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THE FIVE YEARS’ CURSE

The Midsummer School for Boys sat on top of a steep but rather flat hill, staring down its nose at the village below. You see, the Midsummer School for Boys was a grand place, where sons of Gentry and Quality learned how to stare down their noses at anyone beneath them. They also learned mathematics and science and history and how to steal food from the kitchens and torment the serving staff. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

Come to think of it, you probably know all about the Midsummer School for Boys, and are at this moment rolling your eyes and muttering, “Yeah, yeah, nothing new here, get on with the story.” In fact, if I asked, you would most likely tell me that everyone already knows about the Midsummer School for Boys, and what they know are the following three facts:

1. All of the Midsummer students inherit titles more impressive than those of the first edition volumes in their vast school library.

2. All of the Midsummer professors routinely turn down jobs with prestigious universities, preferring instead to keep teaching secondary school algebra and dining at the High Table in Midsummer Hall.

3. The Midsummer School for Boys is probably cursed, since no student for the past five years has gained acceptance to Knightley Academy upon graduation.

But curses, unlike pocket watches and bicycles, are meant to be broken. And what you don’t know about the Midsummer School for Boys is that its curse will break two days after our story starts, in the most scandalous and extraordinary way.

For the past five years, always on the fourth of May, the chief Knightley examiner and his silent assistant have urged their expensive black automobile up the hill from Midsummer proper and through the iron gates of the school. And every May the students have gathered solemnly in their full academic dress, bowed in unison, and returned to their dormitories, each thinking that he will be the one to break the Midsummer Curse.

The year in which our story takes place is no exception. The night before the examiners arrived, Valmont and Harisford, two popular, if somewhat brutish, fourteen-year-old boys, skulked through the darkened corridors of the Midsummer School. They carried with them (along with the fuzzy contents of their bathrobe pockets) half a chocolate cake stolen from the kitchen, and they were discussing the exam.

“What about Hobson?” Harisford demanded, licking some fudge off his index finger.

“Hobson? Riiiight,” Valmont sneered. “He stutters when he’s nervous. ‘Oh, m-m-my lady, allow m-m-me to defend your honor.’ ”

Both boys snickered.

“Leroy, then,” Harisford said, now having licked a small patch of cake completely bare of frosting. “He’s brainy enough.”

“And wants to study physics at some specialized school in France, for God’s sake.”

“So who else is there?” Harisford asked as they turned a corner and passed by the great wooden doors to the library.

“No one.” Valmont shook his head. “Worthington’s an idiot, Porter weighs more than the whole kitchen staff combined, and Crewe’s a coward. Of course I’m not worried, what with all my family connections. So I suppose, if you’re not quite as dim-witted as usual when we sit the exam, it would be down to you and me.”

Actually, it wasn’t down to Harisford or Valmont, who, by the way, knew far more about the origin of the so-called curse and his intended role in breaking it than he professed. No, the most likely candidate was at that moment just ten feet away, on the other side of the library door, feverishly memorizing a stolen textbook.

Henry Grim awoke two hours before morning announcements and, yawning, dressed in his uniform. Tiptoeing past the still sleeping Sander, he collected the all-too-familiar bucket and towel and, starting with the astronomy tower, began cleaning the blackboards.

After the tower, he tackled the science laboratories, frowning as he remembered falling asleep every night over the bone-dry biology textbook last term. Next he moved into mathematics, where complex equations filled each blackboard with their exponents and limits. He’d suffered through this subject too. After that was history, all dates and names, and then languages, repetitive phrases written across the board in a half-dozen tenses. And finally, English. Usually, Professor Stratford was not awake before chapel, and often he dozed into his teacup at breakfast, but that morning, Henry found him sitting at his desk, nose deep in a popular gossip magazine.

“Erm, Professor?” Henry knocked on the doorframe, not wanting to interrupt.

“Oh, Henry!” Professor Stratford looked up from his magazine—the front page of which screamed: deadly pies! daily gossip! and secret armies of the nordlands revealed!—and smiled warmly. “Come in, come in! I was just, well—oh, no need to erase the board today. We’re continuing yesterday’s discussion of Marlowe. Now, what was I saying?”

“You were going to tell me about the article you’re reading,” Henry said, biting back a smile.

“Quite right.” Professor Stratford held his copy of the Tattleteller aloft. “ ‘Secret Armies of the Nordlands Revealed.’ The most significant political news of the last century, right here, opposite an advertisement for wart removal cream.”

“Really, sir?” Henry asked, failing to hide his smile. “Should we be expecting an invasion before tea?”

“Probably not. But you never can tell.” The professor shrugged and grinned good-naturedly.

Professor Stratford wasn’t yet thirty and, despite being a celebrated expert on the modern eighteenth-century poets, was largely regarded by the other masters as something of an overgrown schoolboy.

“I’ll challenge you to raise the alarm, sir. This is serious news, indeed.”

Professor Stratford nodded gravely, playing along. “Challenge accepted, Sir Henry.”

Henry rolled his eyes at the professor’s sarcasm. “Well, tomorrow’s the exam. We’ll find out who’s accepted then.”

“I have a feeling about this year,” Professor Stratford said. “Sixth time’s the charm.”

“Really, sir? Where did you read that? In the Tattleteller as well?” Henry joked.

Professor Stratford burst out laughing and then nervously glanced toward the doorway, as if he really were a schoolboy and at any moment would be chastised for his outburst.

Reflexively, Henry looked too.

“There’s no one coming, sir,” Henry said, relieved.

Although he read the textbooks, Henry was not a student, and his friendship with Professor Stratford was dangerous to them both. For a moment, Henry thought the professor might change his mind and call off their secret tutoring sessions—taking away the only happiness that Henry knew. The silence hung there for an uncertain moment until Professor Stratford cleared his throat and, trying to pretend he was cross, grumbled, “Oh, get out of here, Grim! Same time this evening? And don’t forget that essay I set you on the Greeks.”

“If I forget, will you punish me by making me scrub the blackboards?”

“Don’t be silly, Grim. We have servants to do those sorts of things.”

Smiling at the joke, Henry said, “No, sir. I won’t forget.”

And, realizing that Cook might throw away his breakfast if he was any later, Henry dashed off to the kitchens.

***

At half past eleven that morning, a small black dot appeared in the distance. Upon further scrutiny, this dot gradually took the shape of an automobile, and finally the automobile began its clanging, spirited assent of the hill upon which the Midsummer School was perched.

“Move your arse, Porter!”

“Shove off, Hobson, you’re standing on my foot.”

“S-s-sorry, Valmont.”

The year-eight students jostled their way into line, elbowing and pushing for the best positions. Each of the boys wore full academic dress, which itched in the heat. They sweated beneath formal tailcoats, pin-striped trousers, starched white shirts, high collars, black bowties, and traditional Midsummer School top hats.

The headmaster and professors stood behind the boys, pretending they were deaf to the complaints and bullying.

Suddenly, the chrome front of an expensive black automobile nosed its way over the top of the hill and through the centuries-old iron gates.

Everyone tensed.

A driver hopped out and ran around the front of the car to open the door.

The examiners had arrived.

A couple of the boys exchanged looks out of the corners of their eyes, not quite daring to stop facing forward. Instead of imposing, crusty old windbags, the examiners were cheerful-looking men in plain black suits, almost as young as Professor Stratford.

“Welcome,” Headmaster Hathaway said, stepping forward to greet the examiners.

“Welcome, Sir Examiners,” the boys chorused, touching their right hands to the brims of their top hats.

Valmont’s hand trembled as he lifted it to the brim of his hat. These examiners weren’t the ones he had been told to expect. But that was no reason to panic … right?

“Thank you,” the shorter of the two men said, crisply shaking the headmaster’s hand as his companion stood silently by his side. “We’re glad to be here at the Midsummer School.”

Examiner the Shorter’s silent companion snapped to life and, reaching into his leather briefcase, pulled out a sheet of paper and began to read in a sonorous baritone.

“Grand Chevalier Winter extends his warm greetings to you, the Midsummer School for Boys. Sir Frederick, his appointed chief examiner, has come to evaluate any and all desiring residents of this school for admission to Knightley Academy this approaching August. The examinations, to be held on fifth May at promptly eight o’clock in the morning in the Great Hall, will test both physical and intellectual accomplishments and aptitude. If granted admission to Knightley, a student will spend the next four years studying military history, medicine, languages, ethics, protocol, diplomacy, and fencing. Upon graduation, a student will become a Knight of the Realm and be assured a prestigious career as a police knight, knight detective, or secret service knight.”

Examiner of the Baritone promptly folded this paper and placed it back inside his briefcase, which he closed with a snap. As he surveyed the faces of the boys and their teachers, he was puzzled to find a broad smile on the young, mustachioed professor’s face.

Henry took his usual seat at the long mahogany table near the reference books in the library and waited for Professor Stratford to arrive. He’d finished his essay an hour earlier, after helping Cook wash a mountain of dishes. Henry’s fingers had been so wrinkled from the hot water that he could barely grip his pen. Now he frowned at his essay, wondering if his usually elegant penmanship looked too sloppy.

The day had been thick with excitement—for everyone else. There was a new grand chevalier (a sort of headmaster) at Knightley for the approaching year—and a new chief examiner—and no one knew if this meant that the exam would be different from previous years.

Henry privately thought not.

After all, there had been only one change at Knightley Academy since its founding nearly five centuries ago, and tradition was tradition. Anyone familiar with the Midsummer School could tell you that.

Three short knocks sounded on the great cedar door to the library, marking Henry and the professor’s secret code, and Henry unlatched the lock and heaved the door open.

Professor Stratford, in his chalk-stained trousers and rumpled shirtsleeves, slipped through, juggling an armload of books.

“I’ll be finished tidying up in a moment,” Henry said loudly, in case someone might be passing through the nearby corridors. “Are you returning some overdue library books, sir?”

Henry followed the professor to the antique table where he’d left his essay.

“Tout les livres sont les livres de la biliotheque,” Professor Stratford said, raising an eyebrow as he waited for a response.

“ Er, mais c’est tort, maitre, lorsque la conaissance dans les livres ne s’appartient a une place, mais s’appartient a la monde,” Henry replied nervously.

“Bien.”

Professor Stratford switched to Latin next, then Italian, before finally returning to English.

“Excuse me for asking, sir, but why are we reviewing languages?”

Professor Stratford sighed and slumped in his chair, looking every minute less like a teacher and more like one of the year-eight boys.

“I’ve been tutoring you every night for almost nine months, Henry.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Ever since I caught you returning that copy of Milton to my desk last September.”

Henry cringed. “I’m still sorry about that—”

“Never mind the past, Henry. I’m not sorry about it. No, it’s rather the contrary.”

Professor Stratford pressed his fingers to his temples for a moment, and then began again. “You’re by far the cleverest boy at Midsummer. I want you to know that.”

“Thank you, sir,” Henry said, flushing from the unexpected compliment.

“But all of this sneaking, all of these late nights spent reviewing material far beyond my own boys’ curriculum, it has to add up to something.”

“I’m not sure I’m following you, sir,” said Henry.

“One must benefit from one’s risks, Henry. And you never know when we’ll be found out. That’s why I want you to sit the Knightley Exam tomorrow.”

“Sit the exam?” Henry nearly shouted. “Are you mad?”

“Hardly. I listened carefully to that proclamation the examiners made this morning, and it appears you’re eligible. They did say ‘All residents of the Midsummer School.’ ”

“Excuse me for being rude, sir,” Henry said through clenched teeth, “but I highly doubt that they are going to let a servant boy sit the exam for becoming a knight.”

“They have to,” Professor Stratford said, emphatically thumping his fist against a textbook. “And so do you. I swear on my folio of Twelfth Night, if you don’t take that exam I’ll … I’ll report you myself for sneaking into the library every night and borrowing books.”

“But,” Henry said, his brain spinning to make sense of what was happening, “it’ll never work. Even if I pass—and no Midsummer boy has passed in five years, in case you’ve forgotten—they’d never let me go. I’m a commoner. A ward of the Realm. I’m—”

“A perfect candidate,” Professor Stratford finished. “They’d be mad not to take you. Unless, of course, you want to scrub blackboards for the rest of your life?”

Henry sighed. Of course he didn’t. Why else had he struggled through math and history and that horrible Latin in his precious free hours? But Professor Stratford was only trying to help. They both knew that there weren’t many prospects for a fourteen-year-old with a birth certificate that read, baby boy found on church steps on the grimmest day of the year.

“I’m sorry,” Henry said, “but I am trying. I’m putting away money for proper schooling, and maybe one day I’ll have the chance to make my life less unfair, but until then I’m not going to aim for the impossible.”

“I think that’s a brilliant plan,” Professor Stratford snorted. “Why don’t you tell it to Galileo, to Milton, to Michelangelo? Tell them they shouldn’t have aimed for the impossible. Because, Henry, the most terrible thing in this world is to be haunted by those two little words ‘What if ?’ until the end of days.”

Henry sighed. He stared at his tutor, so determined to force the world into a new way of being, where hard work was valued and rewarded in the place of social standing. But the only meritocracy that Henry knew of belonged to their northern neighbors, and there were dark whispers of what price the Nordlandic people really paid for their so-called equality. For Henry, the world had always been divided into commoners and members of the aristocracy, with an unbreakable line between the two.

But times were changing—everyone said so. There were electric lights now and telegrams and steam engines and even the occasional automobile. It was nearly the turn of the century, and that alone was cause enough to wonder what novelties the future would hold. And what if Professor Stratford was right—what if he could sit the exam? He might fail. But he might pass. Would they really let him attend Knightley? To learn medicine, fencing, and diplomacy? To sit as a real student in the lectures at the most elite academy in the country, and not scramble for scraps of leftover lessons in darkened corridors, a mop over his shoulder?

“Professor, do you truly think this is what I should do?”

Henry and the professor stared at each other, fully aware of the consequences this decision might have. Both of them could lose their jobs. The late-night tutoring sessions they’d worked so hard to hide over the past nine months would be instantly obvious. But despite all this, Henry still hoped Professor Stratford would say yes. Henry tensed, waiting for his tutor’s answer.

“Je ne le pense pas, Henri. Je le connais.”

Translation: “I don’t think, I know.”
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THE KNIGHTLEY EXAMINATIONS

Ten students stood nervously inside the Great Hall the next morning, awaiting the exam. Despite the early hour, they appeared immaculate, not a hair out of place, not a wrinkle in their trousers.

Henry, having rejected his staff uniform and donned instead his rumpled, secondhand trousers and badly patched shirtsleeves, tried not to fret that his brown hair spilled past his collar or that he hadn’t been able to locate his necktie. He peered through the doorway at the students inside the hall, none of them commoners. These were the boys whose dormitories and classrooms he had scrubbed for the past year, whose suppers he had served. But more important, none of them wanted to go to Knightley as badly as he did. For these boys, getting into Knightley would be an honor to boast about, like getting picked first at sport, but for Henry, it would mean everything.

And so he took a deep breath and stepped into the Great Hall.

The boys, thinking it might be one of the examiners, looked up.

But it was only that odd serving boy, the one with the too-long hair and falling-apart work boots, probably on his day off.

“You’re not supposed to be in here,” Valmont said sneeringly to Henry. “They’re giving an exam.”

It was then or never. Chalkboards or swords. What could be or what if.

“Yes, and I intend to take it,” Henry said coolly.

“You?” Valmont’s lip curled. “Do you even know how to read? And aren’t you supposed to be fixing that clogged toilet up on the third floor?”

The venom in Valmont’s voice stung, and Henry took an involuntary step back.

A couple of boys laughed. And then the perfect retort popped into Henry’s head.

“Why so defensive?” Henry asked. “Are you afraid of some competition?”

“Competition?” Valmont laughed uproariously. “You?”

“Yes.” Henry took a step forward, his brown eyes boring into Valmont’s blue ones. “Me.”

Valmont glared.

Henry smiled.

“Even if you pass the exam, they won’t have you,” Valmont said, and for a moment, Henry’s smile wavered. “So go on, keep wasting everyone’s time. I hope they fire you for this. In fact, I think I’ll see to that personally, once I get into Knightley, which I will, because I’m a Valmont.”

A couple of boys yelled their approval, and Henry forced himself to keep calm. Fighting wouldn’t solve anything—except making sure that he did get fired. But Valmont’s words were poison darts landing a little too close to the target for comfort. What if he was wasting everyone’s time? What if Professor Stratford had believed in him, and risked his place as English master, for nothing?

Trying to quiet these thoughts that thundered through his head, Henry reached into his dirt-smudged satchel, pulled out a book, and leaned against the wall, losing himself in the text.

All too soon the carved wooden doorway at the far end of the hall swung open, and Examiner the Shorter strode forward, hands thrust into the pin-striped pockets of his dark suit.

“Morning, boys.”

“Good morning, Sir Examiner,” the students called in unison, straightening up as though they were already students at Knightley.

Henry closed his book and held it at his side, trying not to fret over how grubby he looked compared to the carefully turned-out students.

“Are all residents of the Midsummer School for Boys who wish to sit this exam present?” the examiner asked.

“Yes, Sir Examiner,” everyone chorused, Henry included.

“Excuse me? Sir Examiner?” Valmont asked, tentatively raising his hand.

“Yes?”

“This boy here”—Valmont pointed at Henry—“is a school servant. He shouldn’t be allowed.”

“I see,” the examiner said coolly, jingling the coins in his pockets. “You, in the shirtsleeves, what’s your name?”

Henry gulped. “Henry Grim, sir.”

“And how old are you, Mr. Grim?”

“Fourteen, sir.”

“And where might you live?”

“The servants’ quarters in the attic rooms, sir.”

“Then it would appear that, this year, you are indeed eligible to sit the exam. And whether or not you should be allowed to do so is not up to the discretion of mere schoolboys.”

Valmont frowned, and Henry tried not to smile.

“And now, if there are to be no more disruptions,” the examiner said, “you will follow me into the anteroom, where you will take the written portion of the exam. You are allowed three hours. To complete the exam in full would take five hours. And so, you must choose which questions you will answer, and think hard about what your choices will reveal when the exam is scored. Follow me, please.”

Henry swallowed nervously and followed the whispering boys through the doorway and into the small anteroom, where four rows of desks had been set up. On each desk sat a thick booklet and a pencil stub without an eraser. Examiner of the Baritone sat at a master’s table facing the rows of desks.

Henry chose a seat in the back. There were sixteen desks, and the other boys avoided him, leaving Henry surrounded by empty seats. This was fine with him. At least no one could accuse him of cheating.

“Before you begin, are there any final questions?” asked Examiner the Shorter.

“I have one,” Harisford said, without bothering to raise his hand. “Sir. Where are the erasers?”

“You will not be permitted to use erasers,” the examiner replied with just the faintest hint of a smile. “In life, your actions and words are permanent. You may remove the ink, but they are indelible.”

“So it’s part of the test?” Harisford asked.

“Yes, it’s part of the test. Any last questions? No? Very well, time remaining will be given every fifteen minutes. You may begin.”

Henry stumbled out of the anteroom with the rest of the boys, his left hand cramped from writing. He was exhausted, and had no idea whether he had passed or failed. The exam had been full of baffling questions, pages of personal inquiries such as “Please describe your childhood home,” “What is your most shameful memory from when you were young?” “Please describe the sorts of presents you receive on your birthdays and for holidays,” and “If you misbehaved as a boy, what were your punishments like?” And then there were the typical math/science/history/English questions. But there were also odd questions written in foreign languages with instructions to answer these questions in different foreign languages. The last three pages were hypothetical questions: “If you accidentally insulted a foreign dignitary, how would you recover from this faux pas? Please describe a scenario in your answer.”

Henry had mostly answered the school subject questions (he avoided the math ones, as he was terrible at math), the language ones, and the hypotheticals.

Anyway, he didn’t really think it was anyone’s business that his childhood home was the Midsummer Orphanage or that his most shameful memory was the time he visited the City and someone mistook him for a beggar, offering him a spare penny. Or that he sometimes received a pair of new (to him) shoes or trousers on his birthday, and that, when he misbehaved, he was given extra chores to perform on an empty stomach.

He didn’t feel like writing about how the orphanage priest had taken Henry under his wing for a while, teaching him to read and write and hoping that Henry might become a man of the church when he grew older, but all that had stopped when Henry got into a pile of philosophy books and declared that he didn’t believe in God.

And so Henry had waited until he turned thirteen and could leave the orphanage, then hiked up the steep hill to the Midsummer School, with its vast library and gilt-framed portraits, where he worked as a servant boy and studied stolen books at night.

This story, he knew, wasn’t the story of a knight.

Even so, that didn’t stop him from wanting to get into Knightley. Not for the glory of passing the exam and breaking the Midsummer Curse, like so many of the other boys, but because if he did, it would be the first thing to go right in his life in a long while.

Henry’s stomach grumbled, and when he looked at the clock, he realized it was nearly noon and all of the boys were heading in the direction of the dining hall. Cursing under his breath, Henry opened a shabby little door that lead to a servants’ staircase and raced to the kitchen.

“Yer late, boy,” the cook grumbled when Henry arrived, panting, in the clammy kitchen, which smelled of stewed vegetables and roasted meat.

“Sorry,” Henry said, trying to catch his breath.

“’E was takin’ the exam,” one of the maids said, pointing a wooden spoon at Henry. “Fer that fancy school. Wasn’t yeh?”

“Yes, I was,” Henry said quietly, staring at his falling-apart boots.

“Mr. High an’ Mighty thinks ’e’s gonna be a knight,” the maid cackled.

“Well, ’e ain’t,” said the cook. “Now git out there an’ serve yer superiors, boy, no time teh put on yer livery.”

The cook shoved a heavy tray with bowls of savory soup into Henry’s hands.

Henry staggered over to his assigned table, which, just his luck, was filled with boys who’d taken the Knightley Exam.

“Oh, this is priceless,” Valmont said, smirking. “Now do you remember your place, servant boy?”

“You can never step into the same river twice,” Henry said, slamming a soup bowl onto the table in front of Valmont.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Valmont sneered.

“It’s from the Greeks,” Henry said. “And it means that things change.”

With that, Henry plunked the last soup bowl on the table and headed back toward the kitchen to wait for the next course.

Maybe it was Henry’s imagination, but the meal that afternoon seemed unusually filling. After the vegetable soup, there were roast beef sandwiches and roasted potatoes, then chocolate cake with thick frosting.

Henry nibbled at one of the leftover sandwiches, his stomach a heavy pit of nerves. The exam wasn’t finished, of that he was certain. Why else had the examiner called that morning’s test the “written portion”?

As Henry cleared the dessert plates (which the boys at Valmont’s table had deliberately smeared with frosting, and then coated with a disgusting layer of salt and pepper all the way to the edges) he spotted the two examiners seated at the High Table. Professor Stratford also sat at the High Table, and he caught Henry’s eye, clearly wanting to know how the exam had gone.

“Did you need something, sir?” Henry asked, approaching the High Table.

Professor Stratford looked at Henry blankly, and then his face broke into a sheepish grin. “Good heavens, I’ve already forgotten it! No matter. Everything’s going well, then?”

“Excellent, sir,” Henry replied, playing along that he and the professor didn’t know each other, and that their conversation really was as innocent as it sounded.

“That’ll be all, er, Harold,” Professor Stratford said, his eyes twinkling.

“Yes, sir,” Henry said, balancing the dirty dessert plates on his serving platter and heading back toward the kitchen.

“If yeh want supper t’night, yeh can help wash these,” the cook grumbled as Henry brought the plates over to the sink.

Henry sighed and began to roll up his sleeves. But the dining room sounded oddly quiet, and then he heard the boom of a single voice.

“I’m sorry, Cook,” Henry said, dashing back through the swinging door.

“—students who took the written portion of this morning’s exam meet on the back lawn in five minutes. That will be all,” Examiner the Shorter said, standing behind his chair at the High Table.

Henry pushed open the door to the kitchen. “Cook? I can’t help with the dishes now. Can I do it this evening instead?”

“Yeh better. And don’ think I won’ be reportin’ yeh for this.”

“Go ahead,” Henry challenged, his hand still on the door. “It’s not my job to wash plates, anyway. I do chalkboards and Sander does dishes, so make him do what he’s paid for.”

Henry thought he’d be the last one on the back lawn, but when he arrived, he was the first.

That didn’t bode well.

After a minute, all of the other boys approached slowly, in a line, and there was a nasty smile on Valmont’s face.

Silently, the line of boys surrounded Henry in a menacing circle.

Valmont made a sound as though he was going to cough, but then he spat a large glob of saliva. Henry stepped out of the way. But then another boy cleared his throat, and another, and Henry realized what was going on.

He closed his eyes, waiting for it.

And then a familiar voice demanded, “What’s going on out here?”

“Nothing, Professor,” a couple of the boys muttered, reluctantly breaking the circle.

“I should hope not,” Professor Stratford said, and despite his cheerful grin, his eyes were threatening. “I wouldn’t want to have to discipline anyone. Good gracious, I came out here to cheer you boys on.”

“All of us?” Valmont demanded.

“Yes,” Professor Stratford said, raising an eyebrow. “All of you.”

“Oh, wonderful, every one of you is punctual,” Examiner the Shorter called, walking briskly across the grass with Examiner of the Baritone.

“Hello, Sir Examiners,” everyone said.

“Hello, boys. We’ll be running some physical tests this afternoon, so for your sake, I hope you’ve not stuffed yourselves full of sandwiches and cake.”

Henry suppressed a smile. Everyone at the table he’d served had practically gorged themselves.

“Well,” Examiner the Shorter continued, “in any case, let’s begin with, shall we say, four laps around the perimeter?”

Each lap was a kilometer, Henry knew.

“Sir?” a boy asked, hand in the air. “What are we to do with our jackets and ties?”

“A good question, and I’m sure you’ll think of an answer quickly,” the examiner replied. “Now, on my mark.”

The boys scrambled out of their neatly pressed coats and ties, flinging them onto the grass.

“Please begin.”

By the end of the first lap, Henry noticed that a few of the boys looked like they might be sick. By the end of the second lap, three of them were.

“Run it off, boys,” Examiner the Shorter called cheerfully, waving his pocket square.

Running in heavy work boots wasn’t the best idea, and Henry finished fifth. His feet ached, and he needed to catch his breath, but he wasn’t too tired, and he definitely wasn’t going to be sick.

“Wonderful effort,” Examiner the Shorter called. “Please line up for cups of water.”

The boys sighed gratefully and shuffled into line, with Henry at the rear.

“Shouldn’t the servant do that?” Valmont huffed as Examiner of the Baritone handed out cups of water.

“Possibly,” Examiner the Shorter conceded, as though the thought had not occurred to him until that very moment. “Now, another lap, please, and try to spill as little of the water as possible while you run.”

A few boys looked up at the examiner in surprise, having already drunk greedily from their cups and having assumed that the ordeal was finished.

“And begin,” the examiner called.

Placing his palm flat over the cup, Henry ran slowly. It wasn’t about finishing first, he knew, it was about the water. Henry was starting to understand that no portion of the exam was exactly as it seemed, that there were tests nestled within tests.

After the lap, the boys were told to line up and give their names. Examiner of the Baritone recorded the amounts of water left in their cups. Henry cast glances out of the corners of his eyes. As far as he could tell, his cup was the fullest.

“Drink up, now,” Examiner the Shorter advised. “You’ve had a long run, and I won’t keep you any longer. You’re free to leave.”

“That’s it?” Harisford asked.

“That’s it,” Examiner the Shorter replied.

One by one, the boys picked up their jackets and ties and headed indoors, leaving their cups in the grass.

Sighing, Henry began collecting the cups.

“I’ll take these to the kitchen, sir,” Henry said to Examiner the Shorter.

“You can’t carry all of those by yourself,” Professor Stratford said.

Henry had forgotten that he was there.

“It’s fine, sir,” Henry said.

“Nonsense, my boy, you must be exhausted. You’ve just run five kilometers. I’ll help.”

Professor Stratford swept up an armload of cups and started toward the main building.

“Thank you for letting me take the exam,” Henry told the examiners, and then hurried to catch up with Professor Stratford.

“Nice touch, there, collecting the cups at the end,” Professor Stratford said. “I’ll bet anything that was part of the test.”

“I thought it might be,” Henry admitted. “And Cook would just send me back out here to collect them anyway.”

“So it seems fortune would favor the unfavored,” Stratford said, smiling to himself.

“Who said that?” Henry asked, not recognizing the quote.

“I did. Just now.”

“Thank you for rescuing me earlier,” Henry said.

They’d passed into the main building and Henry led the professor down one of the servants’ stairways.

“I’ve seen it happen before. This isn’t the first time these boys have tried that spitting trick.”

“How chivalrous,” Henry said with a lopsided smile.

“Isn’t it?” The professor’s face broke into a wry grin. “So how do you think it went today? The exam?”

“Well, it was odd. I mean, it was as though half the exam was secretly buried in other tests, and what you didn’t do counted as much as what you did.”

Professor Stratford nodded.

“I think I did well,” Henry said. “But I’m not certain. I wish they’d tell us already.”

“Tomorrow, my boy. Tomorrow.”

They reached the back entrance to the kitchen.

“I can take everything from here,” Henry said.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the professor said, barging into the kitchen before Henry could protest.

“Sander, yeh rascal!” Cook yelled, and then took in the scholar’s cap of the man who had just entered the kitchen with an armload of cups. “Sorry, sir. Didja need sumthin’?”

“Just returning these cups,” Professor Stratford said. “And I’ll be borrowing young Henry to help me for the rest of the afternoon. Hopefully he won’t be missed.”

Without waiting for an answer, the professor smiled and sailed out the swinging door.

Henry quickly deposited his armload of cups in the kitchen and followed Professor Stratford. “What do you need me for, sir?”

“Oh, nothing,” the professor said, smiling. “I thought you could use a few hours to yourself.”

“Too polite to tell me I need a bath?” Henry joked, grateful for the unexpected kindness. Although, now that the professor mentioned it, a bath wasn’t such a bad idea. His shirt was sticky with sweat.

“You’ve found me out, Grim. And no lessons tonight. But come find me if you need me.”

“I will. And thanks again.”

The prospect of an afternoon free was a wonderful thing, and Henry headed off to the washroom to clean himself up.

Evening came all too soon, and Henry climbed out of bed, where he’d fallen asleep with a mystery novel on his chest. His legs felt rubbery from running, and his feet had blistered, making every step pinch painfully.

“Where’s Sander?” Cook asked, pulling a roast from the oven.

“Haven’t seen him,” Henry said. “I was, er, helping Professor Stratford all afternoon.”

“Well, now yeh can help me. These need teh be served.” Cook waved a beefy hand in the direction of a table covered with salad plates. “An’ since Sander ain’t bothered teh come down an’ do ’is job, yeh’ll be servin’ his table as well as yer regular.”

“Wonderful,” Henry muttered, hefting a large platter of salads.

The boys at his usual service table were the same crowd from that afternoon, and instead of ignoring him, as they had in the past, now the boys took a special interest in Henry.

They had him running back and forth to the kitchen to fetch a pot of mustard, which Harisford insisted he must have on his salad, or clean cups, as Crewe and Porter had noticed nonexistent flecks of dirt on theirs.

And then there was Sander’s usual table, occupied by an unruly group of eleven-year-olds, one of whom dared an unfortunate-looking boy in too-large spectacles to drink a disgusting concoction of salad dressing, milk, pepper, and gravy. Thankfully, the boy didn’t throw up, but he did spill most of the gross-out potion down the side of the table, and Henry was expected to mop it up.

The meal couldn’t end soon enough. And when it did, Henry found himself rolling up his sleeves to wash dishes, even though that was Sander’s job as well.

Sander was sixteen, the eldest of the four serving boys, and the most reliably unreliable. He left half his work for Henry to do and was careless with the duties that he did perform. But he was Cook’s nephew, and so he got away with it, much to Henry’s annoyance.

Finally, Cook dismissed Henry, whose hands were now raw from the hot water and soap. Henry nearly dropped his plate of supper as he staggered up the stairs to the attic. After bolting his cold food, Henry lay on his cot, staring up at the sloping ceiling.

He didn’t want to get his hopes up. He’d certainly learned that lesson at the orphanage. And yet … what if he did get in to Knightley? Henry closed his eyes, imagining the heft of a practice sword, the well-cut uniform, the essays he would write and the things he would learn.

Knightley … he’d grown up knowing the school’s history; after all, it was the history of his country. For the past hundred years, all of the Britonian Isles had been at peace with one another. This was because of the Longsword Treaty, named for the famous knight who had inspired the first draft. Back then, Knights really did ride around on horses, fighting in service of their overlords. Back then, there were bloody wars to fight, with thousands of men drafted into the common service every week and shipped overseas or overlands to certain, gruesome death. But with the Longsword Treaty, all that changed. As long as no citizens were trained in combat, peace would remain among the countries. And so Knightley Academy closed down its archery fields and tilting courses, concocted a written admissions examination in place of their annual jousting competition, and hired masters to teach history and languages and medicine. Knighthood modernized—to be a knight was to keep the law and the peace, to be a man of letters before most boys their age ever set foot into university, to swear an oath of chivalry and, with that oath, be given a title in gratitude for one’s service to the realm.

There was no military, and no need for one, not with all of the neighboring lands bound fast by the same treaty. But the treaty had not stopped revolutionaries in the Nordlands from overthrowing their monarch thirteen years earlier and installing their leader, Yurick Mors, as high chancellor. Lately, Chancellor Mors’s decrees had been the subject of many whispered conversations that Henry often overheard in the kitchen. The new laws levied outrageous taxes against all imports, forbade the employment of foreigners, and set a mandatory curfew for all citizens. It was only a matter of time, most people said, until the Nordlands self-destructed and Mors fell from power. After all, they whispered, that’s what happens when a country does away with its class system. And yet … some people whispered that Mors was more powerful than anyone could imagine, and that an army was gathering, one with new weapons that they could use without violating the treaty—without being trained in combat. But these rumors were just legends and lies, the stuff of tabloid writers who read too many adventure stories, passed around by those with a flair for paranoia. Professor Stratford read them for a laugh, and anyway, there was no proof.

Closing his eyes, Henry tried to derail his train of thought into something resembling sleep. After all, he was only thinking of these things because he was nervous, and nerves played off one’s fears.

But right then, Henry’s greatest fear was quite personal. He feared that he had failed the professor and himself. That he had failed the exam. But a tiny voice inside him insisted that there was hope. Hope that if he went to Knightley, he would have a life filled with opportunity, leading to an assured future. A life in which he would be surrounded by people who would become like a family, something he had never known. And he wouldn’t be just Henry anymore. In four years he would kneel and become Sir Henry Grim. It sounded so grand and yet so … impossible.
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THE BOY WHO PASSED

When Henry awoke the next morning, he noticed with some relief that Sander had slunk in during the night and was curled up fast asleep in bed.

Henry buttoned his shirt and gave Sander a nudge. “Wake up. You’re on for breakfast.”

Sander groaned.

Henry laced his shoes. “Up, Sander. Come on. You’ll be late.”

Sander opened an eye and rolled over, his cheeks sunken and peppered with stubble. “Don’ feel so good.”

“Stop faking,” Henry said sharply. “Five minutes.”

“Uuuugh, I shouldn’ta bin gamblin’ at the pub las’ night.”

Henry yanked the blanket off Sander. “No, you shouldn’t have been at the pub in the first place, much less gambling there. Now stop laying about and do your job. I’m not getting stuck with your work two days in a row.”

Sander groaned but swung his feet over the side of the bed. “I los’ at cards again,” he moaned. “This week’s wages an’ the last.”

“You’ll lose more than your wages if you don’t watch it,” Henry said, his hand on the doorknob.

Henry performed his morning tasks without thinking, mechanically scrubbing the blackboards and laying out fresh pieces of chalk. It wasn’t until he reached Professor Stratford’s classroom that he snapped out of his fog.

But the professor wasn’t at his desk.

Henry quickly washed the blackboard, his heart pounding. It was nearly time for morning announcements, and for the first time, he was impatient to hear them. He’d tried to put thoughts of Knightley out of his mind that morning, but they had taken up permanent residence and stubbornly refused to budge.

“Even if I pass,” Henry murmured to himself as he wrang out his washrag, “they won’t let me go. I never really thought that they would.”

But this was a lie, and not a very good one at that. The examiner had seemed so kind yesterday, and why else would he have allowed Henry to take the exam? Furthermore, why would Professor Stratford have urged him to take the exam if the results didn’t matter? They had to matter; after all, they mattered to Henry more than anything.

Henry slipped into the dining hall just as breakfast ended, glad that he wouldn’t be forced to take care of the dishes. The large hall smelled of sausage and egg and strong tea, and Henry’s empty stomach grumbled. Sander, pale and sweating, cleared the last of the plates from the High Table and staggered back toward the kitchen.

Suddenly, Henry felt dizzy. He didn’t want to know the results. Not like this, in front of everyone, his disappointment on display. Why couldn’t there have been a list posted quietly outside the library?

Headmaster Hathaway rose from his seat, and Henry gulped, leaning back against the wood-paneled wall for support. His heart thundered, and he felt as though he had flu, or maybe one of Sander’s hangovers.

“Students,” Headmaster Hathaway said, clasping his hands in front of his large belly, “this day’s announcements are brief, as our term draws to its close at the end of next week. We have only one announcement, and I hope you will give a warm welcome to Sir Frederick, chief examiner of Knightley Academy.”
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