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Spring, 277 M.E. 

Overnight, a steady drizzle swamped the entire campus, and everyone worried graduation would be ruined. But not long after breakfast, the rain stopped, and the sun came out. School porters ran around toweling off the folding chairs in the Library Quad and taking down the sagging tent they had erected over the dais. 

Moira sat with her friends in the front parlor of Queen Freyda Hall, watching carriages arrive. Even at Atherton, few people had parents who could travel hundreds of miles to see a graduation ceremony. So those who did make the trip were the grandest and wealthiest nobles in the entire kingdom. 

Keira Byrne’s mother was already in town. Her father was feeling too poorly to travel, but Duchess Eileen had very graciously taken Keira and her best friends out shopping for new dresses the day before. She had also brought them a forty-year-old bottle of the family whiskey, which she said was a Byrne tradition. 

“You know we don’t actually get to graduate,” Keira told her mother. 

“Yes, and I’ve always thought that was a blasted crime,” said the duchess. “That’s why I brought the forty year, instead of the twenty.” 

The whiskey was very nice, and it did help soothe the girls’ feelings a little. Atherton was still technically a boys’ school, even though girls had been attending there with their governesses and living at Queen Freyda Hall for centuries and centuries. Only boys who completed the school’s program of study received a diploma. Girls got to sit on hard folding chairs and clap for their male friends. 

Everyone considered this unjust, but as Lady Jorunn had told the girls a few weeks earlier, everyone had been considering it unjust for a very long time, so the school was unlikely to change its mind now. Not even if Keira and Moira and Matilda Halifax wrote a petition and got every boy in the school to sign it. 

The truth was that a lot of boys didn’t graduate, either. They usually stayed for several years and then went off to squire for some nobleman or other. Most boys who stuck around long enough to get a diploma were second or third sons whose parents intended for them to go into the church. All the others got a certificate of attendance and a hearty handshake from the headmaster. 

Nearly all of Moira’s best male friends had finished school long before. Alan Thorpesbury had left three years ago. Alfred Barras and Thomas Kinnaird had been gone two years. Fenwick Stansted and Prince Egbert had left the year before. Moira had hoped that losing a few friends every spring would accustom her to the sense of loss. But now the time had come for her to leave, and she found it didn’t help at all. 

Marcus Tavish and William Taggart had both finished this year, though without earning a full diploma. Moira and the other girls cheered for them all the same. Of the boys who did earn a diploma, the only one Moira knew well was Ferruccio Rotolo, who studied magy with her and Enni. Ferruccio was very eager to celebrate. So Moira and her friends promised to meet the boys down at the C&G for “one last good bender.” But then the girls went back to Queen Freyda Hall, where their trunks were all packed, and their rooms were all spotless, and the empty corridors echoed, and everything seemed too depressing for words. 

Moira, Keira, Matilda, and Enni took what remained of the forty-year-old whiskey and sat in the garden, sniffling and crying and trying to cheer each other up by telling all the funniest stories of their time in school. Like the time Enni had thrown Ferruccio into a roof beam, or the time Moira had accidentally used a love potion on Keira. But the stories only made them happy for a moment, and then they felt even sadder than before. 

“I can’t believe the two of you are going to be locked away at Diernemynster for years and years,” said Matilda, leaning her head on Moira’s shoulder. “We won’t even be able to write to you. It’ll be like you’ve fallen off the edge of the earth.” 

“It’ll be like you died!” moaned Keira, putting her face in her hands. 

“Don’t worry,” said Moira, trying to smile. “Enni and I haven’t even seen Diernemynster yet. It can’t be as remote and isolated as everyone says. I bet we’ll be able to find a way to get letters in and out. Just you wait.” 

“Oh, Moira,” said Enni. “I would not promise that, if I were you.” 

Soon enough, Matilda’s father, the Duke of Haydonshire, arrived to take her away. And then Keira had to leave with her mother. Moira cried and told both girls she would be absolutely certain to write as often as she could. But she had a bad feeling Enni was right. 

Lady Jorunn arrived in a carriage that she had borrowed from the Duchess of Wislicshire, along with two footmen, who helped the girls load their luggage. Then Caedmon Aldred and several school porters brought down his bags and those of Ferruccio. While these were loaded on the carriage, Caedmon went to get Ferruccio from the C&G. And suddenly, before Moira was close to ready, they were all climbing into the carriage and rolling away from the school. 

For five years, Atherton had been her home. It felt like more of a home than anywhere else in the world. She didn’t feel at home with her family in Hilsborough anymore, and she didn’t even know what Diernemynster would be like. She could hardly bear to think that she wouldn’t be going back to her comfy little room, or drinking at the C&G, or watching football games at the playing fields anymore. All that was gone now, and it might be years, even decades, before she saw the place again. 

Moira knew a lot of the departing students would be spending the night at Harrowdale, where the River Dawlish that ran past Atherton emptied into the River Colwinn. She hoped she might have one last evening with a few friends. But Caedmon said he had already made arrangements for them to stay at a small wayside inn a few miles west of the crossing. So they had a quiet night, and Moira didn’t get to see anyone she knew. 

The same thing happened all across northeastern Newshire. They never stayed in a proper town or village when there was someplace in the middle of nowhere they could stop at, instead. Enni and Ferruccio thought Caedmon was trying to save money. But Moira knew better. The Skeiding—the time of separation for young hillichmagnars—had already begun. 

At first they rode past farms with neat little fields and rolling hills. Then they entered a thick, dark forest, and the land grew sharper and wilder. One afternoon, as they stopped to rest and water the horses at a little stream, Moira and Enni climbed up a wooded hill that overlooked the road and found a tumbled old circle of moss-covered black stones. Moira thought immediately of the ruin she had once seen in the forest east of Hilsborough. That had been before she knew she was a hillichmagnar. She had innocently “spoken” to a horse, and it had taken her there. She wondered if the same people had built both those ruins and this circle of stones, far back in the mists of time. But when she asked Caedmon later, he said, “I do not believe it likely.” 

On the sixth day after leaving Atherton, they came out of the woods into green fields again and drove along the east bank of a little stream called the Ledrith. Huge mountains loomed up in front of them, and for half an hour, Moira wondered if they were going to have to climb the steep, gray cliffs. Then she finally saw a narrow break in the stone, a tiny pass where the stream came out of the mountains. 

When they reached this gap, they found a man and woman waiting with a number of horses. 

“This is as far as we may take the carriage,” said Caedmon. “The path from here is too steep, and we must ride.” 

To her delight, Moira recognized the woman as Anna Salo, the hillichmagnar who had found her at the Hilsborough May Fair five years ago. Anna hugged her and Enni, and she told them how excited she was to finally see them coming to Diernemynster. 

“Oh, this place is such a wonderful home!” she said, smiling. “You will love it. I promise!” 

Caedmon introduced the man as Oscar Milford, a Myrcian hillichmagnar who would be taking over from him as Ferruccio’s day-to-day teacher. Caedmon was a member of the privy council and a close advisor to the king, so he would need to return to Formacaster soon. Moira felt dismayed to learn he would be leaving them, but Ferruccio seemed unsurprised. Presumably Caedmon had already discussed the change with him. 

For hours they rode along the narrow, winding path, crossing and recrossing the little stream, climbing higher and higher up the steep valley. On either side, sheer gray cliffs towered over them, casting the road into deep shadow. Even though the air was warm, and it was mid-May, patches of snow lingered here and there. 

Soon, however, they could see icy mountaintops over the northern rim of the valley, cold and austere, with long clouds of snow swirling around their peaks. Moira wondered how much farther they had to go, and if she ought to have worn something much warmer. 

Finally, the path leveled out, and although high ranges of mountains still rose to their left, the land fell away to their right, revealing a broad southern panorama of blue-green fields and forests, shimmering lakes and rivers, hundreds and hundreds of feet below. 

Then Moira saw buildings ahead, dark against the bright sky, and a crowd of people waiting on either side of the path. Caedmon dismounted and walked on ahead. Moira and the others followed suit, with only Oscar Milford left behind to watch the horses. 

At the front of the crowd stood a big, broad-shouldered old man with silver hair and a neat beard. Though slightly stooped with age, he still stood almost as tall as Caedmon, which meant he loomed over Moira and Enni. He looked very friendly, though. There was something in his manner that reminded Moira of Sir Benjamin Gulley, the largest landowner back in Hilsborough, when he was in a holiday mood and went around handing out silver pennies to children. 

To the tall man’s right and half a step behind him stood a small, severe-looking woman with long braids of graying dark blonde hair. Her steel-blue eyes passed quickly over Enni and Ferruccio, but they seemed to linger on Moira. As Moira started to wonder if she had done something offensive by accident, the woman’s gaze passed on to Lady Jorunn, and her expression changed instantly into a friendly, welcoming smile. 

Caedmon stepped forward and bowed low to the large, silver-haired man. “Freagast, it is my duty and privilege to introduce Enni Takala, Moira Darrow, and Ferruccio Rotolo, all late of the Atherton school.” 

The Freagast—leader of all Trahernian hillichmagnars—nodded at Moira and the others. Moira curtsied as low as she could manage without falling over. 

“Enni, Moira, and Ferruccio,” continued Caedmon, “this is Harald Huldassen, Freagast of Diernemynster.” 

Everyone bowed and curtsied again for good measure. 

“I am neither a king nor a lord,” said the Freagast. “Please do me the honor of calling me ‘Harald.’” 

“He is neither a king nor a lord,” interjected Lady Jorunn, “but he is our leader by common consent, due to his great wisdom and many years of service. He has the final word in all matters of discipline here. Bear that in mind.” 

“I will concede I’ve been around for ‘many years,’” said Harald. “As to my wisdom, well, that is still a work in progress.” Everyone laughed. “Fortunately, I have people wiser than myself to help me.” He gestured to the short, steely-eyed woman beside him. “This is Astrid of Haydon, though I’m sure she needs no introduction.” 

Moira had heard of Astrid, who had written an intimidating number of large, boring, scholarly works. She seemed even more intimidating in person. 

Harald smiled at Caedmon, then at Jorunn, and said, “Do you believe these three have completed the first phase of their training successfully?” 

Moira’s heart almost stopped, and she looked anxiously at Jorunn. But her ladyship and Caedmon both said, “Yes, they have,” much to Moira’s relief. 

“In that case,” said Harald, “I bid you three students welcome to Diernemynster. May you have success in your studies here, and may you find a home and refuge, away from the troubles of the world.” 

The whole crowd applauded, and dozens of people lined up to shake hands with Moira, Enni, and Ferruccio. By the tenth person, she was forgetting names. By the hundredth, even the faces were a blur. Still, Moira felt relieved to be welcomed. 

She followed the group a little farther up the hill and into a wide rectangular square, surrounded by various buildings like one of the quads back at Atherton. None of the buildings seemed to match, though, and in fact they seemed to have been designed in wildly different styles on purpose, for some reason. She saw one that looked like a Leorniac church, and a couple with wide domes like Immani temples. And a few others that didn’t look like any buildings she had ever seen before. 

One of these was a long building with three stories. Or maybe four, counting those dormers in the steep, slate roof. Each of the arched windows had curtains in bright colors, and some of the windows had been replaced with stained glass. As Moira and the others approached, escorted by the happy crowd, hundreds of tiny red and silver and green flames rose over the entrance portico. They danced around, swirling and swooping, before resolving into six-foot tall letters: “Welcome Enni, Ferruccio, and Moriah!” 

Moira let out a tiny sigh. Caedmon lifted a hand, and in seconds her name was spelled correctly. 

Then there was more cheering, and everyone in the crowd sang some sort of hymn of welcome, and then they filed away, in ones and twos, returning to whatever they had been doing when the new students arrived. A few of them called over their shoulders, “See you at the feast tonight!” 

Soon only Moira, her two fellow students, and the teachers remained, including Oscar Milford, who had been appointed their tour guide for the day. He went around the circle, pointing out each of the buildings—the library, the dining hall, the music hall, and so on. 

“But this will be your home,” he said, gesturing to the long building with the slate roof behind him. “This is our dormitory. I’ve taken the liberty of assigning you rooms, but there are usually extras, and if you don’t like where you are, you can always get on the waiting list for a new assignment.” 

Moira wondered how long someone would have to wait for their name to come up on a list comprised of people who lived two thousand years. 

Oscar (like everyone at Diernemynster, he insisted they use his first name) showed them to their rooms. The ground floor of the building was mostly reserved for elderly hillichmagnars who had trouble with stairs. The other three stories were divided in half by a large common room, with one side for men and the other for women. Baths were located at either end of the long, central corridor. But there was no matron to stop men from going into the women’s half, or women from going to visit the men. Moira and Enni, who were used to the strict rules of Atherton, where boys were absolutely forbidden from going into Queen Freyda Hall past the common room without permission, were astonished. 

“We operate on the honor system here,” said Oscar. “Trust me; after a while, it doesn’t seem odd. And no one abuses the system. At least not usually.” 

Lady Jorunn gave Moira a very sharp look. Moira chose to ignore it. 

Each hillichmagnar had a little suite, consisting of a combination parlor and study, a privy, and a tiny bedchamber. Oscar said visitors only went into the parlor/study, not into the other parts, particularly the bedchamber. “It’s not a rule, as such,” he said. “But that’s how we usually do things. Oh, and if it’s after dark, and a lady wishes to talk with a gentleman, she usually meets him in the common room.” 

Moira realized there must be a lot of unspoken rules that went beyond the formal rules. 

Enni had a room halfway down the hall. Ferruccio’s room was on the top floor, in one of the garret apartments. Jorunn’s room was on the floor below Moira’s, but she spent most of the afternoon going back and forth between the girls’ rooms, supposedly to see that they had everything they needed. Moira didn’t know what Jorunn said to Enni, but when she was in Moira’s room, she kept pursing her lips and shaking her head and passing along entirely unnecessary advice. 

“Remember that the people you meet in these first few days are not like your schoolmates at Atherton. Earstien willing, you may know them for centuries and centuries to come. Making a good first impression is vital.” 

“I’ll do my best,” Moira promised. 

Lady Jorunn didn’t look convinced. “Think of this as an opportunity to turn over a new leaf.” 

There was a big welcome feast in the dining hall that night, where Moira met even more people whose names she immediately forgot. Oscar must have noticed, because he sidled up to her at the drinks table and said, “You might want to make flashcards.” 

“Flashcards? For what?” 

“For people’s names. It’s what I did when I first came here. Put down their name and a little description, like, ‘Oscar Milford, devastatingly handsome, black hair and a stupid little beard on his chin.’ Things like that.” 

“I’m not likely to forget you,” she said, laughing. 

“That’s kind of you to say, but I’m completely serious. For these first few weeks, no one will mind if you walk up and ask their names. But after that, it starts to become difficult. Can you imagine how awkward it would be to ask someone their name after you’ve lived around them for a hundred years?” 

Moira took his advice, and before bed that evening, she made up ten cards. To her shame, she couldn’t remember anyone else. Hopefully it would get easier with time. 

The next morning, Oscar stopped by to collect Moira, Ferruccio, and Enni. He explained at some length about their studies and their work schedule. At first, they would rotate between different jobs to get a sense of their preferences and talents. Later, they would have assignments that changed each season, but they would also get to choose a primary job to work at full time, if they wanted. But that might be decades in the future. They would also continue their magy studies under him and Jorunn. But if they found a particular mentor among the other hillichmagnars, they might be able to work with that person, instead. 

Moira immediately decided that she would try to find a mentor other than Jorunn as soon as humanly possible. That would make everything worthwhile, if she could get out of studying with Jorunn. 

After some spell theory lessons with Caedmon, who would be leaving that evening, Moira, Enni, and Ferruccio split up for their first work duties. Ferruccio had to clean the Wiga training room. Enni was assigned to work in the garden. Moira went to the library, where the librarian, Earnwine, showed her some of the more famous books in the collection—like the original manuscript of the Halig Leoth—and then assigned her to dust shelves and mop the hallways. At the end of the day, she went back to the dormitory aching and covered in sweat and grime. 

She had a long, long hot bath, then went back to her room, where she intended to lie down and stare at the wall for a while before falling asleep. But Enni stopped in, practically jumping up and down with excitement. 

“I worked with Astrid of Haydon today,” said Enni. “She’s so amazing. She knows so much about everything, and she answered all my questions. She said she’ll give me special lessons, if I want them.” 

“Special lessons?” asked Moira. “What sort of lessons?” 

“Wiga, spell theory. Horticultural magy. I bet she would do the same for you, if you asked.” 

Moira hadn’t really wanted to know more about horticultural magy, but if it got her out of lessons with Lady Jorunn, she was more than willing to give it a shot. 
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