of her where she wasn't tucked behind her loom.
Our parents had stepped in to help raise Dynes. And we children had gotten jealous. He could have conversations with them that were beyond us. He would understand whatever they were teaching faster than we did.
And when it came time for my mother to choose an apprentice to help with the bartering she did down the mountain, she'd chosen Dynes. As an adult, I could see the sense in her decision: he'd been better at bargaining than me.
At the time, it had felt like a betrayal.
So I had snubbed him, gotten him lost in the forest several times, and interrupted any time he was working with my parents.
AnTwalla had been cruel, saying and doing things over the years that, looking back, made me feel ashamed that I hadn't spoken up in Dynes's defense. If I didn't want to see her, Dynes had to be ready to flee.
He was silent for a long beat. "Trust her to find the one person to marry that would make her worth having around." His hands were tight around the utensils.
"I know."
"Did her wife accept the job?"
"It sounded like she was going to. She's supposed to give her final answer this morning." Now for the harder part. "They'll be staying in one of the cottages."
I saw him force himself to relax. "Well, then, isn't the timing spectacular. My new house is ready to live in, so I'll be able to move the last of my belongings over."
I'd hoped we'd have some more time together under one roof before he locked himself into the laboratory, but I understood why he was leaving. "So the construction on the laboratory is complete? That was fast."
"Oh, no, just the repairs to the house. The laboratory will take some time yet. Which is fine. I still have quite a bit to do in the laboratory here to prepare for students." He jumped up to go grab clean utensils, almost knocking into the table as he rose.
I smiled into my tea. Would AnTwalla even recognize Dynes when she saw him? He was still tall and awkward, but now he carried a polish that came from the years he had spent forcing himself to look and act the part of educated artificer.
"What are those?" he asked when he returned, nodding at the pile of envelopes I'd placed beside my plate.
"My mail, according to Vargaren."
He made an odd face. "Did you ever receive mail here last year?"
"Rarely. You, and Grek one time."
"May I?" He wiped his hands and reached out.
"Sure." Why was he so interested in my mail? You would think after the years he spent reading my mail for me while we worked for the Tribunal, he would be happy to pass it on to someone else.
Dynes tore open one envelope to pull out the paper inside. He generally showed more care with written things, but he'd almost ripped it into halves. "What I thought," he muttered as he scanned the page. "Are you interested in an interview with the Gazette?"
Oh, right. I'd almost been able to pretend I still lived in a world where Nyine aSimot had disappeared and Nyine Hunter was no one of interest. But now I had come back to a plate where people knew how to find Nyine aSimot, and she was someone people loved to gossip about. "Which Gazette?"
"Any of them, I imagine."
I started to say no, but I hesitated. Dynes tossed a frown my way before ripping open another envelope. "You are going to say yes to the interview?"
"Do you think it would help the school?"
"What do you mean—? Oh." He straightened, putting down the letter. "I don't think either Avercraft or Solak would be happy with your parading yourself about to drive interest in the school."
"But would it help?" Bejarm had said it would all eventually go back to normal, but there was this anxiety that had been sitting in my gut since we'd talked yesterday. What if it didn't? I had chosen this place after years of drifting. What if I lost it to a handful of rumors?
He reached over to squeeze my hand. "This place has stood for over a century and has probably seen far worse than this."
"Worse scandals than members of the Board and instructors being arrested for treason?"
He shrugged. "You and I view that as the worst part. For others, the worst part is that the school's name was attached. Fixing this isn't your responsibility. The best thing you can do is your job."
He was right. Bejarm and Solak would handle the school's reputation. I needed to focus on my students.
Then I looked up and swallowed my food wrong when I saw the young woman who had just entered the dining hall.
The young woman had light brown skin and light brown hair that, when combined with her clothing, made her look like a gold statue. She wore a simple long-sleeved dress in undyed wool. Undyed because the dress wasn’t meant to be the focal point.
The jewels were.
Her hair was gathered back into a net formed out of thin gold wire and studded with small blue and green jewels. A necklace that looked like chain mail—because it was meant to be both protective and beautiful—covered her from under her chin to the middle of her chest. A chain, also gold, wrapped several times around her waist, with the same blue and green jewels dripping from alternating links. Both of her upper arms were adorned with wide armbands, and bangles were stacked on her wrists. I knew that if she lifted her skirt, I would see another set of bangles around each ankle.
There was a Dragonkin here. What were they thinking? Especially with everything that was going on!
I coughed and slurped down tea, trying to clear my throat as Dynes thumped my back. "Are you all right?" he demanded.
With the hand that wasn't holding my cup to my mouth, I motioned toward the Dragonkin. Dynes glanced her way, then looked back, staring. "Is she—?"
"Dragonkin," I confirmed when I was finally able to speak. We had only met a couple in King's Place, but I'd seen many more when I'd lived in Pucheston. Pucheston was a Sky Kingdom settlement, in the loosest form of the word, but it crouched on the edge of salt flats that extended into Dragon Territory, too. The Dragons and Dragonkin kept a close eye on their land.
I pushed to my feet and walked as fast as I could without running to Bejarm's office.
Bejarm's door was open. Thanking all my ancestors and every star the Sky Kingdom followed, I ducked in. "Instructor Hunter!" Vargaren snapped. "An open door does not mean you can enter without checking with me—"
I shut the door on her tirade. Bejarm's eyebrows almost kissed his hairline as he sat back. "I am assuming there is a problem," he drawled.
“You admitted a Dragonkin?”
He blinked and crossed his arms. “I would not have expected that kind of attitude from you.”
“I’m not complaining because of who she is. I’m wondering if you know what will happen to this place if that student sees even a broken nail in the training ring!”
“We’re aware of how protective the Dragons can be.”
I was sure he thought he knew. “Please tell me she is a Dragonsclaw or a Dragonsridge.” The Dragons would be slightly more accepting if someone from the martial clans of Dragonkin were injured. Slightly.
“Dragonsclaw.”
“Oh, good. We won’t die immediately when she trips.”
“You’re being dramatic.” He frowned. “You’re never dramatic.”
“The Dragons see the Dragonkin children as their own children. And we’re over here in the middle of the Kingdom where no one will understand why she is walking around with a small fortune of jewelry on her body.” I leaned on his desk. “Someone is going to try to rob her.”
“I personally think that would be rather amusing to see, with her training.”
I growled in frustration. “You’re not taking this seriously. When that happens, the school will be blamed. The Dragons will retaliate.”
He smiled. I squinted at him. No, he was smirking. “Are you teasing me?” I demanded.
“Yes. I have never seen you worked up before. I’m enjoying the moment.”
Dropping into one of his guest chairs, I scrubbed my face with my hands. “Phaedlin became a huge issue that you’re still dealing with. And no one knew who he was when he was enrolled in the school. She looks like a target.”
“And what do you suggest, because I am certainly not asking her to leave.”
“I—.” I looked around the room, trying to find inspiration. “What year is she?”
“She is one of the two-years.”
That made sense. The Dragons and Dragonkin only sent their young people out for schooling when those young people would be serving their clans outside of Dragon Territory. The Dragonkin student was likely already well-educated; her people just wanted her to learn about cultures outside of their own. Except those students usually stayed in the districts close to the Dragon Territory, or went to a school in King’s Place where Dragonkin on diplomatic assignments were common. They didn’t go to schools that were already wrapped in scandal. If anything, the incident with Phaedlin last year should have made the Dragons and Dragonkin cautious of Swever Hall.
“I’ll ask Lysia to keep an eye on her.”
“Lysia, who is graduating this year and already overworking herself?”
“Maybe this will convince her to let go of some of the other tasks she’s taken on. Ooh, I could tell her it would be a good way to potentially get a job with the Dragonkin.”
“This truly does worry you.”
“You know that story about how no Lareshi can cross into Dragon Territory?”
“Yes.”
“It’s true. I’ve seen what happens.”
“I am certain the Lareshi generations ago did something worth the animosity from the Dragons.”
“Maybe they did. I just don’t want that to become us.”
He sighed. “I do have an appointment in a few minutes. Do you have concerns about any of our other students?”
“No.” I stood up, leaned over the desk to peck his cheek, then turned for the door.
“And, Nyine?”
“Mm?”
“Secretary Vargaren does have a point. You cannot barge into my office whenever you like.”
I scowled at him over my shoulder. “So the next time a self-absorbed Board decides to force you out of your job, I should just politely wait outside?”
He flinched and I immediately regretted the words. I’d meant to tease, but we obviously weren’t there yet. “Sorry, yes, I do understand what makes something an emergency.”
“I know you do. I shall see you this evening.”
I opened the door and had to stop myself from flinching back. I’d been so involved in the conversation with Bejarm that I hadn’t paid attention to my magic. And there was a giant of a man standing just on the other side of the door. Vargaren stood at her desk, her expression showing her displeasure at having multiple people ignore her.
The man was older than Bejarm and I by a couple of decades. He was bald, brown-skinned, and wearing a jacket and trousers that rivaled Dynes’s new wardrobe in quality of fabric and fitting. He had to be a parent. The wool wrap he wore diagonally across his shoulder like a sash told me he was from the coast. What student did we have from one of the coastal districts?
The man focused on me. “Nyine Hunter,” he said in a surprisingly light voice.
“Yes.” I wasn’t able to keep all the suspicion out of my reply.
“Excellent. Join us, please.” He motioned into the office like I wasn’t already standing inside. Oh, and like it was his office, not Bejarm’s.
I glanced over my shoulder. Bejarm nodded and I backed away from the door, moving to stand off to the side of his desk.
“How fortuitous to catch you both.” The man came in and shut the door behind himself. “My name is Aelias Lynand.”
Bejarm went still. “How may the School at Swever Hall assist you, Rewen?”
Another skies-cursed Rewen. Why did these people keep forgetting their children were supposed to go to places like Nesdigh and leave us alone? The ambition to pull in more Rewenling students was what had driven the events of last year.
“I have a few questions. You offer a two-year program, correct?”
Bejarm’s voice was carefully neutral. “We do.”
“Perfect. I will enroll my daughter Ciralase.”
“We would have been happy to mail an application to you.”
“Ah, you have misunderstood.” Rewen Lynand smiled. There were a lot of teeth in that smile. “I am enrolling her. May I?” He didn’t wait for an answer. He simply sat in one of the guest chairs. “Much better. I have spent far too long in a train.” He stretched out his legs, relaxing as though we were all old friends. It annoyed me because that was one of my tricks for disarming people. “Let me speak clearly. After the events of last year, you are behind where you would like to be in terms of number of students and finances. I am offering to help ease you from the troubles of both. I will enroll my daughter and donate whatever funds you need to make up the difference between the contributions you have received for this year and what you received last year. I will also be very vocal in my support of the school, which will go quite a ways in removing this blemish from your reputation.”
He was going to fix all our problems for us. How kind. “You’re very generous,” I said. There was only a little sarcasm in my tone. “How will we be helping you in return?”
He flashed another smile. “I have heard great things about you, Nyine aSimot. Nyine Hunter. I’ve met the Pelher brat and one year with you apparently has made him humble.”
Phrygrus had done that for himself. Phrygrus and his relationship with Caega.
“Your daughter needs to learn to be humble?”
“My daughter has made her way through every elite school in this Kingdom, and one in Asta. She is intelligent and knows her mind.” Pride rang in his words. “She needs to learn when to listen, and she needs a school that will not force her to conform to their—expectations.”
“Does your daughter want to attend this school?” I asked. Perhaps it wasn’t polite and perhaps I needed to let Bejarm handle this, but I couldn’t stomach the idea of the girl being forced to do whatever her father wanted her to do. Being a Rewenling didn’t mean she had to graduate from some fancy school.
Rewen Lynand smiled as though I’d asked a clever question. “Ciralase has grand plans,” he said. “Her education is part of her plans. Otherwise, it would have been simpler to find her a tutor or an apprenticeship in service to our district. She simply dislikes the rigidity of her former placements.”
That was the purpose behind Bejarm and Solak hiring me: working with students who struggled with traditional schooling. I looked at my lover and shrugged. It was his choice how to respond to this.
He would probably say no. Having a Rewen come in and throw money at us was not going to make him happy…
“We are pleased for your daughter to join us here at Swever Hall.” Bejarm reached into his desk and withdrew a scroll as I whipped my head around to stare at him. “We do need to have an application on file. Your ‘donation’ is unnecessary, however.” He next pulled out a brochure. “This is the current tuition
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