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      The Scholia in the year 807 Year of the Binding (Y.B.), when this story takes place, is a sprawling campus located two days’ travel south of Tremontane’s capital, Aurilien. It comprises fourteen main buildings in addition to its many stables and other outbuildings. The main buildings are as follows:

      Godfrey Hall: Administration

      Merriwether Hall: History and Philosophy schools

      Richfield Hall: Math and Natural Philosophy (science) schools

      Covington Hall: Literature and Linguistics schools, as well as the Scholia infirmary

      Saunders Hall: Architectonics and Devisery schools

      Lyton Hall: Law and Library Sciences schools

      Four dormitories: Patience, Honor (women); Fortitude, Temperance (men)

      Two instructor residences: Justice and Mercy

      A refectory

      The bethel

      

      The Tremontanan calendar is made up of four seasons, each ninety days long, with four extra holidays corresponding to the solstices and equinoxes (Wintersmeet, Springtide, Midsummer, and Harvest). Each season is fifteen six-day weeks long.

      Originally, the six days were named for six of the minor lost gods, but in later times (beginning around 775 Y.B.) the days came to be referred to simply as Firstday, Secondday, etc. The exceptions are the third day of the week, called Haransday in honor of the traditional day when Haran received her revelation about ungoverned heaven, and the sixth day, known as Endweek.
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      Veronica stood in the hall outside the east wing drawing room and listened to the Queen of Tremontane argue with her Consort. Eavesdropping wasn’t something she’d planned on, but she had come back from an early morning ride to find the argument going strong, and interrupting other people’s conflicts had never been something she was good at.

      She didn’t bother trying not to listen, pretending to stare at the walls reflecting on whether the wallpaper needed replacing. She already knew the subject of the argument and how it would end. Elspeth and Duncan had said everything that needed saying a dozen times in the last week. But love expressed itself in so many ways, and the sound of two people trying to sacrifice for each other could be loud and acrimonious. And Veronica knew intimately the pain they both suffered, though it had been…sweet heaven, almost thirty years since she had been in their position? Her memories no longer stung, but she remembered.

      “This isn’t over. We have options,” Elspeth was saying.

      “Only one option. It’s the obvious one,” Duncan replied. His voice was strained, as if he was suppressing a shout.

      “I am not divorcing you,” Elspeth said, her voice equally strained. “I haven’t given up, and neither should you.”

      “Two years without conceiving is beyond what my faith will bear.” Duncan’s voice was louder now. “Dr. Ambrose was clear. You just want to believe in a miracle.”

      Elspeth’s words cut across his. “Is that a slur on my faith?”

      “Damn it—” The shout escaped Duncan finally. “You know it isn’t,” he said, more quietly if not more calmly. “This isn’t about religion, it’s about practicality. I can’t have children.”

      “What Dr. Ambrose said, if you’ll recall,” Elspeth said, biting off each word precisely, “is that your fertility is low, and it’s going to take time.”

      “Time the Council—the country—isn’t likely to give us. Elspeth. I feel like less of a man already. Let me do this.”

      “This has nothing to do with your manhood unless you decide it does!” Elspeth’s voice, never shrill, rose sharply. “Duncan, two years isn’t so long.”

      Duncan let out a short, bitter laugh. “Tell that to everyone who whispers where they think we can’t hear. Tell it to the people who think it’s hilarious to joke about whether we know what it takes to get a child.”

      “Those people are idiots, and not worth listening to. You told me never to let rumor rule my life.”

      “I’m having trouble remembering that.”

      There was a pause. Then Elspeth said, “Adoption—”

      “Elspeth!”

      “There’s nothing wrong with adopting. Heaven looks kindly on those who embrace children who need a family.”

      “The implications of adopting the heir to the Crown are beyond fraught. You ought to know that.”

      “Worse than a foreign-born woman dedicated to a religious life taking the Crown? Tremontane will endure, Duncan. I think we should consider it. And I haven’t given up hope that I’ll bear your child.”

      Duncan sighed. “I could leave, you know.”

      “You wouldn’t do that.” Elspeth’s voice shook.

      “No, heaven help me. It would break my heart to leave you.”

      Silence again. Veronica realized she could have left the east wing instead of eavesdropping, and wondered what hidden motive had kept her rooted to the spot, listening to her niece’s pain. Then Duncan said, “I should change my clothes. High court is in an hour.”

      “I don’t know if I can bear listening to cases when my personal life is in turmoil.” Elspeth’s voice was quieter now, as if she were moving away.

      “We don’t have personal lives, Elspeth.” Duncan’s footsteps sounded on the parquet floor, gradually fading.

      Veronica waited half a minute before walking forward into the drawing room. She came up short as Elspeth looked up from where she had been staring into the enormous fire in its hearth of polished river stones. Elspeth’s eyes were red, her cheeks flushed, and between that and her red hair she looked scorched. “I heard the door open,” she said. “I’m sorry you heard that.”

      “I apologize for violating your privacy,” Veronica said, and instantly regretted her excessive formality. She never felt capable of offering comfort in a way grieving people would appreciate. The best she could ever do was listen awkwardly and maybe offer a pat on the shoulder. Hugs made her uncomfortable.

      Elspeth waved a hand dismissively. “You already know what’s happened. We haven’t been discreet. I just…for Duncan’s sake…you probably heard how sensitive he is about it.”

      “Men and women handle infertility differently,” Veronica said.

      “Yes, and I can’t convince him it doesn’t matter. To me, I mean. Not when he knows how much it matters to Tremontane that we’ve had trouble conceiving. He blames himself.” She laughed, one short, brittle hah. “I suppose he’s right in a literal sense, but it’s not as if he chose this…problem.”

      Veronica nodded. “I understand. I told your Uncle Landon he should divorce me when it turned out I couldn’t have more than one child. The North family had such a fragile grip on the Crown, and I thought he, as King, needed a dozen heirs.”

      Elspeth sat in the nearest overstuffed chair, her eyes on Veronica. “I’d forgotten that. And he refused, because he loved you.”

      “He did.” She hadn’t realized he actually loved her until that night. The memory made her heart constrict. “Duncan just needs time. I take it there was no healing Dr. Ambrose could perform?”

      “She said it was beyond the scope of magical healing. I love him, Aunt Veronica. I’d rather see the Crown pass from the Norths entirely than give him up.” Elspeth rubbed tears from her eyes. “But I know it won’t come to that. I have to believe we’ll find a solution.”

      Veronica nodded, not meeting Elspeth’s eyes. Her niece’s religious faith had never made sense to her, given that heaven had never paid the least bit of attention to any of Veronica’s pleas. It had taken Landon in such a horrible fashion, and then her son Francis had died of influenza despite the groove Veronica’s knees had worn in her floor, praying.

      “There’s always adoption,” she said. “There must be hundreds of children with no parents in Aurilien alone, not to mention the rest of the country.”

      Elspeth let out a deep sigh. “But how many of them have no family bond at all? Duncan is right that adopting an heir is complicated.” She rose. “It’s a busy day, so I’ll see you at supper, yes?”

      How busy a day, Elspeth had obviously forgotten. Well, it wasn’t as if the fifty-second day of Summer meant anything to anyone but Veronica now. “You’ll find a solution,” she said, and for a moment she actually believed it.

      She went straight to her bedroom suite and stripped off her riding clothes as steaming water poured into the enormous claw-footed tub. She had had these rooms since Landon’s death, because she couldn’t bear sleeping in their big bed alone. The bathroom’s pale yellow walls were a nice contrast to the cornflower blue tiles, and although she hadn’t chosen the décor, she felt it suited her.

      She sank into the hot water and let her mind drift. Memories rose unbidden from where Time had stowed them. Five years ago today… Landon had still been alive, and they’d celebrated her birthday with a picnic in the royal family’s private garden, just the two of them. He’d given her a silver ring set with polished amber and teased her about having plebeian tastes in stones. “Not even a stone,” he’d said, “hardened tree blood!” But she loved the warmth of amber and the way it felt when she touched it, and Landon knew that. She’d put away her wedding band a year after his death, but she’d never stopped wearing her birthday ring.

      She scrubbed herself clean, rinsed off, and stepped onto the mat to rub away the remaining water. Movement caught her eye, and she realized it was her reflection in the full-length mirror that had also not been of her choosing. Unlike the walls, she didn’t care for it, didn’t like having it in the bathroom instead of the dressing room, but it was set into the wall and removing it was a non-trivial task.

      Now she walked across the wet tiles to examine herself. Too thin, she thought, and chided herself mentally. That was a criticism that only made sense in comparison to others, and comparing was a fool’s game. Instead, she looked more closely at her face, at the fine lines clustered at the corners of her hazel eyes and the faint, almost imperceptible pale brown splotches on her cheekbones, and wondered when she’d started getting old. Surely she wasn’t more than twenty-two, at least in her heart? But today was her fiftieth birthday, and if that wasn’t a landmark, she didn’t know what was.

      Her hair was a lighter blonde than it used to be, something others usually put down to either sun or artifice. Veronica never told anyone it was a profusion of white hairs. She’d made a fuss out of finding the first one, years ago, and Landon had said—what was it? That vanity would be her downfall, and white hair was dignified. Then he’d kissed her, and she’d never plucked another white hair again.

      She cast another look at her body, feeling she was doing penance for some unnamed sin, and went to the dressing room to find something to wear. She had two maids, but although she’d called on Mary as usual that morning to bring her breakfast, she didn’t want to summon Iris to help her dress now. Iris might divine the importance of the day and comment on it, and Veronica felt a sudden desire to make it through the day without celebrating.

      Though… Her hands slowed in buttoning her high-waisted, narrow-skirted gown, made of a soft cotton printed with pansies in a faded lavender not at all like the vibrant, real flower. It wasn’t as if she had plans. She helped in the paupers’ hospital every morning and didn’t see any reason to skip that just because it was her birthday. She was to have lunch with friends, or at least acquaintances, and in the afternoon there was the dog breeders’ show she’d agreed to judge, as if she knew anything about dogs beyond the obvious. And supper with Elspeth and Duncan, of course. But those were appointments. It surprised her to discover that with the exception of supper, she had no desire to fulfil any of them.

      Veronica sat slowly on the edge of her bed, her hands falling to her side with the neck of her gown still open. They were all good and meaningful pursuits, but were they what she wanted to do? Did she even know what she wanted? Confusion, and fear, rose up within her, followed closely by anger. She was the former Consort—she refused to think of herself as a Dowager—with resources and connections anyone might envy, and here she was sitting in her bedchamber feeling sorry for herself because…she wasn’t even sure where this feeling had come from.

      Frustrated, she rose and paced the length of the room, buttoning her gown with shaking hands. She didn’t know what she wanted. She did know she was tired of this rut she had fallen into since Landon’s death, drifting from one worthy cause to another, smiling and nodding and being polite because being assertive made her feel uncomfortable.

      She and Landon had complemented each other. Left to his own devices, Landon had been brash, outspoken, loud, and verging on boorish. Veronica had been a steadying influence on him, an anchor that reminded him he didn’t need to behave badly to conceal how anxious he always was in company. And Veronica might be silent, withdrawn, and unable to carry a conversation with strangers, but Landon’s warm presence had comforted her and given her the courage to speak. They’d needed each other, and now Landon was gone and Veronica had retreated. Not all the way, she had good manners and knew how to interact with others, but she had very few friends and no one she was truly close to but Elspeth.

      She hadn’t always been this way. Before meeting Landon and being swept away by him, back when she was Lady Veronica Chastain, she’d had a path and a goal. She’d been a Scholia student, intent on taking the robe of a Master, and she’d been confident in academic circles as she hadn’t been in society. Veronica restlessly moved some things on her dressing table without seeing them. Those years at the Scholia were so distant it was as if they’d happened to someone else.

      She realized she’d stacked several flat-topped pots of rarely-used cosmetics into a pyramid. Building things. She’d loved building things since she was a child, making extraordinary constructions of wooden blocks or books or her mother’s hatboxes. The act of creating, the moment when you set one block atop the other, the act that held contained within it the distant moment when the last block was laid, was like nothing in the world. She’d given it up because Landon, as Crown Prince and then as King, had had too many demands on his time that spilled over onto his Consort, and studying at the Scholia was incompatible with that. But she’d never lost the passion.

      She pulled a pot from the base of the pyramid, making the rest tumble into a pile. A strange new thought grew within her, one she didn’t dare look too closely at for fear it might turn out to be stupid. Instead, she let other thoughts circle around it. Why shouldn’t she make a change? Her usual occupations were worthy, yes, but anyone might help at the hospital or judge a dog show. And she had wealth settled on her by her parents, and the remains of Landon’s personal fortune, so she could afford to do almost anything she wanted.

      And if what she wanted was to return to the Scholia, who would tell her no?

      Her hands automatically tidied the dressing table as more thoughts sleeted through her brain. She had completed three years of a five-year course of study when she left. It was possible the Scholia Masters might make her start over, but some of her knowledge had to apply still. On the other hand, it had been…she counted mentally…twenty-eight years since then, and maybe that was too long to try to pick up where she’d left off.

      Fifty years old. She’d be the oldest student there. Discouragement set in, and her hands stilled in the act of replacing her hairbrush. The oldest student, and likely the most famous—she shuddered at the thought of being conspicuous among all those young faces. Suppose the Masters didn’t take her seriously? Or worse, suppose they treated her with servility because of her rank?

      She gripped the silver handle of the hairbrush so tightly it made her palm ache. No. She was tired of making decisions out of a desire to avoid notice. Either they’d have her, or they wouldn’t, and however they treated her, she would not let it prevent her doing what she wanted. True, she had no idea what she would do with a Master’s robe and a degree in architecture, but that wasn’t important, was it? It was the getting it that mattered.

      Veronica set the hairbrush down precisely between a comb and a phial of perfume she couldn’t remember acquiring and let out a deep breath. It might be a slightly mad idea, but that made it even more appealing—the idea of doing something no one, least of all herself, would expect. And at worst, the Scholia would turn her down politely, and she could go on as she always had. The thought of that made her shudder again. The idea of returning to the Scholia had gripped her so hard everything else seemed pale and dull by comparison. No, she would make them accept her, and then…anything was possible.

      She smiled at herself in the dressing table mirror, deepening the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, and saw for the first time in ages her twenty-two-year-old self looking back at her.
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      When Veronica had last been a student, the Scholia had still been housed in the palace, in the cold, high-ceilinged rooms Kerish North had claimed for it over a hundred years before. Now, as her carriage took her over the low, rolling hills of central County Cullinan, she leaned out the window and stared, wide-eyed and astonished.

      The Scholia wasn’t just one building, as she’d half expected despite knowing the truth; it was more than a dozen buildings of warm, golden stone similar to the walls of Aurilien, solid and reassuring. They looked more like bethels than houses or even businesses, with their arched and spired roofs reaching to heaven. The tallest tower housed a gleaming copper bell Veronica could see even at this distance, which meant it must be enormous.

      Emerald lawns as fresh as if fed by the rains of Spring beckoned to her to run barefoot across them, though the gravel paths cutting across them indicated a more conventional kind of traffic. There weren’t many people outside at the moment, so classes must be in session. Despite her resolve to be forthright and assertive, Veronica felt relieved that her arrival wouldn’t be a grand entrance. The former Consort grants the Scholia the honor of her presence…no, today she wanted to be only one prospective student among many.

      An arched stone gateway stood athwart the road, grayer than the many Scholia buildings. There was no wall surrounding the campus, and no gate, just an opening that curved to a point in a tall stone tower with the Scholia crest carved into its face. It was symbolic rather than defensive, and Veronica liked the idea of passing from the outside world into a dedicated place of learning. It made this venture feel even more like starting something new.

      She leaned back in her seat and waited for the carriage to come to a halt outside the largest of the buildings, then allowed the driver to help her down, though she didn’t need assistance. She’d already discovered the woman felt honored to drive the former Consort, and Veronica didn’t mind giving her a chance to feel she’d done something to exercise that respect.

      “I’ll wait here, Lady North, if that’s all right,” the woman now said. “Unless you think it will be a while?”

      “I don’t know how long this will take. Please rest yourself and the horses, and I’ll send someone if it’s likely to be longer than an hour.” Veronica’s attention was already on the building, which was constructed in the Valantine style of some two hundred and fifty years previous. She examined the spires, which weren’t as tall as the bell tower but were more ornate, and admired the flying buttresses. Valantine architecture wasn’t her favorite period, but she had to admit the construction allowed for enormous stained glass windows in walls that no longer had to support the whole weight of the building as the earlier Harandan style had required. This building had two of those windows flanking the enormous double doors of new oak, depicting a man and a woman engaged in study. A little obvious, but the deep jewel-like colors were beautiful.

      She put her hand to the door and discovered it swung open as easily as if it weighed nothing at all. So, the builders had adopted more modern design elements instead of slavishly imitating true Valantine construction. She approved of that.

      Beyond, a dark hallway made darker by her light-acclimated eyes extended deep within the building. A handful of people occupied it, going in and out of doors or walking toward or away from her. She stood aside for two people to exit. Neither of them did more than nod. She wasn’t as conspicuous as she’d feared.

      She removed her bonnet and let her eyes adjust before walking forward. It was cooler inside, a welcome change from the heat of the Summer day. More heavy oak doors, these smaller and banded with iron—another Valantine touch—lined the hall on both sides. Veronica’s feet in their soft shoes made almost no sound on the dark floor, which felt smooth despite the rough-hewn look of the stones.

      A wide staircase at the far end rose to a landing ornamented with another stained glass window, this one depicting a host of people surrounding a giant book. That was even more obvious than the other two. Passing a few more people, each dressed in the dark robe and red stole of a Master, she ascended to the second floor. It looked just like the first, though the floor was of plain wooden slabs instead of stone. Each door was set into an arch flanked by wooden posts carved to look like pillars twined with ivy. The pillars were Valantine, the ivy a whimsical touch, and Veronica felt a growing desire to meet the craftspeople responsible.

      She counted doors until she came to the fourth on the left. None of the doors were labeled. Presumably, if you belonged here, you knew which door was whose. Veronica, still alien—for now—had to rely on the instructions the Magister had sent her. She knocked lightly, then, when there was no immediate response, knocked again hard enough to make her knuckles tingle. A muffled response came from within, and Veronica decided it was an invitation.

      The small, cubical room beyond was windowless, but the light of several lanterns illuminated it almost as brightly as sunlight. Paintings of landscapes from all over Tremontane hung on every wall like little static windows on the outside world. The furnishings, a desk, a glass-fronted cabinet, and three chairs, were neither modern nor Valantine, but a more baroque style Veronica put at about fifty or sixty years old, near the beginning of the Sylvestran period. It was an odd choice, but the furniture was elegant and expensive, and Veronica recognized someone’s personal taste in the decision.

      One of the chairs was occupied by a man who looked barely an adult. He had a blank book balanced on his knee and was scribbling furiously. Veronica didn’t look to see what he was writing, though his intensity roused her curiosity. A young woman sat behind the desk. She wore her hair piled high on her head in a haphazard manner, secured by two sticks in the Veriboldan fashion, and looked rather harried. She didn’t look up as Veronica entered. “Yes?”

      “Veronica North to see the Magister,” Veronica said.

      The youth’s head came up abruptly, and his pencil made a black line across his writing. The woman’s expression went from harried to astonished and stopped at embarrassed. “Oh! Lady North, I apologize, I forgot—” She shuffled through a stack of papers as if she hoped an excuse for her rudeness might spring out of them. “I do beg your pardon. You’re to go right in, of course.”

      Veronica smiled and nodded. She’d found, over the last thirty years, that calmness and a reluctance to take offense could carry someone far. “Thank you.”

      The second door looked the same as the first, iron-banded oak, so it was only her imagination that it glowed with promise. Veronica knocked, just to be polite, and then opened the door.

      Bright sunlight met her eyes, making the secretary’s office seem dim by comparison. The light came from a row of windows overlooking the lawns and the bell tower. Though they had heavy maroon curtains, all the drapes were drawn back, and between the windows’ size and the gleaming brightness of their panes, the effect was similar to that of Queen Genevieve’s old drawing room near the top of the palace, which had floor to ceiling windows on two of its walls. It felt as if the outdoors was only waiting for an invitation to enter.

      The furnishings matched the ones in the secretary’s office, the desk and cabinetry ornamented with so many curlicues and carved oak leaves they looked more like art pieces than functional furniture. The carpet was Eskandelic and floral and perfectly matched the ornate desk and the maroon curtains. A brass chandelier hung from the high ceiling, unlit and doing nothing to illuminate the room, but its crystals caught the sunlight and fractured it into tiny rainbows.

      Donald Montgomery, the Magister of the Scholia, rose from his seat behind the desk. “Lady North, welcome,” he said in his thin, wispy tenor. “Please, have a seat.”

      The Magister’s manners were as old-fashioned as the décor, Veronica reflected; he knew not to offer his hand to a lady, as it had formerly been the lady’s decision whom to shake hands with. Veronica extended her hand for him to clasp. His grip was firm, and his skin was as dry and inelastic as her own. It was so strange to realize he was only a few years older than she.

      She sat in one of the two spindle-legged chairs, also of the same baroque Sylvestran era, pulled up to face the desk. Its cushion was firm and well-compressed, not soft, which confirmed her guess that all this furniture was antique, not modern copies. Someone had spent a fortune equipping these two rooms.

      “Your letter was quite a surprise,” the Magister was saying. “I didn’t realize you had been a Scholia student.”

      “It was a long time ago,” Veronica said. “I left because I married and had a child, and there were other demands on my time. But I loved my studies.”

      “Yes, I’m sure the Consort must be very busy.” The Magister leaned back in his seat and folded his thin hands atop the desk. “But now…I apologize if this is rude, but surely your time is still occupied? One hears of the Dowager Consort opening charity hospitals, supervising different organizations…”

      Veronica suppressed her irritation at his term of address. He was only being polite. “I enjoy helping others, of course, but much of what I do could be done by anyone. I feel drawn to complete my course of study—surely that’s not so unusual?”

      “Of course not, of course not. But the Dowager Consort—”

      “Please, I would prefer you call me Lady North.” Veronica was far too informal for their proposed relationship, though she doubted she could have gotten him to use her first name even if they were to be colleagues. “And my title is irrelevant when it comes to scholastic pursuits. When I was a student, I had any number of colleagues who were noble. One of them later became the Baron of Hightop. And the instructors treated us all the same.”

      The Magister nodded. “Certainly. My apologies.” He sat forward. “You realize, with the interruption to your studies—the time that has passed—you’ll have to repeat some of the coursework.”

      “I expected that. I had thought…perhaps some sort of evaluation, to know where I should be placed?” Veronica’s heart beat faster, and she felt like kicking herself. Becoming nervous over something so simple as taking charge of her own education! She should have done this years ago, if she had grown so timid.

      “I intended to propose that, yes.” The Magister’s hands flexed once, his bony fingers extending and relaxing. “I am certain you won’t need to repeat much. Architecture, after all, stays where it’s put, yes?” He chuckled, and Veronica laughed with him, though it hadn’t been much of a joke.

      “Yes, and it’s been a hobby of mine over the last thirty years, observing new trends in construction,” she said.

      “Excellent, excellent.” He smiled. Veronica’s eyes were drawn to the gleam of sunlight off his bald head. He might be a reflective surface in full daylight. She silently chided herself for the cruel thought, but not very hard. “If I may be direct, the fees are not small.”

      A reflective, greedy surface. “I can afford them. And I intend to make a bequest to fund another student as well. Someone deserving who otherwise might not be able to afford schooling. I’m sure you know of someone who fits that description.” She knew it came close to bribery, but she did not intend to be denied, and if her money could grease some wheels, all the better.

      The Magister’s smile deepened, making him look like a hairless cat who’d found the cream pot. “Your generosity is astounding, my lady.”

      “It’s nothing, really.”

      “Then I suppose it’s just a matter of scheduling,” the Magister continued. “You’ll want to arrange for lodgings in Knightsbury, which is the closest—”

      “Actually, I had hoped to stay on campus,” Veronica said. “I understand you have housing for students?”

      The Magister’s mouth fell open slightly, and his fingers jerked again. “Why, yes, but…surely the Dow—Lady North would prefer…they’re not luxurious, and I don’t know—”

      “I know I am not your usual kind of student, but I would rather not draw any more attention to myself than necessary.” Veronica leaned forward a little, a gesture that invited the Magister to lean closer as well. “Please, Magister. I may be royalty, but that does not make me any better or worse a student than someone who came up from the gutter on a scholarship. Or on my scholarship. Surely you can indulge me in this one whim?”

      The Magister now looked as if the cream pot had been unexpectedly full of vinegar. “Certainly, certainly,” he said, not sounding very certain. “If you…that is, it is an additional expense, but there are always rooms…of course you know your own mind.”

      “I do.” Veronica met his gaze directly. She refused to entertain the discomfort she always felt in confronting someone. This was nothing. It barely qualified as a confrontation. And she would not let her own stupid diffidence interfere with getting what she wanted—what she was increasingly convinced she needed.

      The Magister smiled, some of his good humor restored. “Then…welcome to the Scholia, Lady North. The Autumn term begins in approximately five weeks, during which time your instructors will determine your revised course of study.”

      “Thank you, Magister.” Veronica rose, prompting the Magister to mimic her. “I appreciate your willingness to accommodate me.”

      “Not at all, not at all. I am certain you will make a fine Master someday.” The Magister smiled again. The expression made his words sound less patronizing. Veronica shook his hand again without saying anything, and excused herself.

      The carriage driver rose from where she’d been seated on the ground when Veronica approached. “That was quick, my lady,” she said. “Where else can I take you?”

      “I’d…actually, I think I’ll take a look at the buildings,” Veronica said. “Do you mind waiting a little while longer?”

      “Of course not.” The woman leaned against the carriage as if to suggest she could comfortably wait all day. “Take your time, my lady.”

      The gravel paths were laid out in a random way Veronica suspected would show a pattern if observed from the air. If so, the birds were the only ones who appreciated it. Students in ordinary shirts and trousers and a few black-robed Masters crossed the lawn more directly, ignoring the paths in favor of getting from one place to another as quickly as possible. Veronica stuck to the paths, feeling even more like an outsider despite the Magister’s words. She also felt, superstitiously, as if walking the paths invoked some kind of sympathetic magic that bound the students to this place, invoking the lines of power on their scholastic behalf. It was an odd thought, but it satisfied her.

      Almost all the buildings resembled the main one, with towers and arches that led nowhere and fluted columns and many, many stained glass windows. Veronica had heard Duncan complain, not very sharply, about how much of the treasury had gone into building the Scholia. Now she understood his concerns. The architects had outdone themselves if what they wanted was to recreate Valantine architecture on the scale of the palace, but more unified, and it must have cost a fortune. If the Crown had paid for even half of what she saw, it would have been an unparalleled expenditure.

      But it was beautiful. Valantine architecture en masse was an awe-inspiring sight, even to Veronica’s eyes. The few buildings that didn’t match, set well back from those circling the courtyard, looked like stables, a dairy, and perhaps housing for servants. Even those were beautiful, if modest. Veronica suspected they were intended not to draw the eye away from the main part of the campus.

      The lone building near the courtyard that did not match the others still bore the marks of the architects’ vision; it had only one spired tower, was low to the ground, and had no stained glass windows, only rows of square four-paned ones in plain brown wooden frames. Even so, like the outbuildings, it didn’t look out of place. It looked, Veronica mused, like the younger brother of all the other buildings that would eventually grow to look like them.

      The sound of an argument drifted toward her on the warm breezes, coming from an open window in the low building. Veronica altered her course so she wouldn’t come close enough to eavesdrop, but she could still tell it was a man and a woman who were very angry. The idea that anyone might feel inclined to argue in this peaceful place disturbed her. Then she laughed at herself. Of course people still argued. This was the Scholia, not heaven.

      She left the argument behind and headed for the center of the pattern of paths, where the second largest building stood. Though it was smaller in size than the Magister’s administration building, it was the tallest, with the bell tower a slim finger pointing to heaven. The oak doors stood open, revealing an open space filled with pews. Veronica had not expected to find a bethel on the Scholia grounds, at least not one so large.

      She entered, curious to see this unexpected sight. No candles were lit, and the warm Summer air filled the space, which would otherwise be cool and dark. Veronica sniffed the air, but smelled nothing but the warm green scent of grass and the darker smell of wood from the pews aligned on both sides of the central aisle. The niches in the walls for private prayer were all empty, and the dais at the head of the bethel’s main room bore rows of upholstered chairs, also unused. The room felt completely unoccupied. Veronica had heard others speak of sensing heaven’s presence in a bethel, but that had never happened to her.

      She walked around the periphery, looking into the niches. Each was equipped with a padded kneeler and a copy of the Book of Haran. Veronica wasn’t sure how anyone could consider this private, given that you would have the entire bethel at your back and the niches were shallow, but again, worship wasn’t something she cared much for. It was a very nice bethel, though, less ornate on the inside than the Magister’s office, and she wondered how much use it saw.

      When she exited the bethel, the green lawns and pebbled paths were crowded with people. Surprised, she stood with her hand on the door frame and watched for a few minutes. Students laughed and chattered at top volume, or strode along in conference with black-robed figures wearing red or blue stoles. Some of them ran, dodging others, from one building to another. Veronica felt overwhelmed at the noise and commotion. Then she remembered she’d chosen this, and her disquiet faded. She would learn to be part of this institution, and all of this would be a commonplace.

      Even so, she waited a little longer until the paths cleared before making her way back to her carriage. She had five weeks to prepare, and so much to do in that time. Including telling Elspeth what she had in mind; she hadn’t informed her niece she intended to return to the Scholia, just in case the worst happened and they wouldn’t have her. Elspeth hated injustice and was likely to have come down hard on the Magister to get him to change his mind, and Veronica didn’t want that kind of help.

      “Back to Knightsbury,” she told the driver. As the Magister had suggested, it was the closest city to the Scholia, only a mile away, and she’d taken rooms there after the two-day journey from Aurilien. “Thank you for your service.”

      “It’s my pleasure, my lady,” the woman said. “May I ask—were you successful?”

      Veronica settled herself in the carriage. “I was,” she said. “I’m a Scholia student again.”
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      Master Catherine Lansing’s office was the mirror-reversed twin of the Magister’s, on the opposite side of the central building where the administrative offices were. Its wide windows, in shade at this hour of the morning, looked out over nearby Knightsbury, which was a pleasant young city vibrant with traffic whose distant noises filtered through the open window in snatches of sound. The furnishings were of the same Sylvestran style as the Magister’s, carved all over with grapes and pears and apples so the desk looked like a greengrocer’s wooden nightmare and the handles of the sideboard cabinet were invisible.

      That was where the resemblance ended. Papers and cardboard folders covered almost every inch of the desk and were stacked several inches high in four piles on the sideboard. Stacks of paper nearly doubled the height of the short, utilitarian table, unornamented and modern, that stood beneath the center window. Inkwells and jars crammed full of pens occupied whatever space on the desk the paper didn’t take up. Even the chair Veronica currently sat in had had a box on it before Lansing removed it, with many apologies.

      Now Lansing sat behind her desk and regarded Veronica with wide hazel eyes the same color as Veronica’s own. Veronica judged her to be in her mid-thirties, young to have earned four black bands on the blue stole indicating a Master who was pursuing the advanced degree of a Magister. She wore her dark brown hair cut short to brush her chin; at the moment, it was in disarray, wisps of it flying everywhere as if she’d been running. “It’s an honor to meet you,” Lansing said. “Please excuse the mess. I’m afraid it builds and builds—so many things to keep track of, and not enough filing space…”

      Her voice trailed off. Veronica waited politely for her to finish her thought, but it appeared after a moment or two that she was done speaking. “I admit this is all very new to me,” she said. “We didn’t have tutors in—well, thirty years ago.” The room was too warm for comfort, despite the open windows, and Veronica hoped she wouldn’t sweat; it might make her appear nervous. She was nervous, true, but she didn’t want that to show.

      “Oh, no, that’s a new development,” Lansing said, rather eagerly. She leaned forward, shoving a few stacks of paper to one side to lean her elbows on her desk. “The courses of study the Scholia demands are rather intensive—well, you know that—and it was discovered that students became overwhelmed with having to juggle all the requirements. Now a student’s tutor keeps track of their advancement, assists in planning the course of study, answers questions…”

      “That makes sense,” Veronica said, though she didn’t remember ever having trouble keeping up with the Scholia’s academic requirements when she was a student. She hadn’t liked that rather personal “you know,” as if Lansing wanted to establish their relationship as equals or friends rather than that of tutor and student. “And we’ll meet once a week?”

      “That’s right. Though of course I’m available at any time if you have problems.” Lansing sounded rather as if she hoped Veronica would have problems needing her intervention. “Now, I’ve discussed your situation with the Magister and gone over your academic record. You were twenty-two courses away from achieving the robe when you left.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And your primary course of study was architectonics.”

      Veronica nodded. They’d just called it architecture or engineering in her day. Inwardly, she winced at how old that made her sound and resolved never to use the phrase again.

      Lansing opened a buff-colored cardboard folder and sorted through its contents. “Your work was excellent. Really, with these marks, I don’t think you should have to repeat any courses, just pick up where you left off…”

      When Veronica realized the fading pause meant Lansing was once again finished speaking, she said, “I’m not sure that’s fair. I’ve been away from serious study for twenty-eight years, and I’m sure some things have changed since then. And I know my mathematics skills are rusty. I don’t want to find myself in classes whose basics I’ve forgotten.” She also didn’t think her work had been all that spectacular. Better than average, certainly, and she was exceptional at understanding the underlying principles of architecture, but she was no genius.

      Lansing’s eyes widened again. “Oh, but really, you shouldn’t have to repeat—”

      “I want to earn the robe, Master Lansing,” Veronica said, feeling for once no embarrassment about interrupting, “not have it given me. I assure you I’m not upset at having to take some classes again. Now, what kind of course of study does that require?”

      Lansing blinked. “Well, if you’re sure…” She shuffled through the papers again and withdrew two. “There are five classes you should probably repeat before proceeding further in architectonics. And it seems you have some fundamentals pending. History, natural philosophy, a law course…you lack eight fundamentals and fourteen discipline classes. With the repeats, that’s a total of twenty-seven classes.” She sounded almost apologetic. “That’s two to three years of study, depending on how rigorously you intend to tackle it.”

      “I thought I should make this first term a sort of experiment, to see how difficult it will be.” Veronica heard herself speak in the soothing tones she’d used on Francis as a child when he became anxious, and she felt uncomfortable. This was a grown woman, her Scholia superior and tutor, and it wasn’t Veronica’s job to make her feel at ease. Surely that ought to go the other way around?

      “At any rate,” she went on, trying to sound brisk and certain, “I was thinking five classes this Autumn term, and evaluate whether I want to continue in Winter term next year or take a break until Spring.” She had no intention of taking it slowly; she felt impatient with herself for having waited this long, and any delay felt like hooks embedded in her flesh, dragging her onward.

      “Five classes—that’s ambitious,” Lansing said, her eyes wide once again.

      “I don’t think so. It never was a problem before.” Veronica’s impatience rose, startling her. She wasn’t an impatient person, but Lansing’s eagerness, and now her reluctance, felt like the Master either didn’t want her there or wanted her there too much. She briefly considered asking for a different tutor, but that would mean stirring up trouble, and that wasn’t the sort of person she was.

      “But…no, you’re right, Lady North, it shouldn’t be a problem.” Lansing took up a pen and dipped it in one of the open inkwells that threatened to spill all over the sea of paperwork. “If you’ll allow me…?”

      Confused, Veronica nodded. Allow what?

      Lansing proceeded to write on the topmost paper she’d removed from Veronica’s folder, with many pauses and staring off past Veronica through the windows. “A balance between discipline and fundamentals…let’s see…I want you to retake the third mathematics class, which will assess your skills and give us an idea of how to structure the rest of your mathematics study. I think you should also retake the second architectonics class, fundamentals of engineering. It’s perhaps more basic than you need, but if you can pass that with high marks, you won’t have to retake the third class.”

      Veronica nodded. Lansing, despite all the pauses, suddenly sounded confident. It was much more as Veronica had hoped her tutor would be.

      “As to the other classes, I believe a balance of three of your remaining fundamentals would be best. Principles of Devisery…a history course, probably, yes, art history—have you a preference for an historical era?”

      “I’ve always liked Harandan architecture,” Veronica said.

      “We offer a class on Harandan era iconography and the transition from abstract to representational art I think you’ll enjoy. And…I believe there are still seats in Master Tyndale’s fundamentals of law course. He’s a demanding teacher, but you did say you wanted to experiment…”

      Veronica was coming to realize Lansing ended most of her sentences with that drawn-out, fading sound. “It sounds excellent. Thank you.”

      “We’re all very excited to welcome you as a student, Lady North. You’re such an inspiration.” Lansing was back to sounding too eager again. Veronica’s anxiety deepened.

      “Am I? How is that?” she said, trying to maintain a light, curious tone even though she felt she knew what was coming.

      “Well, of course! Returning to your studies after nearly three decades away…you’re an example to everyone that education doesn’t have to be limited to the young.” Lansing leaned forward again, beaming. “And the Dowager Consort—you could choose to do anything. Your presence honors us.”

      Anxiety coiled like a writhing snake in the pit of Veronica’s stomach. Being conspicuous had never come easily to her, not even when she had been the Consort and public appearances were the norm. Briefly, she wondered if she’d made a mistake. Too old, too famous—these next two to three years might become a nightmare. Then she took hold of herself and gave herself a mental shake. She’d endured far worse than standing out in a crowd of twenty-somethings, far worse than being a novelty and a figurehead. This was nothing.

      “I prefer to be simply Lady North,” she said mildly. “And…thank you. But I hope I will not receive preferential treatment because of my rank. I know I can’t be just an ordinary student, but I don’t expect favors.”

      “Of course not.” Lansing’s tone of voice was surprised, but the look in her eyes, that reverential look she’d worn when Veronica had entered her office, told Veronica her tutor would bear careful watching. She did not want Lansing crippling her education in a misguided attempt to give the former Consort what she believed was Veronica’s due.

      Veronica rose. “Thank you again. I look forward to classes starting.”

      “I’ll have a copy of your class schedule sent to your rooms,” Lansing said, rising as well and extending her hand. “I understand you’re staying in the student dormitories?” She sounded curious rather than judgmental, which was a relief after the morning Veronica had already had, trying to arrange for her housing. Everyone else had looked at her as if she were mad.

      “That’s right. I’m supposed to see my quarters after this.” Veronica hoped her demands had been taken seriously, though she knew “demand” was the wrong word for how diffidently she’d approached the housing administrator and the dormitory chatelaine. She really needed to learn to be assertive.

      “Very well. Good day, Lady North, and remember—I’m here any time you need assistance, or if you want to talk about anything…”

      Veronica nodded. Yes, Master Lansing wanted to be Veronica’s friend. More accurately, she wanted to be the Dowager Consort’s friend. Veronica supposed that was possible, but she’d had too many years of deflecting sycophants to be much interested in pandering to Lansing’s desires.

      She left the central building and crossed the yard, staying carefully on the paths. It was the fallow time, the space between terms when no classes were held, and she had the yard to herself though she knew there were still students and Masters around somewhere. She still wasn’t familiar with all the fourteen buildings of the Scholia and its outbuildings, but she could find the refectory—the low-roofed building with all the square windows—and she knew which of the edifices were the women’s dormitories.

      All four dormitories looked very similar, with towers rather than spires at their four corners and tall, arched windows that gave the three stories a very startled look. Smooth-sided pillars formed roofed colonnades that encircled each building, providing welcome shade on this sweltering late-Summer day. Most of the windows stood open, which wouldn’t have been possible in a true Valantine building. Veronica felt grateful that the unknown architects hadn’t thought themselves bound to tradition over comfort.

      The dormitories were named for virtues, Honor and Patience, Fortitude and Temperance. Veronica wondered if the names had any influence on their characters, or on the characters of the people they housed. If that were so, the one she’d chosen, Patience House, ought to stand her in good stead.

      Patience House was the one on the left. Veronica entered and knocked on the first door she came to. It didn’t open immediately, and she stood with her hands clasped before her, feeling awkward again. Finally, Mistress Holyoak, the dormitory chatelaine, appeared. “Lady North,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “You did say to return at noon,” Veronica said. Mistress Holyoak’s gaze withered her, made her feel ten years old and caught snitching pastries from the kitchen. She could hear her voice growing smaller and quieter and made herself stand up straight and face the woman directly. Mistress Holyoak was shorter than Veronica, with gray-streaked black hair braided and coiled around the back of her head in an iron-hard construction rifle balls could probably bounce off. Veronica had yet to see her smile.

      “I did,” Mistress Holyoak said, her frown deepening. The implication that she had expected Veronica to change her mind stiffened Veronica’s resolve.

      “You said you would have a room ready for me by noon,” she said in a louder voice. “I hope it’s not an imposition.”

      “Of course not, Lady North.” Mistress Holyoak—Veronica would never dare address her by just her surname, even in the privacy of her own head—pushed past Veronica and walked away without another word. Veronica hurried after her.

      They climbed stairs to the third floor, where the hall split in two directions. Traditional Valantine architecture dictated a central well and no interior rooms, so Veronica judged the hall would make a rectangle, with rooms on both the inside and the outside. She hoped the antagonistic chatelaine hadn’t put her on the inside. There would be windows regardless, but Veronica didn’t want hers looking out on a depressing courtyard three stories below.

      But Mistress Holyoak led the way to a door in the right-hand corner on the outside. “I’m afraid this is all we have,” she said, opening the door. “You can always take rooms in Knightsbury.”

      Veronica entered and suppressed a gasp. This was a tower room, perfectly round, and was fully furnished in a modern style that appealed to Veronica’s expert eye. A small ash table and two chairs were drawn up between the arched windows, while a sofa and armchair upholstered in blue and silver brocade promised comfortable seats for anyone wanting to read or chat with a friend. A tap over a basin and a small single-burner stove made a kitchen nook next to the table. The room was stuffy, the windows closed, and there was no fireplace, but Veronica loved it instantly.

      An archway to the left proved to contain a spiral staircase, its old stone niche cooler than the sitting room. Without waiting for Mistress Holyoak’s invitation, Veronica mounted the stairs and found herself in a dream of a bedroom, a small, cozy chamber made cozier by the large four-poster bed filling most of it. A wardrobe had been crammed into the remaining space, and between that and an old-fashioned wash table, there was barely enough room to move around.

      It was, if anything, even hotter than the sitting room, and Veronica sidled around the bed to open a window. Then she stood for a moment, breathing in the delicious scent of warm grass and soil. The mattresses were bare, and the wardrobe door hung open, revealing that it was empty. Veronica pictured the bed covered with her own favorite quilt, the wardrobe full of her clothes, and could easily see herself living here for the next two years.

      She descended the stairs to find Mistress Holyoak standing with her arms crossed over her capacious bosom. “The furniture upstairs can’t be changed,” the chatelaine said. “We can’t get it out without taking it apart. We had an Eskandelic princess studying here last year and she had a thing for Tremontanan styles, insisted we indulge her.”

      “Eskandelics don’t have princesses,” Veronica said absently. Her mind was already on how she would decorate. No fireplaces in either room, but she could buy Devices to heat them when winter made that necessary. And no drapes to hide the beautiful arches of the windows. It was unlikely anyone could see into the tower rooms, anyway.

      “I’m sure you’d know better than I, Lady North,” Mistress Holyoak said. Her tone of voice was bland in a way that concealed disdain, but Veronica discovered she no longer cared what Mistress Holyoak thought of her. Probably the woman had given her these rooms as a punishment—they were no doubt smaller than most, and the stairs might be considered an inconvenience—but if she’d intended that, she’d shot wide of the mark.

      “I can move in immediately, yes?” Veronica had brought only her personal possessions, intending to purchase furniture in Knightsbury, and she was glad that wouldn’t be necessary.

      “Of course.” Mistress Holyoak handed her two large iron keys, perfectly in keeping with the rest of the architecture. “Your room key, and a key to the outer door, which we lock at midnight. I’ve got a spare copy of your room key for emergencies. There are four washrooms on every floor, so I hope you don’t mind sharing, and commodes outside each washroom. We have the latest Devices installed. No men beyond the common room and study rooms downstairs, and no women in the men’s dormitories either. I’m sure you won’t need the reminder.”

      The way she said it made Veronica want to find a man and drag him into her bedchamber. How dare Mistress Holyoak, who had to be nearly her own age, imply she was too old for romance? All right, she probably was too old for assignations, but Mistress Holyoak’s tone of voice, that dismissive, scornful tone, hurt Veronica in a way she’d thought she’d left behind forever at Landon’s death.

      “I wouldn’t be so inconsiderate, no,” she managed to say in a polite voice.

      Mistress Holyoak sniffed. “There are study rooms on the ground floor in addition to the common room. You can meet with your study group there if you wish, but near the end of term you’ll have to schedule their use. As I said, I lock up at midnight, and even though you can let yourself in, we look sharply at anyone who returns late night after night. There’s no curfew, much as I think there should be. Students aren’t sensible enough to be trusted with that responsibility.”

      “When I was a student before, I lived in my family home in Aurilien. This is very different.” Veronica hoped she still sounded polite. She had never liked people like Mistress Holyoak, fond of enforcing rules at the expense of treating people like people.

      “Very different, yes.” Mistress Holyoak turned and left the room, forcing Veronica to hurry to keep up as she strode down the hall. “That’s the washroom—all the washroom doors look the same. For an extra fee, a maid will tidy your rooms once a week, and if you’re honorable, you won’t make much work for her by leaving food all over the place.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Veronica said. She liked the idea of caring for those perfect, small rooms herself.

      “I see,” Mistress Holyoak said as if Veronica had suggested something vulgar. She glared at Veronica briefly. “Any questions?”

      Veronica couldn’t think of anything she wanted to ask the hostile chatelaine. “Not at the moment. I’m sure if I think of anything—”

      “That’s fine, then. Welcome to Patience House, Lady North.” Mistress Holyoak disappeared down the stairs without waiting to see if Veronica would follow.

      When the chatelaine had disappeared, Veronica turned and walked slowly back toward her rooms. Her rooms. It made everything suddenly feel more real.

      She realized, as she passed the washroom, that she needed to use the commode. Curious about what Mistress Holyoak meant by “latest Devices,” she entered one of the two cubicles flanking the washroom door. It turned out the commode was a rugged porcelain Device that would be freezing in winter, but it whisked her waste away and emitted a puff of flowery air as it did so. Very modern. When she considered the kind of toilet conditions a real Valantine edifice would have, she was even more grateful no one had felt impelled into slavish imitation.

      When she emerged, it was almost into the arms of another woman leaving the washroom. “I beg your pardon,” Veronica said, her voice pale with embarrassment.

      “It happens,” the woman said. She wore a dressing gown of patterned Veriboldan silk and house slippers, and her wet brown hair draggled over her shoulders, darkening the silk. Her eyes had an exotic tilt to them that made her look like a cat, but rather than giving her a sly look, they made her lovely face seem even more approachable. “You’re Lady North, aren’t you?”

      “I am. I suppose I’m unmistakable.” Veronica smiled and hoped her inner turmoil didn’t show.

      “I didn’t expect to see you in Patience House, but everyone knows you’ve enrolled for Autumn term, and—forgive my rudeness, but you’re older than the rest of us and very recognizable.” The woman shifted the woven bag she held that seemed to contain toiletries and a face cloth. She didn’t sound judgmental, just curious, and Veronica’s anxieties eased.

      “It’s not rude. I know I’m different. I hope it won’t matter,” she said.

      The woman nodded. “Samantha Wilde,” she said, extending her free hand. “I’m just down the hall that way.”

      “I have the…I think it’s the southwest corner tower,” Veronica said, examining a mental map.

      Samantha’s catlike eyes widened. “Arakelian Jennea’s aerie? Did you anger Mistress Holyoak somehow?”

      Veronica’s lips twitched in a smile. “I think she resents me wanting to be a Scholia student at my age.”

      “Well, she certainly intended to punish you. That place freezes in winter. You don’t have to put up with that, you know. I’m sure there are other empty rooms.”

      “She said this was the only one.”

      Samantha scowled. “That can’t be true.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I love it.”

      Samantha let out a short laugh. “We’ll see how much you love it come Wintersmeet.”

      “I don’t see why. Haven’t any of you heard of heating Devices?”

      To her surprise, Samantha’s brow furrowed briefly before the woman said, “I…don’t know that any of us are accustomed to throwing that kind of wealth around. We’re not poor, exactly—can’t be poor if we can afford a Scholia education—but those Devices aren’t inexpensive.”

      Veronica’s heart sank. And to think she’d come so close to making a friend. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have presumed—I didn’t think—”

      Samantha shook her head and smiled. “No, I’m being foolish. Why should you be embarrassed just because you’re the Dow—”

      “Please don’t call me that,” Veronica said, feeling a little desperate. “Just…it’s just Veronica, really. Since we’re both students.”

      “I suppose Dowager does conjure up images of a little old lady in a lace cap and mittens,” Samantha said with a grin. “Very well. Veronica. Let me get dressed, and I’ll help you with your things—you are moving in now, aren’t you?”

      “I have to go back to Knightsbury, but yes.”

      “Give me a few minutes, and I’ll go with you. Then I can show you around the place, maybe introduce you to some people. I know it’s quiet now, but wait until the dead day.”

      Finally, something Veronica remembered. The dead day, the last day before the new term started. Counter to its name, it was the busiest and loudest day of the term. “I can imagine.”

      Samantha smiled again and hurried away, saying, “At least you have rooms to yourself. Last year I had a dormitory sister who snored.”

      Veronica laughed and followed Samantha more slowly. Her anxieties had all but disappeared. True, not everyone would be as friendly as Samantha, but she’d begun to hope she might eventually fit in here, after all.
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