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      Hal came fifteenth in his year’s Entrance Examinations, which was not bad.

      He was third-placed from Odlington, which was not surprising—Gidgeon was a major swot amongst even the swots of their school, and Jollimore was terrifyingly brilliant. Jollimore had come first in the overall list for Ronderell, and Gidgeon third.

      And then there was Hal, fifteenth. His twin sister (his younger twin sister) had come eighth, which would please her. And their mother. Come to that, Hal was pleased for Elianne. They were both smart, but Elly had a gift for maths that he did not possess.

      Even if everyone in the first fourteen places took up scholarships (and they didn’t always, if the place they’d wanted had already been taken; Elly might or might not, depending if someone else had already chosen Quance before her turn), he’d still have most of the Golden List open to him.

      Not to mention, it wasn’t as if Hal needed the scholarship. So long as he passed, any of the universities in the Charter would most gladly take his money.

      And his title.

      Everyone wanted an imperial duke on their student roster. Hal had been receiving fawning offers since long before he was remotely of age to take them up.

      He frowned at the parchment notice posted outside the Senior Common Room at Odlington. The main list was posted down in the town, outside the university hall where the Entrance Examinations were held, but Odlington School always got a second copy for themselves. Hal glanced in the open doorway, but the room was empty of professors and upper formers alike. Too hot, perhaps. He’d rather wished he could talk with Professor Bevan, his housemaster—insofar as Hal had had a housemaster; he hadn’t ever lived in residence—but there wasn’t much advice the man could give him on the subject of university that Hal hadn’t already heard.

      Not that it mattered, anyway. The Dukes of Fillering Pool always went to either Tara or Zabour, and since Zabour had fallen into the sea during the Fall, that meant Hal was going to Tara. Elly, as the younger twin, could go wherever she wanted—within reason, of course, but it wouldn’t matter if she chose a lesser school because it had the best professors for her interest—not in the way it would for Hal.

      Hal couldn’t go to, say, Firbeth. Not even if it were reputed to have the best botanical gardens in Northwest Oriole. Firbeth wasn’t even on the Golden List—it wasn’t even on the Silver List. Nobody who wasn’t interested in gardens had even heard of the university. Hal had only heard of it because he’d been poking around the stalls at the summer fair and found a book from before the Fall of the Empire describing ‘Lesser Gems of Northwest Oriole’, which had said its gardens were well worth the long detour to get to them.

      He wasn’t quite sure where Firbeth was, but that made it sound very well out of the way.

      Regardless, he’d be going to Tara, what with Zabour having fallen into the sea. Not to mention Firbeth was probably, oh, overrun with mandrakes or manticores or something.

      Mandrakes would be better than manticores, obviously. Though weeding them might prove tricky—

      He sighed and turned away, striding easily towards the school gates. The banner of Fillering Pool snapped overhead: the great black tree with the stars entwined in its roots. The Leaveringhams, the ducal family—Hal’s family—were proud of their illustrious heritage.

      Hal was proud of his illustrious heritage. He truly was. Each star represented a century his predecessors had been Imperial Dukes, entrusted by successive emperors of Astandalas with the rights and responsibilities of raising armies and feeding and outfitting them. Fillering Pool itself had generally provided officers (many of them going from Odlington to the naval colleges at Inveragory and Isternes) and ships; the men and food had come from other parts of the old demesne. Nine stars in the roots for nine centuries under Astandalas; and the tenth in the sky for the new direction to come after the cataclysmic collapse of that empire.

      Hal dropped his gaze from the flag to the grounds. They were mostly empty, as classes were still in session for the younger years, but over by the gates were a cluster of young men lounging on the grass. Probably others from the upper sixth.

      Now that the results were available, all Hal’s fellow students would filter away to their universities of choice. He’d see a few of them again, no doubt. One or two at university, though Gidgeon was likely to go for Stoneybridge over Tara, they were reputed to have the better Faculty of Philosophy, and Jollimore had mentioned how he was wanted to go to the Bardic College of the University of the Outer Reaches when he’d come to Odlington.

      A couple Hal might see at formal events, he supposed, but probably as—secretaries or stewards or similar. His years at Odlington had been surprisingly light of members of the peerage.

      Perhaps not surprisingly, given the Fall of Astandalas right around when he’d been supposed to begin attending. People who had survived had mostly kept their children at home. In other decades there might have been princes and viscounts and so on to keep him company, but as it stood … Hal glanced around at the old stone buildings, warmly golden in the afternoon light, and then lifted his eyes up to the even older castle brooding above them. His personal banner—the tree black on a white field instead of white on blue—was no more than a bright spot from here. Showing he was in residence, as he always had been.

      He’d been duke since he was seven. None of this was a surprise. It was just … he supposed it was just that he’d put off thinking about what finishing Odlington would mean. That he would be moving on to the next step, the next stage, of life.

      It wasn’t strange he was perhaps a little blank at the prospect, was it? It was a big change.

      At least he could put off thinking about marriage until after university. Even his mother was currently fretting over his cousins.

      Most of his house—insofar as it was his house—were lounging on the lawn outside their dorm, enjoying the spring sun. They’d already have seen the results list, of course—it would have been posted early that morning. Hal didn’t live in residence, since Odlington had been built where it was precisely so that the duke’s sons could attend while still living in the castle. He stayed for most lunches, and occasional formal dinners, but the rest of time lived at the castle.

      It would have been nice to live with the other boys, even if the meals were not anywhere near as good as he got at home. But when he’d been eleven and twelve there had been the strange, terrible period of the Interim after the Fall of Astandalas, when magic had gone entirely awry and the school had for the first time in its long history closed its doors. When it had reopened, and Hal had been able to go, he had been nearly fourteen, and there had been extra lessons he (and only he) needed to take, and meetings with his steward and bailiffs and chamberlain and groundskeeper and the mayor of Fillering Pool and all the other people who looked to the Imperial Duke as their liege.

      Hal hadn’t been able to come down for the ceremonial posting of the Exam Results because there’d been an urgent meeting with his steward, and all right, he was the duke, he was the only one who could sign the forms for releasing a prisoner—but did it have to happen on what was supposed to be one of the most important mornings of his life? It was supposed to be special, getting your results.

      He sighed inwardly, not too obviously, smiling instead at the boys (young men, they were all young men now, seventeen or eighteen) before him. Gidgeon, Jollimore, Dwile, Shadblow, and Tuttle Major.

      None of them were friends, not really. Hal could never participate in the after-hours fun and fights. The few times he’d tried there had been the definite sense he was an interloper, if not exactly unwelcome.

      No one was stupid enough to be rude to the single greatest landowner and highest-ranked man left in Northwest Oriole after the Fall of the Empire, etc., whose family had been funding the school since its foundation. But they never let him forget any of that, either.

      “Coming out with us tonight, Duke?” Dwile asked, because all right, Hal was a swot, too, in his own way, and he’d known them for years. And surely he wasn’t wrong that there was a bit of fondness in them calling him ‘Duke’? He’d wanted them to call him Leaveringham, but there’d been a bit of a fuss when someone who hadn’t realized who he was mocked the pretentiousness of pronouncing it ‘Lingham’ and by the time the study hall proctor had finished explaining, there was no chance Hal was ever going to be considered one of them.

      But then he wasn’t, of course. None of them had inherited more land than the King of Rondé when they were seven. Even if half those holdings were now defunct, or at least lost, since they’d been on Ysthar, and Ysthar had been basically destroyed by the Fall. Even counting only the Alinorel holdings, Hal still owned more land than anyone else. Much good as that did him.

      “Might be able to come by, if it’s not too late. Where are you going?” he asked politely, nodding at the others. “Good show, Jollimore, Gidgeon.”

      He was not going to be embarrassed for coming in fifteenth. Elly could tease him all she wanted once she came home from her school (for, not being the duke, she got to board), and he would be glad for it, because she only called him Your Grace when she was mad at him.

      They’d called the old duke, their father, Your Grace. Hal didn’t mind from most people, but from family … when he had children, he had sworn to Elly, they wouldn’t call him that.

      Jollimore looked smugly pleased; Gidgeon just looked smug. Hal supposed they’d earned it.

      “Usual place, no?” Dwile said, blinking slowly at him, like a cat in the sun. Hal wished he’d realized how warm it was when he left the castle; the walk back up was going to be hot. They’d all taken off their dark robes and were lounging in shirts and trews, but Hal wasn’t in the mood to start a rumour about his state of mind (on this day of all days, when the exam results were posted) by being anything less than properly dressed.

      “We could go down now,” Jollimore suggested. “Peardon’s taken Zarouche to meet his parents.”

      Those were the last two in their house and form. Hal knew them even more peripherally; Zarouche had come in to take his room, he guessed, a year after the others. As for Peardon—well, as far as Hal had ever been able to tell, Peardon simply didn’t like him.

      There was a general murmur of agreement, a gathering of robes, and the group stood and reformed around him. Hal realized belatedly that they must have been waiting for him, and he felt his heart warm at the thought.

      It was probably mostly Hal’s fault they weren’t friends, anyway. Elly had told him he was intimidating. Which must be true, what with the title and the castle and how he sometimes got called out of class to deal with his estate.
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      It wasn’t that Hal never went out with the other students. And it wasn’t as if anyone besides his mother or his aunt (or his sister, when the news eventually reached her) would chide him directly for anything he did—there were barely any laws that applied to him—but Hal knew that any slip of tongue or behaviour would be immediately pounced on. And then—

      He remembered how when they were eight or nine, long before the Fall (but after the old duke’s death), Elly had disappeared for most of a day, in which she’d made friends with a pig-farmer’s daughter, been given a piglet, gotten into a fight (fisticuffs and all!) with one of the tenants who’d kicked a dog in her presence, and come home with both the pig and the dog, everyone had chuckled indulgently and let her keep the pets.

      A few weeks later, Hal had visited the old herbwife at the edge of the forest, in sight of the castle no less, and they’d sent out search parties for him after barely two hours. There had been a whole article in the New Salon about it. And letters. And they’d called for the physician, in case he was ailing for something.

      It just wasn’t the same, that was all, for him and Elly. That was fair, wasn’t it? Elly didn’t get to be duke, because she wasn’t the eldest, and Hal did. So it was only fair Elly got things, some freedoms and indulgences, things Hal didn’t, in exchange.

      The usual place was down in the town, near the market square. It was a student pub, cheap and unrefined; Hal had only been a handful of times. It was always different, when he came. At some point someone would realize he was there and even if no one came to ask him for anything, they still always went on their best behaviour, and that meant he had to be on his, and—and no one enjoyed going out for a drink and having their landlord and lord watching you, did they?

      He bought the first round, naturally, and before he sat down with the others he told the barman to put all Jollimore’s and Gidgeon’s drinks on his tab, because they had done best in the exams, and Jollimore at least had no money—he was at Odlington on a scholarship—which Hal knew (though it was kept quiet from the other boys) because he had to sign off on the school’s budget and grants each year.

      That done, he snuggled into the back corner between Jollimore and the wall, where no one was likely to see him accidentally, and sipped at his own ale. It was good, on such a hot day. Everyone else had opened their robes again, or divested them entirely, and Hal was struck by a surge of jealousy that they could just do that.

      But he could do things like pay for Jollimore’s and Gidgeon’s drinks, he reminded himself. He could leave that fifteenth place open for someone who didn’t have his resources, so they could choose a university they might not otherwise be able to attend. He could support Elly against their conservative relatives in going for whatever degree she wanted. Hal would never have to worry about a roof over his head or how to keep himself busy and productive.

      No one was looking at him. He moved discreetly and opened the neck of his robes. If he’d dared—

      Jollimore was looking at him, eyes briefly narrowed before he smiled. Hal smiled politely back and dropped his hand to cup loosely around his tankard. No, he didn’t dare. The pub wasn’t full, by any means, but there were other students celebrating their exam results at other tables. No one else from Odlington, but that just meant they were complete strangers to Hal. Most of them looked far too absorbed in themselves to care if the young nobleman in the corner loosened his robe, but they would care if they caught the duke using magic.

      It took half a tankard for the group to relax into conversation, but fortunately the rest of them were much faster drinkers than Hal, so it wasn’t too long before they were chatting about their plans.

      Hal found himself strangely disinclined to announce he was going to Tara. He sipped at his ale, listening as Dwile and Tuttle Major teased Gidgeon about whether third place was going to be sufficient for, yes, Stoneybridge. “Jolly might claim your place, you know,” Tuttle said slyly.

      Jollimore shook his head but didn’t say anything. He had messy dark hair and mid-tone skin, and striking ice-blue eyes. Hal never felt quite so obvious next to him, though his own skin tone was so dark a brown as to be nearly true-black; the other students ranged from Shaian brown to the older Oriolese pink and pale-buff tones.

      “Are you going to the Outer Reaches?” Hal asked Jollimore curiously, when Gidgeon had turned to Dwile to interrogate him about how he’d definitely not be getting in to Oakhill on merits, not with a thirty-seventh placing in the results. Dwile seemed entirely unmoved by this argument, but then his father had remarried an heiress after Dwile’s mother died in the Fall.

      “What makes you say that?” Jollimore asked, narrowing his eyes again, his face suddenly hard and intent.

      “I thought you wanted to go to the Bardic College,” Hal replied, trying to remember if he’d ever heard Jollimore ever say otherwise. “If you’ve changed your mind, of course, that’s your business. You certainly have the results for anywhere you please.”

      “We’ve never talked about that. Your Grace.”

      Hal felt something shrivel inside him at Jollimore’s suspicious tone and that deliberate, painful courtesy. “I remembered you mentioning it, that’s all,” he said, the polite easy tone he’d been taught, glad for the tankard in his hand to provide him with something to look at. “I asked my mother about it. She said it was very highly regarded.”

      “You asked your mother?”

      No one else was paying any attention to their quiet conversation in the corner. Shadblow was talking about the rival merits of Lambert and Harktree for medicine, which Tuttle Major naturally had opinions on, as his father was the royal physician in Kingsbury. Tuttle Major was going to go to Lambert for medicine, same as his father.

      The door to the pub banged open, letting in a welcome gust of cooler air along with a less-welcome crowd of other students. Gidgeon got up and went over to the bar to get another pitcher of ale, and looked confused when the barman refused his coin.

      Jollimore was staring at Hal with real surprise.

      Magic was more than out of fashion, since the Fall, most places. Odlington used to teach it, as part of a well-rounded education, but the teacher had traditionally been a visiting professor from Zabour, and the last one had died with the Fall.

      Hal had been taught at home. It was one of the reasons why he had so rarely been able to go out with the others. One of them. Elly had the barest gift and once she had the basics down, had not needed more than the odd holiday-time remedial lesson.

      Hal was not powerful, but he could have been a good wizard, if things had been other than they were.

      “She’s always kept abreast on the various schools of magic,” he explained, because the Bardic College was the pre-eminent school of musical magic in the world.

      Jollimore turned in his seat so he could regard Hal directly. “And do you—or your mother—have any thoughts about it now?”

      The Duke of Fillering Pool was personally responsible for the scholarship students at Odlington. Since Hal was so young, and a student there himself, his mother had gone to the teas and meetings in his stead since his father’s death. But Hal had made sure he knew the current reputation of the places Jollimore in his year, and Dunbar in the year below, and Haigh below that, had in mind.
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