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         The Academia required students. Apparently, it also required vast quantities of paperwork, much of which appeared to be stacked
            in teetering piles on the chancellor’s desk. The chancellor in question eyed those piles with narrowed eyes. Lannagaros had
            a large desk, although it was almost buried at the moment beneath bureaucratic detritus.
         

         
         “I do not suggest burning them,” the voice of the Academia said, tone dry as good tinder. “Some of those papers are student
            applications.”
         

         
         “I am aware of that.” It was not the student applications that the chancellor wanted to reduce to ash. Students were the life’s
            blood of the Academia; their presence gave Killianas, the sentience behind the Academia’s many buildings, strength.
         

         
         An influx of students, however, required teachers. Professors. Experts in their fields of knowledge.

         
         Lannagaros’s choice—at the start of his tenure as chancellor—had been limited. Barrani scholars came, of course; the Barrani
            had famously long lives and memories, and if most had not attended the Academia in its golden years, they had heard of it
            many, many times.
         

         
         Lannagaros was currently inquiring into two possible Dragon scholars—both of whom had chosen the long sleep some centuries past. It was Imperial custom—and law—that those who slept remain undisturbed in their chosen slumber; Dragons did not always wake gracefully, and if they were startled into their new surroundings, could be quite proactively defensive. He had requested permission to disturb, or attempt to disturb, that slumber. The Emperor had yet to make his decision. 

         
         Lannagaros had accepted a handful of mortal scholars with far less pickiness than he had similar Barrani professors; he felt
            that their presence would prove a comfort to those mortals among the student body, given the number of mortals who comprised
            it.
         

         
         This had not, in at least one case, proven true.

         
         But now, on his desk, he had over three dozen applications and requests for professorial positions, all from humans. Some
            of the names he recognized; some, he did not. Of the nearly forty requests, only two had family names that were not immediately
            familiar to a lord of the Dragon Court, and he set those aside for further investigation.
         

         
         His sigh had smoke in it.

         
         The interest of so many people of note in the human caste court was not a coincidence. None of these scholars had shown any
            previous interest in the Academia. Some of these scholars were Imperial mages. He had a natural suspicion of the Arcanum,
            but many of the current Barrani professors had been trained and schooled in higher magical arts in that very place.
         

         
         Some of their Arcanum confederates had carelessly experimented in a fashion that could have become literally world-threatening.

         
         “Their studies within the Academia could be more easily curbed. The Arcanum was never hosted within a sentient building,”
            Killianas said.
         

         
         “The Barrani tend to avoid sentient buildings, where at all feasible.” The chancellor’s very toothy grin was possibly petty; the High Halls from which the caste court ruled the Barrani was now subject to a similar sentience, which had been trapped for almost a millennium in its effort to contain a dangerous Shadow imprisoned at its heart. The Barrani who wished to be lords of the High Court had no choice but to subject themselves to the inspection and knowledge of the new High Halls. 

         
         Killianas agreed. “Mortals would not avoid them in the same fashion.”

         
         “They would, if they were wise.”

         
         Killianas cleared his throat.

         
         “Ah, present company excepted, of course,” the chancellor added. “You have more knowledge of the students than I. Would any
            of these possible applicants be a reasonable choice?”
         

         
         “I have less knowledge of the world outside of the Academia than you, and would defer to your knowledge and wisdom. I can,
            however, protect the students.”
         

         
         “You can protect them from some things—but demonstrably that protection has been flawed; you are not yet what you once were,
            and you lack power. That power will grow as the student body does, but professors and scholars will be required before then.”
            He exhaled smoke.
         

         
         “Do be careful not to singe the applications,” Killianas said.

         
         As Lannagaros had only made that mistake once, he found the reminder unnecessary. “Will Robin be safe?”

         
         It was Robin who was their current concern.

         
         Robin was the legal head of a family that had power and position in the overly populated—in the chancellor’s decided opinion—human
            caste court. Gardianno. Robin’s mother, father and siblings had perished over a decade ago, and the investigation into what
            were clearly murders had been halted by the human caste court, much to the annoyance of the Emperor.
         

         
         If the Emperor was to be so annoyed, why had he bothered to create the laws of exemption and the racial caste courts at all?

         
         “That is unfair,” Killianas told the chancellor. “You are aware that he did so to bypass possible war with the Barrani. It
            was not safe to battle so close to Ravellon.”
         

         
         “The Barrani caste court does seem a practical necessity. Of what use are the other caste courts?”

         
         A hint of dark amusement colored Killianas’s tone. “I believe he meant the laws to apply to all citizens of the Empire. What was granted to the Barrani therefore could not be withheld from the other, less powerful races.
            It was not thought that the mortal caste courts could present a credible threat; I am certain any surveillance or security
            concerns are focused on the Barrani.”
         

         
         Laws of exemption applied when victims and perpetrators involved in a crime belonged to a single race. The racial caste courts
            could decide—and execute—punishments in accordance with their customs. But any member of that race could apply to the Imperial
            Court—and the Halls of Law—for a full investigation, overruling the caste court’s findings. Thus had the laws of exemption
            been written by the Eternal Emperor. No such requests had ever been received from the Barrani; those who might throw themselves
            on the justice of the Imperial Courts wound up dead.
         

         
         If Robin chose to do so, he could request a full Imperial investigation of his family’s murders, which would be in the hands
            of the Halls of Law and their Hawks. If he chose not to do so, the case would remain eternally closed. The human caste court
            had already resolved the case to their satisfaction; they had no desire to see it reinvestigated.
         

         
         There was only one person, one victim, who had the power to launch that new investigation, and he was a student at the Academia.

         
         Thus the influx of new professors, or at least their applications.

         
         It was clear to Lannagaros that the murder of Robin’s family—which Robin himself had barely survived—had been carried out by Robin’s uncle. But a crime of that magnitude could not have been orchestrated alone. The chancellor had no doubt that were Robin’s uncle, Grannick Gardianno, to be blamed for the crime in its entirety, the humans might keep their distance. Grannick, the legal holder of the Gardianno seat, was comatose. Lannagaros privately thought he would remain that way. 

         
         Grannick Gardianno had a son who was of age. That son, Seldon Gardianno, in the absence of Robin, would assume his uncle’s
            seat on the caste court. Robin, however, was no longer absent. The Gardianno seat was Robin’s by rules of inheritance.
         

         
         But Robin was vital to the Academia. Although he was legally the heir to Gardianno, he had spent the majority of his life
            in the streets of the warrens; he knew very little—if anything at all—about the power structure of the human caste court and
            its many, many lords. If Lannagaros had believed the Barrani caste court was needlessly overpopulated, he repented. The human
            caste court was worse. The Imperial security forces had little information to offer. In the Records of those forces, one might
            be forgiven for assuming that the human caste court numbered no more than a dozen.
         

         
         “I believe one or two of the applications you have on your desk involve etiquette and manners,” Killianas said. Two sets of
            papers rose until they were level with the chancellor’s eyes. “It is true that few of the humans studying in the Academia
            would naturally choose to take such classes, but I believe Robin will require them.”
         

         
         “Robin hasn’t decided that he wants to become Lord Gardianno.”

         
         “Robin has little choice. It is not the title or the seat that is of relevance; those are merely political frippery. It is
            the duty and responsibility of the Gardianno that must be fulfilled. Someone else could assume the political seat—but the
            property on which the manor is situated must remain in Robin’s control.”
         

         
         It was not in Robin’s control now, and they both knew it.

         
         The chancellor rose. He knew the duty and the title were tightly entwined. Robin had very little knowledge about Grannick’s
            family, and next to none about his cousin; a faint memory or two, no more.
         

         
         The pressing concern—the requirement to accept and hire professors—was urgent, and entirely in the chancellor’s hands. The
            reason the decision was difficult to make, though, was Robin. He could not blithely and carelessly hire people who meant to
            harm Robin. He could hire people who meant to influence the boy—that was the norm in any social interaction that involved the upper echelons of any hierarchy.
         

         
         “We need more information,” the chancellor finally said. “I will head to the Imperial Palace and request that that information
            be made available to us.”
         

         
         “Shall I inform An’Teela?”

         
         The chancellor’s eyes darkened. “Is she here again?”

         
         “Yes. She has not attempted to speak with Robin—but her presence is not required in order to do that. She can approach Robin
            through Serralyn or Valliant. Or Terrano.”
         

         
         “Terrano isn’t a student.”

         
         “No. He is far less easily contained than any of our students.”

         
          

         When the chancellor exited his office, An’Teela and her partner in the Hawks, Tain, stood just outside the office doors. Both
            were corporals, and both wore the Hawks’ tabard.
         

         
         The halls were seldom as quiet as they were now; stone tended to bounce voices along walls and high ceilings. But many of
            the students preferred to avoid the Law, especially when in Barrani hands.
         

         
         Lannagaros was ill-pleased. “I believe I told you that any discussion of legal matters will have to wait until exam period
            is over.”
         

         
         “You’ve been saying that for weeks, yes. Exams, however, are all but finished for the student body, and we would like to book an appointment to speak with Robin should you deem an appointment necessary. You are reluctant to allow us to speak with Robin without your direct supervision.” It was, of course, An’Teela who spoke. 

         
         Or Teela, as she was called while in Hawks’ uniform.

         
         “You may book an appointment. Robin has one more exam and should be allowed a grace period of a week before he has to endure
            any further testing.”
         

         
         “You don’t wish us to involve Robin at all.”

         
         “I do not. As must be clear to you now, the Academia is not fully functional. Robin’s theoretical position in human society
            is at odds with his experience. He has not been political in his life; politics is a game of power, and he had—until extremely
            recently—none, even by human standards.”
         

         
         “And you do not wish to give him the choice.” Teela’s eyes were a shade of blue that the chancellor considered unfortunate.

         
         “He has chosen to be a student in the Academia. He has not chosen to become a political pawn in a tussle for power in the
            human caste court. I understand the laws of exemption. I know they are extremely unpopular in the Halls of Law. I do not wish
            to take the risk of exposing him to a paradigm with which he has no experience; I would not expect him to survive it.”
         

         
         “His parents and his siblings were murdered,” Teela replied. “Were I Robin, I would want their murderers to be brought to
            justice.”
         

         
         “Such as it is.”

         
         “Such, indeed, as it is. If he chooses to do so, we can reopen the investigation into their deaths—and into the web of the
            human caste court, should that court be involved.”
         

         
         The chancellor exhaled smoke.

         
         “If we are investigating, he will be granted Imperial protection for the entire duration.” Teela’s eyes remained dark.

         
         “I am a member of the Imperial Court. I am aware of just how efficient that protection is. Mortals are fragile.”

         
         “Perhaps, given the size of the Dragon Court, you have forgotten just how political intrigue functions. I assure you, however,
            that I have not. If Robin does not wish to have the investigation reopened, we will abide by his decision. But you cannot
            imagine that he will be safer for it. The caste court, and his enemies on it, will already be in motion once word of his existence
            has escaped.
         

         
         “And I am certain it already has.”

         
         So was the chancellor, given the sudden influx of willing experts who had applied to join the Academia.

         
         Teela stepped forward, the softness of her tone belying its intensity. “If we investigate the caste court because of the murder
            of Robin’s family, the human caste court will be forced to be more subtle in their attempts at sabotage.”
         

         
         Sabotage. A pretty word for murder.

         
         “The moment it is clear that Robin has requested that investigation be done by the Halls of Law, subtlety will not be the concern of those who wish the investigation to remain
            closed.” The chancellor exhaled smoke.
         

         
         “He is safer in the Academia than he would be almost anywhere else. And safety is not his only concern at the moment. We could
            take him to a far more secure location, but not without his consent.” She exhaled; were she a Dragon, there would have been
            smoke. “Serralyn is very attached to Robin. She will do what she can to ensure he survives any attempt on his life.
         

         
         “Valliant will stand by Serralyn, even if he does not consider Robin important in the same fashion she does. And Terrano is
            likely to protect him as well, if it comes to that.”
         

         
         “Barrani do not consider mortals to be much of a threat. You might make clear to Serralyn that Robin is in danger—but if the danger comes from humans, she is far less likely to take it as seriously as she might were his enemies Barrani.” 

         
         Teela’s smile showed teeth. “You assume that his enemies will only be human.”

         
         The chancellor’s eyes narrowed—and darkened. He lifted his inner eye membranes to mute the brighter shade of red. This was
            not a conversation he wished to have while standing in the public halls.
         

         
         “The Barrani are oft entangled in the worst of the human caste court schemes. Even here, when the Academia was slowly awakening,
            Barrani were involved.”
         

         
         “It’s the Barrani you want.” 

         
         An’Teela was willing to put Robin at risk because she wanted legal permission to hunt down the Barrani. The chancellor’s eyes
            were not going to be any less red by the time this conversation was over.
         

         
         “Were Robin not Gardianno, I would remain unconcerned. The human caste court is comprised of humans, and their tenure is brief
            by necessity. But where things ancient and sorcerous are involved, the Barrani are often found in the shadows.”
         

         
         This time, when Lannagaros exhaled, there was fire.

         
         Neither Teela nor Tain even blinked.

         
          

         “It’s like she’s trying to piss him off,” Terrano said as he lay sprawled on the bed. Robin’s bed. Raven had made him take
            his shoes off first.
         

         
         “I don’t think that’s her main goal,” Serralyn replied. She sat, back to wall, on Raven’s bed—but she’d taken her shoes off
            when she entered the room.
         

         
         “Look—I’m not political enough that Sedarias will allow me to visit the High Halls in her company, but even I would know better
            than to say what she said.” Terrano was an open book, and at the moment, he’d been turned to the page of disgust.
         

         
         “She’s not wrong.”

         
         Robin surrendered. He’d been attempting to study, but exams seemed the least of his current problems. It required more focus
            than his Barrani friends were going to allow. “What is she saying this time?”
         

         
         “Oh, same thing as last time. And the time before. And the time before that. One exam stands between you and an official meeting—if
            the chancellor’s of a mind to grant it.”
         

         
         “Are we betting?” Robin asked. He knew the discussion between the two Barrani friends was only being held in spoken words
            because of his presence. Teela’s part of the conversation, however, was coming from somewhere else.
         

         
         Given Teela’s strong interest in reopening a closed investigation, Robin could guess where she was. Or at least who she was
            with. What she needed to open that investigation again was his stated desire that the investigation, closed at the request of the human caste court, be reopened.
         

         
         His parents had been murdered. His older brother. His sister.

         
         It was a lifetime ago for Robin. It was barely any time at all for the Barrani. Robin had almost been killed. He was an interested
            party; he was the only person who had the legal right to ask the Halls of Law to reopen an investigation closed at the request
            of the human caste court.
         

         
         Don’t you want their killers to be brought to justice?

         
         The question echoed in Teela’s absence. Robin had grown up in the warrens. His version of justice, his belief in it, had been
            shaped and formed there. The Hawks that came into the warrens were largely Barrani; no other Hawks were guaranteed to be safe.
            The denizens of the warrens eyed the Halls of Law with suspicion and, in many cases, contempt.
         

         
         Law in the warrens was about power.

         
         The Halls of Law didn’t have any. Barrani Hawks were avoided, but people didn’t find their presence as offensive. Barrani looked down on any human, not just the poorer ones.
         

         
         Robin had no interest in human politics. He’d listened in on enough arguments about Barrani politics to believe that politics
            was a short plank over a large ocean. Sedarias, a close friend to Serralyn, Valliant, and Terrano, was political. If anything
            happened to anyone Barrani in the Academia, she was interested—and she assumed, as did her friends, that injury and death
            had something to do with Sedarias’s attempt to establish herself as the ruler of her family line and its satellite families.
         

         
         Robin couldn’t personally see Terrano as political. But Sedarias was important to Terrano, and the Barrani visitor was willing
            to do whatever was necessary to ensure both her survival and her success.
         

         
         Robin had no friends that were invested in his fate in the same way.

         
         Not even his best friend, who was currently seated at her desk, examining keys. The Barrani had learned quickly that they
            could sit anywhere—floor, bed, Robin’s desk—except in front of Raven’s desk. Her desk was where she sat when she was examining
            her latest treasure. In this case, it was keys. A large key ring’s worth. Robin turned away from the Barrani discussion and
            headed toward Raven.
         

         
         “Where did you get those?” Robin asked.

         
         “Found them.”

         
         “Found them where?” They weren’t dusty or rusted. They didn’t look like discards.

         
         “The floor.” She wasn’t interested in conversing; she was interested in the keys. Raven had been beside Robin as he’d grown
            up. She’d never had any qualms about stealing. Robin always had, but he knew now that that was the vestigial outcome of an
            early life lived outside the warrens, where starvation wasn’t an issue. They weren’t in the warrens now; here, being caught
            stealing could become a serious problem.
         

         
         “Which floor?”

         
         She snorted. She was probably rolling her eyes. “Look at the keys,” she told him, as if the keys were far more important than trivial questions about how she’d come by them. She never participated in any of the more political discussions, deeming them irrelevant at best, annoying at worst. To Raven, Robin was the Gardianno. The political stuff was beside the point.
         

         
         But to Raven, the duty of the Gardianno was extremely, fundamentally important. It was in the basement of the Gardianno manse
            that she had slept, for want of a better word; it was Robin’s mother, the Gardianna, who had freed her and given her the command
            to protect Robin. He had been so young, he should have starved or died. Raven had made sure he didn’t.
         

         
         But she’d been just as small, just as helpless, as Robin had been; they’d survived by the skin of their teeth. Or so he’d
            once believed. He wondered if she would have continued on if she’d failed to keep him alive. Would she have returned to the
            place in which she’d been sleeping and listening for the forceful emergency command that had awakened her?
         

         
         He knew she wasn’t genuinely young, although visually she appeared to be the same age as Robin himself. But it was hard to
            believe she was old or even, as Giselle had implied, ancient, especially when she was focused on something that had caught
            her attention. Mostly, it was glass. But sometimes it was different. Today: keys.
         

         
         She had a child’s intense focus; when something caught her attention, it was the only thing that mattered.
         

         
         He wasn’t certain he believed she’d found the keys. Or rather, that she’d found them on the floor. She wasn’t good at lying but had no qualms about trying. She also wasn’t good with words, with the use of spoken language. She could understand
            any language—he envied her that—but she sometimes failed to understand the subtleties inherent in, say, Barrani speech.
         

         
         She considered subtlety to be a waste of time. Then again, she considered offended people to be mildly inconvenient, no more.
            How people viewed her wasn’t her problem, but theirs. Whoever they were.
         

         
         Robin wished, on some days, he could be more like Raven.

         
         And on other days, keys.

         
         Terrano wandered over, clearly done with the conversation that was, by his expression, still ongoing. “What are you looking
            at?” he asked.
         

         
         “Keys,” Raven said promptly. Of the Barrani who called themselves the cohort, Terrano was the person with whom Raven was most
            comfortable.
         

         
         “I can see that. Keys to where?”

         
         Exasperated, she said, “I don’t know yet. I’m trying to find out.”
         

         
         Terrano glanced at Robin and mouthed, By looking at them?

         
         Robin shrugged. If anyone could do it, it was Raven. “She’s not normally interested in keys. She can pick locks way, way better
            than I ever could.”
         

         
         Terrano shrugged, not impressed. He was extremely unusual, even for a Barrani; if he wanted to, he could just walk through
            locked doors. Or walls. “If you don’t want to talk to Teela, you’re going to have to leave your room soon. She’s arguing with
            the chancellor. Well, no, not exactly arguing. They’re being appallingly polite at each other, and both of them are getting more and more irritated with each sentence.”
            Terrano’s grin was infectious.
         

         
         If Robin hadn’t been certain he was the subject of their not-quite-argument, he might have found it amusing, as well. Dragons
            and Barrani had a long history of war—and perfect memories. They didn’t generally get along.
         

         
         But he was the subject, and he knew it.
         

         
         “What do you want to do?” Terrano asked in a far more serious tone. “Serralyn and Valliant believe the decision should be
            yours.”
         

         
         “Corporal Danelle says the decision is mine, as well.”

         
         “Yes, but Serralyn means it. Teela just means the correct decision should be yours.”
         

         
         “And you’re on Serralyn’s side?”

         
         “More or less. It won’t harm us, so it doesn’t matter.” By us, he meant the cohort. “Listening to Teela might hurt a bit, because Sedarias is beginning to get annoyed.” He winced. “Scratch
            beginning. She’s annoyed.”
         

         
         “At what?”

         
         “We’re having a bit of trouble at court—our court, not yours—and she’d like us to concentrate on that. It’s much more likely
            to involve safety in the immediate future. Or lack thereof.” He turned to Raven. “Why keys?”
         

         
         “Talk to Robin,” was the sullen reply. She shifted position in her chair so that her back was fully facing Terrano. Terrano
            laughed, shaking his head. Most people didn’t find this particular aspect of Raven amusing. They found it rude, at best. This
            hadn’t been a problem in the warrens.
         

         
         It had become much more of a problem in the Academia.

         
         “I can’t believe the Dragon thinks classroom presence is mandatory for her.” Terrano tried to get a better look at the keys.
            “You haven’t answered the question. So let me put it this way. We’re not asking because we want to pressure you—I mean, Serralyn
            and I. Teela doesn’t really think of it as pressure, either. If you were Barrani, there would only be one response.”
         

         
         “Oh?”

         
         “Make damn sure that you’ve got adequate protection, and demand that the investigation be reopened. Now. Also: make sure to
            take names of all those you’re certain were involved in both the death and the planning, and kill them in the least humane,
            most public fashion you can.”
         

         
         “That’s illegal,” Robin reasonably pointed out. “And she’s a Hawk.”

         
         “True. But most Barrani crimes that involve only Barrani aren’t illegal, according to the caste court. I don’t know if it
            would work the same way for humans—we’re all pretty sure the Halls of Law were created for the sake of humans in this city.
            And the human caste court clearly has intervened when murderers and victims were both human—they just don’t do it very often. 

         
         “I mean, most crimes in your city are exclusive to humans, there are so many of you.”
         

         
         Fair enough. “So, if your parents were murdered, you’d demand the Halls of Law investigate?”

         
         “In my case, sure—the murderers are generally executed and dropped off at the Halls of Law as corpses to prevent such an investigation.”
            He grinned. “It’s a fast way to get them executed.”
         

         
         “And you’d be safe?”

         
         “I’d be hunted for a bit, but with less intensity. Probably. And actually, no, I wouldn’t care. My parents are already dead,
            but even if they’d died recently, I wouldn’t consider it my responsibility to avenge them. They discarded me first.”
         

         
         “Then Teela—”

         
         “She considered it her life’s ambition to avenge her mother’s death. But her mother didn’t throw her away—she tried to protect
            her until the end. It’s why she died.”
         

         
         “Did she get her revenge?”

         
         “Oh yes.” Terrano’s smile was soft and unpleasant. “But that left her with a few centuries of no goal at all. I think it’s
            why she joined the Hawks, in the end.”
         

         
         “Her goal became justice?”

         
         Terrano laughed again; from across the room, Serralyn joined him. Valliant might have chuckled, but as usual, he was mostly
            silent. “She was bored out of her mind, and she knew joining the Hawks would tweak the noses of the High Court.
         

         
         “But she knows you loved your parents; she knows you were there when your mother died. She knows that you know who killed
            her. If your parents had been like ours—or rather, like most of ours—she wouldn’t expect your choice to be so singular.”
         

         
         “So, it’s not just about the Halls of Law?”

         
         “It is, in part. But given what we’ve learned about Gardianno, she thinks it’s necessary. She doesn’t expect you to survive if you don’t start rattling the cages. If the Halls of Law is involved in the investigation, some of the rattling will make your life infinitely worse—but some will cause people to step back entirely, because they don’t want to be implicated as an accessory to murder. 

         
         “If she believed you’d be safe without investigation, she probably wouldn’t be so hell-bent—that’s the right phrase?—on reopening
            it. She wants permission to make their lives miserable, because she’s certain they’re going to try to end yours.”
         

         
         “Are you certain?”

         
         Terrano shrugged. “I’m certain they’ll try. Look, I’m Barrani. We live and breathe power politics. But not all of the humans
            do—if they did, the city would be in a constant state of war. Or it’d be empty, because when Dragons lose their tempers, things
            burn.
         

         
         “Most of the humans I’ve met don’t really want power in the same way. But it’s the human caste court and its styling of ‘lord’
            that’s the threat, and I’ve never met anyone involved with the human caste court.”
         

         
         “That’s not true,” Serralyn said from across the room.

         
         Terrano actually flushed. “. . . I wouldn’t say I knew them well—but they were a lot more like Barrani court lords.”

         
         “Why were you involved with the human caste court?” Robin asked.

         
         “It doesn’t really matter anymore.”

         
         “But it might. If you met with members of the caste court, it means you knew how to interact with them, right?”

         
         “There’s a reason Teela wants an investigation,” Serralyn said. She had joined Terrano. “Look, lords of the human caste court
            have been involved—peripherally—in a lot of things that could cause real trouble. I mean, your uncle, for one. The Academia,
            for another. If they’d had their way, none of this would be here now.”
         

         
         “And the people Terrano met?”

         
         Serralyn rolled her eyes. “They were, as usual, trying to find some method to become immortal. Terrano lied to them, and they
            believed him. Sometimes people only hear what they want to hear; they disregard everything else.”
         

         
         “But why did he try to meet them?”

         
         “We were all still trapped in the Hallionne in the West March, and we wanted our freedom,” Terrano replied. At Robin’s frown,
            he added, “The Hallionne are sort of like Killian. They’re buildings—but they’re sentient. They’re unlike Killian in that
            they were never damaged or abandoned, and they serve as sanctuaries of a kind. But they can serve as prisons and jails if
            necessary, and . . . it was considered necessary at the time.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         Terrano shrugged. “Things happened.” Serralyn glared at him, and he exhaled. “I told you Teela’s mother was trying to protect
            Teela until the end, right?” He waited for Robin’s nod before continuing. “She was trying to stop the ceremony—the regalia—from being performed. We were considered children. We were too young to be exposed to it. Teela’s father killed her mother—and
            all of the people who sided with her mother.
         

         
         “The regalia is supposed to empower those lucky enough to be affected. When the green offers the regalia—”
         

         
         “What is the green?” Robin glanced at Serralyn when he asked.

         
         Raven snorted. She was probably rolling her eyes.

         
         Terrano didn’t snort, but he was frustrated. Robin felt ignorant. He’d long accepted his ignorance within the Academia. Ignorance
            could be alleviated. It was the biggest of reasons to be here. He told himself that as he waited with less patience than he
            usually showed.
         

         
         “We don’t know,” Serralyn said. “The green is a power contained in the West March. It’s not a power that can be deliberately harnessed by our kin. We believe it to be sentient—but not in a way that allows communication with people like us.” Her us included Robin. “It has borders and boundaries that exist in the West March—that’s where Teela’s mother’s family was from.
            There may be other borders—but those are the ones we know. The green has always existed. There’s no historical beginning.
            Any research done has been allowed by the green; there are some people who cannot find their way in.
         

         
         “But when the regalia is offered—it’s a type of story, and it’s a complicated ceremony—people are allowed to enter. Some gain strength or power, but we don’t understand the mechanism. If there are changes, they’re subtle.”
         

         
         “But not with you and your friends?”

         
         Serralyn nodded. “We were too young. Teela’s mother knew—that’s why she tried to save Teela. There are old laws and old rules.
            We were just too young. But the lords from the High Halls wanted to empower the young. We were brought to the green. We heard
            the regalia. We changed. We changed enough that we were considered a threat, a danger, to our kind. Too much of a danger to dissect and
            study.
         

         
         “We were imprisoned in the Hallionne at the heart of the West March.” She exhaled and silently handed the conversation back
            to Terrano.
         

         
         Terrano picked up the explanation, although his gaze had strayed to Raven and her keys. “The only person who could leave the
            Hallionne was me—and that took hundreds and hundreds of years’ worth of practice. We were just trying to cause as much difficulty
            as possible in the West March, in the theory that it would distract the Hallionne enough that we might make a break for it.
            I could leave. I spent some time observing the Barrani, and then more time observing powerful humans—the caste court, and
            those who were members of the Arcanum. I offered them information. Some of it was even true. Not the immortality part, though.
         

         
         “They caused some trouble, which is what we wanted.”

         
         “Would you recognize them now?”

         
         Terrano shrugged. “. . . yes. Those that survived.”

         
         Robin filed that away. Terrano was visibly uncomfortable, which was unusual. “But . . . you’re here now. So, you did escape.”

         
         Serralyn nodded. “And all of this is a digression. If you allow it, if you request it, the Hawks will reopen the investigation into the deaths of your family.
         

         
         “If you don’t, things become trickier. Your cousin is currently operating as regent of Gardianno. Your uncle survived but
            has been convalescing at home, and your cousin has taken on his duties. Which means they’re living in the manor.”
         

         
         “Most of the manor burned down.”

         
         “Yes. But if what happened here with you, Raven, and the woman from the warrens is any indication, you need to be able to live in that manor. Or above it. I don’t know if your cousin will have the same goals as your uncle, but leaving
            that house in his hands may well result in the same difficulty. You need to be there. But you can’t be there unless you claim—and
            hold—the Gardianno title and assets.
         

         
         “So, Robin, what do you want to do?”
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         Serralyn’s question lingered long after she’d left his room. Robin had no immediate answer, or possibly too damn many. What
            did he want to do?
         

         
         He wanted to be left alone. He wanted to be the student he had been, first in captivity, and later with the freedom that he
            was assured came with being part of the Academia. He wanted to finish school, although even that concept seemed odd to him.
            How did one ever finish learning? Was there some magical point at which he’d have learned enough, and there’d be no more to be taught?
         

         
         He couldn’t imagine it.

         
         But he could imagine that there were things to learn that didn’t come from lectures, from the books in the student library.
            Some of those things directly involved his family, his familial line, and the duties he had only recently learned they must
            carry. Whatever was taught from Gardianno to Gardianno had not been passed down to Robin. He had been far too young, and his
            mother had died.
         

         
         He had seen what his uncle had done with the power of Gardianno, and had seen the results: death for four unrelated students. In order to kill those students, he had first murdered Robin’s immediate family. He had burned down the manor and rebuilt it according to his own desires. He had taken the seat on the human caste court that had been reserved for Robin’s family. 

         
         Robin knew nothing about the human caste court. He knew almost nothing about Gardianno. He remembered very, very little of
            his family. They weren’t strangers to him, but it had been so long since he’d seen them, they were a blur in memory; they
            were almost theoretical.
         

         
         They’d been murdered. And his uncle would no doubt kill others. The Hawks wanted—Teela wanted—to bring a stop to that, and
            she could do it far more easily by exposing the whole web of criminality.
         

         
         But Robin had grown up in the warrens, where the law itself was suspect. Where bribery was a way of life, if one had anything
            of value, and running away was a rule of survival. He hadn’t considered the needs of anyone else, except in rare circumstances—and
            the people of the warrens hadn’t considered his needs often, either.
         

         
         He exhaled. Raven remained in the room, assessing keys. She might do this for the next several hours. Everyone else had filed
            out, to give him time to sit with Serralyn’s question. It was clear that the decision would be entirely left to Robin, but
            it wasn’t the type of decision he was used to making.
         

         
         Would he stand a better chance at surviving if he cooperated with the law?

         
         In the warrens, the answer was a definitive no. But here? The chancellor abided by Imperial Law, and enforced it. He was consistent in his enforcement of rules, as well.
            Robin, as a student, had as much value to the chancellor as the powerful scions of the Barrani High Court.
         

         
         If he kept his head down, if he refused to cooperate, would he be allowed to finish his schooling? Would he be left alone?

         
         Robin had been good at hiding. Not nearly as good as Raven, but still: hiding had often been his only option. But he wasn’t a child now. There were choices, decisions he could make, that involved more than just immediate escape. 

         
         What did he want?
         

         
         Raven made the annoyed sound that meant she considered the environment too noisy. “They can’t kill you either way. I’m here.
            And there are still places to hide here.”
         

         
         Robin winced. “There are. You’ve always been good at finding hiding places. But someday I’d like to be able to live without
            needing them. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life hiding.”
         

         
         Raven looked up from her keys. “Me, either,” she said, the words almost a whisper. As if she were struggling with the same
            thoughts Robin was. “But I’m only good at hiding.”
         

         
         Robin looked at the keys; they trembled in her hands. “You’re good at other things.”

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “Friendship. You didn’t just hide with me. You stopped me from starving. You kept me safe.”

         
         She shook her head. Sometimes she could do that for minutes. “Hiding,” she said, voice firm.

         
         Robin exhaled. “I’m good at running and hiding. Not as good as you,” he added quickly as she opened her mouth. “But good enough.
            I don’t know what else I’m good at, either. I’d like to find out.”
         

         
         “How?” Her eyes, as she turned to him—and away, momentarily, from the keys—seemed to be all dark fire.

         
         “By trying different things. Maybe by failing until I figure out how not to fail. You can do that, too. We both have other
            things we might be good at. We just haven’t found them yet. This place—the Academia—is part of that, for me. It’s about learning different
            things, about finding things like your keys. Things that I want or need to know more about. I don’t like all of it,” he added.
         

         
         “You need to learn how to do what your mother did.”

         
         Robin swallowed. “I doubt there’s anyone alive who could teach me that.”

         
         She nodded. And then, to his surprise, she said, “Ask the spider.”

         
         The spider meant Arbiter Starrante. But to speak to the Arbiter, he would have to make an appointment, and as a first-year student,
            he was far down the hierarchy of those given permission to visit the library for research.
         

         
         He’d also have to leave his room, and as Serralyn and Valliant were gone, he had no early warning system to make it easy to
            avoid visiting Hawks. He trusted Teela, but he found her so intimidating it was hard not to fall into patterns of obedience
            in her presence. Having Serralyn helped a lot.
         

         
         Serralyn had strongly implied that even Teela would accept his decision—but Teela wanted a yes. Until Robin gave her an unqualified no, she’d continue to ask. He had an ingrained fear of disappointing powerful people. It had probably kept him alive.
         

         
         He exhaled. He still didn’t have an answer.

         
         “So, tell me about the keys,” he told his roommate, trying to distract her.

         
         Her eyes instantly brightened. Raven’s interest in new and shiny things had developed in her time in the Academia. Granted,
            that had only been weeks, but as her interest spread from glass—which now had undertones of danger to Robin—she’d become more
            comfortable here.
         

         
         She wasn’t the best student, and one or two of the teachers actively disliked her presence in the classroom. Had it not been
            for the chancellor, she probably wouldn’t have been allowed through their classroom doors.
         

         
         She had joined Robin in rudimentary classes. Robin’s writing was poor, and his reading was slow. He’d learned as a young child,
            but only what a young child might learn. It was still more than many of the warrens’ citizens, but it was way, way below expected
            levels here.
         

         
         He’d done more when he’d been captive, and he was ahead of Raven—but still behind much of the student body, even the humans. But he felt there was a purpose to the extra studying. It was like slowly prying open doors that had once been locked. 

         
         Some of the Barrani students wanted weapons classes added to the curriculum. Robin didn’t add his voice to theirs, but if
            he could learn even rudimentary swordsmanship, he’d take that class, as well. He wanted, somehow, to be finished. To reach a level of knowledge and learning that finally made him feel like the adult he would become, knowledge or no.
         

         
         There was just too much that he lacked.

         
         Raven could do things that Robin would never be able to do. Like finding hiding places. What she saw, he couldn’t see. But
            what he saw was often invisible to her. She still had problems with people; her concerns were, and had always been, different.
            He wondered if that would change with time—just as he had. Just as he would, in future.
         

         
         If he survived.

         
         Raven held up a single key. “This one,” she said.

         
         It looked like the other keys to Robin, although the teeth of each key differed in subtle ways. It was silver in color, and
            it caught and reflected the room’s light. Robin frowned. He could see the rest of the keys, spread out across the pullout
            surface of Raven’s desk. She had wanted a different desk to begin with, but heated negotiations with Killianas had resulted
            in one that looked exactly like Robin’s. The rest of the keys reflected light, just as the key in her hand did—but the direction
            of reflected light seemed off for just that key.
         

         
         “Raven, put that one down for a second?”

         
         Her smile was brighter than light. She laid the key back on the desk. There, blended with the other keys, the difference in
            reflected light was clearer: the color was different. Raven’s smile was one of delighted approval. Robin had seen what she’d
            seen. Probably.
         

         
         “Did you really find these on the floor?”
         

         
         She averted her eyes.

         
         He knew she intended to stick with the floor, but he could easily work around that. “Did you see who dropped them?”
         

         
         She nodded.

         
         “Would I recognize that person if I saw them?”

         
         Her frown was instant, but it was the frown she habitually wore when she was thinking through both her words and the answer
            to his question. She didn’t see as Robin saw, and she knew it; she didn’t know everything that Robin knew, and she seldom
            paid attention to people who weren’t, in some way, a threat.
         

         
         She was no doubt balancing all of these contexts when she answered. “Maybe.”

         
         “What is the key for?”
         

         
         This time, she met his gaze and shrugged. It was shiny. It was a new treasure. The practical use of the key wasn’t her concern.

         
         Robin picked up one of the other keys. “Killianas,” he said.

         
         The Avatar of the Academia appeared almost instantly in the shared room, his gaze on the key in Robin’s hand.

         
         “Do you recognize this?”

         
         Killian’s gaze traveled over all of the keys laid out on Raven’s desk, pausing, as Robin had done, on the key that reflected
            light in a different way. “I recognize none of them,” he finally replied. His eyes were normal Barrani eyes; if he felt the
            key was dangerous, there was no sign of immediate, visceral worry. “They were on that ring?”
         

         
         Raven nodded. She snatched the special key from the desktop and slid it into her pouch—the one in which she stored her found
            treasures.
         

         
         “Did you find the keys on the Academia grounds?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “If it were simply one key, I would not be concerned,” Killian said—to Robin. Raven was listening, but only barely. She was
            now concerned that Killian would try to take her treasure from her.
         

         
         “These look like keys held by a custodian or a banker; there are too many here for use in the Academia. They are not inexpensive, practically speaking.” 

         
         “One of the professors?”

         
         “Or one of the applicants.”

         
         “Raven wasn’t certain I’d recognize the person who dropped them.”

         
         “No.” Killian was frustrated. He was a sentient building. He could, with little difficulty, read the thoughts of the people
            who occupied the campus. But he could not—and had never been able to—read Raven’s thoughts. It wasn’t that she was masking
            them or attempting to obfuscate them; she probably wouldn’t have cared if Killian knew what she was thinking. It would save
            her from having to struggle to choose the right words.
         

         
         But Raven knew who had “dropped” the keys; Killian didn’t. Yet.

         
         “May I take the key ring and the keys for now?”

         
         Raven shrugged. As long as he didn’t lay hands on her special key, she didn’t care about the rest.

         
         Killian gathered the keys, put them back on the key ring, and turned to Robin. “The chancellor wishes to inform you that he
            is now considering a number of human scholars and academics for positions within the Academia.”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “All of the applications have arrived since your conflict with your uncle. He would therefore recommend caution when you are
            in both the lecture halls and the halls leading to them. New students have also applied—human students. There has been a small
            influx of Barrani students, as well.
         

         
         “Your uncle intended that you perish. The chancellor feels, at this point, that it is not only your uncle you need fear. The
            human caste court is, by far, the largest such body of any race. You have experience with two of their lords. Neither of these
            lords had your best interests at heart.
         

         
         “But the remedial class you share with Raven also has a handful of new students—all mortal. I will, of course, keep watch, but demonstrably there are events that occur within the Academia that I miss. Professor Larrantin and Arbiter Starrante are doing research to determine why or how, but at this point you cannot rely on me for your safety.” 

         
         Robin turned to Raven. “Maybe you should ask Starrante if he wants or needs any help.”

         
         She frowned.

         
         “You knew. When Killian couldn’t see us. When we were entering a blind spot.”

         
         She blinked. It was the water is wet blink. “We needed to hide.”
         

         
         “Yes, but . . . you knew we needed to hide. And we needed to hide because Killian couldn’t see us. I think if you explained
            that to Starrante, he’d find it helpful. They’re trying to figure out why Killian couldn’t see. They’d like it never to happen
            again.”
         

         
         “Oh.” Raven nodded. “I’ll ask.” She frowned and added, “But not Larrantin. I don’t like him.”

         
         Robin liked Larrantin, but he agreed. Larrantin didn’t see Raven as a student, because he didn’t see Raven as a person. Only the chancellor’s determination—and Killian’s—made it clear that the Academia considered her a student and therefore a precious person.
         

         
         But the keys now became another thing to think about. Robin had assumed that they belonged to one of the Academia custodians,
            not that there were many. He’d thought that maybe Raven had acquired them from the administration building; that place had
            a lot of offices, and a number of professors wanted physical keys, rather than the much more convenient door wards. The sheer number
            of keys made sense if they were copies of the professor’s various office keys.
         

         
         Killian, however, could open any door on the campus, locked or no. It wouldn’t make sense to have keys for the offices of
            academics who liked old-fashioned doors.
         

         
         Keys were better than dwelling on murder and justice. But no one was waiting for his decision on what to do about keys. Not yet anyway. 

         
          

         Terrano actually knocked on the door, which was a shock. Terrano could walk through solid stone walls. Doors were trivial.
         

         
         Raven never answered when someone knocked. At most, if the knock were quiet, she’d say door, and Robin would rise to open it.
         

         
         “You should really make her do it,” Terrano said when Robin let him in.

         
         “If someone dangerous were at the door, we’d’ve already left.”

         
         “I dropped by to ask if you’d like to visit our place for dinner tonight.”

         
         Robin blinked.

         
         “I said a while ago that you should come visit, right? It’s been a bit hectic, but . . . I think you and Raven should meet
            Helen. She’ll feed you. I swear that building is obsessed with food. Serralyn and Valliant are coming,” he added. “So, you’ll have an escort, not that Serralyn is good with a sword.”
         

         
         Terrano winced. Clearly one of the cohort had said something sharp. “Valliant is good with a sword.”
         

         
         “Raven?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Did you want to meet Helen?”

         
         She shrugged, which wasn’t a no.

         
         “Then . . . yes, we’d love to visit. Ummm, is Teela going to be there?”

         
         “Maybe? She comes sometimes. But if you’re avoiding Hawks, Kaylin is going to be there, as well. Technically, she’s the tenant
            and we’re just her guests.”
         

         
         Robin shook his head. “Kaylin probably doesn’t care about caste court exemptions.”

         
         “You are totally wrong about that. She hates them. She rants about exemptions way more than Teela does. But she hates the exemption laws; she won’t hate you if you decide
            it’s not worth your neck and you refuse to make a claim against them.”
         

         
          

         The murders at the Academia had caused a quiet to descend on the student body, but that quiet couldn’t last. Once the students
            knew—and accepted—that the murders were not committed by fellow students or professors, they relaxed into their daily classroom
            routine. Robin was certain that the usual rivalries and conflicts would soon follow, which was a pity.
         

         
         But if random murders were the only way to stop that, it wasn’t worth the price.

         
         Serralyn and Valliant were waiting for him when he walked out of his last class. So was Terrano. They were glaring at each
            other, which meant they were arguing—but at least their arguments were done in the privacy of thought and unvoiced word.
         

         
         Then again, it could be awkward to be around them when they were all fuming in silence.

         
         Terrano, however, shed most worries easily. “You’ll like Helen,” he said. “Everyone likes Helen.”

         
          

         An honor guard of three Barrani seemed excessive to Robin, but they were like family to each other. Maybe their purpose wasn’t
            to guard him; they were just going the same way. He relaxed, as he often did in Serralyn’s company, until the moment Raven
            grabbed his hand. Her fingers tightened, and as he glanced at her, he could see her eyes widening.
         

         
         She shouted a single word and began to drag Robin—quickly—through the streets. He hadn’t had time to mark the streets clearly; they’d been walking at a normal pace, through roads adjacent to the Academia. But he noticed, as Raven began to run, that the buildings themselves were more run-down, the streets slightly more worn. 

         
         They weren’t in Killian’s territory anymore. They were now running through the streets that formed a neutral border between
            the fief of Tiamaris and the Academia properties. It was cloudy, but not yet raining; daylight cast faint shadows.
         

         
         They weren’t running alone. Serralyn and Valliant flanked them; Terrano had become invisible the moment Raven cried out a
            warning. Robin shouldn’t have been surprised when arrows—or crossbow bolts—thudded into the stones of the street.
         

         
         “Welcome,” Terrano’s voice said in Robin’s ear, “to politics, Barrani-style.”

         
         Another round of quarrels fired. This, Robin expected. He heard no footsteps at their backs—but his own heartbeat and thudding
            steps would likely drown them out.
         

         
         Was he strange, then, to find an obscure comfort in Raven’s hand in his? In the pace of her running, which would have pulled
            him off his feet had he not been able to instantly match it? He understood her flight. The weapons aimed at them appeared
            to be normal, not magical. Were it not for their clothing and their age, they might have been running through the streets
            of the warrens, heading at speed to a hiding place, where enemies would pass them by.
         

         
         He’d learned a lot more about Raven since then. He knew that her ability to find hiding places was, inherently, magic—but
            it wasn’t a magic that the Academia understood. It was a magic that the Gardianno should understand. Robin didn’t. But understanding and trust weren’t the same, and he trusted this.
         

         
          

         She didn’t find a hiding place, although she did slow. They had reached Tiamaris.

         
         Waiting for them was the fieflord, Tiamaris the Dragon. His arms were folded, and he looked distinctly unamused, but he welcomed them—curtly—to the fief over which he ruled. 

         
         Robin offered him a bow; Raven shrugged as if he were irrelevant.

         
         “Tara caught wind of ill intent,” the Dragon said, as if explaining his presence. “You will be safe while you are in my fief.”
            To Robin’s surprise, the fieflord walked past him. “I have a few things to gather; they are not your concern.”
         

         
         Do they involve soon-to-be corpses? Robin didn’t ask the question aloud.
         

         
         Tiamaris, however, grinned. It was an almost feral expression. “The fiefs, Lord Gardianno, are not subject to Imperial Law,
            except at the whim of the fieflords.”
         

         
         The answer to the question Robin hadn’t asked was clearly yes.
         

         
          

         True to his word, the fief of Tiamaris was safe. Barrani in any number—even the two visible ones—were avoided where possible;
            the streets, while not empty, never became crowded enough that pickpockets could operate with impunity.
         

         
         “Sedarias was right,” Terrano said as he shed invisibility and joined them.

         
         “About what?” Robin asked. Raven snorted, and he reddened. It wasn’t the smartest of questions.

         
         “Humans aren’t Barrani,” Terrano said, glancing at Raven. “But politics are politics the world over. People who have power
            don’t want to lose it. Some will do anything to keep it, and your death would be the easiest way to keep things the way they
            were.
         

         
         “Sedarias is facing a bit of that herself.”

         
         “It’s not the same,” Serralyn said. “Robin hasn’t even tried to declare himself yet.”

         
         “And the smart thing would be to make certain he doesn’t or can’t,” Terrano replied. “It’s what she’d do in a similar position.”

         
         “She’d kill me?”

         
         “You? No. Someone Barrani who threatened her rule of her own line? Yes. But frankly, they’d expect that.”

         
         “Is this why you all assumed the first couple of murders in the Academia were related to Sedarias?”

         
         Terrano nodded. “We were wrong. So far, the Academia has been absent Barrani politics.”

         
         He didn’t expect it to remain that way.

         
         “Human politics have rarely mattered to Barrani—but then again, Barrani politics have rarely mattered to humans. Not in this
            Empire, at any rate. The Academia murders, the deaths, can be attributed to human politics. Even the Barrani deaths. Just . . .
            not the normal way.” He glanced at Raven. Raven, aware of the glance, shrugged again.
         

         
         “Death is death,” she said. “To the dead.”

         
         “If you understand the how and why, you can prevent more deaths,” Serralyn said. Her eyes were blue. Of the Barrani of Robin’s
            acquaintance, hers were the only eyes that were usually green. But he understood the shift to blue; any of those arrows could
            have hit her, Valliant, or Terrano.
         

         
         “Come on, let’s get to Helen. We won’t have to worry about possible assassins there.”

         
          

         Helen, as they called their home, was on an almost deserted street. From a distance, the street seemed to be composed of fences
            and grass; he could see the houses as they walked past them because he could look through the fences. They couldn’t otherwise
            be seen from the street.
         

         
         There were no homes like this in the warrens. Nor were the streets so wide, and in such good repair. There were streetlamps
            here, also in good repair, the light they shed so clear they must have been spotless.
         

         
         He hadn’t felt intimidated by the invitation to dinner. He tried not to feel intimidated now. Raven had released his hand sometime in the fief of Tiamaris. She seemed bored. If danger was present, it wasn’t obvious to her. Given Robin’s background, it wasn’t likely that people would be lying in wait for him here, beyond the fences. 

         
         Terrano stopped in front of a closed gate. Closed anything didn’t matter to Terrano—if he wanted to enter, he’d enter, one
            way or another. Even Starrante shook his head when the topic of Terrano—or keeping Terrano out—came up. No one else could enter the library without the express permission of both chancellor and Arbiters. Androsse didn’t
            like Terrano; Kavallac would have disliked him had he not annoyed Androsse so much. Starrante, on the other hand, seemed genuinely
            fond of the Barrani almost-student.
         

         
         The gate swung open; Terrano didn’t touch it. “This,” he said, turning to Robin and Raven, “is my home.”

         
         He then led them up the long walk to the front door. It was taller and wider than any door in the Academia except the dining
            hall doors—but there were two of those.
         

         
         Terrano knocked.

         
         Someone opened the door in answer. She was an older woman, hair almost entirely white. Her eyes were brown, her face networked
            with the lines age and sun generally put there. But her voice was strong, and it was warm.
         

         
         “You must be Robin and Raven,” she said, smiling. “I’m so pleased you found the time to visit. I’ve heard so much about you.”

         
         Robin smiled. “We were happy to be invited,” he began, and then turned. He was happy. Raven was not. She had frozen in place. She wasn’t terrified—he recognized fear when it crossed her face—but her
            guard was up so thoroughly Robin wasn’t certain she’d enter the house.
         

         
         “All of the property,” Helen said, speaking to Raven, “is part of me. You have already entered my domain.”

         
         Raven folded her arms. “It’s not the same.”

         
         “No?”

         
         “You know why.”

         
         Helen’s smile deepened. “Perhaps I do. The gate doesn’t speak. The fence doesn’t speak. Even the path is silent.”

         
         Raven nodded.

         
         “But you hear me now.”

         
         “Your voice sounds strange,” Raven conceded. “Blurry, fuzzy.”

         
         Helen’s brows rose. “Does it?”

         
         Raven nodded. “As if something were broken.”

         
         Robin knew Helen wasn’t human, even if she looked it. Had he been fooled, he would have known now, because her brown irises
            darkened to black, and black spread across the whites of her eyes as she spoke.
         

         
         Terrano groaned. “I’m hungry,” he said. “If you can move out of the doorway, I’d like to go to the dining room now.”

         
         “Where are my manners?” Helen asked. “I apologize.” She moved out of the way, stepping back into the house to allow her visitors
            to enter. Terrano and Valliant did so immediately. Serralyn glanced at Robin, and waited. Honestly, Robin sometimes forgot
            she was Barrani.
         

         
         Raven, however, was staring at Helen.

         
         Robin reached for her hand. There were even odds that she’d ignore it sooner than take it. But this time she allowed him to
            grasp it. “Do you think anything bad will happen if we enter?”
         

         
         Raven frowned. “Bad things can happen here.”

         
         “Bad things can happen anywhere,” he replied, voice soft. “And at least we won’t have to run from assassins.”

         
         “There are no hiding places here,” Raven told him.
         

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         Her expression folded from fear to frustration. “How can you not?”

         
         He shrugged. “I’m Robin. You’re Raven. I can only find hiding places that you’ve already found and shown me. But I trust Serralyn.
            If she thought we’d be in danger here, she’d’ve told us.”
         

         
         “There are no hiding places here,” Helen said, as if Robin had not spoken. “But you will not need them. Until and unless I am dead or permanently incapacitated, Robin will be safe here. I swear it on my name. If you cannot trust that oath, you do not have to enter.” 

         
         Serralyn turned to look at Raven, who was almost vibrating in place. Raven’s eyes were wide, dark, her forehead slightly creased,
            as if she had to concentrate to listen.
         

         
         “I don’t like it,” Raven said.

         
         “I know,” Helen replied. “And perhaps, in the distant past, your worry would have been justified. I take no offense at it.
            I understand that I am irrelevant to you. But Robin is, as you must know, in danger now, and there is at least one person
            present who might guide him through some of it.
         

         
         “He is not what you are. You are not what he is.”

         
         Serralyn now turned to Helen, frowning in a familiar way: she was concentrating, as if Helen were a very respected teacher,
            and she herself the newest of students.
         

         
         “No,” Helen replied, glancing at Serralyn. “I am not certain what Raven is. But I have some sense of the who now.”
         

         
         “Is she dangerous to you?” Serralyn’s eyes were blue. It wasn’t the question Robin had been expecting, if he’d been expecting
            any question at all.
         

         
         “I am uncertain.”

         
         Clearly, this wasn’t the answer Serralyn had been expecting, either.

         
         “She means no harm,” Helen continued. “She is worried for Robin. You apparently encountered some difficulty on the way here.”

         
         “. . . we did. Why are you uncertain?” This question, more than anything else the Barrani had said, made clear that Serralyn
            cared deeply for Helen herself.
         

         
         “Because I am not certain, as I said, what Raven is. There is an odd echo that lingers after she speaks, and there is a strange mutability to her physical body; it is not entirely solid to my eyes. I am accustomed to that, or have become accustomed to that, because of Terrano. And Mandoran. But their case is different.” 

         
         “How?”

         
         “They shift planes, shift places, learn to stand in the gaps between them. But they are themselves. Raven . . . it’s as if
            she has not yet fully cohered. She seems to be between states.”
         

         
         Raven’s frown was now similar to Serralyn’s. She was listening, absorbing, attempting to make sense of what Helen was saying.
            She almost never did this when other people spoke, although she did listen to Starrante in a similar fashion. When Helen stopped
            speaking and once again turned to Raven, Raven’s thinking face remained; it had overcome her immediate fear.
         

         
         “Yes,” she said. “Yes, we’ll come in.”

         
         We. Robin wondered whether or not she’d’ve allowed him to enter the house if she’d decided the danger was too great. Or if she’d
            have grabbed him by the hand and made a run for the gates.
         

         
         “The gates,” Helen replied, smiling.
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         Helen’s interior was brightly lit. A chandelier shed light above them as Robin stepped into the house. It felt familiar, although
            he’d never seen it before. He’d worn his normal clothing but felt out of place. Raven had dressed with her usual lack of care.
         

         
         She was alert, her eyes narrowed as they scanned the whole of the foyer, her head tilted to one side as she listened to something
            Robin couldn’t hear.
         

         
         Helen turned to Robin, her eyes once again the brown, normal eyes they’d first appeared. “If you’d like to sit for a while,
            you can.”
         

         
         “Is dinner ready?” Robin asked.

         
         “Imelda is baking, but she’s almost ready to join us.”

         
         Imelda? Robin thought he knew the names of all of the Barrani cohort, but he didn’t recognize that one.

         
         “She is another guest,” Helen replied, although he hadn’t asked out loud. Helen reminded him of Killian—both of them could
            hear the words he didn’t say. Sometimes that made things easier; sometimes it made things harder.
         

         
         “Some people don’t like to have their surface thoughts heard,” Helen agreed. “But Killianas is similar to me; we are the heart of our respective buildings. Within the boundaries of my home, I can hear almost anyone who does not put great effort into obscuring their thoughts. But I have always been able to do so. I am aware that thoughts are not actions, and aware that even the sweetest and most gentle of people have thoughts they might never act on.” 

         
         Yes, Robin thought. The buildings listened, but they didn’t judge.

         
         “That is not our purpose, no.”

         
         “Can you hear Raven?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Killian can’t, either. It was practically the first thing he noticed.”

         
         “I’ve heard about Raven from Terrano,” Helen replied. “I admit I was curious; Killianas and I have different imperatives.
            But no, I cannot hear her thoughts, either. I heard . . . something. I would know where Raven was anywhere within my borders.
         

         
         “And Raven is welcome here.” She turned to Raven. “For buildings like me, hearing the surface thoughts of visitors makes it
            easier to determine how to make guests feel comfortable. If I understand your concept of hiding place—and I admit that I only
            have Robin’s understanding as a guide—I would have to break things quite severely to allow such spaces to exist. I apologize
            for their lack, but I cannot create them for you. Anything I created deliberately would lack the necessary invisibility.”
         

         
         Raven nodded. “You’re not like Killian,” she said.

         
         “No.”

         
         “But you’re damaged.”

         
         Helen’s brows rose. So did Serralyn’s. “Yes.”

         
         “Killian, too.”

         
         “The damage done to me, I did to myself. It was more surgical. It was my choice. The damage done to Killian was external,
            and it was done as a consequence of the decision the Ancients made when they created the Towers. He was not in control of
            the damage; he could not regulate it, could not choose.
         

         
         “I don’t believe he expected to survive.”

         
         “So . . . you cut off a limb, and he got squished?”

         
         Robin choked. From Raven, this was a good question. Months ago, she wouldn’t have been able to find the words to ask it. She found analogies and metaphors particularly
            difficult.
         

         
         Helen’s smile was instant and deep. “Yes. Yes, exactly that. I believe—and I am not in contact with Killian—he cannot fully
            grasp all of his injuries. And I believe, as Serralyn does, that time and the functioning of the Academia as a center of learning
            and teaching will heal those injuries. But Robin is mortal. Killianas is unlikely to be whole during your tenure at the Academia.”
         

         
         “I’m there,” Raven said, the words low and rumbling.

         
         Helen’s smile gentled. “Yes. Yes, you are. Robin doesn’t need a fully functional Killianas in order to survive because you
            are with him.”
         

         
         Raven did smile then.

         
          

         The informal dinner was very crowded. Robin almost froze as he entered the dining room. Raven didn’t. She headed to an empty
            chair at the table and took a seat. Mealtime was not her favorite time in the Academia’s schedule. She didn’t like to eat
            much. Serralyn’s guess was that she never had. Robin remembered her eating—but there’d been so little food in his childhood
            he couldn’t be certain.
         

         
         Food was abundant in the Academia. Robin, no longer starving or constantly hungry, could eat his fill, and because he could,
            he noticed that Raven’s fill was . . . not very much. She considered food almost a game—and at that, a boring game she didn’t
            want to play.
         

         
         But she liked strong flavors, sometimes.

         
         To Robin’s eye, Raven looked human. She felt human, sounded human. She had always been a bit odd, and that hadn’t changed. But she could learn, and had, when she thought the information necessary. It was just hard for her to believe that other people were necessary. Hard to believe that other people were interesting in any way. 

         
         Robin understood. As a child, he’d found people terrifying. But time in the Academia, and time as an older child in the warrens,
            had worn away the sharpest edges of that fear. He’d spoken for the two of them in the warrens, in part because Raven could
            offend people easily, and they needed as much good will as they could gather, and in part because Raven’s attempts at speaking
            caused confusion.
         

         
         Confusion wasn’t the problem. If people were confused, they sometimes felt stupid, and if they felt stupid, they thought the
            person speaking was trying to make them feel stupid. Raven didn’t care. Robin did.
         

         
         But he’d found comfort in the fact that he could speak for both of them. It was one of the few things he could offer Raven,
            who offered him so much.
         

         
         Now, though, she was willing to really try. She still wasn’t good at it, but she was so much better than she had been before Robin had been grabbed off the streets and shut in the ever-repeating
            day of the sleeping Academia. She only really talked comfortably with Starrante, though. And in his native tongue. As if she
            were Wevaran.
         

         
         He couldn’t understand why speaking with the Wevaran was so much easier for Raven than speaking with other people. But perhaps
            it was her familiarity with Wevaran; if Starrante hadn’t recognized her, he recognized elements of the Gardianno family’s
            ancient duty.
         

         
         Robin didn’t think about it often. His friendship with Raven, his dependence on her, had lasted for almost the entirety of
            Robin’s life—but Raven was older, by far, than Robin. The time she’d spent with him might be equivalent to an hour of a mortal
            life. Maybe less.
         

         
         “You don’t have to eat anything you don’t like,” Serralyn was telling Raven. “We’re not the dining hall.”

         
         Raven sighed and set her fork down. “Robin needs to eat,” she said.

         
         “Robin is eating. But he can’t eat for both of you, and if you don’t need the food, you don’t have to eat it. Helen won’t
            be offended. If you ever had to join Robin at a meal that involved the caste court, it would be different, but . . .” Serralyn
            shrugged.
         

         
         They both knew Raven wouldn’t join any such meal unless Robin wanted to offend the powerful people of whom he’d been unaware for most of his life.
         

         
         “Here, things are meant to be comfortable for guests.”

         
         “There are no hiding places,” Raven replied.

         
         “Mostly comfortable.” Serralyn smiled and turned to Robin. “Sorry to be late with introductions. You’ve met Sedarias and Mandoran.”
            She nodded to the head of the table, which is where Sedarias sat. “This is Allaron.” She indicated a Barrani who, unlike most
            of the Barrani of Robin’s acquaintance, was quite large. “Karian, Torrisant, Fallessian. They mostly don’t talk. And this
            is—”
         

         
         “When do they get the chance to speak?” Mandoran asked.

         
         “When you’re not doing all of the talking. I’m Annarion,” the last, unintroduced Barrani man said. “The only absence tonight
            is Teela, and Eddorian, who currently lives in the West March. We’re all pleased to meet you. We’ve heard a lot about you.”
         

         
         The eyes at the table were largely blue, although Serralyn’s were once again green.

         
         “Most of us don’t talk much,” Serralyn added. “Not out loud. This is Robin,” she said to her cohort. “And Raven. Is Mrs. Erickson
            joining us for dinner?”
         

         
         Helen smiled and shook her head. “She will eat in her room tonight; she doesn’t want to burden the young, as she put it, with
            the company of an old woman.”
         

         
         Fallessian exhaled heavily and rose. True to Serralyn’s description, Fallessian didn’t speak, but he did leave his chair and exit the dining room. Silence descended on the table. Robin tried to affix names to faces, but knew he was likely to fail to remember them all. 

         
         He would never forget Sedarias. “While we wait for Fallessian,” she said, “I have a few questions for you.”

         
         Serralyn glanced at Sedarias, but her eyes remained green, with flecks of blue in the iris. Robin took what cues he could
            from his classmate and friend. She wasn’t interfering; whatever questions Sedarias had for Robin were questions Serralyn felt
            needed to be asked.
         

         
         He forgot, sometimes, that she was Barrani. Maybe, in the Academia, Serralyn could forget that, as well.

         
         Raven’s head shot up as she turned her attention to Sedarias, food forgotten.

         
         “Ask,” Robin said. “I’ll answer what I can.”

         
         Sedarias nodded. Of the Barrani present, she was easily the most intimidating. Allaron’s size should have made a difference;
            it didn’t. Once Sedarias started talking, people who wanted to survive paid attention.
         

         
         “Terrano has mentioned the difficulties you’re currently facing.” She didn’t mention the Academia. “You apparently had some
            trouble as you left the Academia property.”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “Helen took the liberty of contacting Lord Tiamaris’s Tower when we heard of the attempted assassination. Lord Tiamaris saw
            fit to gather the would-be assassins. Two survived. For now.”
         

         
         “They were human.”

         
         “Yes. But while the fief of Tiamaris is wed to most Imperial Law, the fieflord chooses which to uphold and which to reject.
            In Tiamaris there are no laws of exemption. There are laws, of course. He has spoken with the would-be assassins, and has
            obtained possibly relevant information.”
         

         
         This wasn’t what Robin had expected of dinner with Terrano’s cohort. His appetite joined Raven’s.

         
         “There were no Barrani involved in the attempt?” Robin’s hesitance made a question out of the statement.

         
         “There were no Barrani apprehended, which is not necessarily the same thing. The human caste court is much larger than the
            Barrani High Court; it is much larger than any other known caste court. At the moment, I believe seats are hereditary, but
            there have been cases where people have been thrown off your caste court, and cases where they have been added. I am uncertain
            what the guiding mechanism is.”
         

         
         She paused as Fallessian returned escorting an old woman.

         
         Behind the two he recognized a familiar—human—face. It was Corporal Neya. Kaylin. The three shuffled slowly into the dining
            room. The old woman, Robin assumed, was the Mrs. Erickson who’d decided to let the young people gather on their own.
         

         
         It surprised Robin, or shifted his sense of the household; Barrani didn’t generally notice humans, and they certainly wouldn’t
            go out of their way to include one at dinner. Then again, if Robin understood the living arrangements, Kaylin was the chief
            tenant to whom Helen reported. If the Barrani here disliked humans, they probably wouldn’t have been offered a place to stay.
         

         
         Kaylin headed to the foot of the table, which had been unoccupied. Robin was to her right, Raven, across the table from him,
            to her left. Raven, however, was staring at the head of the table. Even Fallessian’s arrival with Mrs. Erickson hadn’t changed
            that.
         

         
         “Mrs. Erickson,” Fallessian said, “this is Robin. And this is Raven.”

         
         Mrs. Erickson smiled. “I’m sorry to interrupt your meal,” she said, obviously meaning it.

         
         “Imelda,” Helen said, “you baked dessert. It would be awkward if you then felt you had to disappear. You are not unwanted here.” The building’s voice was firm. Helen’s concerns weren’t Killian’s. Robin knew the theory, but reality was always more visceral. 

         
         Fallessian walked Mrs. Erickson to an empty seat in the middle of the table, pulled out her chair, and waited until she stood
            in front of it before gently pushing it in beneath her.
         

         
         “I don’t mean to interrupt anything,” Mrs. Erickson then said. “My name is Imelda, if you’d prefer that over Mrs. Erickson.”
            She smiled at both Robin and Raven.
         

         
         “Imelda,” Raven said, nodding. She glanced at Robin, who nodded, as well.

         
         “You’re friends of Serralyn?”

         
         “And Valliant. We share some classes.”

         
         Imelda’s eyes were crinkled at the corners, lips bracketed by lines that had clearly been etched there by smiles over the
            decades. “Are there many mortals in the Academia, then?”
         

         
         It was Robin who answered. “I think the Barrani students outnumber the mortal students, but the chancellor says that will
            change.”
         

         
         “Are they all as young as you?”

         
         Robin shook his head. “Some of them are adults. It’s harder to tell with the Barrani. Some are young and some are ancient.”
            He grinned at Serralyn as he spoke. “The chancellor doesn’t care about age as much as he does about interest. He’s not worried
            about money or power or titles, either—not for student admission.”
         

         
         “Oh, he worries about those,” Serralyn said. “It’s like a black mark, not an incentive to accept people as students. I think
            he has more difficulty choosing scholars and teachers. Or professors, as some like to be called. They’ll have more authority
            than a single student.
         

         
         “But if there were no teachers—scholars, mostly—students wouldn’t have as clear a path to learning. I think the chancellor
            does care about teachers and their knowledge and respect for teaching itself. Knowing a lot of stuff and teaching it to people who don’t are different skills. But that’s been maybe a bit more hit-or-miss.” 

         
         “So have students,” Raven muttered. But she’d turned her attention from Sedarias to look at Imelda, and her gaze was now fixed
            on the older woman’s face. Raven frowned, her eyes narrowing, her head tilting to the side.
         

         
         Imelda didn’t seem to find this attention offensive—but there was something about the old woman that implied she seldom found
            anything offensive. Robin couldn’t remember a grandmother, he’d been so young when he’d lost his family and home—but in his
            daydreams, his grandmothers had been like this.
         

         
         Given they were women born to powerful families, reality would likely have been a disappointment.

         
         To be fair to Raven, Imelda was now staring at her, her eyes narrowed in a squint, as if she couldn’t quite see Raven clearly.

         
         The corporal noticed, and turned to look at Raven, as well.

         
         To Robin’s surprise, the corporal’s arms began to glow. Kaylin squawked, which was almost shocking, until Robin realized the
            sound had come from something translucent wrapped across her shoulders. A small, winged lizard, lying flat enough that it
            could be missed. It made the noise.
         

         
         “Raven,” Robin said quickly, turning to Kaylin, “is the friend I mentioned to you the last time we met. The one I said I thought
            would be a good student for the Academia.”
         

         
         Squawk. Squawk.

         
         Kaylin lifted a hand to one of her ears, but otherwise ignored the lizard. “The one you were hoping to find?”

         
         He nodded.

         
         “And she’s a student there now?”

         
         “Yes, she’s new.”

         
         “The chancellor has to approve all student applications.”

         
         This wasn’t a question, but Robin nodded anyway.

         
         “Raven,” she then said, “where are you from?”

         
         Raven was still looking at Imelda, but she answered. “Warrens.”

         
         “Is that where you met Robin?”

         
         Raven nodded, the gesture as curt as the single word. She was trying to think, and something was attempting to interrupt her.
            This was better than she’d been as a child; when she was thinking then, nothing caught her attention. Nothing except danger.
            Kaylin, arms glowing, clearly wasn’t in that category.
         

         
         Robin’s gaze swept the table. Some Barrani eyes were darker. Serralyn’s weren’t. No one really looked surprised. Maybe they
            didn’t see the glow?
         

         
         “They can. But it is far less obvious to them,” Helen said.

         
         “Does she know?”

         
         “Do I know what?” Kaylin asked.

         
         “That your arms are glowing.”

         
         Kaylin exhaled. “Yes, I know. They don’t usually go off at dinner.”

         
         “But . . . you’re okay?”

         
         “I am.” The corporal frowned. “I think it’s because of your friend.”

         
         Raven shrugged. She was still studying Imelda’s face, although the old woman’s attention was now split. Imelda could clearly
            see the same light Robin saw; her gaze moved between Kaylin and Raven, and he thought it would have remained on Raven had
            Imelda not been worried about being rude.
         

         
         He could have told her Raven wouldn’t notice, but he kept it to himself.

         
         “Don’t worry too much about it,” Terrano said. “Her arms—and her back and her legs—sometimes just do that. It’s the marks.”

         
         Helen cleared her throat.

         
         “What? It’s not like he can’t see them, and it’s not like he won’t find out.”

         
         “It’s rude, dear,” Helen told Terrano. “Kaylin’s personal matters are her own to share, if she desires to do so. Not yours.”

         
         “He’s a guest,” Terrano countered, clearly accustomed to being corrected by Helen. “And he’s worried about her arms. Guests
            should feel comfortable. I’m trying to make him feel comfortable.”
         

         
         “There are other ways to achieve that. You might change the subject, or start a different conversation.”

         
         “What conversation? I can’t talk about Mrs. Erickson. I’m not supposed to talk about the marks. I can’t really talk about
            the Academia because I’m not an actual student; the chancellor would kick me out permanently if he had any hope of that sticking.”
         

         
         The argument, however, drew Kaylin’s attention. “I don’t mind, Helen.”

         
         “You should,” Sedarias said, entering what was almost an argument. “There are some things that should not be discussed in
            public.”
         

         
         “I’m in my own house,” Kaylin shot back. “How is this public?”

         
         “Because you have guests,” Sedarias said, her tone chillier.

         
         “I have guests who grew up in the warrens. It’s not like they had time to learn pointless manners there.” She turned to Robin and added, “I grew up in the streets
            of the fiefs. They’re like the warrens, except Barrani in the fiefs will kill you for fun if you can’t get out of the way
            fast enough. At least in the warrens, the Barrani are mostly Hawks.”
         

         
         When no one interrupted, Kaylin continued. “I have these tattoos on my arms—I didn’t put them there. They glow without warning—white,
            blue, gold—and usually only when something’s a bit strange. Raven is a bit strange.”
         

         
         Helen’s sharp exhale was loud enough to be heard.

         
         Raven, staring at Imelda, simply nodded.

         
         “She’s saved my life,” Robin said, in defense of his friend. “More than once. Probably more times than I can count, it would
            take so long to make a list.”
         

         
         “Robin needs what help he can get,” Sedarias told Kaylin. “Raven has been more than helpful. He might have died before he arrived here were it not for Raven.” 

         
         Kaylin then turned to Serralyn, who nodded. “She’s a bit odd, but it’s good odd.”
         

         
         “And she’ll be a good student?”

         
         Serralyn hesitated. Raven hated to study. Raven hated to read—it took too much time and made her head hurt, or so she said.
            She hated to be stuck in classes. She disliked listening to lectures—the teaching that was the backbone of a student’s life
            at the Academia.
         

         
         Mandoran broke out laughing. Before Robin’s immediate anger could truly take root, Mandoran turned to Kaylin. “Teela says
            she’s probably as good a student as you’d be, except you’d be worse. Raven doesn’t care if people think she’s stupid or socially
            irrelevant.”
         

         
         “I didn’t apply to join the Academia as a student,” Kaylin shot back.

         
         Mandoran’s laughter faded, although hints of it remained in his expression. “Serralyn trusts Raven. She trusts Robin. None
            of the rest of us are worried.”
         

         
         Kaylin opened her mouth and snapped it shut again before words could escape.

         
         “And that’s not why Terrano invited Robin and Raven to visit,” Sedarias continued.

         
         Sedarias was intimidating. That was never going to change. There was something regal and cold about her. In her eyes, he felt
            that mortality reduced him to irrelevance, which wasn’t entirely fair. She was the type of Barrani that Professor Melden feared.
         

         
         But she was family to Serralyn, and Serralyn clearly trusted her.

         
         “We’ve heard about your difficulties, and your family’s difficulties,” Sedarias said. She glanced at Raven, who had not looked
            away from Imelda, frowning slightly as she did. Sedarias was accustomed to demanding attention—and receiving it. But she’d
            clearly heard all about Raven from Serralyn and Terrano.
         

         
         Robin, however, gave her the attention she commanded.

         
         “Teela wants you to petition the Halls of Law to reopen the investigation into your family’s deaths.”

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “I believe that would be the best course of action. Barrani don’t believe in justice we don’t wring from the universe with
            our own hands. It is not therefore justice that we would be pursuing were we in your position. Nonetheless, in your position,
            I would make the choice Teela wishes you to make.”
         

         
         Robin said nothing.

         
         Serralyn frowned. “That’s not why we invited him,” she told Sedarias, her eyes shading to blue.

         
         Sedarias nodded but did not look away. Or stop. “On your way here, you were attacked. The attack was conventional—had Raven
            not been present, you would have been injured. This is the first time it’s happened. It won’t be the last.
         

         
         “And this happened when you had not yet made your decision about the investigation. I believe it would happen even if you
            professed your desire to keep the case closed, in support of your caste court.”
         

         
         “It is so not my caste court.”
         

         
         “According to Imperial Law, it is. And according to caste court law, one of the seats reserved for human lords belongs to
            your family. It is currently occupied by your uncle, although I believe his son has taken over his duties, due to unexpected
            illness.”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “Your uncle took the seat when your family was murdered. Had your uncle found you in the warrens, you, too, would be dead.
            He did not. But he knows where you are now.”
         

         
         “I’m not sure he’s in any state to act.”

         
         “Neither are we. Which would strongly imply that your uncle’s son—your cousin—has chosen to act in his stead. It is difficult for us to place spies in Gardianno; our interactions with humans are few. We do not know, and cannot ascertain, his mental state. But we saw what he had become, or was attempting to become, when he broke into Larrantin’s laboratory.” 

         
         Robin glanced at Serralyn, and she nodded. Her eyes remained blue.

         
         “Should you reject Teela’s request, the situation will not change. Someone wants you dead. Given inheritance laws, your continued
            existence makes the Gardianno seat unstable. You are alive; you are heir.” Sedarias smiled. It was cold.
         

         
         “I face a similar situation, as Serralyn has no doubt mentioned. But I am more hampered. I have people precious to me. You
            have now met all but one of them in person. Where my enemies cannot attack me or assassinate me—and it has been tried—they
            might cause damage to me by simply killing those I care about.
         

         
         “You are fortunate in this regard. You have Raven.”

         
         He had more than that. “I consider Serralyn, Terrano, and Valliant friends.”

         
         “As they are Barrani, they would not be considered targets of note to your human lords. Raven would. The Academia itself would.
            But Barrani? No. I do not say your affection is false,” she added as Robin opened his mouth. “I said that no human lord will
            believe it. My friends should, at the moment, be safe from the machinations of your caste court.”
         

         
         “How will reopening the murder investigation help me?”

         
         “It will divide their forces.”

         
         Kaylin snorted in clear disagreement. “It’ll intensify assassination attempts.”

         
         “You don’t want the case reopened?” Robin tried to keep the surprise out of his voice, but mostly failed. “You’re a Hawk.”

         
         “Oh, I want the case reopened,” she replied. “I hate caste court exemptions. Not even the laziest of the Hawks would argue against reopening such a case if the option was there. We hate that exemption laws are used to cheat the law. But if you make that choice, I want you to make it with full knowledge of the possible consequences. 

         
         “If anyone argues that you’ll be at less risk when you make that petition, they’re wrong. Or lying. I like my coworkers, so
            I’m going to go with wrong. And if any of the Barrani here make that claim, I’ll remind you: we’re not Barrani. I grew up
            in the fief of Nightshade. You grew up in the warrens.
         

         
         “Barrani are used to what they call politics.” Kaylin grimaced. “What happened to your family is entirely in line with what
            I’ve heard of Barrani politics. I don’t think most Barrani lords would even blink if they were told about it.
         

         
         “So the Emperor avoided a centuries-long war at the edge of Ravellon and the fiefs by allowing the racial court to decide the outcomes of crimes perpetuated by and against members of their own
            race.
         

         
         “The Barrani caste court exemptions are a leash on the Barrani, a reminder that if they don’t take care of it, the Imperial Law will. That’s us, by the way. The Barrani won’t subject themselves to the Imperial Laws,
            because those laws are a Dragon’s laws. It’s too humiliating. If a crime crosses racial boundaries, the Barrani kill the criminal
            and dump him on our doorstep—sometimes literally.
         

         
         “Most of the laws are for mortals. I’m not sure why Teela is so dead set on this.”

         
         “Because she’s a Hawk?”

         
         “I’m a Hawk, and I’m hesitating. If you were living with us, I’d be less hesitant. But I’d also demand that you never leave
            the house until we’d tied up our investigation—and the resultant trial or trials. Helen could keep you safe.”
         

         
         “Killian is a sentient building—”

         
         “Serralyn has made clear that there are limits to what Killian can prevent. He has blind spots—which is how this all came
            to light to begin with. If the cohort wants to play politics, I can’t stop them. They’re not children. But technically, legally,
            you are.” Kaylin exhaled.
         

         
         Sedarias was neither surprised nor pleased by Kaylin’s outburst. The Barrani’s narrowed glance at the Hawk clearly had Are you finished interrupting me? in it.
         

         
         “We are concerned about possible avenues of attack,” Sedarias said when Kaylin fell silent. “Serralyn and Terrano are genuinely
            fond of you, and they have been uneasy. Now they are deeply concerned.”
         

         
         Terrano didn’t look all that concerned. “As long as he’s not dead, we can have him healed if we’re there in time. And all
            of his attackers today were human.”
         

         
         “You can’t have him healed,” Kaylin snapped, “if I’m not right there. Just . . . stop. All of his attackers on the day his family was murdered were human, as well! His parents died, he was orphaned, and he was left in the warrens.”
         

         
         Sedarias lifted a hand, calling for silence—or at least silence from Kaylin. Almost no one else had been speaking.

         
         “Kaylin,” Imelda said, her voice the very essence of gentle, “I don’t think Robin is upset by what Sedarias is saying.”

         
         Kaylin’s expression clearly indicated he should be. Robin liked Kaylin; he’d liked her the first time he met her. She was,
            in some ways, like Robin himself. She’d grown up in circumstances similar to his. He almost asked her when she’d lost her
            parents, but kept the question to himself.
         

         
         Kaylin’s lips compressed.

         
         Sedarias continued as if she’d never been interrupted. “Kaylin has brought up one very good point, if we are speaking of possible
            avenues of attack.
         

         
         “Robin is an orphan. He is, according to Imperial Law, yet to come of age. In such a situation, outside of the warrens, it
            would be necessary for Robin to have a guardian. Orphans are generally wards of the Empire. But even in those cases, they
            are—when the government is aware of their existence—assigned legal guardians. People who are empowered to make their decisions
            for them.”
         

         
         Robin froze in place.

         
         “Research indicates that when unfortunate accidents occur, the government seeks surviving family members as natural guardians—those closest in relation by blood. The guardian is empowered to make decisions with regards to living arrangements and even education.” 

         
         Robin said nothing. The enormity of what Sedarias had just said was slowly expanding to fill all of his thoughts.

         
         “In your case, Robin, I believe that would be your uncle. If your uncle petitions the court for guardianship, and the court
            is moved to grant it, he can pull you out of the Academia and isolate you—or murder you—at his leisure.”
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         “He can’t, can he?” Robin finally managed to say, turning to Kaylin.

         
         Kaylin’s expression made clear that this wasn’t something she’d considered. And her silence implied that, considering it now,
            Sedarias was probably right. She leaned forward in her chair, planting her elbows on the tablecloth. Helen’s dining table
            was much fancier than the student dining hall—which didn’t have tablecloths.
         

         
         “If an investigation is opened soon,” Sedarias continued, “the court is unlikely to assign your uncle as your guardian. The
            Hawks are well aware that your uncle attempted to kill you—very recently—in the halls of the Academia.
         

         
         “The Academia, however, does not fall under the rule of Imperial Law. Hawks are empowered to retrieve possible criminals who
            have fled to the Academia grounds—but that is only with the chancellor’s express permission. We have no doubt the chancellor
            will grant that permission where necessary, but crimes committed within the Academia are under the rule of the Academia’s
            law. Not Imperial Law.
         

         
         “Or so I have been informed.” This time, she looked to Kaylin, not Robin, as if for confirmation. Her eyes remained the darkest eyes in the room. 

         
         “The Academia is new enough that that hasn’t been fully decided,” the Hawk replied, voice flat. “The laws that govern Elantra
            don’t apply to the fiefs. That’s old and established law. But the Academia isn’t a fief. It just . . . geographically somehow
            exists near the center of the fiefs themselves. It’s legally grey and it’s complicated, and it’s way above my pay grade.”
         

         
         “Teela believes the Academia will fall outside of the Hawks’ jurisdiction, although she concurs: it’s above your pay grade.”

         
         “We’re the same rank!”

         
         Sedarias smiled sweetly. On her face, it was not a pleasant expression. “Were you to allow the Hawks to reopen the investigation,
            I believe your uncle and the various branch families associated with Gardianno would be passed over for that role. In the
            absence of that investigation, and were you of an entirely insignificant family, I highly doubt members of your blood-related
            family would step up to claim the responsibility of your care.
         

         
         “I would, however, be surprised, in current circumstances, if such claim were not already in progress. I have very little
            vested interest in your decision, whatever it may be. Teela has a strong interest, though.”
         

         
         Serralyn’s eyes had gradually darkened to Barrani blue—the color most people with little experience of Barrani assumed their
            eyes naturally were.
         

         
         Robin inhaled and exhaled slowly. It was a calming technique Raven had taught him: focus on breathing. Focus on breath. “Why
            does Teela care so much?”
         

         
         “Teela believes that the current activities—or the activities that involve you and your family—are tied in some fashion to
            the Barrani court. If this is true, it might possibly work to my advantage in the long run.”
         

         
         “Why does she believe that?”

         
         “You would have to ask Teela.”

         
         “You can ask her right now.”

         
         Sedarias frowned at both Serralyn and Terrano. Neither had spoken, at least not out loud. “I can, yes. But she will tell you
            what I have just told you, and no more. Regardless of your decision, this is something you should discuss with the chancellor
            as soon as you possibly can.”
         

         
         Robin glanced around the table. While Sedarias was almost formally dressed, Terrano was slouching. He sat up straight twice,
            as if smacked upside the head—but he didn’t remain that way. “Who assigns guardians? I mean, when you say the court, what does that even mean?”
         

         
         Sedarias’s frown was edged. “It means the bureaucracy of the Empire. Which is, for the most part, human. The human caste court
            has not influenced, or even been a part of, your life. You probably know as much about the caste court as Kaylin does. But
            the actions of members of the caste court have caused you irreparable harm.
         

         
         “The caste court dabbles in politics and the connections that arise from political actions. I would not be surprised—indeed,
            I would expect—that powerful humans can interact with the people responsible for government decisions with near impunity.”
         

         
         “And I would have no say in it?”

         
         “How much say do mortal children have in their lives?” Sedarias replied. “Barrani children have very little. Unless, as children,
            they are powerful enough to demand a say. Those who make such demands in our history seldom survive it.”
         

         
         “And Barrani are assigned guardians in the same way?”

         
         “No. If Imperial Laws are written in High Barrani, the construction of those laws is not Barrani at base. The Emperor’s laws
            imply a care and caution for his citizens that Barrani laws do not. Barrani children can be used as pawns; it is how my friends and I met. We were chosen from our families as children with potential for power, and we were sent to the green in the hopes that a ceremony there would awaken that power.” 

         
         “You wanted to be there,” Terrano pointed out.

         
         “And the other eleven of you didn’t. You had no choice. I was powerful enough that I could make my own choice; the Mellarionne
            line boasted several children who showed promise.” She shrugged. “It is in the past. We are who and what we are because of
            the choices we could and did make.”
         

         
         “They didn’t care if the experiment failed.”

         
         “No, of course not. But I feel this is beside the point of this discussion.” Sedarias exhaled. “I have some sources of information,
            but the network is weak and not yet to be fully trusted. The Barrani, however, are aware of Gardianno in some fashion. It
            is why Teela—An’Teela in the High Court, as I am An’Mellarionne—believes Barrani lords have some hand in the events that occurred.
         

         
         “Serralyn and Terrano have explained a small part of what they believe occurred. Gardianno has an ancient duty—one that predates
            both the Empire and the fall of Ravellon. Where lie things ancient, lies power, in the opinion of most of my people.
         

         
         “If you will not ask the Halls of Law to reopen the investigation, I am certain you have your reasons. But speak to the chancellor
            immediately about the question of guardianship.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. “If Imperial Law isn’t upheld in the Academia, the guardianship question should be moot. I live in the Academia. I’m a student there. I don’t leave the grounds.”
         

         
         Sedarias raised a brow.

         
         “. . . except for dinner tonight.” Robin winced as he spoke, given the events that preceded his arrival. “The court can assign
            me a guardian, but while I’m in the Academia, I don’t have to accept it. They’re not allowed to enforce the court’s choice
            while I live in the dorms. Right?”
         

         
         Kaylin’s expression was ambivalent. “Unless they can say you’re a wanted criminal, no. If they could designate you a fugitive from the law, there’s some chance that you could be retrieved—but I don’t think they’ll try that. There’s no way the chancellor won’t notice, and he’s likely to be angry. He’s a member of the Dragon Court. The Emperor will get a face full of angry Dragon chancellor, and that means the Emperor will become involved. Unless they’re stupid, they won’t risk that.” 

         
         Raven muttered the word stupid under her breath. She was building a small fortress of food on the plate in front of her, none of which she was eating.
         

         
         “If they attempt to drag me out of the Academia, they’re going to get an angry chancellor anyway.”

         
         “Yes. But if the guardianship paperwork has already been signed, it’ll become very, very messy. As legal guardians, they’d
            have the right to have you withdrawn.”
         

         
         This wasn’t what Robin had thought dinner with Terrano and Serralyn would be. The sense of familiarity—of facts that existed
            beyond the range of his conscious memories—faded as he considered the near future.
         

         
         Raven shrugged. “We’ll hide,” she said. “If they come, we’ll hide.”

         
         “If they come, hide,” Serralyn agreed. “That might buy time to get those legal orders rescinded. But . . . I think you should
            talk with the chancellor immediately.”
         

         
          

         There were so many questions Robin had wanted to ask Helen; he asked none of them. The attempted assassination had unsettled
            him, but not in an obvious way—he hadn’t really had time to think about it. Sedarias had dumped a lot of possible emergencies on his head, and they blended with the attempt as he made his
            way to the front door.
         

         
         “You are welcome to visit at any time,” Helen told him as she walked by his side. “But perhaps wait until the question of legal guardianship has been settled in your favor. If your enemies are willing to kill you in the streets, kidnapping you would cause them no moral difficulty.” 

         
         Robin nodded. They arrived at the door, the light from the chandelier pooling at their feet. He looked up; the chandelier
            had changed shape and size.
         

         
         Helen didn’t open the door immediately. Serralyn, Valliant, and Terrano seemed used to this; they waited while Helen turned
            to Raven. “I would like you to think of me as a hiding place. If you can reach me—if you can remember how to get here—”
         

         
         Raven snorted. The comment had clearly annoyed her.

         
         “Very well. If I am not one of your hiding places, I will nonetheless be a defense against any of Robin’s enemies. More of
            a defense, at the moment, than Killianas. Should the need arise, you are welcome here.”
         

         
         Raven looked dubious, but nodded.

         
         “Robin, it was lovely to meet you. I know you have questions about the nature of sentient buildings such as myself. I know
            you have questions about Gardianno. I cannot immediately answer them; in order to gain my own freedom, I had to damage some
            of my core. But records and books of my former masters exist within me. I will have the cohort who reside here research them.”
         

         
         Mandoran groaned, so Robin suspected cohort in this case referred to Mandoran in particular. Robin would have liked to see those old books and old materials. Helen’s
            eyes, however, were obsidian. Whatever was contained in them was part of Helen’s past, and not, given her words, a good part.
         

         
         Helen opened the door, and they filed out of it. Robin remembered to thank her for dinner. “Can you thank Imelda for me?”

         
         “Of course. She will take no offense. The matters raised at dinner were serious enough she would expect them to occupy your
            thoughts.”
         

         
          

         There were no assassins lurking behind the fences in Helen’s neighborhood. Raven, however, clasped Robin’s hand loosely in hers, prepared to make a run for it should running—and hiding—be required. She was otherwise sullen; the combination of sulkiness and alertness was unusual. 

         
         “I don’t like her,” Raven muttered.

         
         “I liked her,” Robin replied, assuming she referred to Helen. Raven also disliked Killian. She didn’t dislike the Dragon chancellor,
            and she more or less accepted the cohort, even Terrano.
         

         
         “Don’t trust her.”

         
         “Helen is Kaylin’s home—”

         
         “Not Helen,” Raven snapped. “The other one.”
         

         
         “I think she means Sedarias,” Serralyn offered.

         
         “Oh.” Robin exhaled. That made more sense. Sedarias was a force of nature confined in a Barrani body. Like most Barrani with
            unstable power, there was very little she wouldn’t do to solidify her position. Robin was an afterthought at best.
         

         
         “She won’t hurt you,” Serralyn continued. “Everything she said was meant to help you protect yourself.”

         
         “Everything she said out loud,” Terrano added. “But Kaylin didn’t argue against it. I mean, she kind of did—but she’s trying
            to stay out of it.”
         

         
         “Why?” It was Raven who asked, the word indicating genuine curiosity.

         
         “I’m not Kaylin,” Terrano said, “but I can guess. She does want you to reopen the case. She wasn’t even a Hawk when it was shut down, but she really does take exemptions personally.
            Most Hawks do. No one does personal quite as well as Teela, though.
         

         
         “But she thinks you’re a kid, and she’s pretty protective of orphans—because she was one. She knows what it can be like. She doesn’t want to pressure you into making the decision she’d otherwise like. Sedarias really doesn’t care about the investigation all that much, but Teela does, so Sedarias is supporting Teela. But she also believes that there might be information about Barrani involvement uncovered through that investigation, and that information could be of use to her in the future.” 

         
         “What do you guys think?” Robin asked.

         
         Valliant averted his gaze, which was all the answer he was willing to share.

         
         “I think your life will be worse if you ask the Halls of Law to reopen the investigation.” Serralyn’s words were quiet. “But
            I think it’s going to get worse regardless. Mostly, I’m worried about the guardianship.”
         

         
         “Sedarias didn’t mention this to you guys?”

         
         Serralyn shook her head. “Not until dinner. But it’s the move that makes the most sense. Agreeing to petition the Halls of
            Law won’t guarantee your safety, but if your so-called relatives own you, your death is pretty much guaranteed.”
         

         
         It wasn’t ownership, but Robin didn’t correct her. Maybe for Barrani families, it was.

         
          

         There were no more lurking assassins as they walked from Helen to the bridge that led to the fief of Tiamaris. It was late
            enough that the streets were almost empty—which was as empty as Elantra’s streets ever got.
         

         
         Terrano disappeared and reappeared at regular intervals; Robin guessed he was scouting ahead and returning. Serralyn and Valliant
            remained on high alert as well, their gazes—as Robin’s—going to windows on either side of the street.
         

         
         Robin would have been more worried if not for Raven; she was sulky, but not worried. She didn’t expect trouble, and indeed
            there had been no trouble by the time they reached the campus.
         

         
         Killian was waiting at the front doors of the largest of the Academia buildings. It housed lecture halls, classrooms, and dorms. Killian’s perimeter encompassed all of the buildings and streets that comprised the Academia. He knew what Robin was worried about, had known it the moment they’d stepped onto the residential street that led to the campus. 

         
         “The chancellor is waiting to speak with you,” he said as the doors to the building rolled open. Students generally used the
            smaller doors positioned closer to the ground on the left and right. Visitors did not. “He has been waiting for almost an
            hour,” Killian added. “He will allow Raven to join you, and Serralyn may be present, as well.” This meant Valliant and Terrano
            weren’t going to be accompanying them. Valliant, at least, looked relieved. Terrano looked annoyed.
         

         
         Killian didn’t appear to notice.

         
          

         The halls were lit for evening; the late study hour had passed. All students were expected to make their way to their dorm
            rooms to bed down for the night. It was unusual for the chancellor to request a meeting at this hour.
         

         
         “We don’t have visitors, do we?”

         
         “We have had a visitor, yes.” Killian’s tone implied much, none of it good. “No. Do not worry overmuch.” He glanced at Raven,
            who was now clutching Robin’s hand tightly. “The visitor has left for the evening. He did, however, choose to remain in the
            waiting room for approximately four hours.”
         

         
         “You didn’t throw him out?”

         
         “The chancellor did not request it. I will confess it’s the first time in recent memory that I have felt the impulse to do
            so.” Killian’s expression was neutral.
         

         
         Robin shrugged, uneasy. “He could just come back.”

         
         “Not easily,” Killian replied. Something about his expression seemed off. “I should leave discussion of this with the chancellor.
            The visitor intended to wait until you returned to the campus. I felt that this would make the campus less safe for you; he
            therefore returned to his own home.”
         

         
         “Who was it?”

         
         “I’m sure, if the chancellor feels it is relevant, he will inform you.”

         
         It was Serralyn who whispered, “Teela’s in the chancellor’s office, as well.”

         
         “With her partner?”

         
         Serralyn frowned, but shook her head.

         
         Robin couldn’t decide whether or not to feel relieved. If Teela’s partner were here, Teela would be on official business—which
            meant Hawk business. If he was absent, her visit didn’t necessarily involve the Halls of Law.
         

         
         Raven’s hand tightened around his. “Later. You’ll know later.”

         
          

         Teela was in the chancellor’s office, although Robin didn’t recognize her immediately. She was wearing a dress. It was a deep emerald green, although the green darkened to blue as it reached the hems of the sleeves and skirt. She had
            been seated in a chair opposite the chancellor’s; the Dragon hadn’t chosen to sit behind his impressive desk. She rose when
            the doors rolled open.
         

         
         Robin glanced at Serralyn, mutely asking, Are you certain that’s Teela?

         
         Serralyn nodded.

         
         “An’Teela came to inform me that you encountered some difficulty upon leaving the Academia grounds,” the chancellor said.
            His eyes were just shy of the red that signaled Dragon rage. “She did not come as an officer of the Halls of Law; I believe
            no such difficulty has been reported to those halls.”
         

         
         “Lord Tiamaris felt that the crime occurred within the border zone nearest his fief, and he has taken the criminals for further
            questioning. Or sentencing,” Teela said. “It is not a matter in which the Halls of Law can interfere.” This didn’t seem to
            bother her.
         

         
         The chancellor’s inner eye membranes rose. “You did not encounter difficulty in your visit with Helen?”

         
         “No,” Robin said. “I liked Helen. Raven says Helen has no hiding places, though.”

         
         “I should not think they would be necessary,” the chancellor replied. “An’Teela informed me that the possibility of guardianship
            was raised at your dinner with Helen and the cohort.”
         

         
         Robin swallowed. “It was.”

         
         “Killianas said he informed you that we had a visitor this afternoon. If the possibility of guardianship has been raised,
            it will not come as a surprise to you that that visitor was your cousin, Seldon Gardianno; he currently serves in the position
            of the Gardianno while his father is convalescing.”
         

         
         Robin said nothing.

         
         “Your cousin is adult. He is older than you are by perhaps ten years.”

         
         “Twelve,” Teela said. She had returned to her chair.

         
         “He came with legal documents, claiming assignation of your guardianship, and he asked—ah, no, demanded—that you be immediately
            remanded into his custody. As you were not present on the campus, I could not comply with his demand.”
         

         
         “He wants me to leave the Academia.”

         
         “Indeed. He feels—what did he say?—that your lack of ‘real’ family has been regrettable, and he wished to alleviate that regret
            immediately. You belong, he said, at home. I told him I admired his concern.”
         

         
         Robin winced.

         
         “An’Teela came while our guest was waiting with less than perfect patience. As she arrived dressed for court, he treated her
            with the respect due her rank as head of her family.”
         

         
         Raven said nothing. She had let go of Robin’s hand as they entered the office. Robin sat. Raven didn’t. She retreated to the
            closed doors and leaned back against them, as if she were tired.
         

         
         Serralyn took the chair beside Robin and turned to the chancellor. “How legal are the documents that this man brought with him?” 

         
         “They are signed and stamped; they officially designate Robin a ward of his cousin Seldon Gardianno.”

         
         “And his legal address?”

         
         “The Gardianno manor.”

         
         “Where his uncle—who attempted to murder him—is convalescing.”

         
         “The same.”

         
         “The Academia is not under the auspices of Imperial Law.”

         
         This time, the chancellor smiled, although his eye color remained the same. “It is not. Negotiations are underway in the Dragon
            Court, but the ultimate decision about the application of Imperial Law is, of course, mine.” The single word reverberated as if it were a one-syllable earthquake.
         

         
         “Which means Robin shouldn’t leave the Academia again until those negotiations are resolved.”

         
         “Indeed.” The chancellor turned to Robin. “You have done nothing wrong. But should you touch foot upon Elantran soil, and
            should your ‘family’ be waiting, they are within their legal rights to apprehend you and take you, as they put it, home.”
         

         
         Raven snorted.

         
         “In the meantime, An’Teela has suggested an alternative.”

         
         “Petition to reopen the investigation?”

         
         “Ah, no. There are now complications with regards to such a petition. It would have to be made to the Halls of Law, and such
            petitions would be in the hands of your legal guardians. You could ask, but they could deny, as you are not yet considered
            of legal age.”
         

         
         So much for that.

         
         “What they have not fully taken into account is me. I am chancellor of the Academia, but I am considered a full member of the Dragon Court. Precedent has been set by Lord Tiamaris of the fief of Tiamaris. The adoption of Imperial Law within the fief is a matter of . . . treaty. The Hawks are empowered to enforce laws that involve the citizens of Elantra, whether or not they have crossed the fief’s border. 

         
         “That would be inconvenient for the Academia in this case—but as I said, negotiations are in progress. While they are being
            discussed, we are under no obligation to observe something as petty as a guardianship document.”
         

         
         “But you let him come here,” Serralyn pointed out. Robin was grateful for her presence. She cared enough about Robin that
            she was willing to do the talking, while Robin tried to gather his thoughts. Mostly, he was kicking himself. If he’d agreed
            to do as Teela wanted from the very beginning, his cousin might never have been granted guardianship rights.
         

         
         “Ah. Yes, yes, I did. You must know that we are seeking students. The human population is easily the largest segment of Elantra.
            The human caste court will not—and cannot—interfere with Barrani student selection.
         

         
         “They can, however, interfere with human student applications.”

         
         Serralyn frowned. So did Robin. “Are they doing that?” the Barrani student asked.

         
         “That is the implied threat.” The chancellor’s smile was sharp. “I have a number of new student—human student—applications
            on my desk, though. I do not wish to make enemies of the entire human caste court, given the Academia’s needs. And Gardianno
            is one of a handful of mortal lords considered powerful.
         

         
         “I invite you to consider the possibilities.”

         
         Robin frowned. “They know you wish to expand the student body.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “. . . do they understand that that expansion empowers Killian?”

         
         “When you were kidnapped from the streets of the warrens, you were pushed into the damaged, sleeping Academia in an attempt to wake it just enough that your kidnappers could access the library portal. At least one of those kidnappers was a mortal of some magical talent. He did not survive. 

         
         “But we can infer, from this threat, that some of the knowledge gleaned in order to make that attempt has been retained among
            the human lords involved. They knew they required ‘students’ to wake Killianas. It is not a stretch to assume they know Killianas
            requires more students, period.”
         

         
         “Do you think there’s overlap? Do you think my uncle was involved in the attempt to force entry to the library?”

         
         “It is likely, in my opinion. Human lords, like Barrani lords, are served by families of influence, even if those servants
            do not retain seats on the court itself. Men of ambition.” The word should have been a curse, given the distaste with which it was spoken. “The Academia in my youth was fully functional.
            Information about the nature of Killianas was not well-known, or perhaps not known at all.
         

         
         “It is not certain that the human caste court was involved, but it seems clear to me that their information about Killianas’s
            current status is sound, and possibly actionable.”
         

         
         Robin found the situation darkly amusing. Although he’d been literally dragged off the streets and shoved through a portal
            of sorts, he’d been safer in the captive, sleeping Academia than he would have been anywhere else. His uncle had assumed he—like
            the rest of Robin’s family—was dead. He hadn’t been looking for Robin. Even if he had, Robin wouldn’t have been found. Not
            until Killian fully awakened.
         

         
         “I have applications for teaching positions on my desk. Many of the applications are from mortals. I have been forced to reach
            out to the Halls of Law.”
         

         
         “Which,” Teela said, “is why I am here. I am not perhaps dressed as a Hawk. I had to come to find out the scope of the chancellor’s request. I will convey that information to the Lord of Hawks.” 

         
         Robin nodded. “Am I now officially a ward of Gardianno?” he asked.

         
         “You are now officially the heir of Gardianno,” Teela replied. “Your cousin or your uncle would serve as regent and guardian until you come of age. The assets
            of your family are now, legally, yours, but they will be overseen by your guardian.”
         

         
         “Which means nothing changes for them.”

         
         “In any practical way, no.”

         
         “And they’ve demanded that I be withdrawn from the Academia.”

         
         “Yes. In any other circumstance that would be considered reasonable. You are the Gardianno, and your education with regards
            to the caste court and its etiquette is severely lacking. The chancellor agrees that you do not possess the skills necessary
            to navigate the human caste court’s many lords. He has therefore added yet another teacher to your rudimentary lessons.”
         

         
         “An . . . etiquette teacher?”

         
         “Indeed,” the chancellor said, confirming Teela’s words. “What do you wish to do, Robin? Raven is not of the Gardianno family
            in any legal sense. She is a student of the Academia, and if she wishes, she can remain here.”
         

         
         “I want to stay here,” Robin said.

         
         “Very well. An’Teela?”

         
         Robin was confused. Very confused.

         
         But Teela was not. She rose. “If you will do your part, chancellor, I will do mine. But I am a Hawk, and I cannot simply circumvent
            the law at my own convenience.”
         

         
         Raven shrugged. “Why not? Everyone else does.”

         
         “I have been hired to make certain that no one does. It’s imperfect,” she added as Raven snorted.

         
         “Hawks are usually involved after the fact,” Robin told her. “If my uncle asks it, can you force me to leave the Academia?”

         
         Teela smiled. “No. Were you to be sequestered within Helen, he could, and we would be expected to show up on Helen’s doorstep to take you into custody. The chancellor has not yet finished his negotiations with the Imperial Court, and until he does, Imperial Laws cannot be enforced on the campus. If your uncle were to approach the Halls of Law with a custody remand, we would be forced to reject it.” 

         
         Raven snorted again. Her arms were folded; she leaned against the closed office doors looking either bored or annoyed. With
            Raven, they were very similar states.
         

         
         When Robin failed to speak, Teela continued. “The chancellor will speak with the Emperor, the only person in the Empire who
            is above the law.”
         

         
         “He is not above the law,” the chancellor said, frowning at Teela. “He is the law. It would be far, far simpler to follow Imperial Law if you asked for the investigation to be reopened—or to be truly
            opened at all. There are remedies in place to change guardian in suspicious circumstances, but those circumstances are not
            formally part of the Halls of Law Records, because of the caste court exemptions. According to the caste court ruling with
            regards to your parents’ deaths, the culprit was found and executed. The investigative records have not been—and will not
            be—released to the Halls of Law.
         

         
         “Given your uncle was the Hawks’ primary suspect, and given his actions within the Academia, he would not be considered suitable
            as guardian, because his interests are so clearly vested.”
         

         
         “But his actions in the Academia don’t count as Imperial crimes, right?” Robin asked.

         
         Teela grimaced but nodded.

         
         “And if the Academia resolves to follow Imperial Law, would they count?”

         
         “Probably not. Crimes committed going forward would. But if the chancellor chose that route, you would be remanded, by law, into your uncle’s custody. Or cousin’s in this case. He is therefore being cautious, and has extended the period of negotiation, as it works in your favor.” 

         
         She smiled, but her eyes remained dark blue.

         
         Robin glanced at Raven. She shrugged. She didn’t care about the law. She was certain that if Robin were in danger, she could
            hide him, as she’d always done. But it wasn’t that simple anymore. He couldn’t spend the rest of his life in hiding.
         

         
         “I want to think about it a bit more,” he finally said. “But if it means that my uncle, on paper, is not my legal guardian,
            then yes. Yes, I will petition the Halls of Law to open the investigation.”
         

         
         “You are still uncertain.”

         
         “If he’s my legal guardian now, can’t he countermand that request by law?”

         
         “You have friends in high places,” Teela replied. “Chancellor?”

         
         “Robin is technically correct. But the Emperor has never been fond of the use of the laws of exemption, either.” The chancellor
            rose, joining Teela. “Regardless, you are not subject to his decision at the present time. I suggest you all return to your
            dorm rooms.”
         

         
         Serralyn, who had been utterly silent, nodded. When Robin didn’t immediately move, she poked him to get his attention. “Sleep
            now,” she told him. “Tomorrow will be better.”
         

         
         “Short of dying to assassins, it has to be,” was Robin’s heartfelt reply.

         
          

         Raven took Robin’s hand the moment the office doors opened. It was a precaution, but also a comfort.

         
         “I should tell you one thing before you head to your own room,” Serralyn said. “That etiquette teacher they talked about?”

         
         “What about them?”

         
         “It’s Teela.”
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         The minute the door to Robin and Raven’s shared room closed, Raven ran to her desk. Her chair faced the door. For some reason,
            Raven liked to sit, legs astride, while hanging over the chair’s short back, and she did that now, opening drawers and closing them as if the desk was an instrument playing music
            only she could hear.
         

         
         But she was looking at the key she’d found. She was sometimes like this with new treasures; they were a compulsion and they
            absorbed most of her focus. Sometimes they caused anxiety because she was afraid they would be lost or stolen.
         

         
         “Why do they need to investigate?” she asked when the key was firmly in her hand. She wasn’t looking at Robin, but she could
            carry a conversation while examining a treasure, which the key had clearly become. Before this her treasures were mostly glass
            and odd bits of metal.
         

         
         But his understanding of what that glass was had shifted his understanding of her collecting compulsion completely. Those
            odds and ends, gathered over the years, had had a vital purpose. He wondered if she would feel the need to collect similar
            pieces in future, but he had no intention of interfering.
         

         
         Then again, he never had.

         
         “Robin. Answer.”

         
         “Sorry—I was thinking about your key. They need to investigate to find out who murdered my parents and my siblings.”

         
         “But they already know that.”
         

         
         “Yes. They do. But they don’t have proof.”

         
         “He tried to kill you again.”

         
         “Yes. But he didn’t really look like my uncle—”

         
         “He did.”

         
         “To you, yes. To me, when I was . . . wherever I was. But not to other witnesses. And we can’t explain how we know it was
            my uncle without talking about the secret duties of Gardianno. Given what’s been done by people who did learn about them, it’s clearly not safe to talk about them at all.”
         

         
         Raven found laws frustrating. Robin was fairly sure the chancellor and Teela felt the same. But Teela was a Hawk; she was
            an officer of the law she found so frustrating.
         

         
         And Serralyn had just said that it was Teela who’d be teaching him the etiquette necessary to fully join the human caste court.
            It didn’t really make sense to him. Teela was Barrani. Robin was human. The caste court that was likely to cause him grief—or
            death—was human. How was Barrani etiquette likely to help him with the human caste court?
         

         
         On the other hand, Serralyn absolutely trusted Teela. She didn’t always trust Imperial Law—but she’d once said it was better
            than Barrani law. Robin had asked about that law, and she’d said, “There are books and books about Barrani law. It’s just
            that the Barrani don’t care about them. The big rule is: if you can do it, and survive it, the law’s irrelevant. It’s about
            power. Who has it. Who doesn’t.”
         

         
         “It’s not that different for humans,” Robin had replied. “If humans have enough power, the law is irrelevant.”

         
         But Serralyn had shaken her head. “Teela’s a Hawk. Laws can be skirted, but they can’t be outright broken—not if anyone knows
            about it. It’s not the same.”
         

         
         So Teela, Hawk and a lord of the Barrani caste court, would teach him. Serralyn hadn’t seemed unhappy about that. He’d never expected, even in his early days here, that he would have a Barrani friend. Acquaintances, yes—but a friend, no. 

         
         “What’s that?” a familiar voice said. It wasn’t attached to a body. Terrano.

         
         Raven didn’t hear him, she was so focused on her key. This forced Terrano to become corporeal—on the inside of their room.

         
         “It’s the new key,” Robin replied.

         
         “It looks different.”

         
         “Do not do the thing with the eyes,” Serralyn told Terrano, voice sharp.
         

         
         Terrano shrugged.

         
         Robin privately agreed with Serralyn; when Terrano transformed his eyes so they took up half his face, it was disturbing.
            He changed the subject. “The chancellor’s not in a great mood. You should probably be a bit more mindful of Academia rules
            for now.”
         

         
         “The chancellor,” Killian’s disembodied voice said, “is aware that Terrano is present. He has not asked me to divert time
            and power into removing him; his concern, at present, is you. Terrano might prove helpful in that regard.”
         

         
         “Hey, I’m not here to babysit,” Terrano told Killian’s voice.

         
         “The chancellor would never assign you to babysit; he believes the baby in question would be unlikely to survive your attention
            span.”
         

         
         “Harsh.” Terrano’s cheerful tone was at odds with his reply. “So what does the key open?”

         
         “Don’t know yet.” Any other person would have been annoyed to find Terrano in their room, but Raven’s sense of personal space
            didn’t include “home.” Space was space. Hiding spaces were different, but they were borrowed; she could only own that space
            because no one else could, or had, found it yet. Privacy was a concept that was foreign to Raven.
         

         
         It wasn’t foreign to Robin, but Terrano was almost like sentient furniture; he was just there. Sometimes he was useful.

         
         “It doesn’t look like a key to me,” Terrano said.

         
         Raven turned, key clutched in one hand, to glance at Terrano; it was the first thing he’d said since his arrival that demanded
            her attention. “It’s a key.” She wasn’t arguing. Her furrowed brows implied confusion, not anger or offense.
         

         
         “Can I see it?”

         
         She held it up. She didn’t hand it to him. Robin almost laughed.

         
         But he turned, instead, in the direction from which Killian’s voice had come. “Does it look like a key to you?”

         
         “It is hard to say. Raven is holding it, and Raven has an unusual effect on the environment.”

         
         “You can’t see it?”

         
         “I know that you can. I can see what you see, with effort. What do you intend to do?”

         
         “Take etiquette lessons, I guess.” Robin exhaled. “I don’t know. It won’t cause me problems if I’m told I can’t leave the
            campus. I almost never leave.”
         

         
         “You left it to visit the warrens.”

         
         Robin stilled.

         
         “And it is likely that you will have to visit the warrens again, in my opinion. Not tonight, and not immediately—but there
            are many things you are now responsible for learning, and at least one of those cannot be taught here.”
         

         
         He hadn’t considered the warrens. Killian was right.

         
         “The chancellor will speak with the Emperor. But the Emperor feels that laws that can be easily flouted are not, in any way,
            laws. He leads, according to the chancellor, by example. It is the reason the chancellor and Teela—in her capacity as a Hawk—urge
            you to request the investigation be reopened.”
         

         
         “But if my uncle is the legal guardian, he can squash that.”

         
         “I did not say it would be easy or simple. Had we considered guardianship with care, we might have avoided the difficulty. To the chancellor, however, you are a student here. A necessary student. Part, in fact, of what would be considered his hoard. He will not let you go without a fight unless you wish to leave.” 

         
         “I don’t. If I ask Teela to petition to have the case reopened, can it just be reopened?”

         
         “Your uncle or your cousin will contest it on the grounds of guardianship.”

         
         “They can’t enforce their guardianship while I’m here, right?”

         
         “They can.” Killian chose to appear in the room, just as Terrano had done. The Avatar glanced at Terrano and Raven; there
            seemed to be a muted argument in progress.
         

         
         “The request to reopen the investigation affects the laws within Elantra. While you are here, those laws cannot be enforced
            unless and until the chancellor agrees to allow them to be enforced. He is not inclined to agree.
         

         
         “The investigation request, though, won’t originate from the chancellor of the Academia; it must originate from Robin Gardianno,
            a citizen of Elantra. You are the injured, and therefore interested, party. Your request will affect the laws of exemption
            as they are enforced within Elantra because you are, in theory, a citizen of Elantra. You were born there. You grew up there.”
         

         
         “I grew up in the warrens, remember?”

         
         “The warrens might be considered lawless, but they are part of Elantra.”

         
         Robin hadn’t seen much evidence of that in his childhood.

         
         “Your legal guardian has the right to overrule your request. In theory. The chancellor is uncertain that your request, should
            you choose to make it, could be honored unless and until your uncle is accused of the murders he did commit. If that were
            to be the case, he would be removed from the guardianship—but he cannot be accused of a murder the caste court removed from
            the jurisdiction of Imperial Law until an investigation is done.”
         

         
         “I saw him. I saw him on the day the manor burned and my mother died.” Robin’s words were flat—on the surface.

         
         Killian nodded. Of course he did. He knew what Robin knew. “If, however, the Emperor petitions the court directly, a different
            guardian might be assigned given the complexity of your background. That is now the avenue of attack the chancellor is taking.”
         

         
         “And Teela?”

         
         “She is approaching the question from different angles, as well. I suggest that you accept her offer to teach you. She does
            not consider the Academia entirely safe for you at the moment, but she believes etiquette is absolutely essential to your
            future. A human teacher might be better—but given your position now, there isn’t a single human she would trust with that
            responsibility. Those that she trusts—Corporal Neya, as an example—are not capable of teaching what you would be required
            to learn.”
         

         
         Robin exhaled. “When is my first lesson? I have classes tomorrow.”

         
         “You have two hours between two of those classes.”

         
         “We usually call that lunch.”

         
         “I’ve seen you eat. Lunch will take you all of ten minutes if you properly clear your plate. That leaves almost two hours
            for rudimentary lessons.”
         

         
         “Which I’m already taking.”

         
         “These would, of course, be in addition to those. If you wish my advice, take the lessons. Of the cohort, An’Teela is the
            strongest, and she has taken an interest in your survival. But it is an interest we all share. If you do not survive, more
            of the Gardianno kin will fall to the inmates of the cells they were meant to guard. And in the worst case, all of Elantra
            will follow.
         

         
         “You are necessary to the Academia’s growth, in the chancellor’s opinion. But you are likewise necessary to the tenuous safety of Elantra. There is no teacher or scholar we can contract who can teach you the duties of the Gardianno, but I believe there are entities that might do so—when it is safe for you to leave.” 

         
         “Even if it’s theoretically safe, it’s not going to be safe,” Terrano added, although he was still facing Raven. “Not until
            his uncle and his uncle’s allies have been put down. Possibly not even then. Can we get any information on his uncle?”
         

         
         “The only current information we’ve been offered is that his uncle fell unexpectedly ill and is convalescing in his manor.
            Robin’s cousin has therefore been serving the caste court in the seat of Gardianno in his stead.”
         

         
         “The illness started with his collapse in the Academia?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “We’re certain he’s still alive?”

         
         “We are certain that his son claims he is alive.” Killian cleared his throat. “The Records of the Halls of Law will have little
            information of relevance. We cannot simply visit the Gardianno manor to check.” When Terrano failed to reply, Killian repeated
            the statement, with emphasis on a single word. “We cannot visit.”
         

         
         Terrano exhaled and turned toward the Avatar. “Fine. I can take a hint.” He was silent for a long moment. “Teela doesn’t like
            it.”
         

         
         “Because it breaks the law?”

         
         “That, too, but she’s not as fussy about that right now. She’s afraid that there are magical wards and protections built into
            the manor.”
         

         
         “It burned down,” Robin pointed out.

         
         “The basement didn’t.” Terrano winced. “And given what the basement theoretically guards, protections that we don’t fully
            understand are likely in effect. We’re negotiating. I think I should be safe if I avoid the basement.”
         

         
         “She believes you won’t avoid the basement?”

         
         “I’d like not to be trapped in a figurative jar for the rest of eternity. I’d avoid the basement. A lot of Arcanists, and some mages, can wander around invisibly—but that invisibility is an enchantment, a spell. That’s not what I do. I won’t trip alarms or traps the way most invisible people would, because mine isn’t magical in nature. 

         
         “What we’re trying to find out is whether or not the uncle is alive?”

         
         Killian nodded.

         
         “I’ll do it, but I want something in return.”

         
         Robin sighed. He could guess. He wasn’t certain he could offer it. “Raven?”

         
         She muttered under her breath. “I don’t like it.”

         
         “He’ll give the key back. He just wants to be able to touch it.”

         
         “I don’t like it.”
         

         
         Terrano winced again. “. . . fine. Sedarias just demanded that I go investigate. Safely.” He turned to Raven. “Promise me
            one thing. When you go to find whatever it is the key is supposed to open, you’ll take me with you.”
         

         
         Raven didn’t like this, either, but grudgingly nodded. She understood Terrano was going to investigate on Robin’s behalf.
            “Okay.” She lowered her head, and then lifted it again. “Go find the grey crow. Ask her.”
         

         
         “Grey crow?”

         
         “She means Giselle. In the warrens.”

         
         “I’d rather face your uncle and his son. And their guards. And their servants.”

         
         Raven shrugged. “She won’t hurt you. Probably.”

         
         “What did you want me to ask her?”

         
         Raven rolled her eyes in disgust. “To come here.”

         
          

         Robin woke up in the morning at a knock—a physical knock—on his door. When he turned over in bed and pulled the covers over
            his head, a shout, muffled by the closed door, was added to the hammering. He recognized the voice. It was Serralyn.
         

         
         “Killian, can you let her in?”

         
         “Before or after you get changed? It is early breakfast hour soon.”

         
         Raven wasn’t sleeping. In the weeks they’d shared this room, she was either absent or seated at her desk; she didn’t appear
            to need sleep. He’d half suspected it, growing up in the streets of the warrens and trying not to freeze to death in the harsher
            winters, but now had as much proof as he needed.
         

         
         “I slept,” she said when he asked.

         
         “Not last night.”

         
         She looked at him as if he’d just asked whether water was wet. The look was common, and even if some would find it insulting,
            Robin found it strangely endearing.
         

         
         “I slept a long time.” She spoke slowly, emphasizing each syllable. “I don’t need to sleep now.” She was dressed, or as dressed as she ever was.
            Students had three possible uniforms; Raven wore the robes accepted in the dining hall. She’d always worn tattered, ratty
            robes. That had made sense to Robin in the warrens, where everyone’s clothing was tattered.
         

         
         Good clothing was instantly suspicious there. And it drew a lot of unwanted attention. Anything good did. But here, the clothing
            she’d worn in the warrens attracted a different kind of unwanted attention. Within the Academia, the things that could be
            easily stolen were intangible. Ideas. Answers to test questions. The contents of reports—or the contents of the tests themselves.
            No student would want to have physical evidence in hand.
         

         
         A student had died with the answers to a test scattered about the professor’s office floor. Robin guessed people would be
            way more cautious about that kind of theft for a while.
         

         
         He opened the door the moment he was dressed, and Robin dressed quickly. He ate quickly. He walked quickly. These were all
            habits he’d learned growing up, because survival had depended on it. Unlearning things was hard.
         

         
         “What’s happened?” he asked as Serralyn entered his room.

         
         “We’ve got new students incoming.”

         
         Robin frowned. New students were a common occurrence. “How many?”

         
         “Dozens.”

         
         This was unusual. “Humans?”
         

         
         “Mostly. I believe there are three Barrani students in the mix. And one Aerian, which will draw attention from the Barrani
            contingent.”
         

         
         “Aerian?”

         
         “They’re the ones with the wings. I don’t know if you see the skyborne Hawks much in the warrens, but the Lord of Hawks is
            Aerian. They don’t usually interact all that much with people on the ground, though. Sheila is beside herself with glee—she’s
            making enough noise for the entire student body, excluding the new people.”
         

         
         Robin winced. “I like Sheila,” he said.
         

         
         “But?”

         
         “But she’s a force of nature. Have you ever tried saying no to her?”
         

         
         “I’ve never had a reason to—but I’m Barrani. Maybe she’s only like that with other humans.”

         
         It was true that the humans and the Barrani were almost a divided population within the Academia. Barrani stayed with Barrani;
            humans stayed with humans. Even in the dining hall the divide was clear. The only exception was Robin’s table, because it
            was where Serralyn and Valliant spent most mealtimes. Raven was considered human, because that’s what she looked like to others.
            Human students didn’t join Robin for mealtimes, probably because the two Barrani did.
         

         
         That, and Terrano popping out of his weird invisibility was intimidating.

         
         Sheila, otherwise loud and effusive, had never joined them, either, although she did stop by to chat on the way to her actual
            table.
         

         
         Robin’s class schedule had little overlap with his Barrani friends. Serralyn and Valliant didn’t require rudimentary reading and writing lessons. They didn’t require basic arithmetic, either. Nor did they require rudimentary magical history lessons, although Serralyn took that class, probably because it was taught by a mortal. She was interested in the various contexts from which history was taught; she liked to piece them together, as if they were all parts of a puzzle. Only when joined would the landscape be fully revealed. 

         
         Professor Melden was one of the banes of Robin’s existence. Melden had taken a few weeks’ leave of absence, and most of the
            students in his course—or students with backgrounds similar to what Melden had believed Robin’s to be—had been praying that
            that leave would last until his class was technically over. They had given up, as Robin had, on actual learning; Melden taught
            them to endure.
         

         
         Most of the students who bore the brunt of his criticism—none of it academic—already understood endurance. Serralyn had never
            been subject to the barrage of criticism Melden’s chosen human students had.
         

         
         Valliant stood to one side of the door and let Serralyn do the talking.

         
         “But the chancellor announced a new slate of possible classes, and with them, new teachers and resident scholars. It’s the
            latter that has people excited.”
         

         
         “Did you recognize any of the names?” Robin glanced back. “Raven?”

         
         “Coming.”

         
         “No. Not the human scholars.”

         
         “The Barrani?”

         
         “Still no, but Teela recognized two of them.”

         
         “Bad recognition, or good?”

         
         “Neutral, I’d say. They’re not aligned with any pre-Sedarias Mellarionne factions. They are aligned with families that might have presiding interests in some of the Mellarionne-adjacent concerns. Sedarias is cautious, but she’s always cautious. It’s Teela you want to watch here. The rest of us were guests in the Hallionne for centuries—Teela wasn’t. She was fighting her own battles in the High Court.” 

         
         Given Barrani, that was probably literal.

         
         “But she really distinguished herself in the final Draco-Barrani war. She was given one of The Three.”

         
         “The Three?”

         
         “They’re named blades, forged to fight Dragons. Or anything else, really. Teela’s sword has been used to good effect against
            Shadow.”
         

         
         “She got to keep the blade?”

         
         “While she’s alive, yes. I mean—I guess they could ask for it back, but it would have to be a really polite request with no
            teeth in it. They couldn’t take it from her if she was of a mind to keep it. She is,” Serralyn added, in case this wasn’t
            obvious.
         

         
         “Any of the Barrani newcomers possible enemies of Sedarias?”

         
         Raven snorted before Serralyn could answer. “Yes,” Raven said with mild disgust.

         
         Valliant was surprised enough to speak. “Why do you say that?”

         
         Raven shrugged in response. She didn’t answer. Valliant then looked to Robin. “I don’t know,” he said, to Valliant’s disappointment.
            “Maybe it’s because they’re Barrani, and Barrani allegiances tend to follow power?”
         

         
         “Fair enough,” Serralyn said; she’d glanced at Raven, and Raven’s expression—if not the thoughts behind it—was an open book.
            “We don’t have to tell you,” she added, “that you need to be cautious around Barrani, right?”
         

         
         Raven, accustomed to sentences that made no sense, rolled her eyes. Clearly, Serralyn did feel the need to tell them.
         

         
         Robin, however, nodded. “It’s harder not to be cautious, given where I grew up. They probably won’t have any interest in me,
            anyway. Human, remember?”
         

         
         Serralyn’s smile seemed sad. “That was before. You might find yourself a bit more popular now.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because some of the professors and students will know who you are. Or rather, who your family was.”

         
         “Already?”

         
         “I think the chancellor did his best to balance his need for new students—and teachers—against his desire to keep you safe.
            But someone can be an expert in their field of study and also a danger to you. The needs of the Academia have to be balanced
            against the needs of Robin. You’re part of what the Academia needs, in the chancellor’s opinion—but if you, and only you,
            could provide what was necessary, I doubt we’d have a new influx of people before you graduated.”
         

         
         “I trust the chancellor.”

         
         “I know. Mostly, so do we. We trust Helen. But we also know that if Kaylin told Helen to kick us all out, she’d kick us out
            tomorrow. I mean, she’d argue about it, and she’d try to talk Kaylin out of it—but in the end, it’s Kaylin’s house. We’re
            her guests, her roommates, but hers is the name on the lease.”
         

         
         “Lease?”

         
         “It’s not technically a lease. Ummm, when people rent apartments or homes, they sign papers, an agreement between the landlord
            and the renter. The lease lays out what their rights are. Helen didn’t offer Kaylin a lease to sign, but it wasn’t necessary.
            When Helen accepted Kaylin as her tenant, it was a position granted to Kaylin until Kaylin’s death. Kaylin hates empty, quiet
            spaces. She likes having roommates. But if she hated them—”
         

         
         “Helen wouldn’t have accepted her.”

         
         “I don’t think she would have, either. It doesn’t matter. We trust Helen, but we’re there at Kaylin’s mercy.”

         
         “And you trust Kaylin.”

         
         “We trust Kaylin to trip into all kinds of trouble, yes. But we also trust her intentions. That’s the thing about trust, though. Until it’s fully tested, it’s all theoretical. It’s nicer to believe you can trust people. But you really won’t know until you have to.”
         

         
          

         Class schedules in the Academia weren’t mandatory. A student could take as many as they could reasonably handle, which meant
            Barrani—with their flawless memory—often had a course load double the normal human students’. Robin and Raven had remedial
            lessons, which weren’t part of normal classes offered.
         

         
         Raven considered writing pointless, but she did put some effort into reading. Robin considered all of it necessary. Basic
            arithmetic was fascinating; he could count coins, but not quickly. Just quickly enough to make certain he wasn’t being cheated.
         

         
         Raven didn’t consider this essential, either; she was often bored, and the teachers found her frustrating. Robin didn’t blame
            them. The chancellor felt that the teaching duties could be put on the shoulders of older students. They would, he said, be
            remunerated for that effort. Ian—an older human student—was teaching numbers. Caryl was teaching reading and writing.
         

         
         Robin didn’t understand why they needed money. Food was free. Rooms were free. Classes were free. Clothing could be created
            by Killian in the style necessary for classrooms, although that clothing couldn’t be worn off campus. Maybe they needed money
            for clothing.
         

         
         Or books.

         
         Robin liked both Ian and Caryl. They were older students, considered adult by Imperial standards—and the chancellor. Killian
            trusted them to teach, or he had before Robin’s birthright had become known. He’d become more cautious since then.
         

         
         “Both Ian and Caryl are in need of funds,” he said when Robin’s class had ended, and he and Raven were making their way to
            the study hall for remedial lessons. “Serralyn informed you that we have an influx of new students and professors.”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “While the chancellor did not accept those professors whose interest seemed aligned with the current caste court, he is aware that not all such interests are obvious. He has interviewed most of the applicants, and second interviews are being arranged. But I have been present for those interviews. 

         
         “As the chancellor feared, several of the applicants had been moved to apply at the behest of Gardianno. I could confirm that
            interest.”
         

         
         Because Killian could read the thoughts of people who stood on campus grounds.

         
         “Not all of them,” Killian replied. “I cannot read Raven’s thoughts, as you know. And I cannot easily discern the thoughts
            of some of the Barrani scholars or students. Were I to devote more attention and power to the attempt, I could—but the intrusion
            is likely to be noticed.”
         

         
         “What do you hear, then?”

         
         “Surface thoughts. Thoughts about the interior decoration of the Academia. Thoughts about lesson plans. If there are other
            plans, they are murkier. Larrantin is quite clear,” he added. “He is unconcerned with my knowledge of his knowledge, and feels
            no need to make the effort of obscuring his thoughts.
         

         
         “Sedarias’s thoughts, however, were extremely murky when she visited.”

         
         “Serralyn?”

         
         “She is very clear. Like Larrantin, she is unconcerned with what I know. Valliant is clear, as well.”

         
         “Terrano?”

         
         “Far too clear. He is a font of mental noise. And you have distracted me. Ian and Caryl are people in need of funds. The human
            caste court views money as power; they have what Ian and Caryl lack.”
         

         
         “Have they been approached yet?”

         
         “No, but there are two students who intend to do just that.”

         
         “New students?”

         
         “One is. One, however, has been a student for some months. You are familiar with her.”

         
         Robin frowned. “Who?”

         
         “Sheila Hawman.”

         
         He exhaled. He knew Sheila. He even liked her, as he’d told Serralyn.

         
         “You’ll know if they accept?”

         
         Killian nodded. “They are still entitled to privacy. I will inform the chancellor; he will no doubt make a decision on their
            presence as tutors.”
         

         
         Robin liked them both. Money, he thought, could ruin anything. But hadn’t he learned that in the warrens? “Who’s the new student,
            then?”
         

         
         “Beryl Endarelle.”

         
         Robin grimaced. The styling of the name implied that the Endarelle family wanted to pick up the trappings of Barrani naming,
            because Barrani had power. Then again, that might have happened generations ago.
         

         
         “You do not recognize the name.”

         
         “No—but it sounds Barrani, so it seems a bit pretentious.”

         
         “I believe Endarelle is one of the seats on the caste court. My knowledge of the human caste court is imperfect. My knowledge
            of the Barrani caste court is only slightly better.”
         

         
         “Serralyn said we have an Aerian student?”

         
         “We do.” Killian frowned. “I know very little about the Aerians; I do not believe we have had Aerian students prior to this.
            You will, no doubt, meet her. Her name is Delia dar Cassia.”
         

         
          

         The remedial lessons room was a small classroom off the main study hall, with a bank of windows directly across from the door.
            It was the size of one of the professors’ offices.
         

         
         Today, remedial lessons began with Teela, which was a change.

         
         “The chancellor believes that these lessons will be necessary in the immediate future. He has rearranged your math and reading tutorials—you will be meeting with those tutors after this class.” Teela was dressed as a lord, not a Hawk; Robin found her clothing both intimidating and arresting. 

         
         To his surprise, Serralyn was seated in the room. Her smile was sunny; her eyes were green. “I’m attending your classes,”
            she said, “in case that wasn’t obvious.”
         

         
         “Why?” It was Raven who’d asked. The question had no suspicion in it. Of the students in the Academia, Serralyn was the one
            Raven seemed most comfortable with.
         

         
         “Teela’s had more experience with both the modern High Court and the human caste court. We can cheat,” she added. “If we’re
            in a position where we come up against customs that we’re not familiar with, Teela can tell us what to do at a distance. But
            I’d like to know for my own purposes, and Teela can’t always answer our questions immediately.”
         

         
         “Serralyn, of all of the cohort, has always been interested in cultures that aren’t Barrani,” Teela said. “She suspects that
            the human caste court is modeled on the Barrani High Court—or it once was—and wishes to confirm that.
         

         
         “The human caste court is not a monolith. Barrani interests are far more aligned—even in conflict—than human interests. Barrani
            wish to rule the High Court, and there are factions and alliances for that purpose—but Barrani agree, fundamentally, on what
            the High Court is, or should be.
         

         
         “The human caste court is more flexible in that regard. There is no single view of what the human caste court should be or
            do, and conflicts on the nature of the court exist for that reason.
         

         
         “But first: before you take your seat, you failed to properly greet me.”

         
         Raven grimaced. She headed to Serralyn and took the seat beside her.

         
         “Raven,” Teela said. “You have been registered as a student of this class. What Robin learns, you are also required to learn.”

         
         “Don’t need it.”

         
         “Robin’s life may depend on just how well you learn, unless you wish to abandon him when he deals with people who want him dead.” 

         
         It hadn’t occurred to Robin that Raven would be required to learn human etiquette. At any other time, he might have laughed out loud—but Teela’s eyes were blue,
            and darkening as she watched Raven.
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         Raven turned to Robin, her expression almost a glare.

         
         Robin would have wilted in place, but Teela also turned to him and said, “Your greeting, Robin?”

         
         “I don’t know the proper greeting. Isn’t that why I’m here?”

         
         Teela’s eyes lightened, although they remained a dark blue. “It is. I am An’Teela, a lord of the Barrani High Court. When
            you greet Barrani lords—and you will have cause to do so in future if you take your place on your own caste court—you are
            expected to follow Barrani customs.”
         

         
         He had no idea what those customs were. Serralyn and Valliant didn’t demand them, and Terrano paid so little attention, he
            probably didn’t know. Regardless, Robin had never needed to approach the Barrani students as if they were lords of the High
            Court.
         

         
         “In the Academia, being students takes precedence over socially expected customs, or so I am told,” Teela said. “But that
            is not what I am teaching you. You are well acquainted with what it means to be a student in the Academia.
         

         
         “And you are bold enough, or confident enough, to own your ignorance. Ignorance cannot be alleviated if one isn’t willing to admit it exists. Lack of knowledge is not, in and of itself, shameful. But clinging to ignorance because one fears to appear ignorant, is.” Her smile shifted, growing edges. “One does not, however, acknowledge fault or ignorance when surrounded by
            enemies.
         

         
         “Professing ignorance one does not actually have can be useful camouflage when dealing with those enemies; it is better to
            be underestimated when one lacks power. It is never wise to be underestimated when one does not.”
         

         
         “Did you?” Robin asked, curious now.

         
         “Did I choose to profess ignorance in my youth? Not for strategic reasons, no. But it is difficult, even for my own kin, to
            assess the age of the person with whom we speak if we have not encountered them before. We therefore attempt to arm ourselves
            with knowledge—which is what you are now doing.
         

         
         “Serralyn?”

         
         Serralyn rose. Everything about the movement was graceful, exact; she seemed both fluid and rigid at the same time. Robin
            knew he would never be able to mimic the bow she now offered Teela.
         

         
         “This is an example of the bow you would offer me were you not a lord of the High Court. As such, it is a bow that is used
            often when the human caste court and the Barrani lords interact.”
         

         
         “But they’re lords, too, aren’t they?”

         
         Serralyn winced.

         
         “They are, technically. But the Barrani court and the human court are not the same. Modes of etiquette were developed by the
            Barrani, and aped by the human court. To people with greater power, great respect is offered. I do not speak of theoretical,
            legal power or rights. I speak of power. In our court, great respect is offered by those who have less power to those who have been proven to have more.
         

         
         “Power is many things; it is an aggregate of your allies and those who serve you, but it is also personal. Serralyn’s bow
            is technically unnecessary.”
         

         
         “Because you’re friends?”

         
         “No. Serralyn is also considered a lord of the High Court, newly risen. She could be forgiven for offering me, instead, the
            gesture due an equal. Serralyn?”
         

         
         As far as Robin could tell, Serralyn simply nodded. Oh, no, wait. Her hands moved in a subtle dance before they were clasped
            briefly at chest level. “Can you do that again?” Robin asked.
         

         
         Serralyn smiled and repeated the gesture.

         
         “Is this only for Barrani?”

         
         “It is not. It is a gesture used by members of the human caste court to greet other members of that caste court. You are,
            in theory, the owner of the Gardianno seat. If you meet other seated lords of the caste court, you would be expected to greet
            them in exactly this fashion.”
         

         
         “Could I bow instead?”

         
         “Yes. If you wished to seem powerless or harmless, that is what you would do.”

         
         Raven was clearly unhappy with the entire conversation. But to Robin’s chagrin, Raven in her Academia robes could easily replicate
            Serralyn’s fluid, graceful bow. She could also replicate the styled nod.
         

         
         Even Teela seemed surprised. “Raven, you will have to bow, if you are introduced to the men and women who are Robin’s peers.
            There will be no occasion on which the nod would be appropriate, and many on which it might be considered an insult.” When
            Raven grimaced, Teela nodded. “The differences between humans and Barrani are many. Humans are far more numerous, and the
            situations in which they live, more varied. Most of the people you would otherwise meet on the street require none of these
            gestures; indeed, they might look askance should you bow or produce a formal nod.
         

         
         “Only the lords require such gestures among themselves.”

         
         “Barrani don’t?” Robin attempted to mimic the second set of gestures.

         
         “Barrani Hawks work with humans who are not related to the caste court. And the Hawks are similar in some fashion to students here; the rules that govern their interactions are not the rules that govern the Barrani beyond the Halls of Law. The Barrani Hawks do not greet me as if I am An’Teela of the High Court.” 

         
         “But they know, right?”

         
         “They know. I made it clear when we applied to join the Hawks that the social customs were different and they were to follow
            the customs of the Hawks, not the customs of our court. Sometimes they forget themselves.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “I have made clear that I consider their bows a pressure, a reminder of who they feel I am supposed to be. They remember thereafter because although they are Hawks, I am An’Teela. They have no wish to offend me.”
         

         
         “What does An’Teela mean? I mean, everyone who knows you here just calls you Teela.”

         
         “A very good question. An before a name is a styling reserved for the head of the family. Sedarias is An’Mellarionne, for example. She is not the only
            member of our cohort who could style themselves thus, but the only one—if I am excluded—who has chosen to adopt it.”
         

         
         Sedarias seemed like the type of person who would expect bows from lesser powers. Robin, however, had never offered her one
            before. 
         

         
         Serralyn would have made clear that it was necessary if she thought it was. His green-eyed Barrani friend picked up the thread.
            “Sedarias is An’Mellarionne at court. If you ever have reason to visit the Barrani High Halls and you recognize her there,
            absolutely bow. She had no reason to expect any such gesture before—but she knows now that you have a tenuous claim to the seat of Gardianno.
            You are a human lord. She won’t care if you don’t bow at home or in the Academia—unless there are Barrani other than us who
            are present.
         

         
         “And to be honest, a bow would also serve to emphasize your position. Only the lords, or those who aspire to unseat other lords, are required to mind their etiquette. And only those who are in power or wish to be seen as a power will notice.” 

         
         Teela nodded in agreement. “I will not tell you how to weaponize etiquette, although of course it can easily be done. Today,
            I would like you to understand the two greetings. There is a third, but it is much simpler. It is an utter obeisance, and
            it is offered only to the Emperor himself. I will not have you practice that, as I expect it to have no use.
         

         
         “If, on the other hand, you are somehow summoned to speak with the Emperor in person, emergency lessons will be justified.”

         
          

         Bowing clearly used muscles Robin didn’t normally use. Teela was unimpressed with his stamina. Serralyn and Raven had no trouble
            at all keeping up. Raven was annoyed, but Teela’s words had made clear that this was important. She couldn’t make herself do things that weren’t.
         

         
         “I will speak to the chancellor,” Teela said as they headed to remedial reading—something that, thankfully, Raven did respect. Her clothing caught attention, diverting it from Robin; some of the Barrani students offered her low, perfect bows
            as she passed them by. “I believe you would be well served with remedial lessons in the handling of a sword.”
         

         
         Robin blinked. “A sword?”

         
         “I do not expect, at your age, that you will be more than passingly competent, but yes: sword.” At Robin’s expression, Teela
            sighed. “You do not feel that swords are relevant to the life you choose to lead.”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “You understand that your clothing will mark you, economically speaking, as a person of no power?”

         
         He nodded again.

         
         “Your inability to handle a sword will mark you in a similar fashion among your theoretical peers. There is a level of power
            in which knowledge is assumed and ignorance is costly. You will never serve as personal guard. You will never be required
            to use the sword to defend yourself. One hopes. But your ignorance will tell against you amongst your peers.
         

         
         “A weapons master is hired by the monied for their sons and daughters. The fact that you lacked even this basic tutoring will
            be emphasized in subtle ways. And in less subtle ways. No one you have previously considered a peer—those from far less privileged
            backgrounds—will have that knowledge because they could not afford it. The guards hired by the wealthy often lack refined
            knowledge; they make up for it with experience.
         

         
         “Hawks sometimes leave the Halls of Law to become private guards, but the Hawks do offer weapons training, and their skills would be considered sound enough for private, personal guards.
         

         
         “You should have at least the knowledge a Hawk possesses.”
         

         
         Robin could see his class schedule eroding under the weight of the expectations of a caste court that probably hated him,
            or in the best case, ignored his existence. He glanced at Raven; she looked slightly mutinous.
         

         
         “Won’t learn sword.” She folded her arms and pursed her lips while glaring at Teela.

         
         “You won’t have to. No one will expect that you, as a student from an underprivileged background, would have that knowledge.
            It will not harm Robin if you cannot at least unsheathe a sword properly. In any other circumstance I might counsel Robin
            to walk away from the caste court; Robin could sign away Gardianno’s position. It wouldn’t necessarily make you safer, but
            it would buy time.” 
         

         
         She turned to Robin. “But you know why that is not feasible. You understand what the duties of Gardianno are.”

         
         He understood the theory. Having faced Uncle Grannick in the heart of Larrantin’s laboratory, he had seen what the trapped captives in the garden could do: supply power to those who desired it. The price to be paid would be paid—as it had been—by people who had no such access to power. People had died. Students had died. Had Robin’s uncle been free to continue his experiments, those numbers would have increased. 

         
         The captives in the Gardianno manse had to stay there. They had to be quieted. They shouldn’t be touched by anyone. Robin understood this viscerally. They had to be quieted and protected. He just didn’t know how to do it.
         

         
         “You’ve seen what happens when those who do not have the ability—or the will—control Gardianno.”

         
         Raven tugged Robin’s sleeve. “Reading?”

         
         “Reading,” he replied, shaking himself. “If you believe swordsmanship is necessary as part of etiquette, you can speak with
            the chancellor. If he agrees, I’m sure time will be made in my class schedule.”
         

         
          

         Reading, writing, and math were shortened, and would remain shortened while Teela tutored. Neither Caryl nor Ian complained.
            But they were subdued today. Robin suspected that Sheila had spoken to both of them, given the difference in their posture
            and mood: reserved, withdrawn.
         

         
         But free of remedial lessons, he made his way to possibly his favorite of classes: Larrantin’s. Raven skipped those. She was
            never going to like Larrantin. She was willing to trust the Barrani scholar with Robin’s safety—but not her own.
         

         
         In theory, Larrantin’s class was about portals, portal technology, and the magic that both informed and invoked portals. In
            practice, he was Larrantin and could talk about anything he wanted.
         

         
         “Today, I would like to discuss the theoretical mechanics of portals.” Larrantin was a difficult and often distracted teacher. Most of Larrantin’s students were Barrani; Larrantin’s name was, apparently, ancient. They had heard of him, and he had been respected. Robin privately thought the Larrantin myth would crumble to ash when the
            Barrani students became more acquainted with reality.
         

         
         He didn’t so much teach as talk. Sometimes, he talked in a rambling way, with facts being sparse and very loosely connected. Sometimes he talked with intense focus, with deep interest—but he couldn’t always be bothered to answer
            questions when he was in that frame of mind.
         

         
         And sometimes, it was hard to tell which Larrantin you were going to get.

         
         “It has come to my attention that even rudimentary knowledge within the student body is only barely acceptable. I assume you
            have all traveled through portals at some point in your lives. If this is incorrect, please inform me.”
         

         
         One or two of the students lifted their hands, hesitant to expose ignorance. They were human. Their sensitivity was worse
            when dealing with Barrani teachers. Or scholars. Robin could have told them not to worry—Barrani assumed all mortals were ignorant, so nothing they could do would lower Larrantin’s opinion of them.
         

         
         Some people—like Melden—hated this. Robin didn’t. Barrani lived forever if they didn’t murder each other; they had so many
            human lifetimes in which to learn and experience things. It would be shocking if they didn’t know more. But some of them were willing to teach from that experience. If Robin couldn’t accept the fact that there were
            things he didn’t know, what could he hope to learn?
         

         
         Portal magic had always been fascinating to Robin. He had been captive in the Academia for some time—maybe months, maybe a
            few years—living through the same day, over and over again. But it was this class, the portal class, that had really caught
            his attention. In the first few iterations, he had understood nothing he’d heard.
         

         
         Finding people who could explain it had been difficult, because most of the students trapped here didn’t care. They wanted to leave. They wanted to escape. Portal magic was just part of the unending torment of the same day, over and over again. 

         
         But Robin wanted to ask questions. He wanted to understand what was being said. He convinced another student—bored and angry
            though he was—to teach him to read Barrani and High Barrani. Robin knew a smattering of Barrani upon introduction to the Academia;
            he had picked up much more of it during the repetitions of the daily class routine. The repetition had helped—he knew the
            classes and the lectures were the same as the previous day’s. He picked up more Barrani.
         

         
         Not all classes in the current Academia were taught in Barrani, but most were. Most of the legal paperwork in the Empire was
            written in High Barrani. Most of the required essays were to be written in Barrani, as well.
         

         
         He had learned. He’d learned without fear of winter and lack of food. He did not make friends easily, and many of the humans
            trapped with him had also been grabbed off the streets of the warrens, same as Robin himself. Their ability to read and write
            was as good as his, with a couple of exceptions. No, it was the Barrani captives he needed to befriend. Some had simply given
            up. They’d given up questioning their captivity. They’d made multiple attempts to leave the campus. All had failed. They’d
            given up fighting the reality of the Academia. They’d become part of the daily struggle, no more, going through the same motions
            as if they were now, like the professors, simply caught in the loop.
         

         
         But they were out of their minds with boredom because Barrani remembered everything perfectly. Humans had to struggle. Robin
            had been surprised—and envious—to learn that. And he’d learned it because he’d studied and observed the Barrani students,
            and had chosen one at random to approach.
         

         
         Over the course of weeks, composed of the same day on repeat, he’d bothered the Barrani enough that one day, he’d responded to Robin’s questions. “I am Tarransin. Tarransin of Menelas. I do not know—or care—who you are. Leave me alone.” 

         
         It hadn’t been friendly, but it had been a response that Robin hadn’t heard on any of the preceding days. It was a response he heard several times
            thereafter, but intermittently. Tarransin did not retain memory of Robin between days.
         

         
         Not at the beginning.

         
         But Robin remembered, and he pulled Tarransin back into the now. He didn’t ask the Barrani how long he’d been trapped in the
            Academia; it had been far longer than Robin had been alive. But he’d convinced Tarransin that teaching a human how to read
            and write would be a tiny bit more interesting than simply repeating the days.
         

         
         Tarransin had taught. Robin learned patience during that period; if Tarransin had agreed to teach him, he forgot that he had
            agreed. Robin had to ask again, to make the same arguments that had resulted in agreement, and to learn what he could before
            Tarransin once again returned to the stream of the repeating day.
         

         
         Days became weeks, and weeks became months. He made enough of an impression by sheer, stubborn determination and genuine curiosity
            that Tarransin began to remember these lessons, or at least remember that he’d agreed to teach a human.
         

         
         He wasn’t particularly kind in his teaching; he was Barrani to the core, and dismissive of things merely mortal. Robin didn’t
            care. What he cared about was learning. What he cared about was his growing understanding of the content of the classes themselves.
         

         
         His writing was, according to Tarransin, lamentably bad. It was true. Compared to Tarransin’s elegant example scripts, Robin’s attempts to form letters were awful—shaky, almost illegible even to his eye. Anything he wrote during these lessons vanished at the start of the next day. He began to practice in class, to make the writing—awful as it was—a habit upon which he could improve. 

         
         He began to ask Tarransin different questions during the time they had between classes; it was that time that became Robin’s
            remedial lesson period.
         

         
         Only when his grasp of the language was more certain did Robin make his first attempt to influence the flow of the classes
            themselves. Robin began to lift his hand. Robin began to ask questions. They were mostly for his own benefit, and the one
            solid advantage to the repeated day was that no matter how offended the professors might be at his questions, they would have
            forgotten it all by the next day.
         

         
         It was probably that fact that gave him the courage to take risks. The desire to learn more had always been there.
         

         
         Maybe, had he come to the Academia freely, he wouldn’t have been accepted as a student, so certain would he have been of the
            chancellor’s contempt and dismissiveness. In the cage of repeated days, none of that had mattered.
         

         
         Almost all of the Barrani students held captive in the Academia had chosen to leave it. Tarransin had been one of them.

         
         “Robin.”

         
         He blinked and flushed. The days in which any offense could be given and forgotten were long past. The advantage to that lack
            of peculiar safety was clear: he could learn more. He could ask questions, and those questions would be remembered. The disadvantage
            only reared its head at moments like this.
         

         
         “Sorry, sir. I missed the question.”

         
         Larrantin’s smile was not kind, although it lost a tiny bit of edge when Robin flinched. “I asked for volunteers to describe
            portal passage from their own perspective.”
         

         
         Robin understood that he’d been volunteered. He accepted what amounted to minor punishment. He had been distracted.
         

         
         “The only portals I’ve had reasonable experience with are the library’s and Wevaran portals.”

         
         “I will give you the ‘reasonable’ adjective. Did you consider the experiences to be the same?”

         
         Did he? He considered the question. “In any practical sense, yes—they took me from one place to another place. I had to move
            into the portal to reach another space. If I didn’t move, the portal didn’t magically swallow me and spit me out in a different
            location.” He frowned. “I’ve experienced portals in which my choice didn’t matter.”
         

         
         “Ah, yes. You were one of the students introduced to the Academia before Killianas was fully awake.”

         
         Robin nodded, Larrantin’s question foremost in mind. “That was different.”

         
         “How?”

         
         “I felt like I was being dropped into something or pushed through something; there was no sense of my own movement. It’s been
            a while, and mortal memories aren’t Barrani memories—but it almost didn’t feel like a portal at all.”
         

         
         Larrantin raised a brow. “Was the difference practical?”

         
         Robin shook his head. “Portals like the ones I know as portals don’t work the same way. If I visit the library, for instance, they have a fake door. I open the door, I walk through
            it, and I’m standing in the library. There’s a small pause, a small break—as if my whole body is blinking—and then I’m there.
         

         
         “Entering the Academia was different. It was my first experience with what might be considered a portal, but it wasn’t the
            same.”
         

         
         Larrantin nodded, frowned, and moved on. “Wevaran portals?”

         
         “They’re like the library portals. To me, they’re more shimmery. There’s a bit more visual disturbance—but I always put that
            down to the physical fact of the webbing itself.”
         

         
         “Interesting.”

         
         “Do you experience the two as different?”

         
         “I do. I have not had the experience of entering the Academia in the fashion you did. At the time the Towers rose, I was unwilling to leave my research. It had formed the core of my life to that point, and if it was to be destroyed, I intended to remain with it—I was working at the time—until the end. 

         
         “I was therefore part of the Academia, and protected in some fashion by what remained of Killianas’s power—which I had not
            predicted. But the question of that first portal experience is one I had not considered.” He frowned as another student raised
            a hand—a Barrani student. The single advantage to being human in a Barrani-taught class was this: humans were never expected
            to know better. Interrupting Larrantin when he was on a tear was something a human could more easily get away with.
         

         
         Robin shuffled through memory; she wasn’t one of the new influx. Elisianne. He couldn’t remember her line’s name.

         
         “Would the portal that Robin used to enter the Academia during Killianas’s slumber be considered a portal at all?”

         
         Her question was not, in Larrantin’s opinion, stupid, which meant she would be forgiven for interrupting him. Barrani had
            long memories otherwise.
         

         
         “That is an excellent question. In theory, yes. Yes, it would be considered a portal into the campus environs. In practice,
            no. The portal that Robin used—or rather, was forced through—is not constructed in the same way. The Academia is rooted in
            the outlands. It is the outlands that allows Killianas to create and recreate. My assumption is that the portal, such as it
            was, opened almost directly into the outlands, into the roots of Killianas.
         

         
         “It was a door that he, or those who attempted to take control of him, opened. On some basic level, he allowed some small
            entry for the things that he himself needed in order to fully awaken.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. “Aren’t all portals related to the outlands in some fashion?”

         
         “That is the theory, or that is the current theory, yes. Why do you think the experience differed?”

         
         Robin frowned, considering the question. What he knew of sentient buildings was that they were rooted in, planted in, the
            outlands. He said this.
         

         
         “Yes. We call the outlands the potentia when we speak technically, although it is seldom discussed in classes such as these. It is not well understood; there were
            researchers who traveled the outlands in an attempt to experiment with, and on, the potentia, but most were lost there.
         

         
         “The Ancients strode the outlands, and where they paused, they created—the cities and buildings they created were rooted there,
            but they emerged in our reality. Or realities. We know there are elements of the natural world that we, as Barrani, cannot
            perceive. We are not certain if those things were created for beings or races who could.
         

         
         “It is much like the Aerians. They have wings; they can fly. We cannot.”

         
         “The skies weren’t created for the winged, surely?” Elisianne frowned.

         
         “No. It was a poor analogy. I am somewhat distracted.” He once again turned to Robin. “Killianas is the sum of his ability
            to reach, and shape, the potentia in the outlands. It is not what portals do. While the portals are possible because of the nebulous nature of the outlands,
            the portals themselves are not rooted there.
         

         
         “Once—long ago by even my standards—there were portals that were. They persisted between Ravellon and the many worlds the Ancients had created. We might traverse those portals and reach lands with great magic, or conversely,
            almost none; we might walk worlds in which daylight was a scant four hours; we might enter a world in which all of the intelligent
            denizens were aquatic—or aerial.
         

         
         “We could hear the strains of alien music in the passages between those worlds, and sometimes, refrains of poems, echoes of creation.” He exhaled slowly. “I digress. Technically, our worlds—all of our worlds—exist because the outlands exist; it was out of the outlands that worlds were formed and races created. 

         
         “Portals are an echo of that, a permission granted for passage, no more.”

         
         Robin nodded slowly. “I think what I passed through to reach the Academia the first time wasn’t a portal—it was . . .” He
            frowned, uncertain of his word choice, but aware that Larrantin was waiting. Larrantin had never been particularly patient,
            but he forgave poor wording if haste was required. “It seemed more like a . . . wound. It was an injury made in Killianas
            while he slept. It was an entrance into the outlands.”
         

         
         Larrantin’s brows rose; his eyes became almost green. Teaching class was now permanently abandoned, although all of its students
            would be captive here unless they wished to offend their teacher.
         

         
         “That is an interesting point,” Larrantin said. “You believe, then, that Killianas withdrew to the outlands, to the root or
            seeds of his planting, his creation?”
         

         
         That wasn’t what Robin had said. But he understood why Larrantin had reached that conclusion almost instantly. “I . . . think
            he must have. Killian can slow the relative passage of time, if he wants to lecture me, for instance. He doesn’t believe he
            can rewind time or halt it entirely, but we spent every single day going through the same routine, over and over, until he
            was fully awake.”
         

         
         Elisianne raised a hand again.

         
         “Yes?” Larrantin said, only barely flicking his gaze in her direction.

         
         “What does Robin mean?”

         
         “Ah. Some of the students—a rare handful—were introduced to Killianas before Killianas was fully awake. Their perception of life in the Academia followed a very narrow corridor; they repeated the same day over and over again without fail.” 

         
         “Pardon?”

         
         Robin then explained. Elisianne’s gaze was Barrani blue; there was surprise in her expression, but no joy, as if Robin had
            handed her a thorny problem to solve, rather than the information for which she’d asked.
         

         
         “Killianas could accomplish this in his sleep?”

         
         “You will have to ask Killianas, but objective experience implies the affirmative,” Larrantin replied.

         
         “Could he do it while awake?”

         
         “Again, you will have to ask. This discussion is about portals and their technical attributes, not Killianas.”

         
         Elisianne took the hint. Late, but late was better than never.

         
          

         “But why does it matter?” Raven demanded in a huff. She had waited outside the closed doors of Larrantin’s lecture hall until they opened and Robin,
            Serralyn, and Valliant joined her in the halls—halls crowded with students moving between their other classes. Robin had attempted
            to tell her what had been discussed. She wasn’t interested. Or rather, she was frustrated.
         

         
         Robin could have asked what she meant, but he already knew. She understood that portals were useful. Robin half suspected
            that she naturally used them to run, but had never asked or even suggested it. She just didn’t understand why Robin wanted—or
            sometimes needed—to know how they worked.
         

         
         They worked. That was good enough for Raven. If something was broken, or dangerously broken, she’d know. It felt bad. Bad could mean many things to Raven, but all implied danger. She wouldn’t let Robin run into a portal that was somehow bad
            or rotten.
         

         
         How much more than that did he need?

         
         Raven disliked Larrantin intensely, but Robin accepted that. Larrantin didn’t consider Raven human. Which was fair, because she wasn’t. But he didn’t really consider Raven a person, and that wasn’t. Larrantin accepted, however, that the chancellor—and Killian—considered Raven a student. Teachers could refuse a student admission to their class, but it was a privilege that was not to be used lightly, should
            the teacher wish to maintain tenure at the Academia.
         

         
         Larrantin didn’t accept Raven reluctantly. She was a curiosity, an enigma. Were she not so thoroughly under Killian’s protection,
            she’d have likely become an experiment. Robin had liked Larrantin and Larrantin’s class during his captivity. He still did—but
            he found himself at war, at times, on Raven’s behalf.
         

         
         Raven didn’t care. She didn’t like Larrantin, but knew he was no longer a danger to her. He was therefore not worth time and
            effort.
         

         
         “There are hiding places here,” Raven said.

         
         Robin didn’t get whiplash because he’d known her for so long. Serralyn, however, glanced at her, her eyes darkening.

         
         “Are they necessary?”

         
         “Not yet.”

         
         Barrani green gave way to Barrani blue. “But soon?”

         
         Raven nodded.
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         Terrano didn’t come back from his scouting mission before the end of the school day. One torturous class remained; it was
            Melden’s. Melden had taken a break from teaching magical history given the murders that had occurred, one of which had happened
            in his locked office.
         

         
         Apparently the break didn’t extend for nearly as long as most of the students would have liked. The student body in Melden’s
            class was largely, but not entirely, human. Melden found this offensive—as if Barrani weren’t interested in magical history.
            Or magical history as taught by someone merely mortal. How much could a mortal learn—or teach—in the scant few decades of
            life they were given?
         

         
         The class was considered rudimentary in nature, it was true. It was recommended that students interested in magic sign up
            for the class—but unsaid was the human students part. Barrani were naturally exposed to various kinds of magic in their childhood. They could be forgiven for not
            having an interest in what Melden taught. Humans had far less experience with magic, if one didn’t count daily things like
            mirrors, streetlamps, and door wards.
         

         
         Most people didn’t.

         
         Robin found the class dry, not because he had no interest in the subject, but because Melden—unlike Larrantin—considered questions a passive-aggressive form of insult. If Robin didn’t fully understand elements of the lesson and asked for clarification, Melden took it personally. It was Robin’s fault he didn’t understand, because his lack of understanding clearly meant he hadn’t been paying attention.
         

         
         Serralyn found Melden interesting but, then again, almost never had any questions. When she did, Melden found it far less
            annoying.
         

         
         For a person who disliked Barrani condescension, he certainly applied a lot of it when teaching. If someone Barrani was interested,
            it meant Melden was doing something right. Human interest was a given; he expected it. Human interest didn’t denote the respect
            Melden felt he was due.
         

         
         Sometimes Robin just didn’t understand people.

         
         He considered this as they filed into the dining hall. Valliant didn’t attend Melden’s class. Serralyn did. But at the end
            of the class, dinner waited. The dining hall doors were open, and students filed in, jockeying, as they usually did, for position.
         

         
         Raven didn’t take Melden’s class. She considered it a waste of time. To be fair to Melden—and some days, it was a struggle—she
            considered most of the classes, even Larrantin’s, to be a waste of time. But Raven had no interest in magic. She did have an interest in metallurgy, and she had a strong interest in botany. Serralyn took the latter class with Raven,
            and Valliant took the former.
         

         
         Robin took neither.

         
         He’d applied for a place in the practical magic course, but the number of seats in that class was limited. New classes were
            being introduced to the Academia curriculum with the influx of new teachers and scholars. Some of those classes were taught
            by Barrani, and some by humans. Robin felt overwhelmed by the expanding choices he was offered.
         

         
         But at the moment, he was concerned with swords. Well, no, at the moment he was concerned with dinner, the cafeteria line, and the food; he was hungry. But swords were still half of his fretting. 

         
         And Terrano, food having been retrieved, was the other half.

         
         Serralyn wasn’t worried for Terrano, which meant he wasn’t in danger—or not the normal kind; Terrano was unusual for a Barrani.
            He was unusual for anything.
         

         
         “I can practically hear you thinking,” Serralyn said as she sat down beside him, placing her tray carefully in front of her.
            Valliant followed, sitting beside Serralyn.
         

         
         Raven took Robin’s other side. She’d forgotten to get food. In the first few days, Robin had worried. Now he just let her
            be. She wasn’t going to starve, no matter how little she ate. She didn’t need sleep, but at this point, he should have been
            used to that. He tried not to resent human frailty, and most days, he succeeded.
         

         
         Today it was more difficult.

         
         “What’s bothering you? Is it Melden again?”

         
         Robin shook his head. “He wants to speak with me during office hours, but my schedule conflicts with his hours. Thank god.”

         
         Serralyn chuckled. “He doesn’t seem to understand that his studies are very human in context, but I don’t find him too difficult.
            He’s not what’s bothering you, though.”
         

         
         “You’re sure?”

         
         “You’re not swearing enough. Is it because Raven thinks you’re going to need hiding places soon?” Serralyn looked past Robin
            to Raven, who shrugged. Hiding places were secret, but the fact of them wasn’t, and Serralyn knew pretty much everything already.
         

         
         Robin exhaled. “Not just that, but it doesn’t help, no.” He had a decision to make; he’d been hearing about it for a few days, and it weighed more heavily with each passing hour. He wanted to hear what Terrano had to say about the Gardianno manor, its occupants, and the basement. “I’m not sure what’s keeping Terrano.” 

         
         “We can talk about that after dinner,” she replied. “We can drop by your room.” Her eyes had darkened a shade; they were now
            flecked with blue. “I’m hoping Teela has asked the chancellor about sword lessons.”
         

         
         “Oh. Why?”

         
         “Because if she doesn’t, the person who’s likely to be teaching you is Teela.”

         
          

         Serralyn accompanied Robin to the room he shared with Raven. Valliant bowed out, but did so with a half smile. “I can hear
            everything that’s said, and Terrano sometimes gives me a headache.”
         

         
         “Hey!” Terrano said. He was, of course, invisible, but the sound of his friendly outrage comforted Robin.

         
         Robin opened his door and held it while Serralyn—and presumably Terrano—entered. Closed doors didn’t get in Terrano’s way
            when he was in this state. The minute the door was closed, however, Terrano became visible. He then sat down on Raven’s bed.
         

         
         “That was a bit of day,” he said with a grimace. “I’m not sure looking at what Raven calls a key was worth it.”
         

         
         “You didn’t do it for Raven,” Serralyn pointed out.

         
         “I sort of did.” He flopped backward. “And Robin. But Sedarias knows some of the Barrani lords interact with human lords.
            Given what Gardianno has been up to in the past decade, she’s fairly certain Gardianno is one of them. Where did you want
            to start?” he asked Robin. “Because I spent more of the day in the warrens than in Gardianno’s manor, and let me tell you,
            the manor was a lot safer.”
         

         
         Robin sat on the side of his own bed. Raven, of course, sat at her desk. Robin sometimes wondered if she used the bed at all; she wanted one, because everyone had one, but it was the desk that she mostly occupied. Sometimes she sat at Robin’s desk instead. Two of the drawers he’d left empty were now occupied by Raven’s things. 

         
         He didn’t mind. He liked having Raven as a roommate.

         
         “Start with the safer bits, then. Those are what Sedarias is interested in, right?”

         
         “Maybe.”

         
         Serralyn joined Terrano, or rather, sat on the side of Raven’s bed. She folded her arms. “Terrano, focus.”

         
         “I am—I’m just not focusing on the things everyone else wants me to focus on. I want to know about Raven’s key.”

         
         Raven nodded because Terrano’s words made sense; the key was more interesting to her, as well.

         
         “Your uncle is alive. Or he’s dead but he’s incredibly well-preserved. He’s not conscious. Given what the servants were saying to his son, he’s been unconscious since the day he
            traveled to the Academia in his nonphysical form. He occupies the master bedroom, and very few of the servants are allowed
            to attend him. His son seems to care about his father; he’s had numerous medical professionals come to assess him.
         

         
         “Two of those have been Barrani. One of the Barrani is, apparently, a member of the Arcanum.”

         
         Serralyn grimaced.

         
         “Neither was there when I was, which is probably not a bad thing for me. Your uncle’s wife—I guess she’d technically be considered
            your aunt—is running most of the household. The servants seem to respect her. Or fear her. Hard to tell.
         

         
         “Your cousin serves as the substitute when it comes to the caste court and Gardianno seat; the aunt can’t hold it because
            she’s aunt by marriage, not blood. I’m not sure she’s thrilled with that. She spoke very sharply to her son in my hearing.
            He was apparently to meet with Lords Ammion and Elcardan to discuss current difficulties. I assume this means the absence
            of your uncle, but it wasn’t as clear.
         

         
         “Mostly she lectured him on his manners, his posture, and his inability to maintain a neutral expression. She wished him to appear to be a power in her husband’s absence. 

         
         “So: uncle, alive, but down for the count.”

         
         “You didn’t look in the basement, did you?”

         
         Terrano shook his head. “I had Sedarias screaming in my ear the whole time. But the steps that lead down to the basement seemed
            entirely normal to me; some of the rooms are clearly used for household storage. I did poke around your uncle’s office for
            a bit, but the desk was pretty clean, and I wasn’t certain taking things out of locked drawers or safes would remain unnoticed.
         

         
         “But there appeared to be a contract in the center of the desk—that’s what caught Sedarias’s interest.”

         
         “It was a contract with Barrani?”

         
         Terrano nodded. “I don’t believe it’s been signed yet, but the name was pretty clear. You don’t have to worry—yet. I didn’t
            recognize the name. Sedarias didn’t, either; she just recognized the styling. But humans often adopt Barrani styling when
            dealing with Barrani. Teela, however, did recognize the name on the contract. An’Teremaine. Teremaine isn’t a family of note;
            none of the Teremaine family is present on the High Court.
         

         
         “But Teremaine has done questionable work before at the behest of people who do hold such seats, much of that work with humans or other mortals. The contract was older; it appears to have been written
            years before your parents died. Teremaine is likely to serve another lord of the High Court, but it isn’t impossible that
            he serves his own interests. There’s little supervision of Barrani contracts with mortals—if something goes wrong, the Barrani
            is killed and their body sent to the Halls of Law, a result of the laws of exemption. Lords of the High Court seldom take
            those risks. They have far more to lose. It’s also way easier for someone of Teremaine’s stature to flee or blend in with
            those Barrani who live on the edges.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. “But the laws of exemption can’t be exercised if other races are involved.”

         
         “Exactly. The Barrani won’t allow themselves to be drawn into legal arguments with the Imperial Court. If legal difficulties
            arise that would allow—or demand—that, the High Court resolves the difficulty by killing all of the relevant Barrani, effectively
            closing the investigation.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. “What would the High Court do if Teela were the possible criminal in question?”

         
         Terrano winced. “Sedarias says that’s a very good question, for what it’s worth. And she commends you for understanding enough
            to ask it. Teela wouldn’t be killed or disposed of. The attempt would be far too costly, and unless the High Court went to
            war, too many lives would be lost.
         

         
         “In cases such as Teela’s, it’s highly likely she’d be made outcaste—expelled from the High Court, her line ended. Outcastes
            aren’t protected within the Barrani courts; anyone who felt they could do so would have implicit permission to kill her on
            sight.
         

         
         “If she was therefore implicated in an Imperial investigation, either the Emperor himself could hunt her down, or the investigation
            would stall permanently. That last part was Teela’s opinion.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. “Would the Emperor attempt to hunt her down?”

         
         “What do you think?” Serralyn asked of Terrano, flecks of blue in her eyes.

         
         Terrano grimaced. “I don’t know. You guys seem to know more about this than I do.”

         
         Serralyn glared at her fellow cohort member. “We doubt the Emperor would hunt her personally—and we doubt anyone else would stand a chance against her. But your point is taken. Exemption laws cause death if the Barrani foolish enough to break Imperial Laws aren’t powerful. The High Court often designates outcastes for political reasons. Teela could be made outcaste and still continue to live the life she now lives—except for her duties in the High Halls. 

         
         “But you said the Gardianno manor was boring, even if you found a possible contract between a known collaborator and Robin’s
            uncle.”
         

         
         Terrano shrugged. “I don’t find contracts all that interesting. We both know the Barrani side can break them with impunity
            should they consider the human contractor insignificant.”
         

         
         Serralyn rolled her eyes. “There might be legal trouble if the human contractor is a lord of the human caste court.”

         
         Terrano shrugged again, but didn’t argue.

         
         This level of politics gave Robin a headache. “So what was the less boring part of the day? The warrens?”

         
         “Definitely the warrens. Raven wanted me to go find Giselle.”

         
         “She can’t be found if she doesn’t want to be found.”

         
         “I don’t think she cares whether or not she’s found.” Terrano fell backward onto the bed. “If I hadn’t been largely incorporeal,
            I’d have lost part of my throat. She’s got a wicked throwing arm.”
         

         
         “She could see you?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “You weren’t invisible?”

         
         “I was, in theory. No one else in the streets could see me. I kind of like her,” he added, almost rueful in tone. “She’d’ve
            made a great Barrani.”
         

         
         Given what had been said about Barrani, Robin found the compliment dubious. He wasn’t sure Giselle would have been flattered,
            either. “She could see you.”
         

         
         “Yes, and that’s the strange thing. Some people achieve invisibility by spell. Spells are easier to detect, and the person
            who’s using them is actually all there. I don’t bother with spells.”
         

         
         “Because you’re lazy,” Serralyn said.

         
         “Spells wouldn’t have helped us escape the Hallionne.”

         
         It was Serralyn’s turn to nod. “But you’re still lazy.”

         
         “I’m not lazy—I’m self-indulgent. I don’t like to work on things I don’t care about.”

         
         At this, Raven nodded in vigorous agreement.

         
         “Anyway, Giselle saw me and tossed a knife in my direction. The knife passed through me and embedded itself in the nearest
            wall. Which was wood, just in case you’re worried. She’ll have to pry it out.”
         

         
         Robin winced. “She’ll probably leave it there. Did you bother to become visible after she threw it?”

         
         “She could see me anyway. I thought it would be funny to tell her what’s going on when she couldn’t see me.”

         
         “Sense of humor like that’s going to get you killed.”

         
         “Well, it hasn’t yet.”

         
         Serralyn frowned. “Don’t make Sedarias worry. It’s hell on the rest of us.”

         
         “It’s not fun for me, either.”

         
         “Yes, but you’re the one making her worry, so you deserve it. The rest of us don’t.”

         
         “Fine. Sorry,” he added, grinning at Robin. “She recognized me and didn’t throw the second knife.” His grin faded. “She had
            some news about Gardianno; it matched what I found when I scouted the manor. She hadn’t heard about the guardianship gambit.
            Just in case her opinion isn’t totally obvious, she wants you to know it’s a terrible idea.
         

         
         “She said: Get it revoked in any way you can. But with more cursing. She then grabbed me by the shoulder and dragged me somewhere we could speak in private.”
         

         
         “You went to her house?”

         
         “That’s hardly private,” Terrano replied, rolling his eyes. “But I’d’ve preferred the house, if we’re being honest.”

         
         Robin’s eyes widened. “She took you to the maze?”

         
         “Well, she took me somewhere. I don’t think she did it by use of a normal portal—and yes, I was listening in on Larrantin’s discussion. I’d call it a
            portal as shorthand. You’ve been there?”
         

         
         “I think so—I don’t know what you saw. I’m not even sure we’d see the same thing if we were standing in the same place while we were in the maze, though.” 

         
         Terrano nodded, unfazed. “It’s a thing Helen can do, if she feels it necessary. Alsanis could do it, as well—he’s the Hallionne
            in the West March that served as our prison for almost a millennia.”
         

         
         Robin’s frown deepened. “Are you saying the maze is a sentient building?”

         
         “I’m not sure. It’s not like Alsanis or Helen. It might be a bit like the Academia, except for all the students. Killianas was created in a different time period, with different
            imperatives. He wasn’t meant to house and contain guests, and he wasn’t meant to stop guests from literally murdering each
            other, either—which was the point of the Hallionne.
         

         
         “He serves a different purpose. The maze might be like Killianas—but way older. I wanted to explore it,” he added.

         
         Raven’s brows disappeared into her hairline. It was clear Terrano had just said something colossally stupid in her mind. Robin
            didn’t see why. It was what Terrano did.
         

         
         “Yeah, that was what Giselle thought, too.” Terrano’s grin deepened. “She’s very worried about Gardianno,” he continued, losing
            the grin. “She’s worried about you—but I can’t tell if it’s because you’re Robin or because you’re the Gardianno and you’re
            not doing your job.”
         

         
         “Both,” Raven said promptly. She hadn’t once looked in their direction, but was demonstrably listening. “Robin’s uncle was
            a bad man. He did stupid things. He broke things. Robin repaired them, but it’s temporary. It won’t hold until Robin is there
            in person. Giselle knows.”
         

         
         “But Giselle doesn’t want him there under the guardianship of a man who’s already tried to kill him twice,” Terrano reasonably
            pointed out.
         

         
         Raven nodded.

         
         “I don’t see a lot of options, then. He can’t go back to Gardianno. He’ll die. But he can’t just stay away, or we’re going to face another round of murders. Is that it?” 

         
         Raven nodded again. “Tell Giselle to come here.”

         
         “Does Giselle strike you as the type of person I can order to come here?”
         

         
         “Ask her.”

         
         Terrano rolled his eyes. Before he spoke, Serralyn did. “Robin can’t safely leave the Academia. He can’t travel to Giselle
            in person, unless under heavy guard. What Giselle is doing in the warrens is something she clearly doesn’t want to be made
            public, and heavy guard will certainly draw a lot of attention. So ask her to come. Tell her Robin needs to speak with her.”
         

         
         “Why can’t Raven do it?” Terrano asked. Robin wondered just how angry Giselle had been.

         
         Raven shrieked, but it was short—her version of a foul curse, because words couldn’t adequately express her frustration. “Fine!
            Fine. I’ll go.”
         

         
         “No, seriously. If there’s a reason, don’t go,” Terrano replied.

         
         “I can’t go into her quiet space. Not like you do. But I don’t need to. I just need to ask her to come talk to Robin.”
         

         
         Robin didn’t like it. He’d rather go himself and leave Raven here, where she was safe from things too ancient for even the
            best Academia scholars to understand. But if he went, Serralyn, Valliant, and Terrano would accompany him. They’d already
            been shot at by would-be assassins. If the chancellor knew about it—
         

         
         “He will,” Killian said, interrupting Robin’s calculations.

         
         Then the chancellor would get other people involved, as well. Dragons, maybe. Hawks. Giselle didn’t care for the law; she’d
            be gone. And even if she weren’t, he’d’ve disrupted everyone else.
         

         
         But Raven would be safe.

         
         “I find it interesting that your concern is for Raven,” Killian said as he materialized in the room. “Raven was the source
            of safety for all of your childhood. You did not worry about her then.”
         

         
         “I didn’t know what she was then.”

         
         “And now that you know, she is somehow more fragile? You went weeks without seeing her as that child. You see her daily because she is a student and you share a room.
            She is not fundamentally less capable of being safely independent than she was.”
         

         
         “But—but people will know about her.” His uncle, if he woke. Possibly his cousin or his aunt. His uncle knew about the thoughts
            of the Ancients; he had attempted to use one for personal power. How likely was it that no one else had learned of it?
         

         
         What if someone could do what Larrantin had done, caging Raven so she could never be free again?

         
         Raven, however, frowned, as if she could hear his thoughts and found them vaguely insulting. “I’ll go,” she said more firmly.

         
         Robin had never learned to argue with her. Not if he wanted to win.

         
          

         In the end, Raven went. Terrano went with her. If Terrano had been willing to go, Raven wouldn’t have had to take the risk
            in the first place.
         

         
         “It’s night,” Serralyn said as she left his room. “There are far fewer people on the streets.”

         
         “Giselle won’t be standing in her usual place in the dead of night,” Robin replied.

         
         “No. But I think Raven can find her. I know Terrano can, but he’s actually being cautious. He won’t let anything bad happen
            to Raven,” she added, understanding Robin’s worry. “He just wanted someone to hide behind. But maybe, if it’s okay with Killian,
            you should talk to the chancellor.”
         

         
         “About what?”

         
         “Everything. I think he’s spoken with some members of the Dragon Court already. And also: sword lessons. I’m really not sure
            you want Teela as a teacher.”
         

         
         “She’s probably used to dealing with mortals, though. Halls of Law.”

         
         “Oh, she won’t injure you by accident, but we’re not sure that what she has to teach is going to be useful to you.” Serralyn
            winced. “She’s already looking for a suitable weapon.”
         

         
         “I’d need one eventually.”

         
         “Yes. Eventually. Her version of ‘practice blade’ doesn’t align well with the Halls of Law.”

         
         “Can I talk to the chancellor in the morning?” Robin asked. The chancellor’s office hours were varied, because Dragons didn’t
            require sleep. He had a schedule that meshed with the time between first and last class, in theory.
         

         
         “We don’t know what the chancellor discussed with other Dragons,” Serralyn pointed out. “But he intended to bring up the issue
            of guardianship.”
         

         
         “I didn’t think he was going to do that today.”

         
         “He considers it an emergency. You should, too. Just . . . don’t leave the Academia campus until things are sorted.”

         
         Robin nodded. He’d never felt the Academia was a cage before—even when it was and he was stuck repeating the same damn day
            over and over again. But he felt it now.
         

         
         “The chancellor,” Killian said, “is prepared to meet with you now.”

         
          

         The dorm halls were empty; Killian had no doubt informed the supervisors that Robin had been summoned to the chancellor’s
            office. Robin wondered if the Dragon lived in his office.
         

         
         “He does,” Killian said, for Killian now escorted him to the office in question. “But the office you enter, while it changes
            in size and scope, is not the only room the chancellor claims. He does not simply sit at his desk all hours of the day.
         

         
         “There is one room that he uses when he requires access to the mirror network. I dislike the network, and will only risk its use in one area of the Academia. The mirror network is a source of contention among both scholars and the student body; they have requested—or demanded—the ease of access they have become accustomed to elsewhere in the city. 

         
         “In this, they will remain disappointed. But the chancellor, being a lord of the Dragon Court, does require such access at the Emperor’s convenience. It is there he has spent much of his time in the recent past. He understands
            the need for security.”
         

         
         “If he didn’t, would you expand the mirror network access?”

         
         Killian smiled. “No.” The Avatar placed a gentle hand on Robin’s shoulder. “The risk is far too great for the reward. I am
            willing to revisit it in the future—but it will not be a future that includes you, unless you remain a student for the entirety
            of your natural lifespan. Here we are.”
         

         
         The doors to the office rolled open.

         
         The chancellor was seated behind his intimidating desk. His eyes were a lambent orange, but they didn’t darken as Robin crossed
            the threshold.
         

         
         “Killianas said you wished to speak with me,” the chancellor said.

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “Take a seat. I would offer you a drink—I feel the need for one myself—but I will refrain for the moment. My nerves are a
            touch frayed.”
         

         
         Robin took the chair nearest the chancellor’s desk. The chancellor, however, rose to take the seat opposite Robin’s.

         
         “It has been a difficult day,” the Dragon said. “For both of us. I have spoken with An’Teela. She has assessed your past knowledge
            of etiquette, and finds you mostly lacking. I admit I derive petty amusement knowing that she will attempt to teach Raven
            what you must learn, but it has been a long day.
         

         
         “What did you wish to discuss?”

         
         Robin exhaled. “The guardianship, first.”

         
         “Ah.” The chancellor exhaled smoke, his eyes darkening. “The Academia is classified as an institution. I have argued that the Academia would be a suitable guardian of your interests by pointing out that the Imperial Courts are also an institution. The counterargument did not please me.”
         

         
         Robin waited.

         
         “The Imperial Courts are subject in their entirety to Imperial Law; the Academia, were it to be so classified, would likely
            be considered equivalent. The Academia, however, has not committed to that, and therefore cannot be trusted with the weight
            of responsibility over Imperial citizens.” Flecks of red appeared.
         

         
         “Does this mean I could be made a ward of the Imperial Courts?”

         
         “Not immediately, and not easily. The wards of the court are generally designated in the absence of any living relatives.
            If living relatives have criminal backgrounds, exceptions are made. Your living relatives do not appear to have criminal backgrounds,
            which I am sure will not come as a surprise to you.
         

         
         “The Emperor understands our concerns. He understands that you are, for the moment, safe within the Academia confines. He
            understands that I consider your continued existence necessary for the Academia but that it is necessary in other ways, as
            well. We have not discussed the latter because we lack information—information that, I believe, you cannot offer, given your
            lack of knowledge.
         

         
         “Arguments are in progress. For Draconic discussions, things are moving at a brisk pace. If, however, we approach this in
            our usual fashion, you are likely to have aged out of any class we might teach.”
         

         
         The best possible case for Robin would be to have the Academia as a guardian. If he could become a ward of the Academia, Gardianno
            couldn’t, in theory, touch him. But if he remained as he was, they’d have a hard time, as well.
         

         
         He labored under no illusions. They’d try regardless.

         
         But what worried him was the Gardianno basement, which was an odd way to categorize the hidden responsibility of the Gardianno line. He couldn’t physically enter the basement unless he lived in the manor. He couldn’t survive in the manor. 

         
         His uncle had already proven to be a terrible custodian. He had either deliberately chosen to avail himself of power he did
            not understand, or simply heard the voice of the thoughts, and they resonated with him so much that they had become part of
            him.
         

         
         “An’Teela has made clear that she believes your rightful place is the Gardianno manor. She is willing to see you housed in
            the Academia, as you have been, but believes that your residence should be the manor itself.”
         

         
         “Which burned down.”

         
         “Except for the important parts, yes. I am uncertain why your uncle chose to set the building on fire. Teela believes there
            is, or was, a reason for that, but she cannot investigate. Unless you choose to ask the Hawks to investigate the murder of
            your family, her hands are legally tied.”
         

         
         “Teela believes they can block that request if they’re legally my guardians.”

         
         “Teela is technically mostly correct. Given that the primary suspect in those deaths is your current guardian, I am certain
            exceptions will be granted. But the investigation becomes the key to unlocking your legal freedom from Gardianno as it is
            currently constituted.
         

         
         “I cannot, however, become your legal guardian.”

         
         Had Robin hoped for that? He felt an absurd disappointment, as if he had, but he would have sworn he hadn’t been considering
            it at all.
         

         
         “I am certain we could ask Arbiter Starrante to stand in, but he cannot leave the Academia. Should the Academia be considered a genuine element of the Empire, his status as a suitable guardian would nonetheless be questioned. He cannot leave the campus. I will consider other options, but I want you to consider them, as well. I am aware of the difficulties that you have faced as a student, but I am less well-informed about your life before that.” He exhaled more smoke. 

         
         Robin grimaced. “Teela thinks I need to learn how to use a sword.”

         
         “I see. We are absent swordmasters on campus, although their addition might prove useful. I assume she does not wish to wait.”

         
         “No. I think if it were up to Teela, I’d’ve already learned all of the posturing and words that etiquette involves, and moved
            on to more difficult things.”
         

         
         “Ah. She is Barrani; she is accustomed to the memories of her people.”

         
         “Apparently wielding a sword is considered part of etiquette.” The statement tailed up at the end, although it wasn’t technically
            a question.
         

         
         “Barrani etiquette. Draconic etiquette, such as it is, does not involve swords.” The chancellor’s smile was very toothy. “But
            there are few Dragons in the Empire, and many Barrani and mortals. An’Teela is perhaps thinking of the Barrani High Court,
            and assuming any manners suitable for that court are more than adequate when dealing with the human caste court.”
         

         
         “Is she wrong?”

         
         “No. The laws of the Empire are written in High Barrani, and the interactions of the Imperial Court, with regards to the other
            racial courts, were also based on Barrani interactions.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “That is a question for class, not me. Accept it as fact, and work with it. You may research the roots of that decision on
            your own time.”
         

         
         The time he wouldn’t have because so much had been added to his schedule? He tried not to resent it, and failed miserably.
            He could, however, keep resentment to himself. He’d learned that much in the warrens.
         

         
         Some part of Robin didn’t want to have to prove himself to the people who had murdered his family. He wanted to walk into their meetings, dressed as he’d dressed in the warrens, take over the Gardianno seat and force them to accept him as he was. But he knew that even in the warrens there were subtle demarcations of power, and those who had power set those rules, invisible to outsiders.
         

         
         He’d had no intention of returning to his childhood home when he became a real student, not a captive, of the Academia. He’d
            had no desire to do so because he hadn’t even remembered it. Hadn’t remembered the day his mother died, hadn’t remembered
            the burning conflagration of what had once been home.
         

         
         His mother had seen to that, one of her last acts before her death.

         
         She’d made certain he couldn’t remember, so that he never, as a child, spoke his name aloud, where people who wanted him dead might hear it and finish what
            they’d started.
         

         
         That spell had been broken. Robin remembered. And his mother had been right. His uncle knew now that Robin had survived. He
            had tried to kill Robin the moment he was aware of his continued existence.
         

         
         Robin exhaled. “I am a citizen of Elantra,” he said in careful, modulated High Barrani.

         
         The chancellor raised a brow.

         
         “My legal guardian, should I step off the campus grounds, is my uncle’s son. If I, as a ward of my cousin, attempt to petition
            the Halls of Law to investigate the murder of my family, how would I go about that without falling into my cousin’s hands?”
         

         
         “Very carefully,” the chancellor replied. His eyes had once again settled into the orange of worry and deliberation.

         
         Robin swallowed. “I want to petition the Halls of Law to reopen the investigation into my family’s murder.”
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         The chancellor did not look surprised. “You are certain?”

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because I have to live in that manor. I have to do what my mother did. My uncle didn’t, and we all saw the results of that.
            In less than two decades, he had freed at least one of the thoughts that should have remained contained. We don’t know if
            there were, or are, others. We don’t know if it was just my uncle, or if he had confederates who wanted the same thing he
            did: power.”
         

         
         “And if it were not for this duty?”

         
         “I’d stay here for as long as I could. I know it’s not for everyone. Even Serralyn’s friends think it’s a waste of time. They
            like knowledge, but they don’t like the structure of classrooms and dorms. You’ve met Terrano.”
         

         
         “It is almost impossible not to meet Terrano,” the chancellor replied, frowning.
         

         
         Robin smiled in spite of himself. “He likes Raven. Raven almost likes him.”

         
         “I am certain you consider that a point in his favor. Terrano is chaos personified. He is no longer entirely Barrani. But inasmuch as chaos can be trusted, he is trusted by Serralyn. Killianas is fond of him and does not believe his presence is disruptive. But it is not of Terrano we speak. 

         
         “You do not fully understand what your mother did, do you?”

         
         Robin shook his head. “I only know that in theory, I can do what she did.”

         
         “Yes. Very well. Raven may be of aid to you in that regard. And there is one other person who might offer, if not specific
            instruction, support. I believe she wishes to visit the Academia to speak with you.”
         

         
         “Giselle?”

         
         “Indeed. She brought Raven here without incident, but I believe caution is now required. If you have duties to which you must
            tend, so does she. She is of the warrens; she is considered important to the caste court because she is capable of finding
            information the court wants and lacks. She is known to the Halls of Law, and some of their officers.
         

         
         “If she meets with you in any obvious fashion, she will become significant in ways she has previously not been. And what has
            become obvious, in the past week, will have changed with the influx of both new students and new teachers.” He rose, walked
            back to his desk, and opened a drawer.
         

         
         “This is the condensed report of activities from Imperial Records. The Halls of Law do not retain Records pertaining to cases
            the caste courts have closed by invoking the laws of exemption. The Imperial Records, however, are more complete, by necessity.
            You will not require these documents when you speak with An’Teela; she will be entirely familiar with their contents. She
            will likely know more than what is contained in this report. Reports are not a strength of the Hawks, except at great need.”
            At Robin’s expression, he added, “Imperial need.
         

         
         “It is not for An’Teela’s convenience that I request access to Imperial Records. It is yours. Your memory is not hers, and even were it, you were a child with no practical understanding of politics at the time. There are names here that will be unfamiliar to you—I imagine most but not all of them. 

         
         “But Giselle may have light to shed, and she is not possessed of Barrani memory, either. The information she has, should she
            choose to share any of it, will not have been gained in the same fashion the Hawks gained theirs—but there may well be overlap.
            In matters of investigation, as long as laws are not broken, the Emperor leaves the work in the hands of his officers. It
            is possible that some of the leads were provided by Giselle as a place to start. She would likely remember if that were the
            case.”
         

         
         “So is she going to visit tomorrow?”

         
         “I have given her permission. It is reluctant permission. Giselle belongs in the warrens for reasons you must now understand.
            We do not wish her to attract attention from the human caste court.”
         

         
         “They can’t hunt her down in the warrens,” Robin replied. He was absolutely certain. “If they try, it’s not Giselle who’ll
            die.”
         

         
         “She certainly seemed to feel that way, but she has agreed to be cautious.”

         
         “When will she come by?”

         
         “She may interrupt your remedial lessons; she may interrupt your actual classes. She did not specify a time, and if she is
            to approach with unusual caution, some flexibility is required.”
         

         
          

         Robin returned to his room. Killian accompanied him. Robin suspected he’d have a lot of Killian’s company—it was a good thing
            he liked Killian.
         

         
         “You are correct,” Killian said, opening Robin’s dorm room door. “The chancellor has asked me to keep an eye on you. But even had he not, I would have done so. I understand, on some level, what the Gardianno is, and was. It is not solely because you are a student that you are now precious. But had you not become the Gardianno, I would still have made certain you could traverse my many corridors in safety.” 

         
         Killian frowned.

         
         “What’s wrong?” Robin asked before he entered the room.

         
         “I would like to know where Raven found her keys. I have asked her, and she answered reluctantly, although her first words
            were somewhat defensive. She didn’t steal them. She found them. I could not, however, make sense of her answer.”
         

         
         “She didn’t want to tell you where?”

         
         “She tried.”

         
         “Oh.” Robin had had so much to think about, the keys—while interesting—had seemed irrelevant. But anything that caught Terrano’s
            interest the way the key did wasn’t normal, either.
         

         
         “I concur.”

         
         Raven had said hiding places would be needed soon. “Do you think the key is dangerous?”

         
         “To whom?”

         
         Fair enough. Robin headed into his room. He wasn’t particularly surprised to see Terrano there. He was a bit surprised to
            see that Terrano had pulled up a chair and was seated beside Raven at her desk. Keys—and shards of glass and metal bits she’d
            collected—littered the wooden pullout surface. He wasn’t certain why she’d upended her pouch of precious things, but he could
            see the key that had caught Terrano’s attention.
         

         
         Out of all the members of the cohort, Terrano reminded him most of Raven. Neither he nor Raven was talking, as if words between
            them were superfluous.
         

         
         As Robin headed toward his closet, he glanced at the two, and shuddered. Terrano could transform his eyes—and only his eyes—if he was trying to look at an item from a different planar perspective. At the moment, those eyes now occupied half his face, which was disturbing at the best of times. It was the way the rest of his skin receded to accommodate the change that bothered Robin the most; skin wasn’t supposed to look half-melted. 

         
         He shrugged himself out of his clothing. Neither Terrano nor Raven would bother him, and he’d grown up in a place where privacy
            was a luxury, not a given. Living in the Academia meant he had privacy, but he didn’t crave it. He left the two to their investigation of keys and tried to push the question of investigations out of his thoughts.
         

         
         He didn’t dim the lights. He didn’t need darkness to sleep. Darkness meant there was nothing to distract him from his thoughts,
            his worries. No, the lights were on, and Raven and Terrano were in the corner, treasures exposed across the desk.
         

         
         Those treasures had become essential. If, as a child, Robin had thought them bits of discarded junk, he’d fully repented.
            Without Raven’s treasures, things would have been so much worse. But he’d never seen her pick up keys before.
         

         
         He did wonder what the key was meant to open, because that seemed a harmless distraction. But the investigation and dread
            of its inevitable consequences loomed larger. There was a reason Robin’s mother had removed herself, and their family, from his accessible memories—even down to his family name.
         

         
         He was no longer a young child. He had friends, and possible allies. But staking a claim on Gardianno went hand in hand with
            assassination attempts and the type of politics that had ended the rest of his family. His parents had been raised and trained in the etiquette Teela intended Robin learn. They must have had natural allies, people on the caste
            court who supported them. That hadn’t stopped them from dying.
         

         
         Robin froze. Sleep eluded him entirely. Maybe they had. Maybe they’d had allies. Maybe his family’s deaths hadn’t been the
            only deaths that had occurred at that time.
         

         
         Maybe there was a bigger reason Teela of the Halls of Law wanted this investigation reopened.

         
          

         Robin did not sleep well. Killian woke him because Serralyn had come to his room. He dressed, bleary-eyed, and was heading toward the door as it swung open. 

         
         “Killian thought it best to let you sleep through early breakfast, but you’ll miss breakfast entirely if you don’t wake up
            soon, and Teela told me to make sure you eat.”
         

         
         “We don’t have class today until after lunch.”

         
         “No, but she’s currently in the chancellor’s office, and neither of them looks particularly amused with each other’s company.
            Come on. Valliant’s holding a table for us.” She looked past Robin to see Raven and Terrano—both still seated at Raven’s desk.
         

         
         “Raven doesn’t need to eat,” Robin said quickly. “She’ll meet us after class. She doesn’t have to be by my side all the time.”

         
         “I don’t think she’d agree with that.”

         
         Robin glanced pointedly back at Terrano and Raven, neither of whom made any attempt to stop what they were doing. “We weren’t
            together every day of our childhood,” Robin countered. “She found me when I needed to hide—even if I didn’t know it. She helped
            me with food, with clothing, with the odd errands people were willing to entrust us with. But she didn’t do any of that from
            a high table.”
         

         
         Serralyn frowned. “What are you worried about?”

         
         In a much quieter voice, Robin said, “I’m going to petition the courts to reopen the investigation into my family’s deaths.”

         
         “That’s all the more reason to keep her with you.”

         
         “She’ll know if I need to hide no matter where she is,” he replied. “And I don’t want to expose her to more danger than she’s
            already faced here. I don’t know who my enemies are. But she would have been lost forever to Larrantin’s trap had we not arrived
            in time. Larrantin isn’t the only magic scholar in existence. He may have once been considered one of the best.
         

         
         “But neither of us knew that she could be trapped—forever—by a simple spell Larrantin didn’t even construct to catch her. My uncle released some of the things he should have left sleeping. How many others did he bribe with that possible power? How many of those people could do to Raven—deliberately—what Larrantin did by accident?” 

         
         Serralyn put her hand on Robin’s arm.

         
         Robin exhaled. He had kept his voice quiet, but he was shaking. No wonder Serralyn looked worried.

         
         “This isn’t like you,” Serralyn said. The green in her eyes was eclipsed by the blue of worry. He had always liked Serralyn,
            in part because of her sunny, cheerful disposition—so different in nature from any of the other Barrani of his brief acquaintance.
         

         
         Robin exhaled. She was right. This wasn’t like him. He didn’t really understand why. 
         

         
         It was strange, then, that Killian supplied the answer.

         
         “Sedarias accepted that Serralyn would come to the Academia in part because she felt she’d be safer here. Valliant is genuinely
            interested in learning, but he wouldn’t have come had Serralyn not chosen to do so. She didn’t want to leave Serralyn alone;
            she knew there would be Barrani in the student body. Terrano comes in part to make sure those two are both safe, and in part
            to cause his usual brand of trouble.” Killian then spoke to Serralyn. “You are Sedarias’s family. Valliant, Terrano, and Teela
            are part of your family; it is boisterous but close.
         

         
         “Raven is Robin’s only family.”

         
         “Unless you count his living relatives.”

         
         “I do not. Nor does Sedarias. In every way that counts, Raven is Robin’s only living family. He knows what happened to his
            parents and his siblings. He does not yet know why.”
         

         
         “Isn’t that kind of obvious?”

         
         “From a Barrani perspective, yes. His uncle wanted power and status and killed to achieve it. But the nature of that desired power remains unknown, and the price paid by the uncle unknown, as well; the price of greed has long been writ, among almost all of the races, in blood. Only the Tha’alani differ.” 

         
         “So you think Raven should just leave Robin be?”

         
         “I did not say that. I believe Robin will be safer if Raven is by his side. But it is clear to me that Raven will not be safer
            there. The choice, however, is not ours to make. It is a decision to be reached between Robin and Raven; it is neither Robin’s
            alone, nor Raven’s.”
         

         
         It had been Raven’s before, but Robin failed to put this into words. He almost regretted finding her and bringing her here.
            He was certain she wouldn’t have been in danger if she’d remained in the warrens. There, he’d seldom worried about her. He’d
            always believed she would swoop in to find him when he needed help; he had never really wondered if she did.
         

         
          

         Breakfast was quick and mostly silent as he considered his failings, his dependencies, and whether or not he could give Raven
            a tenth of what she’d given him. He’d never questioned it before she arrived at the Academia.
         

         
         But some part of Robin had had to reassess the paradigm he’d always just accepted. Raven had been summoned somehow. Raven had been ordered to protect him. Somehow. Everything she’d offered had grown out of that command.
         

         
         But she said she wanted to stay with me. He’d believed it then, and mostly believed it now. But . . . he had a lot to gain by believing it. He had—what were the words?—oh,
            right. A vested interest in that belief. And he mostly did believe it, because some of that glass that Raven had collected with such intense focus and purpose was meant for her. It
            was meant to build something that allowed her the choice.
         

         
         Robin was, at base, a coward. He wanted to learn new things, but he was afraid of change. Change had never been safe in his
            childhood in the warrens. Positive change had been hoped for, but it couldn’t be trusted.
         

         
         Until the Academia.

         
         Even as a prisoner here, he had grown to love the cage, and when the cage doors opened, it had already become the only home
            he wanted.
         

         
         And it couldn’t be the only home now. Not if his uncle’s fate was anything to go by. Somehow, Robin could learn to do what
            his mother, and all of her family before her, had done. But to do that, he had to become the Gardianno. It had cost his mother
            her life.
         

         
          

         Melden’s class was sparsely attended, which annoyed Melden immensely, although it was one of the few things he didn’t complain
            about often. Serralyn accompanied Robin into the classroom and took a seat beside him.
         

         
         Melden was the type of person who liked to come in just before the class was due to start. He liked to see students in their
            seats, ready to pay attention to what he had to teach. But today when they entered the class, Melden was at the lectern, eyes
            narrowed as he watched the students file in.
         

         
         Robin felt queasy when Melden’s gaze found him. The professor’s expression shifted in that instant, and something that could
            have been a smile—and perhaps was, as Melden smiled so infrequently Robin barely recognized it—shifted the shape of his mouth.
         

         
         “Robin!” he said.

         
         Serralyn’s smile remained plastered to her face, but her eyes shifted color. If Robin hadn’t been human, his eyes would have
            done the same.
         

         
         “He’s clearly heard the news about your family,” Serralyn whispered.

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “I’ve been trying to arrange some time to speak with you,” Melden continued, a bit more steel in the theoretically friendly
            words.
         

         
         “The chancellor has added three different classes to my class roster in the past week,” Robin replied. He knew how to sound contrite for long enough that he could escape, where escape was possible. “Unless I want to miss meals, I really don’t have space in the schedule at all.” This was mostly true. 

         
         It had to be mostly true, because Melden was likely to check.

         
         “But it’s about those classes that I wish to speak,” Melden replied. The smile was still attached to his mouth, but was becoming
            more like a rictus as the seconds passed.
         

         
         “The class schedule has been set by the chancellor,” Robin said. It seemed safest, and was also true. Truth wasn’t a weapon
            here, but any lies would be detected after the fact. Robin’s relationship with Melden had always been fraught. Melden felt
            disrespected by Barrani; he assumed they were constantly looking down on, and dismissing, his field of study. He also assumed
            that Barrani students looked down on mortal students, and it was the duty of those mortal students to excel in all possible
            fields of study.
         

         
         Because that would show them.
         

         
         Robin mostly didn’t care about showing them. Were they dismissive? Probably. Did it harm him? No. And in the warrens, you wanted to be beneath the notice of any Barrani who wandered in. Just like you wanted to be beneath the notice of the Hawks. Or the
            grey crow. Or the gangs that marked their territory.
         

         
         Being noticed had never been a good thing for Robin.

         
         He wondered why it mattered so much to Melden. He wondered if Melden was aware that he himself looked down on and dismissed
            the mortal students most of the time. Robin had had his share of that. Melden never treated Serralyn with disrespect. That
            might be explained by the fact of her personality and the obvious attention she paid—but he didn’t treat any of the Barrani students with the furious entitlement he did the human students. Especially those from “underprivileged” backgrounds.
         

         
         Robin was clearly no longer a student from that background in Melden’s eyes.

         
         “I am aware,” Melden said, his voice stiffening into its normal tone, “of the classes you have acquired. I feel, however,
            that the teachers of those lessons are perhaps less well-equipped to deal with them properly. I don’t expect you to understand
            this,” he added. That was pure Melden.
         

         
         The problem was: when he could shelve his resentment and actually talk about the history of magic, his class was interesting.
         

         
         “The choice of tutors is the chancellor’s,” Robin replied. “But I’m certain he would be interested in any advice you have
            to offer.” Now, this was a lie. But Melden was a believer in hierarchy most of the time. He wouldn’t expect Robin to argue with the chancellor and have any chance of winning.
         

         
         The smile vanished as Melden resumed his usual dour expression. He turned to the rest of the class, having drawn attention
            that Robin didn’t want to Robin.
         

         
         He also ended the class ten minutes early, and called Robin to the front of the class. Serralyn started to rise, but Robin
            shook his head—it was subtle. She sat down. Here, Killian was Robin’s best defense, and he didn’t want Serralyn to get into
            trouble. She didn’t deserve it.
         

         
         “Your situation is highly unusual,” Melden said when Robin was less than a yard away. “It has caused ripples of surprise across
            the community. We are aware, of course, of your unfortunate circumstances. And we are aware, as well, of what you lack in
            terms of practical knowledge.”
         

         
         Robin nodded, choosing silence as his best defense.

         
         “The tutor you have is Barrani.”

         
         He made a mental note to check the remedial class list. He suspected that Teela’s name wouldn’t be on it. But he also expected
            that the knowledge would spread, if not among the humans, then among the Barrani. She was An’Teela, and she wielded one of
            The Three.
         

         
         “Yes. She is, I’m told, highly respected.”

         
         Melden frowned. “She is highly respected among some of her people; some have little respect for her. She styles herself the lord of a line—but she is the first to bear that
            name. The family is new.”
         

         
         “The family is centuries old,” Robin replied. “She’s held her position on the High Court for all of that time. I’m pretty
            certain her enemies are no longer the heads of their families—if the families remain at all.” He tried to keep his tone soft
            and respectful. It was real work.
         

         
         “Yes, perhaps that is true. But she is Barrani. Your place is not in the Barrani High Court.”
         

         
         Robin nodded again.

         
         “I have heard that your uncle holds the Gardianno seat, but he has suffered a grave illness. His son now serves as his regent.
            But the regency is for the wrong person. You are, apparently, the person with the strongest legal claim to that seat. But
            you are not yet of age.”
         

         
         Robin said nothing.

         
         “The chancellor perhaps feels that you must learn what you have never learned in order to take your rightful position. But
            he has not provided you with a tutor who understands the human caste court. I believe such a tutor is essential.”
         

         
         “If the chancellor agrees with you, I will have a human tutor,” Robin replied. He wanted out of this classroom as quickly
            as his legs would carry him.
         

         
         “Indeed,” Melden said. His eyes were slightly narrowed in disapproval at what Robin assumed was Robin’s lack of respect. Truthfully,
            Robin didn’t feel a lot of respect right now. “Very well, you may go. I will make an appointment to speak with the chancellor.”
         

         
          

         “There is no way the chancellor is going to agree with Melden,” Serralyn said after they’d left the class. She—and any Barrani in the room—could hear what Melden had had to say; the Barrani all had exceptional hearing. The human students couldn’t—lucky them. Serralyn was annoyed, probably because Melden had insulted Teela so openly. 

         
         “I don’t think so, either. But if Melden is pushing this, someone’s pushing him. If Melden offers himself as tutor, I’m quitting
            that class.”
         

         
         “He won’t. But yes, I agree: someone has put him up to this. Someone who knows enough about Teela. Most of the humans don’t.”

         
         “Most of the lords of the human caste court will have some familiarity with the Barrani High Court, or at least its significant
            lords,” Killian said, only his voice present in the crowded hall.
         

         
         “Meaning it doesn’t have to be Barrani involvement?” Robin asked.

         
         Serralyn’s nod came more slowly. “Teela is well-known. She’s a Hawk—considered a humiliating occupation for a lord of the
            High Court—and has survived serving the Emperor’s Law. Some of the human lords might be foolish enough to believe An’Teela
            actually cares about mortals. Regardless, she’d be known.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. “I think, if the information came without some kind of background Barrani interference, there’d be less general
            disgust or contempt in Melden’s phrasing. He doesn’t usually criticize Barrani—just their dismissiveness of humans in general.”
         

         
         “Meaning himself.”

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         Serralyn’s eyes were blue. “Sedarias agrees. Melden knows that you are considered important to the Academia by the chancellor;
            I think he hoped you would convey his preferences.”
         

         
         Robin shrugged. He wanted to say not my problem, but it was.
         

         
          

         Teela was waiting in the small room used for remedial lessons, which wasn’t surprising. Raven was also waiting, which was. Terrano was chattering happily with Raven, who actually looked interested in what he had to say. Terrano wasn’t part of the class. 

         
         “Why are you here?” Serralyn demanded, saying what Robin would never say out loud.

         
         “Raven and I were talking, but she said she had etiquette lessons. Or something. So I followed her.”

         
         Teela’s eyes were blue, but Robin doubted it was because Terrano was here. It was pretty hard to get rid of Terrano, and Teela
            was part of his extended found family.
         

         
         He was wrong. “If you intend to attend this class, I’m certain Sedarias would approve; it would be the first time you’ve shown
            genuine interest in the behavioral norms necessary in the High Court. If, however, you intend to distract one of the actual students, I will put you through a wall.”
         

         
         Terrano frowned. “Why a wall?”

         
         “Because it’s not likely to damage the wall. Well?”

         
         “Fine.” He turned to Raven. “I’ll catch you in your room later.”

         
         Raven nodded. Serralyn, who had followed Robin, sat beside him. Given Teela’s comments to Terrano, Robin wondered if Serralyn
            also needed the lessons. Regardless, Serralyn was never disruptive.
         

         
         If he expected Teela to speak about professor Melden, he was disappointed. “The chancellor and I have discussed martial lessons
            to almost a standstill. I do not believe you will gain the knowledge you require at a pace of one or two classes a week. The
            chancellor’s starting position was once a week.”
         

         
         “What was yours?” Robin asked.

         
         “Every morning.”

         
         Robin winced.

         
         “I do not believe you have the physical stamina necessary to wield a proper sword. If I had to guess, you developed necessary proficiency in long knives and daggers—but I would not consider that to be an area of expertise, either. You are sensible enough to understand that in most situations, flight is the preferable option. You will fight only if you reach a dead end. 

         
         “But you are attempting to alleviate a decade’s worth of ignorance. A class a week will not, in street parlance, cut it. The
            chancellor believes that mortal lords are not expected to achieve mastery, except of the political persuasion. The chancellor
            is theoretically responsible for your lesson schedule, and as expected, his words have weight.” Expected but not entirely
            respected, given the shade of blue eyes.
         

         
         “What was the compromise?”

         
         “There was no compromise,” Teela replied. “He was willing to extend your classes to two a week.”

         
         Before Robin could feel any relief at this, Teela smiled. “The time before breakfast, however, is not part of that lesson
            schedule. You will therefore be waking up early.”
         

         
         “Did you decide on a teacher?”

         
         “I will teach,” Teela replied. “On those occasions when I am unavailable, you will be taught by one of my friends.”

         
         “You’re already teaching these classes, though.”

         
         “Yes, and?”

         
         “You’re a Hawk. Have you taken a leave of absence?”

         
         “Ah, I understand your concern. Morning classes would not interfere with my schedule as a Hawk. Classes built into your lesson
            plan will not conflict with those duties, either.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “I have gained Imperial permission to teach, given the gravity of the situation.”

         
         “Gravity?” Serralyn asked.

         
         “Robin has requested that a proper investigation into the deaths of his family be conducted,” Teela replied. “I am therefore
            here as an element of protection. Robin will not be taken into protective custody unless he decides to leave the Academia.
            These lessons are therefore part of my day job, and I am free to conduct them without possible employment consequences.”
         

         
         “I thought I had to request it personally,” Robin said.

         
         “Oh, you do. But the chancellor was kind enough to ask me to arrive with the necessary paperwork in hand. Today, we will once again practice public greetings. It is important to note that the posture you take and the movements you make must not be exaggerated. Should they be, offense might be taken. Incorrectly polite gestures are often meant as subtle barbs. They cannot be easily questioned; an open accusation would make you look petty and insecure.” 

         
         “What would polite be among the human caste lords?”

         
         “Humans in general are less inclined to use exaggerated forms and gestures as a mode of criticism. They do, but often such
            subtle insults are missed entirely by those on the receiving end. They therefore tend to use words to indicate their displeasure.
         

         
         “However, the correct greeting between equals does not involve bowing. It involves a simple, but exact, nod. Do not give more
            than that.”
         

         
         “What if the human lord is a much older man or woman?”

         
         “Between lords, the nod will suffice. You may, should you desire it, offer respect for age and wisdom in other ways—but the
            initial greeting must be the nod that passes between equals. You cannot afford to look weak.”
         

         
         “Even if I am?”

         
         “Especially then. I am familiar with gangs in the warrens; they are not Barrani gangs, and pose little threat to us. But the
            principles are exactly the same. What you are attempting to learn now is the language of power. Power exists in any place
            where two sentient beings stand side by side.
         

         
         “The language of power, however, differs greatly by context. To the gangs in the warrens, you possess power of which they
            could not dream. You are a lord of the human caste court, so far above them you don’t even need to look at the streets. Do
            you feel powerful?”
         

         
         Robin shook his head.

         
         “What happens to those in a gang who look terrified?”

         
         Nothing good.

         
         “What happens to those who are easily intimidated?”

         
         Robin said nothing, considering Teela’s words.

         
         “It is the same in the caste courts. Perhaps the Tha’alani caste court differs greatly—I have never studied it. The Tha’alani
            are expressly forbidden, by Imperial Law, to come into contact with Barrani. Regardless, you are not Tha’alani. You are part
            of the mortal caste court, a lord of that court. You are lord of that court regardless of the results of any investigation.
         

         
         “You have no power. The Gardianno family and its extended members are your uncle’s, not yours. You have the seat. You have,
            should you choose to use it, the title. In theory, and by law, you have the deed to the Gardianno residence; it was rebuilt
            on Gardianno land. You are, again in theory, quite wealthy.
         

         
         “None of this makes you powerful. You now have the potential to become powerful, but that is in the future. What you must
            understand are all the ways in which gang warfare and the caste courts are similar. You are merely translating between one
            familiar paradigm into one that is, on the surface, completely different.
         

         
         “Surfaces matter. I will not say they don’t. But surfaces are often facades behind which we hide, biding our time and building support. Today
            we will therefore practice gestures that would be offered between equals. I will be harshly critical of these, because you
            must establish a certain sense that you are their equal. This is not training you will have received or practiced in the warrens.” She exhaled. “Our lessons will be
            shorter today; you have a visitor who will be present in the chancellor’s office in an hour.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            9

         
         As promised, Teela’s lessons were short. Robin was impressed by Raven, but still surprised. Once she’d made the decision to
            fully adopt the lessons Teela gave, she didn’t make a mistake. She grumbled before, and she grumbled after, but in between,
            she focused.
         

         
         She was better than Robin. He almost felt guilty at how much this surprised him.

         
         “Raven is more competent in this particular endeavor because she doesn’t care whether or not she is perceived as an equal
            by random mortal strangers,” Killian said. “She understands that it is valuable to you and, more particularly, to your safety.
            But the opinions of humans do not affect her in the way they can affect you. She is not afraid of making mistakes; she is
            not concerned with the consequences or judgment she might receive should she make one. She therefore lacks your nervousness.
         

         
         “If Teela thinks her incompetent, she doesn’t care. You do. And I cannot tell you not to care. I understand the uncertainty. But if you could view it from the distance Raven does, you would learn more quickly, as well.” Killian smiled. “Raven is Raven. You are Robin. You are not required to be anything other than what you are.” 

         
         But Killian was wrong. He was just wrong. Robin wasn’t a swordsman. Robin wasn’t a politician. Robin wasn’t whatever it was
            his mother had learned to be. He couldn’t be Robin, not as he was now. He had to be more, to be better, and he had to do it as soon as possible.
         

         
         He had to learn how to be all the things he wasn’t.
         

         
         How was that being Robin? How was that being himself?

         
         “Robin,” Killian said, “do you think Serralyn has become a different person since you first met her?”

         
         The question made no sense—but nothing about Robin’s current life made sense. And Killian had asked. Robin therefore considered
            the question. “No, not really. I mean—she was always friendly. How I feel about her has changed a bit. I was wary around her
            when we first met; I trust her now. But that’s more about me than Serralyn. I think she was always the same.”
         

         
         “Indeed. She came to the Academia to learn. She has learned much that she did not anticipate. She has honed some of her abilities
            in that time. She is developing skills.”
         

         
         Robin swallowed.

         
         “The skills she has chosen to develop are a product of who she is as a person—but they are not, in the end, who she is. She
            will continue to learn. She will continue to grow. But, Robin, so will you. The skills you are asked to develop now are not
            skills you would have chosen to develop before you learned of your family’s significance.
         

         
         “But you are still Robin. You feel you are not good enough. You are afraid of the consequences of failure, and that impedes
            you. Everyone fails. But the fear of failure can prevent people from trying anything; if one does not try, one can never succeed.
            You are, as I said, Robin. I have confidence that you will succeed in what you set out to do.”
         

         
         Robin wished he could borrow Killian’s confidence, since he had none of his own. But he knew it didn’t work that way.

         
         “I’ll be here,” Serralyn said. She had remained quiet as Killian spoke. “Teela will be here. Terrano will—I’m not sure if that’ll be much of a comfort. And Raven won’t leave while you need her. I know it’s overwhelming right now. It’s all too new. But you’re not alone.” 

         
         Robin exhaled.

         
         “He will have to forgo the pleasure of your company,” Killian informed Serralyn. “Giselle is waiting for Robin in the chancellor’s
            office.”
         

         
          

         Giselle was, as Killian said, waiting in the chancellor’s office. To Robin’s surprise, she was seated across from the chancellor.
            A small table—with two drinks side by side—lay between them. Neither rose when Robin was escorted into the office, but Robin
            hadn’t expected that.
         

         
         “Join us,” the chancellor said. His eyes were orange, but flecks of gold could be seen; he was in as good a mood as he was
            likely to get.
         

         
         Robin took the empty chair between them. Giselle had been what passed for authority in the warrens; the chancellor was the authority in the Academia.
         

         
         Giselle’s smile was sharp, and it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Then again, survival with Giselle’s smile was fifty-fifty if
            you could see it. This one didn’t look like immediate death. Or death at all, given Killian’s presence. “I heard the news,”
            she said. “You’ve been discovered—the missing heir, presumed dead, to the Gardianno seat.” Her words were drenched in sarcasm.
         

         
         She had recognized his uncle the moment she’d laid eyes on him—or his spirit form—in the Academia.

         
         “Your friend Terrano came to speak to me,” she continued when Robin failed to speak. Failure to speak was a habit of childhood,
            and it was still smart. “I suggest, if you need a message delivered, you send Raven next time.”
         

         
         “I know he’s a bit odd,” Robin began.

         
         “He is far more than a bit odd. In any other circumstance, I would say he’s dangerous.”
         

         
         “But not this one?” the chancellor said. “Before you ask, he is not a student at the Academia. He has not applied, and I would
            not accept him should he choose to do so.”
         

         
         “I consider myself a reasonable judge of character,” Giselle replied. “He means no harm. He considered delivering a message
            a favor to Robin and Raven. His intent was sound. But he’s exactly the type of person around whom trouble gathers. He doesn’t intend harm. Harm is often the result.”
            She looked at Robin as she spoke.
         

         
         “Given my current situation, I’ll take good intentions.”

         
         Giselle’s brows rose slightly; the shift in expression was followed by the hint of a smile that seemed genuine. “Tell me,
            in your own words, what you’re doing now. I’ve heard some of it from the chancellor, but I’d like to hear it from you. He
            isn’t accustomed to plain speech.”
         

         
         “I’ve asked to have the investigation into my family’s deaths reopened. Apparently there’s paperwork.”

         
         “There is,” the chancellor said. “An’Teela was kind enough to deliver documents you will need to sign.”

         
         “You’ll read it first, right?” Giselle added.

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “Do you understand what exercising that right—the right of Imperial interference—will cost you?”

         
         “Will it be worse than losing my entire family?” Robin asked.

         
         Giselle met, and held, his gaze. “No. Understand that once you make the call, you can’t take it back. You can’t change your
            mind.”
         

         
         “It doesn’t matter. My life won’t be in more danger than it is now.”

         
         “And your friends?”

         
         Robin said nothing. Giselle was stabbing the heart of his fear. He couldn’t hide it from her, and didn’t try.

         
         “That’s not up to him,” a familiar voice said. The voice wasn’t attached to a physical presence.

         
         Giselle’s expression hardened.

         
         The chancellor lifted a hand. “If he is not an admitted student, he is nonetheless of interest to the Academia. I request
            that you stay your hand while you are here. If he wanders uninvited into your own terrain, I cannot stop you.”
         

         
         Terrano then became visible; the direction of her glare made clear she’d known exactly where he was. “It’s not up to you,”
            he told Robin. “Your friends’ choices are up to them. You can’t tell Raven what to do. You can’t tell Serralyn to look the
            other way. No one,” he added, grinning, “can tell me what to do—Sedarias is trying, though.”
         

         
         “And the rest of the students?” Giselle asked. Her gaze was once again on Robin. “Those who aren’t your friends but are likely
            to take damage if things become messy? Is that their choice, as well?”
         

         
         “If I can’t survive, if I can’t return to Gardianno, far more than just those students will be endangered.” He spoke as if
            he meant it, because he did. Facing Giselle solidified the purpose around which he’d been flailing.
         

         
         “Yes. You wanted to speak with me.”

         
         Robin swallowed. “My mother taught me nothing before she died. She taught no one.”

         
         “Without those teachings, you made essential repairs at the heart of Gardianno.”

         
         “I had no idea what I was doing. I just—I had Raven’s treasures. She’d gathered pieces of glass, and they fit the pattern
            on the floor.”
         

         
         “It was a pattern your uncle couldn’t see.”

         
         “I . . . don’t know what he saw.” Robin exhaled. “But he couldn’t see me. I didn’t arrive there the normal way.”

         
         “No. You arrived with the aid of the labyrinth. The gardens were, as your name implies, Gardianno’s territory. The warrens are ours. The life you led in the warrens was my life; it wasn’t the life you were born to lead. I think I resented you, once. More than once. 

         
         “I don’t resent you now. I understand that we’re two sides of a necessary coin—and at the moment it’s dangerously unbalanced.
            You need to return to your family home. Or to what remains of it.
         

         
         “I have some information in that regard. The chancellor allowed me to sift through the applications that have been flooding
            in, and I’ve pulled the obvious ones. I’ve made notes for things that might be more subtle. None of this is what you wanted.”
         

         
         “I want to go back to the labyrinth. I want to learn whatever it’s willing to teach me. Can I do that?”

         
         Giselle glanced at the chancellor. The chancellor said nothing.

         
         The room was pretty silent for a while.

         
         “I wouldn’t go back there if you paid me—I mean, gave me something I actually want,” Terrano said, breaking that silence.
            He often did.
         

         
         “There is a risk,” Giselle told Robin, ignoring Terrano.

         
         “She’s not lying,” Terrano added, unwilling to be ignored.

         
         Giselle was an old hand at ignoring annoying young people she didn’t want to kill. “The labyrinth and the gardens stand because
            they’re balanced. They’re like a single entity, a single person, who can walk on two legs. The labyrinth is the only healthy
            leg at the moment, but the labyrinth’s concerns and the gardens’ concerns aren’t the same.
         

         
         “If the labyrinth teaches you, it teaches what it feels is most important. It’s possible that in learning only what the labyrinth
            is willing to teach, the power of the labyrinth will eclipse the power of the gardens. They share a purpose, but the purpose
            of the labyrinth is not simply the containment of things that were never to be given true form.”
         

         
         “It has to be better than stumbling about in a panic when I don’t know what I’m doing,” Robin said.

         
         “I’m not so sure about that.” Giselle’s smile was, to Robin’s eye, sympathetic. It was a new look for the grey crow. “But
            I understand your need for information. Information is what I do with much of my life.” This time, her smile took on its usual
            edge.
         

         
         “Harrowmere is one of the applicants—as scholar. He is the son-in-law of Lord Harrowmere, one of the significant families
            at court. Two of the children who’ve applied as students are of the Harrowmere extended clan. They are old stock—not quite
            as old as Gardianno, but close. They are currently aligned with your uncle, because your uncle is Gardianno.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. “The Empire is only four centuries old, right?”

         
         Giselle nodded.

         
         “But Gardianno is older than that.”

         
         “Indeed. And the styling of title precedes the Empire. The Barrani were not the only people who were forced to bend knee at
            the Eternal Emperor’s command. The human lords were less cohesive than the Barrani; they did not have the High Court. The
            caste court as it exists now is an artifact of Imperial changes and demands.
         

         
         “Gardianno is an old family, for reasons you now understand. Harrowmere is an old family. Perhaps a fifth of the caste court
            is composed of family names with history—mortal history. Perhaps less.”
         

         
         “The others?”

         
         “They’d be considered old in human terms. The caste court was designed and built by humans at the command of the Emperor. When you take your seat, you’ll hear the term ‘founding family.’ That term refers to families that existed at the time the Emperor came to power. Some of those families supported the Eternal Emperor in his conquest. Gardianno was one of them. Before you ask, none of the families that fought against him became part of the caste court. But many families who remained neutral were granted seats.” 

         
         “Granted by the Emperor.”

         
         “Granted by the human lords who were forming the caste court under Imperial guidance. Mortals didn’t own the stretches of
            land the Barrani did, but they did own some. The Emperor chose to allow them to govern the lands they had previously claimed.
            It ended the Barrani encroachment permanently.”
         

         
         “Which is why some of the human lords supported the Dragon.”

         
         “If they were smart, yes. The humans of the time understood the flow of power, and made their choice. Had they been Barrani,
            things would have remained stable, but they’re not. They’re human and mortal. Some of their offspring didn’t have the same
            wisdom, which is why the founding families are no longer the majority of the caste court.
         

         
         “Harrowmere is a founding family. As I said, Harrowmere has long been linked to Gardianno; I am uncertain if Harrowmere is
            loyal to the alliance or to the man who murdered his way to the seat.
         

         
         “Rubielle is not a founding family. It is, however, prominent. Its power lies in its strong merchant ties.”

         
         “So, money.”

         
         “Money,” she agreed. “Money doesn’t breed respect in the caste court the way it does in the warrens, but it can’t be ignored.
            Rubielle doesn’t lack legitimacy—the seat has belonged to Rubielle for a generation—but it does lack respect. People chase
            respect. Rubielle was closely aligned with your uncle; it was not closely aligned with your father.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. “My mother was the Gardianno.”

         
         Giselle nodded.

         
         “Why, then, was my father the person who sat on the seat?”

         
         “When you join the council, you’ll understand,” Giselle replied. “I believe the choice was hers; the children would inherit. It probably didn’t matter to your mother who occupied the political chair. She was, however, the heir; it was her brother who succeeded her. And his son who is currently regent. 

         
         “According to the chancellor, Rubielle has not offered a scholar or teacher to the Academia. There are three students who
            have applied; one is quite young. Watch out for that one.”
         

         
         “Quite young?”

         
         “Fourteen.”

         
         Robin grimaced.

         
         “Fourteen, and raised in the wealthy parts of Elantra. I don’t consider you to be young in the same fashion.”

         
         “If you consider the student naive or ignorant, why are they dangerous?”

         
         “I didn’t say I considered them naive or ignorant. But they’re not what you are. You shouldn’t have lived the life you did—but
            I don’t think it’s hurt you. The loss of your family, yes. But you’ve lived in my streets, you’ve survived, and you’ve learned
            a bit about power. Not political power—but they’re really not that different once you understand the context.
         

         
         “The third family, however, is not part of the human caste court.”

         
         The chancellor’s eyes darkened instantly.

         
         “Relax. They’re not Barrani.”

         
         “Who, then?”

         
         “Delia. She is of the Cassia flight in the Southern reach.”

         
         “The Aerian?”

         
         Giselle nodded.

         
         The chancellor cleared his throat. “The Aerians have little contact with the grounded, as they often refer to other mortals.”

         
         “They do. But Cassia has become a significant flight. And we’ve seen Cassia members in the warrens in recent months. They
            didn’t fly into the warrens, but did walk into them; they met with people there.”
         

         
         “People?”

         
         “Agents of the Rubielle merchant concern.” Giselle rose. “I will have my own inquiries to make and will need to return to the warrens.” 

         
         “Rubielle is of note to the Imperial Law,” the chancellor said, rising as well. “But Harrowmere has not been, to date.”

         
         “Indeed. I note Harrowmere only because of its association with Gardianno. And its applications. I have a lead on Barrani
            involvement here, but you’ll forgive me if I approach that with more caution.”
         

         
         “How long will that approach take?”

         
         “As long as the law allows. The Hawks are already stretching their damn wings.” She turned to Robin, who knew better than
            to ask questions like that of the grey crow. The Hawks might be stretching their wings, but the skies above the warrens were
            the crow’s.
         

         
         “I’ll come back,” Giselle said. “Ditch your annoying friend. I had a hell of time trying to get the labyrinth to eject him
            in more or less the same place he’d left. Yes, you can come to the labyrinth—but, Robin, be careful what you ask for.”
         

         
         “Can I bring Raven?”

         
         Giselle nodded. “If you’re there, she can’t be trapped. She’s yours.”

         
         “The caste court will know.”

         
         “No, they won’t.” Giselle’s smile was the sharpest it had yet been. “Larrantin understood what you clearly didn’t. If permission
            is given, you don’t have to come find me in the warrens. I’ll come find you here.”
         

         
         Killian saw Giselle to the door. As he did, the chancellor resumed his seat. “You are not yet done. An’Teela is waiting to
            join us.”
         

         
         Robin turned to Terrano. “Where did you leave Raven?”

         
         “In her room. She thinks the other keys from the key ring are garbage—the usual kind of garbage. I’m less certain.” He lifted
            a hand; he held three keys. “I’m doing my own research.”
         

         
         “And you’re doing it in the chancellor’s office?”

         
         “No—I wanted to see the grey crow.”

         
         “Giselle,” the chancellor said, correcting him.

         
         “Not according to Raven. She’s called the grey crow in the warrens—it’s apparently a sign of respect. I live with Sedarias,
            but the grey crow is somehow more intimidating.” He winced; clearly Sedarias didn’t agree.
         

         
         Robin sometimes envied the cohort their closeness. They could reach out and speak with each other even if they were miles
            apart. They knew each other well, and cared about each other a lot.
         

         
         But sometimes he wondered if having other people’s voices in his head all the time wouldn’t be as much fun as their closeness
            implied. Did they ever have any privacy?
         

         
         “I’ll stick around unless Teela throws me out, if that’s okay with you.”

         
         The chancellor cleared his throat.

         
         “With both of you.”

         
          

         Teela was wearing the Hawks’ tabard, and she was accompanied by her partner. Robin knew enough about Hawks to know they came
            in pairs. The Hawks that occasionally entered the warrens solo were dodgy; they weren’t necessarily there to uphold the law.
         

         
         Both Teela and her partner offered the chancellor a respectful bow, as clear an indication that the Academia wasn’t subject
            to Imperial Law as they could give.
         

         
         Teela then turned to Robin. “I’ve left papers with the chancellor to peruse, but I hear you’ve had a busy morning. We will
            require your signature.”
         

         
         Robin hesitated. “I don’t think I’m allowed to sign it.” His tone implied that she should know this, being both a Hawk and
            Barrani. If the signature was to have legal weight, it had to come from an entity the court recognized as an adult.
         

         
         “Yours is not the only signature required,” Teela replied. “But it is required. Your legal guardian may refuse to sign the document, but should they sign it, their signature will accompany yours.
            You are the injured party. Your guardian could not petition the Halls of Law unless your guardian was also an injured party.”
         

         
         “And if I were too young to sign?”

         
         “That would require a different approach. You are not, demonstrably, incapable of understanding what you are asking for.”

         
         “But if my legal guardian refuses to sign these documents, the investigation can’t go forward?”

         
         Teela nodded. “But the question of guardianship has now become complicated, given the nature of the existing, truncated investigation.
            The chancellor has determined that it is best for your safety that you remain within the Academia until that question has
            been settled. We are attempting to settle it in haste.
         

         
         “You have spoken with Giselle?”

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “She has shown an interest in your continued well-being. Did she leave you with information?”

         
         “She left us with three names. Harrowmere, Rubielle, and Cassia.”

         
         “Cassia is not a lord of the caste court.”

         
         “No. Apparently it’s an Aerian flight.”

         
         Teela’s eyes narrowed at the unexpected information. “Why did she leave you that name?”

         
         “Because Delia of the Cassia flight has been accepted as a student, and she believes Cassia and Rubielle—through their merchant
            arm—have a connection. Their representatives meet in the warrens.”
         

         
         “Rubielle is a newcomer.”

         
         “That’s what Giselle said. But she implied that she’d discuss other things with the Halls of Law.” Somehow.

         
         “How much was she paid for the information she did offer?”

         
         Robin frowned. “Paid?”

         
         “Her interest in Robin’s family is genuine,” the chancellor said. “She offered the three names of interest without charging
            a fee for the information.”
         

         
         The two Hawks exchanged a glance. “She must have some interest in your well-being. She doesn’t offer information to the Halls of Law for free. Ever. But our information
            meshes with hers: Rubielle is likely to be a threat. I am far less certain of Harrowmere; they have a long association with
            Gardianno, but that has always been the case. They supported Gardianno before your uncle claimed the seat; they supported
            Gardianno—as a family—before you, or your siblings, were born.
         

         
         “It is possible, if you convince Lord Harrowmere of your potential, you might gain support from that quarter. It is, however,
            likely that the current Harrowmere supports the current Gardianno.”
         

         
         “And Cassia?”

         
         “We’ll have to look into that. You might look into it, as well, if the student is new.”

         
          

         Robin didn’t try to find a way to look into Delia, although he did see her; it was impossible not to. On her first day of
            classes, she caused quite the crowd in the quad; she’d taken to the air, and had taken a long, leisurely time to land, catching
            the attention of students who had spare periods between classes. She probably caught the attention of students in classrooms
            with windows that faced the quad, as well.
         

         
         She was the first and only Aerian in the student body. Intrepid humans—and one or two Barrani—approached her. Some asked her
            to flex her wings, and some asked her to fly.
         

         
         Killian watched the path of that flight. “She expected this,” he told Robin. “She understands how rare it is to have Aerians apply to become students in a place designed for the grounded. Our halls were not built with Aerians in mind. They can, of course, be altered—but a building of this kind was not meant for their education.” 

         
         “Was Giselle right?”

         
         Killian’s expression was neutral. Which meant Delia was entitled to privacy, as long as her thoughts didn’t endanger Killian
            or the Academia.
         

         
         Robin was used to this, and tried a different question. “Would you advise me to avoid Delia?”

         
         “For the moment, yes.”

         
         He wasn’t certain it would be possible, though. Raven found Delia fascinating. Delia might want to avoid Raven in future,
            but Raven wouldn’t go out of her way to avoid Delia. Which meant Delia wasn’t bad in a way that immediately set Raven off.
         

         
         But none of the new students were.

         
         The one way in which the warrens differed from the rest of the city was the bone-deep understanding that money was power.
            Being a so-called lord of any court was all but irrelevant, although in some cases it was an invitation to attack, not a deterrent.
         

         
         Giselle was the grey crow, but it was her actions—and the tendency for those who crossed her to wind up as very visible corpses—that
            defined the fear of her; it was her wealth that defined her power.
         

         
         Giselle, in warrens’ terms, was rich. Not stupid-rich, not rich because she was born that way. She’d earned her money, and
            she spent it in proper warrens’ fashion. No expensive clothing or jewelry for Giselle. She didn’t wear visible signs of wealth.
            No one asked her why. Everyone understood it. She could—and did—kill; she’d hunt you down if you crossed her, and she’d find
            you unless you made it out of the warrens. But she didn’t enjoy killing. Thieves who attempted to rob her had lined themselves up for execution; she didn’t want to add to her workload by
            inviting them to bare their own throats.
         

         
         The rules outside were different. You didn’t gain respect by making bodies visible. Robin doubted it was legal. So you were reduced to wearing wealth, to making your titles known. Power outside the warrens was also about money, but not only about money. 

         
         Raven hit Robin’s shoulder.

         
         Delia was flying above the quad, her shadow crossing over the gathering crowd. Robin had seen the occasional aerial patrol;
            Hawks flew above the city. But Hawks didn’t land in the warrens.
         

         
         “She’s like a bird,” Raven whispered, her eyes bright. “Like us.”

         
         “We’re not like her—just our names.”

         
         Raven frowned. “You don’t like her.”

         
         “I don’t know her.”

         
         “I like her.”

         
         Robin hesitated. Raven almost never showed an interest in other people. She tolerated them, and she spoke to them when it
            was necessary—but mostly, she didn’t notice them. They were like weeds: undeniably present, but harmless. Except when they
            weren’t.
         

         
         He didn’t want to tell her she couldn’t. It wasn’t up to him. And he’d learn a lot about Delia by how she reacted to Raven.
            Raven was half the reason he trusted Serralyn and her friends: they all accepted Raven as Raven. The other students accepted her at a distance. As long as she didn’t bother them, they left her alone.
         

         
         There were exceptions. Some people apparently liked to humiliate others. Raven frustrated them enormously because she fundamentally
            didn’t understand what humiliation meant. She knew when Robin felt it, and disliked whoever had caused it because Robin was
            upset, but she didn’t exactly understand why.
         

         
         He’d never been able to explain it to her so she understood it. He’d long since given up even trying. And maybe because he’d given up trying, he’d grown distant from the sting of it, as well. Raven thought it wasn’t important. Hiding was important. Eating was important. Staying as warm as possible in the cold months was important. 

         
         The rest of it just didn’t matter.

         
         Raven gazed up at the sky as if her name—the name he’d given her when she’d had none—made her yearn for it. She didn’t want
            Robin to ignore this new student. She didn’t feel this person was bad in a way that demanded hiding.
         

         
         She didn’t know how to approach Delia. As Delia landed, she froze. But this, Robin understood. Raven found hiding places.
            Raven found food. Raven even found clothing in which he could survive the harsh winters. The only thing she couldn’t easily
            do that Robin could was approach, and speak with, strangers.
         

         
         Robin was her bridge.

         
         “I do not believe the chancellor would consider this wise,” Killian told Robin. His tone was neutral. “She is of a flight
            that has dealings with Rubielle, who is almost certainly your enemy.”
         

         
         “Do you consider it unwise?”

         
         “I am not the chancellor,” Killian replied. “I understand that intent often shifts and changes with experience and knowledge.
            Rubielle’s is unlikely to change. But Delia? She is of Cassia; she is possibly the only member of age to join the Academia—and
            of a low enough position that she will not otherwise be missed.” His hesitation was marked; whatever else he might have said
            went against the student privacy rules by which he withheld information. “There is a possibility they will regret that choice.”
         

         
         Robin tucked that away for the future. Hope was tricky; it existed to be dashed, and the fall into despair was always worse
            when there had been hope.
         

         
         “But yes, the knowledge they gain may work against you in the future.” Killian smiled as he looked up to the skies. “There is risk in everything, but not all of those risks are obvious. There is a different risk in familiar safety. It is easier to choose that comforting safety. 

         
         “Some people let fear rule their lives and their decisions. At its base state, caution and fear are one. Some navigate entirely
            by fear: the fear of harm, the fear of emotional pain, the fear of missing out. Those fears are not aligned. They work against
            each other. Some people become paralyzed, unable to make choices—they fear all consequences.
         

         
         “Your fears are practical. No one would argue against them. It is wise in your case to be suspicious because the consequences
            are death. But not all of the people whose applications are suspicious will, in the end, mean you harm.” At Robin’s expression,
            Killian smiled. “Perhaps it would be more concise to say people can change.”
         

         
         It was Serralyn, who had come to stand beside them, who said, “Information flows both ways. Remember that. Sedarias keeps
            her enemies as close as it’s safe to do; what they learn from her is balanced by what she learns from them. The deciding factor
            in Sedarias’s opinion is who is more canny.”
         

         
         Robin exhaled. He wavered between approach and retreat, and might have remained stuck there, immobile, had it not been for
            Raven.
         

         
         When Delia finally landed, Raven pushed her way through the crowd and headed straight toward her. She didn’t physically grab
            Robin’s hand this time, but she mostly did that when she was afraid or they needed to run from something.
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         Delia’s wings flexed out, revealing the length of her extended wingspan. Raven was almost bouncing, her hands bunched in fists.
            Fists, for Raven, were a sign of excitement; she kept her hands closed as if forcing herself not to reach out and touch.
         

         
         When the Aerian’s wings folded, they rested well above her head, but their color when folded was a uniform grey. They were
            folded as Raven approached. Delia’s eyes were an ash grey. Although mortal, Aerian eye colors shifted with mood. He had never
            met an Aerian in person before, and didn’t know what their eye colors signaled. Dragons and Barrani, yes. Human eyes remained
            the same color regardless of emotional state.
         

         
         Raven turned toward Robin, her eyes open in mute appeal. Robin exhaled and nodded.

         
         He wasn’t familiar with any of the Aerian customs of greeting. At the moment, it didn’t matter—but it might in the future.
            The future he dreaded. The future he wasn’t prepared to face.
         

         
         Raven didn’t care about that future. Robin allowed himself a moment to be Raven’s friend and interpreter. “I’m sure you’ve
            been introduced to most of the student body by now,” he said, allowing a natural grin to soften the lines of his face. That
            trickled down as his shoulders relaxed.
         

         
         “I don’t expect you’ll remember all the names—on bad days, I can barely remember my own.”

         
         Delia then smiled. The smile was polite. It didn’t invite further discussion, but it didn’t reject it, either.

         
         “This is Raven. She’s a new student here, same as you.”

         
         “Raven?”

         
         Raven nodded.

         
         “I’m Delia,” the Aerian said, her smile warmer than the one she’d offered Robin. “Raven is an unusual name, no?”

         
         “It’s a bird name,” Raven replied immediately, her eyes on the folded wings above Delia’s head. “Delia isn’t.”

         
         Delia chuckled. “I’m not a bird. I just have wings. But we’re not the only race to have them. Dragons have wings, and the
            chancellor is a Dragon, or so I’ve been told.”
         

         
         Raven’s face scrunched up at the comparison. “Dragons don’t have real wings. Dragons are like bats. I’m not a bat.”
         

         
         Delia’s brows had risen slightly, but in surprise. Her chuckle became a laugh; it was warm, soft, a bit lower than Robin had
            expected. She reached out with both hands and cupped Raven’s in hers. “I don’t think that’s something you should be saying
            out loud,” she said, the smile deepening.
         

         
         “Oh.” Raven paused. “Why not?”

         
         “Some people find some truths unpleasant.” She then turned to Robin. “Is he your friend?”

         
         Raven nodded. “He’s Robin. It’s a bird,” she added, as if Delia wouldn’t know.

         
         Delia’s smile dimmed. Robin had expected that. “Robin?”

         
         Raven nodded. “He named me,” she added.

         
         Delia frowned. “He gave you your name?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “And you said you’re a student here?”

         
         “Yes.” This was said with distinctly less enthusiasm. “But some of the classes are boring.”

         
         “I see.” She smiled again. “I am Delia. If we weren’t on school grounds, I would introduce myself slightly differently.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Some people care about which family I’m from. Isn’t that the same for you?”

         
         “Not me,” Raven replied.

         
         “And you, Robin?”

         
         “I didn’t grow up in a place where it mattered. Are you staying in the dorms, or will you be commuting?”

         
         “I’m staying in the dorms. I’m told there’s a dormitory residence that won’t be uncomfortable for me.” She looked between
            them to Killian. “I should have moved in yesterday, but Killianas said the rooms would not be ready. But perhaps my rooms
            will be close to yours—I hear they separate dorms by gender here.”
         

         
         “What’s gender?” Raven asked, clearly confused.

         
         This also surprised Delia. Before she could answer, Raven said, “I stay with Robin.”

         
         Robin frowned. “They don’t separate that way in the aerie?”

         
         “Not usually, no. But perhaps I was incorrectly informed.” Delia turned to Killian. “I was under the impression that these
            things mattered to humans.”
         

         
         “You were not,” Killian replied. “But Raven is an unusual student, and the chancellor is always willing to make pragmatic
            changes where required. Robin, Raven, you have classes now.”
         

         
          

         Robin was certain he’d eaten breakfast, but lunch seemed an eternity away. He lost track of food and hunger when he was sitting
            in Larrantin’s class. He had expected to do the same in Laksone’s class, which was practical magic for beginners, although
            it probably had a different official name.
         

         
         The first few classes overlapped with Melden’s area of expertise: magical history. It wasn’t a precise overlap, focusing more
            on known racial abilities—or inabilities—than on the history of the same. Robin had been assigned to this class by the chancellor.
            Raven had been allowed to attend, but the chancellor gave her permission to absent herself from the class entirely.
         

         
         The problem was that Robin had never been tested for any magical aptitude. Almost everyone else in the class had.

         
         That included Delia.

         
         Robin didn’t understand Raven’s fascination with Delia, and if he were honest, it unsettled him. Delia was a person; she wasn’t
            a piece of glass or discarded metal, and she wasn’t a key. She couldn’t be collected and husbanded against future need.
         

         
         Delia’s seat was unique; it couldn’t be mistaken for anyone else’s. The ceilings of this class had also been increased by
            at least ten feet in height, which made the entire classroom seem much tinier than it had, although nothing else had changed.
         

         
         Laksone clearly felt uneasy in this new environment, but he didn’t let that get in his way. He spoke in his crisp, heavily
            enunciated manner. He did pause to welcome Delia and Beryl Endarelle, another of the newer influx of students. Beryl was dressed
            in his own clothing, not the clothing that Killian generated for student use.
         

         
         Beryl and Delia had been tested prior to landing in this class. The Academia didn’t focus solely on magical studies, but it
            was the magical studies most students were interested in.
         

         
         Beryl was older than Robin. Delia seemed about Robin’s age, but he knew so little about Aerians, he couldn’t tell. Raven looked
            his age, and she was far, far older than her appearance suggested. Beryl was almost as new as Delia.
         

         
         Serralyn wasn’t in this class; neither was Valliant. They were in a higher-level class, although Valliant disliked it. Serralyn
            didn’t apparently dislike the content of any of her classes, although she sometimes disliked the scholars who presented the
            material. She could work around them, though. Her interest always carried the day.
         

         
         Terrano, however, had wandered into Laksone’s class. Robin hadn’t noticed until the Barrani cohort member spoke. “I have permission,”
            he whispered. “And honestly, I don’t like the look of that human.”
         

         
         “Which one?”

         
         “There are only three. Beryl Endarelle.”

         
         When Terrano disliked the look of someone, Robin had learned to listen. To his eye, both Delia and Beryl seemed normal, albeit
            one was winged and one was rich. He made a mental note of the family name: Endarelle. He’d check with Teela when they met
            for etiquette lessons.
         

         
         For the moment, he concentrated on Laksone’s dry, but exact, voice.

         
          

         “I can see why he almost put you to sleep,” Terrano said as the class rose. Robin hadn’t been sleeping. He hadn’t been close
            to sleeping. But he found it hard to conceptualize what Laksone said. He wasn’t the only one.
         

         
         “Robin,” Laksone said as Robin headed toward the doors. “Please remain after class. I would like to speak with you.”

         
         “I have another class immediately following this one,” Robin said, keeping his voice both soft and matter-of-fact. “I could
            come to your office later in the day.”
         

         
         “This will only take a minute of your time.”

         
         Robin didn’t want to argue with Laksone while other students were present; some lingered, listening in. Robin might have done
            the same were their positions reversed; he didn’t resent their curiosity.
         

         
         “I have spoken with the chancellor,” Laksone said. “I am assured that you have extenuating circumstances, and the Academia
            does not have the full suite of necessary tools to conduct proper tests. The cost of assessment is often borne by those who
            do not, in the end, show aptitude. The chancellor is convinced by extracurricular experience that you do.” Laksone’s smile
            was bright, his eyes perhaps a little too sparkly. “You were one of the residents of the sleeping Academia. One of the students
            who was trapped here before the Academia was wakened.
         

         
         “I would dearly love to hear the details of your life during that time.” There was no lie in the words—Laksone’s would dearly love meant desperately need.
         

         
         “He’s a bit busy at the moment.” It was Terrano who replied; Robin was fishing for the right words, but clearly too slowly
            for the Barrani.
         

         
         Laksone frowned at Terrano; he didn’t recognize him as a student. The teacher was new to the Academia, and he found—as most
            mortals did who had no experience with Barrani—the similarities in their appearance confusing. Barrani were generally of a
            uniform height and weight. Their eyes were blue for the most part, their hair long and black.
         

         
         Clearly there were exceptions, but not many.

         
         “Yes, well. I didn’t mean to make you late for your next class. If you get a late slip, bring it to me at dinner and I’ll
            sign it.”
         

         
         Robin appreciated the offer. His next teacher might not.

         
         “Because no extended testing has been done, and no assessment of potential, I ask that you wear this for the next three days.”
            He handed Robin what looked like a bracelet. It was clasped, and it contained a single large gem. The bracelet resembled a
            stylized shackle.
         

         
         Robin glanced at Terrano. Terrano shrugged. If there was something dangerous about this bracelet, Terrano couldn’t sense it.
            “Killian?”
         

         
         “The chancellor gave his permission, but not his command.”

         
         “Is it safe?”

         
         Laksone didn’t even seem offended by the question.

         
         “It does what the professor says it does. It will monitor your activities, waking and sleeping, for a period of three days,
            after which it can be returned to the professor. In some ways, it might give a more accurate reading than the assessments
            that are otherwise offered in person in the Imperial College.”
         

         
         Robin had never worn jewelry. He had certainly never worn anything as big, or as obviously valuable, as this. Had he done it in the warrens, he’d have been asking to lose his hand—that would be the fastest way to get the bracelet off his wrist. 

         
         Killian took the bracelet and opened it; it was hinged. Robin lifted his left hand and pulled up his shirt sleeve. Killian
            put the bracelet on. It snapped shut with an authoritative click. “An’Teela is waiting,” he said.
         

         
         Robin lowered his shirtsleeve to cover the bracelet entirely. Old habits died hard. Had Laksone offered him a ring, he might
            have refused to accept it. Rings were harder to hide.
         

         
          

         Teela was waiting patiently when Robin arrived. She wasn’t wearing her tabard; she was wearing a dress of flowing skirts in
            a deep green. She wore four rings and a circlet of gold. She also carried a sheathed sword that somehow seemed to blend with
            her skirts, not flatten them.
         

         
         Raven’s head was down on her desk; she seemed to be trying to sleep. Terrano had taken Serralyn’s place in the room, as if
            by agreement, which made sense as he was also the escort from Laksone’s class.
         

         
         “Laksone kept us,” the Barrani explained. “He wanted Robin to wear a thing for three days.”

         
         “A thing? I see you are as precise with words as usual.”

         
         “I wasn’t assessed for magical ability,” Robin told Teela. “But I was put in the beginning practical magic class. Professor
            Laksone gave me a bracelet that’s meant to measure potential. I’m to wear it for three days.”
         

         
         “Let me see it.”

         
         “Killian said it was safe. So did Terrano.”

         
         “Terrano is not always the most observant of people,” Teela replied. Robin noted that she didn’t criticize Killian.

         
         Still, he rolled up his sleeve and held out his wrist for her inspection. Her eyes shifted to a brief, bright gold as she looked at Robin’s adornment. “Professor Laksone didn’t come by this on his own.” She lifted the bracelet, which was still attached to Robin’s wrist. 

         
         “Do you think it was given to him by someone on the human caste court?” Robin asked.

         
         “Or someone in the Imperial College—which does have its connections with the court. Most of the mages in the Imperial College
            are human.”
         

         
         “Is it suspicious?”

         
         “That he had it? Yes. But I recognize this. It is more accurate than more common tools. There are no further enchantments
            on it, nothing subtle that might relay information beyond its scope to those that want it. The chancellor must have known.”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “This is a headache in the making, but it is likely necessary. You cannot be traditionally assessed in the Academia at this
            time.”
         

         
         “How is the petition to block guardianship going?”

         
         Teela’s smile was almost feral. “It is not yet done, but I have no doubt that it will work in your favor. I wish to see the
            bow you would offer the Emperor, should you be inducted into his presence. We do not have time to play.” She let his wrist
            go. “Now.”
         

         
          

         If by bowing, Teela meant lying half flat against the ground and remaining there in a heap, that was today’s lesson. Apparently
            this posture had far more rules associated with it than the previous days’ lessons had implied. Robin’s arms weren’t in the
            right position. Robin’s hands were too loose—or too tight. Robin’s head—pressed by forehead against the ground—was not the
            correct height.
         

         
         Raven snickered because Raven could mimic Teela perfectly.

         
         Terrano snickered because Teela had to demonstrate servile obedience.

         
         In all, it was not a happy lesson. It was probably better than forks and knives, plural, at a dinner table would have been, but not by much. Teela considered the likelihood that Robin would ever be invited to dine with the Emperor next to zero. Robin didn’t point out that she’d said the same thing about servile on-the-floor bows. 

         
         Should he somehow gain the favor of the Emperor and be offered the chance to dine or drink, he was to faint.
         

         
         Terrano broke out laughing.

         
         Teela was serious.

         
         “You are a mortal under prolonged, severe stress. Mortals are known to be delicate and frail.”

         
         Raven snorted, but didn’t disagree.

         
         “The Emperor is a Dragon. It is true that he prizes the mortals who comprise most of his Empire, but he will accept, without
            doubt, that you are overwhelmed by his presence. If you are invited to partake in an event for which you have not been trained,
            you will become dizzy or faint. We will see you back to the safety of the Academia.”
         

         
         “Why can’t he eat?” Raven asked.

         
         “Because if he is included in a meal, it will be considered of import. Others will also be invited. Robin’s manners, his etiquette,
            will be noted by everyone present, most of whom will not necessarily have his best interests at heart. Until he can perform
            to my satisfaction, it is a risk he should not take.”
         

         
         “What if it’s just the two of them?”

         
         “If that were the case, he could accept with far fewer misgivings.” Her tone made clear that would never be the case. “But
            the Emperor does not dine alone; he has his Imperial guards, and they are omnipresent, mortal servants. Those servants owe
            allegiance and service to the Emperor, but they are human. If they are approached by lords of the human court, they might
            divulge information that seems relatively harmless.
         

         
         “It will not be harmless to Robin.”

         
         “I’m so glad it’s not me,” Terrano said, grinning. “But if it makes you feel better, every one of my friends agrees with Teela. You have no idea how rare that is.” 

         
         It didn’t make Robin feel better. Teela was essentially demanding he lie to the Emperor, and Robin was not a good liar, except
            by omission.
         

         
         “Tomorrow morning, I will come to the Academia before early breakfast. We will begin our rudimentary lessons in the handling
            of a sword.”
         

         
         “I don’t have a sword,” Robin began.

         
         “Of course not. I will bring one for your use.”

         
         “Practice blades can be created for his use,” Killian pointed out, voice only.

         
         “Yes, that is true. I will, however, bring a sword for his use.”

         
         “No one practices sword in the early stages with a real weapon,” Killian said. His Avatar appeared in the room, arms folded.

         
         “No one?” Teela’s brow rose. She looked every inch the haughty lord of power she was.

         
         “No one who has been taught here.”

         
         “There are no sword lessons in the Academia.”

         
         “You are old, Teela, but you are not as old as the chancellor or me. There was a time when martial lessons were part of the
            school curriculum. The sword masters were hard-pressed to prevent the ever overeager young students from demanding the use
            of real weapons. They wished to begin as they meant to continue, certain of their own innate talent.
         

         
         “The swordmaster’s first task was to disabuse them of this notion. We do not use real blades in lessons here.”

         
         “Robin doesn’t have the time to become proficient, truly proficient, in the use of the sword. He must be able to handle a
            real sword as if he is. I do not intend to turn him into a swordsman; I intend to make utterly certain he looks as if he knows
            his way around the weapon.
         

         
         “And I believe the best way to achieve this is the handling of an actual sword.”

         
         “Have you spoken with the chancellor and received his agreement?”

         
         “Why don’t you ask him?” she snapped. “Oh, apologies, I’m certain you already are.”

         
         “Indeed,” Killian replied, as if Teela’s very evident frustration were irrelevant. “The chancellor is ambivalent. He agrees
            with your point, but also agrees that there is more danger in it. He suggests that you allow Robin to make the decision. The
            boy is not full of youthful bravado or its resultant controlling insecurities. He understands the circumstances.”
         

         
         “If it is up to Robin,” Teela replied, “I’ll bring him a sword.”

         
         Robin understood that the decision, while theoretically in his hands, would be made by the woman who had taken up the duty
            of instructing him. He didn’t doubt that he could say no, but he also didn’t doubt that she had good reasons for her lesson plan. Teela was a lord of the Barrani High Court. Teela
            was a Hawk.
         

         
         Teela, more than any of the rest of her friends, had a solid understanding of how the caste courts worked when it came to
            the law. She understood what guardianship meant to Robin at the moment: his inevitable death.
         

         
         He knew trusting a Barrani lord was fraught.

         
         But he knew that he had to trust some people, or he wouldn’t make it. He’d trusted Raven, always. Maybe because of that, he’d
            never quite lost the ability. He’d never fully learned that trust was a fool’s game.
         

         
         He exhaled, because Teela was waiting. “Bring the sword. If I’m too incompetent, I’ll ask Killian for a proper practice blade.”

         
          

         Delia joined their table for dinner; it was the late dinner hour, and her neutral but cheerful expression had become simply neutral, edging toward exhausted. Her wings were, of course, folded, and the dining hall featured benches, not separate chairs, which made sitting to eat more comfortable for the Aerian. 

         
         “I’d expected attention,” Delia said. “I understand that no one here has really interacted with my people; we live in totally
            separate spaces, and most people can’t even reach my home. You have no idea how many lectures I endured before I flew here.
         

         
         “In fact, I expected people to be a bit worse.”

         
         Raven’s head was tilted to the side as she listened to Delia—Delia had taken the seat beside Raven. Raven didn’t always come
            down for dinner. But the day’s lessons had unsettled Robin, and Raven, sensing this, accompanied him. As if to offer comfort.
         

         
         She forgot about Robin when Delia joined them. She found Delia fascinating. Robin had only seen her react to one other person
            this way: Starrante, one of the three librarians.
         

         
         It made him wonder how old the Aerian race was.

         
         “Why did you expect worse?”

         
         “We mostly don’t land in the streets because people try to touch our wings. My grandmother said someone once tried to pull out one of her feathers. We heard stories like this all the time,” she added. “I mean—it’s like someone trying to pull out one of your fingers.”
         

         
         Raven nodded.

         
         Serralyn, eyes green, sat on the other side of Delia, across from Robin.

         
         “But some of our people are Hawks; they serve in the Halls of Law. Some are Swords there, as well. I know people are interested
            in us because we don’t interact with them much—I was interested in your people for the same reason. I mean, how can you even
            live without wings? How does that work?” Her smile, rueful, was warmer than it had been when she’d taken her seat.
         

         
         “I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to live in tiny boxes. Even your large homes seem so restrictive. If I spread my wings here—right here—you’d be knocked off the bench. The Aerian Hawks don’t find it hard. They said it’s an adjustment, but it’s not that different once you get past the lack of flight.” 

         
         “But those Hawks don’t really land much,” Robin pointed out.

         
         “True. But they work with the wingless.”

         
         “The Lord of Hawks is Aerian,” Serralyn said. “Maybe that helps.”

         
         Delia looked dubious.

         
         “So you wanted to join the Hawks, then?”

         
         Delia nodded, almost hesitant. “Our current caste leader was once a Hawk—she was a doctor. But other people’s children always
            have good reasons for joining. None of which apply to me. Being a Hawk was not considered a useful profession for my flight.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. He realized he had no idea what professions were considered useful or good enough for Aerians. He had no idea
            how they lived or worked. He had no idea if their families were like human families.
         

         
         “So being a student was considered acceptable?”

         
         “Less unacceptable,” Delia replied, grimacing. “I’m not sure what caused the change in attitude, and I had to fight like mad
            to be allowed to stay in the dormitories. But I wanted to see Barrani and humans. I wanted to see how they lived. And I wasn’t going to see that if I was flying home every night.
            We eventually compromised.”
         

         
         “Compromised?”

         
         “I have to fly home once a week so my grandmother can count all my feathers.”

         
          

         Delia’s family was somehow related to the human caste court—and not in an entirely legal way, or the meeting between the Aerian
            flight and the humans wouldn’t have taken place in the warrens.
         

         
         But Robin had no sense that Delia was working as a spy. Her complaints mirrored complaints of much of the mortal human body. The Barrani complaints differed in both nature and quantity. 

         
         Serralyn seemed to like Delia; Terrano didn’t mind her. Valliant, as usual, was much more reserved—in that, he resembled the
            Barrani student body far more than either of his friends. But his eyes weren’t markedly darker. Mortal complaints were common
            enough that he could ignore them.
         

         
         To be fair to mortals, and Robin was one, Terrano’s complaints were right in line with the complaints of much of the student
            body, even if the subjects were different. Then again, Terrano mostly spoke the common Elantran tongue when he was whining.
         

         
         “Well, if you want to get an idea how most of us live,” Serralyn told Delia, “you might want to choose a different dining
            table next time.”
         

         
         Delia’s expression shuttered. “Why?”

         
         “Most of the Barrani students here don’t really consider us Barrani,” was Serralyn’s cheerful reply. “And most of the human
            students consider Robin and Raven’s origins—they come from the poorest part of the city—suspect enough that there’s no advantage
            to them in association.”
         

         
         This had been true until very recently, but Robin wasn’t certain how much information had filtered out into the student body.

         
         Delia frowned. “How are you not Barrani?”

         
         “It’s a long story—it’ll last well past dinner if we start now.”

         
         “And how is being born poor a reason for disregard?”

         
         “Ah, that one I can’t answer. Robin?”

         
         “It’s the usual,” Robin replied. Serralyn hadn’t spoken defensively about her position among the Barrani because she honestly
            didn’t care. Robin tried not to care, but he failed more often than he succeeded. “Poor people have no power, no knowledge,
            that might be of use to people who aren’t poor.”
         

         
         “Friendships are transactional among your kin?”

         
         “Aren’t they among yours?”

         
         Delia frowned. “No.” She paused, considering the question more carefully than it deserved. “Possibly yes. It’s more subtle,
            though.” Delia’s smile returned to her face; she offered it, with ash-grey eyes, to the green-eyed Serralyn. “But thank you
            for thinking of me. Mostly I sat here because of Raven.”
         

         
         Raven nodded proudly.

         
         Robin tried not to worry. He didn’t like the idea that people would be aiming for him. He hated the idea that they could somehow target Raven. Raven dismissed his worry with disgust. How could Robin be more afraid for her than he was for himself? It made no sense.
         

         
         “You can eat with us,” Raven told Delia. “But sometimes I’m not here.”

         
         “You’re allowed to miss meals?” Delia asked, brows lifting.

         
         “Raven and the Barrani students are not required to eat three meals a day. They do not need that much food for their continued health,” Killian’s disembodied voice answered.
         

         
         Delia’s wings shivered. “That,” she told the table, “is going to take some getting used to.”

         
          

         Robin found the bracelet, which he was not to take off, distracting. It was as heavy as it looked, and it made his arms feel
            unbalanced. At night, it also glowed. Raven found it interesting, which was a different problem. She wanted to see it, which
            meant she wanted Robin to take it off and hand it to her. She’d not developed the acquisitive gleam that meant she now considered
            it her treasure—but Robin had often passed anything she wanted to her.
         

         
         “This doesn’t belong to us,” he said. “It belongs to the Imperial Order of mages, if I understood what was said about it.
            I can’t give it to you. We can’t keep it.”
         

         
         “But I can look, right?”

         
         “You don’t need to hold it to look at it, and if anything goes wrong, we’re going to be in so much trouble.”
         

         
         Raven snorted. “We can hide.”

         
         “I’m not supposed to remove it for three whole days. I’m not sure it will gather enough information if I take it off whenever
            you want to see it.”
         

         
         “So just wear it for longer?”

         
         “I don’t think that’s how it works.”

         
         “But you don’t know.”

         
         “Neither do you.”

         
         Raven was frustrated. She wanted to hold the bracelet to properly examine it. Robin had grown tired of keys in the past several
            days, but he now wished she’d go back to them.
         

         
         “Do you think it’s harmful?” he countered.

         
         “Don’t know until I look at it.”
         

         
         “I’ll let you look at it before I give it back.”

         
         It wasn’t the answer she wanted, but she wasn’t going to get the answer she wanted. Robin just hoped he’d get some sleep.

         
         “But if there’s something wrong with it, you’ll have worn it for three whole days without knowing.” Her tone was wheedling, not worried.
         

         
         It was going to be a long night.

         
          

         Killian woke Robin in the morning. As anticipated, Raven had returned again and again to the subject of the bracelet. Robin’s
            answer hadn’t changed. None of the Barrani considered the bracelet harmful. Killian didn’t. Robin was certain Raven didn’t,
            either—she just wanted to hold it and examine it the way she examined any of her treasures.
         

         
         But this one she couldn’t keep, and Robin knew how hard it was to part her from her treasures when she didn’t want to let
            them go.
         

         
         “An’Teela is waiting for you in the west courtyard.”

         
         Robin frowned. “Did we have a west courtyard?”

         
         “In the very distant past, yes. In your immediate past, no. But I have been authorized to reactivate it for use in your lessons.”

         
         “Am I late?”

         
         “No. An’Teela was early. I should warn you that she does not appear to be in the kindest of moods.”

         
         Robin didn’t miss a step, but it was close. “Because of me?”

         
         “Indirectly. I should also warn you that your cousin has requested—and received—permission to visit the Academia.”

         
         “What?” Robin was shocked. “The chancellor gave him permission to visit again?” He had to repeat the words to make certain
            he’d heard them correctly.
         

         
         “The chancellor, as has been mentioned, has been in negotiations with the Dragon Court about the Academia and its adherence
            to Imperial Law. Any prospective students are citizens of the Empire. If the chancellor wishes to continue to recruit those
            students, he must enter territory under strict Imperial control.”
         

         
         Robin thought of the warrens and snorted.

         
         “The Emperor has not threatened to end that recruitment; he understands that such a threat would be tantamount to a declaration
            of war. But as a gesture of good will, the chancellor is forced to make decisions that would otherwise appear to be an unacceptable
            compromise.”
         

         
         “When is my cousin visiting?”

         
         “Two days from now, after your remedial lessons.”
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         Teela was waiting in the west courtyard. The courtyard area seemed very large because there was only one person standing in
            it. Against the far wall as Robin entered were benches and standing racks; those racks were empty.
         

         
         Teela was wearing a dress, which strongly indicated that her role here was not as a Hawk. Robin didn’t even wonder how she’d
            teach while dressed that way. He entered the courtyard and offered her a perfect, respectful bow.
         

         
         She wasn’t impressed by Robin’s version of perfect, and it took some minutes of posture correction—and repeated attempts—before
            she accepted it.
         

         
         “Raven isn’t with you this morning?”

         
         “She’s sulking,” Robin replied. His thoughts caught up with his words, and he reddened.

         
         Teela didn’t appear to have noticed. “Why?”

         
         Robin exhaled. “She wants to look at the bracelet. I said no. I said no pretty much all night.”

         
         “Does she feel it’s a danger to you?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Very well. We don’t have time. That is, by the way, the worst thing about living with mortals: there is never enough time. Mortal time is so compressed, we are forced to pay attention to minutes and hours on a constant basis. I will not be sparring with you today. But, as promised, I have brought a weapon I consider suitable for encounters of a nonmartial nature with humans who consider themselves of note. 

         
         “The weapon is, of course, not to be drawn in the Academia, except in specified circumstances, and it is not to be drawn in
            the city streets. You are sensible enough that you don’t require this warning—in my opinion. I have been asked to make it
            clear regardless.”
         

         
         She walked to the bench and lifted a sheathed sword.

         
         From this distance, it caused Robin to grimace. Maybe, in some other life, he would have been excited to have a real sword
            in his hands. He couldn’t imagine that. The sheath was what caught his eye. It was an ivory color, and even at this distance
            he could see what he hoped were fake gems in a trailing line from hilt to the sheath’s point.
         

         
         He suspected they were real, but he didn’t know enough about gems. Maybe he’d just assume they were fake. It would help him
            sleep at night.
         

         
         “They are genuine,” Killian said, dashing that hope.

         
         “I can’t take anything this valuable. If it gets stolen—”

         
         “It will not be stolen,” Killian said. “Not while you reside in the Academia.”

         
         “She wouldn’t be bringing me this sword if she thought I’d only be using it here.”

         
         Teela nodded. “The boy is not a fool; he is simply unlearned. We can alleviate that.” She moved her skirts to the side, and
            he could see the hilt of an equally ostentatious sword. “It is like jewelry,” she said, smiling. “But it has practical purposes
            in an emergency.”
         

         
         Raven entered the courtyard, which surprised Robin. She hadn’t indicated that she had any desire to join him. From her expression,
            she didn’t. She was sullen.
         

         
         The sullen vanished when she saw what Robin carried. Her brows rose, and her eyes regained their sparkle. “What’s that?”

         
         “It’s a sword,” Robin said.

         
         Raven rolled her eyes. “I can see that. But—what is it?”

         
         Robin turned to Teela, who smiled.

         
         “It is, as Robin said, a sword. But if you note anything unusual about it, I will add that it has come from my personal collection.
            Had we time, I would have a sword made for Robin; he is not the ideal height for this blade. I imagine time will fix that,
            given his age.”
         

         
         Robin blinked.

         
         “I believe An’Teela is gifting you the sword. It is yours, if you will accept it,” Killian said, failing to materialize.

         
         “It is yours even if you will not,” Teela said. She exhaled. “I was not asked to support you. As you suspect, I find it difficult
            to say no to Serralyn, but she is not the direct cause of my intervention. I want the human caste court. Or rather, I want
            those lords responsible for the deaths of your family.”
         

         
         Raven was now standing beside Robin, her head bowed to bring her eyes closer to the sword’s sheath. He couldn’t give her the
            bracelet to handle and inspect, but he could—at least while Teela was talking—let her hold the sword. He handed it to her,
            never looking away from the Barrani lord.
         

         
         “Why are you so interested in the human caste court?”

         
         She met his gaze. “I’m a Hawk.”

         
         “Barrani invoke laws of exemption far more often than humans do.”

         
         “That is true.”

         
         “You don’t object to those.”

         
         “That is not true. But I know full well that mortal justice is a pale consequence compared to Barrani justice. Those cases
            in which the laws are invoked involve Barrani criminals, and those criminals face justice. It is Barrani justice, not Imperial
            justice, but in my opinion it is swift, and it is absolute.
         

         
         “No such private resolution exists for the human caste court. Your uncle and his associates murdered your family in broad daylight. Your uncle now holds the seat of Gardianno. He was enriched by his crime and suffers no consequences. Human use of exemption is a way for humans of power to get away with the crimes they have committed. There is barely even a nod at justice.” 

         
         “Did the human caste court investigate?”

         
         “I have the inadequate paperwork the caste court is required—by law—to submit to the Emperor. Directly to the Emperor,” Teela
            replied. “A lord did accept responsibility for the crime in the time-honored way: he committed suicide. This satisfied the
            requirements for a separate racial investigation.”
         

         
         “So you think someone else was murdered.”

         
         “Indeed. When laws of exemption are invoked, it doesn’t mean that the crime vanishes. The Emperor demands some racial investigation
            be done—and reported—in the place of the investigation that would otherwise be carried out by the Hawks. 
         

         
         “I am interested in the human caste court because I am interested in justice. Your case, in particular, resonates with my
            distant past. I wish you to survive not only because Serralyn and Terrano are attached to you—” he noted she didn’t mention
            Valliant by name “—but because you are proof that the law can work. Does that answer your question?”
         

         
         It was all the answer he was going to get, but it did. Robin felt unexpectedly comforted by her words. “Then I’ll accept both
            your lessons and the sword with gratitude.”
         

         
         “Good. Having said far more than I intended, let us begin. Raven?”

         
         Robin winced. “Raven, I need the sword back.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because it’s this sword Teela means to teach me to wear properly.”

         
          

         Robin didn’t spar with Teela that day. He hadn’t really known what to expect of this part of his so-called remedial lessons, but he’d been worried about too many things to divert attention to guessing. 

         
         He’d seen swords before, but they were usually never wielded; they existed as a threatening hip ornament and a silent display
            of wealth. Even the swords in the warrens served that function. According to what Teela had said, this sword was to serve
            a similar function. It was like a piece of jewelry, but more cumbersome. In Robin’s hands, it would never be a true threat.
         

         
         “Today,” Teela said when Raven had returned the sword to Robin’s hand, “we will start with a difficult task.”

         
         Robin’s hands tightened on the sword’s sheath; gems made indents into his palm.

         
         “Draw the sword from its scabbard.”

         
         Robin was embarrassed. How difficult could it be to draw a sword? It was like a knife, but longer.

         
         Raven, standing behind Robin, poked him between the ribs. She didn’t speak, but the meaning was clear: she wanted to see the
            blade. Not the scabbard, although that’s what had first drawn her attention.
         

         
         Robin grabbed the hilt of the sword with his right hand, holding the scabbard in his left. He understood why Teela had called
            this a difficult task. Pulling the long blade from its sheath was nowhere near as simple as drawing a dagger or two; the blade
            was too long. He struggled, changing his grip on the sheath to bring it as close to its mouth as possible, and finally succeeded.
         

         
         He set the scabbard down on the bench, then placed his second hand on the hilt before he turned—slowly and carefully—toward
            Raven. He could see her reflection in the blade’s flat, it was so shiny.
         

         
         Teela chuckled. “You look disappointed, Robin. Raven seems far more excited.”

         
         “Raven likes shiny things.”

         
         “Ah. Is that the problem? Do you consider this sword to be a ‘shiny thing’? Do you suspect it is not a real sword?”

         
         Robin said nothing. The sword was heavy—but he’d never handled a real sword before. He didn’t know what to expect. Just . . .
            not this. “It looks like one of Helen’s dinner knives,” he finally said. “But longer, and with gems.”
         

         
         “You will find the edge on that sword is nothing like Helen’s cutlery,” Teela replied, amused. “While it is true that not
            all that glitters is gold—”
         

         
         “Gold doesn’t glitter,” Raven said.

         
         “No? Perhaps not. But sometimes gold is simply gold. The fact that this sword resembles fancy cutlery in your eyes doesn’t
            make it any less of a weapon. Perhaps you were expecting something less ostentatious, but I assure you, Gardianno, that this
            is a weapon from my personal collection. I do not keep weapons that are not, in fact, weapons—although it is possible they
            might serve as a subtle insult.
         

         
         “I might have chosen one that resembles a more mundane weapon. I have those, as well. But you are not a swordsman yet, to
            bear such a weapon. I told you: this is about appearances. Were you older and more confident, it wouldn’t matter. This one
            will force some attention.”
         

         
         “Not good attention.”

         
         “You are unlikely to receive good attention immediately, but you will not be accused of anything as vulgar as theft. They will be suspicious, but in this case
            it works to your advantage. Think: this is your sword. No one who truly lived in the warrens could possibly own a weapon such
            as this. They will make inquiries. They will visit blacksmiths, high and low. They will want to know whose hand crafted this—and
            when.”
         

         
         “I won’t know unless you tell me.”

         
         “Indeed.” Which meant she either didn’t know herself or didn’t want to tell him. “But even if you tell them it was a gift from An’Teela, they will want to know how we met, why you know me, and why I have taken an interest in you. They might believe that I found you in the warrens and hid you away.
         

         
         “Perhaps you are not the weak and helpless urchin they have been told you are. Perhaps you have backers of power and wealth,
            just as your uncle did. Be careful, Raven,” she added, her tone sharper. “It is sharp. That blade will not lose its edge.
            Unless you are impervious to edged weapons, do not touch the edge.
         

         
         “Suspicions that are unfounded—unless they involve illegality—will be your friend here. It will split their focus and their
            research, which will cost them money and time. Sheathe the sword again. I will have you draw it in one motion by the end of
            the lesson. If you cut yourself, the lesson will stop for the day.
         

         
         “And I will be disappointed.” She folded her arms.

         
         Robin sheathed the sword. He was almost as clumsy sheathing it as he had been drawing it. “I’m not going to be pulling this
            sword in front of other people, right?” he asked, jaw clenched, as he failed to meet whatever her standards were for the sixth
            time.
         

         
         “One never knows,” she replied, a hint of smile around the corners of her lips. “Continue.”

         
         He continued for what felt, by the end, like hours, but in reality was barely one.

         
         “I would take the sword to your room before you head to the dining hall. We will practice wearing it once I am satisfied with
            your ability to draw it.”
         

         
          

         Serralyn was in the dining hall when Robin arrived; Delia, Terrano, and Valliant were seated with her. Raven plopped herself
            down on the bench on Delia’s free side as Robin headed to the cafeteria line to get food. He’d never considered himself strong,
            but the morning had made clear just how not-strong he was. It was embarrassing.
         

         
         It was especially embarrassing when Robin had allowed Raven to draw the sword—when they were safely in their room and Teela’s watchful eyes could no longer judge him—and she’d had no difficulty. 

         
         She drew the blade, examined it, touched its edge. She stopped touching the edge when Robin shouted at her, but she continued
            to mimic the motions Teela had been teaching.
         

         
         Robin felt a pang of envy. Raven, clumsy and difficult, could easily draw the sword. She could easily sheathe it. She didn’t
            appear to notice the sword’s weight.
         

         
         It was the same with bowing and the subtle differences between the different styles of bows—differences Robin could only appreciate
            when he was corrected multiple times. Raven could watch it done once and repeat it, each time as perfect as the first.
         

         
         Raven appeared to have no difficulty with physical gestures, physical motion.

         
         She had difficulty with words. She had trouble attaching the correct words to her perfect gestures. Teela, perhaps aware of
            Robin’s frustration, gently pointed out that it was the combination of word and gesture that mattered.
         

         
         Since he couldn’t do the latter to her satisfaction, it hadn’t really helped.

         
         He brought his food back to the table. Delia’s eyes were blue. They were almost the same shade of blue as Valliant’s. Serralyn’s
            were green, but flecked with blue. Terrano’s were the same color as Serralyn’s.
         

         
         “Anything you want to talk about?” Robin asked Terrano.

         
         “Yeah. Later.” He exhaled. “Sedarias isn’t pleased that Teela gave you that sword.”

         
         Robin froze. “Did it belong to Sedarias? Or someone in her family?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “But she recognized it.”

         
         “Yes. To be fair to the rest of us, it mostly looks like a stupidly adorned sword. If I were going to use it, I’d get rid of the gems on the scabbard, and replace the holes with something less showy.” 

         
         “Why not just get a more practical scabbard?”

         
         Valliant winced. “It wouldn’t be easy to find a scabbard that would fit that sword.”

         
         To Robin’s eye, it didn’t seem like it would be that difficult.

         
         “Anyway, Sedarias isn’t happy about it. She’s arguing. Or she would be, but Teela’s saying nothing. A lot of nothing. And
            Teela also tells me to tell you that your afternoon etiquette class is going to be about exactly that.”
         

         
         “Exactly what?”

         
         “Nothing. Or rather, the fine art of saying nothing while pretending you’re not. Teela feels you’re far too honest, and lack
            of honesty will require deliberate practice.”
         

         
         “I’ve never had trouble saying nothing before.”

         
         “Yeah, but now you have to do it in actual words.”

         
          

         The chancellor had taken it upon himself to introduce new classes to the Academia that touched upon racial interactions. He
            felt it best to have one class with separate sections about the various races, what was known of their history, and their
            modern customs.
         

         
         The chancellor wished to limit those sections to the races of the Academia’s current students. Killian, however, wished to
            include elements that involved the librarians. Which would mean Dragons, Wevaran, and a race that in theory was all but extinct.
         

         
         Robin was torn. He wanted to know the things he didn’t know. But who was going to teach that course? Someone like Melden?
            Anyone who taught would bring their own experiences, and their own viewpoints, to the lessons.
         

         
         If the chancellor approached Robin and said: you’re a human, it’s up to you to teach nonhumans about your race, what could he tell them? He knew about humans in the warrens. Learning how to live in the warrens was not the goal of the
            class. Lived experience, in Robin’s case, was something he was trying to unlearn. If Delia was asked to stand in for all Aerians, would she do a better job? Or would she teach that Aerians were terrified
            and restrictive because that was her experience?
         

         
         He thought Starrante could speak for the Wevaran, but only because they were so few in number he probably knew them all. What
            he taught about his people wouldn’t have practical applications in the world outside the Academia.
         

         
         Raven said, “Stop thinking.”

         
         “Killian asked.”
         

         
         “Killian’s bad.”

         
         “He wanted to know how the classes would be useful for the students, and I’m one of the students.”

         
         “Can’t you just observe?”

         
         “I can’t generalize all Aerians from a single Aerian I’ve met a handful of times. I can’t generalize all Barrani that way,
            either—but I’ve met more of them. I’m not sure we need to know much about Dragons other than: don’t piss them off.”
         

         
         “Delia says: don’t touch the feathers.”

         
         “And that’s all we need to know about Aerians?”

         
         Raven shrugged. “It’s important.”

         
         “Anyone should know better than to just randomly grab a total stranger’s body parts.”

         
         Raven nodded emphatically. Robin gave up. To Raven, this was all she needed to know, she knew it, and extra lessons were irrelevant.

         
         “Sorry,” Robin murmured to Killian.

         
         “I did ask,” Killian replied in an apologetic tone. “The class has not yet been formed because the question of instructors
            is fraught. Your point is correct: you are human. But your experience in the warrens is not the Imperial norm. What you know, you know because you’ve lived it—but in theory, students will not graduate and move to the warrens immediately.” 

         
         “Not unless they break the law and they leave in panic.”

         
         “Your mother broke no laws.”

         
         Robin said nothing.

         
          

         “She’s right, you know,” Terrano said as Robin crawled into bed at the end of a very long day. Raven had asked, again, if
            she could see the bracelet that was meant to assess Robin’s possible magical potential. Robin had said no. Raven didn’t argue, but would
            have; Robin handed her the sword Teela had given him, and she quieted.
         

         
         He liked to sleep in the dark, but Raven didn’t. It was the only time Robin regretted not asking for separate rooms. But he
            could sleep without darkness, and he was used to making do with less than perfect environs.
         

         
         “Right about what?”

         
         “About the class.” Terrano wasn’t visible.

         
         “The one she wouldn’t take even if it was offered?”

         
         “I think the chancellor had hopes of making it mandatory. And short. Sort of like an introduction.”

         
         “I’m not going to ask how you know this.”

         
         “You might learn what constitutes good manners in a general sense, but none of us are very general people. And what constitutes
            good manners—as Teela is now teaching you—differs greatly even between people of the same race. I think Raven’s right. Meet
            people. Observe them. Figure it out that way.”
         

         
         “I think the point of the class was to teach the basics: things that are forbidden. Things that would be considered offensive.”

         
         “Yeah, but even that changes on a personal level. Look at Teela.”

         
         “I will. Tomorrow. I won’t have a choice.”

         
         Terrano laughed. “She’s An’Teela. Sedarias is An’Mellarionne. But An’Teela is feared. She’s treated with extreme caution—which is what passes for respect in the High Halls. Sedarias is not feared yet.” 

         
         Robin had no doubt she would be.

         
         “Teela, in theory, should be treated carefully. You should never be informal around her.”

         
         Robin frowned. “She can be intimidating,” he finally said. “But she’s a Hawk.”

         
         Terrano laughed. “She can only be a Hawk because she’s so certain in her power. It would be considered a disgrace if she weren’t An’Teela. I mean, it’s still
            considered disgraceful by the High Court. She’s powerful enough that she doesn’t have to care.
         

         
         “And she doesn’t have to care if you don’t observe the correct forms. She doesn’t have to care if you insult her unintentionally.
            Boiling that down to something students can make use of? As I said, I think Raven’s right. I mean, I’m Barrani.”
         

         
         Raven snorted.

         
         “What? I am. I was born Barrani. But I don’t want to care about all the political stuff. I don’t want to have to measure disrespect and respond to it. The class isn’t set
            yet, according to Killian, and you’ve got enough to worry about. Don’t pick up burdens that aren’t yours. Keep doing that,
            and you’ll just be crushed by their weight.”
         

         
         Robin said nothing.

         
         “Serralyn really likes you. Both of you. I kind of get it. She’s spitting mad at your so-called family.”
         

         
         She’d never said much about it. He couldn’t actually imagine a Serralyn who was, as Terrano put it, spitting mad.

         
         “But she knows there’s a cost to killing family, even if the family deserves it. She’s going to stand by you. Here, and in
            the future, when you become a human lord. And because she is, you’re going to have to put up with the rest of us.”
         

         
         Robin couldn’t find words to describe what he felt in response to Terrano’s statement. “Can I ask a different question?”

         
         “Sure. You need sleep. I don’t. And your arms are going to be sore in the morning.”

         
         “That sword—why was Sedarias against the gifting of it?”

         
         “I’d tell you to ask Sedarias, but actually, I’d do everything in my power to prevent it, and if I didn’t, Serralyn would.
            It’s an unusual sword, and it’s old. It belonged to Teela’s mother. We don’t know who made it—it was before the wars.” When
            Barrani talked about wars, they meant the Draco-Barrani wars that had ended centuries ago.
         

         
         “Her father retrieved the sword—and other items that had belonged to her mother’s family. Teela took it back when she killed
            him. She’s kept it for a long time. Her mother didn’t give it to her, and Teela can’t recall her mother ever using it.
         

         
         “It’s a bit on the short side for a long sword. Maybe that’s why she chose it.”

         
         Raven snorted.

         
         “But as Raven’s probably guessed, there’s some kind of complicated enchantment on the blade.”

         
         Robin, under his covers, froze.

         
         “The most important one, in Teela’s opinion, is that the blade won’t hurt its owner. You’re careful about the blade’s edge,
            so you haven’t tested it—but it can’t cut you. She, ummm, expects there will be times when a real sword otherwise might. You’re not used to blades of this length, and
            people can cut themselves just learning to draw them, if they’re sharp.
         

         
         “Don’t overthink it. She wanted something that made you look like you have money, because money is power.”
         

         
         “You said ‘the most important one’—are there others?”

         
         “I’m sure there are,” Terrano said quickly, before Raven could speak. “But she didn’t tell us what they were. Just that one.”
            He hesitated, then added, “She loved her mother. She misses her even now. So it’s not just something she pulled out of her
            private collection and tossed in your direction.”
         

         
         Robin’s eyes were already closed. “If it was her mother’s sword, why didn’t her mother give it to Teela?”

         
         “She didn’t survive long enough to give anything to her daughter. Teela was young when she died—we were all young, even by the standards of the Barrani. And Teela was the only one of the twelve of us sent to the green who wasn’t imprisoned in the Hallionne. 

         
         “Teela made her own way through a history the rest of us didn’t experience. She received one of the three greatest weapons
            we, as a people, own: one of The Three. What her mother might have given her is in no way equal to the weapon she earned on
            her own. Maybe she thinks your sword is a beginner’s weapon, a child’s weapon. Sorry about that,” he added.
         

         
         “Why? I am a child. If I weren’t, we wouldn’t have the guardianship issue. I wouldn’t be trapped here for my own safety. No,” he added
            quickly, speaking to Killian. “I don’t mean I’ve been jailed. I know you’ll let me leave if I insist.”
         

         
         “I know,” Killian replied. “Terrano, if Robin does not get any sleep, Teela will not be pleased when they meet for his lesson
            in the morning.”
         

         
         “Can I say just one more thing?” the Barrani asked.

         
         “Demonstrably.”

         
         “You know Sedarias’s brothers and sisters have tried to kill her multiple times, right?” Terrano took silence as agreement.
            “Sedarias doesn’t have any immediate siblings left. She’s An’Mellarionne unless cousins or uncles or aunts can pull her down.
            And they’re going to try.
         

         
         “We’re her weakness. She didn’t want Serralyn and Valliant to be here. She argued against it. Some people joined her; some
            of us sided with Serralyn. In the end, Sedarias has far more weaknesses than most Barrani would-be lords: she cares about
            us. If we’re hurt, if we’re kidnapped, if we’re effectively threatened, it’ll hurt her.
         

         
         “The safest thing she could do—the safest thing she could have done—was to never be with us at all. It was Sedarias who first offered her True Name to our group of ‘volunteers.’ It was Sedarias who made the first overture to build the bridge that now sustains us. 

         
         “I left it, for a while. No, don’t ask how. It’s long and complicated. But I did. And I felt like half of me was missing.
            If Sedarias had done the smart thing, if she’d done the expected thing, she would never have made that offer. None of us would have made it first. None of us would have offered our names.
            It’s the one thing we’re taught never to do.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because those names can be used to command and control us.”

         
         “Then . . . why did you give her your names? If you had hers, you’d be in a position of power, right?”

         
         “Have you met Sedarias?” Terrano replied, laughing.

         
         Robin had. He found her vaguely terrifying.

         
         “We were abandoned by our families. If our exposure to the regalia resulted in power, or empowerment, they would have rejoiced. If we died or were damaged, they would have shrugged. Only Sedarias
            wanted the green. In her family, she and her siblings fought for the right to be sent there.
         

         
         “I don’t know why she made the overture. Probably because she thought we were all weak enough we couldn’t possibly be a threat.”
            His smile hinted at nostalgia.
         

         
         Robin was certain he would never, ever have accepted Sedarias’s offer.

         
         “It was useful, in the end. But it’s more than that. It’s pretty damn noisy most of the time, but it’s a noise that’s purely
            us being ourselves. Serralyn wouldn’t have survived otherwise. We’re all pretty sure of that—even Serralyn. She’s the most
            herself when she wanders around in the outside world. We all want that for her. We want it for ourselves.
         

         
         “Yes, we’re Sedarias’s weakness. But we’re also her strength. If Sedarias was only afraid of the weakness, none of us would
            be where we are now. I don’t think it’s different for you, except for the whole True Name thing. There were only two of you,
            right?”
         

         
         Robin nodded, the nod slower.

         
         “Raven was your strength. She was what you needed. But she’s not just a weakness now, either. Don’t let the fear of weakness
            make you forget the strength of friendship.”
         

         
         Raven snorted. “Terrano.”

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         “Robin needs sleep. Come here.”

         
         Terrano drifted toward Raven, becoming solid as he moved. Raven held up Robin’s new sword. “Look at this.”

         
         In spite of himself, or more likely because he was Terrano, he did. Robin couldn’t see his expression, but Terrano was seldom
            silent. Whatever it was Raven had demanded he examine had caught his attention. Terrano was far more charming than Raven had
            ever been to anyone who wasn’t Robin—but Terrano was the most like Raven at heart.
         

         
         He thought about that as he drifted to sleep, the comfortable overfocus of the two friends like a lullaby. Robin was uneasily
            certain that Raven and Terrano would probably make better friends than Raven and Robin. But Terrano had his dozen-strong cohort.
         

         
         Robin had Raven. She was still Robin’s closest friend.

         
         They didn’t have to be the same person. He told himself this as he struggled to drift off to sleep. It took longer than it
            should have, given how exhausted he felt.
         

         
          

         Teela was waiting in the courtyard when Robin approached it at a run. He’d fallen asleep to the sounds of Raven’s discussion
            with Terrano, and had woken up to an argument. Since it was about the sword, he’d dressed quickly and then negotiated the
            sword’s return, which caused more petulance and less heat than whatever argument was in progress.
         

         
         Yes, Raven and Terrano were similar. Sometimes that brought them together. Sometimes it created walls. Robin would normally have cared more, but Teela, like Sedarias, was intimidating, and he didn’t want to be late. 

         
         She was wearing the court dress, and a tiara. She also bore a sword that could easily be seen; it was longer than Robin’s.

         
         “That’s not the sword you were wearing yesterday.”

         
         “No.” Teela gave him a brief nod of approval, as if noticing the difference was good. Since it wasn’t easy not to notice, Robin felt he didn’t deserve it, but he accepted it anyway.
         

         
         “Tell Terrano you need sleep,” she said.

         
         “Raven did.”

         
         “She did tell Terrano to let you sleep, but the two got caught up in questions about the nature of your sword.”

         
         “Can’t he just ask you?” Robin felt the lack of sleep.

         
         “Oh, he has. But I do not have answers for him. The sword was in my armory, but it is not a sword I have ever wielded. I came
            to it too late. It is my hope that you have not.”
         

         
         Robin blinked. “Is it because it’s shorter than the one you wear?”

         
         “A good guess, but no. Today we will practice what we practiced yesterday. I note Raven isn’t with you today.”

         
         “She’s arguing with Terrano about one of the gems on the sword’s scabbard. If we’re lucky, we’ll see them at breakfast.”

         
         “An interesting definition of luck.”

         
          

         Robin’s arms were sore by the time Teela allowed him to stop drawing the sword. The lesson wasn’t over, though. She produced
            a belt and handed it to him. To his surprise, it was heavy. It appeared to be made of leather, but on closer inspection, it
            was leather combined with links of metal.
         

         
         And gems.

         
         Robin was tired of gemstones. He’d never been particularly excited by them. Raven had. But if he’d had gems like these in the warrens, he’d have likely lost his life. Other people would want them, and Robin was in no position to fight those people off. 

         
         Teela actually laughed at his expression, and he had the grace to flush. He might not be particularly learned, but even he
            knew better than to grimace in near disgust when he was handed a gift.
         

         
         “You are exactly what I would have expected, given Serralyn’s reaction,” she said, the smile lightening the natural blue of
            her eyes. “But the belt is meant to match the sword. Let me show you how to attach the sword and wear it the way I’m currently
            wearing my own sword.”
         

         
         “Will I ever have to detach the belt from the sword?”

         
         “You shouldn’t have to, no. In normal wear and tear, you’d probably have to replace the belt eventually.”

         
         “Meaning never, for a human?”

         
         “Pretty much.”

         
         “But if I’d have to replace the belt, couldn’t we just replace it now with something that isn’t so . . .”

         
         “Ostentatious? Pretentious?”

         
         Good enough. Robin nodded.

         
         “Perhaps in the future, but not now. What did I tell you about the role of this sword in your immediate future?”

         
         “It’s a signal.”

         
         Teela nodded. “Today, in etiquette class, we’re going to review proper gestures of respect.”

         
         Robin tensed. “Does this have something to do with the belt and the drawing of the sword?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “. . . am I going somewhere where both will be necessary?”

         
         “Yes. But not today.”

         
         “When?”

         
         “Tomorrow. The chancellor will let you know.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            12

         
         “But she didn’t tell you where you might be going?” Terrano spoke around a mouthful of food. If Barrani didn’t need as much food as humans did, they had
            preferences, and today’s food matched Terrano’s. The dining hall staff had become accustomed to Terrano, who was now possessed
            of an unofficial visitor’s pass.
         

         
         “His manners are appalling,” Serralyn said, green-eyed and amused. “But he’s always had a fondness for bread.”

         
         “He should be taking Teela’s classes.”

         
         “She agrees—but it would be a waste of time. He knows better. He just can’t be bothered.” Glancing around the dining hall, she added, “I don’t think most of the students care.”
         

         
         Delia, seated across from Terrano, didn’t care. But she often ate with her fingers, where it was feasible; she sometimes used
            spoons for soup, when she bothered to bring soup to the table, but today, she lifted the bowl as if it were a flat, overly
            wide cup. Delia barely glanced at most of the cutlery. She could lift the wrong fork, the wrong knife, or nothing at all.
         

         
         She was unlikely to notice Terrano’s manners.

         
         Robin had been very like Delia weeks ago. What did it matter how food reached his mouth? The most important thing was that
            it did.
         

         
         Robin wasn’t certain if all Aerians were like this, or only Delia. But as he was with Delia, and not other Aerians, it didn’t matter. 

         
         “No, she didn’t tell me where I’d be going. She said the chancellor would let me know. Anything you guys want to share?”

         
         Terrano grinned. “Nope. And there’s no way I’m going to have to be there, so mockery is mostly safe.”

         
         Valliant turned a sharp glare on Terrano; it bounced harmlessly off his stuffed face.

         
         Raven watched Terrano eat, frowning the entire time.

         
         Robin had practiced wearing the sword in the courtyard, but after that he’d taken it—and its attached belt—immediately back
            to their room. He had zero intention of wearing something like that sword anywhere in the Academia except the courtyard.
         

         
         And possibly etiquette class.

         
         “If I were you, I’d be worried about today’s visitor,” Terrano told Robin, which pretty much killed any appetite he had left.

         
          

         Serralyn and Raven joined Robin for etiquette, but Terrano was nowhere to be found. Probably for the best; Teela’s eyes were
            already a martial blue.
         

         
         The Barrani lord then went down the list of proper greetings, assuming—as Robin was never to forget—that Robin held a seat on the human caste court. Robin was the Gardianno. His cousin’s occupation of the seat was to be considered
            a regency—an unwanted regency, at that. Greeting his cousin was therefore complicated. His cousin was senior; his cousin occupied
            the Gardianno seat legally. He owed his cousin the respect of junior kin to elder kin.
         

         
         He owed his cousin no such respect in the seat of power. The power was Robin’s. The cousin owed Robin the respect due the head of his line.
         

         
         Robin had a headache. When exactly was he “in the seat of power”? It’s not like he was going to join the council that ran
            the caste court. It’s not like he’d be sitting in a literal chair. He kept these thoughts to himself. He’d learned to accept his own ignorance—if he didn’t, there was no chance he’d alleviate
            it. But the grueling extra classes had beaten down that confidence.
         

         
         “If your cousin is wise, he will offer you the gestures of respect due the head of the family. If he is unwise, he will not
            offer more than the familial—and somewhat condescending—respect due a significant family member.”
         

         
         “If he wants to hold on to power, isn’t it best to continue as he has been?”

         
         “Perhaps. But that would also be a signal. In such a meeting, you must observe the way others of note treat your cousin. Those
            who remain neutral will offer both of you the gestures of respect due the head of the family—your cousin, as regent, who occupies
            the seat, and you as heir. Those who side with your uncle’s kin will offer only your cousin that respect. They may appear
            friendly; they may attempt to condescend in a so-called affectionate fashion.
         

         
         “Those who support your claim will offer you, first, the respect that is due Gardianno. They will offer your cousin the respect
            due the regent of the seat upon the court, but they will do it second, if at all.”
         

         
         Robin had a very, very bad feeling about all of this. The sword. The sheath. The ridiculous belt.

         
         “Practice, Robin. I have brought a small list of names—with small sketches where they exist. You will need to memorize them.”

         
         Robin glanced in the direction Teela had pointed. Her version of small was not Robin’s; there was a stack of paper almost two inches high on the otherwise bare table.
         

         
         “. . . by when?” he asked, his question barely audible.

         
         “Tomorrow would be best.”

         
         There was no way he could memorize all of this by tomorrow; he could barely finish reading it by then.
         

         
         Teela exhaled. “I am aware that there is a structural difference between the memories of mortals and Barrani. I have taken
            some care to highlight those names you must remember; I have attempted, where possible, to indicate what we believe the allegiances will be. All of that is subject to
            change.”
         

         
         “How?”

         
         “When two people meet, they will form opinions of each other. Some will consider you malleable. Some will approve of you.
            Some will consider you far too weak to hold what you desire to claim. Their opinions of you—and your opinions of them—alter allegiances, or cement them.”
         

         
         “None of this is theoretical, is it?”

         
         “No. Your clothing is being prepared now. Raven’s clothing will differ somewhat.”

         
         Raven’s frown was electric. She folded her arms and glared at Teela.

         
         “It is for Robin’s safety. My advice, should you choose to take it, is that you remain within the Academia.”

         
         “With Robin,” Raven said, her tone a demand. When she was upset, she reverted to her older style of speech: only the important
            words.
         

         
         “Robin will live in the Academia—but he will, on occasion, be required to leave it. This will be one of those occasions. If
            you wish to accompany Robin, you cannot wear what you usually wear.”
         

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “It is not appropriate for the environment in which you will find yourself; he will be judged by your appearance. I will not
            allow Robin to enter that environment alone—but you will have to trust me should you choose to absent yourself. I leave the
            decision in your hands. Robin is your friend, but he is not your lord or your master.” Before Raven could reply, Teela continued.
            “In this room, I am both. I will prepare suitable clothing for you; if you do not wish to wear it, you will remain here.” 

         
          

         Sheila Hawman saved Robin a tongue-lashing; she prodded him in Larrantin’s class as he was drifting off. He liked Larrantin’s classes, and often found them more interesting than any other class, but he couldn’t concentrate on what the
            scholar was saying. Although he’d eaten, his class with Teela—the afternoon class, not the morning class—had grown claws.
            Attempting to think about anything else was a failure.
         

         
         Sleep, apparently, was not.

         
         “Sorry,” Sheila whispered. “You look exhausted.”

         
         “I’m exhausted,” he replied. 

         
         “Well, try to be exhausted after Larrantin’s finished.”
         

         
         Elisianne looked up; she usually took a seat nearest the front of the class where Larrantin stood. Most of the Barrani revered
            Larrantin. Robin even understood why. Larrantin had been in the Academia when it had gone down, theoretically to be returned
            to the outlands from which it had been created.
         

         
         Larrantin had been here when the Academia had returned.

         
         Larrantin had, by all reports, been considered all but ancient before the Academia had been lost to the creation of the Towers that bordered Ravellon. Of course he was revered. The human students didn’t hold him in the same regard. He was Barrani—and he must be old because
            he had grey hair. Robin didn’t even try to correct this assumption, although it was wrong.
         

         
         But Barrani were all ancient to the minds of most humans, and they were all worthy of envy and caution. Sheila’s respect for
            Larrantin was of the human student variety. Elisianne’s was Barrani.
         

         
         Serralyn interrupted Sheila as the class drew to a close. “I took notes,” she told Robin.

         
         “He can use mine,” Sheila replied, just the hint of an edge in her otherwise cheery voice.

         
         Serralyn’s eyes remained green, but Robin got the sense that his Barrani friend didn’t care for Sheila.

         
          

         Robin was grateful for Serralyn’s notes, but he couldn’t take the time to read them or absorb them; he’d been handed a heavy
            stack of papers he was meant to memorize.
         

         
         Terrano was cheerfully cursing. When Raven glanced at him, he said, “I’m supposed to help Robin memorize this garbage.”

         
         “It’s garbage,” Raven agreed.

         
         “Why can’t you help him instead?”

         
         “Because it’s garbage.”

         
         “You collect garbage!”
         

         
         Ugh. Robin had a headache. Raven, defensive about her treasures, shrieked in wordless frustration. Terrano had offended her.
            She was carrying Robin’s sword—and was already miffed that he’d told her she couldn’t detach the belt Teela had attached to
            it. Not yet. Not until he wouldn’t have to wear it.
         

         
         She was already unsettled because Teela had said her clothing was bad. Raven had never, in all of their lives together prior
            to the Academia, worn anything but her tattered robes. Even the idea of wearing different clothing was terrifying. Raven didn’t
            like change, and this was a huge change.
         

         
         He intended to leave her in the Academia. Being here, being in this room at all, was difficult for Raven. She wasn’t accustomed
            to living in a fixed place. It wasn’t a home; it was a cage. To Robin it had become his only home, the home he wanted. Raven
            had stayed because she wanted to be with Robin.
         

         
         But she couldn’t be with him the way she had when they’d eked out survival in the warrens. Then, they’d had no rooms of their
            own. They’d had no fixed location. She disappeared for days on end, reappearing at need. She could escape the burden of Robin.
         

         
         She could do Raven-only things without scrutiny. Or criticism.

         
         She liked Terrano—well, maybe not at this particular moment—and she liked Serralyn. She hadn’t cared for Killian at first, and she hadn’t decided about Teela yet. She still disliked Larrantin, but Robin could understand that. Larrantin, of all the people in the Academia, was the only one who had actually endangered her. Unintentionally, but still. 

         
         She’d made her peace with Killian, because Killian had made her a desk. It wasn’t the desk she’d originally wanted; Robin
            discovered that she’d asked him to make her a desk of glass. Killian was uncertain how to go about that, which should have been the biggest clue—there was nothing in the Academia that
            Killian couldn’t create.
         

         
         But the glass Raven had wanted for her desk’s construction wasn’t glass in any normal sense of the word. Killian had said
            he would work on it, and Robin was certain he’d told the truth. Still, he’d been relieved when Raven had chosen to accept
            a desk just like Robin’s in its stead.
         

         
         “No, this is garbage!” Raven shouted.
         

         
         Robin sighed and covered his ears. He could sleep through almost anything, but an upset Raven wasn’t one of them. Overfocused,
            yes. Obsessed, yes. Chattering, yes. But not upset.
         

         
         “The belt is garbage,” Robin agreed, although he didn’t bother to get up from the bed he’d collapsed across.

         
         “See?”

         
         “But it’s necessary garbage. I’m supposed to wear the sword, and Teela says I need the belt to wear it properly.”

         
         Raven shrieked. “No!”

         
         “It’s supposed to sit across my hip a bit—like Teela’s did. You saw her sword, right?” He rolled over and stared at the ceiling.

         
         “Yes?” To Raven, his question had nothing to do with the argument she was having.

         
         “The sword needs to be worn in the same way.”

         
         “No!” Raven stomped across the room to where Robin lay, sword in hand. She then removed the offending belt and tossed it over
            her shoulder.
         

         
         Terrano sighed and bent to retrieve it. Clearly some of his Barrani friends had occasional outbursts; he looked long-suffering, but not particularly surprised. 

         
         “This belt was created for the sword,” he said, his tone unusually somber. He spoke to Robin, not Raven; no one would expect
            Raven to care at this point.
         

         
         “It did seem to match,” Robin replied, his tone as neutral as Terrano’s.

         
         “Teela wore it.”

         
         “I thought she didn’t use the sword?”

         
         “I didn’t say she used it—not as a sword. But she did wear it on one significant day. She had the belt designed for it. She wanted that sword to
            draw every eye under the sky. Barrani memory is better than mortal memory, and she knew, if they saw the sword, they would
            mark it; they would know who had previously worn it.”
         

         
         “Her mother?”

         
         “Her mother. After we were separated, she had only one goal. While we were prisoners, before we truly began to plan our escape,
            she was laying the groundwork that would fulfill that goal. You know how her mother died, right?”
         

         
         Robin said nothing.

         
         “Her mother died during the regalia. Children had been forbidden the green on that day of days. The green didn’t want children exposed to its power—a power so
            ancient even the Academia knows almost nothing. Teela’s mother was of the West March, not the High Halls.
         

         
         “The Barrani of the West March seem more fecund than the Barrani who dwell far from it. For that reason, many of the wives
            came—at that time—from the West March, regardless of their political value. Teela’s mother was one such. But she didn’t thrive
            in the High Halls and its environment, and in the end, she petitioned her lord for permission to return to her kin, and to
            raise their child there.
         

         
         “I don’t know why Teela’s father agreed. Perhaps his political position was too much of a threat to his child. But he did agree, although Teela spent time in both places. Before you get sentimental, understand that our parents are not terribly
            affectionate by either nature or inclination. Teela’s father was normal. Teela’s mother was unusual.
         

         
         “On the day that we were to stand and listen to the regalia, Teela’s father killed Teela’s mother for attempting to interfere in the ceremony.”
         

         
         Robin was silent for different reasons now. Even Raven’s rage had been put on hold.

         
         “Her goal was revenge. Or justice. Sometimes they’re the same thing. And when she had finally achieved that goal—and destroyed
            her father’s family name, consigning it to permanent oblivion—there was a funeral. Barrani funerals are not like mortal funerals.
            Don’t imagine the grieved and the bereaved. Anyone who could truly grieve her father’s death had already passed away.”
         

         
         “She killed them.”

         
         “She killed them,” Terrano confirmed. “By that point, she could kill with impunity. We were trapped in the green, and the
            people she had dared to love in her childhood were long dead. She had nothing—at all—to lose. She intended that her father
            have nothing to lose, either, admittedly in a different way.”
         

         
         “So . . . why did she have a funeral for him?”

         
         “So she could show the Barrani of the High Court,” Terrano replied. “She could consign him to nameless oblivion and every
            single person present would understand both why she had done it, and that it was done at all. No one else would have destroyed
            the entirety of their family history by rejecting, utterly, the name of that family. There is power in a lineage as old as
            Teela’s father’s, and the Barrani of the courts seek power.
         

         
         “When she joined the Hawks, she joined under her father’s excised family name. She has a pretty dark sense of humor, and he would have hated its use among the Hawks. Her mother’s clan—or those who shared blood ties—still exists in the West March. But mostly, she
            is known as An’Teela. First of her line.
         

         
         “And last of her line.” Terrano shook himself. “Sorry—I know it all sounds grim to you.”

         
         “Because it was.”

         
         “Yes. Teela’s pissed off now. But at me, not you.” This time, a grin could be heard in the words, even if it couldn’t be clearly
            seen from Robin’s vantage. “The sword is of incalculable value—but she gave it to you. She didn’t lend it to you. It’s now yours.
         

         
         “Sedarias is thankful,” he added, voice soft. “We couldn’t be there for Teela. We couldn’t help her. She had to struggle with
            all of her losses in isolation. But her losses are in the distant past. She’s emerged from them. She’s a power to be reckoned
            with. And maybe, by passing this on, she’s taking a step into a future that’s not bound so irrevocably to rage and pain and
            loss.”
         

         
         Raven didn’t snort. She said nothing, but Robin could hear her inhale. He knew she would speak, soon, and was almost surprised
            that she hadn’t interrupted Terrano when he’d jumped from their argument to this story, this bit of history that even Terrano
            hadn’t witnessed.
         

         
         “The belt doesn’t matter,” she finally said. She spoke slowly, as if to a toddler. “The sword is Robin’s.”
         

         
         “Teela wore it,” Terrano countered, but he had managed to find better equilibrium.

         
         “Yes—but she had to wear it. The sword wasn’t hers.”
         

         
         “It was hers,” Terrano said.

         
         Raven shook her head. “It wasn’t.” A shriek of frustration escaped her, but it was short, and she didn’t shove it into angry words. She, too, had managed
            to find a calmer space in which to make the argument she would not let go. She marched over to the bedside.
         

         
         Robin sat up and leaned back against the wall as the lights brightened. Killian had neither offered him the silence the Academia could nor discouraged the raging argument between Raven and someone who didn’t even live here. 

         
         Which meant Killian felt it was essential in some way.

         
         “The sword was her mother’s,” Raven said, still speaking slowly. “Her mother wouldn’t have needed this ugly thing.”
         

         
         This time, Terrano frowned. “Are you saying that her mother could somehow wear the sword without the belt?”

         
         “Yes!” Raven smiled brightly.

         
         “And Teela couldn’t?”

         
         “It wasn’t hers. Teela couldn’t.”

         
         “Could Teela have claimed that sword? Could she have owned it?”

         
         Raven’s look was almost one of pity. Terrano didn’t really notice; Robin did, because it surprised him. “No,” she said.

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “She would never use it. She had chosen her weapon, and it wasn’t this one.” Her expression folded as if she were thinking
            very hard and had to let some of that thought filter into her expression.
         

         
         “How does the fact that she gave it to Robin change things?”

         
         “It’s Robin’s only sword,” Raven replied. “He can’t use it properly. He can barely draw it properly. Robin is slow. But—you can hear it if you listen. The sword is Robin’s sword. He doesn’t need the ugly garbage to wear it.”
         

         
         “He hasn’t wielded it, either, though.”

         
         “He has. He hasn’t killed with it. Most swords like this one would require a death, but this one doesn’t. You don’t have to kill with it to make it
            yours.”
         

         
         Terrano was now bug-eyed as he stared at Raven; she was watching Robin. To be fair, Robin was surprised, as well—just not
            as surprised as Terrano. If Raven had said these words first, instead of shrieking at the obvious stupidity of her friends,
            they’d’ve understood them immediately.
         

         
         They might not have agreed with her conclusions, but they’d at least know what they were arguing about.
         

         
         “Killian?” Robin asked as Raven fell silent.

         
         Killian took a moment to respond, which was unlike him. “I have asked for Larrantin’s opinion,” he finally said. “With your
            permission, he will visit now.”
         

         
         “And without it?” Raven demanded. “I don’t want him here.”
         

         
         “Without it, he will meet Robin in a different room.”

         
         “Fine. Go,” she added, in case her meaning was unclear.

         
          

         “Is she ever going to let bygones be bygones?” Terrano asked as Killian escorted them to Larrantin’s rooms.

         
         Robin shrugged.

         
         “So . . . no.”

         
         “I’m not sure what he did to capture her, but whatever it was, it upset her a lot.” It had upset Robin, as well, but Robin’s
            experience of Larrantin in other contexts made it easier for Robin to forgive. Raven didn’t have any other context; her entire
            view of Larrantin was based on his trap.
         

         
         The fact that Larrantin had had no intention of trapping Raven wasn’t relevant to Raven. It was to Robin. She didn’t distrust the Barrani scholar on Robin’s behalf. But on her own? She
            avoided him.
         

         
         Robin carried the sword by the scabbard, thinking of its history—a history he wouldn’t have known had Terrano not taken the
            time to make it clear. To him, the sword was a monstrous sign of wealth, an ostentatious wealth that would have meant death—or
            at least severe injury—in the warrens. He had no way of protecting wealth.
         

         
         But in theory, he now had wealth. He just couldn’t touch it. He still felt he had no way to protect himself.
         

         
         “Your guardian is visiting tomorrow.”

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “Do you think you can manage to act on Teela’s lessons when you meet him?”

         
         He had every intention of trying. The mess of names Teela wanted him to memorize wouldn’t cohere, and he had no hope he’d
            be able to make use of any of them without a cheat sheet, which he obviously couldn’t carry with him.
         

         
          

         Larrantin was waiting; his doors were open, and he stood in the doorframe, frowning as if it were somehow Robin’s idea to
            disturb him, rather than the other way around. His eyes were blue, but irritable blue, not angry blue. That color shifted
            when he saw the sword Robin carried; a hint of gold touched them.
         

         
         “Come in,” he told Robin, as if Terrano was invisible. Given that Terrano was often invisible, it couldn’t be considered entirely
            hostile. He did frown, looking at Killian, and then at Terrano, before exhaling with annoyance. “You can bring Terrano with
            you if you insist.”
         

         
         “He insists,” Terrano said, grinning.

         
          

         They didn’t go to the familiar lab in which Larrantin worked, but into a small side room closest to the doors that allowed
            entry into Larrantin’s expansive quarters. Here, there were a table, chairs, and a small shelf that held books that had clearly
            been handled a lot. There was no window.
         

         
         Larrantin gestured to the table, and Robin placed the sword across it.

         
         “Where did you get this?” Larrantin asked, the tone a demand.

         
         “An’Teela,” Robin replied.

         
         “An’Teela. Her story is known, even to me, although I came by it recently. Very well.”

         
         “Her mother was of Corvalle,” Terrano said.

         
         “She is not An’Corvalle?”

         
         “She’s An’Teela,” Terrano replied.

         
         “She was once of Danelle?”

         
         “For purposes of Imperial Law, she’s Corporal Teela Danelle.”

         
         At that, Larrantin laughed, a short, harsh bark of noise. “Relations between parents and their offspring were oft fraught.
            Very well. This sword did not come from her father’s family.”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “That wasn’t a question. Can you not sense it?” His expression was now of the what do they teach children these days variety. Terrano was immune to it. Robin wouldn’t have been, but it wasn’t something Larrantin would expect Robin to know.
            “Robin?”
         

         
         “I’m not sure what you want me to sense,” he confessed.

         
         “Very well. You said your friend believes you can bear this sword without the usual sword belt. An’Teela clearly did not have
            this knowledge. She owned the sword, but passed it into your hands?”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “She did not wield it.”

         
         “Not in battle, no.” Robin exhaled. He didn’t repeat Terrano’s explanation of the only time she had worn this sword—that was
            personal, and it was Teela’s story to tell. “But she had the belt crafted for the one time she did wear it. She gave the belt
            to me; I’m to learn to wear the sword as if I could actually wield it.”
         

         
         “I see.” He approached the table on which the sword lay, but he didn’t touch it. Instead, he passed his hands over it, murmuring,
            his eyes an odd color, his expression one of concentration. He then turned to Robin, still murmuring. Only when that odd,
            quiet whisper ceased did he speak.
         

         
         “I cannot tell you much about this sword, but I believe your friend is correct. This is an ancient weapon; it was old when
            I was young. It did not see much use, even then—it was considered almost ceremonial. It was not like The Three. It was not
            a weapon of destruction in the same fashion.
         

         
         “Swords are weapons. Do not forget that. Do not allow my words to romanticize weapons.” He looked down—he was taller—and almost smiled.
            “It appears life still has surprises to offer one such as I. This sword was peripheral to my area of research. I knew of it,
            and I did see it, but I was not allowed to properly study it.
         

         
         “Nor will I be allowed that grace now. If An’Teela has gifted you this weapon, she has done so, no doubt, for her own reasons.
            But if you ask me how you are to wear it without the sword belt, I cannot answer that question. I would advise you to experiment. Raven’s observations
            are not yours; Raven’s truth is not yours. You must find your own truth with this particular sword.”
         

         
         Robin nodded. He had no qualms about leaving the weapon in Larrantin’s hands, but clearly Larrantin did.

         
         “Why are you fidgeting?”

         
         “I— Should I ask Teela for a normal sword and give this back to her?”

         
         “I do not believe that is possible,” Larrantin replied. “Are you afraid that you are somehow unworthy of the blade?”

         
         “Of course he is,” Terrano said before Robin could reply; he was grinning.

         
         “Then take comfort from this. The blade decides, Robin Gardianno. An’Teela must have asked you to draw the sword from its
            scabbard.”
         

         
         For over an hour, yes. Robin nodded.

         
         “And you could.”

         
         “Not well,” Robin confessed. “It’s much longer than anything I’ve handled before, and it was awkward the first few times.”
         

         
         “Awkward, in this circumstance, is irrelevant. You could,” Larrantin replied. “Whether or not you are currently clumsy does not change that fact. I did not see this sword worn in the fashion of other swords; as I said, it was considered largely—and perhaps quaintly—ceremonial. It was treated with reverence and respect; it was not carried as a simple tool of conflict. What Raven suggests—” Terrano snorted at suggests, but otherwise held his peace “—is likely correct. How, I cannot tell you; that is between you and the sword.”
         

         
         His eyes sparkled. “Things old have a way of becoming new and beloved in the turn of centuries. I am pleased to see the sword
            again.”
         

         
         “Even if it’s in human hands?”

         
         “I would be pleased even were it to be found in Wevaran hands, although perhaps hands is not biologically correct.”
         

         
         “Can Robin negotiate this apparent connection in the morning?”

         
         Larrantin frowned at Terrano. “I perceive that the question has a meaning to you that it does not to me.”

         
         “Robin will meet his current legal guardian tomorrow after lunch.”

         
         “Ah. If I could answer that question, I would—but I cannot. It is best not to rush such interactions, even when it would otherwise
            seem essential that one do so. If An’Teela provided you with a sword belt, she did so for a reason. I suggest you avail yourself
            of it until you have a better answer to the questions you have asked.”
         

         
         Raven was not going to be happy.

         
          

         Morning class was taught by Teela, as it had been the past couple of days. Today, however, she was martial; her eyes were
            a dark blue. The first question she asked was not, in fact, about the sword at all: it was about the memorization homework.
            Raven joined Robin, in part because Robin took the sword with him. He was grateful she’d moved from Laksone’s bracelet to
            the sword; the sword, at least, belonged to him.
         

         
         Teela worked with mortals—most of the Hawks were human, although some were Aerian. She had to know that memorizing that many names—and details—just wouldn’t be possible in one day. 

         
         The fact that she had to know, and that she was so serious about it, meant that it was critically important, or would be in
            his immediate future.
         

         
         “Is this about Seldon Gardianno?” he asked.

         
         “Seldon Gardianno is part of this, yes. He is not the only, or even the most, relevant part. Had your uncle, Grannick, not
            sustained injuries in the commission of his crimes, the chancellor would not have allowed the visit, Imperial pressure and
            courts notwithstanding.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. “What aren’t you telling us?”

         
         Teela exhaled. “Let us just say that there are strong suspicions—thanks to our discovery of you and your friend—that crimes
            have been committed by Barrani. They are not crimes that fall under the rubric of caste court exemptions; they are clearly
            interracial. I am not certain which Barrani lords are involved. Nor am I certain of all the crimes committed. But our suspicions
            solidified immediately when I came to know what your family’s existence once signified.
         

         
         “I am both Hawk and a lord of the High Court. I am here in both capacities—and perhaps I should not be. But you are human,
            and I understand the length and breadth of Imperial Law where humans are concerned. I will do nothing that crosses the line
            drawn by the Halls of Law. If, however, you wish to have a different investigator assigned to this case, that can be arranged.”
         

         
         She meant it.

         
         Beneath the surface of her words lurked the question, Do you trust me? There was only one smart answer. Only one answer that Barrani with any sense of pride or strength would accept. Robin was
            in the habit of giving right answers—he was in school, after all, and likely to be graded poorly for wrong ones.
         

         
         But he faced Teela, the sword she had given him in hand, his expression grave, and he gave her the wrong answer. “If it’s not you,” he told her, “it’s no one.” 

         
         She didn’t smile. He saw a frown ripple across her brow and the shape of her mouth before it disappeared. It was never acceptable
            to trust the Barrani.
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         Before she could respond, Robin said, “Larrantin told me this sword is old enough that he saw it when he was young.”

         
         Teela’s brows rose, but her eyes remained blue. If she felt surprise, it wasn’t strong enough to shift their color.

         
         “He also told me I can’t offer to give it back. He was wrong about that part.”

         
         At that, Teela smiled. “You are a constant surprise. What he meant, of course, was the technical ownership would likely mean
            little to the sword itself. I cannot wield it. I tried, once—but perhaps I came to it too late. Or perhaps what it seeks in
            a wielder I can no longer provide.
         

         
         “I have lived a long life. All of my friends have, but most of them lived it in the confines of the Hallionne Alsanis. I lived
            it on battlefields and at court, which, as you are learning, is a battlefield in all but name. Barrani court games are oft
            considered deadly—as if only Barrani play political games that end lives. You know for a fact that that is not true.
         

         
         “Terrano has been complaining,” she added, changing the subject. “Raven does not approve of the sword belt I brought.”

         
         “She thinks it’s unnecessary.”

         
         “Ah. As she will not be the one carrying the weapon, I will defer to your opinion.”

         
         “I don’t see how it’s supposed to sit on my hip without a belt. Neither does Terrano.”

         
         Teela nodded. “Raven is possibly correct. But the reason my lessons have not touched on wielding the sword will be made clear at your meeting with your guardian. Wearing a sword is not, of course, any sign of mastery.
            You must understand that appearances can be—must be—deceiving.
         

         
         “You are a child whose concept of deception was based in survival in the streets of the warrens. You did not, as that child,
            equate the caste court with such desperate means of survival, but you must make that connection now. You are Robin Gardianno.
            What you are, who you are, in the privacy of your rooms is what you must hide where necessary.
         

         
         “You cannot simply turn and run. In the streets, the lines drawn were much clearer. Flee. Die. Here, you cannot afford to
            flee in the same way—but you can divert, you can misdirect, you can wear a pleasant smile. Your expression must become your
            shield.
         

         
         “Wearing the sword as naturally as possible is a portion of the mask you must don. Did you ever meet your cousin?”

         
         Robin nodded. He had faint memories of that cousin. “I had two.”

         
         “Two?”

         
         “Seldon and his younger sister, Larana. Both were older than me. Seldon . . .” He shrugged. “I was four. I don’t remember
            much.”
         

         
         “I do not ask if you liked him or disliked him. Either is now irrelevant. Your cousin is your uncle’s arm, your uncle’s tool.
            He is young for a lord, but not as young as you yourself will be. Let me remind you that there are very few children of any
            race who survive regencies.”
         

         
         “Barrani have regencies?”

         
         “No. We have long since surrendered the polite notion of a regency. Legitimacy is an excuse to wage war, but in the end, all legitimacy is based on power. Those who have power will, eventually, rule. Power, however, is not a simple matter of wielding sword; one must learn how to wield people. People become allies of convenience. They become many swords, where we might only individually be able to lift one. 

         
         “You think of Serralyn as Sedarias’s weakness—it is what Terrano said, and there is truth in it. But Serralyn is also our
            strength: she is one of the swords raised against our enemies, and she will never falter or betray us.”
         

         
         As Teela spoke, Robin put the sword belt around his hips. She had him do this only a few times; it wasn’t like the first day
            where he’d drawn and sheathed his new sword until his arms ached at the unfamiliar weight.
         

         
         “You have Raven. You understand that Sedarias doesn’t rule us. We stand as one, but it’s fractious and difficult; compromise
            and consensus cannot always be achieved. Emergencies force us to act as a single body—but absent pressing emergencies, we
            are all ourselves, with our own agendas, our own goals, our own desires.
         

         
         “In this, my desire fits neatly with Sedarias’s, and we all desire her to keep the Mellarionne seat of power she has claimed.
            She is willing to use the resources she has barely built in service to my goal—and my goal requires your safety and the security
            of the seat Gardianno.
         

         
         “I would, with your permission, like to be present in the chancellor’s office during your interview. I would also suggest
            Raven be present.”
         

         
         “I’ll be there, as well,” Terrano said. Terrano in theory wasn’t in the courtyard, but Robin had long since given up on theory
            where Terrano was concerned. What he felt when he heard Teela’s request was relief.
         

         
         “Will you come as a Hawk?”

         
         Teela did something she seldom did in these emergency classes: she hesitated. “I would prefer to come unofficially for the moment. If I am present as a Hawk, my partner will be required to attend.” 

         
         Hawks always walked in pairs. Any lone Hawk in the warrens was on the take. Or dead. Or both. He found her answer confusing;
            it was as a Hawk that she would press the case for opening the murder investigation.
         

         
         It was Terrano who solved the problem. “If she’s here as a Hawk, Tain has to be here. He’s her partner. She’s not sure how
            deep Barrani involvement goes. Tain joined the Hawks when Teela did, but he wasn’t a lord of the court. She is and was. Tain’s
            subordinate to Teela, as far as Barrani are concerned.
         

         
         “This is trickier. Tain actually likes Teela. He probably became a Hawk because she did. She doesn’t want him drawn into politics. Before, that wouldn’t have happened, because he wasn’t a lord of the court.
            He’s recently become a lord of the court. The High Court. He has to be a lot more careful than he once was. She doesn’t want
            him tripping over his own feet—or hers.”
         

         
         “But won’t the Gardianno regent object if she’s present as a Barrani lord and not a Hawk?”

         
         Teela smiled. “Let him try. You, however, have other concerns. I have brought you clothing suited to a meeting of that nature.
            You are to put it on.”
         

         
         “But the meeting isn’t until after lunch.”

         
         “You are to put it on and wear it. There are student robes that are similar to Raven’s—but much cleaner and less ratty—which you can wear over the clothing in which you will meet your cousin. We wish you to be prepared for that meeting. I want to see you in that clothing and girded with that sword before you leave this morning’s lessons. Even a few hours of wearing the sword will make you aware of how awkward it can be and how much you will need to adjust your step and your stance; you will hopefully do that more naturally after repeated practice.” 

         
         He doubted that, and doubt must have shown on his face.

         
         “If we had time, we could approach this—and the memorization, and the etiquette—over weeks or months. We don’t have the time.
            I’m sorry.”
         

         
          

         Raven refused to participate in what she no doubt considered ritual humiliation. She made this clear to Teela just before
            breakfast.
         

         
         “Then you will not be present when Robin meets his cousin.”

         
         “I will.”

         
         “You will not. This is similar to the gestures of respect you so flawlessly perform in etiquette class.”

         
         “It’s not.”

         
         “It is. It is less comfortable, but it is of a piece with them.”

         
         Raven didn’t care. Her arms were folded, her expression mutinous. Learning those gestures, fine. Performing them, fine. Wearing . . .
            whatever this was? Absolutely out of the question.
         

         
         Teela had told Robin she wanted Raven with him in the office. This was not the way to go about it. But if “bring Raven” meant
            “force Raven to wear clothing suitable for impressing rich people,” it wasn’t going to happen. And Robin wasn’t particularly
            worried. He understood that Raven could achieve things no one else could when it came to running and hiding—but the chancellor
            was likely to be in his office, and he was a Dragon. Anything that was a genuine threat to Robin’s safety wasn’t likely to survive an angry chancellor.
         

         
         Teela was going to be there, as well, and she was a lord of the High Court. If Teela was unlikely to survive an angry Dragon, she was likely to survive anything else. Unless his cousin tried to do what his uncle had done. But if he had, Robin reasoned, he wouldn’t be coming to the Academia in person. He wouldn’t be announcing his visit, or arranging for it, through the so-called proper channels. 

         
         “Fine!” Terrano shouted. Raven and Teela stopped their half-verbal argument. “Look, I get that you want her there, Teela.
            Robin probably does, as well. And I also get that if she’s going to dress like that, she can’t be. All of Robin’s efforts to look like a power-mongering baby lordling
            will be wasted.
         

         
         “Raven, why can’t you at least wear the normal Academia robes? You could wear your own clothing under those.”

         
         Raven said nothing. Which, given her folded arms, meant no.

         
         “Fine. I’ll keep her with me. Robin’s cousin won’t see her at all. I won’t be using magic; I’ll be doing the sidestep I usually
            do. Raven is more than capable of following me while I do it. If things go badly, if she’s needed, she’ll be in easy reach
            of Robin. Will that do?”
         

         
         Teela wanted to say no, given the color of her eyes and the set of her mouth. “Killianas?”

         
         “I believe Terrano is correct. I also believe that if Raven is absent, no harm will befall Robin. The choice is clearly yours;
            this is under the umbrella of your classes, which the chancellor feels are highly urgent.”
         

         
         Teela exhaled. She glanced at Terrano and nodded.

         
         Terrano grinned.

         
         Robin, and only Robin, went back to his room to hurriedly change into Teela’s chosen clothing.

         
          

         Serralyn was waiting for him just outside his room.

         
         “You could have let her in,” Robin said to Killian.

         
         “He offered. If I’d had no idea when you’d show, I’d’ve waited in the room—but Teela let us know when you were done with the
            drill yard.” And the bath.
         

         
         Serralyn had always been careful. She didn’t like to enter a room without express permission. Terrano was nothing like Serralyn. No space was private if he could enter it—and Robin suspected that spaces he couldn’t enter were simply considered a challenge. 

         
         In the warrens, lack of privacy was a given. And for Robin, being surrounded by people felt safer than isolation; if nothing
            else, they were witnesses.
         

         
         Robin found the clothing Teela had provided far more comfortable than it looked. To his eye, it seemed extremely expensive.
            People who wore this type of clothing didn’t wander into the warrens. They didn’t really walk through normal streets, either—not
            without guards and carriages.
         

         
         “Barrani made it,” Serralyn told him. “It mimics human clothing, at least in style, but it’s better. The colors won’t fade,
            and the fabric won’t stretch or bend out of shape at the elbows and knees.”
         

         
         “Why is there so much green?”

         
         “You’d have to ask the tailor.”

         
         “The tailor didn’t take instructions from Teela?”

         
         “He did. From all reports, he held his nose while doing so, but he did. He’s a finicky, cranky person, but he’s old enough
            that he might owe Teela a favor or two, and she clearly called in one of them.”
         

         
         “You don’t know?”

         
         “Teela’s pretty good at shutting herself away from the rest of us if she feels it’s necessary. She had to live that way for
            most of her life.” Serralyn’s eyes were green, but shading toward blue as she thought of Teela in isolation.
         

         
         “How did she know what size to have made?”

         
         Serralyn’s smile deepened. “She didn’t. She guessed, but it wasn’t really necessary. Clothing from this particular tailor
            always fits.”
         

         
         “You’re not wearing it?”

         
         “No. Sedarias is, at least when she enters the High Halls. Teela is, at the moment. It’s expensive—and the price paid isn’t
            always monetary.”
         

         
         “Is it magic?”

         
         Serralyn could have laughed, but she didn’t. Terrano did.

         
         “Wear your Academia robes over this for the morning.”

         
         “But I don’t usually wear those unless they’re mandatory.”

         
         “I know. But you probably should. Unless you want everyone in every class and the dining hall staring at you for the next
            few hours. Those who can’t guess at the value of the clothing will definitely see the sword. We want your cousin to see it
            all, but I don’t think you’d be comfortable with the rest of the student body gaping.”
         

         
         Robin chose to wear the robes.

         
          

         The robes also garnered attention, though, because Robin seldom wore them. His gait was awkward, especially at the beginning,
            because walking around with a large, heavy stick banging against his leg caused difficulty. Sitting while wearing it caused
            difficulty, as well, and Robin did argue that people didn’t go to dinner wearing their swords.
         

         
         Teela agreed, but insisted that an exception be made for the day; she wanted him to be aware of all the little adjustments
            the wearing of that sword required.
         

         
         And the visit of Seldon Gardianno, which was theoretically a private family affair, seemed to have reached the ears of some
            of the students. Serralyn and Valliant knew, but they were unlikely to be the source of its spread.
         

         
         Sheila bounced up to the table—she would have squeezed herself onto the bench, but Delia was already there, and Aerian wings,
            even folded, required space. Delia’s smile was stiff as she apologized to Sheila, where apology simply meant, I’m sorry there’s no room for you today.
         

         
         Robin would have put it down to awkwardness, but Delia’s eyes were a much darker shade of grey than the usual ash.

         
         Sheila smiled brightly. “I could sit beside Robin—I think there’s room there.”

         
         Serralyn glanced at Valliant.

         
         Terrano said, “No, there isn’t—they were saving the seat for me.”

         
         This time Sheila’s expression rippled in momentary displeasure. “You’re not even a student here,” she told Terrano, who did,
            in fact, wedge himself into the space between Robin and Valliant.
         

         
         “I’ve been here longer than you have,” Terrano replied, grinning. His grin was genuine, sadly. “And the chancellor hasn’t
            kicked me out yet.”
         

         
         Not, strictly speaking, entirely true, but Killian didn’t suddenly appear to correct the Barrani youth.

         
         “Besides, you never eat at this table—why are you even trying? We’re getting the stink eye from some of your actual friends.”

         
         Robin winced. Sheila was friendly and cheerful, a pretty and confident young woman. He didn’t consider her an enemy.

         
         Sheila’s smile righted itself, and she said, to Robin, “Maybe there’ll be room for me at dinner.” She then turned and walked
            back to the table she normally occupied.
         

         
         That table was composed of people who, judging by clothing alone, were not struggling financially. Sadly, one of those students
            was Beryl Endarelle, the human with the Barrani-styled name. Of the students at that table, he was the most ostentatious;
            he was like a peacock.
         

         
         Robin would have been more suspicious of Sheila if she’d asked him for anything. He’d always been the student who had very
            little to offer. She had never been dismissive or derisive. But clearly Beryl belonged at the table at which she normally
            sat.
         

         
         Raven didn’t like Sheila. Then again, Raven liked very, very few people. She therefore ignored the interaction, focusing instead
            on Delia and actual flight, as opposed to the usual, metaphorical kind.
         

         
         Delia didn’t find Raven’s battery of questions offensive, even if she was being singled out. She was the only Aerian in the school, and people were going to be curious. Robin wasn’t certain he would have felt comfortable in Delia’s position—it was like someone asking him, constantly, about how to flex his fingers or toes. 

         
         He expected he’d eventually have to explain that Raven was naturally curious—and tended to hold on to curiosity far beyond
            a point where most people would have turned and walked away.
         

         
         Lunch passed without incident.

         
         Leaving the dining hall did not. Beryl Endarelle, the boy with the pretentious, pseudo-Barrani name, walked past Robin, moving
            at a march. His friends—if they were that—moved just as quickly, as if afraid to be left behind.
         

         
         It was Beryl who tripped Robin, and Robin who stumbled just as he reached the doors. He would have fallen, but Serralyn caught
            his arm, displaying Barrani strength as she momentarily carried the whole of his weight. His robe, however, rippled, and Robin’s
            new clothing and inconvenient weapon were briefly on display.
         

         
         Beryl froze, eyes widening before they narrowed sharply. He reached out for Robin’s robes, but Valliant cut him off.

         
         Delia, walking beside Raven, whispered the word “duck.” Raven obeyed instantly. Robin would remember that later.

         
         The Aerian spread her wings in a sharp snap of motion.

         
         Beryl went flying, and not in a natural way. Killian caught him before he could hit either floor or wall.

         
         Killian protected Beryl. He hadn’t caught Robin before Robin stumbled, and hadn’t intervened to stop Beryl.

         
         “Raven.”

         
         Raven almost screeched.

         
         “We’re going to be late.” Robin held out a hand, and Raven took it. Her expression made clear that she was angry, and only
            barely willing to remain silent.
         

         
          

         “Killian.”

         
         “I am here.”

         
         “Who told Beryl about my meeting with my cousin?”

         
         “Beryl does not condescend to live within the dorms. He arrived at school in possession of that knowledge. Regardless, I could
            not prevent the spread of that information; it is not in my mandate to try. We have students, and each of them has their own
            plans, their own agenda. No two will match.”
         

         
         Robin then turned to Delia, who had left the dining hall as part of their group. “Thanks for that,” he said.

         
         Delia shrugged. “I don’t like him.”

         
         “You’re going to get the biggest lecture you’ve ever gotten about flexing your wings that way.”

         
         This time, Delia laughed. “You didn’t grow up with my family if you believe that. Am I supposed to leave?”

         
         “I’m meeting my current legal guardian,” Robin replied.

         
         She grimaced. “You’re not looking forward to it.”

         
         “I’m not.”

         
         She glanced at the three Barrani. “They’re going with you?”

         
         “Just to the office,” Serralyn replied. “We don’t want to meet his so-called guardian, either. But some of the newer students
            seem to be interested in Robin, and we just want to make sure he arrives in one piece.”
         

         
         “Fair. Mind if I join?”

         
         Serralyn shrugged, leaving that decision to Robin. Robin nodded. He’d been surprised to see Beryl go flying. Her wings didn’t
            seem all that strong to his eye, but clearly his eye lacked practical experience.
         

         
         “Does this happen often?” Delia asked Robin.

         
         “Sometimes. Not often. The Barrani students are more dangerous, but they consider most mortals a waste of time.”

         
         Serralyn coughed.

         
         “Sorry. Most of the Barrani students here consider us a waste of time. And waste of time would mean we’re mostly beneath their notice, so tripping a mortal would be pointless. It would mean they’d noticed us at all.” 

         
         “And the other mortals?”

         
         “We didn’t have people like Beryl until recently. He arrived pretty much when you did.”

         
         “Sheila?”

         
         “She’s new, as well, although she arrived a bit before you did. Everyone’s trying to figure things out.”

         
         “Everyone’s trying to land on their feet?”

         
         Robin smiled. “Pretty much.”

         
         “Is it because you’re the Gardianno?”

         
         He stiffened, searching for words. She knew. She’d known. Giselle had highlighted her flight name. But . . . she’d sent Beryl
            flying, and she liked Raven. Raven clearly liked her back. “I think so. There’s no other reason an orphan from the warrens
            would be of interest otherwise. Unless they need something to kick or sneer at.
         

         
         “Why are you asking? What do you know about the Gardianno?”

         
         “The leader of the Aerian caste court believes Gardianno significant. She wouldn’t say why.”

         
         “Is that why you’re here?”

         
         “Indirectly, maybe. There’s some difficulty in our flight, and some of the Aerian caste court thinks Gardianno significant
            in a different way.” She shrugged. “I wanted to come here. My flight leader wanted me to come here. I used that to get permission,
            and it was still a fight. But . . . I want to see things for myself. I want to make decisions based on my experience.
         

         
         “I don’t want decisions made for me because I’m too young and too stupid.” The last words were said in a different tone; she
            was clearly mimicking someone. “And I’ve only been here for a few days, but I like it. It’s new and strange and far more crowded
            than any of the aeries. It’s noisier, too. Oh, I think we’ve arrived.”
         

         
         They had.

         
         Robin didn’t have to remove the robes of the Academia; they were Killian’s creation. The robes melted away, rejoining the invisible ether from which they’d come. 

         
         Robin stood at the closed doors, hands clenched, head briefly bowed. When he lifted his chin, he straightened his shoulders,
            adjusting the position of the sword belt.
         

         
         Only when he was done did the doors roll open.

         
          

         The chancellor’s office had been reshaped for visitors; it was far more ornately decorated, and the ceiling was much higher
            than the norm. The chancellor’s desk remained in front of the office’s window—but that window had changed in both size and
            shape, spreading across the entirety of the back wall, its height adorned by colored glass, although the panes that offered
            a view of the outside world remained clear.
         

         
         The guest for whom these extravagant changes had been made didn’t appear to notice the finery. He was seated by a long, low
            table, in a chair that matched the new decor.
         

         
         The chancellor was seated, and so was Teela.

         
         Teela, however, rose the moment Robin walked into the room. She offered him one of her many gestures of respect and acknowledgment:
            a nod. The nod exchanged between equals.
         

         
         The chancellor did not rise in a similar fashion. To Robin’s surprise, the visitor did.

         
         It had been many years since Seldon and Robin had met face-to-face. While Grannick had been burned forever into Robin’s memory,
            Seldon had not. He hadn’t been there while Robin’s home burned—or he hadn’t been visible.
         

         
         In Robin’s memories, Seldon loomed large. He wasn’t quite adult, but he wasn’t a child. He had been one of Robin’s favorite
            people. The memories of being lifted, being spun around, being carried—and being chased, as Seldon became the “monster” while
            Robin and Seldon’s younger sister, Larana, laughing and shrieking, attempted to evade him.
         

         
         Ironic, to remember that as he entered the room and met his cousin for the first time since his family’s murder.

         
         The monster. The person he had to evade. And if caught this time, he wouldn’t be tickled mercilessly, or hugged, or lifted
            so far off the ground he would feel as if he was flying.
         

         
         No, he would just be dead.

         
         But Seldon had risen, a second behind Teela, and Seldon’s greeting wasn’t a nod between equals; it was a bow—brief, but perfect—offered
            between a lord and his liege. It wasn’t utter obeisance, but that wasn’t required unless he was greeting the Emperor. In the
            Emperor’s presence, petty hierarchy was irrelevant.
         

         
         “Gardianno,” Seldon said, his voice free of resentment.

         
         He had surprised Teela, and he had clearly surprised the chancellor. Robin felt surprise, but it was shallow: it was the surprise
            of disappointed expectation. He had expected to find a belligerent enemy, and what he had found, a decade removed, was his
            cousin.
         

         
         “Sel.” His voice was so soft he could barely hear it himself, and he was the one who’d spoken.

         
         Seldon rose from his bow, then. He faced Robin, and Robin saw the dark circles under his eyes, the pale, sallow complexion,
            and an expression of unutterable guilt.
         

         
         All of Teela’s lessons fled. The clothing and the sword remained, because they were physical; they were external. But in Seldon’s
            face, Robin saw a glimpse of family.
         

         
         How stupid was he to want that? How naive was he to believe that Seldon still cared about him after all these years? Seldon, who served as regent to
            the Gardianno seat? Seldon, who had filed the necessary paperwork to become his legal guardian?
         

         
         Robin frowned. “Chancellor.”

         
         “Gardianno.”

         
         “May I see the paperwork that assigns a legal guardian?”

         
         “You may.”

         
         Seldon had brought it with him. Robin took the papers and read the name of that guardian; his shoulders slowly bunched toward his neck, and he had to struggle to realign them. Grannick Gardianno was his legal guardian. Not Seldon. 

         
         Without comment, he handed the papers back to the chancellor, then turned to face his cousin.

         
         His cousin flinched at what he saw in Robin’s face. “Why did you come here?” Robin asked, the tone just shy of demand.

         
         Seldon lowered his head. It was not a gesture of respect this time. “I came to deliver the papers to the chancellor. I brought
            a request for withdrawal, as well.”
         

         
         Robin didn’t take a seat, and because he didn’t, Teela and Seldon couldn’t, unless they abandoned manners and etiquette.

         
         Everything about Seldon’s tone was wrong. There was no political play in it. There was no aggression. Seldon hadn’t wanted
            to be here, either. Not this way.
         

         
         If Seldon had failed to greet him, if Seldon had greeted him as a superior to an inferior, things wouldn’t have been so bad.
            He didn’t understand what Seldon was doing here. He didn’t understand what Seldon wanted. He didn’t understand why Seldon could look so gaunt, so crushed when it was Robin’s family that his father had murdered.
         

         
         No. No, he didn’t want to understand.

         
         But just one look at his cousin made it clear: Seldon hadn’t participated in the murders. Seldon probably hadn’t even known
            about it until very recently.
         

         
         Seldon would probably have been happy to find out that Robin had somehow survived; he would have been happy to see him. Uncle Grannick had been unconscious since
            they’d encountered him, disembodied and possessed, in the Academia, which meant Grannick hadn’t informed Seldon of the truth.
         

         
         But someone had.

         
         If Seldon had found Robin as a child, if Seldon had offered to take him home and take care of him and protect him, Robin would
            have followed in an instant.
         

         
         No. He didn’t want to think about that here. Not now. It didn’t matter.
         

         
         Seldon hadn’t found him. Seldon hadn’t known. Seldon knew now. And Seldon was here to claim guardianship of Robin, in place
            of his uncle. If Seldon had known, could he have stopped his father? Would he have tried?
         

         
         “I have no desire to withdraw from the Academia,” Robin told his cousin.

         
         Seldon nodded. “Won’t you sit?”

         
         Robin exhaled slowly before taking a seat. Teela and Seldon followed.

         
         “You wish to remain in the Academia.”

         
         Surprised, Robin nodded.

         
         “Very well. Chancellor, my apologies. I will withdraw the request.”

         
         Robin blinked. He almost spoke, but Teela’s gaze was dark-eyed and immediate.

         
         “We appreciate your consideration of Robin’s wish,” the chancellor said. His voice, like his expression, was neutral; his
            eyes were orange. “If you wish to speak to your cousin alone, privacy can be arranged.”
         

         
         Seldon glanced at Robin, who stiffened. He wasn’t worried, but wondered at the offer, as Teela had insisted Robin have an
            escort. Then again, there were rooms adjacent to the chancellor’s office that were almost impregnable. Robin couldn’t imagine
            the chancellor would have made the offer were he not certain of Robin’s safety.
         

         
         To his surprise, Seldon nodded. “If you are comfortable with that, I would like to speak with my cousin alone.”

         
         “Very well. Killianas?”

         
         The Avatar of the Academia appeared, standing behind the chancellor’s chair. “Please follow me,” he said, speaking to Seldon.

         
         Seldon rose. Robin joined him. Did he even want to speak with his cousin? Did he want to have a private word with him? He was almost certain he knew what Seldon would say, and he knew what he’d say in response. 

         
         But he followed Seldon and Killian as Killian led them to a door in the wall that Robin wasn’t certain had existed before
            the chancellor made his offer. The door opened into a smaller room, one with no desk in it. Robin could see shelves against
            the wall opposite the door, but not all of their contents were books or book-related. In front of those shelves were two large
            armchairs.
         

         
         Seldon entered the room without looking back.

         
         Robin glanced at Teela. Her eyes were blue as she nodded.

         
         He then stepped through the open door on Seldon’s heels.
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         Killian did not remain in the room with the two Gardianno men. Nor did he simply fade from view, as he often did. He retreated
            to give them privacy, or at least the illusion of privacy.
         

         
         Seldon took a chair. Robin, after a pause, joined him. The clothing Seldon wore was well-made; if Robin’s jacket emphasized
            green, Seldon’s emphasized white—but green and white were the colors they both wore.
         

         
         “I thought you were dead,” Seldon said. His glance slid away from Robin’s as he lowered his chin. “We all thought you were
            dead.”
         

         
         “Did you even try to find me?”

         
         “My father tried for years. He accepted your death perhaps four years ago.”

         
         “Until he tried to cause it again, when he found out I was alive.”

         
         Seldon swallowed and lifted his chin. “Is that what happened? Is that how my father came to be unconscious?”

         
         Robin’s hands became momentary fists. “Yes. Yes and no. What do you know about Uncle Grannick’s research?”

         
         Silence.

         
         “Uncle Grannick’s research involves the forbidden. Had it not, he would not have collapsed the way he did. He is playing with things he doesn’t understand solely to gain power.” 

         
         “And you understand them.”

         
         “Better than he did, apparently.” Robin met Seldon’s gaze. “You look well.”

         
         “You look better,” Seldon replied. “How did you survive all these years? You were young. Did another family raise you?”

         
         “You’ll understand if I don’t feel it’s safe to discuss that with you.”

         
         Seldon flinched. “The seat is yours. You are the rightful heir.”
         

         
         “And you’re my interim guardian. Until my uncle wakes up.”

         
         Seldon nodded.

         
         “He murdered my family.”

         
         Seldon swallowed.

         
         “I only witnessed one death.”

         
         And Seldon paled. He must have had hope that somehow his father had not been involved. Or that Robin had made the assumption
            that his father was involved based on secondary opinion and influence. That hope was gone.
         

         
         “My mother’s. She was carrying me at the time. She was trying to flee to save my life. Maybe someone else was responsible
            for the deaths of my father and my siblings—I didn’t see their deaths. But I did see my mother’s. And I did see your father.” He knew he shouldn’t say this much. Knew, but could
            not prevent the words from leaving his lips. He was angry.
         

         
         He hadn’t expected to be so angry. He hadn’t expected to see Seldon flinch, and flinch, and flinch. He didn’t understand why
            Seldon’s obvious pain and regret made him more angry, not less.
         

         
         Had his uncle been seated across from him, Robin wouldn’t have been so enraged. Why? Why had he lost control of his mouth?
            He was certain Seldon had had nothing to do with the murders.
         

         
         Seldon exhaled slowly. He was older than Robin, but young for a lord of the caste court. It was Grannick who held the seat; Seldon was regent while his father recovered. Robin hoped he never would. 

         
         No, that was no longer true. He hoped Grannick would recover just enough to stand trial for murder.

         
         “You’ve become my legal guardian,” Robin told his cousin. “Did you think I would want to come home? Did you think I would
            be willing to live in the same manor as the man who murdered the people who belonged there?”
         

         
         Seldon shook his head. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know for sure.”

         
         “Uncle didn’t tell you?”

         
         “Father never told me. He found the murderer—or so he said. The murderer was brought to justice. And he was the only person
            who could step into Gardianno’s chair. No one contested it.” Seldon’s smile was bitter. “I should have known then. I was your
            age. The age you are now. But at that age, I was just starting to understand politics. There was no way he could take that
            seat without contest in normal circumstances.
         

         
         “Your parents weren’t the only people who died. I’m sorry. I liked my aunt. My uncle. I liked my cousins. I was happy when
            I was in that house with all of you.”
         

         
         “The house is gone.”

         
         Seldon nodded. “It burned down the day your family was attacked.”

         
         “What would you suggest I do?”

         
         “Remain here,” Seldon replied.

         
         “But you came to withdraw me from the Academia.”

         
         “My mother believes your rightful place is in the manor, not in a school full of questionable people. I almost wish she were
            here to see you. You look like a young lord of a powerful house.”
         

         
         “She won’t be happy I’ve chosen to stay.”

         
         Seldon shook his head. “No. I wouldn’t be surprised if she insisted on accompanying me in order to speak with you personally. I’m the regent, not her. But if I work against her, she’ll take over.” 

         
         “Can she?”

         
         “I’m of age, and I am directly related to Gardianno. She’s related to me—but not to Gardianno. But if she doesn’t like my
            decisions, she’ll find a way to take over the seat.”
         

         
         Robin shook his head. “She won’t. Your mother was never the type of person to get her own hands dirty.” It was a guess; he’d
            never liked his aunt, but he’d been young enough that that was the sum of his memory.
         

         
         Seldon, who knew her far better, nodded. “What are you going to do?”

         
         It came to Robin that Seldon knew exactly what Robin intended. All of Teela’s lessons fell away as he faced a man he still felt was family. “You already know. I’ll petition the Halls of Law to reopen the murder investigation. It’s already in motion.”
         

         
         “If I asked . . .” Seldon’s sentence trailed into silence as he saw Robin’s expression. “You know that, as legal guardians,
            we can deny that request. You are a minor.”
         

         
         Robin nodded. Had he expected a different reply? No. But he accepted that he’d wanted a different reply. Seldon might have had no hand in the murder of Robin’s family—Robin truly believed that—but it was his
            own family who would be shattered by such an investigation, his own family that would be disgraced—or worse.
         

         
         Seldon had a younger sister and a mother.

         
         Robin was certain the aunt was, or had been, involved; he was less certain of Larana. It was Seldon he had loved. But Seldon
            couldn’t afford to protect Robin, even if he had that inclination. He had far too much to lose.
         

         
         Seldon was the oldest son. Seldon’s future was the Gardianno seat. No matter how he felt about Robin, it was his own life,
            in the end, on the line.
         

         
         But Seldon couldn’t do what Robin’s mother had done. Seldon couldn’t fulfill his mother’s duty—the hidden rituals for which Gardianno had always been responsible. Robin could. 

         
         “Do you know why my father is in his current state?”

         
         Robin hesitated. Seldon was family, even still—but he was not, and could not, be ally. “You might ask your mother,” he said.
            “Ask her what Grannick did to gain power. Ask her what Grannick is offering to his Barrani allies.” That last was a guess.
         

         
         Seldon paled.

         
         “You might be able to block my request to reopen investigation into my family’s death until I reach the age of majority. But
            if Barrani are involved, there’s nothing that can be done; the crime can’t be contained within the caste court.”
         

         
         “Do you hate me?” Seldon asked. It was a forlorn question. A pointless question.

         
         “Does it matter? Love you or hate you, I can’t trust you. You must know that if I return to Grannick’s home, I won’t survive.”

         
         Seldon nodded. “If I asked—” He swallowed. Shook his head. “Robin, I’m sorry. I am so, so sorry. Larana didn’t know. I didn’t
            know.”
         

         
         “But you can’t throw your family away, now that you do.”

         
         “My sister didn’t know,” Seldon repeated. His shoulders were hunched. He straightened them, lifting his chin.

         
         “If that’s true, the investigation will make it clear,” Robin replied. “But Grannick is responsible for at least four student
            deaths in the Academia. It’s not just my family. It’s four unrelated students, their families, and the chancellor. Some of
            them were Barrani deaths.”
         

         
         “If we let this go—if we allow you to stay—”

         
         “I’ve left the Academia once. My Barrani friends caught four would-be assassins. I survived.”

         
         Seldon was pale.

         
         “They couldn’t have been hired by Grannick,” Robin said. “He is—you’ve said—unconscious. They weren’t hired by Barrani—in a possible murder case, the Barrani will keep their hands clean. They won’t run afoul of the laws of exemption. 

         
         “You might want to tell me that it wasn’t you. You didn’t hire them. I’ll believe you. But that means you’re not in charge.
            You’re not making the decisions. You might decide I should be left to learn in the Academia. But at this point, unless this
            is finished, I’ll be living in a cage. I’ll love the cage, but I can’t leave it unless I want to be the practice dummy for
            assassins.”
         

         
         “Is it revenge you want?”

         
         “I want justice, Seldon. I want my home back—and I want it to be mine. Not Grannick’s, not your mother’s, not yours. Mine.
            I intend to become the Gardianno. I intend to fill Gardianno’s council seat.”
         

         
         “You are heir,” Seldon replied. “I understand regency; I would serve as your regent, not my father’s, until you come of age.”

         
         “I would have to survive to reach the age of majority.”

         
         “We will not contest your claim of the seat,” Seldon began.

         
         “This isn’t a negotiation. You might believe you can somehow protect me in the Gardianno manse—but if you do, you’re lying
            to yourself. I’ll die if I go to what remains of my home, unless the power that took the seat from my family is broken and
            gone. And there’s only one way to break it.”
         

         
         “I believe my mother, faced with the disgrace of my unconscious father, would withdraw. If you could guarantee that she will
            not be charged with any crime, if you could guarantee that we would be safe, I think I could negotiate with her.”
         

         
         “And if you die?”

         
         Seldon blinked.

         
         “It’s not just your mother. This wasn’t a crime between Uncle and Aunt alone. People supported Uncle. Some of them were caste
            lords. Some were Barrani. If they believe your mother is somehow turning on them, she’ll die.”
         

         
         “If you drop the exemption petition, I don’t think that will happen.”

         
         “I can’t risk my life on that.”

         
         “You’re obviously risking it anyway.”

         
         “The easiest and fastest way to remove the threat is to kill me,” Robin replied. “I hadn’t agreed to make the petition to
            the Halls of Law until the previous assassins tried. While I’m here, I’m a threat, petition or no. But if the petition is
            made—and accepted—it won’t change many things for me. It’ll change things for the people who are trying to operate in the
            shadows. They’ll still try to kill me—but they’ll be covering their own backsides, and that takes time and attention.
         

         
         “If you were me, what would you do?”

         
         Seldon was silent for a long beat. “My mother will ask for permission to speak with you.”

         
         “That’s not an answer.”

         
         “If I were you? If I were you, I’d run as far away from Gardianno and the caste courts as I could. I’d leave the city. I might
            leave the Empire. But you won’t. The Academia is safe, for now.”
         

         
         He rose. “I’m sorry to have taken up so much of your time, Gardianno. I will leave now.”

         
          

         “He did consider whether or not to kill you—or try to kill you—if that makes you feel less conflicted,” Killian said after
            they had returned to the chancellor’s office and Seldon had left.
         

         
         “Would he have tried?”

         
         Killian was silent. Which meant the answer was no.

         
         “Did he truly not know?”

         
         “He did not know, until recently. He did not know until his father collapsed. His father was enraged—and afraid—and his mother
            heard your name. She heard that you were still alive.”
         

         
         “Does it matter?” Teela asked. Her tone was soft; her eyes were blue.

         
         “If you mean, does it make a difference to what I have to do going forward, then no. No, it doesn’t matter.”

         
         “What does it change for you?”

         
         “He was my favorite cousin. I was a child. He didn’t hate younger children. He played with Larana and I while the adults were
            busy. I never liked my aunt—but I did like my uncle.” His hands were shaking. “I want to go back to my room to get changed
            into normal clothing.”
         

         
         Teela’s brows rose. “No, you do not.”

         
         “You want me to wear this all the time? I’m not even certain that’s allowed.”

         
         “Exceptions can be made,” the chancellor said. “An’Teela has provided other clothing for your use. She does not intend you
            to wear your current attire during class. But your meeting with Seldon, the regent, will be noted, if it has not already been
            noted. She wishes you to exit that meeting and be seen. You are the Gardianno. This is one of the ways you will make that
            claim.
         

         
         “You are attempting to wrest control of Gardianno from the people who currently rule it. An’Teela feels—and I agree—that it
            is best to continue as you have begun. You have made a statement to your cousin; your cousin has heard it. He will carry word
            of your meeting. Any student—or teacher—present who is heavily influenced by your uncle’s various alliances will be aware
            of what you intend.
         

         
         “You must therefore carry yourself as the Gardianno where they will see you.”

         
         “But I don’t have to wear this.”
         

         
         The chancellor was willing to compromise; Teela was not. “You do not have to wear what you are currently wearing, except in
            two cases. What do you believe those cases to be?”
         

         
         “In the council hall of the human caste court.”

         
         The chancellor nodded. Robin couldn’t immediately think of another circumstance in which such ostentatious finery would be
            necessary.
         

         
         “And the second?” It was Teela who’d asked. She was wearing the disappointed teacher expression.

         
         Robin exhaled. “. . . in the presence of the Eternal Emperor.”

         
         The disappointment left her face.

         
         “Am I going to have to see the Emperor? You said it was—” What had she said? “Unlikely.”

         
         “There are many ways one can attempt to revoke legal permissions; all take time. No one, in theory, is above the law.” She
            smiled.
         

         
         “. . . the Emperor is above the law.”

         
         “The Emperor is the law. The rest of the humans might scurry through the accepted legal channels. Those channels have long been partially
            compromised when it comes to cases of significance to the caste court. For the most part, the law operates as it should. When
            money is involved, it is less smooth. But there are other ways to circumvent the natural flow of those compromised channels.”
            She turned to the chancellor. “Lannagaros?”
         

         
         “You put me in a difficult position,” the chancellor said. His eyes were the same orange they’d been when Robin had first
            entered his office. “As you are well aware, negotiations are in progress with the Dragon Court. Lord Tiamaris has made great
            strides in such negotiations—but he is not dependent on Elantra for his existence.
         

         
         “We are dependent on Elantra if we wish to acquire new students—and scholars. The Emperor is a Dragon. The Empire is his hoard.
            The Academia is not part of that hoard; it exists entirely within the boundaries of the fiefs. He wishes the Academia to fall
            under the rubric of Imperial Law.
         

         
         “The Academia, however, is mine. I do not wish to leave the Academia at the mercy of Imperial Law where I personally feel
            the law lacks context. An’Teela feels that my presence, my personal petition, to the Emperor would carry the most immediate
            weight in your case.
         

         
         “I am uncertain. But if it does, it will add unwelcome weight to the Emperor’s case. I understand his position. Citizens of his Empire will be attending my Academia. He wishes those citizens to have the full protection of familiar law. His law.” 

         
         Robin couldn’t help himself. He snorted. He had a clear idea of what that protection was worth. The warrens weren’t the Academia,
            and they were theoretically already part of the Empire. Robin hadn’t noticed that the law offered much in the way of protection in the warrens.
         

         
         “I prefer the Academia rules,” he said.

         
         The chancellor smiled. “Yes. But if I am to ask the Emperor to intervene, he may ask for concessions I am not willing to make.”

         
         “Do we need the Emperor’s intervention?” Robin asked Teela. She was, after all, an officer of the law.

         
         “In theory, no.”

         
         “In theory, the warrens are part of the Empire and we’re protected by the law there.”

         
         The Barrani Hawk chuckled. “That is the problem with theory. The Emperor’s direct intervention is the safest and most certain
            avenue to changing the guardianship. The change will be necessary,” she added. “Your cousin is aware that Barrani visited
            his home in the past. His reaction strongly implies that their visits have not ceased.
         

         
         “It is the Barrani I wish to apprehend. If they are aware of the attention, they may choose to absent themselves for a few
            years. Or decades.”
         

         
         “You don’t think they will or have.”

         
         “No. What Grannick did to attempt to gain personal power will be of enough interest to them that they will have a strong interest
            in leaving the Gardianno ruler as-is. Only if they are caught committing crimes will they stop.
         

         
         “And Gardianno and its duties are not written into Imperial Law. They are not breaking the law if they do not have a personal
            hand in the murders that have occurred. I believe the reason the Barrani students died was not political in nature; it was
            experimental.
         

         
         “If Barrani bodies were a stronger container, they might then experiment with their own.”

         
         “You think they knew about Gardianno’s duty.”

         
         “I do. And I think they desire the power inherent in the stray thoughts of ancient gods. But if they cannot contain them without
            dying, the power is irrelevant; it cannot be wielded.” She exhaled. “Go to your next class dressed as you are currently dressed.
            After that, you can return to your room and change. I have access to the best of tailors, but even they do not work instantly.
            New clothing will be given to you. The sword, however, I expect you to wear regardless.”
         

         
          

         Serralyn was waiting for Robin when he finally left the office. Teela and the chancellor clearly had words to say to each
            other, and they didn’t intend to share them with Robin. He actually appreciated this.
         

         
         Seldon had upset him more than he’d expected. But what had he expected? That he’d face the cousin he had once adored and trusted, and that cousin would be cackling like an evil villain
            from a story? That the Seldon he had once loved, the Seldon who had once loved him, had been a lie from the very beginning?
         

         
         Would that have made it better?

         
         “It didn’t go well?” Serralyn asked, falling in beside Robin, in his far too fancy clothing. She didn’t appear to notice the
            clothing; she was just looking at Robin the way she always had. But with more worry.
         

         
         “They want me to withdraw from the Academia.”

         
         Serralyn shrugged.

         
         “Seldon was willing to let me stay.”

         
         “That’s good, then.”

         
         “I don’t think it’ll last. My aunt wants me withdrawn. If he goes home to tell her that I won’t . . .” He exhaled. “They know about reopening the case that
            was closed by the caste court.”
         

         
         “You expected that.”

         
         He had. He lowered his chin. “I expected that,” he agreed. “I hadn’t seen Seldon for over a decade. But to me, he looked almost
            the same. He sounded the same. I trusted him. If his mother were dead, I think I could still trust him.”
         

         
         “Dangerous.”

         
         “Yes. Not because my aunt wants me dead—I’m sure she does—but because other people want me dead. Even if Seldon doesn’t or
            didn’t. He didn’t know.”
         

         
         “And now that he does?”

         
         “It changes nothing. Maybe it adds guilt, but the guilt won’t help me. It won’t protect me.”
         

         
         Serralyn placed a staying hand on Robin’s shoulder. “You’re disappointed.”

         
         Robin swallowed and nodded.

         
         “Maybe Barrani families are easier, after all. Sedarias’s siblings tried to kill her. More than once. They never felt guilty
            about it, either—only frustrated and angry that they failed. She didn’t care for them. They didn’t care for her. She was always
            their competition. They were hers.
         

         
         “If one of us tried to kill her, it would be way worse for Sedarias, but we won’t. She doesn’t have to deal with guilt. Hers.
            Theirs. It’s cleaner. I’m sorry you couldn’t hate your cousin on sight. I’m sorry he wasn’t smug, arrogant, and threatening.”
         

         
         She really did understand.

         
         “And I’m sorry that it changes nothing. You know it changes nothing, right?”

         
         He did. That was the heart of his anger, his sense of betrayal. Seldon hadn’t known. He believed that. Seldon knew now. And it changed nothing.
         

         
         “Do you have any other cousins who could occupy the Gardianno seat?”

         
         “Larana, Seldon’s sister. Maybe. I think she’s of age, but she’s younger.” He grimaced. “I was four. I remember her—she used to play with us. But it was always Seldon at the heart of our games.” 

         
         “And beyond them?”

         
         He shook his head. “I think we’d have to go to my mother’s cousins and their children to find another heir. If they survived.”

         
         “So it’s only you who could replace Seldon.”

         
         He nodded. Frowned. “Why are you asking that?”

         
         “Because if Seldon can’t deal with his guilt in an acceptable way, he’ll die, too. The likelihood that he’ll die if there’s
            no other controllable heir is smaller. It is not zero.”
         

         
         Robin opened his mouth.

         
         “You don’t have to pretend you don’t care,” Serralyn said, voice soft. “Not all Barrani siblings will try to kill each other.
            You know there are twelve of us, right?”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “One of us has never come to Elantra. He’s with his older brother. His brother was severely injured just before we were freed
            from the Hallionne, and he’s staying with his brother. His brother did things you’d have fought against—but part of the reason he did it was to save Eddorian.
         

         
         “It didn’t mean he didn’t have to be stopped; he chose the wrong method. You don’t have to pretend you don’t care—you just
            have to keep moving. You have to do what you need to do, regardless.”
         

         
          

         Laksone noticed Robin’s clothing before he’d even begun his rudimentary magical class lesson. That might have been because
            everyone else did. All the humans noticed. All the Barrani noticed.
         

         
         Delia whistled. “You clean up nicely.” At Robin’s expression, she laughed. “I hate it when they make me clean up nicely, too.
            It usually means I’m going to be meeting someone Important, and every aspect of my behavior, as well as my clothing, has to
            be perfect.
         

         
         “In case it’s not clear, I’m never perfect, so after the important meeting, I get to listen to all the ways in which I’m imperfect. I really don’t enjoy it.” She took her seat at the front of the room, which was farthest from the ceiling. Robin wanted to sit at
            the back, which was farthest from new students. Or any students who questioned his right to be included in this class. Delia’s
            chair was specially constructed to accommodate Aerian wings. Any chair beside her wasn’t.
         

         
         Giselle’s warning aside, Robin found it very hard to dislike Delia. “Right with you,” he told her.

         
         “Good. Keep me company. Raven isn’t enrolled in this class?”

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         Beryl Endarelle had entered the classroom just behind Delia and Robin, and to Robin’s great discomfort, had chosen to take
            a seat beside Robin. Beryl was not in a good mood. He glared at Robin’s clothing; it was far finer than the clothing worn
            by the obviously well-off human student.
         

         
         Beryl didn’t believe Robin should be in this class at all. Fair enough. Robin didn’t think he should, either. Before this,
            he’d always wanted to. But now, everything seemed suspect. It was Killian and the chancellor, though, who’d decided that he should.
         

         
         Laksone glanced at Robin. “I’d like to speak to you after class,” he said. Again.

         
         Robin nodded. He wasn’t about to argue or beg off while Beryl was right beside him, listening to, judging, and probably resenting
            every word.
         

         
          

         Laksone’s class was difficult. Robin understood Larrantin far more easily; he found Laksone’s style wordier and less clear.
            To be fair, Robin couldn’t do much in the class. He could listen to Laksone talk about the concepts, but some of those concepts
            involved handling core magic capacity—something Robin didn’t have. Or hadn’t reached.
         

         
         He found something interesting, though: Delia’s wings glowed when she reached for—and touched—her magical power. Apparently the earliest of the lessons involved creating and maintaining a source of illumination. It was, in Laksone’s opinion, a matter of intent, will, and ability. Robin had intent and will, but he couldn’t quite wed them to the ability itself.
         

         
         Focus. Concentrate. Imagine. Understand the shape of light as it exists for you.

         
         What did that even mean? What was the shape of light? Robin was almost relieved that he had no obvious magical potential,
            because at least he had an excuse. It wouldn’t hold for much longer, but if the bracelet Laksone had given him showed he had
            no potential talent, it might even be a relief.
         

         
         Beryl Endarelle looked like he’d swallowed a frog. A live frog. He glared at Robin for much of the class. To be fair, he glared
            at everyone, as if his face were permanently soured and stuck with that expression. Teela appeared to believe that the clothing
            Robin now wore was meant to ease his passage into the political world. It made a statement.
         

         
         Whatever that statement was, Beryl didn’t like it. Which was probably a good thing, given Beryl’s general smugness and his
            coterie of friends.
         

         
         Laksone waited until the small classroom was otherwise empty before calling Robin to his desk. “I see you’re wearing Gardianno
            colors.”
         

         
         This surprised Robin.

         
         “I know I’m not terribly significant, but even I recognize some of the founding houses.” Laksone’s smile had a bit of an edge
            to it. It wasn’t predatory, but it was uncomfortable.
         

         
         “I didn’t grow up in Gardianno,” Robin told the professor. “But you must know that.”

         
         Laksone nodded. “I was informed by the chancellor, but I am well aware that manners and etiquette are derived from social context. Better—and worse—manners can be learned, but the learning is more deliberate.” There was a wall, subtle but tangible, between them. It hadn’t existed before. Robin didn’t like it. He hadn’t been suspicious of Laksone, and while he felt he was underqualified for the class, he’d been grateful that Laksone wasn’t Melden-like. Laksone didn’t usually judge. 

         
         But there was a faint trace of judgment in him now.

         
         Robin understood it. It’s what he might have felt when confronted by someone dressed up like a peacock—putting on airs, pretending
            he was better than he was. Those who knew that person before knew what he had once been—and knew he was trying to leave it
            all behind.
         

         
         “An’Teela gifted me the clothing I’m wearing,” Robin continued, as if making excuses. As if he should. “She gifted me the sword and the sword belt, as well.”
         

         
         Laksone frowned. “An’Teela?”

         
         “A Barrani lord of their High Court.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “She’s related to Serralyn and Valliant. I don’t know if you teach them, but they’re my friends.”

         
         “And you’re wearing that clothing today because?”

         
         Robin exhaled. He wondered if he should even talk about this—but Beryl had known, which meant word was out there. He hated
            having to be suspicious about every breathing person in the Academia.
         

         
         “It is safe,” Killian said, voice only. “And in the future, it may become an advantage. Scholar Laksone is suspicious, but
            not for reasons you would find objectionable.”
         

         
         “The regent of the current Gardianno insisted on visiting the Academia to meet me. We came from that meeting straight to class.
            I wanted to change,” he added self-consciously. “But An’Teela said no. She wanted it to be clear to my cousin—and to those
            who might follow either my cousin or members of the caste court in his faction—that I was the Gardianno. That I had the rightful
            claim to the seat.”
         

         
         “And is that what you want?”

         
         Robin looked at his feet. “No. But it doesn’t matter if I want it or not—what I don’t want is men like my uncle taking the seat and attempting to—” He stopped speaking. “If I promised never to attempt to wrest
            the Gardianno seat from my uncle, maybe he’d leave me alone.”
         

         
         Laksone was silent for a long beat. “I highly doubt that.” The tension in his shoulders and jaw slowly eased. “Let me see
            the bracelet,” he finally said.
         

         
         Robin rolled up his sleeve slightly to reveal the bracelet Laksone had given him at the end of their first class.

         
         “You’ll need to wear it for one more day,” Laksone said. “But I believe the chancellor was correct. You were never afforded
            the ability to be properly tested.”
         

         
         Robin’s grimace was his reply.

         
         “Why did your cousin insist on meeting with you?”

         
         “They want me to quit the Academia and move back to my ‘real’ home. My aunt doesn’t hold with riffraff. My uncle is my legal
            guardian.” The words were bitter; he couldn’t keep that out of his voice. “But my cousin is serving as regent.”
         

         
         “Why did they wait so long?”

         
         “Because they assumed I was dead.” Robin exhaled. Laksone’s tone had changed, the wall had come down, and the older man’s
            brow was furrowed, as if concentrating on a thorny magical problem and not the sudden difference in Robin’s status.
         

         
         “You never tried to go back, then?”

         
         “If I had, their assumption would be correct. I doubt anyone would have learned of it.”

         
         “You speak with certainty.”

         
         Robin hesitated. But nothing he was saying was secret. Nothing he was saying was a lie. “I am certain. I was around four years old when the rest of my family was murdered. My mother died attempting to run with me to
            safety.”
         

         
         “Do you remember the date? Ah, no, sorry—that’s a stupid question. Forgive me.”

         
         “Why is the date important?”

         
         The professor was silent for a long beat. Robin thought he wouldn’t answer.

         
         He did, though, speaking slowly enough it was clear he was struggling with word choice. Or words at all. “When I was a younger
            man than I am now—but still adult—my mother and father died in a carriage accident. My brother died at sea. I am called Laksone—it
            is my mother’s name. I did not require a guardian. We once occupied a seat on the caste court.
         

         
         “My father was against the exemption that would have excused the deaths of your family from Imperial investigation.” He swallowed.
            “He was not the only lord to be against it, although he was perhaps the loudest.
         

         
         “His accidental death quieted the objections, and the vote taken heavily favored the new Gardianno. The investigation was
            halted. Because our house seat was one of the founding chairs, and an heir did exist, it was not decommissioned—although the
            vote did come close to allowing it.
         

         
         “But I was that heir. And it was suggested that my background, and my lack of preparation, made me an unsuitable governor.”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “You intend to ask the Imperial Law to reopen the case that was pulled from the Imperial Court by the laws of exemption?”

         
         Robin nodded again.

         
         “Very well. The caste court seat occupied by a cousin is the Leaute seat. I did not wish to perish as my father and brother
            did; I withdrew. But I will go to court to reclaim my own inheritance if you intend to assert yours. I understand the caste
            court and its functions; Leaute will stand with you as Gardianno—as it once did.”
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         Robin hesitated. “Your father and brother died because of this?”

         
         Laksone nodded.

         
         “And you took your mother’s family name. Why did you seek employment here?”

         
         Laksone’s laugh was loud and bitter. “It is the Academia. It is almost mythical. I have seen Dragons at a distance—a theoretically
            safe distance—but never one like the chancellor. I am a scholar. My brother should have taken the house seat, but he perished. I was content to be a scholar. In that regard, little
            changed.
         

         
         “My one act of defiance—for I, too, was advised to ‘accept’ a regent who could fulfill my family’s duties—”

         
         “But you’re an adult.”
         

         
         “Political machinations don’t care. Facts are almost irrelevant. I was not schooled to rule. Our family was not wealthy; it
            was not powerful. But it was old. And it has allied itself with Gardianno for almost all of its long history. I accepted the
            generous offer.
         

         
         “It was made clear to me that if I did not, what remained of my family line might also suffer unexpected accidents. Though I was adult at the time, I was younger. If my father, who had an understanding of the wheels of power, could not defend himself, what hope had I of keeping what remained safe? 

         
         “I asked for an investigation into the deaths; they were eventually ruled accidents, which is as far as such investigations
            could go. But my single act of defiance was to take up my mother’s family name. To separate myself from the man who now occupies
            the seat of Leaute.
         

         
         “I was advised against this, but it was advice, not warning, not threat.”

         
         “So . . . you’re the Leaute? I think I remember your father!”

         
         “Yes. He was fond of your mother, and he visited often.”

         
         “My mother, not my father?”

         
         “Your father took the seat, but he did so as the Gardianno’s husband. Your uncle could take the seat because he was your mother’s
            brother.”
         

         
         “Is this why you came to the Academia?”

         
         “It is not the only reason. If my family were still alive, I would have come immediately, and probably overanxiously, desperate
            to be accepted. I do not only teach here; I study. The library is a miracle. It is beyond that. It is . . .” He swallowed.
            “But the timing? Yes. I knew Gardianno was suddenly on the move.
         

         
         “People were sent to apply, as either students, teachers, or general staff. Too many people. I have half an ear to the caste
            court’s movements; I have been watching them since my father’s death. The push to join the Academia in any role coincided
            with rumors.”
         

         
         “About me.”

         
         “About the Gardianno seat, yes. It is not yet public knowledge, but it has spread across the caste court in whispers. I was
            not privy, and would not be privy, to those whispers. But I have my own information sources. I did not know which student
            would be the student of interest; I knew only that one would be.
         

         
         “You don’t really look like your father. I can see you have his eyes, and maybe as you become the adult he once was—he was larger than life—the resemblance will grow. I had narrowed down possible options for the missing Gardianno heir, but I wasn’t certain until you joined class today.” 

         
         Laksone hadn’t been friendly, either.

         
         “The clothing confirms your whispered origins,” Laksone continued. “I could not be certain that you had not fallen in line
            with the current Gardianno family. But if a Barrani lord had that clothing made for you, it implies other things.”
         

         
         “She’s a Hawk,” Robin said. “She’s a Hawk who wants me to request that the investigation be reopened. She’s trying to keep
            me alive.”
         

         
         “And has that been difficult?”

         
         “I went to a friend’s for dinner off campus. There were four human assassins lying in wait.”

         
         Laksone stiffened.

         
         “And the guardianship issue means at the moment it’s safest for me to be confined to the Academia. I wanted to go to my room
            to change, but Teela said no. She figured there’d already be rumors about the meeting between me and my cousin, and she wanted
            to make a statement. I mean, she wanted me to make one. To my guardian. And to people who knew and would see me after that meeting.
         

         
         “She says I have to do everything I can to look the part.”
         

         
         “Well, if she’s been your instructor, she’s done an excellent job. You look the part.” It wasn’t a compliment.

         
         “I resent having to look the part to impress jerks like Beryl.”

         
         Laksone laughed. “To impress people like Beryl whose family might be given pause? She probably thinks it will be a level of
            protection against people who want you dead.”
         

         
         “It’ll make them think twice?” Robin shrugged. “I doubt it. My guess? It’ll make them feel more desperate. They’ll try harder.”

         
         “Desperate people are often more careless.”

         
         “Great. And when I die, they’ll have made mistakes that the caste court will vote to cover up.”

         
         Laksone’s chuckle was as bitter as Robin’s words.

         
         “I survived the warrens. I think it was simpler than this.” He exhaled. “But maybe not. The starvation and cold could kill
            without assassins. You want the reinvestigation?”
         

         
         Laksone nodded. “If the investigation is thorough, it opens doors that have been closed, locked, and barred for a third of
            my life.” He opened his mouth, but after a pause, must have thought the better of the words he was about to say.
         

         
         “My uncle murdered my family,” Robin said. He smiled. It was the type of smile that people avoided in the warrens.

         
         “I would counsel you not to repeat that.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “It is not proven.”

         
         Robin’s lips compressed in a thin line; he would not back down.

         
         “You are certain.”

         
         “I saw him deal the injury that killed my mother. If you think there’s any universe in which I’ll support my uncle in order
            to claim the Gardianno seat, you’re wrong.”
         

         
         “Don’t give them a chance to prepare. Let the Hawks be the face of the investigation.”

         
         Robin exhaled. “Teela implied that the Gardianno succession wasn’t decided by my family’s death alone. If your parents died
            to further my uncle’s power, I’m sorry.”
         

         
         “You were four. It was not in your hands. I apologize for detaining you; I merely wished to check the bracelet. It does exactly
            what I said it would do. You may have doubts you did not have before. I understand that. I will be more circumspect in future.”
            He hesitated, then offered Robin a bow. It wasn’t perfect—Teela, had Laksone been her student, would have criticized it roundly
            and at length.
         

         
         But it was good enough that Robin understood it for what it was: the bow one offers a superior. It made him uncomfortable. “That’s not necessary in the Academia, even according to Teela.” 

         
         “No. It is not.” Laksone’s smile was lopsided.

         
          

         If the clothing Teela had provided was far more comfortable than it looked, the sword was not, but Robin understood that it
            was an accessory. It was like rings or other jewelry for his current purposes. But though the clothing itself was comfortable,
            the attention he got because of it wasn’t.
         

         
         Raven didn’t appear to notice the difference in clothing. She was very interested in the sword. Still. But the clothing was clothing. If she didn’t want to change hers, that was a different matter.
            Robin hadn’t really wondered about her clothing until her mutinous and resentful reaction. Maybe her clothing was special
            in some fashion. It had never looked magical; it was often edged in dirt and fraying strands of cloth.
         

         
         But she had been wearing the same robes for all of their lives together. They couldn’t be normal, could they?

         
         Serralyn, Valliant, and Terrano were waiting for Robin in the dining hall. He’d come for early dinner, which was usually a
            bit more crowded. He could feel the stares from the doors; they followed him all the way to the table. Killian must have told
            the two Barrani students that Robin had changed his dinner time.
         

         
         Dinner, unlike breakfast and lunch, didn’t require a trip to the kitchen—food appeared on the table, courtesy of Killian.
            Clothing was meant to be more formal; it was during dinner that ostentation was, if not encouraged, accepted. None of the
            students were as glaringly obvious as Robin. Beryl and his cronies might have been, but they tended to come for the later
            dinner hour, as well, and they weren’t here.
         

         
         Raven wore her usual clothing. The chancellor had given Raven permission to skirt the rules, as if he understood that her regular clothing was somehow a part of her. Robin didn’t care if she came with him to important meetings with hostile relatives. 

         
         Then again, all his fancy clothing had done was annoy Berryl, and make Laksone take a big step back; it had made the teacher
            suspicious, at least to start. Robin was certain that other humans would have the same reaction.
         

         
         Part of the reason for early dinner, rather than later, was that Melden was at the head table for the later dining hour. Robin
            did not want to go to Melden’s class or eat dinner in Melden’s presence while dressed in the official Gardianno colors. Teela’s
            other clothing might not be as attention-grabbing, and he couldn’t avoid Melden forever.
         

         
         Serralyn talked about classwork. She talked about Helen. She talked about Sedarias’s day. About anything at all but Robin’s
            interview with his cousin. Robin understood why.
         

         
         Delia hadn’t been informed that the dining schedule had been changed, and Raven was fidgety and impatient. She really liked
            Delia, or at least Delia’s wings.
         

         
         Robin didn’t even remember the food on his plate. He did note that Killian had set his place with eight hundred utensils.

         
         “There are eight,” Killian said.

         
         Serralyn chuckled. She was comfortable eating with a single knife and fork, but tonight, given Robin, she chose to eat perfectly
            correctly. Robin could follow her if he reached for the wrong utensil. Here, if necessary, Serralyn could guide him without
            being obvious about it.
         

         
         Outside of the Academia, she couldn’t.

         
         “Teela wants you to consider the prospect of a legal guardian. You will require a guardian who can stand in place of the current
            Gardianno family.”
         

         
         Robin stared at her. “The only adults I know are the chancellor and the teachers here. And I’m not keen on asking any of the
            teachers to become my guardian. The chancellor already said he doesn’t want to do it.”
         

         
         “He doesn’t want to appoint you as his ward in an academy he administers. It wouldn’t be a good look; it would imply favoritism. I’m certain,” she added when she saw Robin’s expression, “that it would be much worse for you than now, because he’d have to do everything he could to avoid the appearance.” 

         
         “She is correct,” Killian said, his voice gentle.

         
         Robin exhaled. There was one adult outside of the Academia he could maybe ask to become his legal guardian—but to ask her,
            he’d have to leave the Academia. Or have a message delivered. Either was bad. And if Giselle agreed to become his guardian,
            it would be a huge strike against him in the eyes of the caste court.
         

         
         Worse, they could hunt her. Well, that might be worse for them. If Giselle was standing on her own turf, Robin wasn’t certain
            she would lose. The Emperor wouldn’t allow a small army to storm the warrens.
         

         
         He’d also be thumbing his nose at every single stuck-up, judgmental lord of the caste court. He’d be choosing someone they’d
            look down on, and they’d have to live with it.
         

         
         “I do not consider that a good option,” Killian said. It had to be Killian; Robin had said none of this out loud. “I don’t
            believe she would accept the position, but if she found it tempting, it would be because she’d be a thorn in the eyes of men and women of power, and it would amuse her. It would not, in my opinion, do you any good.”
         

         
          

         As they so often did, they ended up in Robin and Raven’s room. Terrano held out a hand; Robin sighed and removed the sword,
            dropping its sheath across Terrano’s open palm. As expected, Terrano immediately joined Raven, who seemed to be waiting with
            the usual patience she had when she was interested in something.
         

         
         Neither of the two had any interest in the conversation that continued, although both would do their best to protect and defend Robin if his life was in danger. It was interesting, in some ways: they didn’t understand that Serralyn’s original statement about guardians would be a source of danger. They assumed that Robin wouldn’t choose a guardian who intended to kill him; the questions were therefore
            irrelevant.
         

         
         “The problem with Giselle is not twofold. It is, in my opinion, threefold,” Killian said, picking up where he’d left off before
            the sword handover.
         

         
         “You were thinking of Giselle?” Serralyn was surprised. Not shocked, but surprised.

         
         “I don’t know a lot of adults I feel I could trust. Killian already said the Arbiters can’t be legal guardians. But Giselle
            can take care of herself. If people go hunting her, and they land in the warrens, it’s them who might not make it out alive.
         

         
         “She can’t be pressured. She can be bribed—I mean, it’s the warrens. But she’s got fierce pride, and attempting to offer her
            money to turn me over would be insulting. She doesn’t give a crap about the human caste court. She doesn’t care what they
            think of her—well, not exactly. She wants them to understand that she’s not to be crossed. That’s it. Anyone from the caste
            court who wants to threaten me would have to get through her first.”
         

         
         “Do you think she’ll do it?”

         
         Robin exhaled. “No. She has reasons for not being fond of Gardianno.”

         
         “She came for you when your uncle’s shade walked these halls.”

         
         “She has reasons for respecting the duties of Gardianno.” It was Killian, not Robin, who’d replied to Serralyn’s observation.
            “But it would be best for Dragon or Wevaran or even Barrani to assume the guardianship.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because if you are killed, they cannot be legally regarded as uninterested parties, and your death would warrant a full investigation by the Halls of Law. Your death can’t fall under caste court exemptions, should your death occur. There is therefore less incentive for those who dabble in assassination to kill you. It is discouragement. 

         
         “Discouragement, however, is theoretically provided by Imperial Law, and those, as you are well aware, are broken all the
            time. It is possible that the caste court could sacrifice a seat to such an assassination if investigation can’t be avoided.”
         

         
         Robin had a headache, probably because he’d started to grind his teeth in frustration at his own lack of knowledge. Learning
            could alleviate that—but that took time, and he really felt like he was running out of that.
         

         
         As if she could hear his thoughts, Serralyn said, “I’m sorry. We don’t have to make choices like this—we’re considered adult
            by Imperial standards, even Terrano. But we’ve yet to make the oath of allegiance required of Barrani lords. To the Emperor,”
            she added at Robin’s confused expression. “It’s fine. You’d have to make the same oath of allegiance when you come of age
            and take the seat of Gardianno. It’s normal.
         

         
         “Barrani have long memories, and that oath is extremely distasteful to those who fought, or lost kin, in the Draco-Barrani
            wars. Some lords have never made it; they are not citizens of the Empire, but visitors to the Empire. It’s a polite fiction,
            and for the most part, it’s ignored.
         

         
         “All of the relevant Barrani Hawks had to take that oath. Only one was a lord. But Teela had taken the oath the moment the
            Emperor was crowned. Probably to annoy Barrani in the High Court. She has genuine respect for the current High Lord, but had
            very, very little for the previous one, and the new one has only ruled for a year, if that.
         

         
         “By that point, she could survive it.”

         
         “Couldn’t one of you do it?”

         
         “It’s been discussed. But . . .” Serralyn exhaled. “Part of the reason Teela wants the case reopened is that she truly believes it was never a case that should have been subject to caste court exemptions. It’s only recently—with the presence of your uncle in Larrantin’s lab—that she has what she would consider almost solid proof.” 

         
         “Proof?”

         
         “Your uncle may have assumed that he would gain power from whatever he was trying to do. My best guess—and it’s a guess—is
            that he was trying to infuse himself with the power inherent in the captive and contained thoughts. He might have been far
            enough gone he believed he was in control the entire time.
         

         
         “But that knowledge, that information, and the desire for that power—that really does imply interference from the Barrani.
            Barrani did confer with Gardianno less than a decade before your uncle took the seat. That much Teela has managed to glean. Grannick
            was already aware of what we refer to as the mysteries of Gardianno; we know that because you were told that he failed. He
            failed whatever test was set for him.
         

         
         “If he understood what the role of the Gardianno—or Gardianna—was, it’s a short skip and jump to somehow sharing that information
            with people who might prove useful to his ambitions.
         

         
         “Teela doesn’t believe those people are human. And frankly, neither do the rest of us.”

         
         “I abstained,” Terrano said without looking back. “What? Humans have been pretty surprising. I mean, look at Kaylin.”

         
         “Kaylin’s Chosen. She doesn’t count.”

         
         “And Robin doesn’t count, either, right?”

         
         Serralyn fell silent.

         
         “Look—I’m not saying it was human-only; I’m just saying it could have been.”
         

         
         Serralyn failed to answer that. “If Teela can crack open the case—even for a week—she can bring evidence of Barrani involvement.”

         
         “We can’t,” Robin said, voice flat. “To do that, we’d have to make clear what the Gardianno duty is. It’s not meant to be public knowledge; it’s not meant to be shared. If people know—if, say, the Arcanists know—it’s just
            inviting constant headaches and similar assassinations.”
         

         
         “Teela agrees. She therefore feels it’s essential that those in the know are discovered. And killed. Anyway, we’ve wandered
            far off the original point. I know it’s stressful. We’re trying to think of possible candidates, as well. But if we can’t
            rule Giselle out, we’re going to want to ask her first.”
         

         
         “Oh no,” Terrano said. “Absolutely not. I am not going back there. You can send a courier. You can ask Raven to take a message.
            I’m not going back.”
         

         
          

         Robin, having survived dinner, did change out of Teela’s gifted clothing. Terrano and Raven were in the quiet stage of their
            exploration; they spoke seldom, but it was clear their arguments had been hashed out, and no new ones had come to interrupt
            their investigation. Twice the scabbard flared, washing the room in pale blue light.
         

         
         Robin, tired, could sleep through it. Mostly. Had they been arguing, it might have been more sleep-disruptive; they weren’t.
            But before he fell asleep, Raven came to sit on the edge of his bed.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” she told him, patting his shoulder. “We’ve almost figured it out.”

         
         It took him a moment to realize she was talking about the sword. He understood she was currently focused on the weapon Teela
            had given him—but she clearly believed the sword was Robin’s greatest worry. He wanted to laugh. Or cry. Or both.
         

         
         He was tired.

         
         He slept.

         
          

         In a fair world, or a merciful world, he would have woken up early in the morning, refreshed or at least less exhausted. He would have dressed in Teela’s gifted uniform because the new clothing hadn’t arrived yet. He would have gone through whatever lesson she chose to focus on—hopefully not an hour of drawing and sheathing the sword. 

         
         He woke, but he didn’t wake in his room. Raven wasn’t present. Neither were her desk, Terrano, or Robin’s desk and bed. He
            was lying on grass, dressed as he had been dressed for most of his life in the fiefs: in mismatched, patched, and oversize
            clothing. He had no shoes.
         

         
         He assumed he must be dreaming, but caught up with the thought as he realized he didn’t have lucid dreams—a term he’d learned
            in the Academia. He’d realize he was dreaming, and he always woke up shortly thereafter.
         

         
         “Gardianno.”

         
         He rolled over and pushed himself to his feet, looking in the direction of the voice.

         
         A ghost, he thought, and remembered the labyrinth he’d entered from the warrens.

         
         “You have been too long away from your duties. You bought time, young Gardianno, but that time is almost spent. You must reclaim your birthright to reclaim your duty. Soon, the possibility that that duty can be performed at all will vanish.
         

         
         “You cannot hear them while waking, but you can if you listen here.”

         
         “I can only hear you.”

         
         “You are not attempting to listen. We are tied by your duty and our own. What power we can lend you, we have lent. But that
            power will come to a close. Your duties were given you because you are mortal. You and your kin. We are not. But even our warden is mortal, and for the same reason.
         

         
         “You have perhaps heard the philosophical statement: Power corrupts.”

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “The corruption is oft subtle; it is hard for the person who has become entangled in it to see themselves clearly. People
            change with time, with experience. Even such as we. Humans change, but their lives are short—they cannot change so much that
            they endanger the world in which they live.”
         

         
         This wasn’t true, but Robin didn’t argue.

         
         “No Immortals tend the garden. No Immortals serve as warden for the space in which I live. When the world was younger, it
            was the intent of the Ancients that the Keepers perform the role of Gardianno. They were adept at stilling and quieting the
            elements; they had experience.
         

         
         “But that was tried only briefly. The thoughts of the Ancients could touch, and taint, both elements and Keeper. The results
            could be ruinous. It would have been best had the thoughts of the Ancients simply ceased to be—but that, of course, was impossible.
            Their thoughts existed; only when they were paired with intent did creation change. They had no intent to harm, but those
            stray thoughts could resonate and take root, causing damage to the creations of the Ancients.
         

         
         “In their youth, if youth can be applied to gods, they created with abandon, and they abandoned their creations when their
            experiments had run their course. They loved the creation, and the desire to create drove them; it was in the clash of resultant
            creations that difficulties occurred, and in the murk of that conflict that darker thoughts emerged. They understood the consequence
            of their actions by this point, but the impulse, the anger, remained.” Ripples in the ghostly figure implied either smile
            or frown—Robin couldn’t tell which.
         

         
         “You get angry. You are not defined by your anger, your hatred, or even your love, but rather by the choices you make. Small
            children believe that anger is action. They cannot see the dividing line. You can, or should. But the thoughts of the Ancients are a force of nature against
            which not everyone can stand.
         

         
         “Your uncle failed, and failure drove him, not to succeed—he did not understand the nature of his failure—but to salve his wounded pride. To prove he could be a power. Even so, he would perish of age in time. He is not the first to go astray. In the early years, he would have been put down.
            In the long stretch of middle years, that outcome was less common, but not unknown.
         

         
         “He is not our chief concern. As I said, there is a reason the guardianship was left in the hands of the finite. But there
            is power in the thoughts of gods, never actualized, and the echoes and hints of that imply strongly that the infinite, the immortal,
            may have become involved. In their hands, there is danger.
         

         
         “It is the reason for guardians, in the end. You must take up your duties.”

         
         Frustrated, tired, and overwhelmed, Robin said, “I don’t know how to do those duties!”
         

         
         “You have done them, at a remove. You have instinctively done what you could to repair the damage done by your uncle. I have
            seen your work. It is rough, and it is imperfect—but so, too, are we.”
         

         
         “I don’t have Raven’s glass,” Robin said.

         
         “No. You must come to me when you have established yourself in the Gardianno see. You must walk the labyrinth again. And again.
            As your mother did. There might—there will—come a time when the labyrinth will turn you away, and when it does, you must have
            those who can fulfill your duties in your stead. But that is many years in the future.”
         

         
         “Why will the labyrinth turn me away?”

         
         “The reasons vary, child. You will change, you will grow. Your experiences will strengthen and weaken you. Perhaps you will
            have children of your own, and what you might do to protect or enrich your children is not the will of labyrinth; it is not
            the path the Gardianno must follow.”
         

         
         “My mother didn’t.”

         
         “Child, your mother did. She summoned what should not have been summoned save in dire emergency—and that emergency, a threat to the whole of the duty. She did not do so to save her life or protect the garden; she did it to save you. Because you were her child, and you were
            the only child who had survived. Had she returned to the labyrinth after that choice, she would have been denied entry.
         

         
         “We were given to humans, and we are their guides, but the decisions must rest, imperfectly, in their hands. We accept her
            choice because we understand it. But even understanding it, were she and your family to have survived, she would be lost to
            us, or we to her, because of the choice she made. She knew it.
         

         
         “You are precious to us; you are Gardianno, as she was Gardianna. But were you to make the choice your mother made, you, too,
            would be lost to us.”
         

         
         “Then why have children at all?”

         
         “It is a tricky question, and one discussed often. Love is necessary, we believe. Responsibility—the ability to carry responsibilities—is
            necessary. The concern for others, necessary, as well. But it is in the prioritization that the question lies. Gardianna and
            Gardianno have lost children before—to illness, to accidents—without invoking the dangerous power they are granted to protect
            the gardens. In the moment, the threat to all of humanity is greater than their terrible fear of losing a child.
         

         
         “I am told it is a difficult decision to make. They must love their children; they must prioritize them up to a point. They
            must never step over the line. Those who are not chosen, those who do not inherit, carry the blood. It is the reason the line,
            if fractured, has never entirely been broken.
         

         
         “But now, those who bear her blood have aligned with a man who will never be able to enter the labyrinth again, let alone
            be accepted by it. You are the Gardianno. You must pass on some knowledge; you must raise a successor.”
         

         
         “I’m not old enough to raise a successor!”

         
         “Ah, no. Not yet. But it is in your future. Humans are fragile. If you perish, there is no other of whom we are aware that might do the duties of the Gardianno.” The ghost, pale and ill-defined, looked to the side, lifting its chin; it seemed to elongate, gaining height and losing width as it did. 

         
         “Listen, child,” it said, as voices—the rising murmur of a crowd—filled the grassy clearing. He could not make out the words
            that crowd spoke, but he was distinctly uncomfortable now. He had seen crowds on the edge of anger, had seen them fall off
            that edge. This crowd was close.
         

         
         “You must return to the garden—you must return now. You have almost run out of time.”
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         Robin did not wake up feeling well rested. He had to disen- tangle the covers from his legs before he could crawl out of bed.
            If it hadn’t been for the insistent knock at his door, he’d have slept right through morning training.
         

         
         Serralyn, however, had come to make certain Robin woke up on time. Killian could have done it, but Killian’s concerns were
            based in academic classes, not social-survival sword lessons.
         

         
         “I believe you needed the sleep,” Killian said, unperturbed by Robin’s thoughts.

         
         Robin agreed with Killian’s assessment, but understood, given his meeting with Seldon, that Teela’s also had weight. Survival
            was more important than sleep, if sleep was going to interfere with it. He couldn’t learn anything if he was dead.
         

         
         Dressing was more complicated. He wanted to tell Killian to just recreate Teela’s clothing so he wouldn’t have to actually
            put any of it on. He didn’t. Knowing Teela, she’d probably check, although how she’d know the difference wasn’t clear.
         

         
         It was easier not to lie—but only barely.

         
          

         Robin had hoped that the morning lesson wouldn’t involve drawing and sheathing the sword. He got half of what he wished for. He started with sheathing and unsheathing, but halfway through, Teela stopped him. 

         
         “I thought we’d spend the entire week practicing, but you’ve become much better at handling the sword.”

         
         He was almost too tired to feel any pleasure at the compliment. Teela hoarded them; if she gave one away, it was miraculous.
            Or suspicious. He waited for the other shoe to drop.
         

         
         It wasn’t a shoe. It was a heavy boot.

         
         “Drawing the sword at the moment is acceptable. Your posture and your position are lamentably bad. We will practice drawing
            the sword and holding it as if you have some actual knowledge about how to wield it.” Seeing his expression, she grimaced.
            “You are impatient, Robin. Don’t be. I told you that our early lessons would be entirely about presentation and appearance.
         

         
         “You can draw the sword naturally. I expected it would take longer, but were you and all of your so-called peers to draw their
            swords, you would not be embarrassed by the drawing. You would, however, be noted for your posture.
         

         
         “In other cases, it would be irrelevant. In this one, it is not.”

         
         “Will I be required to draw the sword?”

         
         “Not legally, if we cannot change the guardianship.”

         
         And she hoped—they both hoped—to change that.
         

         
         Robin therefore spent the morning drawing—and holding—the sword.

         
         “Tomorrow’s lesson will be less physically taxing, but it will be of primary import. Today’s etiquette lesson will be just
            as important. I’ll see you then.”
         

         
          

         “The question of individuality is a question that is often not properly addressed.” Scholar Sarriat was new to the Academia. He had come from the Barrani enclaves in the West March. “Different cultures privilege individuality in different ways. The question is irrelevant to the natural beasts; they are impulse and instinct, shorn of the fabric of society as a whole. 

         
         “But societies, like individuals, differ. Even among my own kin, the society of the West March differs in subtle ways from
            the society of the High Halls and its surrounding environs.
         

         
         “The Barrani are oft heard to say that individuality is gained by power, and power alone. Only when you have enough power
            are you capable of withstanding the judgment of your peers. Only if your power is unquestioned can you dispense with those
            peers to live the life you desire to live.
         

         
         “In some ways, that is true. In others, it is not. Those who have gained power have completed only the first step of their
            emancipation. They must hold power. Husband it. Use it wisely enough they create as few enemies as possible in their rise. Delia, you have a question?”
         

         
         “What’s the point of gaining all that power if you’re just going to use it to do whatever you want?”

         
         Sarriat had clearly not spent time with Aerians, but to be fair, neither had Robin. The scholar seemed surprised by the question.
            “It is, in fact, to do what you want that you will often attempt to amass power.”
         

         
         “Yeah, but—in your previous examples you point out that what the Barrani seem to want when they have power is to crush everyone
            under their feet.”
         

         
         “To crush their enemies under their feet, yes.”
         

         
         “So they wouldn’t have all those enemies if they weren’t trying to gain the power to crush them?”

         
         “Perhaps, perhaps not. If you have no power, you do not understand the consequences of its lack.”

         
         “I do. But I can make my own choices. I get a lot of criticism and nagging for the choices I make when they don’t align with the choices the leader of the flight would prefer—but I can still make
            them. I can still be myself.”
         

         
         “We are back to the question of individuality,” Sarriat replied.

         
         Delia shook her head. “I get asked this question sometimes, and I really don’t have an answer, so I thought I could ask you.”

         
         “Continue.”

         
         “If someone asks you who you are, what’s your answer?”

         
         “I’m a scholar of repute in the West March.”

         
         “That’s what you do. It’s not what you are. Right? I mean, I can tell you I’m Aerian. But there’s a whole race of Aerians, and we’re not all the same. You can tell
            me you’re Barrani—and you are—but does that really answer the question?”
         

         
         “I fail to understand the intent of your question.”

         
         Delia was slightly frustrated. “I can tell you what I’m not. I can tell you what I like and what I don’t like. I can tell
            you what I’d kill for and what I’d die for. But does that really answer the question?”
         

         
         “Ah. I think I see the difficulty. People wish to be seen in the fashion they define themselves. If their position is one
            that deserves respect, they wish the position to be acknowledged. You may feel that your flight, for example, does not define
            you. But in the eyes of your people, it does. If you hold a position within a powerful flight, you will be viewed with more
            respect than an Aerian who is without such a flight can achieve.
         

         
         “But such respect belies the concept of individuality. In order to be respected, one must have people who will offer that respect. It relies on that web of social contacts, and social audience.”
         

         
         Raven was gloomy. Sarriat’s class often veered into the philosophical. Delia actually loved it and engaged with it as if it
            was oxygen. Robin had a lot to say about so-called power and so-called respect, but not in the classroom. Not yet.
         

         
         “That’s not self-respect, though,” Delia said.

         
         “Is it not?”

         
         “If other people have to tell you how great and worthy of respect you are, it’s not. It means that what I think about myself doesn’t matter; it’s only what others think of me that does. What I know about myself is irrelevant; it’s what they know that defines me.” 

         
         Sarriat clearly found the discussion taxing, as well. He was accustomed to Barrani-only classes. He’d no doubt been informed
            that he’d have more humans than Barrani in the Academia classroom, but nothing had prepared him for Delia.
         

         
         Then again, very little had prepared Robin for Delia, either.

         
         “What you think or know of yourself is less relevant in a social context,” Sarriat replied. “You are not born as a single
            entity; you are raised by your parents, their parents, and the society around you. Which brings us back to the question of
            individuality—and designer intent.”
         

         
         “Designer intent?” Delia frowned.

         
         “We accept that we were created by the Ancients. We accept that the conditions of our creation were deliberate, not accidental.
            We also accept that life itself changes in ways that cannot be entirely predicted or circumvented. But on the whole, the races were meant to exist and continue. They were not intended to be a single, sole creation. Therefore the races exist in a community,
            no matter how stretched it becomes. We were created to require others, to interact with them, to benefit them because it would,
            in the long run, benefit us.
         

         
         “Individuality was an outcome that was inevitable, given the plethora of descendants, but it should not come at the expense
            of your people.”
         

         
         Delia snorted.

         
         Robin’s jaw fell, but he snapped it shut quickly. “You’ve heard all this before?”

         
         “And how.” She glared at Sarriat, whose eyes were becoming blue. Which was fair—hers were edging into the dark grey of anger.
            “Why does the race or the people get to decide what’s best for the race? You can look at the caste courts. Any of them. Do they exist for their races? No. They exist because that was the Emperor’s
            compromise with the people who lost the war.
         

         
         “They don’t speak for me. They don’t have the right to speak for me.”

         
         “Legally,” Sarriat replied, “they do. And if you believe that what you want, what you decide, has primacy, why do laws exist
            at all? Do you believe that they exist to further subjugate you?”
         

         
         “This is a different tact,” Delia said, almost but not quite under her breath. Robin knew Sarriat would hear her anyway; Barrani
            hearing was like that.
         

         
         “Laws can be inconvenient. They can be convenient. They were developed for the overall safety and comity of the people. All
            races have laws. Those who live in Elantra are subject to Imperial Law, where races overlap. Do you consider the existence
            of law to be bad?”
         

         
         Delia’s frown was instant. Had it been fire, it would have burned someone. “Do we get to decide the laws?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “But we have to live with them.”

         
         “Unless you wish to live in isolation, yes. If you wish to avoid laws—at all—you might fly off into the unclaimed wilderness
            and build a nest in the trees. Law exists where people exist. It exists where people congregate. It is for the overall safety
            of people that laws are, in theory, created.”
         

         
         “But not Barrani law.”

         
         Robin frowned. Delia understood Imperial Law—not a surprise, given she lived in the Empire. Understanding Barrani law took
            a bit more work. More work than Robin had done.
         

         
         “Barrani law is simpler, but at heart, it does not differ greatly from Draconic law. Those who have power make the rules.
            Those who hold power pass down laws that those with less power are meant to follow. In the Empire, the Emperor creates laws;
            he is not subject to them.
         

         
         “In a more subtle fashion, the Imperial Laws that in theory protect the powerless are overseen by those who are powerful. Understand that power is the key, even obfuscated as it is by the Emperor. Let me ask a different question. Do you consider yourself a ‘good’ person?” 

         
         Delia frowned, as if examining the question for hidden barbs that might cause her to lose what was clearly an argument, at
            least on her side. “Yes.”
         

         
         “How is ‘good’ defined?”

         
         “It’s personal.”

         
         “Are law-abiding people ‘good’?”

         
         Delia’s frown deepened. She failed to answer.

         
         “Do you have what you call self-respect because you consider yourself ‘good’?”

         
         The answer was clearly yes, in Robin’s opinion. But Delia failed to answer again.

         
         “And if ‘good’ is related to ‘law-abiding,’ how can it exist without the presence of other people?” He waited. When Delia
            failed to reply, he continued. “Some humans consider themselves ‘good’ people if they do no harm to others. Is that your personal
            stance?”
         

         
         She nodded.

         
         “It is interesting to me. Perhaps the Barrani are merciless and pitiless, but we generally do not consider ourselves ‘good’
            people by the absence of activity.”
         

         
         “Do you ever consider yourself—individually—‘bad’ people?” Delia replied, clearly stung.

         
         “Not generally, no. We are alive; we have regrets. Our regrets are far more pointed than yours, as our memories are far, far
            more persistent. It is the outcome, however, of the prominence of power. There are no ‘good’ or ‘bad’ people; there are winners
            and losers.”
         

         
         “And what of the Barrani who never amass power?”

         
         “What of them? If they are foolish, they will perish. If they choose the wrong lord, they will perish with that lord. There
            are very few crimes so extreme that the judgment of ‘bad,’ or perhaps ‘evil,’ applies.”
         

         
         “You do have laws for a reason.”

         
         “Yes. Those laws are meant as fences; there are avenues of power gain that are considered harmful for our race. Those the High Court does not allow, if they are aware of it at all. 

         
         “And those laws involve the use of power that could transform or corrupt. Or the use of power that attempts to strip the living
            Barrani of their True Names. There are special laws—and written consequences—for those who attempt to interfere with the duties
            of the Consort, or cause her death in the absence of a likely heir.”
         

         
         Sarriat’s eyes were definitely a dark shade of blue now. “Laws are created for protection; our laws are created for protection
            of the race. If a single individual wishes to follow their own course, they either retreat entirely and live in hiding and
            isolation, or they grow to become so much of a power that they cannot be questioned safely.”
         

         
         Delia’s were coal grey, almost black. “You’re implying that the do-no-harm decision is one employed only by the weak.”

         
         “Yes. Is there a problem with that?”

         
         “There are powerful people—at least among my own kin—who base their decisions on doing no harm.”

         
         “Those are powerful people who won’t remain in power for long,” he replied, his voice far chillier. “It is impossible for
            the powerful to do no harm. The greater your reach, the greater the power you actually wield, the more likelihood that harm
            can occur.
         

         
         “Or do you consider the deaths of soldiers in necessary wars to be harm? Would you fail to train them—where accidents and
            harm occur—to face those who might desire the destruction of your entire race? No? Not all of the Ancients’ creations exist
            now, except as footnotes in history. If you rule, if you lead, if you have power, you will cause harm. If, in your argument, harm is the ‘bad,’ or the ‘evil,’ all rulers are, by nature, ‘evil.’ Even the
            Emperor.
         

         
         “If you believe that you are somehow ‘good’ because you do no harm, you are implying that ‘good’ is inactivity. If ‘good’ is activity, how do you ameliorate harm done by your rulers? Perhaps you do not consider them your responsibility. 

         
         “A ruler will weigh; a ruler will bear the weight of a decision made by prioritization. Do you? Children want to do what they
            want because they don’t perceive the weight of responsibility. Are you a child?”
         

         
         Robin flattened himself across the surface of his desk just in time to avoid being knocked out of his seat. Raven had deserted
            her chair midway through the question-and-answer session. It was the only reason neither of them was sent flying. Delia’s
            wings had snapped, instantly, to her sides.
         

         
         Sarriat’s eyes were dark, but his expression was placid. His annoyance—if that’s what it was—only showed through the color
            of his eyes.
         

         
         “I applaud your attempt to understand who—or what—you are. I wish you to consider the full context of that decision.”

         
         “Why should I care about people who don’t care about me?”

         
         Sarriat smiled. There was an edge to it now. “Indeed.” He then turned to Robin, which was really unfair, because Robin—in
            his ridiculous clothing, with his ostentatious sword—had done everything he could to stay out of the argument.
         

         
         “Gardianno,” he said, his gaze unblinking. “What is your opinion? According to the student records, you lived in a section
            of Elantra that is all but abandoned by Imperial Law. Do you, or should you, care about the warrens, when no one in the city
            cared about you?
         

         
         “Should you support the power structure of the caste courts who abandoned humans to their fates there? Consider the question
            with care. In theory, you are heir to power as it is constituted among humans. What do you owe to that power? What will you
            do with it? When you have power, will you be content—as the caste court is content—with doing no harm, as Delia of Cassia
            is?”
         

         
         “That is not what I said!”

         
         “Your arguments have not convinced me,” Sarriat replied. “Even had they, you are not Cassia, but simply part of it. Your power, unless you choose to act, will not be what Robin’s will become. If you choose to do nothing—”
         

         
         “That’s not what I’m doing!”

         
         “Very well, I stand corrected.” Nothing in his tone implied agreement.

         
         Delia did not sit down. She turned and stormed out of the classroom, leaving Robin with the silence of shock—from the rest
            of the students—and Sarriat’s judging gaze.
         

         
         “My apologies, class. Where were we? Individuality, and its role within the greater community. I will give homework: there
            are three different myths and legends—they are required reading. I will not say that Delia, now absent, is wrong. I will not
            say that I am right.
         

         
         “I wish you to consider the questions that arose with care, and formulate an answer of your own—but I desire that you be able
            show your work. Is the concept of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ relevant? Is it relevant in social context? Is it necessary? Do you have
            responsibilities to those with less power than yourself, and if so, why?”
         

         
         “Are you attempting to say that ‘good’ and ‘bad’—and I dislike the word ‘bad’ if what you mean is malice—are purely social
            constructs?” It was Elisianne—a Barrani student—who’d asked.
         

         
         Sarriat smiled. “They are a blend of individual and social constructs, yes. But that is my belief. The homework is: What are your beliefs, and why do you hold them? I will look for structure in your answers and logic
            in your defense of the positions you choose.”
         

         
         Robin didn’t want to do this homework. In particular, he didn’t want to do the homework because Sarriat had, in his opinion,
            outed himself as a person of concern, or a person with enough knowledge of the human caste court that he could put Robin on
            the spot like that.
         

         
         But he’d been less harsh with Robin—if more intrusive—than he had with Delia. It bothered Robin enough that he went in search of the Aerian after the class had ended. Which might make him late for his next class, but he’d survived late slips so far. 

         
         “Yes,” Killian said. “But since your lineage has become known, you’ve yet to be late.”

         
         Robin grimaced; he didn’t speak. Killian could hear what he was thinking anyway, but there was no reason everyone else had
            to hear it, as well.
         

         
          

         Delia was in the quad. Or rather, she was circling it, her shadow a moving dark streak against the otherwise vibrant green
            of the grass and the grey-white of the occasional bench.
         

         
         Raven followed the path of her flight. She seldom tripped over her own feet the way Robin could trip over his. “She’s unhappy.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “She probably feels attacked and humiliated.”

         
         “But why?”

         
         “Sarriat’s disagreement was a criticism of who she believes she is, if I had to guess.”

         
         “Do you believe she is what she believes she is?” The question was one couched in genuine curiosity. This was new for Raven;
            she generally left social interactions in Robin’s hands, as if she had no desire to learn, or no belief that she could.
         

         
         “I don’t know her well enough to really understand what she believes,” Robin said, punting.

         
         “Do you like her?”

         
         “So far.”

         
         “I like her.”

         
         “Yes. But we don’t always have to like the same people.” Still, Raven had never truly liked anyone else before—other than Robin. “I’m only worried about her because she’s from flight Cassia, and that’s the flight that was meeting—on the ground—in the warrens with a human caste lord’s servant. No one meets in the warrens for good reasons.” 

         
         “Giselle does.”

         
         “That’s different, and I’d argue that caste lords who meet with Giselle aren’t always doing it for the right reasons.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Some might go to Giselle believing they can hire her to get dirt on me. Some might go to Giselle because they want to know
            what the weaknesses of a different lord are. What that means is: some other lord is also involved somehow in the warrens—that’s
            the kind of weakness that provides leverage. According to Teela.”
         

         
         Raven shrugged. “She meets with the law.”

         
         Robin was surprised. Not that the law came to Giselle—anyone who wanted information about the warrens did—but that Raven could
            tell the difference between the people who sought the grey crow’s information. Then again, Hawks wore tabards.
         

         
         “Not the Hawks,” Raven said, as if Robin had spoken out loud. He probably had. “The other ones. The Wolves.”

         
         Robin frowned. “Wolves?”

         
         “Wolves,” Killian said, although his physical body wasn’t present. “The Halls of Law has three divisions: Sword, Hawk, and
            Wolf. Giselle is considered an information broker; the Halls of Law is aware of her existence. Giselle has her own reasons
            for cooperation, in those cases where she chooses to do so. In my opinion, she is far more likely to cooperate with the Wolves,
            should they seek her out, than the Hawks.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because the Wolves are hunting specific people the Emperor has deemed dangerous, and Giselle is likely to agree that they are dangerous. The Hawks, in theory, are responsible for patrolling streets to ascertain the neighborhoods are not in violation of much less relevant—to the warrens—laws. She considers the former to be effective, and the latter to be . . . less effective.” 

         
         Raven was bored. She watched the skies until Delia finally chose to descend, her circles slowing and moving closer to the
            ground until her feet touched it. She then sat heavily on the nearest bench.
         

         
         Raven chose to trot ahead to where Delia sat alone, wings folded, shoulders slightly hunched. In the daylight, her wings seemed
            grey, but the grey was a spectrum. When the wings opened, the under-feathers were coal grey, close to black. They couldn’t
            be seen now.
         

         
         Delia looked up as Raven approached, and her shoulders relaxed.

         
         If Raven liked Delia, Delia appeared to like Raven at least as much. Their expressions differed, but it seemed to Robin that
            Delia accepted Raven as Raven. Most of the students did—probably because of Killian—but they also avoided her. The exceptions
            were Serralyn and Terrano. It was harder to tell with Valliant because he kept to himself and seldom spoke.
         

         
         Robin would have joined Delia and Raven, but hesitated. Delia seemed to be calming down, and Raven was happy. There wasn’t
            room for Robin in their interaction.
         

         
         Serralyn approached him. “I heard gossip,” she said, her eyes green with flecks of blue. “Delia and Scholar Sarriat got into
            a bit of an argument?”
         

         
         “I doubt any of the Barrani would classify it as an argument. Delia certainly took it that way.”

         
         “What was it about?”

         
         “Individuality, I think. Identity. Something like that.”

         
         Serralyn glanced at Robin. “It bothered you.”

         
         “I wasn’t arguing either side, but Sarriat managed to make it about me.”

         
         “How?”

         
         “First, he called me Gardianno. I can overlook that—he identifies most of the students by their family names. But he’s the only one who’s done it so far. Second, he knows Gardianno is a seat on the human caste court—and I’d expect most Barrani don’t care much about the human caste court. And third, he asked me what I felt I owed people, or would owe them, when I took the seat of power. 

         
         “He knew I grew up in the warrens. He implied that that information is in my student records.”

         
         “It is,” Killian said.

         
         “And he had a rough guess as to what that life would have been like. I don’t know if there are warrens in Barrani settlements.
            I kind of assumed there weren’t.”
         

         
         “There are places where the powerless congregate in any race,” Serralyn said. “To human eyes, it might not look like the warrens—but
            at heart, it’s similar.”
         

         
         “Is that a guess, or a fact?”

         
         “It’s a fact for Barrani; it’s a guess for other races. I don’t think Dragon aeries have warrens-like areas—I think the weak
            die in childhood. We could ask Delia about the Aerians.”
         

         
         “Let’s not.”

         
         Serralyn shrugged. “Do you understand what upset her?”

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “Was Sarriat criticizing her?”

         
         “I don’t think he— Actually, yes, maybe. I think Sarriat doesn’t believe ‘good’ and ‘bad’ people exist. Or maybe he thinks
            they’re just moving targets. Delia is trying to be a ‘good’ person. Sarriat wants her to clearly define the boundaries of
            ‘good.’ I don’t think he believes in it.” He paused. “Do you?”
         

         
         “Not really.” Her answer surprised Robin. If asked, he would have said Serralyn was a good person, and he believed it without
            reservation. “You think of me as good because I’m your friend. I’ve been helpful to you.”
         

         
         “I think you’re good because you’re not someone like Beryl.”

         
         Serralyn grinned. “You really don’t like him, do you?”

         
         Robin shrugged. “I don’t know him. But from what I’ve seen, disliking him is the smart option.”

         
         Her smile deepened; she continued to speak. “It’s possible—but unlikely—that Beryl has friends he actually cares about, and
            he would treat them differently.”
         

         
         Robin rolled his eyes.

         
         Serralyn’s smile deepened. He liked it. “Well, it would be a bit of stretch—but it’s not impossible. I understand Beryl because
            he’s like the Barrani lords—a pale imitation, except in his own mind. I’ll agree. I’m not Beryl. I like the Academia. I like
            the library. I like both you and Raven—you make life interesting. I don’t like the whole risk-our-lives aspect of our interactions—but
            they’re not the only interactions.
         

         
         “I don’t have time to spend in petty malice. I don’t have time to push back at every Barrani who views us with suspicion.
            If I took the time, I’d lose study time. I’d lose library time. I’d lose Wevaran time, and I really like Starrante. So what
            looks like good in your eyes isn’t really good as you define it. You don’t necessarily think of Valliant as a good person,
            do you?”
         

         
         “Neutral person?”

         
         “Exactly. Terrano?”

         
         “Chaotic person. But ultimately good.”

         
         “Teela?”

         
         “Well, she’s a Hawk. If she doesn’t believe in good and bad, she does believe in justice.”

         
         “Her justice used to involve removing people’s heads—if she were in a good mood. Her victims didn’t get a trial. They didn’t
            get a say. No one asked for explanations. She just killed them. That wouldn’t fly in the Empire, according to Teela. What
            she is now, she wasn’t before. She’s comfortable where she is—but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t kill people. Fewer people
            now than in the past, though.
         

         
         “Sedarias is where Teela once was, but she’s less concerned about vengeance and more about building the base of her power so that she—and by extension the rest of us—can be safe. You don’t really think of Sedarias as a good person.” 

         
         Robin nodded; he didn’t. He found her intimidating. Had she not been part of the cohort, he would have gone out of his way
            to avoid her. But Serralyn clearly loved her as a sister.
         

         
         “We’ll try to find information about Sarriat,” Serralyn added. “I’m not sure, given he’s teaching philosophy, that any of
            his comments could be interpreted as hostile.”
         

         
         “I don’t think Delia would agree with that.”

         
          

         Delia was much quieter at dinner than she usually was; her wings seemed to be drooping. “Sarriat assigned homework,” Robin
            said quietly. “Sorry.”
         

         
         “Don’t be. It’s not your fault. I just—I’ve heard about Barrani, but I’ve never really faced their attitudes like this before.
            I argue all the time in the aerie. I argue with my parents, my aunts, my uncles—even my siblings. But it’s not like this.
            This is like being told that I can’t even think properly.”
         

         
         “Do you believe that, though?”

         
         “No!”

         
         “Then it’s fine. I don’t think he’s really invested in this. He doesn’t care if he’s right or wrong—I don’t think he has a
            sense of right and wrong the way the rest of us do.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry you got caught up in it.”

         
         Robin exhaled. “Me, too. But I’m half convinced that the entire point was to ask the question he asked of me. He wants to
            know what I, personally, will do if I have power.”
         

         
         “You won’t abuse it,” Delia replied. She clearly believed that.

         
         “He knows that I grew up in the warrens. He clearly has some idea of what life in the warrens was like for people like me.
            I didn’t consider the warrens home. Maybe if I’d joined a gang, I would—that would be where my people live. But I avoided
            gangs. I avoided people, where it was possible. The law certainly didn’t protect my mother—and she had power. The Halls of Law didn’t bring her killers to justice; they couldn’t even try to find them.
         

         
         “I should have died in the warrens. If it weren’t for Raven, I would have. Sarriat wants to know what I’ll do with power because
            power has never been kind to me. He wants to know if I care.”
         

         
         “Do you?”
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         “. . . I don’t know. I’ve been so stressed, I haven’t really had time to think about it.” But his answer was forming slowly.
            What did he want? Was what he wanted what defined him? Did he want to protect the caste court? That was easy. No. Did he want to protect the warrens? That was less easy, but the answer was still no. Giselle could protect the warrens. The
            warrens weren’t his problem.
         

         
         The Gardianno manse was his problem—but was it even a problem he wanted? He had no idea how to do what must be done, except
            on an instinctive level. He would have to devote his life—from now—to doing a duty he hadn’t chosen and didn’t really want.
            He wanted to live his life in the Academia, just as Serralyn was doing.
         

         
         The Academia was the home he wanted. It had, even in captivity, become the home he wanted. Choice hadn’t mattered then—but
            maybe it hadn’t because so much of his life had lacked choice. He hadn’t chosen to live in the warrens. He hadn’t chosen to
            lose his family home, his family, or the early life he’d lived and had not, until very recently, remembered.
         

         
         When the Academia rose again, when Killian was fully conscious, Robin had been asked to make a choice: stay or leave. It had been so easy. Stay. Stay. Learn. There’d been no friction, no what-if, no sense that in choosing to become a genuine student he was surrendering other options, other possibilities. The thought hadn’t even occurred to him. 

         
         Now he had been asked to make choices, offered options he had never considered. Become Gardianno. Avenge his parents, his
            family. Become the Gardianno, and husband the collection of ancient thoughts so that no other people would die the way students in the Academia
            had.
         

         
         It had taken far too long to make the first choice, and he’d done it at Teela’s behest. But the second? Serralyn’s question
            hung between them.
         

         
         “I don’t care about the caste court,” he finally said. “They can collapse in on themselves for all I care. I don’t want their
            fall to kill innocent people—if innocent people even exist.” The last was said with a wryness that implied humor, if dark.
            “I know what lack of power looks like. I don’t know what power looks like, except from the perspective of someone who lacks
            all hint of it.
         

         
         “Do I want things to change?” Robin shrugged. “They did change, for me. The Academia opened its doors. I had never even daydreamed of the Academia. If it weren’t for the actual
            duty of the Gardianno, I’d turn my back and walk away.”
         

         
         “You don’t care about the warrens?”

         
         “No. If Sarriat wanted to know whether or not I’d use whatever theoretical power I had to somehow change the warrens, that
            might be his answer. I wouldn’t. I don’t care enough to feel responsible for the warrens.”
         

         
         He felt a twinge as he spoke the words out loud.

         
         Serralyn was silent for a full beat. “If it weren’t for the containment of thoughts that could literally change or devastate
            our world, would you walk away from the seat?”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “You don’t want your parents’ killers brought to justice?”

         
         “I’m from the warrens,” he replied, like that was an answer. And it was. “Vengeance and justice are the same coin. Some people say they’re two sides of the same coin, but in the warrens, the coin only has one face. If the Gardianno weren’t responsible for the gardens, I would walk away.” 

         
         “And die.”

         
         “And probably die—but that was my fate in the warrens as a child, and I’m still here. I don’t want to spend the whole of my
            life on hatred. I don’t think killing the killers will bring me any great peace. I spent my childhood running—always running—and
            almost starving, almost freezing. But running was cleaner than this.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         Why, indeed. He exhaled. “Maybe because if I failed, the only person who would pay was me.”

         
         Serralyn waited.

         
         “It’s not because I care about Elantra,” Robin continued. “But I do care about some of the people in the Academia. I care
            about Killian. And it’s clear that they won’t be safe, either.”
         

         
         Serralyn nodded, but she was clearly troubled. Robin wasn’t certain if it was his answer, his lack of answer, his waffling,
            or his uncertainty that caused it. He wanted to offer comfort, but he wasn’t certain he’d ever been able to offer her that.
         

         
         Robin hesitated. “Can I just ask one question?” She might not answer, but she never took offense at anything he asked.

         
         “Sure.”

         
         “Was it easier for you to live in the Hallionne than to live here now?”

         
         “For me? No. I can only speak for me, though. I understand how you feel about the Academia. It’s how I feel. It’s like a miracle
            I never dreamed of, because who dreams of the impossible? Our daydreams—according to Sedarias or Teela—are supposed to be
            plans. We’re supposed to see the final end point of those dreams and build roadmaps that will take us there in relative safety.
         

         
         “But if you’re asking if it was easier in general? Yes. In some ways. We had one enemy. We had one goal. We wanted freedom. It’s just . . . when we reached that goal, we didn’t have a unifying goal anymore. We have different goals now. We support people who’ve found theirs. Sedarias didn’t want me to come to the Academia—but it was my goal. Mellarionne was Sedarias’s goal. This investigation is Teela’s current goal. Where we can, we support each other.”
         

         
         “And argue a lot?”

         
         “And argue a lot. Teela wants you to reopen the investigation in part because she knows your life is now in danger, and it will stay that
            way until and unless your enemies are stopped. She believes the gravest threat will come from the Barrani who interacted with
            Gardianno during your uncle’s tenure.
         

         
         “She’s aware that Terrano found a contract that was signed between Teremaine and your uncle. She’s aware that you mentioned
            Barrani to your cousin when he came to visit, and he reacted visibly to that mention, which implied—to her—that those visits
            continued, and that Seldon feared them.
         

         
         “Your uncle couldn’t fully contain the power of the thought that resonated in some fashion with his own desire—but he was
            mortal. If a Barrani lord of the High Court, or a Barrani Arcanist, were to become a container for similar thoughts and power,
            she’s certain it would be much, much worse for Elantra.”
         

         
         “She’s not a student here. Does she care about what happens to me because you do?”

         
         Serralyn looked at the ground, which was unusual. “She knows Terrano and I really like you.” She exhaled. “Yes, probably.
            She cares about the Academia because we’re in it. She cares about you because we do. She knows we’re not going to just step
            aside and let you die if we can prevent it. And she knows Terrano can do way more to prevent it than any other Barrani of
            our acquaintance. She makes an exception for Annarion.
         

         
         “But if Barrani are involved, if Barrani have touched what Gardianno was meant to protect and cage, that changes the danger
            to us.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she added, voice soft. “I ask too many questions. You don’t have to know the answers—not yet. Maybe not ever.” Her smile was wan. “I don’t think etiquette class today is going to make you any happier than Sarriat’s class did.” 

         
          

         She was, of course, right.

         
         Raven joined Robin for etiquette class. She was not happy Raven. Robin would have asked her about either her key or the sword
            just to distract her, to put her thoughts back in her happy place—but it was etiquette class, and Teela’s eyes were a very
            dark blue.
         

         
         “As you are aware,” Teela said, almost before Robin was actually seated, “the issue of your guardianship has been fraught.
            We expected that. It is an issue of the human caste court, and the Emperor attempts to remain neutral where caste courts are
            involved.
         

         
         “Neutrality, however, will not be your friend. The chancellor has interceded on your behalf, and that has caused frustration
            for him in his negotiations with the Imperial Court; he wishes to both accept Imperial Law and remain, in certain cases, above
            or beyond it. The Emperor would normally remain neutral—he remains neutral with the fiefs, and Lord Tiamaris is both fieflord
            and a member of the Dragon Court, so there is precedence.
         

         
         “But the citizens of the fiefs are not considered Imperial citizens. The students within the Academia are. It is therefore
            far more difficult. The Emperor considers the Empire his hoard; the Empire is not simply geography. You are therefore a bargaining
            chip, and the chancellor is . . . not pleased.”
         

         
         “Enraged,” Killian said, as if clarification were necessary.

         
         “They have argued to a standstill. The Emperor would be willing—barely—to accept the chancellor as your guardian if it was
            your request. You are, of course, part of the human caste court, but it is your request that has primacy. The primacy, however,
            is not legal. The spirit of his many laws weights choice, when that choice can be clearly expressed to the Emperor. Obviously that cannot be done with everyone whose guardian does not have the best interests of their ward at
            heart.
         

         
         “The current regent of Gardianno has put forth an argument that his experience with the running of the house and its financial
            concerns will far outstrip your own.”
         

         
         Seldon was right about that.

         
         “Given that he serves as regent, the transition—from his father to you—would affect very little, and it would provide financial
            stability for those beholden to Gardianno.” She had pinned Robin to his desk with her narrowed glare. He knew she wasn’t angry at him, but he viscerally felt the need to run and hide. Raven didn’t. Her hands were on the table, but
            she’d started to fidget.
         

         
         He knew, without asking, that she was upset about Delia.

         
         Raven had never been one to take things personally. She didn’t take life personally; she didn’t resent people who had things
            she didn’t. She didn’t resent them for being what she wasn’t or couldn’t be. Raven could be confused, but the only thing she resented, in Robin’s experience, was interruption when she was examining an object of interest.
         

         
         Had they been poor? Had they been homeless? Had they almost starved? Almost frozen? Okay, then. She didn’t spend time resenting
            people who hadn’t experienced any of these things. She accepted their circumstances without question, as if those circumstances
            were like the weather. There was no point in shouting at snow or rain; there was no point in feeling aggrieved about their
            existence.
         

         
         There was no point in shouting at gangs; they were, to Raven, part of the landscape. Human, yes, which implied intent, but
            something over which neither she nor Robin had control. Like snow, gangs were meant to be avoided. Perhaps, in some ways,
            they were better than snow—you could outrun them.
         

         
         She trusted Robin’s instincts when confronting specific types of human irritation or annoyance. In those cases, she allowed Robin to talk, to smooth things over. But she’d never made an attempt to offer comfort to others. To anyone but Robin. 

         
         Maybe, because they’d been so young, they’d grown around each other, as if one were a vine and one a tree. Her gestures of
            comfort didn’t have to be expressed in words, and often hadn’t been.
         

         
         Delia wasn’t Robin; she didn’t know Raven the way Robin did. Raven’s attempt to offer comfort might have been invisible. It
            might have given offense. It hadn’t, clearly, accomplished what Raven hoped to accomplish.
         

         
         Should he look at this as a good sign? Should her interest in Delia—as a person—be considered personal growth?

         
         Did it matter right now? Raven was Raven. He’d long since given up on attempting to explain people to her. But he’d given
            up because she’d never seemed to understand why he even tried.
         

         
         “Robin,” Teela said, dragging his attention back to where it should be. “Today, we are going to revisit gestures of total
            obeisance. You will wear your sword; you will be called upon to unsheathe it in a ceremonial fashion. Clothing has been prepared
            for you—it is similar to what you are currently wearing, but more ostentatious.”
         

         
         He wanted to ask her how clothing could be more ostentatious than what he was wearing, but decided against it. It didn’t matter.
         

         
         “You have been given leave to miss your afternoon classes; you will be required to leave the premises.” Before Robin could
            speak, she held up a hand, stemming the flow of possible words. “Lannagaros will accompany you.”
         

         
         “. . . we’re going to the palace, aren’t we?”

         
         Teela nodded. “We will review now. You will then change into clothing suitable for presentation to the Emperor. If he asks you to approach, approach; if he asks you a question, answer it. Answer it properly and politely, understanding that he is akin to a god, and you are akin to an insect in his presence.”
         

         
         “When—when would I be required to draw my sword?”

         
         “If and when he recognizes your claim to the Gardianno seat. All lords of any of the caste courts can be asked to make an
            oath of service and allegiance to the Eternal Emperor. Only in the case of Barrani lords is such an oath mandated.”
         

         
         Robin’s worry about Delia or his long-term future vanished, the immediate future had become so terrifying. He practiced. He
            practiced as if his life depended on it, because Teela’s entire attitude made utterly clear that it did.
         

         
         “Raven, you have mastery of the various forms of interaction. I have had clothing made for you.”

         
         Raven folded her arms in silent mutiny.

         
         “If you decline to wear any of it, I will have you remain in the Academia.”

         
         “Robin might need to run,” she said, her arms tightening.

         
         “Yes. The choice is up to you. If you accompany Robin, you do so as his aide. By legal measures, you are not his kin. He will
            be judged by not only his own appearance, but yours. My preference is that you accompany him, but to do so, you will have
            to wear appropriate attire.”
         

         
          

         Teela’s version of appropriate wear for an audience with the Emperor wasn’t that much different than the clothing Robin had
            been “encouraged” to wear for the past couple of days, at least to Robin’s eye. Both were far too fine for him, both way too
            expensive.
         

         
         Raven’s clothing was simpler, although it would also have drawn attention in the warrens. She hated it. She told him she hated
            it. She ranted every inch of the way to actually putting it on. Her words were muffled as she pulled the robes over her head
            and shoved her arms through the sleeves.
         

         
         “Can’t I just be invisible?” she asked, turning to Terrano.

         
         Terrano—of course—answered, although technically he wasn’t in the room. “Not in the palace. Larrantin’s lab has nothing on
            Imperial Palace protections against unfamiliar or intrusive magic. In case it’s not obvious, the strongest protections would
            be against invisibility.”
         

         
         “Could you avoid it?”

         
         “Not certain, which is why I haven’t tried. I don’t want a face full of angry Dragons or Imperial Palace guards, and technically,
            I would be trespassing. But I told you—what I do isn’t invisibility. It’s phase shifting. You already understand it. You’ve done
            it before. It’s just—you have one foot here, and one foot somewhere else, and you adjust your weight so that most of it is
            on the foot that’s not here.
         

         
         “It’s trickier if you fall. But in either case, it’s a bad idea. Teela said you don’t have to be there, didn’t she?”

         
         Raven’s glare was mutinous.

         
         “Teela’s concerned for Robin’s safety—it’s why she’s been teaching you etiquette. She’s aware that Robin survived in the warrens
            because of you. He probably survived when his uncle started killing people here because of you. So she thinks it’s best that
            you accompany Robin for his safety. But she’s also aware that you’re a bit unusual. If you can’t visually blend in, it’ll
            damage Robin socially in a place where all power is actually social.
         

         
         “She thinks you can do it. But it starts with the clothing. She’s done everything to try to make it comfortable for you—these are Barrani warden
            robes, a style that’s commonly worn in the West March by people who have actual work to do. But the colors are the white and
            green of Gardianno, which makes you visible as Robin’s aide.
         

         
         “You think she’s right,” he added. “Or you wouldn’t be changing clothes. And in the far future, when Robin is the Gardianno
            and his rule is undisputed, you’ll be able to wear whatever you want. But today, he’s not. If you feel he needs you to be
            there, he needs you to wear this.”
         

         
         “I know!” she shouted. Terrano was never going to be a calming influence. Teela could be, but Teela wasn’t here. Raven was coming
            to the palace, though, and Robin felt both guilty and relieved.
         

         
          

         Teela hadn’t offered him a new scabbard or sword belt, but Robin didn’t think the gem-encrusted scabbard or belt could be
            any worse. If the sword were truly his, the gems wouldn’t exist. He’d pry them off and try to pawn them because he didn’t
            want attention. He’d learned not to want it, and those lessons were so deeply rooted he wasn’t certain he could ever pull them
            up and cast them aside.
         

         
         Killian’s voice was calming. “Probably not—but it isn’t the interior state of mind that is meant to be seen in gatherings
            such as this. Panic, as long as you don’t let it guide your actions, will not be acknowledged. The chancellor is waiting for
            you,” he added.
         

         
         Robin turned toward the hall that led to the office.

         
         “Ah, he is not in his office.”

         
         “Where is he?”

         
         “In the quad.”

         
         Robin wanted to ask why, but didn’t. Terrano, who hadn’t bothered to step fully into the world in which Robin lived, snickered.
            “You’ll see,” he said. In a more serious tone, he added, “It’s most of the reason Teela told Raven she didn’t have to attend.”
         

         
          

         The chancellor was, as Killian had said, in the quad. Robin wasn’t certain he would have recognized him, because he was in
            his full Draconic form, and he was gold, his scales reflecting sunlight. His voice, when he spoke, was the familiar voice
            of an annoyed chancellor. For the most part, Robin didn’t hear that voice often.
         

         
         He guessed he’d be hearing it a lot today. “We are heading to the palace,” the chancellor said, a low rumble underpinning the words. “I considered allowing Tiamaris to be your escort, but decided against it; I will have to travel to the Imperial Palace anyway.” The chancellor’s eyes were almost red. Robin was grateful he could still see some orange in them.
         

         
         Robin had seen the chancellor’s red eyes before, but it felt different this time.

         
         He didn’t know a lot about Dragons; he did understand that Dragons had hoards. Not all Dragons, but those that found theirs
            were dedicated to preserving and protecting them. The chancellor’s was the Academia. The Emperor’s, the Empire.
         

         
         Where they overlapped, conflict could not be avoided. The Emperor was the lord of the Empire. If he felt that the Academia
            fell within the Empire’s jurisdiction, it must be his. The chancellor served the Emperor—but the Academia was his. He would not surrender it to his lord.
         

         
         Robin just happened to be collateral, because while Robin was a student of the Academia, he was part of the chancellor’s hoard.
            Not owned, not precisely—but the citizens of the Empire were also not precisely owned, either. 
         

         
         “We are flying,” the chancellor said. “Climb up.”

         
          

         Raven grumbled, but wordlessly; while she loved Delia’s wings, she absolutely did not love the Dragon’s. She didn’t like the
            ground to be so far below her feet; she didn’t like the way buildings dwindled and the streets became narrow threads—the threads
            that both bound and broke Elantra.
         

         
         She didn’t like the cold.

         
         She didn’t like the wind.

         
         Robin was surprised that the chancellor had chosen to fly so high above the city. At first. But if he thought about it, Dragons weren’t supposed to fly above the streets. They weren’t supposed to remind civilians—unless in an emergency—that Dragons existed at all. Draconic form made people nervous. Of course it did. 

         
         He knew Barrani didn’t like to visit the Imperial Palace, but Barrani lords of the High Court were required to visit it at
            least once. Serralyn heavily implied that most never visited beyond that—and some never visited at all, choosing to live their
            lives in the West March or in the south, rather than accepting positions as citizens of the Empire. They were theoretical
            lords of the High Court, with no Imperial standing—or recognition.
         

         
         Teela, obviously, couldn’t do that. She was a Hawk. The Hawks served to enforce Imperial Law, which wouldn’t exist without the Emperor. She didn’t seem all that fond of the
            Emperor, but she was Barrani, and the Emperor, a Dragon. No one expected different.
         

         
         The chancellor flew toward the palace, and when he reached it, he began his descent, a spiral of wings and sky that ended
            only when he touched flagstones. He landed with care, and Robin slid off his back, reaching a hand up for Raven, who frowned.
            She took his hand, but her expression made clear she was almost offended that he thought she might need it.
         

         
         She looked around the courtyard, eyes narrowed. The chancellor shrunk into a more familiar form. Robin noted that his clothing
            appeared to reform around him. Tiamaris generally wore plate armor the color of his scales.
         

         
         “Raven, please attempt to pay attention while we are in the palace.”

         
         Robin knew she was looking for hiding places; it was the first thing she did when she entered unfamiliar territory. He didn’t
            attempt to stop her—it would be easier to stop her breathing.
         

         
         “Raven.” The chancellor clearly disagreed.
         

         
         She kept hold of Robin’s hand as Robin moved out of the chancellor’s way. “Let him lead,” Robin whispered. The chancellor
            would hear it, but the Imperial Palace guard wouldn’t, and for some reason, that seemed important.
         

         
          

         The Academia had Killian, so its many halls weren’t crowded with stone-faced men and women in armor. Stone never looked friendly. Robin was nervous enough he felt that some of the neutral expressions were a thin veneer over actual hostility. He expected a certain amount of judgment from men who could afford to wear the armor that distinguished them as palace guards. The chancellor made clear that he expected better, and as long as Robin dogged the chancellor’s heels, he would get it. 

         
         He tried to remember how to walk—which sounded ridiculous on the surface. But Teela’s lessons had started to take root, and
            the gazes of the guards had been a pointed, silent reminder.
         

         
         “Much of your failure or success will be noted in silence. Do not fear silence. Remember: you are the Gardianno. It is your regard that mortals of hierarchical value must earn. Their regard is irrelevant.”

         
         “But some of them want me dead. Some have already tried to kill me.”

         
         “Yes. What of it? They cannot operate openly. You have what they want. You will not surrender it. That is all they are required
               to know. The chancellor will escort you. In the presence of chancellor and Emperor, they will not make such an attempt. It
               would work against them in Imperial eyes.”

         
         He swallowed and straightened his shoulders. He considered releasing Raven’s hand—he knew what Teela would say if she saw
            them walking to the Emperor’s audience chamber clinging together as if they were still urchins in the warrens. But there was
            no other way to keep Raven from darting around the long, somber hall, and Teela wasn’t here. The chancellor wasn’t as politically
            sharp as Teela; if he disapproved, he didn’t show it.
         

         
         To be fair, there wasn’t a lot of room for trivial disapproval in the chancellor’s eyes. He was angry; to have to be here at all appeared to offend him. Offended or not, he led, walking slowly enough to allow Robin’s shorter stride to retain the dignity Teela had been at such pains to instill. He could walk naturally while wearing the sword and belt, which hadn’t been the case when he’d first donned them. 

         
         He could look the part. Teela said that was more than half the battle. She counseled silence because the warrens were still in his voice
            and cadences—and in fact, she all but demanded that he speak High Barrani in place of the Elantran that was his mother tongue.
         

         
         His Barrani was fluent, in part because of his interactions with the Arbiters, in part because of his lessons with Tarransin,
            and in part because Teela—when actually teaching—spoke precise, perfect High Barrani. “It is not your native tongue—but it is not the native tongue of any of the human caste court and their various servants and
               adherents, either. Their ability to judge you by accent will therefore be small; you speak better Barrani than most of them.
               Do not default to Elantran until you leave the palace.”

         
         He hoped he wouldn’t be required to speak.

         
         Raven’s hand tightened. He glanced at her. She shook her head and mouthed bad. He accepted the correction.
         

         
         The chancellor stopped at an intimidating set of doors; they were three times Robin’s height, and many more times his width.
            The palace guards that had lined both sides of an unnaturally silent hall moved in unison at their backs, but the chancellor
            had apparently had enough.
         

         
         He roared. Robin, given twenty-seven different warnings by Teela, didn’t raise his hands—or at least his free one—to cover
            his ears, but it was close. The doors slowly rolled open; not even the hinges made a noise. Beyond the open doors, the audience
            chamber came into view, as if the thick, sturdy doors were merely curtains. There was color here—color of carpets that ran
            from the door to the foot of the stairs that led to the throne; color in the pennants that adorned the walls to Robin’s left
            and right; color in the tapestry and the paintings. The statues that stood between the paintings were taller than the doors
            through which Robin walked.
         

         
         This room, unlike the hall that led to it, caught Raven’s attention, given how often her head swiveled. She glanced down at their joined hands. Robin tightened his and then let hers go, the brief pressure a reminder. Had the room been empty of everyone but the Emperor and his guards, he wouldn’t have bothered. 

         
         The room was not empty.

         
         Chairs had been arranged in concentric half circles; the Emperor’s throne stood in their center but above them all, on a dais.
            Carpeting, in hues of purple, blue, and red, led to the stairs that the Emperor alone mounted to reach the throne. He occupied
            it now.
         

         
         At this distance, Robin couldn’t make out the color of the Emperor’s eyes; he imagined, given the chancellor’s Draconic roar,
            which the ceilings still trapped in fading echoes, that they were orange. Orange with flecks of red. The people seated around
            the Emperor did not turn; perhaps that was beneath their dignity. But Robin could see hints of silk in various colors.
         

         
         Teela hadn’t warned him about this. Maybe she’d thought it so obvious she’d felt no need. Maybe she didn’t understand the
            difference between the streets of the warrens and the corridors of power—not when it came to humans. He’d come today expecting
            to face the Emperor. He had not come expecting that that first encounter would be held in front of what seemed a hundred other people.
         

         
         But he knew, as he walked down the hall behind the chancellor, that the men and women gathered here were caste court lords.
            Human caste court lords.
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         Robin almost stumbled at the realization of what he was about to face, and an echo of Teela’s voice came to his mind: Teela’s
            criticism—she called it constructive—and her commands. It was for this gathering of men and women that Robin had been forced
            to wear the clothing he wore now, for these men and women that he had been given a jewel-encrusted sword—or at least scabbard—and
            belt.
         

         
         He had assumed that total obeisance was due the man on the throne; Teela had been particular about that. But she felt very
            little was owed the people who occupied the room’s other chairs. Most of her advice in that regard had been minimal. Don’t
            genuflect. Never bow. Never—ever—apologize.
         

         
         What he hadn’t done was fully memorize the various names of families. He had paid attention to only the ones that Teela herself
            had considered of note, but note in this case was ambivalent.
         

         
         As the chancellor—for whom the room might have been otherwise empty, given the attention he paid to any of the seated lords—passed
            by the first occupied row, which was the largest of the semicircles, Robin could see the profiles of the closest seated men
            and women. None of them were young. Five seats appeared to be empty.
         

         
         As he passed them, the people seated did turn to watch his progress. He focused on the chancellor’s back. Teela hadn’t told him how the council was, or would be, seated, but she had told him that Gardianno was one of the oldest seats. 

         
         He felt an odd relief at the thought. He would know which chair was theoretically his because Seldon would be sitting in it.
            He assumed that the circles of power went from the least significant row to the row just in front of the Emperor.
         

         
         His train of thought was interrupted by the chancellor, who was still in a Draconic frame of mind. When he opened his mouth,
            the words that fell out were unfamiliar; at a distance they might have sounded like thunder.
         

         
         The Emperor, however, answered in High Barrani. “I believe that elements of this discussion have little relevance to the assembled
            caste court. We will continue to discuss your concerns when the Dragon Court next convenes.” He then lifted his chin. “Gardianno,
            I greet you.”
         

         
         Robin understood, instantly, that he was the Gardianno referenced by the Emperor.

         
         “You may approach.” The words implied that the choice was Robin’s. Teela had made utterly clear that it was not. The choice
            he’d had, such as it was, was whether to be in this vast, high-ceilinged room at all, but having made it, there was only one
            thing he could do.
         

         
         “Raven,” he whispered. “Stay with the chancellor.” Had Teela been present, a frown would have thinned the line of her lips.

         
         He swallowed once, and then took a deep, steadying breath. He was here. He had come this far. He had agreed to extra lessons—both
            etiquette and very, very rudimentary sword—for this moment.
         

         
         Still, everything about actually standing in front of the Emperor was simple. He had nothing to prove to the Emperor. The Emperor was a Dragon. He could, with relative ease, kill everyone in the room should he decide to do so. There was no resistance to be offered. There were no subtle games of hierarchy; in this, the hierarchy was absolute. 

         
         The chancellor stood aside. He glanced at Robin once, his eyes a deep orange, but he offered no words, no advice. He couldn’t
            without making Robin look like even more of a child than he legally was.
         

         
         No, it was Robin who moved, walking slowly and carefully; Robin who approached the base of the stairs that led to the throne
            and the man seated on it; Robin who paused there, as if waiting for further instructions. When no further instructions followed,
            Robin knelt at the foot of those stairs. Obeisance did not require flat-out, on-the-floor groveling, but had it, Robin would
            have done it more comfortably.
         

         
         “Rise.”

         
         Again, he followed the single word, lifting his head first. The Emperor’s eyes were, at this distance, orange, but they were
            lighter in color than the chancellor’s.
         

         
         “You are the Gardianno,” the Emperor said. “A human lord. You are not yet of age, and this is the first time you have been
            presented to the court. Your regent is familiar with the caste court; your regent has offered the oaths Gardianno must offer
            to the Emperor.
         

         
         “Will you serve the Emperor?”

         
         Robin straightened his shoulders. “Yes.”

         
         “Will you offer your fealty, and the fealty of your descendants?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Approach.”

         
         At Robin’s back, a whisper moved like a strong breeze through the gathered court. He did not acknowledge it—but Teela had
            made clear that nothing could be acknowledged in the presence of the Emperor except the Emperor himself, until the Emperor
            dismissed him.
         

         
         Robin climbed the stairs. He could stand in front of the Emperor with ease as the throne was set back from those stairs.

         
         He paused there, knelt, and moved hand to sword hilt, as if this were another lesson during which his only task was to unsheathe and sheathe the blade Teela had given him. She’d drilled the motion into him and his aching arms until he thought he could do it in his sleep. 

         
         He was not sleeping now.

         
         He faced the Eternal Emperor, the sole ruler of the Empire, the source of the Imperial Law that the Hawks and Swords served.
            Even the Wolves were under the direct command of the Emperor, when the Emperor passed his writs of execution.
         

         
         But so were the warrens. So were people like Robin—or rather, like Robin had been for most of his living memory. Those laws
            hadn’t protected them. They hadn’t helped. The lords of this gathered court hadn’t helped, either.
         

         
         Did the warrens even want their help? Had he?
         

         
         No. The Emperor had been as distant as the gods worshipped in the streets of this vast city, high or low. The Emperor hadn’t
            been real. Even standing in front of the Dragon in his human form, Robin did not have a sense of reality; it was as if story
            had enfolded him, and story was all that remained.
         

         
         He could join that story, or he could walk away. Or he could have, had the Gardianno seat not served the ancient gardens.
            But maybe not. Maybe the only escape from this Emperor was in the streets of the warrens, where one could live without any
            awareness of the reality of the man himself.
         

         
         The Emperor had conquered these lands long, long before Robin had been born. He had conquered lands owned by Gardianno, and
            the Gardianno had continued their quiet work in the gardens of ancient times, their duty unbroken by war and hostility and
            capitulation. What the Emperor demanded of the human lords of the caste courts, he demanded of the lords of the Barrani caste
            court—the High Court—as well.
         

         
         Robin was certain that life for the majority of the mortals was better under the Emperor than it had been under the Barrani who had previously made this their home. He didn’t know enough history to know whether or not the humans had worked in concert with the Emperor, but it would not surprise him. Had he the choice, he would have chosen the Emperor over the Barrani as rulers. 

         
         He wondered if the story of the Empire’s creation would have been told to him by his parents, had they survived.

         
         “You have questions,” the Emperor said. “You may ask them.”

         
         But he couldn’t. He couldn’t ask the Emperor if the Emperor understood the necessity of the Gardianno seat, couldn’t ask if
            the Emperor knew of the duties that were never discussed. Discussion would expose the Gardianno duties: the husbanding of
            thoughts of the Ancients, never actualized, that still contained the power of those vanished deities.
         

         
         Robin knew what that power could achieve when let loose—people had died. He was uneasily certain that those deaths would be
            considered trivial, irrelevant, to those who might come for the power the Gardianno was meant to deny them.
         

         
         Should he make up a question? His mind was almost blank. The Emperor’s permission, given the whispers at his back, was rarely
            given. It was an opportunity, and Robin hadn’t been prepared to take advantage of it. No one had warned him that the Emperor
            would give him any choice at all. He was to kneel, approach if permission was granted, and offer the Emperor his sword. The
            gesture was symbolic; the sword would not become the Emperor’s. It was a symbol of fealty. A symbol of service and commitment.
         

         
         He drew the sword Teela had given him; it exited the sheath in silence. The whispers at his back quieted, but Robin understood
            that, as the Emperor’s eyes had darkened. They were almost red.
         

         
         Teela had made certain Robin understood the concept of mindful stillness. He was utterly still, but there was nothing mindful about it—it was instinctive. Had it not been for Teela’s martial lessons, he would have taken a step or two back—which would probably have dumped him unceremoniously down the stairs. While wielding a naked blade. 

         
         He turned the blade to the side and once again knelt, bowing his head. “I offer you the sword of Gardianno.”

         
         “And what, upon sword oath, does Gardianno offer?”

         
         “We will defend the Empire at your command. We will fulfill the duties you confer upon us, and the duties of Gardianno that
            have existed since our founding, while we draw breath. If you call upon Gardianno, we will heed your call; if you command
            our service, we will offer it, freely and willingly. This I vow as Robin of Gardianno, upon the sword and beneath the eyes
            of the only man who may rule me: the Eternal Emperor, Dariandaros of the Ebon flight.”
         

         
         The hilt in Robin’s hands had grown warm as he spoke; by the time he had finished the words Teela had drilled into him, the
            hilt was almost too hot to hold.
         

         
         The Emperor sat in silence, neither accepting nor rejecting the offered vow.

         
         Robin knew he could not drop the sword. Knew it, but found holding it increasingly painful. Raven moved from somewhere—no
            doubt the chancellor’s side—to reach Robin, without the requisite permission from the Emperor. This meant the Imperial guards
            also moved toward Robin, or toward Raven, who was approaching him.
         

         
         “You told Teela,” Robin said, head bowed, “that you’d behave.”

         
         “The sword,” Raven snapped, although the sound of her steps had halted, “accepts the oath.”

         
         The oath that had been made to the Emperor.

         
         “You have to offer it what it needs to seal and bless the covenant.” When Robin failed to move or to answer his best friend,
            she stamped her feet. “Robin.”

         
         Robin managed a nod. Most of his concentration was on keeping his hand and his arm steady. He wanted to drop the sword; he
            would have had he been anywhere else.
         

         
         “You need to offer it blood.” Raven’s words were thin, intense; they weren’t shouted. “Yours,” she added, her tone dipping into frustration and disgust. 

         
         “That is a very unusual weapon,” the Emperor said, his voice calm and reserved. Robin could not reply in the same way. He
            was almost certain that any reply would be a whimper, or worse. “I did not realize it was in the hands of Gardianno.” In a
            much quieter voice he said, “Take the advice offered you by your advisor, young Gardianno, while it is still possible for
            you.” It was not said in the tone of command.
         

         
         Teela had made absolutely clear that everything the Emperor said was a command.

         
         The words filtered through Robin’s huddled defense. The hand that should have remained rock steady was shaking, which meant
            the sword shook, as well. No, he thought as he lifted his head, not to look at the Emperor but to look at the sword. The sword
            was rock steady; it did not tremble or waver. It was Robin who did.
         

         
         He lifted his free hand and drew the mound of his palm across the blade’s edge. It wasn’t the Emperor who was swearing an
            oath. It was Robin of Gardianno.
         

         
         Yes.

         
         He didn’t know who’d spoken; he didn’t recognize the voice. But the word itself felt like cold, clear water, and it surrounded
            him, cutting the terrible heat of the blade’s hilt.
         

         
         The sword itself began to glow as it absorbed the blood offered; in Robin’s eyes, the blade was a blue-touched green, brightening
            as he watched.
         

         
         He lifted his eyes from the sword and gazed at the Emperor. The Emperor’s eyes were an odd color: they seemed almost silver.
            The silver receded into a much more familiar orange, but the orange was closer to gold than red. Whatever Robin had done had
            not alarmed—or offended—the Eternal Emperor.
         

         
         “I accept your vow, son of Rianna and Hemner. You are the heir to the Gardianno seat, and in the fullness of time, you will serve me. Rise.” 

         
         Robin obeyed, his legs cramping as he unfolded. The Emperor’s gaze traveled past him, to the assemblage of the human caste
            court, as if daring any present to object. Robin realized, as silence followed, that no one could. The Emperor had made his
            declaration; to argue against it was to invite Imperial anger.
         

         
         Still, he was surprised that no one present demanded proof of the claim. Robin had not been seen in the city until he had
            been discovered—by his uncle—in the Academia. He had thought that the human caste court might argue that his claim was a lie:
            What urchin from the warrens wouldn’t attempt to better themselves by claiming to be a “long-lost” heir?
         

         
         He sheathed the sword he had carried to the palace and turned to face the concentric semicircles that defined human power
            in the Empire.
         

         
         “Seldon of Gardianno, rise,” the Emperor continued.

         
         Seldon, seated in the chair for which his uncle had committed multiple murders, obeyed. If he was nervous, none of the anxiety
            was evident in either his posture or his expression—but his face was a mask. Robin couldn’t read anything from it.
         

         
         “You are regent for the seat of Gardianno.”

         
         Seldon bowed, the bow his acknowledgment.

         
         “Robin is not yet of age. You have protected and served as Gardianno in your father’s absence; you will serve as regent for
            Robin, in your father’s stead.”
         

         
         Seldon bowed again.

         
         Whispers started. Robin, silent, inhaled, and he failed to exhale until Raven joined him on the dais. The Emperor seemed not
            to notice her presence, but he must have already made clear to the guards that he would tolerate it.
         

         
         “We can’t hide,” he whispered out of the corner of his mouth. She nodded, frowning. She wasn’t frantic. They didn’t need to flee. 

         
         “Lannagaros, you may speak.”

         
         The chancellor strode from his place by the wall toward the Emperor he theoretically served and respected. His eyes were a
            very dark orange, but he’d lifted his inner eye membranes to mute their livid color.
         

         
         “Robin is, as you are perhaps unaware, a student—in good standing—of the Academia.”

         
         “Indeed.”

         
         “His lessons, given his status, cannot be put off.”

         
         “We did not imply that they could,” the Emperor replied. Robin was shocked at the tone of the Emperor’s voice; he sounded
            amused. “But perhaps you wish to convey something to the gathered caste court. Robin, you are not yet of age, but you are
            Gardianno.
         

         
         “Speak freely; none here will take offense.”

         
         This, Robin hadn’t been prepared for. He’d learned all of the gestures of obeisance. He’d learned the oath offered to the
            Emperor. He’d practiced his High Barrani, with the aid of Serralyn and Valliant; Terrano usually spoke Elantran. But he hadn’t
            been prepared to say anything of import. Teela had made clear that this meeting was entirely ceremonial.
         

         
         She hadn’t made clear that the caste court would be in attendance. Maybe the Barrani caste court had different customs; Robin couldn’t
            imagine that the Barrani caste court would ever assemble in the Imperial Palace. Maybe she hadn’t known. Or maybe she considered the human caste court a mostly irrelevant
            body that could, on occasion, cause severe inconvenience.
         

         
         “I am Gardianno,” he said, choosing to speak in High Barrani, “due to the early deaths of my parents. They did not die of
            natural causes.”
         

         
         The Emperor nodded. The caste court’s whispering grew louder, although individual words couldn’t be distinguished. “The caste court conducted an internal investigation because they considered the crime relevant only to humans.” The Emperor was definitely amused. The chancellor was not. He had come to stand beside Robin and Raven; the presence of a Dragon councilor caused no movement among the palace guard. 

         
         “I wish to see the report the caste court made; I wish to see the documented investigation.”

         
         The Emperor raised a brow.

         
         One man stood.

         
         “Lord Rubielle,” the Emperor said, granting the man permission to speak in the Imperial presence.

         
         “Perhaps, when the Gardianno is of legal age, such reports would be necessary or even desirable. But he is not yet of age,
            and he is unfamiliar with the complexities of the court. I counsel that that information would, without such grounding, be
            almost opaque. I do understand,” he continued, “the young man’s desire to have information about his parents’ murders—but
            justice was, in the eyes of the caste court, done.
         

         
         “Until such a point as his guardian can explain the inner workings and wisdom of the court, I do not believe this is wise.”

         
         “You believe Robin does not understand the gravity of his request.”

         
         Lord Rubielle nodded. His face was less neutral than Seldon’s had been, and his hands, clasped before him, seemed—at this
            distance—to be shaking.
         

         
         Robin hadn’t expected to be angry. He’d expected to be awed and terrified by the Dragon Emperor; he’d expected to offer a
            vow and bow his way out of the audience chamber, scurrying back to the Academia as quickly as humanly possible.
         

         
         He hadn’t expected to meet any of the caste court. Hadn’t expected to see his expressionless cousin—the cousin who hadn’t known, who hadn’t helped his uncle, and who would, nonetheless, attempt to cage Robin. Teela had informed him of rumors, but that wasn’t necessary. Uncle Grannick was unconscious. It was his wife, Aunt Emelia, who was likely in control. She wasn’t of the Gardianno line; that was his uncle’s blood. 

         
         But she was, no doubt, ambitious.

         
         While she remained within the manse, Gardianno was not safe for Robin. But the odd dream made clear that Robin had to be in that manse. Soon.
         

         
         He met Lord Rubielle’s gaze and held it, his hands relaxed by his sides—which took serious effort. Teela had made clear that
            all signs of tension must be banished in the presence of his enemies, and he had no doubt that Rubielle was an enemy.
         

         
         “Perhaps Lord Rubielle is correct,” he said. “I do not fully understand the complexities of the caste court.”

         
         Now Lord Rubielle seemed to relax; a hint of a sneer transformed what was, no doubt, intended to be a friendly, avuncular
            smile.
         

         
         “But in order to prepare for my duties as servant of the Emperor, I have studied much and more of Imperial Law. Where the
            documentation of the caste court might yet be beyond my meagre understanding, Imperial Law is not.”
         

         
         “Now, just wait—”

         
         Robin knelt before the Emperor. “I therefore request, should it please you, that the Halls of Law open an investigation into
            the deaths of my family.”
         

         
         “Rise, Gardianno,” the Emperor replied. His eyes were almost gold in the light of the audience chamber. In a much softer voice,
            he said, “Rise. You have already shed your blood in my name.”
         

         
          

         Robin rose and turned to watch his cousin. Seldon was silent for one long beat, and it gave Robin that most mixed of feelings:
            hope. Hope that led, almost inevitably, to a greater despair.
         

         
         Seldon stood and looked to the Emperor; he didn’t speak until the Emperor nodded.

         
         “As the acting head of Gardianno, I will take it upon myself to explain the caste court investigation to the Gardianno. He
            will return to Gardianno, and we will have time before his coming of age to explain the customs of the caste court. I do not
            believe an Imperial investigation necessary.”
         

         
         “Gardianno?”

         
         Robin waited until Seldon’s gaze met his—but Seldon couldn’t hold it. His eyes slid away, although his posture, respectful
            and steady, didn’t change. Before Robin could answer the Emperor, the chancellor spoke.
         

         
         “Robin will not be returning to the Gardianno manse.”

         
         The chancellor was no part of the human caste court, but he was a Dragon. If this interruption came as a surprise to the caste court, it didn’t seem to surprise Seldon.
         

         
         “Robin is acknowledged as the Gardianno,” Lord Rubielle said, his tone respectful but edged. “His uncle and his cousin are
            his legal guardians.”
         

         
         “His uncle cannot be legal guardian—unless he signed the necessary documents while in his coma,” the chancellor replied.

         
         Words rose above the whispers that had chased themselves across the gathered lords. This information appeared to be new to
            many, if not all, of the caste court lords.
         

         
         “The documents,” Seldon said, first lifting a hand to call for quiet, “were signed by me. They arrived with the news that
            my young cousin had been found alive. As his closest living kin, my father was designated legal guardian. As my father’s regent,
            I am empowered by law to sign in my father’s stead. I resent the implication that the guardianship was illegally assigned.
         

         
         “The system of assignation of guardians in the absence of parents was designed by the Emperor himself. If you wish to raise
            concerns, Chancellor, we request that you do so through appropriate legal channels.”
         

         
         “Appropriate channels?” the chancellor asked, a little too much reverberation in his voice. “Given that you cite Imperial Law, you must be aware that the Emperor is the law. You speak in the presence of the Eternal Emperor, long may he reign. His decision is the law. And he is listening.”
         

         
         “Lannagaros,” the Emperor said, his eyes retaining their gold.

         
         The chancellor’s eyes were red. “You are citizens of the Empire the Emperor rules. You are lords of the human caste court.
            Crimes that involve only humans can be remanded to the human caste court, at the will of that court. Thus, the laws of the
            exemption.
         

         
         “But power congregates in the hands of the few—in any race, save perhaps the Tha’alani. Therefore, to balance that power,
            the Emperor made specific exceptions to the laws of exemption. Should anyone of any race—even human—desire it, they may petition
            the Halls of Law to undertake a full legal investigation of a crime that would otherwise be considered caste court business.
         

         
         “A rudimentary initial investigation was done before it was closed at the request of the caste court. The findings are no
            longer within the Halls of Law—but they are in the Records of the Imperial Palace. Perhaps you have not had a chance to view
            them.” The chancellor turned his attention to Seldon, removing it from Rubielle.
         

         
         “They have not,” the Emperor said.

         
         “Robin has made clear to me,” the chancellor continued, his tone slightly softer, “that he was close to you in his childhood.
            You are not a child. You must understand why we are concerned for Robin’s safety. He is a student of the Academia. The Academia
            offers protection to its students. There is no like protection offered in the Gardianno manse.
         

         
         “Robin desires to continue his studies.”

         
         Seldon nodded, his face expressionless. “That can be discussed within Gardianno—it is not of relevance to the entirety of
            the assembled caste court. It is a family matter.”
         

         
         The chancellor exhaled smoke.

         
         “Lannagaros,” the Emperor said again, this time a note of warning in his tone.

         
         “I am tired of these games,” the chancellor said. “Gardianno is a subject of interest—or was—in the initial investigations
            done by the Halls of Law. Grannick Gardianno, in particular. I do not consider it safe—at all—for the guardianship to be in
            their hands.”
         

         
         Voices collided in audible objection until the Emperor lifted a hand, whereupon silence descended.

         
         It was filled by the chancellor. “Robin has left the Academia grounds since word of his survival reached the caste court.
            He was greeted by four assassins as he entered the fief of Tiamaris. He traveled with guards, and the assassins were apprehended.
            He has encountered no such assassins on campus.
         

         
         “I will not descend into arguments about appropriate guardians; he is human, I am not. I will, however, argue that any guardian
            that desires he be removed from the campus does not have Robin’s best interests at heart.”
         

         
         Lord Rubielle lifted hand. The Emperor nodded. “If you are inexplicably worried that Robin’s closest kin might be implicated
            in that attempt, I am certain that any house of note would willingly become legal guardian until Robin reaches adulthood.
            Rubielle would willingly house him.”
         

         
         “I am uncertain that any of the lords present understand the expectations of a legal guardian for someone of Robin’s status,”
            the chancellor replied. He turned toward the Emperor.
         

         
         The Emperor’s smile was serene. “I am certain that the caste court—rigorously citing Imperial Law as it pertains to legal
            guardianship—understands that those laws will be strictly enforced, and failure to meet the expectations set out for a child
            of interest to the Emperor will, at the very least, cause such guardianship to be revoked. Lord Rubielle has chosen to offer
            guardianship, and perhaps he is speaking—as he suggests—for the entirety of the caste court.
         

         
         “But let us make clear that we have a personal interest in this particular Gardianno. Should he fail to reach the age of majority, there will be a cost for the failure of such guardianship. There is every chance that we will personally oversee the effects of the offered protection.” 

         
         So many varieties of silence followed the Emperor’s declaration.

         
         An older gentleman rose. He did not lift hand; he simply waited with a dignity that Lord Rubielle, in Robin’s opinion, would
            never possess, until he had the Emperor’s attention.
         

         
         “Lord Harrowmere,” the Emperor said.

         
         “Harrowmere and Gardianno have long been allies,” the older man said. “If it is acceptable to Robin, and to the Eternal Emperor,
            I would offer Harrowmere as guardian. Harrowmere would not demand that Robin withdraw from the Academia, where his participation
            is clearly cherished. I would, however, make visits from Harrowmere to the Academia a necessary condition of such guardianship.
         

         
         “If the Imperial interest is so high, it behooves me to make certain that Robin’s progression in the Academia is positive.”

         
         “You are not the only person who has petitioned to become Robin’s guardian—and I include neither Seldon nor Lord Rubielle
            in that number. Robin appears to be a mature young man. I am inclined to allow Robin to make the choice. Robin?”
         

         
         Rubielle was an absolute no, and not just because of Teela’s scavenged reports. His words here had made clear that he was
            not, and would not, be Robin’s friend. Seldon made no objections to the Emperor’s words—but offered no further assurances
            given the barely veiled warning. If the point of guardianship in the Imperial view was Robin’s survival, his death would cause
            repercussions for the guardian family that Gardianno under his aunt and cousin would be very unwilling to face.
         

         
         “I have a question for Lord Harrowmere.” Robin looked at the older man who had risen to make his offer.

         
         The lord nodded.

         
         “If you become my legal guardian, will you support me should I decide to request an Imperial investigation into my family’s
            deaths?”
         

         
         Lord Harrowmere met, and held, Robin’s gaze. “If you are a student of such obvious value to the chancellor of the Academia,
            I do not believe explanation of the caste court investigation—and its conclusion—would be beyond your understanding. I would
            undertake explanation of the results, but I would not stand in your way if those results proved unsatisfactory to you.”
         

         
         Robin’s cousin turned toward Lord Harrowmere; Lord Harrowmere stared straight ahead, his gaze on Robin or the Emperor—at this
            distance it was hard to tell.
         

         
         Robin was surprised, but Teela had indicated that Harrowmere had long been an ally of Gardianno—not Robin’s uncle, but the
            house itself. Perhaps, in time, he might become Robin’s ally. Perhaps, should Robin regain the heart of Gardianno, he might
            be that ally now.
         

         
         But he was an unknown quantity. He had clearly held his seat for a long time. Longer than Robin had been in hiding, his family
            dead. But Laksone implied that those who had been allies of Gardianno had fallen, their seats usurped by Grannick’s faction.
            Harrowmere was not among them. Was it because he was too powerful? Was it because he had chosen to remain neutral?
         

         
         Robin needed more information about the caste court and its members. Absent that information, he could not accept what Harrowmere
            offered.
         

         
         The chancellor had already declined to become Robin’s legal guardian. Harrowmere, from the outside, would seem the best—even
            an ideal—option. But Robin’s careful etiquette lessons had carried him only this far, and the weaknesses inherent in years
            of life in the warrens would be immediately obvious to Lord Harrowmere, his heirs, and his close allies.
         

         
         Perhaps because Teela was his teacher, he had absorbed one lesson before all others: show no weakness. Be seen as the power you wish to inherit and maintain. 

         
         You are in a dangerous position because you are not, in the eyes of the Empire, adult. Such sharp definitions do not exist
               in this fashion among my kin. But the distinction in your case is relevant only in a legal sense, and you must transcend it
               in all other ways if you are to survive.

         
         Lord Harrowmere remained standing.

         
         “You may be seated, Lord Harrowmere,” the Emperor said. “We have considered the possible options available to Robin, with
            full knowledge of all elements of his situation.” His glance at the chancellor, who remained almost red-eyed, was pointed.
            “Given his unusual circumstances, we have considered the offers made from the present lords.
         

         
         “He is human. He is a child. But he survived as a child in extremely difficult circumstances. It is our intention that he
            not only survive, but flourish.
         

         
         “We will therefore recommend a guardian. The niceties of Imperial Law were designed and created in such a fashion because
            we could not personally oversee the fate of all orphans within the borders of our Empire. Could we do so, laws would be almost
            irrelevant.
         

         
         “In this particular case, we have personally intervened and assessed, and our decision bears the weight of law. We will entertain
            no further objections. The arguments you might have amongst yourselves will remain a matter of the human caste court.” He
            lifted his hand and gestured.
         

         
         From the dais, Robin could see the large doors roll open. Standing framed by them, wearing a dress of green that shifted into
            a bluer color when the skirts moved, stood a very familiar Barrani woman.
         

         
         Teela.
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         “An’Teela, we bid you welcome.”

         
         Only when the Emperor spoke did Teela, dressed from head to toe in that same striking blue-green, enter the audience chamber.
            She wore gloves and a jeweled necklace that caught and reflected light. Perhaps because of the lessons she had given Robin
            thus far, the thing that drew his eye first—and last—was her sword.
         

         
         He glanced at the chancellor; the chancellor’s eyes had receded into orange, but his lips were carved in a frown that threatened
            to become permanent.
         

         
         No such frown marred the Emperor’s expression, although his eyes and the chancellor’s were now the same color.

         
         Teela was wearing Kariannos, one of the three swords that existed almost in legend. It had been crafted and forged for a single purpose, or so Barrani
            story said: to kill Dragons. She had told Robin that he must never appear unarmed, except among the closest of his advisors;
            he must never enter a battlefield of any kind without his sword.
         

         
         Teela was perfectly capable of wielding almost any sword. She’d chosen this one. The inside of Robin’s mouth dried; had he been asked to speak, he would have stuttered before he found actual words. 

         
         Teela walked the carpet that separated the rows of occupied chairs. The only sound in the room was breathing, and even that
            was quiet. Robin had seen her daily for what felt like months, although he knew it was at most a week; he had even seen her
            wear dresses similar to this one. But he had never seen her armed this way.
         

         
         Even had he, he would not have seen her like this: she was An’Teela, and she walked, without pause or apparent hesitation,
            into the heart of the Dragon’s den. She did not rule it, but she could not be ruled. Not without her consent. Not without her will.
         

         
         Every step she took proclaimed this as fact; even when she paused at the foot of the steps, she did not look subservient.
            There was no person in this room who could command her.
         

         
         Robin managed to tear his eyes away, to look, once again, at the Emperor—or the Emperor’s profile; even the Eternal Emperor
            gazed down upon Teela as if the difference in their height was determined only by the rise of the stairs. He did not bid her
            approach, as he had with Robin.
         

         
         “An’Teela, we appoint you Robin of Gardianno’s guardian until he reaches the age of majority. You are tasked with both his
            protection and his education. Should he fail to survive, we will be disappointed.”
         

         
         Teela’s nod was measured and respectful.

         
         “As his legal guardian, you are to oversee and supervise the handling of his estate or estates, and the execution of the duties
            of the Gardianno with regards to the same. Seldon of Gardianno has overseen Gardianno since Grannick of Gardianno’s illness;
            he is to turn over the books, records, and keys to the Gardianno domain for the duration of your guardianship.”
         

         
         Seldon almost spoke.

         
         “Robin of Gardianno, will you accept my recommendation?”

         
         Robin swallowed. Beside him, Raven snickered. Both of them received a blue-eyed glare from Teela.

         
         “I do.”

         
         “Have you any questions?”

         
         A hundred. A thousand. Possibly more. “No, your majesty. I gratefully accept your decision.”

         
         The Emperor nodded; he hadn’t expected any other reply and, having received the only acceptable one, moved on. “If any member
            of the human caste court wishes to challenge my decision, you may do so here—and now—without fear of reprisal. I will entertain
            no subsequent objections. Petitions made through normal channels will be returned unread, and a small fine will be levied
            for the first such infraction. There will be no second.”
         

         
         Lord Rubielle managed to find his voice. “She is Barrani—and she is a lord of the High Court!”

         
         “Indeed. There is no law that states that the guardian of a minor must be of the same race as that minor—were there, there
            are orphanages that would cease to function.”
         

         
         “But she’s Barrani! The Barrani High Court and the human caste court have no overlap—and Robin must learn to function within
            the parameters of the human court!”
         

         
         “You have witnessed the results of scant teaching on An’Teela’s part. Surely not even you can object to Robin’s appearance
            or comportment?”
         

         
         Lord Rubielle swallowed. “The human caste court is not Barrani,” he repeated. “And Robin will need to be fully familiar with
            the court of his own race. Lord Harrowmere would be a far better guardian for the purposes of Robin’s future.”
         

         
         Another person rose, a woman, and the Emperor addressed her.

         
         “Lord Meringen.”

         
         “Lord Rubielle’s objections are reasonable, your majesty. Robin’s position as Gardianno is of import; Gardianno is one of the first seats, and one of the oldest, in the court. He has been absent from Gardianno, and as you are aware, each house maintains and retains histories of all of its prior rulers. Of what value will those histories be to a Barrani lord of the High Court?” 

         
         The Emperor’s eyes remained orange. “You will forgive Robin if his trust in his own caste court is lacking; he has been given
            ample reason to mistrust. According to the caste court investigation, such as it was, the crime against his family—a crime
            in which he had no part except as victim—was committed by humans, for the benefit of humans. In no other way could the death
            of his parents be overseen under the laws of exemption.”
         

         
         Silence.

         
         Another man rose. “Lord Essex,” the Emperor said.

         
         “I will join my voice to those of Rubielle and Meringen,” he said. “Robin’s reservations are reasonable, given the narrow
            window of his experience. But he is, by your own law, a child. I ask that you leave the matter to the caste court; we will
            discuss it immediately and return our recommendations to you, if you will consider them.”
         

         
         Several voices spoke a single word: yes.

         
         The Emperor waited until that word had once again faded into the silence of muted whispers. “The Imperial decision has already
            been reached. If you wish to advise me of considerations we have not made, we assure you your recommendations will be treated
            with the respect they are due.
         

         
         “An’Teela.”

         
         Teela climbed the stairs to stand before Robin. “Come,” she said, in perfect and commanding High Barrani. “I have been given
            a royal writ of permission to retrieve your birthright, but for today, we will retire from the palace to the Academia. As
            your guardian, I have much to discuss with the chancellor.”
         

         
          

         Robin was spared Dragon-back as a method of conveyance. Teela had no intention of allowing him to return to the Academia on foot, and she had no desire—while wielding that sword—to return to the Academia the way Robin had arrived at the palace. When they reached the interior courtyard, a carriage was waiting; it was slender and light, the exterior a striking contrast of pure white and blue-green. Across the door was a shield, and on that shield, a stylized Dragon. A dead Dragon, over which one sword was poised. 

         
         Robin was appalled.

         
         Teela, on the other hand, was amused.

         
         “You told us not to make enemies where we could avoid it.”

         
         “Do you now consider that I have made anything worthy enough to be called an enemy?”

         
         “You wore one of The Three!”

         
         “We told her not to do it,” Terrano said, appearing in the carriage without doing anything as trivial as opening the door
            or climbing in. “But if I were you, I’d get in fast. Raven?”
         

         
         Raven was not in a good mood. She glared at Terrano, and then glared at the interior of Teela’s carriage.

         
         “Was the Emperor angry?” Terrano asked.

         
         The Emperor’s eyes had shifted from gold to orange, which Robin considered answer enough. He climbed aboard the carriage,
            and Raven followed. The minute the door closed, she immediately squirmed herself out of the robe that Teela had provided for
            her use. She then rapped the windows—with a fist. Had there been no glass in them, Robin was certain she’d have thrown the
            robes out that window.
         

         
         He’d’ve stopped her had she tried; as it was, he got a face full of very fine, very expensive cloth.

         
         Teela’s eyes had been dark blue for the entirety of her audience with the Emperor—and the human caste court—but they lightened
            at Robin’s expression.
         

         
         “You did well,” she told Raven. “I wish I could tell you that such clothing was entirely irrelevant elsewhere. It’s not. But
            if you come to the High Halls, you will not be required to wear it.”
         

         
         Terrano lifted both brows.

         
         “Any who know what Raven is will not be concerned that she has been poured into clothing that denotes respect for others; anyone who doesn’t will assume she’s human, and therefore automatically irrelevant. They will notice that she wears what amount to rags, but it will be beneath their dignity to act on that notice.” 

         
         “Can Robin wear normal clothes?” Raven asked, not much offended by Teela’s dismissal of an entire race.

         
         “Robin? No. Robin is my ward, and I will tell you now that I have never taken a human ward. I have, on occasion, protected mortals; I have, in some
            fashion, claimed them as my own.”
         

         
         “She means Kaylin,” Terrano added.

         
         “But I have not legally claimed them as wards. The legal claim will carry no weight with the Barrani court, or rather, no
            more weight. They will understand, and translate, the legal documentation into a language with which they are more familiar.”
            Her smile, when she offered it, was sharp enough to cut.
         

         
         “But what does that mean for me?” Robin asked.

         
         “It means you will remain within the Academia grounds—but you may now draw even more attention from the student body. The
            humans who are adjacent to power have already noted your claim; the Barrani will hear, through their own sources, that you
            are my ward. I have taken enough of an interest in your life that I have made that relationship public. It should not cause
            you further difficulty beyond that interest.”
         

         
         “Meaning she’ll wipe out whole families if it does,” Terrano added, in case it was necessary. It wasn’t. “Other than that,
            she doesn’t intend to change your life much. You’ll be a student at the Academia. You’ll have to endure her etiquette lessons
            and her sword lessons on top of the rest of your classes, and you’ll have to wear the clothing she gives you while you’re
            out in the halls.
         

         
         “She cut a deal with the chancellor when she couldn’t convince him that he would be the best choice as a guardian.”

         
         “Lord Harrowmere offered to become my guardian.”

         
         Teela nodded. “You did not accept.”

         
         Robin shook his head, considering Lord Harrowmere. “I wasn’t expecting the entire caste court to be present.” He tried to
            keep accusation out of his tone.
         

         
         “Nor was I. But human caste court matters are not matters with which I am familiar. It is highly likely that the Imperial
            acknowledgment of your status as the Gardianno requires the presence of the caste court. We have no similar custom that require
            the assembled High Court to attend us. Only the High Lord himself. The Emperor looked amused; I do not think you offered offense.
         

         
         “But I do have a question.”

         
         Of course she did.

         
         “Tell me what happened. I understand that mortal memory is not as exact as Barrani memory, and if necessary, I will speak
            with the chancellor when we arrive at the Academia.”
         

         
         “Stupid sword,” Raven said.

         
         Teela lifted one brow.

         
         “You should have let me play with it first.” She was speaking to her knees, but Robin knew who the words were meant for.

         
         “You can play with the sword after dinner,” he told her.

         
          

         The carriage ride consisted of Robin’s recollections of the audience with the Emperor. Teela found the chancellor’s obvious
            outrage as amusing as the Emperor had.
         

         
         “Understand that he could not offer to be your legal guardian because he did not wish to add weight to the scales in the Imperial
            favor. The Emperor has, historically, left the governance of the fiefs to the fieflords; he does not attempt to negotiate
            the application of Imperial Law within the fiefs.
         

         
         “Lord Tiamaris chooses to uphold most of the law within the streets of his fief, but this was not a stretch for the Emperor; the Emperor gained something, but was not required to give much in return. The Hawks can operate safely within the fief of Tiamaris, but it is not required, and the application of justice is left in the hands of
            the fieflord.
         

         
         “But the Emperor’s decision with regards to consequence of crimes that arise within the Academia is very different, and Lannagaros
            is not interested in having his domain fall entirely under Imperial auspices. Were you to be his ward, it would shift the
            balance slightly in the Emperor’s favor; the designation of guardian requires the Emperor’s personal intervention, which might
            otherwise incur a debt.” Her smile deepened. “I am the compromise.”
         

         
         Terrano snorted. “I just want you to know,” he told Robin, “that out of the twelve of us, Teela’s the second most terrifying
            when she starts to play politics.”
         

         
         Sedarias was the most terrifying.

         
         “More important,” the chaotic Barrani continued, “Serralyn would be very unhappy if you died.”

         
         “And you wouldn’t?”

         
         Terrano shrugged. “Raven makes life less boring, and if you die, she probably goes away. Sorry.” The Barrani not-quite-student
            looked uncomfortable. He did what uncomfortable people often did: he switched the topic back to something more comfortable.
            “Serralyn doesn’t have the standing to become your guardian. She doesn’t have the family backing. The human lords could argue
            against her if she’d attempted to do what Teela did. And there would have been arguments.”
         

         
         Robin didn’t doubt it. Maybe because Serralyn was a fellow student, he couldn’t quite see her as adult.

         
         “No one can argue against Teela. They can’t argue against her financial ability; they can’t argue against her standing. She
            wore that stupid sword—”
         

         
         Teela cleared her throat.

         
         “Fine. She wore one of The Three to meet the Emperor—and she survived what would, in any other circumstance, be considered a deliberate insult. The fact that
            she could wasn’t lost on anyone in that audience. Did anyone even try to argue?”
         

         
         Robin nodded. “Lord Rubielle. Lords Meringen and Essex supported his objection. Lord Rubielle preferred Lord Harrowmere—who
            had offered.”
         

         
         “And the current Gardianno regent?”

         
         Robin shook his head.

         
         “You remain uncertain about the guardianship?” Teela asked.

         
         “Lord Harrowmere said that he wouldn’t forbid a request to reopen the Imperial investigation, should the caste court documents
            prove unsatisfactory. I know he was an ally of Gardianno—but I don’t think he was necessarily an ally of Grannick.”
         

         
         “He is an older man; perhaps he understood that making that allowance would sway your decision. When the Emperor announced
            your placement, did Harrowmere object?”
         

         
         Robin shook his head. “I almost suggested Laksone.”

         
         Teela frowned.

         
         “Laksone’s his mother’s name, not his father’s—his father was Leaute, and seated. He died around the same time my parents
            did, and Laksone accepted an alternate Leaute. He said it was a regency, but Laksone’s an adult, so . . .” He shrugged. “They’re
            not wrong. I don’t understand the human caste court. And they’re not wrong in pointing out that you don’t, either. But you
            don’t have to understand it; the hierarchy of the human caste court doesn’t affect you.”
         

         
         “Not personally, no. I’d like to talk about the sword now.” Teela’s eyes had narrowed; from the moment Robin had told her
            about his offered vow of allegiance, her gaze had fallen to the sword. “You said you had to shed blood to make the oath.”
         

         
         Robin nodded. “I wouldn’t have known if it weren’t for Raven.”

         
         “Raven knew?”

         
         “She was the one who told me. But the sword’s hilt was hot. I couldn’t actually sheathe it or drop it; it was stuck to my
            hand. And it wasn’t getting any cooler. She came up on the dais and told me what to do—she was worried.”
         

         
         Raven snorted. She transferred her glare to Teela. “It’s a stupid sword. Why did you give it to him?”
         

         
         “Because,” Teela replied, “he could draw it.”

         
         “You wouldn’t have given me the sword if I couldn’t?”

         
         “No. If you couldn’t draw it from its scabbard, I would have found you a different blade.”

         
         “So . . . it was a test.”

         
         “It was a suitability test. The weapon is an old blade—an ancient blade—that’s been passed down in my mother’s family. It
            is not considered significant in the fashion The Three are. I wore it, but did not unsheathe it, at my mother’s funeral. I
            kept it in part because there was no one else to whom I could give it.”
         

         
         Terrano snorted again. “Others wanted it—people like ancient things.”

         
         “To be fair to me, which Terrano is dead set against being, I did allow others to handle it; I allowed them to try to draw
            it. Had any one of my distant cousins been capable of drawing it, I would have left the sword in their hands.”
         

         
         Which meant they couldn’t. “Why did you even think of bringing it to me? I’m not Barrani.”

         
         “The sword, clearly, doesn’t care. You are not the only human to handle that sword; you are just the first one to be able
            to draw it from its scabbard.
         

         
         “I have therefore passed it on to you. I imagine I will hear arguments against that decision, given that you are neither Barrani nor a denizen of the West March, and you have never walked the green, as all of my ancestors once did. But those of the West March will understand—barely—if they see you draw the blade. As I said: I could not. But if we are defined by the weapons we carry, I was granted one of The Three. It is the only sword I wield. My mother’s sword was the lesser weapon. I am not even certain she could wield it herself. 

         
         “I therefore know very little about it. I would suggest visiting the library; there may be stories, myths, or actual records
            that pertain to its use. I would not have expected, regardless, that when swearing an oath, it was your blood the sword would demand. Among your kin, the outward trappings of the scabbard imply wealth; it is part of the reason
            I chose it.
         

         
         “Among my kin, the reaction will be different—but the fact that you can wield it will count for much. Unfortunately for you,
            you cannot wield it well, but only time and practice will change that.” Her tone implied that there was going to be a lot of that in Robin’s future.
         

         
         “Raven?”

         
         Raven blinked. She remained out of sorts, but lifted her head to meet Teela’s gaze.

         
         “How did you know?”

         
         Robin didn’t have time to stop Teela from asking. He reached for Raven’s hand, and held it. Raven didn’t hate Teela enough
            to actively avoid her, but she didn’t particularly like her, either. She’d grown accustomed to Terrano, and had moved from
            grudging acceptance to actual interaction. Robin wasn’t certain Teela would ever reach Terrano’s level.
         

         
         This kind of question was exactly the type that frustrated Raven immensely, and she was already frustrated. He’d grabbed her
            hand because he didn’t want her to open the door of the moving carriage and stomp off. Raven understood.
         

         
         She shrugged. “It said so.”

         
         Silence. Teela broke it first. “Terrano?”

         
         “I wasn’t there, if you recall. You wouldn’t let me try to sneak in.” He was definitely sulky, but there was now a hint of
            smugness in his tone.
         

         
         “Robin, did you hear the sword at all?”

         
         He shook his head. He didn’t doubt that Raven had heard something that he couldn’t. But he did doubt the use of the word hear, because that implied speech.
         

         
         “Give me your hand.”

         
         Robin held out the hand that wasn’t attached to Raven; it was the hand he’d cut. No evidence of the cut, beyond a light smear
            of blood as he’d yet to wash his hands, remained.
         

         
         Terrano broke out laughing. Teela glared at him. Robin assumed that one of the cohort had made a snide comment about Teela’s
            decision to pass the sword to him. But if the cohort was now discussing the sword, they did it in silence; that meant the
            rest of the trip to the Academia would be quiet.
         

         
          

         It was not quiet.

         
         “Robin—brace yourself!”

         
         He had no time to ask why. He placed a hand against the carriage wall. Raven’s grip tightened just before Teela shouted.

         
         He heard a loud crack. The carriage tilted to the right, but it hadn’t stopped moving. He could hear the scream of panicked horses—or whatever
            the Barrani called the slender, horselike creatures that provided movement—and another loud crack as the world tilted and
            the view out of one of the windows became cobbled stone. He could hear screams and shouts beyond the carriage door, which
            now faced sky.
         

         
         The cobbled stones continued to move as the carriage, on its side, skidded to a stop. Raven was crushed between Robin and
            the street-side window. He noted that the glass hadn’t shattered or cracked—which was an odd thing to notice.
         

         
         Terrano dispersed before the carriage stilled. Teela was alone. It was impossible to draw a sword in the enclosed cabin. He knew Teela was feared and respected; he knew that The Three had been granted during the Draco-Barrani wars to the three warriors considered the strongest. He’d never seen her fight. 

         
         She didn’t need a sword to fight.

         
         Raven was trembling. “Robin,” she whispered. “We need to hide. We need to hide now.”
         

         
         Robin didn’t point out that they couldn’t; they were trapped in the wreckage of an elegant box—and someone outside of it had
            done the damage. They could only leave through one door, and he was pretty certain that when that door opened, whoever was
            first out would be pin-cushioned.
         

         
         Teela clearly believed that, as well. She gestured, and he could see an oily bubble surround her, its surface shimmering.
            “Stay here until I tell you it’s safe.”
         

         
         “We have to hide!” Raven shrieked.

         
         Teela exhaled. Robin had never directly told her about Raven, but he expected she’d know anything either Serralyn or Terrano
            knew. “Fine. Hide if you have to hide—but keep him safe.”
         

         
         The closed door shattered as Teela touched it. Shards of door flew wide—and out—as she drew herself out of the carriage.

         
         Robin hadn’t been wrong; he could hear the thud of arrows or quarrels as they missed Teela and hit the carriage’s underside.
            Raven’s hand was white-knuckled, she was gripping Robin’s so tightly. But she made no move to immediately follow the Barrani
            Hawk out of the exit she’d created; she waited.
         

         
         She waited in the kind of silence that had often enveloped her when she’d found a hiding place and had dragged Robin to it.
            This wasn’t it, but Robin’s reflexes kicked in; he might have been six years old in the streets of the warrens.
         

         
         When Raven moved, he followed, clambering less gracefully out of the fallen cabin than Raven herself had. His clothing—his
            expensive, gifted clothing—was covered in small bits of debris. Raven’s was not, but she’d ditched the expensive, uncomfortable
            clothing.
         

         
         She dragged him out of the carriage and into the streets.

         
         Robin could see shadow and darkness—in the middle of the day—surrounding Teela. He couldn’t see Terrano at all, but that was
            probably for the best. It meant Terrano, at least, would be safe. Robin couldn’t see the attackers, but he was certain Teela
            could.
         

         
         He didn’t have time to see anything else. Raven dragged him by the hand as she began to sprint.

         
         At their backs, as they ran, he could feel brief bursts of intense heat. The color of the sky changed, as if red lightning
            interrupted normal blue. He would have looked back. He had suspicions about the source of that fire.
         

         
         But Raven didn’t slow down.

         
          

         Robin had spent almost none of his life in the streets of Elantra outside the warrens. The city itself was a foreign geography.
            He could see street signs, but he didn’t recognize any of the names. He didn’t recognize the merchant stalls that lined the
            street most commonly used to travel to the fief of Tiamaris—which was the route Teela’s carriage had taken.
         

         
         He’d assumed, as a child, that Raven knew the warrens way better than he did. It made sense, but it wasn’t the truth—and he
            had approached the truth only in the recent past. Raven’s ability to home in on hiding places was instinctive; she could sense
            them in a way she couldn’t describe.
         

         
         Bullies didn’t warrant hiding places. Physical conflict didn’t always warrant them. Petty dislike and squabbling didn’t—but
            they wouldn’t. Raven didn’t notice those.
         

         
         He wanted to ask her why they needed to hide. What they wanted to hide from. But that discussion, if it happened at all, would have to wait.
         

         
         “Teela’s got it covered,” a familiar voice said. Terrano.

         
         Raven didn’t tell him to go away. Robin wasn’t certain she was aware of him at all.

         
         “She sent me to help you just in case you need it.”

         
         Raven sped up. Robin shelved questions and curiosity; he focused on running. Even this was familiar. Raven had always run
            faster, but he was no longer a small child. In theory he had the greater stride, the longer legs, and thanks to Teela, a growing
            endurance.
         

         
         None of it mattered. None of it had ever mattered. Raven’s hand was entangled with his, and she was guiding him to a place
            of safety. Sometimes she’d come and grabbed his hand when there was no obvious danger in sight. Sometimes she’d grabbed it
            when two gangs were about to engage in open—and deadly—warfare on streets too close to where Robin stood.
         

         
         He’d never asked her what the danger was, not when they were running. Today, he thought he knew. Someone had attacked the
            carriage in which he’d been riding. Someone had loosed arrows or quarrels at the first person to emerge from the toppled coach.
            It was possible that whoever had launched the attack meant to kill Teela—Serralyn had said it happened from time to time.
         

         
         But the timing was just too suspicious.
         

         
         He didn’t recognize the streets. They hadn’t moved far from the Imperial Palace—the buildings were all in good repair, and
            the streets were both wide and occupied, or they had been before arrows had started flying.
         

         
         “Hey, that’s not the way to Tiamaris,” Terrano—still invisible—said.

         
         Raven didn’t answer.

         
         Robin almost did, but he had to conserve breath—he had no idea how long they’d be running, and he couldn’t afford to collapse
            before they reached their destination.
         

         
          

         To Robin’s great surprise, Raven’s flight led down the widest and fanciest of roads. He hadn’t seen them in broad daylight, but he recognized the fences—fences that were meant to keep people like Robin out. 

         
         “You’re going to Helen?” Terrano said, confirming Robin’s suspicions.

         
         “Closest,” Raven barked.

         
         Raven had never run to someone’s home before. Even in the worst of times, she hadn’t dragged him to Giselle. This was a first.
         

         
         “Smart,” Terrano agreed, matching her terseness.

         
         As they approached, the gate rolled open—which probably meant Terrano had run ahead. Almost before that thought could be completed,
            the manor door opened and three of Terrano’s Barrani friends headed into the streets, all armed.
         

         
         Terrano wasn’t one of them.

         
         Raven’s grip tightened, and she pulled. Robin stumbled and focused on making sure he didn’t fall. Fire blossomed in the street at his heels. He hadn’t the time
            to look to see what caused it. Helen’s gate was open, but it seemed very, very far away. Ice cracked and splintered at his
            feet as he leaped above it; shards flew, melting at the heat that chased them.
         

         
         Three Barrani leaped into the streets. One of them was Sedarias. Robin couldn’t immediately recall the name of one of the
            other two—Allaron, though, stood out because of his size. Three became two as Raven approached them at a run; they left a
            gap as they moved in the opposite direction—toward the ice and fire and the danger that Raven had felt was bad enough that
            they needed to hide.
         

         
         “Robin! Run!” Terrano shouted.
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         Raven put on a final burst of speed; Robin matched it perfectly. Or maybe it was the other way around. The world had become
            a collision of sounds—cracking stone or ice, fire, feet against stone, swords being drawn from scabbards.
         

         
         Robin and Raven crossed Helen’s fenced threshold side by side.

         
         No words—no words beyond Terrano’s shout—followed.

         
         A single roar did, but even absent words, Robin recognized the voice: it was the chancellor’s. Only when Robin had attained
            the protection of Helen’s property did he slow, his lungs taking in air in great gasps, as if they might never be full again.
         

         
         Gasping for breath, legs shaking, he turned to look beyond Helen’s gate.

         
         The chancellor, in Draconic form, was above the streets, flying in a tight circle; the fire that had hit ice—or what Robin
            assumed was ice—came from the chancellor’s great golden jaws. The source of the ice stood in the streets, arms raised; the
            man—or woman—in robes. A flash of light, bright enough to cause Robin to instinctively narrow his eyes to slits, could be
            seen across what he assumed was their head.
         

         
         The Barrani—Sedarias and Allaron—bore actual swords; Allaron’s was longer and wider. Robin wasn’t certain he could even lift it for long; he certainly couldn’t wield it. But he couldn’t wield the sword Teela had given him, either. Not the way these two did. 

         
         Terrano appeared an arm’s length from where Robin stood. “You’re okay here?”

         
         The question made little sense.

         
         “I am,” Helen’s disembodied voice replied. “I have them both; it is harder—as you surmised—to offer protection to Raven, but
            nothing will harm Robin here.”
         

         
         “Raven’s kind of important,” Terrano said.

         
         “Yes, dear. I think you might want to join your friends.”

         
         “I’ve always sucked at swords.” Before Helen could argue, and her expression implied she would, he added, “Sedarias made Annarion
            go—she told me to stay here. I didn’t think arguing with her right now was a great idea.”
         

         
         Helen surrendered; she became visible. The door at her back was open. “Raven?”

         
         Raven had turned to face the street. She didn’t answer.

         
         Annarion. That was the third Barrani. Robin could see Sedarias and Allaron; he couldn’t see Annarion.

         
         “Annarion is like Terrano in some aspects—personality not being one of them. He can step—as Terrano often calls it—to the
            side. He has a fluid control of physicality and can shift in subtle ways while in the middle of combat. The cohort was interested
            in Teela’s decision, especially the results of that decision. There has been much discussion about it.
         

         
         “Sedarias was not in favor of Teela’s guardianship.”

         
         Robin nodded. She wouldn’t be.

         
         “She was, however, outvoted. This was not considered a matter of pressing concern with regard to the safety of the cohort.”

         
         “. . . so she’s not going to be happy about this.”

         
         “Those who argued against becoming involved will probably feel a tad smug,” Helen agreed.

         
         “I don’t see Teela, though.”

         
         “Teela will be here soon. Terrano is tracking her progress; she was delayed in her departure.”

         
         “By what?”

         
         “I believe you would call them assassins. She was displeased at the loss of her horses. Most displeased. And having been granted
            the guardianship, she was very displeased that any mortals would be foolish enough to immediately attack. She expected attacks and attempts, but is perhaps
            angry that she did not expect them now.”
         

         
         “And the chancellor?”

         
         “He was in the air when the attack started,” Terrano said. “I don’t know if you felt the great gouts of fire—but those were
            all him. Next time, you guys should probably go back the way you came.”
         

         
         “I don’t think so,” Helen replied. “Very little harm has been caused to the chancellor so far, but their target wasn’t the
            chancellor.”
         

         
         “He doesn’t look hurt.”

         
         “They had to face Teela on the ground and the chancellor’s fire from the air. The type of arrow or bolt that could injure
            the chancellor would likely be considered overkill for one simple mortal child.” Her expression was hard. “But they have other
            weapons in their arsenal. They were not prepared to combat a Dragon, but they were clearly prepared for Teela.
         

         
         “It is why the others have joined her. I am not certain the Emperor is going to be happy.”

         
         Robin turned to Terrano. “What did you see?”

         
         “Invisible people,” was Terrano’s prompt reply. “Magic, not displacement. In case it’s not obvious, someone powerful was nestled among the assassins. Teela saw what I saw. Raven saw a need to run—and Teela trusted Raven with Robin’s safety.” His expression matched Helen’s, but his eyes were normal Barrani eyes. 

         
         “He cannot easily view the differences unless he is close to them,” Helen said. “And I cannot hear the rest of the cohort
            if they are not within my borders.”
         

         
         Terrano glanced at Robin. “Helen can hear me, and I can hear them.”

         
         “Where are the rest of you?”

         
         “Inside. Mandoran’s with Mrs. Erickson. I think he’s helping in the kitchen. She’s old, she’s frail, and she has no business
            getting involved with assassins. We’d like to keep it that way. If things go really bad, we’ll all be out in those streets.” He exhaled. “But Dragons seem to be useful, after all. I’m just wondering how any
            terrain over which they entered combat wasn’t melted or ash partway through the fight.” He cursed.
         

         
         Robin turned back to the street. He could hear the clash of swords, could see Sedarias and Allaron as they moved apart, giving
            themselves enough room in which to maneuver sword or great sword. They weren’t fighting each other; they had closed in combat
            with people Robin couldn’t see clearly.
         

         
         Annarion appeared three yards ahead of Sedarias, sword in hand, hair flowing down his back as if it were a cape. There was,
            Teela claimed, a trick to Barrani hair; Robin was certain he would never learn it.
         

         
         Terrano cursed under his breath.

         
         The chancellor’s fire banked. He couldn’t rain that fire down on the streets when it contained allies. The Dragon flew toward
            Helen, landing on an expanse of otherwise unoccupied lawn. He did not surrender the Dragon form.
         

         
         “It appears we are in your debt,” he said, lowering his head slightly in Helen’s direction.

         
         “Where’s Teela?” Robin asked.

         
         “She did not choose an all-out sprint; she chose to crush the equivalent of cockroaches before she joined her friends. From the air, I could not see her expression; I am certain you will find it intimidating.” 

         
         “I can’t see the people the cohort are fighting.”

         
         “No. Without magic, neither could I. But it’s clear that the cohort can. Let them fight. I believe the solitary mage has retreated
            for now. His companions might have chosen the same option were it not for the intervention of the cohort.”
         

         
         Raven was silent as she listened, silent as she watched, her lips pursed and her forehead folded in lines that implied both
            fear and confusion.
         

         
         “We expected to encounter resistance,” the chancellor said.

         
         “We?”

         
         “An’Teela and I. We did not expect to encounter it so immediately. The ferocity and timing of the attack imply many things,
            none pleasant. The Emperor will not be pleased.”
         

         
         “Will he be surprised?”

         
         “That is harder to say. He is younger than I, but he has always kept to himself. I have rarely seen him lose his temper.”
            The last words were spoken in Elantran, as if the very concept of losing one’s temper didn’t exist in the Barrani the chancellor
            otherwise spoke.
         

         
         “Do you think the cohort will be safe now?”

         
         “With the absence of the enemy mage, I do not believe the assassins will survive, no.”

         
         Robin’s frown deepened. “Chancellor, was the mage human?”

         
         No answer.

         
         “Are the people we can’t see clearly human?”

         
         No answer. Not from the chancellor. Raven, however, snorted.

         
         Robin exhaled. “Well, if they aren’t, any investigation about this attempt can’t be subject to laws of exemption.”
         

         
         “You have to go home,” Raven whispered. “You have to go home right now.”
         

         
         The chancellor’s eyes were already deep red; their color didn’t change. But the Draconic eyes moved in Raven’s direction.
            “What do you sense, Raven?”
         

         
         She shook her head. She hadn’t released Robin’s hand, and Robin could feel her tremble.

         
         “No glass,” she whispered.

         
         Robin froze, understanding the fear that rested beneath those two words. She had no glass—and she felt glass was needed.

         
         “Let me take you both to the Academia,” the chancellor said. “I believe, with effort, you can retrieve pieces of your special
            glass from Killianas.”
         

         
         The trembling increased; Robin tightened his hold on Raven’s hand. He stopped watching the street, stopped listening intently
            to the sound of clashing swords and turned his attention to her. “We can’t go to the Gardianno manse without Teela. She has
            the papers proving that I own it, and she’s the guardian. We won’t get in if we try.
         

         
         “Raven, do we need glass?”
         

         
         “You can’t hear it.” Raven’s voice was so low he had to move closer to catch her words.

         
         “Helen,” the chancellor said. “I believe this constitutes an emergency.”

         
         Helen nodded, but added, “I cannot hear Raven’s thoughts. I believe Killianas has this problem, as well.”

         
         “He does.”

         
         The chancellor exhaled. Given his size and shape, it was far more intimidating than usual. “You are, as Killianas is, a sentient
            building, the architects of whom were the Ancients. It is possible that the glass Raven speaks of might be found—or created—within
            your borders.”
         

         
         “I can make the attempt,” Helen replied. “But if you understand what Killianas created, I would find it extremely helpful
            if you shared that information.” At Robin’s unspoken question, she added, “The chancellor would be considered ancient, even
            among his kind. He is perfectly capable of masking his thoughts when he is here—I am not even certain it requires conscious
            effort on his part.”
         

         
         “Very well,” the chancellor rumbled. “This is not how I expected to spend my day, and no doubt the Emperor will waste more of my time before the day is over.” 

         
         “He will accept your reasons for contravening his law,” Helen said, no doubt at all in her tone.

         
         “Yes, but he will demand those reasons—and that will take time we clearly do not have.”

         
         “Do you wish to join us?” Helen had turned toward the open door.

         
         “I will wait until the combat, such as it is, is finished. It should not be long—I believe the commander of the action has
            fled.”
         

         
         Robin hesitated.

         
         Terrano, visible now, said, “Unless you think you or Raven are going to be essential in this fight, you might as well follow
            Helen in.” His tone implied that essential in this case was impossible. Robin agreed—but hated it. The question of glass was of more import.
         

         
          

         It hadn’t been that long since Robin had come to dinner with Helen and the various Barrani friends that comprised the cohort,
            but the foyer had changed markedly in his absence. Gone was the impressive chandelier, and gone the fancier elements of the
            foyer itself; the doors were wider—on the inside—and the hall was a great hall. Ceilings remained at the same height.
         

         
         “I wasn’t certain if we’d be entertaining a Dragon,” Helen told him.

         
         It wasn’t just the height and width of this hall—or the doors to the right and left—that were different from his first visit;
            it was the weapon rack, the armor stands, the bows—one was missing. It looked far more like an armory than a home.
         

         
         “Not all of the guests have weapons suitable for combat,” Helen said, voice soft. “Allaron, in particular, has very little in the way of armor or weapons designed for his greater size. Sedarias, of course, has armor and sword; she must, given her current ambitions, and those were close to hand. These are real weapons, not my creations; they are stored in my inventory against possible need. 

         
         “Allaron’s armor is meant for show; he does accompany Sedarias to the High Halls when she has business there.”

         
         “Annarion?”

         
         “Annarion is quietly, unusually flexible—very like Terrano in constitution, but far better about hiding it.”

         
         “And the others?”

         
         “Serralyn and Valliant are at the Academia campus. They would have attempted to join you had they any suspicion that your
            enemies would be this immediate in their aggression. They are not,” she added, “leaving now. Sedarias has made quite clear
            that Serralyn’s presence, in particular, is entirely unnecessary.
         

         
         “She was not, as a child, considered powerful enough to be significant; it is why she was sent to the green. Had the experiment
            in the green been successful, her family would have gained a significant soldier. Had it failed, they would have suffered
            the slightest of losses.” Helen’s voice was serene, as was her expression, but something in her tone implied severe displeasure.
         

         
         “She’s smarter than the rest of us combined,” Terrano said.

         
         “She’s certainly kinder,” Robin said.

         
         Terrano nodded. “Not, as you must guess, a trait prized in Barrani. It’s why I don’t really consider us to be Barrani. We prize it.” 
         

         
         He sounded almost defensive.

         
         “He is,” Helen confirmed, although Robin hadn’t spoken aloud. The usual softness had returned to her tone. “You have some knowledge of Barrani, given your interactions with Serralyn.” Robin noted she didn’t mention Terrano. “You have noticed that her eyes are unusually green for a Barrani. It is not something that anyone could fail to note. She has been discarded, as were most of the cohort; she was almost abandoned by her family. 

         
         “One might expect that, given her experiences, she would be similar to the rest of the cohort—let us leave out Sedarias and
            Terrano from the generalization. She is not. If she is quiet—and that is her natural state when she feels caution is necessary—she
            is not as grim and reserved. She understands the threats the cohort faces—and will face, as Sedarias attempts to build the
            proper foundations for her rule of Mellarionne. But that understanding does not rob her of the delight and joy of discovery.
         

         
         “She is, in my opinion, one of the Academia’s necessary students. Just as you are. If Terrano had an ounce of patience, he,
            too, would be as relevant to the chancellor’s interest.” Helen turned to Raven. “I am not certain if you wish to accompany
            Robin; we must go to the basement now—and there are neither doors nor windows from which it is safe to escape.”
         

         
         Raven frowned.

         
         “I’ll be with him.” Terrano’s voice was almost devoid of humor, it was momentarily so serious.

         
         Robin’s hand was nearly numb by this point—but that always happened when Raven had come to tell him they had to run. This was the first time he could remember when running hadn’t involved hiding. Helen was not a hiding place.
         

         
         Helen was, however, safety. Safety for Robin, as Raven perceived safety now. He let go of her hand, or she let go of his.
            Probably more the latter than the former.
         

         
         “I’ll go with Robin,” she said.

         
         Raven wasn’t afraid of basements. They’d spent hours in the basement at the Academia. But that and this were different, and
            Robin knew it, even if he couldn’t explain it.
         

         
         “It’s not necessary if it will make you feel uncomfortable. You are a guest.”

         
         “She can see glass in a way the rest of us can’t. You can make windows—and jars and glasses, and whatever else guests might require. But not all of those creations are the glass necessary for . . .” He trailed off. Helen would understand what he didn’t put into words: that the glass itself was a material that provided some sort of containment for things that were never meant to infect or influence the normal world. 

         
         Helen accepted Robin’s unspoken words. “The basement is the most secure form of containment I can create,” she told Raven
            apologetically. “I move the cohort to the basement if their arguments spill over into actions they will probably regret later.”
         

         
         Robin wondered if Helen could contain the thoughts of gods.

         
         “I would not even offer to try. Perhaps Killianas has not explained what resides at the heart of all sentient buildings. Words,
            Robin. True Words, Ancients’ words. It is a language you cannot speak, although with decades of study and attention, you might
            be able to understand it. Change or alter the flow of those words, and you alter the heart of the building itself. Those with
            some understanding might revise in a fashion that would make the sentience more obedient or more useful for their purposes.
         

         
         “If I understand the duties you have undertaken, words are at the heart of those thoughts. Imagine what I might become should
            I take those thoughts into the deeper recesses in an attempt to protect myself—and my guests. It would be safe for a small
            period of time—but I believe there would be cross-contamination if I held them for too long.
         

         
         “I am uncertain if those captive, living thoughts seek bodies, but if they did or do, I would be ideal as a construct.”

         
         Robin swallowed and nodded. He wasn’t certain that the present, living thoughts of ancient gods would provide a building like
            Helen—or Killian, if it came to that—with power. Power seemed to be the reason Uncle Grannick had turned to them.
         

         
         Helen didn’t reply to that thought.

         
          

         “Be careful of the stairs here,” Terrano told Robin. Robin found it interesting that he didn’t offer Raven the same advice. Raven didn’t need it. Robin walked on the inside of a steep, spiraling stairway; Raven walked on its edge, as if gravity had no pull, and the fear of falling into what seemed, at first glance, to be an endless darkness had similar weight. Terrano wouldn’t care; if a fall threatened his life, he could just disincorporate. Or, as he put it, step sideways to a plane that didn’t have the same pressing gravity problem. 

         
         Robin envied Terrano that ability.

         
         But if he’d been able to do that as naturally as Terrano did, he might never have met Raven. Although she was no longer his
            only friend, she was his closest. The history they’d built together was an intrinsic part of who he now was.
         

         
         “It is part of who she is, as well. Such changes are the result of your varied interactions, your goals and hers, where they
            overlap. Even where they did not.”
         

         
         “Can attest,” Terrano added. “But sometimes it would be nice if things were a little quieter.”

         
         “Are they safe?”

         
         “They are. But Annarion says at least two of the people they fought were fighting the way he does—they weren’t all here or
            all in a different place. One was a swordsman, but one was almost certainly the Arcanist.”
         

         
         Arcanist?

         
         “You might recall that you saw a flash of light from a brow that wasn’t entirely exposed. The hooded man.”

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “Arcanists are mages. The Arcanum is an old institution that was founded by Barrani lords. In my earliest years, there was
            great power to be gained in study in the Arcanum—and great danger to those who were not cautious. The Imperial mages are not
            Arcanists. They are trained and taught, but the rules that govern their research are Imperial in nature.
         

         
         “Arcanists are governed as Imperial mages are. Their rules are Barrani in nature—power is the law. They are theoretically beholden to Imperial Law, as all citizens of the Empire must be—but if all citizens obeyed the laws, there would be no need for police. The Arcanum has produced many Arcanists who have, through their studies and their desire to amass power, threatened the stability of the Empire. Or the world. 

         
         “Teela believes the light you saw was emitted from an Arcanist’s tiara, but she is not completely certain. Not all such tiaras
            are Arcanist in manufacture—but as you might imagine, most are. They are zealously guarded, as they are not merely a symbol
            of wealth; they are a symbol of personal power. Not all Arcanists are granted such tiaras.
         

         
         “The gems at the heart of the tiara can contain and store mana.”

         
         “But?”

         
         “The mana itself is muddied in a deliberate fashion.” She frowned at Robin’s expression. “There is a reason magic is not used
            as a common weapon in the city streets.
         

         
         “Be careful here. There is a door in the wall we are now approaching.”

         
         The wall was part of the curve around which the stairs were wrapped in their descent.

         
         “In the years before the Emperor, magery was not forbidden. Anyone who wished to outlaw magic would have had their work cut
            out for them; they had to have greater power than those they wished to constrain, and they had to destroy those who would
            not follow laws handed down from a higher authority. The lack of higher authority made the lands very unsafe.
         

         
         “Mage wars abounded; they were expected. Those who ruled territories wished to increase the lands under their dominion—and
            therefore their own prestige.”
         

         
         “They were Barrani?”

         
         “Some, yes. Not all. But lands ruled by mortals with significant power were far less stable; power was not guaranteed to pass on to the next generation. The Emperor is a Dragon, and Dragons have some natural resistance to magical attacks. But they were seldom concerned with the wars of others, as long as those wars did not damage their aeries and the lands they occasionally claimed as hoard. 

         
         “The Emperor’s war to both build and husband this Empire involved many things—not all of which I understand. I am not a citizen
            of the Empire. I do not have the necessary mobility demanded of those with a great deal of localized power.
         

         
         “Laws that govern the use of magic in Elantra are quite strict. You might not be aware of those laws because they are unevenly
            applied in the warrens—but should there rise a mage of significant power who considers himself beyond the reach of the law
            because he resides in the warrens, you would know.
         

         
         “The Emperor is a power. A power as it was once defined in the ancient world. Those who follow him follow because of the power he does not
            choose to unleash.”
         

         
         “I don’t think that’s true,” Robin replied.

         
         “Oh?”

         
         “I don’t—no, I didn’t—follow the Emperor because he’s that kind of power. He’s the Emperor. He’s like the weather, like the dawn or the dusk. He
            just is. We know we have an Emperor in the warrens—he just isn’t relevant. He’s never looked closely at the warrens. He’s never come
            to see if his laws are being respected or followed. Even the officers of his law don’t dare to come to the warrens, unless
            they’re Barrani. Or Wolves.
         

         
         “We don’t deny his existence. But it doesn’t change anything for us. If he was unseated and there was a different Emperor,
            how would we even know the difference?”
         

         
         “You have just sworn your oath of allegiance and loyalty,” Helen replied. “What you were and what you are are no longer the
            same—both by necessity and your choice to accept that necessity.”
         

         
         Robin swallowed. Helen was right. If he walked down the streets of his childhood now, he’d be lucky to survive uninjured. He had made himself a target, knowing that he could never blend into the warrens again. But the warrens was the largest part of his life to date. Though he’d been
            born to wealth and power, little memory of that life remained. If he was to have enough power to survive and as the Gardianno,
            he would have to relearn it all.
         

         
         “What I meant to emphasize about the Arcanist’s crown is this: Imperial Laws against use of magic can be enforced because
            each mage’s power is unique in a subtle way. No two mages will approach—and express—power in the exact same way. The end result
            will look the same to those who are not mages, but producing those results differs from person to person.
         

         
         “Traces of that individuality remain in the echoes of the magic cast. Mages can sense these traces as signatures, sigils—unintentional
            symbols left behind by the method of casting. I do not know if this information will be useful to you now, or in the future.”
         

         
         Robin paused because Helen had come to a stop. He had a hand against the wall for balance. Helen’s words and facts slowly
            sank in. “Arcanists’ crowns contain magic that can be used without leaving that signature?”
         

         
         Helen’s smile was instant. “Yes. It is uncertain whether or not the gems themselves are created by a single Arcanist and distributed
            to those deemed powerful or worthy. But seeing as your guardian is in possession of such a tiara, she might answer any questions
            you have.”
         

         
         “So . . . if an Arcanist was behind today’s attack, using only the power granted by the tiara, they couldn’t be traced or
            discovered?”
         

         
         “Not easily. You might want to redistribute your weight; your hand is where the door must form.”

         
          

         The door, such as it was, was not in any sense of the word a door. It was a wall. It looked—and felt—like the same wall he’d
            been using as a flat rail as he descended.
         

         
         Raven snorted. She no longer held his hand, which meant there wasn’t immediate, pressing danger—at least in her mind. Then again, it was almost impossible for Robin to be wary of Helen. If she opened a door into fire and flood, he’d burn or drown—but no part of his instinctive reaction to Helen could believe it was even a possibility. 

         
         “It really isn’t,” Helen said, smiling. “You are Terrano’s guest. If I found you offensive or dangerous, I would simply eject
            you from the property. I know you find Sedarias intimidating—I consider that wise. But not even Sedarias would invite someone
            into her home in an attempt to have them killed by the home itself.”
         

         
         “Could you actually do it if that’s what she wanted?”

         
         “Terrano,” Helen said, “what do you think?”

         
         Terrano had said very little—out loud—to Robin or Helen as they descended the stairs. “Does it matter?”

         
         “If I felt it did not matter at all, I would not have asked,” Helen replied.

         
         Terrano exhaled. “I think Helen could absolutely do it, if that’s what she wanted. She can trap intruders in jails even I’d
            have a hard time escaping. But it would damage our relationship with Helen if we attempted to manipulate her into doing it.
         

         
         “We don’t currently have a home that isn’t Helen, so we avoid doing things that would damage what we do have.” At Robin’s
            expression, he said, “Kaylin is the tenant. We’re Kaylin’s guests. Kaylin wants people living in her home—for some reason, she likes the noise. So Helen treats us the way she’d treat Kaylin.
         

         
         “But if Kaylin came to Helen tomorrow and told Helen to kick us all out, we’d be out on the streets.” He turned to Helen.
            “That good enough?”
         

         
         “Yes, dear,” Helen replied.

         
         Robin didn’t understand why she’d made Terrano answer the question. But Raven was being her usual patient self. She snorted and walked through the wall. Terrano followed quickly, as if ducking any further questions. 

         
         “That is what he’s doing,” Helen replied, amused. “There are things you will have to learn, and things you will come to understand.
            Raven understands them instinctively. She knew, should she run to me, you would be safe—and it was a safety you required.
            But I cannot provide it forever. I would, in other circumstances. Had you come to me in the absence of a tenant, I might have
            offered to become your landlord.
         

         
         “I cannot. Kaylin would be—and will be—happy and relieved that I offered you sanctuary when you came under attack. I even
            look forward to telling her. But this is not a place that you can stay. If she offers you a space as a guest, it will cause
            conflict.”
         

         
         “Because you’ll have to refuse?”

         
         “Because I will have to refuse. I regret it, and I will regret it.”
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         “So you’re asking me not to ask.”

         
         Helen’s smile was gentle and tinged with sadness. “I am. Shelter and sanctuary, I can provide. And I will, should it be as
            necessary as it is today. But your role as the Gardianno is essential to the survival of this Empire; if you cannot return
            to your home—or to the ground upon which it is built—I fear the consequences for everyone who now lives within my borders.”
         

         
         “He has to go back,” Raven said, peering out from what had become a doorway, rather than a section of curved wall. “He has to go back right now.” She’d been worried since the attack. That made sense. But she’d been worried because she could hear things Robin couldn’t.
            Things Helen couldn’t. Things none of the Barrani could. Raven heard voices that shouldn’t have been here.
         

         
         Ancient voices, Robin thought. Voices that the gardens were meant to contain, to keep separate from the rest of the world.

         
         Helen might have offered him a home. He thought he’d have liked that in the past. But if Robin was here, the gardens would
            run wild. They were already running wild.
         

         
         “Teela has no intention of removing you to the High Halls, her theoretical residence. Her guardianship will give her far more right to interfere with your life, but it was offered as an act of defense. She is Barrani. You are human. If she is forced to fight to preserve your life, that crime cannot fall under the auspices of either caste court in any fashion.” Helen smiled. “You understood this.” 

         
         Robin nodded. “I thought it would make a difference. Neither of us expected an attack on the carriage that was taking us back
            to the Academia. Both of us expected attacks in future—maybe even in Gardianno itself. Not now.”
         

         
         Helen gestured toward the narrow doorway that had appeared.

         
         Terrano and Raven were standing in an otherwise featureless room. Robin was surprised at the lack of chairs or benches—or
            anything else.
         

         
         “This is the practice room,” Helen reminded him, voice gentle. “It is where Terrano and his friends come if they intend to
            do something tricky or difficult.”
         

         
         “Tricky how?”

         
         “Terrano, as you have no doubt noticed, can easily step between planes of existence—planes he and his people were never meant
            to occupy. Some of those sidesteps are more dangerous than others; some are very simple. It is the dangerous ones that require
            more vigilance on my part.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. “Why?”

         
         “I can anchor him, should it be necessary. I can also cage or destroy anything that might follow him back here before it causes
            harm.”
         

         
         The idea that something that didn’t belong here—something dangerous—could follow Terrano from its own plane of existence to
            this one had never occurred to Robin.
         

         
         “The Ancients existed across all planes and worlds—or so I was told in my long-ago youth. It is arrogant to assume that nothing
            else resides on other planes. We are not the only living beings the Ancients created; we are not the only sentiences.”
         

         
         “Could you even understand them if they came here?”

         
         “I could, yes, if they speak the true tongue. But it is difficult for me. I imagine that Killianas could, as well, but he would never take the risk. His imperatives are not my imperatives. He has far more freedom. With that freedom comes increased risk; his defenses are porous in a way mine are not.” 

         
         “Why do you think he was given more freedom?”

         
         “To do what he does requires flexibility. The Towers are the least flexible of the buildings; the Barrani Hallionne are close.
            In those cases where he feels students have begun down a perilous road, Killianas will confer with the chancellor before acting.
            The chancellor is therefore a line of defense.
         

         
         “But Killianas can countermand a chancellor’s orders, should the need arise.” Helen turned to Raven. “I apologize. Serralyn
            and Terrano have been engaged in a discussion about the nature of glass. Serralyn has asked Killianas for a description that
            might make sense to an old building like me; Killianas is therefore aware of the attack on Robin—or Teela, or both.
         

         
         “My one regret is that we cannot communicate more directly.”

         
         “You couldn’t try using the mirror network?”

         
         “No. It is not safe for either Killianas or me to use that network. We are not certain what would make it safe, and the risk
            is too high. I allow Kaylin to use mirrors only in one room, and that room—like this one—is highly defensible should the need
            arise. I can sever my ties to that room, isolating it completely.”
         

         
         “And this one.”

         
         “And,” Helen agreed, “this one. Shall we see about glass?”

         
          

         Robin lost track of time in this strange room. It should have been dark—there was no light, no lamp, no window—but it wasn’t;
            the walls themselves seemed to emit an even light. Helen asked them to stand by the wall opposite the door. Terrano argued,
            but his heart wasn’t in it.
         

         
         “Helen knows shattered glass isn’t going to hurt me,” he grumbled.

         
         “But you’re sort of cut off from other planes, aren’t you?” Robin asked.

         
         “You weren’t paying attention. This is the room we practice in. It’s far less noisy and cluttered—there’s no chance of accidentally
            becoming part of the floor or wall. Here you could come at me with a dozen swords or a rain of arrows, and none of them would
            hurt.” He said this with his back to the wall, Raven and Robin bracketing him.
         

         
         Raven was quivering with excitement. Her hands were balled in fists—but they were happy, excited fists. Any tension in her
            body was entirely anticipation.
         

         
         Helen began to create glass. Killianas had created windows—standing windows, unattached to walls.

         
         Helen created objects instead. Small jars. Small bottles. A lantern hood.

         
         Raven squealed in wordless delight; she flapped her arms because squealing wasn’t enough. Robin smiled in spite of the gravity
            of the situation. He didn’t even know if the combat outside had ended—but he was certain that Teela, Sedarias, Allaron, and
            Annarion were safe. Terrano’s expression was one of interest—in glass. In Helen’s creations.
         

         
         It would have been different, otherwise. He told himself that. He believed it. He tried not to worry.

         
         “Can I touch them?” Raven asked, bouncing from heel to toe as she stared, unblinking, at Helen’s creations.

         
         “Why not a window?” Robin asked.

         
         Terrano shrugged. “It’s an experiment Serralyn suggested. We don’t understand why or how, but Raven can see what she calls
            glass—and if she touches it, it seems to fix it in place somehow. None of us could see the glass beneath the bodies in the
            Academia. Raven could. And when she was allowed to pick that glass up, all of us could see it. All of us could touch it.”
         

         
         “Can I touch them now?” Raven asked again, swatting Terrano’s words away as if they were buzzing houseflies.
         

         
         “Yes,” Helen told her. “I believe it’s necessary. Robin?”

         
         To Robin, these jars were objects made of glass. Everything within Helen’s boundaries, with a few exceptions, was of Helen. She created things at need, or at her guests’ needs. Robin could pick up forks and knives; he could sit on or in chairs;
            he could open and close doors. Everything within Helen felt as real to him as anything in the dorm room he called home.
         

         
         But none of the things created that way—by Helen or Killianas—could survive in the world beyond their borders.

         
         The glass had. It was the glass they needed. No, that wasn’t quite right. The glass persisted because Raven had gathered it.
         

         
         “Could she take forks and knives from here?” he asked Helen.

         
         “If anyone could, it is Raven. But the inability is why Kaylin prefers to have guests come here.”

         
         Terrano snorted. “That’s not why. It’s the fancy—or fancier—clothing. She isn’t good at keeping track of money—money might
            as well be water, given how well she can hold on to it. Severn—her partner—has been trying to teach her how to budget. But
            none of that budgeting apparently allows her to buy a range of suitable clothing. Helen can make suitable clothing for her—but
            Kaylin can’t leave the house in it.”
         

         
         Raven bounced her way to the glass jars. They floated in midair; there was no table or pedestal on which to put them. Raven
            didn’t appear to notice.
         

         
         “Is it real glass?” Robin asked her back.

         
         “It’s real glass!” She was beside herself with glee.

         
         “We don’t have to break it?” Robin asked.

         
         “It’s real. We don’t have to break it.” Her voice tailed off. “. . . I don’t think we have to break it.”
         

         
         “Can you carry it?”

         
         Raven nodded. She pulled her pouch of many things from its resting place on her belt, but hesitated again. She looked at Helen,
            her lips moving. Robin couldn’t hear her words.
         

         
         “Yes,” Helen said, implying Helen could. “But you are not attempting to take the entirety of the house. If I lose this small amount of potential, no one will notice. If you do not have containments, everyone will. You can take the glass I create.” She frowned as Raven opened the pouch. 

         
         Everyone did.

         
         Robin had seen her pouch; he had seen the contents of it. Many times. One of her constant activities—when she wasn’t investigating
            the new and unusual, like Robin’s sword—was upending the bag and perusing her collection.
         

         
         He had never seen the bag emit such a strong, glowing light when she loosened the string that kept it closed.

         
         Terrano whistled. Helen’s eyes shifted into obsidian. Raven didn’t seem to notice the change in Helen. Or maybe this was what
            she’d always seen when she looked at Helen.
         

         
         “Helen?” Terrano had definitely noticed.

         
         Helen blinked, forcing her eyes back into a semblance of human brown. “Raven, what is in your bag?”

         
         Raven was clearly torn between immediately tightening the bag’s drawstring to put it away and adding glass to its contents.
            Her gaze passed between Helen and the jars and lantern Helen had created, her expression shifting between open suspicion and
            longing, her hands trembling.
         

         
         “Helen won’t take anything,” Robin said. “Not unless you give it to her.”

         
         “Maybe not even then,” Helen added, deliberately gentling her voice.

         
         Raven hesitated.

         
         “It’s not a bad idea to let Helen look at things,” Terrano told Raven.

         
         Raven didn’t immediately reply.

         
         “You’re worried about the key.”

         
         Raven exhaled, losing an inch or two of height as her shoulders slumped. She nodded. “I didn’t steal it.”

         
         “Helen isn’t going to accuse you of theft. It’s a finders keepers world. But there’s something strange about that key.”

         
         Helen closed her eyes briefly. A table appeared beneath the jars and lantern she’d created, matching their floating heights so exactly that Robin wondered if it had always been there, just invisible. The table was wider than the jars; there was room for the contents of Raven’s bag to lie across its surface. 

         
         Raven muttered to herself. Robin had never asked her to expose the contents of her pouch of treasures; he’d seen them because
            Raven had desperately desired to share them. She spent a lot of time perusing them in the dorm room they shared—but maybe
            she’d always done that when they didn’t share a roof and walls. He’d always known she was sensitive about those gathered treasures.
         

         
         He therefore didn’t ask. Instead, he carefully unbuckled the sword belt he’d been wearing since he’d left the Academia. He
            didn’t detach the sword. Belt and sword were then placed on the surface of Helen’s created table, just in front of the glass.
            He did it to prove to Raven that it was safe to have Helen inspect personal treasures.
         

         
         Helen frowned, her attention drawn from the strange light Raven’s bag emitted. “Why are you carrying that sword?”

         
         “Teela gave it to me,” Robin replied. “She said I needed a sword, and I needed to look like I owned it. I think she chose
            it because the scabbard is so ostentatious.”
         

         
         “That is not the only reason An’Teela chose this weapon.” Helen’s eyes were once again obsidian.

         
         Robin glanced at Terrano, and Terrano shrugged. “That’s what she told the rest of us.”

         
         “That she wished extravagant pretension?” Helen approached the sheath that lay flat across the table.

         
         “Pretty much.” Terrano shrugged.

         
         “Can you draw the sword?” Helen asked Robin.

         
         Robin nodded. “I spent three days doing nothing but drawing and sheathing the sword.”

         
         “I would like you to draw it now.”

         
         Robin was perfectly happy to do that, as Helen’s focused attention had been pulled away from the contents of Raven’s pouch. He could feel Raven relaxing beside him. 

         
         “Raven was interested in the sword,” Terrano told the Avatar of his home.

         
         “So were you!” Raven countered, as if interest was somehow bad and she didn’t want to be bad on her own.

         
         “Robin cannot give you this sword,” Helen told Raven.

         
         Raven nodded. She watched Robin as he lifted the scabbard and drew the sword from it. Were it not for Teela’s drills, he might
            have dropped it. The blade had changed; it was no longer perfect, new steel. In length and shape it remained the same, but
            the color of the blade’s flat was different—an odd shade of blue-green that resembled Barrani eyes in their natural resting
            state.
         

         
         And it wasn’t just the color that had changed.

         
         Etched along the flat were runes Robin didn’t immediately recognize. He had his hands—and time—full with High Barrani and
            the common tongue of Elantra. Serralyn might recognize the language or symbols.
         

         
         “She might,” Helen agreed. “But I do not believe she could read them.”

         
         “Can you?”

         
         Helen didn’t answer, not directly. “I believe the Arbiters might be of aid here, should you choose to ask them. They might
            not, however.”
         

         
         “Serralyn doesn’t recognize them,” Terrano added. “What? I had to check, and it’s not like she’s doing much else. She’s watching
            the combat like the rest of us, but she can’t join it—not from where she is. The fighting is mostly done, though. Teela’s
            just checking the ground between Helen and the attack on the carriage.”
         

         
         “Looking for bodies?” Robin hoped they heard the hint of humor in his question.

         
         “Those, too.” There was no hint of that humor in Terrano’s answer.

         
         “Teela doesn’t recognize them, either. She says Helen’s right—go to the Arbiters.”

         
         “Can you set the sword down?” Helen asked.

         
         Robin nodded; it’s what he’d intended. Raven’s attention was now practically welded to the sword’s blade, all other suspicion
            forgotten. He set the sword carefully across the table.
         

         
         Both sides of the blade were now etched with runes, which seemed identical on either side. Robin had done nothing to harm
            the blade; he’d done nothing to change its color, its composition. But the changes were there regardless.
         

         
         He wondered if Teela would be angry. Although she now wielded a better sword, this had been her mother’s. Her mother, who
            was long dead.
         

         
         “Teela will not be angry,” Helen told him, voice gentle. “I imagine there are some Barrani lords who will be upset, but it
            is highly likely that none of them will notice the changes to the blade, if Teela herself could not draw it.”
         

         
         “It’s going to be hard to tell whether they’re mad about the sword or mad about Robin becoming the Gardianno, though.”

         
         “Why would the Barrani care about the Gardianno seat? It’s the human caste court.” Robin’s question was genuine. “From what
            Teela said about the caste court, I expected a dozen lords—not a hundred.” Or more.
         

         
         “Teela considers the true power in the caste court—such as it is—to reside in the hands of a dozen seats. At one point, Gardianno
            would have been among that dozen. But yes, you are correct. It is not the human caste court that is, or has been, of concern
            to the Barrani.
         

         
         “The downside of having Teela as a guardian is: Barrani care about what Teela chooses to do. If she’s interested in you—and
            assuming guardianship makes clear she is—you’re of interest. Probably not in a good way. If they see that sword, you’ll become
            interesting on your own merits; they’ll wonder if Teela chose to make you her ward because of the sword.
         

         
         “Which, in the long run, is better for you.”

         
         Robin couldn’t see how.

         
         It was Terrano who continued, not Helen. “Because they won’t be thinking you’re of interest for any other reason.”

         
         “The only Barrani I really see are you guys.”

         
         “True—but you’re seen by Barrani in the Academia. Some of those are going to be people working against us. Some will be people
            working for us. And by us, I mean Sedarias. Teela’s power is so well-established she doesn’t draw the same kind of attention.
            We’re a bit unusual in that we have acquaintances who aren’t Barrani.”
         

         
         That wasn’t the only reason Terrano was unusual.

         
         “Do you know what the sword is made of?” Robin asked, turning back to Helen.

         
         “No. And if I were asked to make an educated guess, I would be required to handle the sword, to use it—and I do not believe
            that is possible.”
         

         
         Terrano frowned and approached the table. He reached for the sword hilt. His hand couldn’t connect with it. “This is so weird,”
            he said, trying again. “It’s like I can see the sword, but I can’t put my hand in the right place to pick it up. Teela never
            tried this, right? She couldn’t unsheathe it.” He grimaced. Teela was probably shouting in his figurative ear. He winced and
            looked at Helen. “Can you touch it?”
         

         
         Robin cleared his throat. “Raven could. She asked. I gave her permission. Maybe you need my permission?”

         
         Both Helen and Terrano looked at Robin before resuming their conversation. Clearly, the answer from both of them was no. But Raven had handled it.
         

         
         “I can contain it to some extent, but if you mean can I pick it up with my Avatar, the answer is no. I would not like to try.
            There is something about the metal that feels vaguely familiar.”
         

         
         “Familiar?”

         
         “I could create a similar sword within my borders; it could be used or infused with some of my power. It is possible I could create a sword to rival The Three—but it would vanish the moment you left the property.” 

         
         “You think it feels like that?” Terrano’s surprise was evident; his brows rose as his voice did. His eyes, however, began
            to transform. Robin looked away. He knew that Terrano could probably reshape his entire body in a similar fashion, but it
            was always the shift in eyes—from Barrani in shape and size to something that did not belong in the face of any of the races
            Robin knew—that made Robin queasy. Too large, too oddly shaped, and lacking the parts that normal eyes had. Irises. Pupils.
            Whites.
         

         
         “I said it was a guess,” Helen replied. “But yes—it feels as if an entity akin to me created this sword in a fashion that
            allowed it to retain its power and use beyond that entity’s borders. And no, before you ask, I could not guess at the entity
            itself. I am trapped within my body. I cannot travel. My Avatar would not persist beyond the fence line.”
         

         
         “And you won’t try to touch the sword?”

         
         “No. Not now. Robin, I would appreciate it if you sheathed the blade.”

         
         Raven, however, was staring at it; when Robin reached for the hilt, she caught his hand and brushed it away, as if he were
            a very large, very annoying housefly.
         

         
         Terrano snickered.

         
         Robin ignored them both. He reached for the hilt of his sword, lifted it, and sheathed it. “Helen wouldn’t ask for no reason,”
            he told Raven before she really started to sulk. “And that’s not why we’re here.”
         

         
         Terrano grimaced. “Yeah, but you’re here because someone was trying to kill you, and this was the closest safe space Raven
            could reach while dragging you along.”
         

         
         Fair enough. “We’re in this room because Helen is trying to make glass that could be useful in Gardianno’s immediate future. Is the glass different from
            glass anywhere else in the house?”
         

         
         “It is. I have made some adjustments, given Serralyn’s discussion with Killianas. The difference would not be noticeable to anyone but Raven. She has seen my windows, for example, and did not immediately recognize them as the glass she collects. If this glass is removed from the house, if Raven’s touch separates it from me, it will not materially harm or lessen me. Should Raven decide that an entire house made of this glass was necessary, it would. 

         
         “Both Killianas and I are rooted in the outlands. All sentient buildings are. But our roots, and I apologize for my not terribly
            good analogy, are restricted; they cannot grow beyond the boundaries set for us in that place by our creators.”
         

         
         “So it’s possible for sentient buildings to run out of power?”

         
         “I am not aware of any cases in which this has happened, but I would not be surprised to find it has. Glass of this nature—in
            this quantity—should not cause any difficulty.”
         

         
         Terrano cursed loudly. “Helen—I have to leave.”

         
         Helen gestured a door open, and Terrano vanished.

         
         “What happened?”

         
         “I told you I can anchor those members of the cohort who are experimenting with their physical states. One of the cohort is
            not standing within my borders. Terrano is a very effective anchor, if he’s in range. Don’t worry too much. Allaron is actually
            quite effective at anchoring his siblings when he puts his mind to it. He’s not the best of the Barrani swordsmen living here,
            but he is currently holding on to Annarion. He has asked for Terrano’s immediate aid.”
         

         
         Raven gathered all the glass Helen had created and placed it gently into her pouch. Then, as if forced by conscience to offer
            something in exchange, she pulled out the key. In this room, the key was glowing brightly—the source of the light that had
            caught Helen’s attention. She set that key down on the table Helen had created for that purpose.
         

         
         “Only to look at,” she added as her hand hovered over it.

         
         Helen was silent for a long beat, the glow of the golden light reflected across the surface of her eyes. “Where did you find this?” Her voice was soft, the words more measured than casual. 

         
         “I didn’t steal it.” Raven’s tone, on the other hand, was defensive.

         
         “No, I don’t imagine you did. You found this, not Robin?”

         
         Raven nodded.

         
         “It appears to be a key in your eyes?”

         
         Raven nodded again. Robin added an actual word. “Yes.”

         
         “It appeared that way to Terrano, as well. But Raven, where did you find it?”

         
         “I found it.”

         
         “Did someone drop it?”

         
         Raven’s lips compressed, and her eyes slid away from Helen’s. Which was a yes.

         
         “Raven.” Helen’s voice grew deeper. “I will not attempt to take, or keep, the key you found—but you are not being entirely
            truthful. Truth, in this case, may prove necessary. You found the key. You saw someone drop it, correct?”
         

         
         Silence.

         
         “Was that someone in the Academia at the time? Is that where you found the keys?”

         
         Raven didn’t want to answer because finders keepers was not a law. In most places in which people lived, ownership was not
            decided by possession. Robin was now almost certain she’d seen the person who dropped the key ring, but the keys—or rather,
            one key—was so bright and shiny, she must have gravitated toward it immediately.
         

         
         She’d probably picked it up, dropped it in her pouch of many things, and retreated instantly to their shared room, because
            she’d found it and wanted to keep it.
         

         
         Which probably meant someone was desperately searching for those keys. But who?

         
         “I see,” Helen said, although neither Robin nor Raven had spoken aloud. “This may come as a surprise to you, but I feel those keys are exactly where they should be.” To Raven she added, “You don’t like to share your treasures.” 

         
         Raven nodded.

         
         “Never, ever share that one.”
         

         
         “Terrano’s seen it.”

         
         “I will speak with Terrano. It is, however, vitally important that Raven recall who carried this key ring. You will need to
            be very careful around that person in future.” Helen looked worried.
         

         
         Robin felt a twinge of guilt. Guilt wouldn’t change anything.

         
         “No, it won’t. Your presence today has made things far more exciting, but that is not your fault. Feel guilty—if you must—for things that you do with intention
            and forethought. Running to survive should not be one of them. Let us leave the practice room. You will have missed lunch
            at the Academia, and you should eat before you leave.”
         

         
          

         The angry chancellor was seated at the dining room table when Robin and Raven made their way up the winding stairs. Teela
            was seated beside the chancellor; to Robin’s surprise, Sedarias, Terrano, and Annarion were present. It said something about
            the chancellor’s mood that the first person Robin noticed was not Sedarias.
         

         
         A plate appeared in front of one of the empty chairs, Helen’s invitation to lunch.

         
         Robin sat in front of it, noticing no other plates on the table. Not even one for Raven.

         
         “She is not hungry,” Helen replied.

         
         Raven was very seldom hungry. She was calm, though. Helen had made no attempt to take her key, and had given her glass. Unbroken glass—not shards, but whole containers.
         

         
         “My apologies, Robin,” the chancellor said, his voice a low, loud rumble that almost shook the ground beneath Robin’s chair. “Both An’Teela and I expected a response to your new position. And hers. 

         
         “Neither of us expected it to be so immediate or so excessive.”

         
         “It wasn’t excessive,” Terrano pointed out.

         
         Teela’s gaze narrowed as it swiveled to Terrano; Sedarias and Annarion were also staring daggers at their friend.

         
         “What? Excessive would be using more force than necessary to achieve your goal. Robin—and Teela—are both still alive. Which
            means they didn’t use enough force, right? Or maybe this is like destroying a house to kill one cockroach? The house might
            fall, but the cockroach is likely to walk out of the ruins.”
         

         
         “I think I prefer the former,” Teela said. Her eyes were midnight—but so were Sedarias’s and Annarion’s. There was no sign
            of Allaron.
         

         
         Robin ate quickly while conversation, such as it was, continued around him. Only when he was finished did he join in.

         
         “About your sword,” he began.

         
         Teela’s head swiveled, her expression still pinched; she’d been glaring at Terrano. Robin wasn’t certain why—Terrano was impervious
            to glares—no, worse than impervious. If a friend was glaring at him, it was like he’d won some small prize; it made him more
            smug, not less.
         

         
         “It is not my sword,” Teela said, the words calm. “I told you—I could never draw it.”

         
         “But it’s like a family heirloom, isn’t it?”

         
         “It was. But not in the way you’re thinking. I never saw my mother unsheathe it, either. Her family was like a custodian;
            they held on to that sword because they knew it would one day have another owner. It’s a gentle weapon, and too small for
            most of the Barrani to use effectively.”
         

         
         “Gentle?”

         
         “If you are not its bearer, you will not be able to pull the sword from the scabbard. The attempt will not destroy you; it
            will not cause you injury, or in the worst case, death.”
         

         
         Robin’s brows rose. “Death?”

         
         “There are weapons it is death to touch if you are not certain you are meant to wield them. But perhaps mortals do not have
            as much experience with them. The sword you bear is not a weapon that demands life on attempt. There are many who have therefore
            tried to wield it. My mother chose to allow the attempts; she trusted the blade’s decision.”
         

         
         “So that means more Barrani will recognize the weapon if they see me wearing it?”

         
         “I said my mother so chose. I, however, did not. Only the old or the learned—and I am considered both—will immediately recognize
            it. And those from the West March.”
         

         
         “But they won’t be angry at you?”

         
         “They will. But they understand the nature of ownership. When you die, there might be far more hostility, because you are
            an Imperial citizen, and the blade would be your property. Your use would not be contested, because you can use it. The ownership, however, might cause conflict; it would become the property of your descendants—none of whom are Barrani.
            It is not a conflict that will cause issues for you; it might cause issues for your descendants. And it will not be a problem
            for us now. We were not attacked because of the sword.”
         

         
         “But the blade looks different,” Robin said, apology still foremost in his tone.

         
         Teela frowned. “Let me see it.”

         
         Robin understood that she meant him to unsheathe the blade. He stood and did as she commanded. Teela commanded; she didn’t
            ask.
         

         
         She fell silent when the blade—which she’d seen many, many times during her less-than-gentle lessons—was revealed. Its appearance
            had not changed since Helen had seen it; the metal was a blue-green, and the runes across its surface, a subtle gold.
         

         
         “I had not thought to see this blade in my life,” she said, her words almost a whisper.

         
         “But you owned it.”

         
         “I was its custodian. It is yours now. Had any entertained other thoughts, they would fall silent in the face of what the
            blade has finally become. No,” she added as Robin opened his mouth, “I cannot read the runes. There are those who might—as
            you have no doubt been told.
         

         
         “Visit the Arbiters. If they cannot tell you the truth of this blade—and you feel a need to understand it—you must make the
            trek to the green. At this particular time in your tenure as Gardianno, I do not recommend it.” She turned to the chancellor,
            whose eyes, less red, were fastened to the blade itself. “And the sword is not what we are here to discuss. Chancellor, we
            must make our plans to visit Gardianno.”
         

         
         “We have to go now,” Raven told them. “Not later. Later will be too late!”
         

         
         Teela glanced at Raven, but did not answer her. “I have the Imperial writ that designates me Robin’s legal guardian; I have
            the documents that state Robin’s claim to the Gardianno estate very, very clearly.” She exhaled and turned to Raven. “We cannot travel immediately to the Gardianno estate. We will,” she added, raising
            a hand to stem further words, “leave as soon as we can.”
         

         
         “I believe Robin must speak with the Arbiters before he enters his former home. Any advice Arbiter Starrante has to share
            may prove critical to his survival,” the chancellor said, eyes red.
         

         
         “If they were prepared to attack us so close to the palace, they must have been panicking. Word of the assassination’s failure
            must have traveled to the estate. I am certain they will be prepared to greet us.”
         

         
         The chancellor’s smile was unnaturally toothy; canines caught ambient light. “I am certain they will.”
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         “Robin is, to my eye, fatigued. If we are to visit Gardianno, he should at least rest beforehand.” The chancellor rose.

         
         “I counsel against,” Teela replied. “The attack was too well-orchestrated. Any further time our enemies are given will make
            the welcome they extend more dangerous to us. It is clear to me they were aware of the convening of the caste court council.
            The Imperial decisions were of little relevance. They meant for Robin to perish regardless.”
         

         
         Robin lifted a hand.

         
         “Speak,” the chancellor said, as if they were in a lecture hall, not a dining room.

         
         He chose his words with care, which meant he spoke Barrani. “I wish to ask An’Teela if the Arcanist who accompanied the assassins
            was Barrani or mortal.”
         

         
         Teela was silent.

         
         “And I wish to ask if the power we felt at our backs was purely magical in nature. There was something off about it.”

         
         “Answer the boy’s question,” the chancellor told Teela. “It is akin to my own.”

         
         “I cannot be certain of the answer to either question,” she finally said. “But the power used was not their own—the signature markings were unknown to me. The Imperial mages have been called through the auspices of the Hawks; they will investigate the magic used. It would have been helpful for our investigations if someone had not chosen to breathe fire strong enough to melt stone and iron.” 

         
         The chancellor exhaled a thin stream of smoke—or steam. “The situation demanded immediate action.” It was a concession. “You
            did not recognize the Arcanist.”
         

         
         “My apologies, but no. His visual appearance was blurred. He had clearly chosen to make himself invisible, but Robin’s flight—and
            perhaps my presence—forced his hand.”
         

         
         “And you have called the Hawks?”

         
         “I do not expect the Hawks to find that particular attacker easily; as you must know, it is the Barrani division which is
            sent to deal with Arcanists. On occasion, the Dragon Court will offer us their assistance—but that is in the hands of the
            Emperor.”
         

         
         “The Emperor will find this particular investigation of interest.”

         
         Teela’s smile was just as warm and pleasant as the chancellor’s. “He most certainly will. I am surprised that the assassins
            were overly hasty—such an attack, should it include a suspected Barrani Arcanist, cannot be brushed aside by the human caste
            court.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. He turned to Terrano, not Teela. “Is she sure the mage was Barrani?”
         

         
         Terrano grinned. “Not many mortals have that degree of power or precision, and very few are given Arcanist crowns. The Emperor
            is likely to believe—unless the mortal comes forward—that this is, in fact, a multiracial crime. According to Teela.
         

         
         “But she’s always suspected that what became of Gardianno’s responsibility was of great interest to Barrani. We know your
            uncle had contact with Barrani. I suspect it wasn’t just one.”
         

         
         “Robin is not foolish.”

         
         “Well—throwing his relatives off the property is going to cause a bit of a stink,” Terrano continued, as if the chancellor hadn’t spoken. “So I’d suggest Robin think about what he wants to do with his uncle and his cousins. His uncle hasn’t woken up once since the encounter with his out-of-body spirit in the Academia.” 

         
         “You’re certain?” Robin asked.

         
         “As certain as we can be. It’s possible he sneaks out of bed when the servants and the rest of his family aren’t looking.”
            Terrano’s shrug made clear he thought that impossible.
         

         
         “He wouldn’t have to leave the bed at all; he wasn’t technically present in the Academia,” Robin pointed out.

         
         “True. Do you think, given the way the conflict ended, that that’s likely?”

         
         Robin shook his head. “But none of what’s happened in my life since I was snatched off the streets seems likely. I could probably tell people and they’d think I was lying.”
         

         
         “Not wearing that getup, they wouldn’t.”

         
         Robin laughed. “Fair enough.” He glanced at Raven; she was fidgeting. “We don’t need to run now, do we?”

         
         She shook her head.

         
         “Do you think it’s safe to leave now?”

         
         Her snort was Raven at her most derisive.

         
          

         Safe or not, they left Helen. This time, they chose not to take the carriage. The chancellor was here, and he was going to
            fly to the Academia with Robin firmly ensconced on his back. Raven hated it, but accepted the necessity.
         

         
         Teela joined them. Robin hadn’t expected that.

         
         “I wasn’t trained in aerial combat, it’s true,” Teela said when she saw Robin’s raised brows. “But the chancellor wishes to make certain you are safe—and within Killian’s most protected boundaries—and he suspects there might be a problem getting from the main doors to that room. He cannot communicate with Killianas when he is not on Academia grounds.” 

         
         Terrano shrugged. “He can the moment he lands in the quad. Teela’s just there as backup. The chancellor isn’t going to enter
            the Academia in his Draconic form, and she’s pretty confident she can equal his martial prowess in the halls themselves.”
         

         
         “What do you think?”

         
         “Terrano thinks,” the chancellor said, his voice a sensation, “that this sort of discussion is inappropriate. Ever.”
         

         
         Teela hadn’t taken part in most of the more colloquial part of the conversation; given her expression, she wouldn’t. While
            the chancellor’s eyes had lightened to a burnt orange, Teela’s had remained so dark a blue they looked black. She handed Robin
            up first, and Raven followed, grumbling the entire time. Teela mounted last, as Helen gestured and the tower’s iris-like roof
            opened.
         

         
         “I would be happy to have you visit again,” she told Robin. “And if you find yourself in a similar situation and I am closer
            than Killianas, I will always open my doors to you. Be careful. I have become quite fond of my guests, and a few of them would
            be very upset if they lost you.”
         

         
         “We will not lose him,” the chancellor said before he pushed himself up into the sky, his wings snapping out and moving as
            he gained height.
         

         
          

         Dinner had not yet started when the chancellor alighted in the quad. There had been students enjoying the warmth of afternoon
            sun, but they vanished, scurrying to the relative safety offered by the edges of the grassy oval. Had Robin not been the chancellor’s
            passenger, he’d’ve done the same. Dragons were an integral part of the Empire, seeing as how they ruled it, but one rarely
            got to see a Dragon in full flight form.
         

         
         Some of the students gathered at the perimeter of the quad were Barrani. Robin was certain Teela noticed them, but if she did, she made no sign; they might have been nameless human students. Enemies or no, they were of value to the chancellor. She could not simply do away with them if she felt they might present a future threat. 

         
         She didn’t have to. She leaped—no awkward scramble down the back of a Dragon’s impressive scales—and landed so lightly she
            might have had wings. She had a visible sword, but it remained sheathed. She’d always told Robin that being forced to draw
            a weapon was often a sign of failure.
         

         
         Not that that had stopped her this afternoon.

         
         He was tired, and he made his way to the ground far less gracefully than Teela had. Raven followed. She looked longingly toward
            the doors of the main Academia building, but didn’t grab Robin by the hand. In Raven’s estimation, there was no need to run.
         

         
         The doors rolled open before the chancellor had finished his metamorphosis. Killian was standing beneath the doorframe’s arch,
            waiting for them. Robin couldn’t see the Avatar’s eyes.
         

         
         He could see Teela’s, because she waited for him, her stance implying either caution, impatience, or both. Raven, however,
            practically flew to the stairs on which Killian stood. She ran past him, leaving Robin in the hands of the chancellor and
            Teela, which was fine. She was heading to their room and her desk.
         

         
         Robin was going to the chancellor’s office.

         
          

         The chancellor entered his office. Instead of taking his seat at his familiar bastion of a desk, he turned to the left and
            headed to a smaller door, which opened as he approached. The room was both strange and familiar; it was a much smaller version
            of the conference room Robin had visited before.
         

         
         It had no windows, but unlike Helen’s practice room, it did have a table and chairs. The chancellor took the chair at the head of the table; Teela took the chair to his right. Robin waited until the chancellor gave an impatient nod, then took the seat to his left. Killian didn’t take a seat; he stood at the foot of the table. 

         
         To Robin’s surprise, Teela said, “I owe you an apology.” The words were spoken to Robin, who sat across from her. Given the
            color of her eyes, he was surprised she’d opened with an apology he didn’t really feel he was due. At his expression, she
            exhaled. “I would ask that Terrano be allowed to join us, but he is currently on an errand. Terrano, however, does not believe
            you expect an apology.”
         

         
         Robin nodded in agreement with the absent Terrano’s sentiment.

         
         “I have accepted the position of guardian. You are, in theory, my dependent and my responsibility. The Emperor granted me
            the position for a number of reasons, but chief among them was his belief in my ability to preserve your life.”
         

         
         “I’m not dead.”

         
         “No—but you were far too close. I believed—we all believed—that you would encounter assassins. But their presence in the city
            streets immediately after the investiture was not something we predicted. We should have. The schedule for the investiture
            required the presence of twelve families.”
         

         
         There had been a lot more than twelve families represented in that gathering. Robin grimaced. Teela considered only twelve of the hundred occupied
            seats to be of any relevance at all, and given she was Barrani, and her concerns Barrani concerns, she was probably right.
         

         
         “That means the schedule was known.”

         
         “It was decided less than a week ago,” the chancellor said.

         
         “Gardianno is one of the historically significant seats. Gardianno would have received notice. I believe we can safely assume that Gardianno is actively working against Robin. They will bear the brunt of the Emperor’s ire, for the moment—but unless we can prove without a doubt that the Arcanist was Barrani, the caste court will block any investigation. 

         
         “My question is this: Had Robin been given to his cousin as ward, would they have chosen to attack?”

         
         Robin had no way of answering that question. Until she’d asked it, he hadn’t considered it at all. “This wasn’t their first
            attempt.”
         

         
         Teela nodded. “The first attempt was human in its entirety. A half-dozen people with crossbows, hiding in the houses along
            the border zone en route to Tiamaris. The attack was not successful. 
         

         
         “Killianas has also ejected four would-be assassins from the Academia campus since the collapse of your uncle.”

         
         Robin was surprised and dismayed. Killian hadn’t mentioned this.

         
         Killian’s tone became slightly apologetic. “The chancellor did not consider it necessary to inform you. He did not believe
            the knowledge would increase your chance of survival; it would serve as distraction at a time when the speedy adoption of
            your lessons—the new lessons—was absolutely necessary. Raven is your best line of defense; her instincts are preternatural.
            She is not prone to listen to either the chancellor or me.
         

         
         “An’Teela, however, was informed.”

         
         “She wasn’t my guardian at the time.”

         
         “No. Technically your cousin was.” Killian’s smile was eerily similar to the chancellor’s. “And your cousin was informed.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because it is likely he already knew, and the chancellor thought it wise to inform him. No accusations were made; the information
            was offered as a courtesy.”
         

         
         “Seldon didn’t immediately demand that I return to the manse?”

         
         “Oh, he did. We have incomplete mirror access in the Academia; he had to send such demands or deliver them in person. A messenger
            was sent. The chancellor was polite.”
         

         
         Robin could well imagine; he pitied the messenger. “The timing of the attack wasn’t good—but we could assume the caste court council was aware of when we’d likely be in the streets returning to the Academia. Killing me before I could be delivered to Gardianno might be better for Gardianno—Seldon was still in the palace, and my aunt wasn’t likely among the assassins.” 

         
         “No, she wouldn’t be,” Teela agreed. “She never does her own dirty work.”

         
         Assassins had attacked the carriage. They’d killed the horses—or whatever the Barrani version of a horse was called.

         
         Oh. They’d planned to attack Teela’s carriage. They appeared to be ready for Teela’s presence. Robin hadn’t arrived in a carriage; he’d arrived
            on the back of a Dragon. It wouldn’t have been unreasonable to assume that Robin would go back the way he’d arrived.
         

         
         “You think someone already knew that Teela would be made my legal guardian.”

         
         “That is our concern, yes. That information was known to the Dragon Court and An’Teela.”

         
         Robin’s gaze dropped to the tabletop. Teela was part of the cohort. What Teela knew, her friends knew, which meant eleven
            other people.
         

         
         “Indeed,” Killian said, hearing what Robin would never have chosen to put into words.

         
         Clearly, he didn’t have to. Teela said, “Do you believe any of my friends—any of Serralyn’s friends, Terrano’s friends—would
            have betrayed this confidence?”
         

         
         Robin shook his head. He didn’t. He accepted it as a theoretical possibility, but nothing in him believed that was what had
            happened.
         

         
         “My movements are observed,” Teela said. “I have many enemies, most far too cowardly to attack me, or to even arrange such
            attacks. But they are aware of my movements. I serve as a Hawk. That service is an excuse to enter the palace, but even so,
            I—as all of my kin—avoid encounters with the Emperor. 
         

         
         “It is quite possible they are aware of such visits; they would not or could not be certain I was not commanded there at the Emperor’s pleasure.” 

         
         “But could they make the assumption that you’d step up to become my legal guardian?”

         
         “That would not be an assumption most of the lords of the High Court would make, no. If, however, they intended to be certain
            you would perish upon your attempted return to the Academia—and it is clear that would be your destination—they may have attempted
            to make absolutely certain you died.
         

         
         “Grannick’s collapse, given the unusual powers he had acquired, could imply one of two things to people without full knowledge:
            that I was already involved, and my power was great enough to injure your uncle, or that your power, as the rightful heir,
            was stronger than whatever Grannick managed to leech out of the garden. If the former, they overestimated me, which does imply mortal belief in Barrani. If the latter, they made their decision in ignorance and with an excess of caution.”
         

         
         “You think they knew it would be you.”

         
         “I think they surmised my involvement, yes. I am not certain if they were aware that I would be your designated legal guardian.
            Word, however, could travel to the assassins lying in wait, once the lords had left the audience chamber and the palace grounds.”
         

         
         “Couldn’t they just communicate from within the palace once the meeting was over?”

         
         “They could. Portable mirrors and mirror connections are not illegal. All such devices, all such use of magic, however, would
            be tracked and cataloged in the palace Records. I assure you someone is checking every single use of magic during—and after—the
            ceremony. Mirror network access would be risky, but if the caller felt desperate enough, they could easily inform someone
            waiting in, say, their manse.”
         

         
         Robin hesitated.

         
         “Yes?” Teela said, noting it.

         
         “If Serralyn spoke to you while she was in the Academia and you were in the palace, could that be detected as magic?”

         
         “It would not,” the chancellor replied before Teela could. “Mortals, however, do not have True Names; that form of communication
            would not be possible. But it would not be unreasonable for the lords of the caste court to communicate the results of that
            meeting to their respective families. I am certain we will find many of the lords did, indeed, use the mirror network to communicate
            with their families.
         

         
         “If Seldon called the Gardianno manse, the person who received that mirror connection could then cut the connection and inform
            the assassins that we were returning to the Academia. You see the difficulty.”
         

         
         Robin nodded. Seldon had almost certainly communicated with the Gardianno manse—but that communication wouldn’t be suspicious;
            it would be expected.
         

         
         “You understand why investigations can be difficult. What we know can’t be proved to the standards expected from the Halls
            of Law.” Teela’s smile was all edge. “We are not, however, investigating to those standards. Outside of the need to justify
            our actions legally, we are assessing threat and possibility.
         

         
         “I am certain the target was you—but to get to you now, your assassins will have to go through me. Your enemies must have
            bankrupted themselves hiring the assassins we faced.”
         

         
         “Can we check that?” Robin asked, half-serious.

         
         “We will, of course, be examining all of the financial records associated with your house. The assets of Gardianno are yours
            now.” Teela exhaled. “I would like to visit—with Imperial writ in hand—tomorrow. I feel, however, that now would be the safest.”
         

         
         The chancellor’s eyes were orange-red, but he surprised Teela by nodding.

         
         “Can you ask the Arbiters if they have time to speak with Robin now? We can visit and then head to the Gardianno estate immediately.” She glanced at Robin and added, “If we visit tomorrow, we have given them almost a full day to prepare a welcome. 

         
         “We will be giving them a few hours instead.”

         
         Robin preferred tomorrow. Or next week. Or next year.

         
         Raven had insisted on right now.
         

         
         When Robin failed to answer immediately, Teela smiled. The smile was an odd one on her face; it would have sat very naturally
            on Terrano’s. “Legal guardian, remember?”
         

         
         The chancellor rose. “Go to the library. I will send word of the day’s events to the Arbiters.”

         
          

         Teela didn’t speak again while they navigated the post-class hallways. Serralyn, however, emerged from the stream of students
            bent on avoiding late slips between lectures. Robin tried to think of a library visit that hadn’t included Serralyn recently.
            He half suspected that if she could spend the entirety of her day—every day—in the vast archive, she would never be seen in
            the classroom again.
         

         
         She, like Teela, was silent, but her eyes were blue. Not as dark a blue as Teela’s—Robin suspected Serralyn’s eyes couldn’t
            descend into that almost-black color. Blue was as dark as they got.
         

         
         Killian led the way, pausing only when they reached the doors to the library. “The Arbiters will see you now.”

         
         Teela nodded as the doors opened. Those doors were artifice; the actual entrance was a portal, although the portal was strange
            in that it mimicked the conceit of doors. Most portals didn’t. Robin could clearly see Arbiter Starrante on the other side
            of the doorframe; he could see Teela join the Arbiter. He could see Androsse, standing a step back. And he could see Kavallac,
            in her human form.
         

         
         “Killian, can you go get Raven and tell her we’re in the library?” Robin asked.

         
         “What would you like me to do if she does not wish to join you?”

         
         Robin shook his head. “Just let her know we’re here. Tell her to get ready to leave the campus—we’ll be going to visit the
            Gardianno manse.”
         

         
          

         Serralyn, often the first to enter the portal, had hung back, waiting for Robin. She didn’t want to strand him on one side
            of the portal while Teela stood on the other side. Robin nodded and entered ahead of Serralyn. He had a few questions of his
            own for the librarians, but Teela was already conversing with Starrante.
         

         
         “As you must be aware—” the Wevaran was saying when Robin joined them. Starrante lifted two limbs in greeting, but it was
            almost perfunctory. Robin returned the greeting regardless. Manners were often perfunctory. Teela had taught him that they
            could be used to devastating effect as a social weapon—but only by people who had full control of the array of different social
            gestures.
         

         
         Just as people who picked up a naked blade were far more likely to injure themselves than an enemy, those without the skill
            in manners and gestures were likely to damage themselves before they caused damage to their opponent. Robin, with a week’s
            lessons under his belt, understood that well.
         

         
         Teela, however, turned away from Starrante’s half-finished sentence.

         
         Robin understood what she wanted. “With your permission, Arbiter, I would like to show you my sword—but I’ll have to draw
            it.”
         

         
         Androsse stopped lingering around the edge of a conversation he hadn’t joined, approached Robin, and held out a hand.

         
         Teela spoke as Robin looked to her for guidance.

         
         “If you can draw that sword from its scabbard, I will be extremely surprised.” Her nod indicated that Robin was to place the
            scabbard in Androsse’s outstretched hand.
         

         
         The Arbiter’s subtle grimace as the gem-encrusted scabbard was fully revealed couldn’t be missed.

         
         “It is an heirloom of my family,” Teela said.
         

         
         “Could you not find something less childish in which to put it?”

         
         “No, for reasons that will become immediately obvious.”

         
         Robin wasn’t as certain. Androsse looked like a Barrani to Robin’s eye, but he knew Androsse was the Ancients’ first attempt
            at creating a Barrani-like race. It was strange to even think about: Androsse’s people had been considered a failure.
         

         
         But maybe, given the absence of the Ancients, all races could be considered failures. Robin shook himself free of that thought. He could fail, but his failure didn’t mean
            the entire human race was a problem.
         

         
         He waited while Androsse examined—with sustained disdain—the scabbard and hilt of the sword. He then attempted to draw the
            blade from its scabbard.
         

         
         The blade didn’t budge. Androsse frowned. He spoke in a language that was similar in cadence and syllable to the Barrani Robin
            had learned—but Robin understood nothing.
         

         
         “It’s his mother-tongue,” Serralyn whispered. Robin jumped at the sound of her voice; she’d entered after him, and he’d almost
            forgotten she was there.
         

         
         “Do you think it’ll work?”

         
         Serralyn shook her head. “Teela told you the sword was her mother’s. It doesn’t mean her mother could wield it, though. Teela
            tried. She tried what the Arbiter is trying. She tried things the Arbiter might not consider trying.
         

         
         “The first time she saw that blade drawn was when you drew it.”

         
         “Should we stop him?”

         
         Serralyn’s smile was genuine. “Do you think we can? We’re lesser races. What didn’t work for us might not have worked because
            we’re powerless and defective.”
         

         
         Starrante clicked. “That is harsh,” he said.

         
         “But true.”

         
         “I did not say it was inaccurate. I sometimes wonder why the Ancients did not simply create a single, unified race. You yourself
            are aware of the cost of racial conflict; your people and Kavallac’s spent centuries in a war that caused only death and damage.
            There were no winners.”
         

         
         “We have a Dragon Emperor,” Serralyn told the Arbiter.

         
         “Yes, that is true—but I do not think the Dragons themselves would consider the losses incurred by those wars to be worth
            that so-called victory. Your wars ended when both sides had almost—but not quite—nothing left to lose.”
         

         
         “Did the Wevaran fight wars?”

         
         “We fought wars to be born. I think that was enough for a lifetime.” Starrante clicked again before he said, “The gaining
            of wisdom is meant, I think, for the living. We cannot ascribe wisdom as we understand it to the Ancients.”
         

         
          

         Androsse could not draw the sword from the scabbard. His frustration grew, and it wasn’t aided by Kavallac’s presence. She’d
            been willing to accept Teela’s claim that the sword couldn’t be drawn from its scabbard.
         

         
         “Androsse, the boy has very little immediate time. You might spend a year proving that you could triumph over a complex enchantment,
            but Robin doesn’t have that year. If An’Teela is correct, he barely has an hour. Give the boy his sword back. His question
            involves the blade—which we cannot see while it remains in your hands.”
         

         
         Arbiter Androsse glared at Arbiter Kavallac. Robin wondered if the rest of the visitors would all end up fleeing; it was what
            any smart person did when the two started their so-called arguments. Robin considered them all-out battles—battles informed
            by ancient magic and Draconic breath and form.
         

         
         Ego warred with curiosity; curiosity won, but in Robin’s opinion, it was close.

         
         Androsse returned the sword to Robin’s hand. “You have permission to draw your blade,” the Arbiter said.

         
         Robin nodded, aware that permission—from Androsse—was akin to command. He fastened the belt across his hips and then drew
            the sword from the scabbard.
         

         
         The light in the library changed dramatically. The blade was a bright, bright blue-green that mimicked day skies.

         
         “Well,” Teela said when no one else spoke. “That was unexpected.”

         
         “It didn’t do this in the palace!”

         
         The Arbiters’ eyes reflected sky, and not the boy in whose hands it rested. In Starrante’s case, that was all of the Arbiter’s
            eyes, because he lifted them from his body and swiveled them in the direction of the sword Robin bore.
         

         
         “Where did you find this sword?” Androsse’s voice was a physical sensation; it almost felt Draconic.

         
         Robin swallowed, fighting the visceral instinct that told him to flee.

         
         “I believe I told you,” Teela said. “I gave him the sword. It came from my personal collection.”

         
         “I did not ask you.”

         
         Her smile was sharp beneath the darkness of her eyes. “I am the boy’s guardian. I am empowered to answer questions he cannot.
            The sword was kept in the West March in my time. Upon my mother’s death, it came to me.”
         

         
         “The West March.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “The West March, which contains the only easily accessible entrance to the green.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “These two things are not disconnected.”

         
         “I cannot speak with certainty. But my mother’s line is of the West March, and I am her proud descendant.” The words were
            steel, but offered with a neutral expression.
         

         
         Serralyn had tensed, but she didn’t speak, although she opened her mouth twice. She closed it each time.

         
         Robin, blade extended, turned to the eyes of the Wevaran Arbiter. “Can you read these runes?”

         
         Starrante did not answer immediately; perhaps he had been trying.

         
         “Why,” Kavallac said, having left enough room for Starrante’s absent answer, “did you give Robin this sword?”

         
         Teela shrugged. When she was dressed as a Hawk, the shrug looked natural, normal, but it fell oddly from her shoulders while
            she was dressed in so high a fashion. “You will not like the answer, but I will give it. Robin is not yet at his full growth;
            his experience with weapons—if it can be called experience—is with long knives, at best. Daggers. None of that training is
            formal.
         

         
         “If he is to assume the Gardianno seat, he cannot simply wear daggers; they are not a public statement. Time was of the essence.
            I therefore decided he required a shorter sword. We did not have time to have an appropriate blade made.”
         

         
         Kavallac snorted. There was smoke in it, along with a tiny lick of fire.

         
         “If he could not draw the blade, I would have been forced to purchase an inferior weapon for his presentation to the Emperor.
            But if he could draw it, it would become his. He could.”
         

         
         Robin had had no idea that those days of doing nothing but pulling the sword from the sheath and putting it back had been
            so significant to Teela. The action had made his arms ache, that was it.
         

         
         Androsse’s frown matched the Dragon’s. “You were willing to give Robin a significant Barrani heirloom?”

         
         “Demonstrably.”

         
         Androsse’s irritation was predictable and immediate. Kavallac took a step closer to Teela, glancing at Robin. “Androsse,”
            she said, her voice a rumble, a sensation.
         

         
         Teela didn’t seem to be affected by Androsse’s anger or Kavallac’s defense. Robin wondered if he would ever become as implacable as Teela. He wondered just how many centuries it had taken her to become An’Teela; he had less than one. 

         
         “It was significant to my mother’s clan.”

         
         “That is not why you offered the boy the blade.” It wasn’t a question.

         
         Teela smiled then. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. I am considered old among my kin, and age simply means I have survived. Survival
            is never guaranteed—but you must know that better than I, given your kin. I have learned to trust my instincts. I will be
            who I am long after young Robin has gone to the endless rest of the mortal.
         

         
         “Should his heirs be unable to wield the blade, it will likely return to my keeping. But that is not, in the end, why we sought
            the expertise of the librarians. The disposition of the blade is not an issue. It was mine—no one has ever disputed it. It
            is now Robin’s.”
         

         
         “You cannot expect that the Barrani High Court will accept that.”

         
         “I am not inclined to care.” The smile thinned. “And I have been suffering from a touch of boredom with regards to my kin.
            They may raise all of their concerns, in whatever fashion they desire.”
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         Robin understood that lying was a skill. Other students in the Academia—notably those that seemed better off on the surface—considered
            lying a sin. To be fair, every student in the Academia with one or two exceptions had been better off than Robin. Now, in
            theory, he was the one who was very well-off. He didn’t feel like he’d changed. He had money. He had power. He had status. But all of
            those things were theoretical. He had to survive to keep any of them.
         

         
         He’d never been good at lying. Teela, however, lied so naturally, it sounded like truth. He knew her desire to reopen the
            investigation surrounding the death of his family had far more to do with the Barrani court than the human one. She did care.
         

         
         But maybe entanglement with powerful members of the Barrani High Court was her idea of being less bored. It couldn’t possibly be her idea of being more safe and secure.
         

         
         Starrante cleared his throat—if that was the right word. Robin’s biological understanding of the Wevaran was close to zero.
            “The runes on the blade are, to my eyes, somewhat blurry.”
         

         
         To Robin’s, they were clear.

         
         “I would like to know if the other Arbiters feel the same.”

         
         Kavallac nodded. Androsse frowned. Robin took both to mean yes.
         

         
         “Are they as undefined to you?” Starrante asked as Robin’s shoulders sagged in disappointment.

         
         “No. They’re sharp and clear to my eye. I just don’t understand what they mean. They weren’t there when Teela made me spend
            days practicing unsheathing the sword. The blade looked new, clean. It didn’t look like this.”
         

         
         “When did it change?”

         
         “When I swore the Imperial oath.” He hesitated, and turned his full attention to Starrante, the giant spider who was the least
            intimidating of the Arbiters. “The hilt started to get really hot, and Raven—Raven marched up in the middle of the ceremony
            and told me I had to cut my hand. I had to offer the blade my blood.
         

         
         “I did, and this is what the blade became. But—it was also less hot, less difficult to hold.”

         
         “You offered the blade your blood.” It was a statement, although Starrante sounded incredulous.

         
         Raven said I had to was a response that lacked dignity, so Robin kept it to himself. “I couldn’t sheathe the sword. I couldn’t let it go. Not
            just because of the importance of the ceremony. I know Teela would have been angry had I done either, but use of my hand is
            more important than public humiliation.”
         

         
         “You are clearly young if you believe that,” Androsse said. His gaze was not on Robin, but Starrante. The Arbiter’s eyes were
            a chaotic, weaving mess. They weren’t red, which was generally the bad Wevaran color. It took them a while to stop waving,
            and they mostly did because Starrante withdrew the stalks, so the eyes were flush with his body. All but three.
         

         
         “It is far too late to tell you that was unwise. It is not, however, too late to tell you that any such offering—living blood—is
            unwise in the extreme. What’s done is done. You have sworn an oath on that blade, and that oath is binding.”
         

         
         “It’d be binding anyway,” Robin replied. “Dragons tend to take that kind of thing seriously.”

         
         This did not mollify Starrante; his movements were far stiffer than usual, possibly a version of struggling to be politic.
            “An’Teela, I consider Robin dangerously unschooled—dangerous to himself.”
         

         
         “While I will not argue against your observation, schooling him in this particular case would be difficult. People do not
            generally trip over magical artifacts of historical note.”
         

         
         “Androsse, if you would be so kind?” Starrante said, which came out of nowhere.

         
         Androsse, not known for kindness, nodded and vanished.

         
         At Robin’s frown, Kavallac said, “Starrante has asked the Arbiter to retrieve material from the stacks. The library is home
            to many, many things, and some of them are more easily accessed by Androsse than by either Starrante or me.”
         

         
         This made no sense to Robin, but he didn’t question it.

         
         “Can I sheathe my sword?”

         
         “Yes. We are all immortal; what we have seen, we remember.” Starrante raised and lowered an arm—a nod.

         
         “You won’t get far in combat if your arm is tired already,” Kavallac said with a notable sniff. “Just ask An’Teela how long
            she could stand, blade in hand.”
         

         
         “If we do our jobs correctly, he will not be called upon to stand, as you put it, with sword in hand. His skill in that regard
            is not up to that challenge. In years, it will be.”
         

         
         That sounded like a threat.

         
         Kavallac nodded. It wasn’t quite in agreement.

         
         Robin must have gotten used to Terrano; Androsse’s disappearance and reappearance didn’t even seem strange to him.

         
         What he called books did. They looked nothing like books. If they had covers and pages at all, Robin couldn’t see them; they were buried in something that looked like vines—and at that, living vines. Those vines had twined themselves around Androsse’s arms, which he held out from his body as if to protect himself. 

         
         “What are you carrying?” It was Teela who asked. Her hand fell to the blade she had worn during the investment ceremony.

         
         “A book of sorts—one that was created when the library was new. It was before my time,” Androsse added. “But it is, in some
            fashion, a record of the green—one of the few we have that we consider reliable.”
         

         
         “It’s not a book,” Robin whispered.

         
         Serralyn, however, drew closer, her eyes green; they reflected the color of the vines. But no, it wasn’t just that. Serralyn
            was viscerally delighted. The librarians had chosen to unearth some of their most ancient records—things hidden from the eyes
            of even the most senior of students.
         

         
         Starrante caught Serralyn by the shoulder. “No,” he told her. “It is not safe. There is a reason Androsse was sent; his name
            is proof against intrusion or invasion. I do not know what would happen to young Robin should he attempt to read what is written
            here. Such reading demands a price be paid, and mortals were never meant to pay that price.
         

         
         “Nor, in my opinion, were the younger races.” Barrani, his words implied, were one of those.

         
         “But we want to read it—”

         
         “Androsse is doing exactly that.”

         
         “Is that why the vines are around his arms?” Robin asked.

         
         “Indeed. The kernel of knowledge contained in this book, for want of a better word, goes both ways.” At Robin’s look of confusion,
            Starrante continued. “A book is an object in and of itself, yes?”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “But the readers of that book will be different. They will have their own experience and their own perspective, and that influences their reading of the text. What you might find in a book, what you might unconsciously emphasize, will be different from what I might find. The book itself is static; it is what we bring to it as readers that directs our experience of the text.” 

         
         A book was a book, right? The words didn’t change. But Robin considered Starrante’s words, fighting against his first reaction.

         
         “The record of the green is not so simple a text. Or perhaps it is a text that makes that paradigm very, very clear. The reader
            influences what the record offers.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. “But does the record change?”

         
         “Because we have never compared the very few readings that have been done, we cannot be certain of that.”

         
         Serralyn’s eyes shifted color. Not to blue, which Robin might have expected, but to an almost Draconic gold. Robin had to
            shift through his memories to place that color, he saw it so seldom. He realized she was surprised—openly, honestly surprised.
         

         
         “Arbiter Androsse can be a reader because his true name is proof against the subtle influence of the book?”

         
         “Yes,” Starrante said.

         
         “Arbiter Kavallac, have you read this book?”

         
         “No, child, as you suspect. I believe I would be proof against unwanted interference, but it is not as certain.”

         
         “And Arbiter Starrante?”

         
         “We each have books that speak to us profoundly, and we each have books that were not written for us; we are not their natural
            audience. We believe all books should be retained and protected regardless. This book would be an example of the latter. I
            am uncertain that I would be able to read much, if I made the attempt—and the attempt would take me far longer than it would
            take Androsse or even Kavallac.”
         

         
         “It feels familiar to me,” Serralyn said, her eyes reverting to their usual green.

         
         Starrante’s eyes swiveled in her direction.

         
         “It feels familiar to me, as well,” Teela said, although her eyes were very blue and her tone far more grudging. Her hand did not leave her sword. 

         
         “You should not feel anything,” the Wevaran said. “I will ask you all to step back. Now.”
         

         
         Androsse frowned. “They are not touching, or being touched, by anything. I can prevent at least that much.”

         
         “No criticism is meant. But they should not feel anything familiar in it; they should not feel anything but wonder or awe
            at what you have chosen to unearth.”
         

         
         “I feel wonder, too,” Serralyn said, voice bright, words laced with a hint of humor.

         
         “Why do you believe what you feel is familiar?”

         
         “The regalia,” Serralyn replied. “It’s the feeling before the Teller speaks. Just before. Like there are words coming and the air is buzzing
            with them, waiting for them to finally be spoken.” She glanced at Teela.
         

         
         Teela nodded.

         
         Robin knew what the exposure to the regalia had done to them, and tensed further. “Should we leave? We can come back when he’s finished . . . reading.”
         

         
         “No.” It was Androsse who answered. “The archive is responding to the two Barrani presences. It may even reveal what we are hoping to understand, given context. The Barrani
            have always had close ties to the Ancients who created the green.”
         

         
         “And your people didn’t?”

         
         His smile was not friendly. “No, not by the end.”

         
         Robin caught Serralyn by the arm and drew her farther away from Androsse. She glanced at him, grimaced, and allowed herself
            to be pulled back. He wasn’t worried about Teela or the other Arbiters.
         

         
         “Terrano’s not happy,” Serralyn whispered. “He’s trying to get in, but they’ve patched up what he refers to as holes.”

         
         “He could just ask,” Robin said.

         
         “I think that wounds his pride.” Serralyn hesitated, and then asked, “Can you feel it?”

         
         Robin was silent. He wasn’t certain how to answer. No would probably be acceptable, but he wasn’t sure that was accurate. The vines that curled around Androsse reached up the
            Arbiter’s arms, as if straining to touch something other than cloth.
         

         
         Robin could almost hear their movement.
         

         
         Serralyn’s intake of breath grew much sharper. She caught Robin by the arm. Robin looked in her direction, but the glow that
            rose from the hilt of the sword caught his eye first. There had always been a ridiculous number of gems on the scabbard; they’d
            always made him feel self-conscious. First, they were a blaring horn call demanding the attention of thieves or violence,
            and second, they were a sign of wealth and power he didn’t actually possess. They made him feel like a fraud.
         

         
         His name—his family name—made him feel like the child he had been when he hadn’t even been old enough to run away competently.

         
         He lifted the sheath in both hands, having sheathed the sword. It was awkward until Serralyn unbuckled the belt.

         
         There was no question about it: the gems on both sides of the scabbard were glowing. The tendrils, the vines, suddenly began
            to separate themselves from Androsse’s arms.
         

         
         “Androsse,” Kavallac said, voice a crack of thunder.

         
         “It’s up to the boy,” the Arbiter snapped back. “But I am reading things I have never read from the archive—something about
            the two Barrani and that sword is invoking passages that—” He fell silent, his mouth half-open on the rest of the words.
         

         
         The vines that had spread from his arms reached out, but they moved slowly, creeping across the air as if the air itself were
            a wall. Those that remained on Androsse’s arms snaked upward; whatever Androsse had done the first time to halt their progress
            was no longer being done.
         

         
         Teela drew sword.

         
         Starrante screeched in furious outrage. “Do not damage the archive!” He spit. With Wevarans, spitting wasn’t a gesture of disgust or disdain. Webbing landed on the floor and Starrante
            picked up strands, weaving a barrier between Teela and Androsse. Or rather, the “book” Androsse held.
         

         
         “He is in danger,” Teela snarled.

         
         “He is Arbiter, An’Teela,” Kavallac replied, as Starrante spit and wove. “This is the seat of our power. Whatever the archive is offering
            for his perusal cannot structurally contaminate him. I would not say the same about either you or the two students. Starrante.”
         

         
         The Wevaran lifted a hurried back leg in the Wevaran nod gesture. It was brief.

         
         “I think it is time you leave,” Starrante said. “All of you. It has been so long since we have attempted to read this particular
            archive, and we have never done so in the presence of students.”
         

         
         Serralyn looked so disappointed that Robin felt bad. Not bad enough to argue that she be allowed to stay if the librarians
            wanted her ejected for her own safety.
         

         
         But the webbing Starrante had erected was as porous as it looked to the naked eye. Robin had seen it repel fireballs before.
            It didn’t seem to stop the vines. They simply snaked through the open spaces in the webbing.
         

         
         Robin couldn’t tell if they were reaching for him or Serralyn. Or for the sword he was holding. He hoped it was the sword.
            The gems brightened as the vine approached, until they were so bright it was hard to discern actual color.
         

         
         Robin wasn’t surprised when the vines wrapped themselves around the scabbard.

         
         He was very surprised when they split to grab both his arm and Serralyn’s.

         
         Teela leaped forward, blade in one hand. The webs that could not prevent the vines’ intrusions could easily block her movements, but the web formation wavered where she struck it with her sword. 

         
         Her sword seemed to ring, as if it were a flat, perfect bell, with the impact. Little flashes of light traveled down the blade’s
            edge.
         

         
         “An’Teela!” Kavallac roared.

         
         Teela didn’t answer with anything but her sword. Had Androsse been free to move, he could have countered her attack. He hadn’t
            moved. He hadn’t spoken. Starrante’s webbing held; the Wevaran was adding to the complex of strands as Kavallac’s voice shook
            the floor beneath their feet.
         

         
         He had never seen the Dragon Arbiter wield sword before. Librarians and swords—even in this strange place—shouldn’t go together.

         
         But the Dragon was a Dragon; the library was her hoard. What made her distinctly unlike most Dragons was that she could somehow
            share that burden. She drew sword now—and the sword was like contained lightning. Where it parried Teela’s sword, that lightning
            flashed and spread, almost blinding in its radiance.
         

         
         In the afterglow, Robin could see the tendrils of vine—the essence of what the Arbiters called a book—catch that light and
            absorb it. Their color changed as they did; they grew thicker, stronger—but they never once touched Starrante’s web.
         

         
         “You will damage the archive!” Kavallac shouted.

         
         Teela once again failed to answer—in words. Robin could have told Kavallac that Teela didn’t care about the archive. She cared
            about Serralyn, who was now entrapped in the vine’s growth, just as Robin was.
         

         
         “Teela!” Serralyn shouted. Her eyes were blue. “Stop!”

         
         She could have said that in the privacy of the namebond she shared with her close Barrani friends. Maybe she spoke out loud
            for Robin’s sake. Maybe she did it so the Arbiters could hear her and understand that her visceral love for this place was
            very like their own.
         

         
         “Stop! You’ll damage the book!” As if she were Starrante, the gentlest of the cohort allowed fear and anger and protectiveness to fill her voice. She was
            shaking as she spoke. Shaking as she lifted her free hand as if she could somehow reach out and grab Teela to physically bring
            her to a stop.
         

         
         She turned to Robin; her eyes were now a much darker blue than Serralyn’s blue usually was. She was almost in tears, which
            shocked Robin.
         

         
         Robin’s scabbard was suspended above the ground by the vines that had enwrapped it. He gritted his teeth, reached for the
            sword’s hilt, and drew the blade from that glowing scabbard.
         

         
          

         Robin had assumed that the library existed to protect books—and knowledge—from people. From the passage of time. From neglect
            and loss. It had never occurred to him until this moment that it also existed to protect people from books.
         

         
         The glow of the gems vanished as the blade was revealed, as if they were lamps and their fire had been instantly extinguished.
            The pale reflected light that gilded the vines dimmed as well, but that process was slower. Only where the vines now touched
            Robin, Serralyn, and Androsse did some light remain.
         

         
         Androsse, frozen midspeech, blinked rapidly. Although they were illuminated, Robin couldn’t make out the color of Androsse’s
            eyes. But Teela’s attacks stopped; Kavallac’s defense—and Dragon ideas of defense usually involved a lot of offense—stopped.
         

         
         Every eye in the room was turned toward Robin and the sword he carried.

         
         “The archive recognizes the sword,” Androsse said. He was the first to speak. His voice was not smooth; it was a wobble of
            sound, half whisper, half speech, as if he’d been shouting at full volume for hours, and his voice had given out.
         

         
         “The archive recognizes the touch of the regalia in An’Teela and Serralyn. Both of you should—must—avoid the green in the near future.” As he spoke, strength returned to
            his voice.
         

         
         “But the sword is the archive’s chief concern. I am seeing information I have never seen in the millennia of searching through
            its contents. But it speaks in a language I do not easily understand. It is not the true tongue. I would be hard pressed to
            call it language at all, but there is intent there. Robin?”
         

         
         Robin could hear Androsse speak at a great remove; the words carried, but they were muffled, almost indistinct. Wind caught
            the words and tore them away, howling as if to deny them. He could see Androsse clearly, could see that his mouth continued
            to move—no sound, however, escaped.
         

         
         “Robin,” Serralyn whispered. Her voice was clear as a morning bell. “The sword.”

         
         He swallowed. Nodded. He had no words to offer. He felt the sword he carried as if its weight had become insubstantial. Some
            of that was Teela’s training, but most wasn’t. The sword itself felt far lighter in his hand than it had ever felt.
         

         
         It had threatened to sear skin from bone when he had stood before the Emperor, not quite understanding what the sword demanded
            until Raven had intervened. Now, it was neither too warm nor too cold. It almost felt like an extension of his hand.
         

         
         Raven’s not going to like it, he thought.
         

         
         Why not?

         
         He’d never been able to explain Raven to outsiders. He’d never fully explained Raven to himself, either. He’d used the catchword
            friend, as if that could somehow encapsulate her, when outsiders asked. Even now, he couldn’t quite find the words to answer the
            question he’d asked.
         

         
         He stiffened.

         
         “No,” Serralyn’s voice continued as a whisper. “It wasn’t you. You didn’t speak then.”

         
         But that made no sense. “You heard it?”

         
         “I heard something. Teela heard it, as well.”

         
         “I was just—I was just talking to myself.” He knew he’d reddened.

         
         She shook her head. Her eyes remained blue, but they’d lessened in intensity. He had a suspicion they wouldn’t become green
            again until they were quit of the library she loved so much.
         

         
         “I think you have to answer the question, though.”

         
         You don’t. You will have a lifetime to answer any questions we have of you, child. It has been so long. So very long. We can
               almost taste the air. We can almost touch the world.

         
         Okay, that was definitely not Robin speaking to himself.

         
         Gardener. Why have you summoned us?

         
         Robin was almost speechless. “Serralyn?”

         
         “Because,” Serralyn replied, “he could. You are aware of what he is, or what he should be.”

         
         Silence.

         
         “But there are those who prevent him from fulfilling his line’s ancient duties.”

         
         The air chilled. Although they weren’t standing beneath the open sky, the light shifted, the atmosphere darkened. It was an
            answer, but wordless.
         

         
         “Even now, they seek to kill him, to end his line. It is to preserve that line that you were given into his keeping.”

         
         Serralyn was speaking to the sword.
         

         
         “But he is mortal,” she said in perfect High Barrani. “He does not have the centuries our people have. None of us understand
            the measure of your power. None of us understand how he might defend what must be defended. None of us understood that you
            have will and intent. He has offered you his life’s blood in pursuit of defense of the duties he must undertake. Will you
            offer him that, in return?”
         

         
         The sense of cloud above Robin’s head increased. The sudden flashes of forked lightning didn’t help. He inhaled. Serralyn
            spoke to the sword. The sword heard her. The sword responded. He wasn’t all that keen on the response, but the lightning hadn’t
            come from the blade itself.
         

         
         The steel of the exposed blade was blue-green, but the blue seemed the stronger color. The runes along the flat were now a shade of gold, warm in the ice of the steel into which they’d been etched. These words, however, seemed more familiar than the initial engravings had. He thought one of them was stylized High Barrani. 

         
         “Sleep,” Serralyn whispered.

         
         He glanced at the vine that had wrapped itself around her forearm. She smiled, just a hint of worry coloring the expression.
            Smiles were seldom so tinged with sadness.
         

         
         “What must I do to wield your power?” Robin asked.

         
         The invisible but viscerally felt clouds began to recede. You already do, Gardener.

         
         The light that limned the blade began to dim. The vines that had touched scabbard, Robin, and Serralyn dimmed at the same
            time. Androsse remained the one bright element in the darkening library stacks.
         

         
         Teela sheathed her sword. Kavallac’s simply vanished. Robin knew the Arbiters were in the very seat of their power; he knew
            they could defend their territory. He had no idea if the blade that had materialized in Kavallac’s hand was a significant
            weapon outside of the library.
         

         
         Teela offered Kavallac a bow that seemed stilted.

         
         Kavallac’s eyes were Draconic red, but flecks of orange lightened the color. As Robin watched, red receded and orange expanded.
            “I am of a mind to revoke your library permission,” she told the lord of the High Court. “No damage, however, was done, and
            some advantage of understanding and knowledge has been granted us.
         

         
         “For the moment, I will suspend your privileges. The final decision will be the chancellor’s.”

         
         Teela nodded, as if the library were a trifle, a thing of momentary substance or use.

         
         Serralyn was utterly still, not in the fashion that Androsse had been, but to Robin it seemed similar.

         
         “Serralyn is a beloved and precious student. Had she the ability, she would have stopped you. Her access is therefore unchanged.” Kavallac exhaled a stream of fire. “But Robin, the events of this visit will have to be discussed with the chancellor. I fear that the archive we unearthed will no longer be as easily contained as it has been since the library’s inception. 

         
         “I regret that we cannot answer the questions posed by the sudden change in the sword.”

         
         “No one could answer those questions,” Androsse said as vines began to untwine from his forearms. “Even could they read what
            I have read today, the answers are not simple; they are not mechanical. What I can say, without further research, is that
            the sword is yours. The sword acknowledged you today for the first time.”
         

         
         “He could already draw the sword,” Teela pointed out.

         
         “He could and did. But that was merely the first test. Ah, no, not test. It was the first overture.”

         
         “And the investment ceremony? The offering of Robin’s blood?”

         
         “He offered that blood,” Androsse said, implacable in his certainty.

         
         “He didn’t have much choice. It was blood or possibly lose the hand,” Teela said.

         
         “Perhaps your time serving the Emperor in his shepherding of mortals has corrupted your common sense.”

         
         “Perhaps the legal definition of choice differs, yes.” Teela had no more give in her than Androsse did. Their eyes were the same color. Teela grimaced and glanced
            at Serralyn.
         

         
         “That was a necessary response to the blade’s first overture. Robin could draw the blade, but the wielding is not, as must
            now be clear, a simple matter of hilt in hand. The sword looks like a sword to your eyes—and,” Androsse added, as if grudging
            the acknowledgment of weakness, “to my own.
         

         
         “Were it not for the presence of at least Serralyn, perhaps that would be extent of the sword’s overtures. But Serralyn was, indeed, present. The sword will not allow Serralyn to wield it, but it recognizes Serralyn—and An’Teela—as very distant kin. 

         
         “And Robin’s attempt to draw it at this time was the third part of an obfuscated conversation.”

         
         “He had drawn it in the library already.”

         
         “To allow us to better frame the information we might unearth, yes. Do not play petty word games with me; you are far, far too young for it. If you are truly so dense that you do not understand to which action I refer, I ask that you refrain from
            speech for the rest of this visit.”
         

         
         Teela didn’t walk out.

         
         “The sword approves of your attempt to protect your ward and your friend. It would not have approved of its success, for it
            perceives you intended damage to the archive itself.”
         

         
         “What—what does the sword do?” Robin asked.
         

         
         “What does any sword do, in the end?”

         
         Robin fell silent. The library slowly took on the rest of its natural color as the archive released Androsse. In his hands,
            lying open, was a simple book. To Robin’s eyes, it didn’t even look that old.
         

         
         “Why does it look like a book now?” Serralyn asked.

         
         “The spells and imperatives at the heart of the library’s creation are powerful,” Androsse replied. “I believe it is similar
            to the power that fuels the ancient garden. But the library was meant as a place to study. What is planted in the garden was
            never meant to be examined.
         

         
         “Even so, there are some archives that cannot be accessed by any but the Arbiters, and as you have no doubt noticed, some
            archives are difficult for all Arbiters to access equally. I will write a report for the chancellor, having concluded this
            particular research project.”
         

         
         “How long will that take?” This time, it was Teela who spoke, her tone just shy of demand.

         
         “As long as it takes,” Androsse replied, unperturbed.

         
         “You are aware now of the garden and the responsibility of its warden.”

         
         “We are.”

         
         “In an attempt to secure what remains of the garden’s stability, we must enter Robin’s former home as soon as it is possible to do so. We do not have time to wait; all waiting is now a threat to
            that stability. It is possible that there are powers that desire the garden to be fully dismantled, and what it contains,
            released. They believe they can utilize the power contained therein.”
         

         
         “Not even the most ambitious of my kin would have believed that.”

         
         “I did not say they were wise.”

         
         Starrante clicked, arms waving in Androsse’s direction. Androsse’s eyes narrowed. He exhaled.

         
         “Understand, young Teela, that I must synthesize a reading experience into language. It is not a matter of simple translation. If I devote my time to writing your report, I might have it complete—for
            a value of complete that would otherwise be considered risible by any scholar—in a week. A more thorough perusal of the archives—those
            that can be handled safely by any of us—would take far longer.
         

         
         “Even we are subject to time. We cannot give you that report before the end of a week.”

         
         Starrante clicked again, then turned to Robin. “In order to produce the report within a week of the Academia’s—and therefore
            your—time, we will have to work within one of the unstable sections that change the subjective work period between the Academia
            and the library, and that means the library must be closed to students. Again.
         

         
         “We do believe that Teela’s concern is justified. But we cannot simply tender a useful report within an hour. It is therefore our suggestion that you repair to the Gardianno grounds immediately. It is my belief that the sword will not be the deciding factor should conflict arise.” 

         
         Androsse added, “Given young Teela’s expression, we would be shocked were we to be informed that no conflict arose. Do let
            us know.”
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         Teela was not in a good mood. Her unhappy mood had spilled into Serralyn. They left the library because Androsse’s curt phrase
            was a dismissal, and they all knew it. Teela didn’t speak. She did, however, take the lead, and Robin followed. Raven had
            yet to appear; she was safe in their room.
         

         
         He didn’t intend to leave the Academia without her, but she needed some quiet time. So did Robin, but Robin didn’t have that
            option.
         

         
         “Well, that was intense,” Terrano said, appearing beside Robin and matching his stride as Robin headed toward the chancellor’s
            office. He wanted to ditch the clothing he’d worn to the investiture, but he accepted that it was the only armor he had. “You
            should have let Raven and me study the sword more. We might have found something useful.”
         

         
         Serralyn glared in Terrano’s direction; he shrugged.

         
         “More seriously,” Terrano continued, “we’re discussing how we approach Gardianno.”

         
         Robin sped up. He was almost certain Teela was telling Terrano to shut the hell up in the public halls, but just in case, he put distance between Terrano’s attempt at discussion and the rest of the students, moving between classes. All of this could be discussed in the chancellor’s office. 

         
          

         If Robin expected the chancellor to inquire about the information the librarians had to offer, he was mistaken. The chancellor,
            seated behind his desk, looked past Robin to Teela. Terrano and Serralyn had entered the office behind them; they might as
            well have been invisible.
         

         
         “Well?”

         
         Teela didn’t expect better manners. “The Hawks will meet us at the Gardianno estate.” She gestured, almost snapping her fingers,
            and a document appeared in her left hand. “We have the writ of guardianship.” Snap. “We have the writ of investiture.
         

         
         “They have had whatever time the failed assassination attempt and our visit to the library could buy. I cannot second a member
            of the Dragon Court. I can—and have—asked for another carriage. It should arrive on the grounds momentarily.”
         

         
         “Where is Raven?”

         
         “She retreated to her room. She, like Robin, is a student of the Academia. If she requires permission to leave the grounds,
            we will require that, as well.”
         

         
         “She does not, at this point, require that permission.”

         
         Teela nodded. “Is there any other information you require of us?”

         
         “I assume the Hawks are investigating the assassination attempt.”

         
         Teela nodded.

         
         “Very clever. Has the human caste court made overtures toward dismissal?”

         
         “I believe those elements that would push for such dismissal are otherwise occupied. It is not clear that they would have
            grounds for exemption; that will have to be determined by the Hawks.”
         

         
         “You believe Barrani were involved.”

         
         “Don’t you?” Teela didn’t even bother with High Barrani.

         
         The Dragon exhaled. “Robin is of great import to the Academia. I do not wish to see him harmed.”

         
         “He is now my ward, Chancellor. I have accepted responsibility for his safety until he reaches the age of majority.” Her smile
            was slender, momentary. “There will be some wiggle room in that acceptance. It is not unknown for Barrani to become legal
            guardians of orphans. The survival rate of those who become wards is perhaps half.
         

         
         “The Emperor has accepted my tenure as guardian with the full understanding that the guardianship will be a Barrani guardianship.”

         
         This confused Robin. It didn’t confuse the chancellor. “He is aware that of age, in terms of mortal years, can be a very extended affair?”
         

         
         “No exception to my guardianship was made for Robin. I am his guardian until he reaches the age of majority. Robin, of course,
            is a citizen of the Empire. When he reaches the legal age of majority for his kin, he may request permission to remove me
            as guardian, as there will be no legal need for it.”
         

         
         “And if he does not petition to have you removed, you intend to remain involved.”

         
         “It is a serious duty among my kin,” she replied. “It is not to be treated lightly, nor is it to be easily discarded. Was
            that not your intent in accepting my suggestion?”
         

         
         The chancellor smiled. His eyes remained orange, but gold flecks could be seen in them. “Very well. I cannot accompany you
            to Gardianno.”
         

         
         “Killianas believed it would be best if you did not. But I am now Robin’s guardian. He will accompany me. All I require from
            you is relevant permissions. Serralyn will remain on the campus.”
         

         
         Serralyn frowned. “Valliant will remain on the campus. We only need one person to stay here. He can relay any information to the chancellor.” 

         
         “You are not the most martial of our students,” the chancellor said, eyes predictably darkening.

         
         “I’m the most scholarly,” she replied. “We don’t know what we might encounter.”

         
         “You can offer that information while remaining here in relative safety.”

         
         “I can,” she agreed. Her tone, however, was a rejection.

         
         Robin glanced at Teela. Her expression was impassive. Clearly this had been discussed outside of Robin’s hearing; she accepted
            Serralyn’s presence.
         

         
         The chancellor came to the same conclusion. He exhaled smoke. “Very well. I will inform your professors that you will be absent
            from class for the day. You have, however, increased the danger to the Academia twofold by your decision.” If the chancellor
            had opinions about Terrano, he didn’t share them.
         

         
         Then again, Terrano, by mutual agreement, was never going to be a student.

         
         Serralyn nodded. She understood the chancellor’s concern. Turning to Robin, she said, “Let’s go get Raven.”

         
          

         Raven was, as expected, in their shared room. She’d upended her pouch of many things and was studying its contents; the study
            involved picking various pieces up and setting them down again, almost as if she couldn’t believe such treasures were in her
            possession. She handled them with delight and reverence.
         

         
         She also began to gather them up—carefully—and put them back in her pouch the moment Robin entered the room, trailed by Serralyn,
            Terrano, and Teela.
         

         
         “We’re going to the Gardianno estate,” Robin told her.

         
         She nodded. “I have the glass.” She hesitated, then said, “Your sword is noisy.”

         
         Robin didn’t argue. To his eyes, the sword had entirely reverted to stupidly pretentious scabbard. The blade was sheathed.
            At any other time, he would have handed Raven the sword; her comment was at heart a request.
         

         
         But he needed it now. Teela examined his clothing, but it was cursory—it was Barrani clothing, Barrani cloth. She didn’t expect
            that the dust and debris from the attack would remain in its folds, and she was right. Her own clothing hadn’t changed, and
            it was unmarred, although she’d been in at least one blast radius.
         

         
         Serralyn, however, wore Academia robes.

         
         Noting the direction of Robin’s glance, Teela shook her head. “She doesn’t have appropriate clothing in her room in the Academia,
            and we don’t have time to procure something more suitable. Her Academia robes will do. Terrano won’t be an embarrassment;
            he will simply fail to be seen.” She turned to Raven. “If you’re ready, we’re leaving now.”
         

         
          

         Teela hadn’t lied to the chancellor. A Barrani-style carriage was waiting at the Academia’s front doors when they exited the
            building. Teela walked right past it.
         

         
         “It’ll be sent to the manse,” Serralyn said, matching Teela’s stride with no difficulty. “But we won’t be in it.”

         
         “How are we getting there? Are we walking?”

         
         “We could, but no. Tiamaris will meet us. There are too many of us to fly on his back—but even if there weren’t, he’s not
            the chancellor. He’ll fuss about the sword Teela’s wearing. We honestly expected more of a fuss from the Emperor.”
         

         
         “The Emperor understands the importance of ceremony,” Teela said. “I was there to be awarded guardianship of Robin; I was
            expected, by the gravity of the situation, to be present in my absolute best.”
         

         
         “You didn’t wear the tiara.” It was Serralyn who pointed this out.

         
         “The Arcanist tiara is not considered my absolute best. What I might achieve with that crown pales in comparison to the sword.
            Serralyn is correct. Lord Tiamaris would be mildly offended should I ask to fly on his back while wearing Kariannos. But he is young, among the Dragons. The Emperor understands that The Three were not made merely to inconvenience Dragonkind;
            they are valuable in conflict with any foe.
         

         
         “Regardless, there are too many of us to easily fly to the Gardianno manse.”

         
         “But we’re going to Tiamaris?”

         
         “The fief, yes. A suitable carriage will be prepared for us there. It is less likely to be marked, given the bridge traffic
            into, and out of, the fief of Tiamaris.”
         

         
         “Unmarked?”

         
         “Most carriages are marked in some insignificant fashion. This one would not be an exception.”

         
         Raven snorted.

         
          

         Robin knew just how ignorant he was. The carriage bore an emblem he didn’t recognize. Teela had had him study the coats of
            arms—why they were even called that, he didn’t know—of the various members of the human caste court. She considered only a
            dozen to be significant.
         

         
         Gardianno was one of the dozen. Harrowmere was another. He believed Meringen was also important. But there were just too many
            for Robin to memorize in such a short time. He’d never envied immortals as much as he had this past week. Serralyn could have
            glanced at the various reports and had them in permanent memory ever after.
         

         
         He didn’t hate being mortal. He was human, after all. But he resented the Ancients for depriving him of the memory that Barrani, Dragons, and Wevaran possessed. It was like humans were meant to stumble along for a few decades before dying. 

         
         Regardless, the crests of the important families—Robin had assumed they were the only families when he had started—were entirely absent. A crest, however, was emblazoned across the doors.
         

         
         Teela frowned at Robin’s expression. “It is not a caste court crest. It is, however, a very significant crest within the Empire.”

         
         “It’s not Barrani.”

         
         “It is not.” Teela reached out and knocked on the door of the carriage. A mortal man in his fifties immediately opened it.
            He jumped down without bothering to lower the stairs to descend. He then offered Teela a truly perfect bow.
         

         
         “Lord Danelle,” he said. It was clearly a courtesy title, but it suited Teela perfectly. He held the door. Teela gestured
            to her three companions. The man lowered the steps so they could enter the entirely mortal carriage. Teela joined them as
            the man who had waited inside the carriage mounted the front seat, picking up the reins.
         

         
         The carriage began to move.

         
          

         “It’s the crest,” Teela said when the wheels began to turn, “of a merchant group. The group itself is considered both respectably
            old and very wealthy. Lord is an affectation, a sign of respect—and he owes that respect.”
         

         
         “You don’t own the merchant group, do you?”

         
         “There is no law against it. The human caste court would not be best pleased were they to know, but I consider that their
            problem. They will not, however, assume that I have command of the Darnel merchant group. The Darnel group’s upper echelons
            have almost blanket permission to visit any of the great houses in the human caste court.
         

         
         “Attacking the carriage of a Barrani lord might be a calculated risk, but the human lords won’t suffer the same consequences as they would attacking this carriage. A Darnel carriage won’t pass without note, but the natural assumption is that this is a financial affair, not a
            political one.
         

         
         “Finances and politics among the humans are often tightly entwined. You will need to study practical economics with more care
            going forward. Gardianno’s wealth is significant—and most of it will be in your hands. It will become yours, to husband or
            utilize as the situation demands.”
         

         
         Raven was fiddling with her pouch. She didn’t open it—there were too many people around—but she was worried. Robin knew the
            look. Without thought, he reached out and covered one of her hands with one of his. She stilled.
         

         
         “Glass,” she whispered.

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “We need glass. We need glass to work.”

         
         “Are you concerned that Helen’s glass won’t fulfill your intended function?” Teela asked.

         
         Raven nodded. “You can’t hear it,” she whispered, as if whispering was the only way to avoid attention.

         
         “No. I don’t hear what you hear. I can hear what Robin hears—although how long that will remain true, I don’t know.” Teela
            glanced out the window before changing the subject. “I ask that you both let me do the talking.”
         

         
         Terrano snorted. “What? She didn’t say anything about the rest of us.”

         
         “It’s a given,” Serralyn said, smiling, although her eyes remained predominantly blue. “She’s going to be diplomatic. You’re
            never, ever going to be good at that.”
         

         
         “I could.”

         
         “If you could be bothered, yes.” She turned to Robin. “We want to head to the basement, right?”

         
         “We need to establish my right to head there first. But if nothing else has changed, it’s in the basement that the true heart
            of the Gardianno domain lies.”
         

         
         The carriage came to a stop at the bridge. The bridge that led to Tiamaris was guarded and supervised, but in the case of the Darnel carriage, the guards had clearly been given permission—or command—to clear its passage. They were waved through after answering a single question. 

         
          

         Teela seemed unperturbed as she watched the city streets pass by. It was only her eyes that gave any hint of worry. Serralyn’s
            eyes were blue as well, but her expression was less neutral. She was almost excited, as if this were a long-anticipated outing
            to the equivalent of a gallery she’d been desperate to enter.
         

         
         Terrano, on the other hand, looked bored. Robin found it comforting. He watched the city streets widen, and watched as they
            emptied. The Gardianno manse was in one of the wealthiest sections of Elantra—a far cry from the geography in which Robin
            had grown up.
         

         
         Lawns disappeared as fences took their place; some were stone walls and others tined metal, like Helen’s. He found the empty
            space uncomfortable. The streets of the warrens were never empty. The streets of most of Elantra were likewise crowded with
            a mix of foot traffic, wagons, carriages. Only here, where money ruled, were people mostly absent.
         

         
         He was accustomed to navigating by landmarks, but the landmarks in this place were so spaced apart they didn’t quite feel
            real; they didn’t feel lived in. These streets were so deliberately pristine, it looked like people didn’t, or couldn’t, live
            here at all.
         

         
         Not people like Robin, anyway.

         
         But he had lived here once. Dim memories surfaced as the carriage continued to move.
         

         
         Raven tapped his hand. “Bad,” she said, her voice soft.

         
         He nodded. They were bad thoughts. He was coming home, for a value of home that meant nothing except death and loss and a responsibility he didn’t
            even know how to shoulder. Bad thoughts. But he’d visited in spirit, and none of the people he might have recognized were working there. Even the kitchen had been rebuilt after the fire that had gutted the manse.
         

         
         The basement might not have changed, but he had never seen it as a child.

         
         He would see it today, if they all survived. Given the scope of the previous assassination attempt, he expected survival to
            be a serious problem. The manor was a giant box; it could hide anything.
         

         
         Even before the carriage came to a stop, Terrano rose, grinning. “My turn?”

         
         Teela nodded. “Be careful. If Arcanists are involved, their abilities are less predictable. No Arcanist shares all of his
            research with his fellow researchers.”
         

         
         Terrano’s grin deepened. “I’ll scout the grounds carefully and let you two know. You’ll have to inform Robin and Raven.” He
            faded from sight as Robin watched.
         

         
         The carriage continued to move in his absence.

         
          

         The guards at the gatehouse—and there was a large gatehouse—stopped the carriage before it could continue up the drive—a wide
            drive that could easily accommodate two carriages of this size moving side by side.
         

         
         “Your business?”

         
         Teela looked out the window; she had chosen the seat that would expose her to the guardhouse first. Robin was certain that
            this hadn’t been accidental. Her expression was as warm and giving as stone.
         

         
         “I am An’Teela,” she said—in High Barrani. The guards would be expected to understand every word, in theory. “I have come
            at the behest of the Eternal Emperor, as guardian to Robin. He has been invested as the Gardianno by the caste court and the
            Emperor himself.” She held out the two writs she’d showed to the chancellor.
         

         
         The widening eyes of the guard made clear that they hadn’t been informed. But if Teela’s words were true, if the documents were not outrageous, clever forgeries, they couldn’t deny her entry. 

         
         Offending a Barrani lord who carried an Imperial writ was above their pay grade. The decision wasn’t theirs to make. The people
            who currently ruled the manor might demand such action—but their rule was now contested.
         

         
         “Very well. You may continue.” Opening the gates seemed a slower than necessary affair, and Robin could see a guard sprinting
            toward the main house. The guard would likely reach an authority before the carriage reached the front doors. The remaining
            guards chose not to insert themselves into the conflict in any way.
         

         
         Robin didn’t begrudge them this; he’d’ve done the same thing if he’d ever been lucky enough to have their jobs. But the gates
            did open, and the driver once again urged the horses forward.
         

         
          

         There were two carriages parked along the main drive. Robin thought nothing of it until he caught Teela’s expression; neutrality
            gave way to a grim certainty. One of the carriages was Barrani in make and style; the other was similar to the one in which
            they now sat. Both were empty, although the mortal carriage contained a driver who turned at the sound of approaching horses.
         

         
         Robin didn’t recognize the man, but didn’t expect to.

         
         Teela didn’t appear to recognize him either, which was likely a good sign.

         
         “Are you ready?” Teela asked, although she didn’t turn to look at Robin.

         
         Robin swallowed. “Does it matter?”

         
         At that, she did look back, her lips folding in a fierce, brief grin. She didn’t answer with words. Instead, she knocked on the carriage wall. The driver descended immediately and opened the door, lowering steps so the occupants could exit the carriage with dignity. The only person present who required that dignity was Robin. 

         
         But Robin was the Gardianno, if underage. Dignity, it had been drilled into his head, was vastly important, especially given
            his upbringing. The streets of the warrens had been his home. Not this rebuilt manor, full of strangers and the people who
            had murdered the family who should have lived here.
         

         
         Not his cousin, who was no doubt within the walls, awaiting Robin’s entrance. Not his aunt. Not his younger cousin, Larana—still
            adult by Imperial measure. Not the many servants who labored for his uncle Grannick, a man who had lost the position he had
            shed so much blood to achieve.
         

         
         Two guards stood in front of the doors. Robin couldn’t tell if this was normal; the only fancy house he’d visited to date
            had been Helen, and Helen was a sentient building—she had no need of guards.
         

         
         Teela didn’t appear to notice the guards at all. Serralyn noticed them, but she’d composed her face in a way that echoed Teela’s
            quietly grim neutrality. Raven, however, caught Robin’s hand. She not only noticed the guards, but shied away from them, as
            if afraid their gaze would burn. If Teela disapproved—and, given her lessons, there was no way she didn’t—she accepted it
            without a change in expression. Robin was certain he would hear about it later.
         

         
         Men of power did not walk while holding anyone’s hand. Not literally.
         

         
         The door swung open. A servant, very neatly dressed, stood on the other side of the frame, his expression as neutral as Teela’s.

         
         “We carry Imperial writs,” Teela told him. She’d demanded the right to speak on Robin’s behalf. He’d never be so grateful
            for a command in his life. She withdrew those writs from thin air; they glimmered briefly as she handed them into the man’s
            keeping.
         

         
         The man, for his part, made a show of reading those writs, with their tiny but precise High Barrani orders. This took time, during which Robin and Raven waited. Serralyn stood beside Teela, as if she were an aide, a second-in-command, or a senior servant. 

         
         The man finished reading and returned the documents to Teela’s hands. He bowed to her, the bow as precise as his clothing
            and expression. “Please follow me. The household is in some disarray. Our master has been convalescing. His son has undertaken
            the duties that were once our master’s responsibilities. He will join you as soon as he is able.”
         

         
         The man led them to a large sitting room. “Refreshments will be prepared.”

         
         Teela said nothing. She entered the room; it appeared to be empty.

         
         Raven’s hand tightened around Robin’s until his knuckles were white. Her expression had shifted; her gaze bounced off the
            walls as if it were a trapped bird. She wanted to run. She wanted to tell Robin they needed to run.
         

         
         He knew. He’d expected as much. But she knew they couldn’t. Even if she felt they had to, they couldn’t here. This was where
            Robin had to be.
         

         
         Teela’s eyes narrowed as she glanced at the same walls that had induced near-panic in Raven. Her snort was inelegant, almost
            disgusted. When she spoke, she uttered three resonant syllables, snapping her fingers for drama rather than effect. Her smile
            when she was done was unkind.
         

         
         “Enchantment?” Robin asked Serralyn.

         
         Serralyn nodded. “It was a simple enchantment. Someone wanted to hear what we had to say.”

         
         “And they can’t now?”

         
         “Given what Teela just did, they’re going to have problems hearing anything for at least an hour.”

         
         “Do you have any idea who was doing the listening?”

         
         Serralyn shook her head. “It would be possible to trace the enchantment because it requires a direct link to the listener, or listeners; usually the end point is an object. She likely shattered that.” 

         
         “Wouldn’t it have been better to find out who was listening in?”

         
         Serralyn shook her head. “We already know. Terrano’s here, remember? But even if we didn’t, Teela’s making her own statement.
            If they want to play games, there are consequences for losing.”
         

         
         “Who was listening?”

         
         “I believe your aunt and your older cousin. There’s no sign of your younger cousin—Seldon’s sister.”

         
         “At all?”

         
         “At all.”

         
         “Were there signs of Arcanists?”

         
         “About that . . .”

         
         “Yes,” Teela said.

         
         “Barrani?”

         
         “Possibly. Terrano has encountered some difficulty.” At Robin’s expression, she shook her head. “He understands what’s at
            stake; for Terrano, he’s been positively cautious.”
         

         
         Teela nodded as her gaze swept the foyer. “There are odd spells, subtle spells, around the basement. They are not simple applications
            of detection or warning spells; they are, as far as Terrano is able to discern, cast in a dome around the basement itself.
            Raven?”
         

         
         She was utterly silent. Robin couldn’t feel his hand.

         
         “Your cousin Seldon will be present shortly.” Teela then turned her gaze on Raven. “Do what you feel must be done—but understand:
            this is where Robin must stand, guardian.” She grimaced.
         

         
         “Whatever they intended to do, they must be trying to complete now. People who rush oft make foolish mistakes. But these mistakes have consequences far beyond their folly. Speed is of the essence—for both of us. 

         
         “Can you hear them?” Teela continued.

         
         Raven’s eyes narrowed. She wasn’t refusing to answer; she was considering her answer carefully. “It’s loud,” she finally said.
            “It’s too loud. There are many voices, overlapping.”
         

         
         Teela cursed. Robin even understood the words—they were in his mother tongue. He had never heard Teela use that language before.

         
         “Your cousin will arrive very shortly, accompanied by your aunt and three servants.”

         
         “Is Larana not with them?” The question was quiet, almost a whisper.

         
         “I don’t believe Terrano would recognize her. He recognizes your aunt, having scouted the manse before.”

         
         “She’s younger than Seldon. Maybe four years younger.” He started to describe her, but stopped. He’d last seen her when he
            was four, and his memories of the child she had been then wouldn’t be helpful now.
         

         
         “One of the servants accompanying Seldon and his mother is under enchantment; we do not believe it is your cousin Larana.
            Remain by my side until and unless Raven attempts to remove you. If she does, follow Raven. Do you understand?”
         

         
         Robin nodded, wordless.

         
         “Terrano will remain as he is unless you require his aid.”

         
         “I’m used to Terrano being a disembodied voice,” Robin told her.

         
         Teela grimaced. If she had more to say, she kept it to herself as the door was opened by the same servant who had led them
            here.
         

         
         Robin’s aunt—a woman he barely remembered—and his cousin Seldon entered the room. They were followed by two servants, who
            pushed wheeled carts containing trays with elaborate domed lids.
         

         
         Seldon offered Robin the bow due the head of the family. Robin’s aunt offered him the nod between equals of the same rank. This might once have been lost on Robin—she was his elder, and a part of the Gardianno family, if by marriage. It was not lost on him now, thanks to Teela’s grueling etiquette lessons. 

         
         It wasn’t lost on Teela, either.

         
         Then again, Teela had taken a seat and had remained seated when his aunt and his cousin entered the room—and that wasn’t lost
            on his aunt. All the little wars that could be won and lost by adding or withholding social gestures. But really, that wasn’t
            all that different from the warrens, if he thought about it. The gestures were different, but wordless gestures could start
            wars.
         

         
         Standing in Giselle’s spot, for instance, near the largest of the wells in the warrens.

         
         If he understood anything in this strange new world, it was that Giselle was guardian in her own right, that her work and
            Robin’s work were entwined, but they had separate duties. Robin’s responsibility was here, in this place, and to do his duties,
            to begin to do them, he must own it.
         

         
         Teela, having made her point, rose. “Lord Seldon,” she said, granting him the courtesy she failed—entirely—to show his mother.
            “I have brought the Emperor’s writ; it will not contain anything that was not discussed and decided at the meeting of the
            caste court, but perhaps it will offer some granularity of detail.”
         

         
         “An’Teela,” Seldon said in acknowledgment. He held out a hand to accept the writs that his mother would have burned to ash
            with gaze alone. Seldon’s control of his facial expressions was far better than his mother’s. It was probably why Teela treated
            him with passable respect.
         

         
         Robin’s aunt couldn’t manage even that, which made things far easier for Robin. Had she come in tears, had she come wearing the visage of a shattered wife in mourning, he would have faltered. He felt the pull of that sympathy as a painful weight even seeing Seldon’s expression. 

         
         But his aunt grabbed the writs from her son’s hand as if he was a servant with whom she was displeased.

         
         “The Emperor cannot possibly expect that the disentangling of my husband’s assets from his sister’s can be done instantly,”
            she said, glaring at Teela. She didn’t seem to notice Robin at all. Teela was the power in the room, and she knew it. They
            all did.
         

         
         “I am empowered to present the Imperial declarations,” was Teela’s smooth reply. “I am not empowered to second-guess the Emperor’s
            command. Should you wish to do so, that is your right. But questioning of that nature I leave in your hands. The conveying
            of his commands is in mine. Seldon, as prior regent, was present for the investiture. Perhaps your son might enlighten you
            should you find this difficult.”
         

         
         “It cannot be done instantly,” his aunt continued. “A grace period in which—”

         
         “If the writ does not offer a grace period—and it does not, but perhaps your facility with High Barrani precludes your acceptance—no
            grace period has been offered. The Gardianno grounds are the property of the Gardianno, and according to Imperial Law, that
            person is now Robin of Gardianno, not Grannick.”
         

         
         As the maid moved toward them, Teela lifted a hand. “We do not have time for refreshments. There is much to be done. I will
            ask that you open your account books and paperwork for my inspection.”
         

         
         “You do not have that right—”

         
         “I do. Please refer to the writs in your hands.”

         
         The maid nodded in brief acknowledgment. Robin’s aunt, however, was her master. The servant stopped at Teela’s words, but
            continued when the aunt lifted a hand in silent command.
         

         
         The maid once again moved forward.

         
         Teela gestured and spoke a sharp, loud word.

         
         Robin’s hair stood on end as lightning fell from the ceiling, dropping large chunks of plaster with it.
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         Teela’s sword came out of its sheath. Robin noted, perhaps for the first time, that the length of the sword didn’t match the
            sheath Teela wore. Had it, there was no way it could be bound by the sword belt on which it was carried when she wasn’t in
            combat.
         

         
         It was a ridiculous detail to notice, but sometimes his thoughts were ridiculous.

         
         Teela stepped forward. Robin, as commanded, had remained close to her, as had Serralyn. Because they had, the blistering heat
            that melted the long couch failed to melt them, as well.
         

         
         The other servant, another maid, but younger, screamed.

         
         Seldon shouted in alarm. Robin’s aunt kept at least this much dignity: she did not raise voice at the sudden swell of magic
            in this room. Her expression became almost resigned as she watched fire part around Teela, Robin, Raven to melt the floor
            and scorch the wall behind them.
         

         
         Teela shouted a word, a second word, and leaped.

         
         Her sword was met with sword as the appearance of a Gardianno maid dissolved completely, shattered by the impact of Teela’s
            magic and the weapon she bore.
         

         
         She had always suspected Barrani involvement in this crime. Her involvement with Robin had clearly hardened the suspicion to near certainty. This visit cemented it completely. 

         
         Serralyn leaped to the right; Raven dragged Robin to the left.

         
         The Barrani woman who had chosen to wear the servant’s mask swung sword toward Teela with a force that broke the floor. Teela
            simply turned to the side to avoid its passage, minimizing her movements and bringing her sword up almost in the same gesture.
         

         
         Once again it landed with a resounding clang—but this time, it wasn’t due to parried blade; her sword had struck a shimmering,
            slender barrier, a magical shield. That shield became visible to Robin’s eyes as the sword hit it. It looked like a tall glass
            dome—one that had been cracked by the impact, and would not survive a second attempt.
         

         
         It did not survive a second attempt. Nor did the woman whose magic Teela’s sword shattered. Her upward swing—a move Robin
            couldn’t imagine he could replicate—caught the underside of Barrani jaw—and kept going.
         

         
         Barrani blood was very red; so was Teela, although none of her own had yet been shed. Her clothing absorbed it, darkening.

         
         “I find your hospitality lacking,” she said to Robin’s aunt. “But perhaps mortal attempts to mimic my kin are the cause of
            it.” Robin couldn’t see her grin, but he could hear it in her tone.
         

         
         Before his aunt could reply, the door to the room, which had been closed quietly behind Robin’s kin, opened.

         
         Raven’s hand tightened around Robin’s as three more people entered the room.

         
         None of the three had wasted time attempting to disguise themselves as Gardianno servants. They wore robes Robin loosely associated
            with the Arcanum; the robes’ hoods obscured their faces. Hoods didn’t obscure the lines of their chins or the color of their
            skin, though: they were Barrani, of a height, and ready to join the battle.
         

         
         Two drew swords.

         
         One did not.

         
         Robin knew he couldn’t fight with the sword he’d been given. It existed as a statement. It existed, in the moment, as a lie.
            It was there to make certain he looked the part of a wealthy, competent young lord—but it didn’t speak to the substance. Still,
            he understood the importance of appearance now; he understood that its presence implied power.
         

         
         He shook himself free of Raven’s hand and unsheathed the blade that had come from the West March. He drew it perfectly, as
            he’d practiced. He even stepped to the side to give Teela more space. She didn’t need it. She leaped up—it was a small wonder
            she didn’t hit the ceiling. In a lesser manor, she would have. This one had been built to impress guests, so the ceilings
            were tall.
         

         
         Serralyn moved toward Robin, but her gaze wasn’t on the swordsmen; it was on the unarmed Barrani nearest the door.

         
         Teela landed, her blade sweeping across the room in an arc so fast it caused a buffet of wind in its wake. The abandoned wheeled
            carts flew back toward the nearest wall, hitting the servant who appeared to be genuine before crashing into it. Seldon armed
            himself; the aunt did not.
         

         
         She’d taken Teela’s measure in the instant Teela had failed to die by fire or sword. The first attacker had been more powerful
            than the two who remained. Robin couldn’t assess the third; he was certain that the lack of weapon meant their most powerful
            offense rested in magic.
         

         
         It was the mage he was worried about, given what Teela had just done to the Barrani who wielded both magery and sword.

         
         He wasn’t expecting the mage to grunt and collapse as a second spray of blood spattered door, wall, and carpet. Teela hadn’t
            even reached the mage.
         

         
         Terrano had.

         
         The out-of-phase Barrani appeared behind the mage; he was armed, not with sword, but with a long knife. Robin wished he’d carried one, as well; he was far more confident in his ability to wield the knife Terrano did than the sword currently in his hand. 

         
         The two surviving Barrani would not be standing for much longer.

         
         The aunt raised voice, calling for guards, but it was the equivalent of spoken detritus. One of the two Barrani men leaped
            toward Robin, his eyes widening at the sword in Robin’s hand.
         

         
         Teela made certain he didn’t reach his intended target; she cut the man in two, barely glancing in his direction. That left
            one. One and Raven, who grabbed Robin’s free hand.
         

         
         “We need to run,” she said. Something about the word run was distinctly different. He understood it the moment he heard it. Running with sword in hand might be something people learned
            to do on battlefields. This sitting room with its damaged floors and bodies was exactly that.
         

         
         Robin had always followed Raven’s instinct. When she grabbed his hand, when the word run left her lips, he might have been a poor child in the warrens.
         

         
         Raven pulled Robin past Teela and her last opponent. Aunt Emelia moved to block her passage. Robin raised his decorative sword.
            Aunt Emelia was unarmed, but she had called the Gardianno guards; she expected they’d be substitutes for an actual weapon.
            No, it was Seldon that was the problem.
         

         
         Seldon was armed. He was older than Robin and had no doubt received the training Robin hadn’t. Seldon’s sword, far less ostentatious
            than Robin’s, was far more of a danger to anyone Seldon considered an enemy.
         

         
         Robin couldn’t kill his aunt. He realized that he couldn’t kill Seldon, either. Not unless Seldon attacked him first and Robin
            got lucky. Whatever it was that allowed Teela to casually kill two or three people wasn’t in him.
         

         
         It wasn’t Teela that had chilled him, though; it was Terrano.

         
         Serralyn knew. She hadn’t drawn a weapon. But when Seldon moved in to stop Robin from leaving the room, she lifted a hand. She didn’t speak the way Teela spoke; her gestures, however, were far more complicated. 

         
         “Seldon, move,” Robin said quickly, to forestall possible use of magic.

         
         Seldon was almost green in color, and his sword arm was shaking.

         
         Robin knew Seldon was listening. He wanted to kill Robin just as much as Robin wanted to kill him. “You don’t understand what
            your parents were doing here. You don’t understand what they’re trying to destroy. Whatever they’ve told you—it’s wrong. It’s
            a lie. If the guards arrive to stop us, Teela will have to kill them all. If they’re your people, you should care about their
            lives. But if you don’t let us go now, it won’t matter. Every single person in this manor will be dead.” He spoke with certainty,
            because he suddenly was certain.
         

         
         “It won’t be just the house,” Terrano added. He had come to join Robin, his knife still red, but not as wet. “Your father
            was a fool. Your mother is worse. We still have some chance of fixing their terrible mistake. Or you can die here. I personally
            don’t care. Your entire family is likely to die anyway, given your collective crimes. But you don’t have to take everyone
            else with you.
         

         
         “Up to you for the next five seconds.”

         
         “Guards!” Aunt Emilia all but screamed.

         
         There was no answer, no rushing of feet. Robin glanced at Terrano with dawning horror.

         
         “They’re just human,” Terrano said, although he didn’t take his eyes off Seldon. “It wasn’t necessary to kill them.” He stepped
            between Seldon’s blade and Robin, lifting the long knife.
         

         
         “Robin, move!” Teela shouted somewhere in the distance. Time almost stopped. Robin had known that the cohort had made plans. He wondered
            now if the rest of the cohort was here.
         

         
         Raven moved then. Together they moved past Seldon and Seldon’s naked blade; they moved past his aunt, who’d turned her ire on her son. Robin hoped he wouldn’t encounter his cousin Larana in the basement—because he knew that was where they were heading. 

         
          

         The guards in the hall weren’t dead. They appeared to be sleeping, although some were lying facedown on the floor, so he couldn’t
            be certain. He didn’t check.
         

         
         The hall was otherwise silent. Raven sped up, and Robin stopped her. He sheathed his sword. He didn’t need the decoration
            now. If swords were meant to convey power in the face of his enemies, that power had done nothing to dissuade them from attacking.
         

         
         He doubted anything but death would, in his aunt’s case. She was facing that anyway, if the investigation into his parents’
            murders was reopened—and it would be. Anything she did now she could justify as self-defense, in a precarious, extralegal
            way. It wouldn’t hold up in a court of law—and Robin had studied that law as much as he could in his spare hours from the
            moment he’d decided he wanted to cooperate with Teela’s request.
         

         
         Law didn’t matter here. She was fighting for her life now.

         
         Seldon was fighting for his life. For his life, and Larana’s.

         
         Grannick was unlikely to ever wake fully again. If he did, what woke within him wouldn’t be the murderous uncle—that man was
            already dead. Robin hated it. He wanted Grannick to stand trial. He wanted the Empire to know what Grannick had done. If Grannick’s family were to lose everything, there was a reason for it.
         

         
         Justice.

         
         Justice was so slippery. What was it, really? How did it exist as something to be upheld when you couldn’t point at it, couldn’t
            touch it? How could Robin, who grew up in the warrens, even believe in justice? Giselle would have called him a fool. Raven
            would have called him a fool if he could have had this discussion with her.
         

         
         What mattered in the warrens was friends and family—if you were lucky enough to have any of them. Robin had had Raven. Raven was still here. She was friend, family, guardian. She was also momentum. He almost couldn’t keep pace with her. 

         
         Terrano and Serralyn pulled up the rear; Terrano was, and remained, visible. Robin could see them when he glanced over his
            shoulder; Raven’s loud tsk meant she’d noticed him doing so. There were clear rules about running, and looking backward was breaking one of them.
         

         
         He’d seen this manor only once, when he’d traveled in spirit. Once hadn’t been enough. Terrano surged ahead, passing through
            their physical bodies, although he remained mostly visible. He’d been in the manor more often than Robin had, and he knew
            the way.
         

         
         Robin thought Raven would find the way, but he wasn’t certain. She seemed to accept Terrano’s interference and followed him. He moved far faster than either
            of them could. The stairs down, at least at Helen’s, were off the kitchen. They weren’t off the kitchen here. Or they weren’t
            anymore.
         

         
         Terrano reached a door and passed through it.

         
         Raven had to open it first. Serralyn hissed a syllable, and Raven stopped, hand hovering above the door’s ward.

         
         “Don’t touch it. Do not touch it yet.” Serralyn was in the advanced practical magic class, which Robin aspired to join in the future. Given her reaction,
            he wondered if the class had much to teach the Barrani student.
         

         
         As if she could hear his thoughts, and she knew him better than any of the rest of her Barrani friends, she said, “It’s not
            directly me. It’s Teela.”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “I learn best with nonverbal foci. Teela doesn’t, or didn’t. Personally, I think she just likes making the noise. But you know we’re all namebound. She can see what I can see. She can do—with difficulty—what any of us can do. She can even mimic Terrano’s specialized abilities. She’s much more inside my head at the moment.” 

         
         “But she’s fighting!”

         
         “No, that’s over. She’s guarding your aunt and your cousin—and she ordered the maid to have all the servants evacuated because,
            in her words, the sitting room damage was going to look like a paint job in comparison to what was likely to happen to the
            rest of the manse.”
         

         
         “The butler?”

         
         Serralyn shrugged. “He’s not our problem, hopefully. But I’d guess we’ll see him soon. Teela’s figured it out. Maybe. The
            only person who can bypass the ward without exploding or being sent somewhere else is you, Robin.”
         

         
         “That can’t be true. There are already people in the basement.”
         

         
         “Terrano pointed that out. Terrano can—obviously—bypass the door and the protections. He says it’s tricky, and even if I could copy him, I couldn’t take the two of you with me.” She glanced at Raven.
         

         
         Raven shook her head.

         
         “Can we just, I don’t know, destroy the door?”

         
         Serralyn frowned. “I don’t think this door ward appeared for no reason. I think you can touch it because you’re the Gardianno.
            It was meant to keep people out—but they probably didn’t count on you arriving so quickly in person, because they can’t, in
            Teela’s opinion, keep you specifically out. If they could, they would have—I think that was the point of the Barrani assassins.”
         

         
         “Did you recognize them?”

         
         “Sedarias recognized the first one.”

         
         “And she doesn’t want to talk about it?”

         
         “She’s been talking about it with Teela, but Teela’s a bit distracted.” She winced. “And she says you should be way more distracted
            than she is.”
         

         
         “Is she certain about the ward?” Robin asked.

         
         “Yes.” It was Raven who’d answered. “Only you, because you have the blessing.” She was staring at the ward as if the complicated sigil were a novel, writ small. “There’s blood on it, though.” 

         
         Robin stiffened.

         
         “It might be a sigil that will allow those with the blood of Gardianno in.”

         
         He hoped that they’d dragged Grannick’s unconscious body to the door and gotten blood that way—but he had a sickening suspicion
            that the question of the whereabouts of Seldon’s younger sister was about to be answered.
         

         
         He lifted his hand—not his sword hand. Raven’s came with it. She loosened her grip and let her arm fall; she’d barely looked
            in Robin’s direction. He glanced at her and froze—her eyes were white. White and shining.
         

         
         “Don’t touch it!” he shouted, pulling their hands apart. He didn’t know why, but he felt that shining light as an existential
            threat. “. . . just don’t touch it. Don’t touch anything like this in the basement.” He hesitated. “Would you wait here?”
         

         
         She shook her head, her eyes becoming her normal eyes, her expression mutinous and hurt.

         
         “Why do you want to leave her?” Serralyn asked. She didn’t argue with his decision; she just needed to understand it.

         
         Sadly, Robin couldn’t put his fear into words—he didn’t understand it himself. “I think—I think it could be dangerous for
            Raven.”
         

         
         She turned to Raven. “What is Robin afraid of?”

         
         The question eased the hurt expression, but there was no doubt: Raven was going where Robin went. “He’s afraid I’ll have to
            go away. I’m the guardian. I’m the guardian that serves the Gardianno. No. I was. I was that. I’m Raven now. He’s afraid I won’t be able to be Raven anymore.”
         

         
         Was he? Yes. Yes, he was. Raven had expressed the heart of a fear that hadn’t even made it into words inside of Robin’s head.
            Raven did, however, lower her hand.
         

         
         Robin lifted his. “Do I have to bleed on this ward?”

         
         Raven shook her head. “Family blood. Emergency.”

         
         Robin’s hand hovered above the ward that had caused the change in Raven’s eyes. He’d already decided he would take—and fulfill—the
            duties of the Gardianno. But he wouldn’t surrender Raven to them. Wherever Raven had come from, whatever she had been, she
            was Raven now. His friend, his true family.
         

         
         That determination firmly in mind, he placed his palm against the ward.

         
         The door opened inward.

         
          

         Basements often required a source of light. Terrano, waiting impatiently on the other side of the door, held a torch.

         
         “I took it from the wall at the end of the stairs,” he whispered.

         
         “There are people here?”

         
         “There are people here. Two human, two Barrani.”

         
         “Did you recognize the Barrani?” Serralyn asked.

         
         “I didn’t. Sedarias didn’t. Teela, sadly, did. Barrani Hawks are on the way, but she doesn’t want to leave the suspects to
            join us. She’s rethinking that,” he added, his tone uncharacteristically grim. “But she won’t take the risk until we can get
            a good enough look.”
         

         
         “You couldn’t?”

         
         “I couldn’t without tripping their protective alarms, no. They didn’t notice me—but they were heavily focused on doing something quickly. Now,” he added, “it doesn’t necessarily matter—there’s no way Robin can travel the way I can, and it gives you a
            headache.” He glanced at Robin. “Do you have any idea what you’re supposed to be doing here?”
         

         
         “Maybe? But I don’t think I can do it while four people are trying to kill me.”

         
         “They can’t kill you,” Raven told him, her voice flat and certain. “Not if you can reach the heart of the garden.”

         
         “But they can kill him on the way?”

         
         She nodded. “Maybe. Everything is wrong here. The air is wrong. The sound is very wrong. I think—I think they’re breaking
            containers. Or they’ve broken some of them. It’s not as easy as it sounds if there’s no Gardianno.”
         

         
         Terrano frowned. “Grannick is still in his bed. It’s not him.”

         
         Robin hesitated. He wanted to ask about Larana.

         
         As if Terrano could hear the thought, he continued. “One of the two humans doesn’t seem to be there voluntarily. She’s adult,
            but she’s not very old. It seems to be the Barrani who are directing her.”
         

         
         Larana. Cousin. “She’s not there voluntarily?”

         
         “She’s a bit battered. No, I don’t think she’d be there at all if she had any choice.”

         
         Robin needed to give her the choice, then. “The other human?”

         
         “Not clear to me—but definitely working with the Barrani. The Barrani are giving directions, though.”

         
         Robin inhaled. “There was a dome—Teela saw a dome—of protective magic over the basement. It’s probably theirs. Could she identify
            the mage by the cast spell?”
         

         
         Serralyn shook her head. “It’s a good sign. Small magics are much harder to assess that way. I’m guessing they didn’t want
            to take chances.”
         

         
         “Or they’re Arcanists, and the power they’re using isn’t directly their own.”

         
         “Or that, yes.” She glanced at Terrano.

         
         “Hooded,” he replied, frowning, his gaze focused on a point beyond them. “So their faces weren’t entirely clear, especially
            not at the distance I had to keep.” He hesitated, and then added, “The area is strangely murky. I could approach it, but it
            was harder than most places are to move through. There are . . . jagged bits of reality, like there are planes here that break
            and overlap. I step to the side to be invisible, but it’s hard when the other spaces are so fractured.
         

         
         “It’s definitely not safe for amateurs.”

         
         “He means me,” Serralyn added quickly. “He’s probably right. I find it difficult to navigate the sidestep, and right now there
            are too many things that would make it dangerous.”
         

         
         “You’ll end up in the wrong place?”

         
         She shook her head. “Only parts of me will end up in the wrong place.” Serralyn’s voice came out oddly muffled, with gaps and breaks between familiar syllables
            that made the entirety of the words sound almost foreign.
         

         
         Mixed in with it were other syllables, some high and whispering, some low and rumbling, broken things straining to be heard.

         
         Raven removed her pouch of precious things from the folds of her robes. In silence, she handed Robin one of the glass jars
            Helen had manufactured. It wasn’t what he’d been expecting her to do. Not yet. He hadn’t reached the room in which the Gardianno
            pattern had been so painstakingly engraved on the floor.
         

         
         In the depths of Helen’s practice room, the jar Raven passed into his hand had seemed entirely unremarkable. In torchlight,
            in the absence of a light that mimicked full day, it didn’t. Had he been asked, he would have said it was a glass jar, but
            the glass had become strange. It wasn’t dark the way wine bottles could be dark; it was clear enough he could see his palm
            on the other side. But it was oddly colored, and the colors seemed to flow into each other, moving quickly enough he couldn’t
            name them.
         

         
         It felt warm, the temperature of his skin. If he tightened his grip, he thought he’d change the shape of the jar itself. He
            had no sense that the glass would break.
         

         
         He wanted to sheathe his sword, but it had become oddly warm in his hand. According to Androsse, he’d passed the sword’s test—but
            Androsse’s ability to translate whatever it was he’d found in the archive had been shaky.
         

         
         The blade was green now, the faint underpinning of blue giving way to a deeper color. The runes were gold. They were clear to Robin’s eyes, but as he looked at them, as if searching for a deeper meaning—or, to be truthful, instructions—they sharpened further, almost vibrating, as if they weren’t engraved in the otherwise steady blade. 

         
         The vibrations grew; they became sounds. Syllables. He couldn’t understand a single one. They flowed together almost musically,
            but they made no sense.
         

         
         But he could feel them, each syllable resonant and louder than any of the other half-murmuring voices he could also hear. It wasn’t that the
            sword’s runes were shouted; they weren’t. But they were steady, solid, loud—as if spoken by a person who was so accustomed
            to command, there was no doubt at all in their voice.
         

         
         He found it calming, even if the words failed to translate themselves into something he could understand. The voices that
            had interrupted Serralyn’s words, interfering enough that those words had come out oddly choppy, fell silent. 
         

         
         The sword itself could be heard. Raven seemed to relax, as if she could hear the silence descend.

         
         “This is what it should sound like,” Raven told them, her own voice a hush. It matched and harmonized with the sword’s spoken
            syllables.
         

         
         “But is the sword doing this?”

         
         Raven shook her head. “The sword isn’t Gardianno. It doesn’t belong in the garden.” She glanced at the blade, frowned, and
            added, “Maybe.”
         

         
         As if the silence Raven considered normal were an existential threat, other voices rose in sharp panic, anger, and warning.
            Robin could understand those voices. He glanced at Terrano and Serralyn. They nodded, as well. Terrano looked at Robin’s full
            hands—jar and sword. Grimacing, he handed Serralyn the torch he’d been carrying. She took it as Terrano turned and moved—swiftly—ahead.
         

         
          

         Serralyn surprised Robin; she cursed in clear Elantran. “Teela can’t join us,” she said. “Unless you open the door.”

         
         Raven shook her head, the movement continuing for longer than normal. “Dangerous.”

         
         Serralyn clearly agreed. “She’ll handle upstairs. Terrano’s not good with weapons. He’s not good with offensive magic, either.”
         

         
         “Defensive?”

         
         “Only when it involves his own survival. He’s his own magical tool, but all of his skill is in a kind of evasion most mages
            can’t learn.” Her grimace deepened. “Teela is very good with magic. I’m getting an earful about my ability with a sword, just so
            you know. She’s going to be here as much as she can be—but it’s going to be through the namebond, and that’s not comfortable
            for either of us. If I sound like Teela, it’s because Teela’s taken over.
         

         
         “She’s worried,” Serralyn added.

         
         So was Robin. He was good with neither magic nor sword. He was heading toward a room occupied by two Barrani and two humans—one
            of whom might be his cousin Larana. He had few memories of Larana. As a young child, it was Seldon he’d adored. Seldon had
            had no knowledge about the murders that had landed his father in the Gardianno seat. Larana probably hadn’t, either.
         

         
         He hoped, desperately, that Terrano was right: Larana wasn’t here voluntarily.

         
         Fire erupted in the hall ahead—and it lingered, burning. At its heart stood Terrano.

         
         Serralyn’s breath was sharp, short, but no words followed as Terrano, limned in flame, walked into the large cavern-like room
            that Robin had seen only once. The frame of a door was revealed by the light Terrano had become, and if Robin thought the
            fire ornamental, he was corrected when the frame of the door blackened and cracked.
         

         
         “He’s—he’s okay?”

         
         Serralyn’s brow was creased, but she nodded. “For now. I told you—he can defend himself. He’s not quite standing in the fire. There’s just enough of him here that he can anchor its attempt to destroy him.”
         

         
         “Smart,” Raven said.

         
         Making a human torch of himself didn’t seem smart to Robin, but he sped up. He couldn’t run—not carrying the sword and the
            jar—but he could walk quickly, and did.
         

         
         “Terrano’s caught their attention.” Serralyn moved up, past Robin, because her hands were empty and she could run. “They’re
            expending power in an attempt to destroy him.” She hesitated. “We need to take advantage of it while we can. I’m sorry.”
         

         
         Robin frowned. “About?”

         
         “We need to winnow their numbers as much as possible while he has their attention. He’s moving toward the Arcanist—and it’s
            definitely an Arcanist—who controls the fire now, but he’s going to try to take out the humans with the flame as he does.”
         

         
         Someone shouted. Someone screamed.

         
         “Not the woman!” Robin shouted. “Tell him not to kill Larana!”

         
         Raven glanced at Robin. She shoved her pouch back into her robes and ran ahead, moving past Serralyn and becoming a black
            blur as she lengthened her stride.
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         The momentary silence was broken—and broken, and broken—and this time Robin understood all the words. He understood the shouted
            warnings; he understood the High Barrani that all but one person spoke. That person, screaming now, was probably Larana. Only
            when the screaming stopped did Robin risk sprinting the last few steps to reach the ruined doorframe.
         

         
         What he had seen the only time he’d entered this room was not what the room was—not in the real world. The sense of cavernous
            height had been lost. The engravings that he had labored to repair were absent. The room was large—long and wide—but girded
            in four traditional stone walls. The ceiling, high for a basement, shed even illumination. Were it not for the people who
            occupied the room, it would have seemed empty, too clean to be unused, but . . . unused regardless.
         

         
         The people in it gave it a frenzied, angry life: fire still enfolded Terrano, but it didn’t burn him, and even as Robin watched,
            the flames shrank, as if finally consumed.
         

         
         Terrano was the first thing that caught Robin’s eye, but his gaze moved immediately across the rest of the room. One Barrani man seemed entirely unharmed by flame. But the second Barrani hadn’t been as lucky or as quick to defend; fire had touched and darkened their robes. 

         
         The human was a lord of the caste court. Robin recognized him. Teela might have, but Teela had never considered the human
            a threat. Lord Rubielle. He wore the same clothing he’d worn for the assembly of the caste court in the investiture ceremony.
            His hair had been singed across the whole left side of his face. He held the young woman who had been screaming; her dress
            was a ruin, but the dirt and blood on it suggested that she’d suffered before the fire Terrano brought.
         

         
         Her face was bruised. Her right eye was swollen.

         
         But both of her eyes were open. She no longer screamed. She stared, tears streaming from her face, at Raven. He hadn’t seen
            the woman since he’d been almost too young to remember, but he recognized her. Larana.
         

         
         The Barrani here would get no further help, either. Robin had suspected that they’d used her to reach this space, and he’d
            prayed that wasn’t her choice. And why? She was his uncle’s daughter. With Robin’s ascendance, her family no longer had a
            home. She lived here because his family had been killed.
         

         
         And still he was so relieved that Terrano hadn’t killed her.

         
         Something moved in his direction—not Rubielle, who stood as far back from combat as he possibly could. He held Larana, but
            he held her out as a human shield, a way of protecting himself.
         

         
         Serralyn cursed. Or Teela did. Serralyn was trembling. He could see her back clearly, but he couldn’t see her face, her expression.
            Couldn’t see the color of her eyes. He could hear her speak, could feel the resonance of the syllables. In this space, they
            seemed like a shell, a carapace within which power stirred. He blinked, blinked again. His sword’s runes were bright.
         

         
         Blood lay across the floor, drying in a pattern.

         
         Larana’s blood. It wasn’t a guess. He could almost feel it, as if it were alive, even separated from her body.

         
         A blast of something like purple flame grazed his cheek. A second blast followed; he shifted his sword, point toward the ceiling, edge toward the Barrani caster. This time he could see the plume split, passing to the left and right of where he stood. 

         
         There was no third blast. Serralyn uttered three syllables, lifting one hand as if it were a weapon. Then she dropped it.
            The Arcanist—wearing a tiara in which a blackened gem was seated—leaped out of the way as Serralyn returned fire. Hers was
            an orange-white, in the shape of a lance that seemed far more solid than the spray of directed purple flame.
         

         
         The mage parried—if it could be called parrying—with a spell that seemed to mimic the effect of Robin’s sword. Serralyn’s
            fire, however, didn’t dissipate as purple flames had done. It embedded itself in the wall. Serralyn’s hands started a more
            delicate dance; Teela’s definitive movements broke that motion.
         

         
         The Barrani could not kill Robin while entangled with the combination of Teela and Serralyn.

         
         He glanced at Terrano, who appeared to be holding his own, and then turned all his attention on Raven, Lord Rubielle, and
            his injured cousin. Lord Rubielle was not a mage. Robin had no idea if he was a swordsman, either. Teela said the lords required
            rudimentary knowledge—but she’d said it with passing contempt.
         

         
         The only weapon Rubielle had was Larana—but Terrano hadn’t killed her yet. Given the state of her clothing and the state of
            Rubielle’s, he’d tried, but Raven had stopped him somehow.
         

         
         Because that was what Robin needed.

         
         “Lord Rubielle.”

         
         “You are here too late, boy,” Rubielle said. He’d had enough practice he managed to sound supremely confident and dismissive,
            as if the magical combat didn’t bother him at all.
         

         
         He did flinch when one of the two Barrani screamed, the scream cut short. He didn’t take his eyes off Robin. Robin didn’t
            look back, either.
         

         
         “Release my cousin.”

         
         Raven came to stand between Robin and Larana.

         
         Larana’s bruised face shifted as she looked—really looked—at Robin. She mouthed his name soundlessly. It wasn’t a plea. It
            wasn’t anything but a gesture of shock, of recognition. There was no denial in it. No joy. Nothing, as if the syllables themselves
            couldn’t be forced out of her throat but were formed by her mouth anyway.
         

         
         He didn’t want to kill her.

         
         He didn’t even want to kill Rubielle. He didn’t care about the Barrani. They had their own way of arguing, their own way of
            resolving arguments. Robin didn’t want to become like Teela. As skilled? Yes. But even her concept of justice, which he didn’t
            doubt she prized, wasn’t, and couldn’t be, his.
         

         
         “Don’t come any closer,” Rubielle said, shaking Larana. Cutting her, although that was unintentional.

         
         “If you kill her, you’re dead,” Robin said. His voice was quiet; he’d spoken softly. But the whole of the room thrummed with
            the quiet force of those words.
         

         
         “Rubielle, you fool—kill him!” one of the Barrani shouted. “He’s the Gardianno! This place is his—don’t give him a chance
            to use it! We only need a handful of minutes to complete our long work!”
         

         
         Lord Rubielle hesitated, but it was brief. He threw Larana at Robin and drew his sword.

         
         Had Robin been Teela, Lord Rubielle would already be dead. Raven caught Larana before she crashed into Robin, because he had
            no way of catching her without dropping his only weapon. A weapon he couldn’t wield.
         

         
         Robin had never killed a person before.

         
         Terrano had. Clearly. Teela had probably killed so many people she’d lost count—although if pressed, she could derive an answer
            from her memories. He wasn’t certain about Serralyn. But he was certain Serralyn would be better at this than he was.
         

         
         He faced Rubielle as Rubielle approached. Raven removed Larana from the range of wielded swords. Serralyn, however, came to stand beside Robin in the place Raven usually occupied. There was only one Barrani standing—the one who’d shouted. 

         
         Serralyn’s hands danced, her eyes narrowing. No loud, harsh syllables accompanied the movements. She was behind her own eyes;
            she was in charge.
         

         
         And she could be left in charge because Rubielle was mortal. He wore no Arcanist crown. He lunged at Robin; it was clumsy,
            the movement imbued with his disdain for Robin, underage, a child of the warrens who should have died a decade ago.
         

         
         “We have to leave,” he heard Raven say.

         
         He could hear no response, but he was aware of movement, aware that the distance between Raven, Larana, and Robin himself
            was widening.
         

         
         “Robin, don’t forget the glass.” Her voice was clear as a ringing bell; it could be heard over Barrani shouts and curses;
            it wasn’t broken by the sound of steel against steel as Robin parried. The blow forced him back two steps. Rubielle had the
            momentum of weight behind his swings. No grace, no speed, but his size itself was weapon enough.
         

         
         The strange voices, the murmurs, the discordant syllables that seemed to belong to no coherent words, no coherent language,
            surged as Raven left the room.
         

         
         He felt the air thicken, as if a sudden storm threatened to drop lightning on those foolish enough to hold metal in this place.
            Rubielle. Robin. Possibly Terrano. Serralyn’s fingers stiffened. Whatever spell she’d been focused on casting—and Robin, who
            knew no magic, couldn’t begin to identify it—was lost as Teela once again came to the fore.
         

         
         She wasn’t happy that Serralyn carried no sword. Her gesture was wide, brutal; Rubielle went flying back, as if struck by
            a large physical object. His sword clattered as he struck the far wall, hard.
         

         
         Serralyn gestured again and the sword—Rubielle’s sword—came to hand.

         
         “Kill them,” Teela told Robin with Serralyn’s mouth. “Kill them quickly. Understand that none of these people can leave this
            place alive.” She turned toward the lone Barrani survivor. “Do it now, Robin. Can’t you feel what he’s doing? He’s trying to destroy the containment!”
         

         
         The voices. The sound. Robin looked at the fallen Rubielle. He was still alive.

         
         People couldn’t know about this place. But killing Rubielle was no guarantee of safety. Larana knew now. Aunt Emelia knew.
            Seldon must know. Was Robin to just kill them all?
         

         
         Grannick had known. He’d known in childhood. He’d known before Robin’s mother had become the Gardianna. Teela was wrong. Death
            wouldn’t keep the secret. Maybe death had never kept the secret. But Rubielle would kill him if he could, without a second
            thought, as if he were a cockroach.
         

         
         The Barrani that Terrano held in a staying action would do the same—had, in fact, commanded Rubielle to do the deed he was
            too occupied to do himself. The body—or what remained of the body—of the fallen Barrani lay against the stone floor. Blood
            pooled beneath it, but enough blood had been shed that it stretched slowly across the floor, reaching out to obscure the blood
            Larana had lost.
         

         
         They had used Larana’s blood to trace a pattern across the floor. It wasn’t large, not nearly as large as the pattern Robin
            had seen on his only other visit, but it was similar in form, in shape; it implied leaves, vines, painted small in red.
         

         
         Robin could hear it. He could hear Rubielle groaning. But it was far more important now to reach the blood Larana had shed.
            He told himself this; he even believed it. But he was aware that he had backed away from Rubielle for other reasons. He’d
            never killed a person before.
         

         
         He viscerally did not want to kill one here. Not in this place.

         
         The Barrani his friends had managed to kill had died here. He’d barely registered it at all.

         
         Terrano had killed the man somehow. Robin felt no visceral response to the death; it was the death of a person who meant to
            end Robin’s life, and possibly destroy the ability to undertake the Gardianno’s duties at all. He’d grown up in the warrens.
            Death and injury were not uncommon. The Barrani death was almost of a piece with the deaths he’d witnessed from as safe a
            distance as Raven and the crowded warrens allowed.
         

         
         Was his reluctance to kill Rubielle just squeamishness? Was he willing to let anyone else do the dirty work as long as his
            own hands stayed clean? Maybe.
         

         
         Maybe, and that was a shame he’d have to deal with later.

         
         For now, he approached the pattern on the floor where Larana’s blood had been spilled. He knelt, sword in hand, and set down
            the jar. One hand now free, he touched the blood and the stone beneath it.
         

         
         He wasn’t surprised when Larana’s blood lifted itself from the floor. He should have been, but in the moment of heat and noise
            and a growing sense of anger, he wasn’t. Without thought, he cut his hand against his blade; his blood fell and mixed with
            hers, and he drew them both up, as if they were threads, solid, tangible. He didn’t even notice the cut he’d made.
         

         
         The Barrani shouted in rage.

         
         Robin felt the ground beneath his feet crack.

         
         He saw a blur of movement; he saw the long reach of Terrano’s shadow vanish. The shorter shadows remained: Serralyn, the unnamed
            Barrani Arcanist. He heard groaning, remembered Teela’s command: Kill him. Kill Rubielle.

         
         But Larana’s blood had merged with his in this place. What blood meant to the garden, what it meant to the Gardianno, was
            not what it meant—or had meant—to Robin in the streets of his childhood or the halls of the Academia. He wondered if that
            were a trait of the Gardianno line.
         

         
         Yes.

         
         He lifted his head. He could see the shining defenses of the Arcanist, could see his explosive attacks, could see Serralyn
            weaving between the latter, her movements so economical and certain that Teela must have been mostly in control.
         

         
         But the blood that had reached for his, rising as his fell, no longer lay on the cracked ground. It didn’t return to the wounded
            hand—but he saw, as he glanced at his hand, that the wound was gone.
         

         
         When he had first seen this basement, he had seen a vast pattern engraved in the floor. He didn’t know if that pattern had
            been destroyed, or if it had been replaced by slabs of hard stone—but that stone’s cracks grew as magery became the conversation
            between Barrani.
         

         
         He couldn’t see the pattern that had been laid here, but he knew it. He’d repaired it, inasmuch as he could, with Raven’s
            glass and metal bits. He’d managed that because he’d seen how his uncle had changed or broken what should have been there.
            He could see nothing there now, because he wasn’t here in spirit.
         

         
         If that’s even what he’d done.

         
         He hadn’t returned to the place he’d left his physical body when he’d retreated from the garden and the stone engraving. He
            hadn’t really considered it at the time—or after. There’d been too much happening all at once, none of it good.
         

         
         “Robin!” Serralyn shouted.

         
         Robin lifted his sword. He’d held it far longer than he did in his lessons, but his arm was steady; he didn’t feel its weight
            the way he had the first few days.
         

         
         Blood wrapped itself around his sword arm in a series of concentric circles, as if they were armlets and bracelets, each the
            temperature of his skin. He could see the varying shades of red: scarlet edging to near purple. And he could see their reflection—although
            they didn’t seem to be shedding light—in the sword’s blade.
         

         
         He could read the words written on the blade. They were engraved in High Barrani. He blinked, and blinked again, but they remained High Barrani, not the odd runes that none of the Arbiters could recognize, or even see clearly. 

         
         Three words gleamed, golden light in peaceful, almost arboreal green.

         
         Protection. Compassion. Sanctuary.

         
         The first, he understood: it was why some people did raise swords. People outside the warrens might think all weapons were implements of violence and thuggery, but the rich just
            hired other people to be their thugs. The sword, in Robin’s hand, was meant to be wielded to protect.
         

         
         It’s why the blade had accepted him. It was the last stage of interview Androsse had mentioned. Even then, he hadn’t been
            able to read the words. It wasn’t that Robin was negotiating. He was being himself, and the sword was judging him. It wasn’t
            his, except in a superficial legal sense—and those laws, carefully constructed out of words by Imperial fiat, weren’t the laws
            that mattered here.
         

         
         They didn’t matter to the sword.

         
         They didn’t matter to the garden.

         
         What mattered now were the thoughts, the weakened containment. Robin had thought of the garden as a cage—and in essence, it
            was. But homes could also be cages. It didn’t matter that the stray thoughts of ancient deities who could create whole worlds
            at will were not like Robin’s thoughts. They were different, distinct, instinctive. They sought to reform the world, without
            the will of an Ancient behind them, propelling them forward.
         

         
         They were like restless ghosts—if something undying could be called a ghost.

         
         And he realized they were listening to him, even if he wasn’t speaking. He lifted the glass jar from the floor where he’d
            set it down. It shone in the light of the room.
         

         
         It shone in the light of a different room—a cavernous room, with an opening high above his head through which light streamed down in distinct bright spokes. The bracelets and armlets he wore caught that light and brightened with it, instead of reflecting it. At the center of where light fell, he could see a large stone circle; it was pale in color, and around its edges grew vines of emerald. From those vines grew leaves of ivory and jade, and flowers a brilliant shade of iridescent blue. 

         
         The sword, he now sheathed—or attempted to sheathe. It pulled against his hand, against the motions he’d been drilled in for
            what seemed like months, as if another hand, a different hand, was also holding it. The sword pointed toward the center of
            the fall of light. He followed it, holding the jar Helen had made. It weighed almost nothing. If he closed his eyes—and he
            shouldn’t, while walking with an extended sword—he might have believed he’d forgotten to pick it up.
         

         
         The jar caught shades of shining blood; it caught bright flecks of blue and ribbons of green and white; it seemed to catch
            sunlight as well, containing it rather than reflecting it. He watched as all the different colors of light gathered within
            its interior, thinking that it was beautiful—an unlooked-for work of art-in-progress, as if an unseen artist had been waiting
            for exactly these conditions in which to begin creation.
         

         
         He heard snatches of voices, ebbing and flowing, as he walked. The room was larger than it had first appeared; it took him
            far more time to reach the light at the heart of the cavern than it would have to walk from one end of the basement to the
            other.
         

         
         There, his footsteps would have echoed as the sound bounced off stone. Here, he was walking on earth; the path that led to
            the large circle was a footpath, worn there by the passage of feet like Robin’s.
         

         
         Here.

         
         Robin looked at the sword. He almost dropped it, he was so surprised by what he saw: a woman. She was translucent, like a storybook ghost. She seemed almost Barrani in stature and feature, but not quite; her eyes were narrower, as were her ears. Her face was elongated, as Barrani faces could be, her chin tapered, but not so much that it looked sharp. She was without blemish, without wrinkles, without anything that implied age—but even so, she didn’t look young to Robin. She felt old, as if she had lived for so long nothing touched her anymore. Nothing could surprise her.
         

         
         When she turned to him, she nodded.

         
         “Was it you?” he asked, voice almost a whisper.

         
         Yes. Her lips didn’t move.
         

         
         “You spoke in the library.”

         
         A frown, so brief he might have been mistaken, narrowed her eyes. Ah. Is that what you call it? Yes. It was not easy to speak with you there. It is far easier here.

         
         “Do you know this place?”

         
         Again, a frown rippled across the woman’s features. He looked at the sword; he still carried it. It hadn’t transformed to
            become this woman. But he was certain they were linked.
         

         
         Do you not know it?

         
         Robin hesitated. He felt far younger and far more foolish than he had in a while—and he never felt very smart. “I’ve never
            been here before. Not like this. I’ve seen it, but not in person.”
         

         
         It has been long indeed since I have visited it. In my time, it was not what is has become; were you not who you are, I would
               not have recognized it, it is so diminished. But at its very heart, I can hear its voice. You must tell me why it is what
               it has become.

         
         Robin wasn’t certain how to answer; he’d just told her he’d never been here before.

         
         You will do, mortal child. I hear something of you in the breeze; I feel it in the air. Even the echoes of your footsteps
               invoke other memories and other steps. She frowned, and this time her frown was more persistent. What a dangerous, dangerous decision.

         
         Do you understand what is here?

         
         “The thoughts of the Ancients, disembodied.”

         
         I see you do. Did you gather them? Do you gather them now?

         
         Robin shook his head. “They’re what remains of the Ancients that created us. I think. The Ancients are gone. No one I know,
            no matter how old, has met and spoken with one.”
         

         
         Silence then.

         
         “Did they make you, too?”

         
         They made many, many things with their hands, their raised voices, their words. It was not an answer. Some were dispersed into the empty spaces that existed between worlds, between planes. Some were contained. Some were—with
               great effort, destroyed.

         
         But that was possible only with the participation of the Ancient who had had these thoughts, these odd plans, these driving
               compulsions—but who did not actualize them. Other Ancients could not as easily interfere with the thoughts without loosing
               thoughts just as dangerous, just as corrupting.

         
         I am not certain they were aware of the difference between thought and action; I am uncertain, in their infancy, about which
               we know so little, there was a difference. All things were possible; the divider was intent. Choice. It is hard for me to determine which thoughts you
               have gathered.

         
         “I didn’t gather them. They’ve been here for as long as there’s been a Gardianno. I didn’t choose them. I’m not sure my predecessor
            knew or understood any of them. I thought her job was to keep them quiet, to keep them trapped here so they wouldn’t destroy the world we live in.”
            He wanted to ask her who, or what, she was. Was she the sword? Was she part of the green? Was she somehow connected to the
            garden, or had she once been, if she recognized it?
         

         
         But no. Had she been, she wouldn’t have considered the garden foolish or dangerous.

         
         “Are you the sword?”

         
         It is of me, Robin. It is of me; it is not the weapon of my distant kin. But it is more closely bound to what I was than similar weapons are; I will not destroy those who I consider unworthy. I will not allow them to wield me at all. All of life is a form of imperfect chaos. Even you. There are always contradictions within living beings.

         
         “Are you alive?”

         
         Am I? Her smile was brief.
         

         
         “Why did you not let me sheathe you?”

         
         Because I wished to see this place. I wished to confirm something for myself. I have chosen, for the moment—just as you have
               chosen. But this space is far more like me than the distant green. I could be at home here. If you choose to surrender me,
               I would like to remain in the garden for some time.

         
         “Then you might never find another wielder. The garden doesn’t get a lot of guests. Right now it has intruders—people who
            are trying to break in.”
         

         
         Do you not seek to share this space with others?

         
         “Just the thoughts of the Ancients.”

         
         Thoughts to which you do not listen.

         
         “I’m human. I’m mortal. I can’t listen to them without being transformed or corrupted.” He hesitated. “I can hear them murmuring.
            I can sense them now. They’re here.” He had reached the center of light. It was the center of the mandala. “They’re contained
            in glass, like this, somehow.”
         

         
         May I?

         
         “May you what?”

         
         She held out a hand. He stared at her. There was command in her gesture, although the words implied request. He didn’t expect
            her to be solid, given the way she appeared, and he didn’t want to pass the glass into her hands to have it dropped and shattered
            at his feet.
         

         
         He really wished Raven had followed him in. He wished he hadn’t sent her away with Larana. Raven, at least, carried other
            jars should he lose this one.
         

         
         As if the thought were action, as if it were a summons, he heard the sound of light steps and the swish of cloth brushing
            against cloth. Turning, he looked into the darkness of the cavern.
         

         
         Raven—without Larana—was running toward him, arms pumping, expression ferocious.

         
         Robin wasn’t certain she would see the woman who’d appeared beneath the light of the open roof.

         
         “Who is that?” Raven demanded. Clearly, she could.

         
         The woman, unnamed, was staring at Raven in utter silence, as if silence had tangible weight and texture. This time, when
            she spoke, her lips moved. The sword began to vibrate almost in response.
         

         
         Robin thought the sword would shatter at the force of the vibration; it was almost impossible to keep his arm steady.

         
         He couldn’t understand a single word that left her mouth, but he thought she’d’ve been right at home with Dragons when they
            were arguing. And breathing fire.
         

         
         Raven froze. Her eyes widened. Whatever she’d been about to say to Robin—and her tone had implied criticism was incoming—was
            forgotten. She stared at the woman, just as ferociously as the woman was staring at her.
         

         
         When she spoke, she spoke in the same layered, loud voice.

         
         Robin really wanted to sheathe the sword, or at least put it down, but he had a feeling the woman would vanish if he did,
            ending their conversation. He couldn’t tell if that would be a kindness to Raven or not, but he knew he’d have to fight to
            get the sword into the sheath. It’d probably be harder, too.
         

         
         But he found the woman’s conversation with Raven compelling in its own way: her face, so neutral it might have been carved
            of stone, was now animated, expressions lending it a humanity that had been entirely lacking. If only the voices weren’t so
            loud.
         

         
         Thinking that, he turned to Raven. “You’ll wake them,” he said, lifting his voice to be heard. “You’ll wake the thoughts.”

         
         Raven’s jaws snapped audibly shut.

         
         The woman’s didn’t.

         
         “Please,” Robin said, throwing far too much pleading into the word, “please don’t speak. You could wake what must remain sleeping.”
         

         
         She spoke again, and this time Robin said, “No. Be silent.”
         

         
         And although her mouth continued to move, the sound of syllables was lost instantly.
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         Robin wondered, in the expanding and sudden silence, if he would still have a sword by the end of the day. The Barrani had
            ordered Rubielle to kill Robin because Robin was the Gardianno. Robin hadn’t understood what that meant to the Barrani. He
            knew what the responsibility of the position entailed, but he hadn’t understood the power of it. Not until now.
         

         
         He had expected to have to learn. To study. To train himself. He’d expected to go through his uncle’s journals and diaries
            and research books, looking for a way to fulfill his responsibility. He hadn’t expected that the garden itself would respond
            to his commands.
         

         
         But it had. He’d assumed that the Barrani wanted him dead because Robin could—with effort—put the thoughts back to sleep.
            It was the power inherent in the thoughts that Uncle Grannick had wanted. It was that power the Barrani wanted—Robin was certain
            of that.
         

         
         Robin’s role as Gardianno would prevent that. But Robin in the garden had power that he wouldn’t have had anywhere else. It was part of who he was. Part of who he was born to be. He
            had entered the labyrinth Giselle guarded to be judged and tested.
         

         
         He had unsheathed the sword Teela had given him, and he had been tested and judged, as well.

         
         He hadn’t been tested or judged by the garden. The garden had, in a fashion, welcomed him. He was Gardianno here.

         
         He had demanded silence. Silence had descended.

         
         Raven was pale, her expression a mixture of contrition and guilt. “Sorry,” she said, speaking as the Raven he knew.

         
         “You can talk to her later,” Robin told her. “When we’re not so close to the sleepers. They’re more agitated now.” This, too,
            was true. “I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to ask you a question.”
         

         
         Raven nodded.

         
         He nodded in the direction of the stranger. “She wanted to see the jar Helen made. I mean, she wanted me to hand it to her.
            Would that be safe for the jar?”
         

         
         Raven didn’t understand the question.

         
         “She wouldn’t keep it,” he added. “But it’s not technically ours—it’s Helen’s.”

         
         “She can’t keep it. Not here.”

         
         “Can she even carry it?”

         
         Once again, a lack of comprehension clouded Raven’s expression. “I don’t understand the question,” she finally said.

         
         “She’s like a ghost. She’s not here. I can see through her.”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “Raven, what is she?”

         
         Raven shrugged. She’d always found this question difficult. This time, she turned it around. “What am I?”

         
         “You’re Raven.” It wasn’t a good answer, and he knew it. There was just so much he didn’t know about Raven. About her past.
            She was nothing like Robin. Had she not been a guardian, he would never have met her at all; had he not been Gardianno, she
            wouldn’t have stayed.
         

         
         But she tried, always, to understand him. He realized he hadn’t really done the same. She was Raven. She was his friend, his family, his anchor in the world.
         

         
         She is bound to this place. The sword’s voice was distinctly chillier.
         

         
         “I didn’t bind her. I think she was sleeping here; she was meant to protect the garden in the event of an emergency. Or protect
            the Gardianna or Gardianno.”
         

         
         She is not asleep now.

         
         “No.”

         
         What have you done to her?

         
         “He freed me,” Raven said. The words did not seem to reach the woman. “Tell her we can talk later.”

         
         “Can you, though?”

         
         Raven nodded. “Now that I know. Now that she knows you. We can talk. I don’t think she can talk to the others, though. And
            you’ll have to be there. She can’t talk if you’re not holding the sword.” Raven hesitated, and then added, “It’s easier here
            than it would be anywhere else. Except maybe the green. But that’s far away. You couldn’t run there.”
         

         
         “We could maybe go to Giselle’s territory.” Robin meant the labyrinth.

         
         Raven shook her head. “It’s not yours,” she said.

         
         “Neither is the green.”

         
         Raven ignored the observation. She looked at the jar in Robin’s hand, and nodded with approval. “She won’t break it.”

         
         “And it won’t hurt her? It won’t capture her or trap her?”

         
         Raven seemed surprised at the question, but she considered it a reasonable one. “She’s not like me.”

         
         “But she recognized you.”

         
         “From a long time ago. A long time. What I am now isn’t what she is. I was meant to sleep. But I liked being awake. I’m more like the thoughts that sleep here than she is now. I like friends. I like treasures.
            I . . . like it here. She isn’t trapped. She is awake. She can’t be caged the way I was.” These were more words than Raven usually spoke. “I like Robin. I like that the
            question you asked was about her, too.
         

         
         “Your uncle wouldn’t have asked. But I think your mother would have. You can let her touch it.”

         
         He turned to the woman and held out the jar.

         
         She stared at it. Looked at Raven. Raven nodded.

         
         We will have words, she told Robin.
         

         
         “What happened outside?” Robin asked Raven, willing to put those words on hold.

         
         “We got Teela. Larana let her in. I like Larana.”

         
         “Do you like Seldon?”

         
         Raven shook her head. Robin didn’t bother asking about his aunt.

         
         “Teela came with me to the basement. I think the other Barrani Serralyn was fighting is dead.”

         
         Robin stiffened. “What about Lord Rubielle?”

         
         “The one who hurt Larana?”

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “Dead,” Raven replied without apparent concern. “I told her, though.”

         
         “Told who?”

         
         “Teela. I told her that you can’t kill in this place. You can spill your own blood. But you can’t spill someone else’s. Not
            here. It would upset the balance.”
         

         
         “Did you—were you telling the truth?”

         
         Raven shrugged. “The whole truth is too long. It’s true enough. She didn’t kill Rubielle because she hated him. She didn’t
            kill him to prove she’s powerful. She killed him because he knew about the garden, and that’s dangerous.”
         

         
         “Raven,” Robin said in his gentlest voice, “dead is dead.”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “Never mind.” He turned once again to the ancient stranger.

         
         I see. Who made this?

         
         “Helen. She’s a building.”

         
         Ah. This is meant for the thoughts.

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         It is not perfectly constructed. Perhaps Helen did not understand the whole of its purpose. Or perhaps she has never experienced what these stray thoughts can do. I, however, have. I will make adjustments if you’ll allow it.

         
         Robin’s nod became emphatic.

         
         Perhaps this is the reason I, too, have slept for so long. She has awakened, and I must awaken. Can you not feel it in the
               air? Can you not hear it? Something is changing here. Something speaks of beginnings. Beginnings imply endings, always.

         
         She likes you. I had not expected that. You have changed her. She is not what she was.

         
         “She isn’t only what she was,” Robin said. He’d’ve folded his arms if he wasn’t carrying the sword.
         

         
         Be careful. You are far, far less than she, in almost every way that once mattered. You are nameless, you are mortal. But
               there is a thread of the Ancients that runs through your blood. She is wild; she is not as you are, but she is here, and she is watching out for you. I know not the how or why of it.

         
         “She’s my friend.”

         
         That word does not have the meaning to her that it does to you—but I hear the truth in it. Your truth. Hers will be different.
               When you tame something, it also tames you. That has been my experience. No such ownership goes only one way.

         
         “I don’t own her!”

         
         The woman’s smile was strange; it was almost sad, and it lingered as she worked. She didn’t gesture the way Serralyn did,
            didn’t speak the way Teela did. But the sword glowed. The words on the blade grew so bright he had to squint to read them
            at all.
         

         
         But he could read them. They were the same words. They felt like a vow.

         
         They are a vow. They are what you have promised, in blood. They are what I will support with the thread of my long existence.
               But they are your words, Robin, gardener. They are the meaning with which you wield me.

         
         No wonder the Barrani through the centuries had been unable to wield the blade.

         
         Other wielders have different intentions. It is not a single vow that binds me in such a fashion. You could teach your kindred,
               or the Barrani, or those who preceded the Barrani, those words. They would claim to understand them. They might utter them.
               They might offer their blood to me.

         
         But those words would not be a vow. They would not be an intent. They would not have the meaning they have to you.

         
         Robin swallowed. He hadn’t chosen those words. The words already existed on the flat of the blade. If Teela had asked him to make a vow to the sword,
            only one of those words would have come to mind. A sword was a weapon. Who wielded the double-edged blade in compassion? Who offered sanctuary? He opened his mouth, but words didn’t leave it.
            He was afraid that the sword would see and understand: there was nothing grandiose about Robin.
         

         
         An orphan. A child of the warrens.

         
         How could such an illustrious blade choose to serve Robin? What had it seen in him? He was almost certain that whatever it
            was wasn’t actually there.
         

         
         Raven tugged his sleeve. “Bad.”

         
         Robin exhaled, grimacing. Teela had told him he was going to have to learn how to school his expression. At the moment, his
            thoughts were written in every element of his face: eyes, turn of lips, forehead, even pallor.
         

         
         Here. The woman handed Robin the jar. Raven intercepted it, her eyes widening, her mouth opening in wordless excitement. “This
            is glass!”
         

         
         Robin’s smile was an echo of Raven’s. He had never been excited by her treasures, but he’d been carried along by her reaction,
            by her delight, her excitement.
         

         
         She then handed the jar to Robin; he realized she’d never meant to keep it. She’d meant to make certain it was safe. If these
            two were acquaintances of long standing, Raven didn’t entirely trust her.
         

         
         Robin took the jar in hand. To the woman he said, “Is there any way that I can see and hear you without actually wielding the sword?” 

         
         The woman’s gaze became almost stone as she stared at him. She didn’t answer the question.

         
         Raven did. “There is.”

         
         “Can I do it now?”

         
         Raven shook her head. “Too complicated. Not safe.” She opened her hands. “I can be hands for you, here.”

         
         Robin returned the jar to her hands. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

         
         “Sing.”

         
         “Raven—have you ever heard me sing?”
         

         
         “Sing or speak. Softly. Softly. Tell them they will be safe here.”

         
         Robin didn’t consider captivity and safety to be the same thing. Raven shouldn’t, either. But she’d gathered her glass in
            part to allow herself to remain beside Robin, to remain in Robin’s world. To Raven, that glass had been the hope of freedom.
            It hadn’t been a cage; it had been a necessary container, an anchor.
         

         
         Was that, then, what the glass was meant to be to the thoughts contained here? Was it home, not cage? He couldn’t imagine
            wanting to live inside a jar. It wasn’t the way he’d thought about his duties—the ones he understood only on a superficial
            level—in keeping the rest of the world safe.
         

         
         But maybe Raven was still his guide. Raven was kin to these ancient, unfinished thoughts, these things that had been judged
            unnecessary or unwanted, in a way the Gardianno could never be. Raven found glass for herself because she wanted to stay with
            Robin.
         

         
         The garden’s captive thoughts weren’t like Raven; they weren’t individuals in the same way. They couldn’t change, couldn’t
            grow, couldn’t learn to become something more, something less, something different. They were the detritus of the Ancients, the shadows and remnants of things the gods had discarded as unwanted. 

         
         Robin knew about being unwanted. Had the gods the ability, these nascent thoughts, these almost-creations, would have been
            destroyed. Had his uncle had his way, Robin would have been a footnote, a memory, someone whose existence had been so slight
            it was entirely irrelevant.
         

         
         How could he offer respect to these almost living, almost sentient thoughts while rejecting their place in his world? How
            could he protect them?
         

         
         How could he protect them.
         

         
         Oh.

         
         He had to invert his thoughts now. He’d thought of how to protect the rest of the world from the influence of the captives;
            he had not thought about how to protect them from the rest of the world. He hadn’t thought about how to stop Grannick from exploiting them, only about how to stop Grannick
            from drawing their power and using it.
         

         
         The attacking Barrani weren’t here for the sake of those thoughts; they were here to do what Grannick had done: find thoughts
            that felt resonant in some ways with their own existences, so that they, too, might access the power inherent in anything
            to do with gods. But to do so, they had to break things; they had to wake them, poke them, dissect them; they had to cut off
            bits of the whole and absorb them.
         

         
         The stray thoughts might desire completion. They had been almost born, but remained unfinished, inactive. They weren’t aware of this. Babies weren’t, either. Birth was messy. Children needed parents to survive; at birth they were helpless. They couldn’t
            feed themselves, couldn’t protect themselves, couldn’t communicate their wants or needs.
         

         
         The kernel of who they could become was inherent in their existence.
         

         
         These thoughts were inimical to Robin’s existence outside of the gardens. But they had no inherent malice, no intent, no mobility. Here, they were like newborns—infants who would never speak, never walk, never become more than the kernel of themselves that existed at their birth. 

         
         He couldn’t judge them—who judged infants by the circumstances of their birth? He couldn’t destroy them. They existed. They
            had come into being without will, the detritus of their creators; like the illegitimate, they were set aside, thrown away,
            abandoned.
         

         
         Raven said, “Yes.”

         
         Raven had not been abandoned in the same fashion, but she existed—or had existed—in a stasis similar to the rest of the residents
            of the garden. Something in her, something about her, could be useful to the long line of Gardiannos and Gardiannas. He hated
            that, on her behalf. But Raven herself hadn’t hated it. She hadn’t chosen Robin because she hated him. He had wanted to give
            her freedom to become something different, something she wanted.
         

         
         She had learned to want the possible.

         
         These thoughts couldn’t. The desires they did have couldn’t be accomplished.

         
         But they were here. They weren’t his, but inasmuch as he could, he could provide them a place to be, a place to sleep, without
            the prodding and the exploitation of people who wanted something from them, and who offered the promise of completion without
            ever giving them the substance.
         

         
         Who did not understand how precious they were, except in one way. They didn’t nourish, they consumed.

         
         He couldn’t nourish. He couldn’t offer them what the Ancients hadn’t offered. But he accepted, as Raven held the glass made
            by Helen and completed by the sword’s ego, that they were precious. Had he thought about how to destroy them?
         

         
         He had. He would never think of that again.

         
         Here, in this place, they were at home. This was the only home they could safely know. It wasn’t their fault they could endanger people as slight, as impermanent, as Robin. It wasn’t their fault they destroyed what they touched. They were simultaneously deadly and blameless. 

         
         The glass in Raven’s hand grew. It shifted in shape, transforming from jar to something much more like a ball, a crystal ball,
            cupped on two sides by Raven. Her eyes were glowing as she stared at this glass; she didn’t blink once.
         

         
         The sphere expanded, glass thinning as it did, until it looked like an enormous bubble. Robin stood at the center point of
            the mandala, Raven his bright shadow, as the sphere expanded to encompass them both.
         

         
         The woman came to stand by Robin’s side, her eyes the color of Raven’s eyes—no color at all, as if the eyes were literal windows
            to a world Robin might see from a distance but could never visit. But that wasn’t so different for Raven, either. She could
            see Robin’s life, but she could never live it. She could never arrive at becoming Robin. He didn’t want that, either.
         

         
         He could hear a murmur, a whisper, a small, soft, wordless plea. The fear he had felt of these thoughts vanished completely
            as the bubble expanded toward sky and descended through floor, growing outward with Robin at its center. Nothing burst it,
            but it thinned, and thinned, until he could only see the truth of its existence reflected in the eyes of the two who stood
            by his side.
         

         
         But he knew the moment the expansion was done, because the mandala moved beneath his feet, like a tremulous heartbeat, like
            a living thing. He couldn’t feel stone through the soles of his expensive, Teela-given boots, but he could feel a gentle warmth,
            a gentle movement.
         

         
         He could see the mandala itself, could see the vines that had grown over it. No, had grown from it. This was a garden. It was a place of life and peace and silence, a place where they could just be. He was custodian. He was protector. He would be that protector for as long as he lived. And when he passed, he would leave behind someone who could understand what this
            place meant, to both himself and those that sheltered within it.
         

         
         He’d leave it to someone who could make this space their own, just as Robin was doing. He didn’t know what the garden had meant to his mother. Didn’t know what it had meant to his grandparent—the one who had carried the Gardianno line, dead before Robin’s birth. 

         
         It didn’t matter. What it meant to Robin was what defined how he would guard and husband this place.
         

         
         Beneath his feet, the tremors lessened, and when they finally came to a stop and he looked down at those feet, he could see
            his name. His name, in stone; his name, as part of the pattern in which the garden was rooted. He watched as letters familiar
            to him gained depth and dimension, watched as vines traced the curves of letters, as tiny blue flowers joined budding leaves.
         

         
         This was Robin’s garden now. This was the heart of Gardianno.

         
          

         The sword’s Avatar watched; she understood what she had seen. She had seemed ancient and unknowable when Robin had first laid
            eyes on her, and indeed she retained that aura of distance. Her encounter with Raven had shifted Robin’s understanding of
            that distance. It wasn’t forever; it was for now.
         

         
         She watched him in silence.

         
         He offered her the lowest of the many bows Teela had drilled into his body. He didn’t offer her the bow he had offered the
            Emperor, because that wasn’t, in Robin’s opinion, a bow at all. It was a gesture of utter obeisance, and it required that
            he not be standing on his own two feet.
         

         
         She was smiling when he rose.

         
         He sheathed the sword and shook out his stiff arm. The woman vanished instantly, as if she had never been present at all.

         
         Raven waited until he’d finished, and then she took his hand.

         
         “Ready?” he asked.

         
         Raven considered the question with more care than she usually did. “I don’t like it here,” she whispered, as if confessing a terrible wrong. 

         
         “I’m sorry. You don’t have to come with me the next time I come.”

         
         She shook her head. “I do.”

         
         “You don’t. This isn’t the whole of your life anymore. If it makes you feel uncomfortable, that only makes sense. I don’t
            know how often you even saw this place when you were in my mother’s keeping—but I can’t be my mother. And you can’t be what
            you were before.
         

         
         “It’s my garden now. There’s a place for you if you want to be here.”

         
         “What happens when you die?”

         
         He squeezed her hand. “I don’t want you to be trapped here ever again. I don’t know what I’m doing, but I’ll learn.”

         
         Her expression in that moment reminded him very much of the Avatar of the sword: immeasurably old, and tinged, in that ancient
            way, with sadness.
         

         
         “Trust me?”

         
         She nodded. She didn’t say the words.

         
         They left the garden together.
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         To Robin’s eye, they followed the footpath that led out of the garden; they were simply reversing their inward journey. But
            the footpath led not to cavern, but to the room of stone walls, floors, and ceilings.
         

         
         It wasn’t empty. Serralyn, Terrano, and Teela were waiting there. Serralyn’s eyes brightened as she caught sight of Robin;
            Teela’s eyes didn’t change much.
         

         
         Standing near the open door was Robin’s cousin. Larana’s bruises seemed to blend into the dark shadows beneath her eyes; she
            was leaning against the wall, as if her feet couldn’t bear the whole of her weight. Her expression barely changed when she
            caught sight of Robin, although he didn’t have much time to study it, as she turned her face away from him.
         

         
         There were three dead people in the room, three corpses. They hadn’t magically vanished while Robin was navigating his way
            to the heart of the Gardianno see.
         

         
         Lord Rubielle had not survived Teela’s presence.

         
         The Barrani that Serralyn and Terrano had been fighting when Robin had retreated had not survived it, either. The Arcanist
            crown across his brow contained a gem that had blackened and cracked.
         

         
         The third corpse was in pieces. There was enough left that Robin could tell it was Barrani, but it was missing parts.

         
         Serralyn caught Robin’s flinch. “They weren’t expecting Terrano. Terrano managed to drag him into a different plane—and then
            he let go. It’s not easy for any of us to do what Terrano does so naturally. It was impossible for him. He couldn’t navigate
            at all. The injuries he sustained were due to that.
         

         
         “The other Arcanist didn’t let Terrano get near him. I think he was the one who was trying to absorb power from the garden—he
            was able to defend himself from Terrano’s attempts to touch and shift him in the same way.” She hesitated, and then added,
            “It’s not like a sword or a spell; it involves real risk.”
         

         
         “. . . and Terrano wanted to take that risk in the middle of a life-or-death battle?”

         
         “Don’t start,” Terrano snapped. “I’ve already got a massive headache because Sedarias wasn’t happy about it. I don’t see the
            problem,” he added. “I’m alive. He’s dead. It’s finished.”
         

         
         Serralyn rolled her eyes. She wasn’t angry with Terrano, but she understood why other people would be. Teela was less than
            impressed.
         

         
         “How are we going to explain this?” Robin asked. “There are three dead people here. One is a lord of the human caste court.
            There are dead Barrani upstairs.”
         

         
         “The Hawks,” Teela said, “have arrived. Given the destruction of the sitting room, it’s perfectly clear that magic was involved,
            and that kind of destructive magic tends to be lethal. Those who attacked died; it was clearly an act of self-defense on our
            part.”
         

         
         Robin hesitated, glancing at Larana. “And my aunt? Seldon?”

         
         “They are in custody,” Teela replied. “Your uncle has not awakened; he remains in his room. That room,” she added, “should
            be yours. He has not yet been moved because he was not actively attempting to kill you. 
         

         
         “I was interrupted by assassins before I could demand access to the Gardianno account books. That is going to have to be sorted out—but I do not require sleep. There is, however, one thing that must be decided almost immediately.” 

         
         “Repairing the manse?”

         
         “No. It is highly unlikely you will require a sitting room in the immediate future.”

         
         Robin wasn’t so certain. “You think the lords of the caste court won’t reach out? It would be safer for them to visit here
            than for me to accept any invitations.”
         

         
         “Sadly for them, they will have to send the invitation to me, as your legal guardian.” She exhaled. “I admit that my knowledge
            of the human caste court is inadequate in this regard. But it is still superior to yours. You have work to do. More work,”
            she added. “Invitations of questionable intent are not your immediate concern.”
         

         
         Robin knew.

         
         He hadn’t considered what to do with his aunt and cousin—never mind his uncle, who remained in a coma. He knew he would come
            here, with Teela, and he would claim ownership of the Gardianno estate. According to Teela, the manor was not the only land
            owned by Gardianno; it wasn’t even most of it. He knew that land would become his, as it had been his parents’.
         

         
         What he hadn’t considered was what would happen to the people already living in the manor. Where would they go?

         
         At least two of them were in custody, which meant jail. While they were, they were the Hawks’ problem, not his. But Larana
            wasn’t in custody. Her injuries, the way she had been used—clearly without immediate cooperation—lessened all suspicion of
            her as a participant in the crime.
         

         
         It wasn’t a crime the Hawks could bring charges against. Killing Robin? Yes. Killing Robin because Robin was the Gardianno?
            No. Teela didn’t even have to tell him as much; he knew.
         

         
         But he also knew a face full of angry Barrani wasn’t likely to be much of a comfort. He hesitated.

         
         Teela tapped his shoulder. In a much quieter voice, she said, “Raven brought Larana to me. Raven was afraid you’d die here, in this room. She wanted me to join Serralyn and Terrano. Understand that. She left the basement with no way to return to it except Larana.” 

         
         “You made Larana bleed on the door ward?” Robin tried to keep visceral outrage out of his voice.

         
         Teela’s grimace made clear he’d failed. “We did not force her to open the door. We asked.” She hesitated, and then added,
            “Raven asked. Larana understood what Raven wanted, and she offered.”
         

         
         These words were said less quietly. There was more heat in them—a possible reminder that insulting a Barrani was not a wise
            choice if one wanted to survive. But it was Teela’s tone that caused Larana to turn to Robin.
         

         
         Her voice was steady when she spoke. “Your friend told me that you might die. That we might all die. She needed to be with
            you, but she couldn’t return—not as she is now. She didn’t explain that part, but . . . I sort of understand it.” Her expression
            darkened. “The Barrani needed me. They needed my blood. My mother told me to do what they asked.” She hesitated again. “But
            my father did what they asked. He did it willingly.”
         

         
         He’d done more than that, but Robin simply nodded.

         
         “And he’s almost dead now. Whatever it was they wanted, it effectively killed him. That room—he should never have been there.”

         
         “Why do you say that?”

         
         She shook her head. Maybe she’d answer later. Maybe she wouldn’t. She might have hated the Barrani, but Aunt Emilia and Seldon
            were still her family. Anything she might say—anything—could incriminate them further. But she struggled with silence for
            a long beat.
         

         
         “I can’t ask you to show mercy to us,” she finally said. It came to Robin that she was an adult. She was six years older. She didn’t require a legal guardian. “I won’t ask for it. We don’t deserve it.” This last was said with steel in it, a kernel of conviction that would not be shaken. 

         
         “If my mother and brother are not convicted, they still have the funds to live quite well. If that’s what you’re worried about,
            don’t be. My mother’s family is Montrose. They retain a seat at court. Should she be innocent of the crime with which she
            is charged, I’m certain they would take her in.”
         

         
         “And if she’s guilty?”

         
         “I don’t know. The human caste court might, in other circumstances, request exemption—but there were too many Barrani here,
            and the servants witnessed them. The Barrani attacked Robin, but they were invited by my aunt and my brother. I don’t think
            she’ll survive to be repatriated. Lord Montrose may petition for formal severance from his family before the trial if he feels
            the trial will go against her.
         

         
         “Your uncle,” she said. His uncle, not her father. “May be tried in absentia. He’s never going to wake up. At most, your concern
            will be disposal of his body. He may be fined; his personal property may be forfeit.”
         

         
         That property was what Larana would depend on in future, if she wasn’t to live here. But she spoke clearly, plainly, as if
            considering someone else’s problem, not her own. Her voice was tired; she seemed tired. Too tired for fear. Too tired to try
            to plan for the future. Maybe too exhausted to even want a future for herself.
         

         
         Larana wouldn’t be convicted, not immediately. Perhaps not ever, given Teela’s odd expression. Teela was a Hawk; she followed
            and enforced the law. But the laws were written in High Barrani, and there were always loopholes to be found by someone with
            Teela’s experience.
         

         
         Robin had never really interacted with Larana, probably because Seldon was the oldest person present—a child, like Robin,
            but almost adult.
         

         
         Seldon had always been friendlier, more active. He’d chased Robin around the grounds while Robin shrieked with laughter; he’d carried Robin back to the house if he tripped or fell. He’d shown him parts of the world. He’d even impressed Robin with his sword skills. Only a hint of that memory remained. 

         
         Had Seldon refused to cooperate with his mother, Robin knew he would have forgiven his cousin. He might not have lived with
            him, but he would have forgiven him. But Seldon at court, and Seldon in the Gardianno sitting room, had been cooperating.
            He might not have wanted to kill Robin to begin with, but Robin’s death would solve problems for him. Robin’s death would
            make certain it was Seldon who would succeed to the caste court chair.
         

         
         “Do you know why Seldon chose to cooperate with the Barrani?” He knew this wasn’t the question he should ask. He knew Teela
            would be disappointed—or worse—the moment it left his mouth. “Were they threatening him? Were they threatening you?”
         

         
         Her expression folded again, and he saw an echo of the sadness that had touched the Avatar of the sword. “You were a threat
            to him,” she said quietly. “The Barrani didn’t take me hostage against his good behavior. My mother was displeased at his
            squeamishness. Neither of us knew that your parents had been murdered by our father. Not until Father collapsed and Mother
            informed us that you had somehow survived.
         

         
         “That was the exact word: somehow.
         

         
         “I knew my father had been looking for you because yours was the only body that hadn’t been retrieved. But I assumed—both
            of us assumed—that it was out of concern. And it was,” she added, every word a study in bitterness.
         

         
         “Our mother had never been patient with naivete. She made clear that it was our lives on the line. You had survived. You were
            the legitimate holder of the Gardianno seat. You had to die for life to continue as we’d been living it.”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “She was confident that your death would be easily achievable. But you lived in the Academia, and the Academia apparently
            has protections that made that easy death impossible. She had to wait until you left the Academia to even make the attempt,
            and—I’m sorry to say this—her informants told her you had very few friends, all of them residents of the Academia.
         

         
         “The Barrani came to our manse. I can’t tell you much about them; my father’s journals might yield more information. Seldon
            might be able to tell you something.” She hesitated, and then added, “If he survives. He kept me out of Barrani sight as much
            as he could. I asked him why, once, and he said, ‘The less you know, the greater the chance that you survive if things don’t
            go the way we want.’ ”
         

         
         “Wise,” Teela said.

         
         “Things didn’t work out,” Larana continued, stating the obvious. “I tried to argue against what I knew of what they were planning.
            I was overruled. I was sent to my room,” she added, “as if I were once again a child. I attempted to leave the house permanently,
            but I was not subtle enough. It hadn’t occurred to me that I would be physically detained.
         

         
         “But that makes sense now. They needed someone with Gardianno blood.”

         
         “Why couldn’t Seldon do it?”

         
         “That was my question, as well. But Seldon was the beloved son, the true successor. I was the daughter of marriageable age,
            who was meant to go to an outsider’s home and live there. I was temporary; he wasn’t. Father excluded me from all family discussions
            thereafter. After he collapsed, I was less excluded.” She looked down at her feet.
         

         
         Her stomach growled.

         
         For the first time since she’d schooled herself to speak to Robin, she reddened.

         
         “I’m so sorry,” he began.

         
         She lifted a hand to forestall the rest of what would have been an awkward apology, as if hunger was entirely irrelevant.

         
         But Robin was Gardianno now. “Let’s head upstairs. I don’t know if any of the cooks are still here—but we can’t speak with
            anyone else until we’re out of the basement.”
         

         
          

         Robin led the way. Raven made no attempt to attach herself to his hand; instead, she hung back waiting for Larana as if she
            were shepherding a confused, lost pet. From the moment Raven had set eyes on Larana, she’d been worried for her. Larana had
            survived in part because of Raven.
         

         
         Robin wasn’t certain how to feel about that, but as he walked, he began to tease out an answer. Half of it made him uncomfortable.
            Raven wasn’t his. Maybe, at one point, she’d been attached to the garden, but she had broken as free of that containment as she could. She’d
            been the Gardianno guardian, but she was more than that now. Still, she’d been his guardian, his friend, his family. He didn’t
            want to lose her to someone like Larrantin. And maybe he was afraid to lose her in different ways. To new friendships. To
            new family.
         

         
         He didn’t want to think that her friendship was based entirely on his blood, his bloodline. Larana had been well raised, educated,
            taught by example the ways of the powerful in Elantra. Wouldn’t she have been a better choice?
         

         
         But the choice wasn’t Raven’s. It wasn’t Robin’s. It wasn’t Larana’s. In the heart of the labyrinth, a being as old as Raven
            tested, judged, and decided. But what if Larana could pass those tests?
         

         
         Would he become irrelevant? Would Raven become Larana’s guardian, not his?

         
         He hated the fear. He hated himself for having it.

         
         But simultaneously, he’d been proud of Raven. He’d been relieved: she could protect Larana when Robin couldn’t. She could make certain that Larana survived, and she could tell that Larana had needed that protection. The fact that Raven wanted to save her when she hadn’t cared at all about Seldon made Robin feel far safer
            in Larana’s company.
         

         
         And Larana was the only blood family he had left.

         
         That hadn’t mattered to him—at all—in the warrens. He hadn’t remembered his family. Hadn’t been allowed to remember them. Or remember the name Gardianno at all. But he knew now. He knew why his mother had cast that single spell:
            to keep him safe, or as safe as an orphan in the warrens could be.
         

         
         Larana was also Gardianno by birth, by blood. She was Grannick’s daughter, but she wasn’t Grannick. Maybe it would be okay
            to want that—to want family. To want ties of blood and history.
         

         
         He didn’t need it. He had told himself hundreds of times that he didn’t even want it. He had Raven. He had the Academia. He
            had made friends there, and he thought, in future, he would make more of them.
         

         
         But when he’d seen Seldon at the Academia, he had yearned for the family that he’d loved as a child. He had yearned for a
            home that would never be returned to him. He had desperately wanted the many truths to be lies. He’d wanted justice, and he couldn’t have that and return to Seldon’s side as the Gardianno ward. But it had been a
            struggle.
         

         
         Was it okay to stop struggling? Was it okay to take the risk of trusting Larana?

         
         Was it okay to have something important enough within Gardianno that he could take the risk of loss? Having nothing—having
            almost nothing—involved no risk at all.
         

         
         He glanced back at Larana, and froze; Raven was holding her hand. Closing his eyes, balancing above a web made almost entirely of strands of fear, he shook himself. He wanted Raven to be her own person. He wanted Raven to have choices. This was one of those choices. There would be others in the future. But he couldn’t bind her the way she’d been bound to Gardianno for so much of her existence, and there was no other way to stop her from making choices that caused him to feel insecure. 

         
         He was, or would be, a power. He was so far from the streets of the warrens that he might never walk them again—not dressed
            the way he was dressed now.
         

         
         But he didn’t feel powerful. Maybe no one did. Maybe no one who’d been raised in and by the streets could. It didn’t matter. Right now he had
            only one task: find food. Eat. Make a decision about Larana.
         

         
         But that decision had already been made. “Where do you want to stay?” he asked his cousin as he approached the door that led
            out of the basement. He turned, back to door. Beyond Raven and Larana, Teela, Serralyn, and Terrano walked slowly, as if to
            give them as much space as possible.
         

         
         Larana blinked. “Pardon?”

         
         “The Hawks may interview you. They may have questions. But according to Teela—the Barrani wearing the big sword—they’re not
            going to arrest you. You have rooms here. You know the servants. I don’t think any of the servants I have vague memories of
            even work here anymore.
         

         
         “If you could, would you stay here?”

         
         Her mouth, bruised at the corner, lips swollen, fell open. Raven squeezed her hand—Robin recognized the grip. If Larana had
            been Robin, Raven would have accompanied it with the word bad.
         

         
         “You don’t want me here,” Larana whispered. “My father killed your family. All but you.” She lowered her head.

         
         He didn’t argue against facts. Grannick had murdered his family. Mother, father, brother, and sister—all dead because Grannick
            wanted what he couldn’t earn himself. Instead, he said, “You’re the only family I have left. Your brother and your mother
            made their choice, and they’ll suffer the consequences of those choices. I couldn’t live with Aunt Emilia—I’d die.
         

         
         “But, Larana, I was happy to see Seldon when we met for the first time. Happy, and crushed at the same time. I wanted to blame Aunt Emilia for Seldon’s
            behavior. He told me he didn’t know how my family had died until he was told I was alive. I don’t think he was lying.”
         

         
         “He wasn’t. Neither of us knew—we were both kids.” Larana grimaced. “I don’t understand my parents. Why would they want to
            leave us in the dark? Why would they tell us how to be good people, if what they really needed from us was the opposite? If my parents had raised us to be like them, we wouldn’t be having
            this conversation. You wouldn’t . . .” She shook her head. “But they didn’t. They wanted their children to be good people.
            To be respectable. To be trustworthy.
         

         
         “Until they didn’t. We weren’t raised to be my mother. We were raised to be what my father told the world he was. It was only
            after they learned you’d survived that they suddenly expected us to be totally different. Political. What’s the word? Pragmatic. As if murder’s the only pragmatism that matters. As if keeping everything for ourselves is the only true goal.
         

         
         “Becoming that pragmatic child was meant to be a sign of love. We love our parents, and we don’t want our parents to suffer.
            Any other decision—any—meant we didn’t love them and we owed them no loyalty for the years of plenty. And maybe they were right. Maybe if I’d had five years or ten years living a totally pragmatic life, I’d understand the most important thing for family
            was that we keep everything we stole by killing other people. Maybe I’d be angry, upset, and afraid that you—four years old—had somehow survived.”
         

         
         Her stomach made noise again. She chose momentary embarrassment over grief, anger, and the terrible sense of betrayal that
            haunted her. She felt betrayed by her parents. Her brother. She didn’t feel betrayed by Robin, and she didn’t resent him. They could both feel betrayed by
            her parents, her brother. They could both feel loss.
         

         
         Maybe it wasn’t the best start, but it was a start.

         
         “I’d like it if you stayed here,” Robin said. “I won’t be living here.”

         
         “Where would you live?”

         
         “At the Academia. I just—I think I’m going to be accepted into the beginner practical magic class, and I want to take it.
            I’m trying to learn how to wield a sword, because I can’t—I can play at it, but I’m terrible. I’m just as likely to cut off
            my own foot or arm as an assassin’s. And there’s so much I want to learn. You could visit,” he added, speeding up. “You could
            see what it’s like. You could look at the classes, you could—”
         

         
         She lifted a hand, a hint of a smile touching her lips. “I’m a bit old for classrooms.”

         
         “We have Barrani students who are probably a century or two old. There’s no too old in the Academia.” He turned and opened the door. “But for now, let’s find something to eat.”
         

         
         “I should warn you, Larana,” Teela said, interrupting for the first time, “that while you do not require a legal guardian,
            Robin does. The Emperor has assigned that duty to me. As Robin’s legal guardian, I have access to and responsibility for his
            financial affairs—and I will require an audit before I can properly guide Robin until he is of age. The permission you require
            is therefore mine.” Her smile was far gentler than her actual words implied.
         

         
         “I’d like her to stay,” Robin told his guardian. He pushed the door open, and held it while everyone else filed out of the
            basement.
         

         
         “I am aware of that now,” Teela replied. “It may complicate your life in the near future.”

         
         “My life has been nothing but complications.”
         

         
         “Very true. But as I am your legal guardian, I function as regent—as head of the Gardianno family.”

         
         Larana cleared her throat. “I’ll go find someone who can make us something to eat,” she said, retreating. Raven let go of
            her hand and joined Robin, folding her arms as she glared up at Teela.
         

         
         “You think Robin’s cousin—the scion of the people who murdered his family and destroyed what they could of his home—should stay?” Teela asked. 

         
         “Gardianno,” Raven replied. “Family.”

         
         “You trust her?”

         
         Raven blinked, as if the question made no sense. It was such a familiar grimace, Robin smiled.

         
         It was clearly familiar to Teela, as well, who’d had far less time with Raven than Serralyn had. “Would you offer a home to
            Seldon?”
         

         
         Raven shook her head, but confusion was displaced by genuine annoyance.

         
         Serralyn laughed, turning to Teela. “Robin isn’t Barrani. Raven isn’t Barrani. What they want isn’t what our people are told
            to want.”
         

         
         “Our people are told to survive at all costs.”

         
         “Tell that to the Barrani who died in the wars.” Serralyn’s eyes were now mostly green. She wasn’t worried.

         
         Teela exhaled. “The Emperor will take it very, very badly if Robin dies on my watch. I will not ask him to rescind his command. Larana might remain here, but she will never
            be your guardian.”
         

         
         Robin hadn’t even considered that as a possibility.

         
         “Fine. Play house with your cousin. Play family. Maybe the play will become the reality. Eat. I don’t require food, but Tain
            is waiting for the rest of my instructions, and I have Hawk business to discuss before I attempt to make any sense of the
            financial records and logs kept by Grannick and his wife.” She turned and headed somewhere. The sitting room, probably, or
            what was left of it. “You’ll need to let us back into the basement to retrieve the bodies.”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         Larana didn’t return until Teela was gone. “I’ll show you where the dining room is. Are your friends joining us?” She indicated Raven, Serralyn, and Terrano with a subtle nod of the head. 

         
         Serralyn smiled. “That would be lovely.”

         
         Terrano grimaced and said, “I’ll give it a pass. Sedarias is on the way over with Allaron and Annarion—and let me tell you,
            she is in a mood. I’ll head her off. You guys eat.”
         

         
         Larana’s shoulders relaxed. She caught Robin watching and shook her head. “I haven’t met many Barrani.” The words were meant
            for Serralyn, the only Barrani now present. “And the ones I have met . . .” She didn’t finish.
         

         
         “I’m a student. I’m one of Robin’s many classmates, in case the Academia gown didn’t give it away. I’m mostly harmless, to
            the great discomfort of some of my own family. I’ll try to keep everyone out of your way, but Teela wasn’t lying—the Emperor
            did task her with Robin’s safety.” Her expression became more serious, but her eyes retained their green. “You probably understand
            why now.
         

         
         “Robin’s duty is to protect the garden. It’s to prevent people like his uncle—sorry—and the Barrani you have met from trying to exploit what lies resting there. We’re not done yet. The Barrani here might not be the only Barrani interested
            in Gardianno, and Robin can’t face them on his own. But . . . his guardian can. If she’s successful, there won’t be any Barrani
            visiting anymore.”
         

         
         Larana exhaled. “I’d like that. I’d like . . . something to survive.”

         
         Serralyn held out a hand.

         
         Larana stared at it.

         
         “Is this not what humans do?” Serralyn asked—of Robin.

         
         “It is.” He turned to Larana. “Serralyn’s offering a handshake. It’s less binding than a formal oath or a written contract,
            but in Serralyn’s case, it has the same weight.”
         

         
         It was Larana’s turn to blink, but as she held out her own hand, a smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “This isn’t going
            to be the same house, is it?” she asked as they shook hands.
         

         
         “I hope not,” Robin replied. “I grew up in the warrens. I grew up without family. I never imagined that the family I might one day find lived here. I made friends. Raven is like family to me—maybe even more important than that—and I don’t want to abandon her or any of
            the rest of them just because I have fancy clothing, a fancy house, and a fancy sword.”
         

         
         Larana nodded. “Don’t. I think it’ll be a good change. Loyalty. Affection. Actual friends and people you trust.”

         
         Robin’s smile deepened. “About that food?”

         
         Larana’s smile reflected his.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epilogue

         
         “The room is ready,” Killian said.

         
         The room, to Robin’s eye, looked exactly the same as it always did: one messy bed and one so pristine it looked unused; one
            closed desk and one with top pushed back, drawers half-open and writing surface extended; two chairs and a small central table.
            Raven and Robin had a narrow bookshelf each, but Raven’s was empty. Anything of value, she carried on her person, as if all
            shelter was too temporary to entrust with her valuables.
         

         
         Whatever it was Killian had done with the room wasn’t visible to Robin’s eye.

         
         Raven, however, was watching Robin with her usual patience when she wanted to examine something: almost none.

         
         Robin drew his sword out of its sheath.

         
         The light in the room flickered as the many gems on the scabbard began to glow, coloring Raven’s face in different shades
            of green, white, red, and blue.
         

         
         “Yes,” Killian said. “You cannot see yourself, but I can; the gems are not reflected in any way by you.”

         
         Robin wondered if he could ask the sword if it could be at home in a different scabbard. He didn’t. Instead, he watched. The only time the woman had revealed herself was in the heart of the garden. 

         
         That is not true. I attempted to speak with you in the library. The library, like the garden, is a space that exists outside
               of the realm in which you normally live. And this place does, too. As she spoke, she appeared; she was—as she had been in the garden—transparent, ghostly.
         

         
         But Killian could see her. And she could see Killian. She offered him an almost regal nod.

         
         Raven waited until the silent greetings between Killian and the sword were complete. Here she showed patience she never wasted
            on Robin. The sword’s Avatar turned to Raven and held out a hand. Raven almost leaped to take it, as if it were Robin’s and
            she knew they needed to run.
         

         
         It was Raven who spoke first. Robin couldn’t understand a word of it. It was loud. Not Dragon loud, but loud, full, resonant—had
            he not been standing so close to her, he might not have recognized it as Raven’s voice. The sword in his hand began to vibrate
            as the sword’s Avatar replied.
         

         
         Raven’s expression mirrored the sword’s. Raven was always frenetic, but here, she seemed calm.

         
         “It is not that,” Killian said. “Here, she must focus her concentration to speak at all.”

         
         “Do you understand what they’re saying?”

         
         Killian’s answer was long in coming, given it was only a single syllable. “Yes.”

         
         “Were they friends, once?” He would have asked Raven, but he wasn’t certain she would hear him.

         
         “Friendship as it now exists did not exist in their time. But they knew each other, yes. When they were young, I do not think
            they would have had cause to interact at all. But it is often the way of those so far removed from their natural homes: they
            look for familiarity, searching for reminders of the homes to which they cannot return.”
         

         
         “Does she have a name?”

         
         “Did Raven, before you named her?”

         
         Robin shook his head. “Is the sword a trap for the sword’s spirit? Is it like a jar?”

         
         Killian chuckled. “No, not in the same way.”

         
         “But she wasn’t always part of a sword.”

         
         “This is almost beyond my ken,” Killian said. “Arbiter Starrante might have more to say, if he was willing to speak of it
            at all. Understand, young Robin, that we are all artifacts of the Ancients; we are their imperfect children, their acceptable
            experiments. I was not a child of that beginning. I was not a product of thoughts that were rejected or discarded.
         

         
         “Nor, in the end, were these two—but they existed in a time when thoughts and intents were chaotic and unpredictable. I cannot
            explain more because I do not know more; I can understand what they say because all of us—those you call sentient buildings—were
            rooted in the potentia, the outlands, from which so much was derived.
         

         
         “Were I not, I could not rule my domain as I do.”

         
         “What are they talking about?” Robin asked, watching Raven’s expression far more closely than that of the sword’s Avatar.

         
         “Eternity. Mortality. Sleep and the nature of dreams. Oaths. Intentions. Ah.”

         
         The Avatar of the sword took a step back, pulling her hand free from Raven’s.

         
         “The nature of freedom,” Killian continued, his voice the barest of whispers. “Things ancient have always been a curiosity
            to those who study them—but in truth it is partly because they have vanished. They are history. Living beings such as Raven
            confound: she is in many, many ways far more a child than you. I do not know what she will become.
         

         
         “But she is becoming, and the sword realizes it.”

         
         Robin swallowed. “Is that bad?”

         
         “Who can say for certain? I think the sword fears it. But perhaps there is envy there, as well. It is difficult for anything living to remain unchanging and unchanged if they interact with others. Humans change more quickly, but Raven is not human. She has existed by your side, your shadow and your guardian, for the barest fraction of her life. But the perturbations of that have taken root, and the sword fears what the results might be.” 

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because it is unknown. She cannot put her fear into words—there are no words in their language for it. But perhaps you will
            teach her, in the end, what she cannot speak in her own tongue. Raven believes it.”
         

         
         As if Raven was listening to every bit of their conversation while having a conversation of her own, she turned to Robin.

         
         “You have to give her a name,” she said. “You have to name her, too.”

         
         Robin froze. “Can I at least talk to Teela about it first?”

         
         “Why? You didn’t talk to anyone before you named me.”

         
         “Raven—I was a child. I was four or five years old. I named you because I thought you were like me, and I couldn’t just say
            hey, you, every time I saw you.”
         

         
         Raven folded her arms.

         
         “I don’t need to talk to a sword the way I needed to talk to you. I’m not a child anymore.” He inhaled and exhaled slowly.
            “I didn’t name you with any good intentions—or any bad ones. I didn’t realize how a name might affect you. I just— Strangers
            lack names. I had no one, and I wanted to call you by your name because I didn’t want to lose you. It wasn’t to help you. It was selfishness and need on my part.”
         

         
         Raven frowned, considering his words.

         
         “Is need bad?” she finally asked.

         
         Robin blinked.

         
         “Is it bad to need or want?”

         
         “Never ask Teela that question. You’ll get an earful. Teela doesn’t consider want bad—that’s part of ambition. She’s wanted things all her life, and it’s the want that set her on the path to becoming what she now is. But need? Yeah, she’d say that was bad.” 

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because if we need something, we’re not in complete control of our own lives. We need to breathe. Without breathing, we die.
            We need to eat, or we starve to death. There are some needs that come with just being alive, and we’re already shackled to
            those.”
         

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “Need too much, and all of life can become a cage. Your needs are your weakness.”

         
         Raven snorted. “You need me.”

         
         Robin nodded. “But not in the way I did when I was a child.”

         
         “But you still need me.”

         
         He started to tell her he could live without her, but stopped before the words left his mouth. “I want you in my life. I want your friendship. But if you walked away today, I wouldn’t die. Not immediately.”
         

         
         “So you don’t need me?”

         
         He met, and held, her gaze. Did he need Raven? Teela would say no. But Teela’s life was entangled with Serralyn, Valliant, Terrano, and the rest of her cohort. Would she say she needed them? Where did want and need overlap?
         

         
         “I do need you,” he said, speaking softly. “You’ve been part of my life for so long, I hardly remember a life without you
            in it. You’re not like breathing. You’re not like eating. You can’t kill me just by leaving. But I don’t think about breathing
            unless I can’t.”
         

         
         “You need me,” Raven said, smiling. “You’re not a child. I wasn’t a child. The sword isn’t a child. But you still need to
            name her.”
         

         
         “Why? No one else did.”

         
         “No one else named me, either.”

         
         Robin couldn’t argue with that. “Let me think about it. I can’t just choose a random bird name. Swords don’t fly.”

         
         “You don’t, either.” But Raven was satisfied with Robin’s answer. “You can put the sword away now,” she said. “For now, we’re done. She’s thinking.” 

         
          

         Larana was nervous. Fair enough. Robin was nervous, as well. He’d been spared some of the choices Larana had to make: he didn’t
            have a lot of clothing suitable for meeting with a lord of the caste court. Teela’s clothing, which he’d worn during the investiture,
            was his only real choice.
         

         
         Larana had a lot of dresses in a multitude of colors. And styles. Styles, apparently, made clothing that was as good as new
            unsuitable. Robin didn’t understand, but he trusted Larana to be able to dress herself; she was an adult.
         

         
         Sadly, Larana didn’t trust herself to dress properly, and required an audience who could sit in judgment as she paraded the
            latest possible good clothing for inspection. While she was in it. She quickly gave up on Robin’s opinion, and sought Teela’s instead.
         

         
         Teela wasn’t dressed in the same outfit she’d worn to meet the Emperor to accept the responsibility of Robin until he reached
            legal age. Her clothing today was a dark blue, which perfectly matched the color of her eyes.
         

         
         “Politely reject the invitation,” Teela had told Robin. “If Lord Harrowmere wishes to meet with you, he can meet you here,
            in your own domain. He should never have sent the invitation to you; he should have sent it to me. I am regent.”
         

         
         The room in which guests were entertained was still not fully repaired. Work had been done, and work was ongoing. Teela knew
            this, but didn’t care, which was unusual.
         

         
         Robin had responded, “If he’d sent it to you, you’d reject it. He wanted to meet with me.”

         
         “I will speak with the servants,” Teela had continued, as if Robin hadn’t spoken. Those servants were mostly Barrani. The guards were Barrani, as well, which meant Robin could live with far fewer of either servants or guards than his uncle or his cousin had. 

         
         Larana found the Barrani uncomfortable to be around. Robin had therefore asked that Gardianno continue to employ people with
            whom Larana was familiar.
         

         
         “Only the ones I’m comfortable with,” Larana had hastily added. Both she and Robin were aware that the decision was Teela’s.
            Teela, however, had grudgingly agreed. Robin had had to endure an hour’s lecture, but permission had been granted.
         

         
         He’d only asked because Larana was terrified of Barrani. And he understood that. If Robin hadn’t lived as a student at the
            Academia, he’d’ve been terrified of them, as well.
         

         
         There were two human servants attending Larana, but it was Teela’s opinion Larana sought. When Teela gave the nod to two of
            the dresses as possibilities, Larana sighed. “Wait here,” she said. “I didn’t want to do this—I’m not sure how Lord Harrowmere
            will take it. But there is one dress I think might be appropriate.”
         

         
         And all the rest of the dresses weren’t? 

         
         “Are you certain you wish Larana to accompany us?” Teela’s acceptance of the invitation extended to Robin had been accepted on one condition:
            his guardian was to accompany him. Teela wrote the acceptance, not Robin. She didn’t openly castigate Lord Harrowmere for
            his disrespect of legal boundaries, except by replying.
         

         
         Robin nodded. “Larana knows Lord Harrowmere. We don’t. And she seems to genuinely like him. If she’s present, and he asks
            us to intercede on behalf of the rest of my uncle’s family, she’ll say no. It would be better—in Larana’s opinion—if she’s
            the one who says it.”
         

         
         “I am the regent,” Teela said. But she turned to the empty arch through which Larana would soon reappear. “He knows well in
            whose hands the decision rests.”
         

         
         Robin tilted his head. Was human power so irrelevant that Teela could ignore the subtleties involved? Serralyn would have understood immediately. Or maybe Teela was so significant a power, subtleties didn’t matter. The consequences to Teela would be so slight they could be ignored entirely. That had never been true of Robin. He doubted it would ever become true. 

         
         But when Larana finally did appear, he fell silent. Even in the warrens, mourning was observed. If people didn’t have clothing meant only to mark grief or respect at someone’s passing, they had bits and pieces of clothing that might do. Those
            who didn’t even have that might pick the weeds that blossomed all along the streets and call them flowers.
         

         
         Larana had never walked those streets. She had never experienced those poverty-stricken losses. Any statement she had desired
            to make, she could afford to make.
         

         
         And that, Robin thought, was unfair. She would lose—had lost—her family, just as Robin had lost his. But she had all the memories,
            good and bad, of that family as her foundation. Robin could not feel the grief or loss at this remove, it had been so long.
         

         
         Larana hadn’t been responsible for the deaths of his family.

         
         Robin would be responsible for the deaths of hers.

         
         It was a miracle that she didn’t blame or resent him. Teela didn’t believe in miracles. She accepted Robin’s decision to have
            Larana remain in Gardianno, but with what Teela called caution.
         

         
         Still, even that was set aside.

         
         Larana wore black. A black dress, with highlights of pure white, brightened in all ways by the contact with the ebony cloth.
            Her hair was bound back; she didn’t wear a hat or a veil—nothing that would hide her expression. Something caught light at
            hem of her skirt and sleeves; something different caught light around the neckline. Both sparkled.
         

         
         The skirt was narrow, but longer than Larana was tall; it trailed behind her at the back. The two maids were now looking down
            at their own feet. It was clear they had tried to persuade Robin’s cousin to wear anything else.
         

         
         She had chosen. The nervousness about any other possible ensemble was entirely absent now, replaced by a thin thread of defiance.

         
         Teela exhaled. “You are bolder than I would have guessed,” she said. “But yes. That will do. It will make a statement. It
            will make many statements. Be prepared to hear variants of all of them in the days to come, unless you intend to remain safely isolated
            in the manse itself.”
         

         
         “Did you think I was unprepared?” Larana’s smile was gentle. It was not a smile she’d ever offered Robin.

         
         “I was foolish,” Teela replied, and this time she met Larana’s smile with a smile of her own.

         
          

         Raven didn’t want to accompany Robin to meet Lord Harrowmere, largely because Teela had insisted she dress at least passingly
            appropriately. Either Raven didn’t consider Harrowmere—the estate, not just the man—a danger, or she trusted that Teela would
            be enough of a guardian. She had remained in the Academia, in their room, with Terrano for company. They’d already started
            bickering before Robin had left.
         

         
         Robin hesitated for just a moment before he entered the carriage. It bore the Gardianno crest of leaf, vine, and sword. Larana,
            who hadn’t been in the carriage that had been upended and destroyed, entered far more gracefully than Robin had; she didn’t
            hold a candle to Teela, but no human could.
         

         
         Seen this way, it was hard to believe that Larana had been a captive blood donor. Her bruises had faded, but even those that
            remained dark after several days had been rendered invisible by powders and face paint that mimicked the normal color of her
            skin. She moved as if this carriage, this invitation, were so natural a part of her life it was simple breathing.
         

         
         Robin had a lot to learn.

         
         “It’s like hiding,” Larana told him as she sat opposite him.

         
         “My hiding was physical. If I could be found, no one cared how elegant I was—or wasn’t. I’m not bad at that kind of hiding. I’m not good at hiding in plain sight while the world watches.” 

         
         “You’re going to have to learn,” Larana said, an echo of every time Teela had told him the same thing. “But ten years from
            now, it’ll be so natural it’ll be like breathing. I promise.”
         

         
         “What do you think Lord Harrowmere wants?”

         
         “To meet you,” she replied without hesitation. “I’m sure An’Teela has given you every possible political scenario that such
            a meeting might involve.”
         

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “Lord Harrowmere is considered one of the dozen or so significant human lords, even by Barrani. But he is human. I believe he wants to satisfy his curiosity. Word of your survival was slow to spread, but it did spread. I imagine
            it was kept as secret as possible so it could be remedied.” Her smile was slight and deeply bitter. “And I’m certain he had
            no hand in it.”
         

         
         “Too much certainty on too little information is its own danger,” Teela told her.

         
         Larana’s smile was a polite wall. “Of course,” she said, adding words to that smile.

         
         Teela said nothing more, but she seemed neither frustrated nor angry.

         
          

         The carriage journey was both safe and short; the Harrowmere estate was not far from the Gardianno estate. Robin would have
            walked, but Teela absolutely vetoed that option. Larana agreed with Teela, but seemed surprised that Robin would even consider
            arriving on foot. They took the carriage.
         

         
         Guards were at the gate house. They had clearly been notified in advance that they would have visitors of import; they were formal, but offered nothing that could be seen as offense, subtle or otherwise. The carriage proceeded to the front doors of the manor, where footmen—Harrowmere footmen—were ready to aid the passengers as they disembarked. 

         
         Nor were they kept waiting long. The doors opened, and a man offered them all a low bow before rising. “Lord Harrowmere is
            expecting you. Please follow me.”
         

         
         They were led to grand doors, no doubt to a sitting room similar to the Gardianno room in which Robin and Teela had been attacked.
            Robin had had no chance to become so inured to wealth that this seemed normal or expected.
         

         
         You will have to learn.
         

         
         Yes. But it seemed wasteful to have to do it. To have to live in a way that impressed the human lords, the people who had
            once been so far above him, they were practically mythical.
         

         
         Lord Harrowmere stood as they entered the room. He offered Robin—Robin, not Teela—the most formal of nods that Robin had learned.
            Robin was surprised, but not so much that he didn’t return exactly that nod. Only when he had did Lord Harrowmere offer Teela
            similar respect.
         

         
         It was to Larana that he offered his first smile, although the smile seemed etched in sorrow. Larana broke formation instantly,
            walking swiftly toward Lord Harrowmere, who waited. Robin was surprised when she opened her arms; he was more surprised when
            Lord Harrowmere did the same, drawing her, in all her black-and-white glory, into an almost parental embrace.
         

         
         He didn’t speak. Larana didn’t speak. She simply held him for as long as dignity allowed, and then she lowered her arms; she
            was the first to do so.
         

         
         “This,” she said as she turned, “is Robin of Gardianno, my cousin. And this is An’Teela, his regent.”

         
         Harrowmere nodded. “She is likely to make the gathering of the caste court far more lively than it has been of late. If, of
            course, she intends to attend those meetings.”
         

         
         “Oh, I absolutely will,” Teela replied. “Robin, however, will attend with me when the court is called. He will benefit from
            the experience.”
         

         
         Lord Harrowmere’s smile deepened. Robin felt the warmth of it, and he glanced at Larana. She was smiling. She liked—and trusted—this man. 

         
         “I was surprised to hear that young Robin had been found,” Lord Harrowmere said to Teela. He then turned to Robin. “I don’t
            suppose you remember me as well as Larana does. I was your mother’s godparent. She was slightly younger than my daughter,
            and several years older than my son.
         

         
         “Had my son been older, I would have happily seen him by your mother’s side. Rianna was like a daughter to me. Her father
            and I were more than simple allies. At times we were rivals; at times we were friends. He was a fool for his daughter,” he
            added. “You have no idea just how foolish a doting parent can be.”
         

         
         No. No, Robin didn’t.

         
         “But I understood why. Rianna had a brother—I’m sure you’re well aware of this. And perhaps Grannick resented Rianna; she
            was capable and she was adored, even by cynical old men like me. Grannick was bright and earnest in his childhood, very similar
            to his sister. It was in his adolescence that his warmth dimmed.
         

         
         “Rianna was the Gardianno. She found a husband of her own choice. You have met your mother’s family; you have yet to meet
            your father’s.”
         

         
         “Did any of them survive?” he asked, the question too rushed, too informed by conflicting emotions: bitterness and need.

         
         “Yes. Your father’s family was not a family seated in the caste court. They lacked political power, but did not lack wealth
            or knowledge. Your father took the Gardianno seat.”
         

         
         “But it was my mother’s.”

         
         “Yes. Tell me, do you think she wanted it?”

         
         “I don’t remember enough to answer.” He exhaled.

         
         Harrowmere’s expression was soft, but pained. “No. No, I don’t imagine you would. It was not a seat she wanted in her childhood. She loved her family, she loved the estate, she loved—of all things—gardening. Her father was quite upset when he caught her doing the gardeners’ work—he might have dismissed them all had she not objected as strenuously as a child can. She’d insisted on helping. They had tried to forbid it—but it was very hard to say no to your mother when she was so earnest.” His smile returned. “Had I been a Gardianno gardener, I would have handed her a spade far sooner than they did—but my livelihood did not depend on it. 

         
         “I remember the day she came to me after her father’s funeral. She seldom asked for anything. Even as a child, when she asked
            the gardeners to let her help, she wanted, always, to do the work herself. This was the first time she was at a loss. She
            did not want to interact with the caste court. She felt that it might devour the rest of her life. She had children, by that
            time, but they were young. You had not yet been born.
         

         
         “Her husband came to visit on his own. We were not close, and I admit we were suspicious and resentful, as only old fathers
            can be, when Rianna chose him. We feared that all he wanted of our child was power.” Our child. He’d said our child. “But Rianna would not have chosen such a man. We knew, but he was a stranger, and she was precious to us.
         

         
         “Hemner came to ask for my help. He asked for the help his wife could not. He wished to take—and hold—the Gardianno seat until
            his own children came of age. I would have said no—I almost did.”
         

         
         Larana was listening as intently as Robin; this was clearly a story she had never heard, either.

         
         “But he did not desire the seat. He did not desire the status that came from occupying it. Nor did he desire the power, the
            perceived power. To your father, the Gardianno seat was a burden. He’d lived without the trappings of power that came with
            it, and he had been very happy. He was happy with your mother, with his children, with life in the Gardianno manse. But that
            life had been lived behind the shield of my friend, Rianna’s father, and upon his death, the shield was gone.
         

         
         “She struggled with the seat. Anyone coming to that seat is bound to be tested in subtle ways—but only subtle; to question inheritance in that fashion was a threat to any lord of the caste court.
         

         
         “He wished to become her shield. I suggested Grannick, for he was of the bloodline. Hemner would have been fine with it. Rianna
            was not, perhaps because Grannick had children of his own.”
         

         
         That was not why, but Robin couldn’t explain the reason.

         
         “Hemner had already taken the family name to be with Rianna at all. She was willing to let Hemner take the seat as Gardianno.
            By the end of our discussion—which, I confess, started as a heated argument, at least on my part—so was I.
         

         
         “Grannick was angry. He had offered to help his sister, and she had gently refused.” His gaze shifted, his expression stiffening.
            What remained was a sense of certainty, of power, of anger. Teela had given Robin a list of caste court lords for whom she
            thought absolute caution was a necessity. Harrowmere had been at the top of that list.
         

         
         “When the Gardianno manse burned down, Hemner’s body, and the bodies of two of his three children, were found. Rianna’s was
            not. Not immediately. We did find her eventually. It was clear that she had fled to the warrens. She had had time to flee.
            We assumed she had carried her youngest with her.
         

         
         “Grannick assumed the Gardianno seat. What he’d offered to take so solicitously became his without the necessity of permission.
            He was the heir in the absence of Rianna or her children.”
         

         
         “You thought he’d killed them.”

         
         “I did.”

         
         “The Halls of Law attempted to investigate the murders. The caste court shut them down.”

         
         Harrowmere nodded again.

         
         “They couldn’t have done that without your support, even if that support was unspoken. Why did you offer it? Why?”
         

         
         Harrowmere did not look away. He faced Robin’s confusion, anger, and immediate sense of betrayal—which was ridiculous, since he’d never met the man before—head-on. 

         
         “Rianna was dead. Her children were dead. Hemner was dead. But Larana and Seldon were not. Grannick, as a child, was not the
            man he became. Larana and Seldon were not their parents. I had little hope for Grannick. Were the investigation to continue
            toward the only resolution possible—assuming competency on the part of the Halls of Law—the children would effectively become
            orphans. This would not bring Rianna back.
         

         
         “Do not blame your cousin,” he added, his voice softening. “Much discussion was had. But those who had supported your father
            had been slowly disenfranchised over the course of perhaps a decade—financial losses, illness, early deaths.
         

         
         “Only in the months leading up to the death of your parents were actions taken that were far more overtly political. Harrowmere
            has long been allied with Gardianno. We were not subject to those attacks. I chose to intervene in a handful of families,
            but in a subtle fashion; I took them under my umbrella.
         

         
         “Some would not accept that protection, which was their right. They feared my power—and they were not fools, as I am certain
            your regent has made clear.
         

         
         “I did not see the benefit to the ancient Gardianno seat of allowing the investigation to continue.”

         
         “And now?”

         
         “If you mean to ask me if I have regrets, I do. I regret allowing Grannick to survive his first solicitous attempt to take
            the Gardianno seat. I regret that lack of foresight. I regret that my sentimental memories caused me to stay my hand; it is
            not my normal choice.
         

         
         “But I do not regret the decision I made with regards to the investigation.” He turned to Larana, who was listening, hands clasped behind her back, chin tilted slightly forward. “Do not blame yourself, child. None of the decision was in your hands.” He then turned to Robin. “You are Gardianno, but you chose to bring your cousin with you. Why?” 

         
         “Because she’s the only family I have left.”

         
         “I will attempt to introduce you to your father’s family, if they will allow it. They were not best pleased with the caste
            court decision.”
         

         
         Robin wanted to meet his father’s family, but not now. “Even if the caste court decided to shut down this second investigation,
            they couldn’t. Barrani Arcanists are involved. There are too many witnesses.”
         

         
         “The Barrani generally take care of anyone who might become a subject of such investigation.”

         
         Robin shook his head. “They won’t in this case. They’ll do what the human caste court did—they’ll throw away anyone foolish
            enough to be seen. They might claim that all participants died in the commission of their crimes. But they didn’t, and everyone
            knows it.”
         

         
         “An’Teela?”

         
         Teela’s eyes were martial blue, her expression as warm as Harrowmere’s, which is to say, not at all. “Hawks are not allowed
            to discuss the details of ongoing investigations with those outside the Halls of Law.”
         

         
         “I see. Do you know how big this might become?”

         
         Teela didn’t reply.

         
         “Do you understand your ward will be in the center of things?”

         
         “There is a reason I’m his guardian. But he is the Gardianno. All choices in this are, and remain, in his hands. I will not
            allow others to make choices for him. Nor will I allow him to perish.” She turned to Robin.
         

         
         Robin was watching Harrowmere. “It’s my decision. It’s my choice. Unless and until the Barrani involved are apprehended, anything
            that happened to my family could happen again. And I will make sure it never happens again.”
         

         
         “Bold words for a child.”

         
         “Larana is my cousin. Larana, should I perish, will be my heir. She’s my family now. But she won’t be safe, either. Not unless
            we see this through. Rubielle is dead,” he added. “I don’t know who supported Grannick—yet. I thought you might be one of
            them.”
         

         
         “Do not make enemies where there is no necessity.”

         
         Robin nodded.

         
         “Do not spurn allies where there is no necessity.” He exhaled. “I wanted to meet you. I wanted to ask you what you intended
            for Larana—the only member of her family who is not currently resident in the Halls of Law.
         

         
         “You have more than answered my question. I will not agree to cooperate with any attempt to remove this investigation to the
            caste court—not now, and not in the future.”
         

         
         Robin’s shoulders remained stiff; his tremulous anger threatened to overwhelm him.

         
         It was Larana who came to stand beside him, Larana who placed a gentle arm around his shoulders.

         
         “But perhaps this is not why you accepted my invitation,” Harrowmere said, his expression softening at the sight of the two—one
            barely adult and one a few years away—huddled together before him.
         

         
         “I told you I was your mother’s godparent. From her birth until her death, I loved her as my own. You have few memories of
            her, and perhaps that is a kindness. Perhaps it is not. I will support you—or your regent—at court. I owe you a great debt.
            Larana is safe. She appears to be healthy; she is not afraid to be in An’Teela’s company and care. Allow me to visit with
            Larana from time to time, and I will be beyond grateful.
         

         
         “But if you wish it, Robin, if you wish it, Gardianno, you may visit, as well. I will tell you stories of the mother you barely remember. I will tell you who she was almost from birth. I will tell you who she became. I will tell you what she hoped for for her children, for you are all that remains of her. Could she speak now, she would ask me to watch out for you, and I would promise to do so.” 

         
         Robin felt the thread of tension snap.

         
         “Will you tell me stories about my father, too?” he asked, voice much quieter than it should have been in Harrowmere’s presence.

         
         “I will. I cannot give back what was lost, but I will give what I can if you but accept it.”

         
         Robin swallowed. Nodded. Larana’s arm tightened briefly, and then she let go.

         
         “My name is Onar. I am referred to by almost all as Harrowmere. If and when you feel comfortable, you may call me by the name
            to which I was born. If you are hungry at all, I will call for refreshments.”
         

         
         Robin glanced at Teela. Teela grimaced. “We would be pleased to accept your invitation.”

         
         Larana held out a hand—as if Robin were still a child. Robin took it without thought, he was so used to holding Raven’s. Family,
            he thought. Family that he barely knew to want.
         

         
         It was a beginning. It was a good beginning. Let him be suspicious tomorrow. Let him be cautious and reserved tomorrow. Today,
            he wanted to follow where Larana led.
         

         
         
            *****
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