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For you, Dear Reader. Thanks for coming back.
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I know the moment something is wrong.


Simon’s hand grips mine with a sudden intensity, but it’s not a squeeze for my attention or an expression of affection. It’s urgent with an edge of fear.


His movements haven’t indicated we need to flee, though, which means I shouldn’t react. We’re standing off to the side of an open area where several streets intersect, watching a group of children perform a traditional dance, their ribbons on the ends of sticks more or less in sync with the festival music and each other. Not one child is over eight years old, so they must have practiced several weeks for this amount of coordination.


Simon isn’t looking at me or the colorful celebration, however. His eyes are narrowed at something across the square.


Trying not to be obvious, I lean into his side, close enough to feel the hum of magick coming from the bloodstones in his pocket. Their focused energy makes my skin numb, so he usually carries them for me. “What is it?”


“That man.” Simon replies in a much lower voice, but we’re standing in the shadow of a three-story building so I can hear him clearly.


I follow his line of sight over the crowd. With the Solstice festival celebrating the longest and holiest day of the year, outsiders are common as sparrows, which works both to our advantage and disadvantage. We’d arrived on the island of Brinsulli several days ago, then traveled to the capital city of Londunium on foot. The journey to the coast of Gallia from Collis was much faster—traveling at night on horses we then sold to buy passage across the Narrow Sea. It’s not likely any word about Simon as a fugitive has reached Brinsulli, let alone Londunium, in those three weeks, especially as he’s believed to be dead, but there’s always a chance he’ll be recognized. His unusual eyes—light blue with a wedge of brown in the left—are impossible to hide.


“The one in the gray tunic and black cap,” Simon whispers.


I find the man. His blond hair hangs in greasy strings over his forehead, and his sallow skin glistens with a sheen of sweat. Something has him agitated, and he rubs his hands in a washing motion almost compulsively. I have to speak much louder for Simon to hear me, so I stand on my toes to put my mouth closer to his ear as I pretend to watch the dance again. “Has he been staring at you?”


“No. He keeps looking around the crowd. Stopped on you twice.”


That doesn’t make any sense. “How is that a problem?”


“Because he’s searching for a target. Someone easy and worth the effort.” Simon pauses. “Third look. He thinks you have potential, but you’re fine as long as you’re with me.”


“Are you sure?” No one would take Simon for a fighter—he’s as thin as a garden rake and stands in a way that takes up little space. I grimace as I peek at the man again before putting my chin on Simon’s shoulder. “No offense, but he could probably overpower you.”


He doesn’t argue with that. “Yes, but two against one is riskier, especially when we look like a couple who might fight to protect each other. He’ll go for an easier mark, especially with as many as he could find here.”


“So why are you worried?” I ask, tucking my travel bag firmly between us. “There’s probably a half dozen other thieves in the square with the same mindset.”


Simon finally allows himself to glance down at me. “Because he’s not just a pickpocket. He’s got violence on his mind, too. It’s in his eyes, in his movements.”


I don’t have to ask how he can read the man’s intentions. Simon spent six years recording the work of a man determined to understand the motivations of criminals—mostly the violently insane kind—as well as how they chose their victims. In Collis, he used that absorbed knowledge to find the murderer of several women. A murderer who happened to be his cousin.


“Perhaps his last robbery or two drew blood.” Simon turns his gaze back to the crowd as he continues. “Maybe unexpectedly. But he liked the thrill and sense of power it gave him.”


“And now he wants to feel that way again,” I finish. “Theft isn’t what drives him anymore.”


Simon nods once. “He’s wondering what it would be like to actually kill someone. With all the noise and commotion today, he could probably get away with it.”


I study the crowd, which has over a dozen women and older men who would be easy to force into an alley or empty building. One of them was going to become the man’s victim unless we did something. “Well, then.” I pull away and heft my travel bag onto my shoulder. “We should separate so he comes after me rather than someone else.”


“What?” Simon’s blue eyes widen. “Cat, no—that’s a terrible idea.”


I expected his objection, and I’m not angry, though I act like it. “You don’t think I can defend myself?”


He refuses to play along, shaking his head. “The two of us can’t take him down. You just pointed out he could probably overpower me, and he undoubtedly has a knife.”


“Then get help.” I use only my eyes to point to another corner of the square where two red-haired men sit on horseback, watching over the festivities. One of the first things we’d done on arriving in Brinsulli was identify those charged with law enforcement, so we knew who to avoid. “There’s two of those reeves over there. The ones with the gold braid on their shoulders.”


Simon hardly spares them a glance. “Why would they listen to me? I’m a stranger.”


“Yes, but protecting people is their job. Pretend you’re worried about my safety. Be persuasive.”


“I wouldn’t have to pretend.” He catches my elbow as I start to walk away, the first signs of anger on his pale face. “I can’t let you do this.”


“Can’t let me?” I tear my arm from his hold. “You aren’t actually my husband, Simon. You have no right to tell me what to do.”


“Stop it, Cat,” he snaps. “I know this is for show. We’ll figure out another way to stop him.” Simon reaches for me again.


I dodge his grasp. “There’s no time. He’s watching us now, isn’t he?”


Simon’s eyes flash over my shoulder, and he clenches his jaw so hard a vein bulges from his neck. “Yes. He’s already coming closer.”


“Then hurry. I’ll head toward the river.”


His expression almost breaks my resolve. “Please don’t do this,” he whispers.


I take a step backward. “Keep talking. I’ll listen for you.”


And I whirl around and disappear into the crowd.
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My silver voidstone bracelet is in my bag, and I dig inside as I storm away, staying in the shade of awnings and buildings as much as possible so the sun can’t wash away the magick constantly provided by the moonstone around my neck. As soon as my fingers touch the smooth, black stone, I push all my senses but hearing into its bottomless depths. Smell isn’t that much of a loss, especially surrounded by sweaty bodies and waste-filled alleys, but reducing touch makes me stumble when my foot hits the street with less force than I anticipate. Enhanced sight will probably come in handy, but I need to focus on what I can hear more, so I only reduce it by about half. I can still see better than everyone around me, but now none of those voided senses can come back until I see the moon, which won’t rise for several hours.


I strain to listen for footsteps behind me, but there are many, and I stop for a second to reclose my bag and hoist it back onto my shoulder. The pause allows me to pick out the gait that halts and resumes when I do. His breathing is then easy to connect to the steps. Beneath is a rapid, excited heartbeat. I have him.


The streets ahead are lined with shops and stalls, but the crowds are already thinning out. Beyond, the city docks on the tidal river are nearly empty of workers and sailors. It is a holiday, after all. I’ve overestimated how long it will be before I’m isolated enough to be at risk, so I slow my pace and pause at a fruit stand. When I turn, I’m careful to keep my expression annoyed, like the argument with Simon is still on my mind rather than the look in his eyes. He was terrified. I try to tell myself that’s better, because then his urgency in getting help will be genuine.


In the corner of my vision, the blond man also stops, pretending to admire a display of colorful scarves embroidered with golden suns. He’s shorter than me by at least an inch but stockier than I’d realized. My fingers unconsciously itch for my belt, where not long ago I carried a hammer—ostensibly for work at the construction site, but really to smash hands that had a tendency to reach into my skirt as I went by. The master architect always sided with me, even when I actually broke fingers. I don’t have a way to defend myself now.


“See anything you like?” The merchant behind the counter startles me out of my thoughts.


I decide another minute is worth parting with a few coins. “How much for the apples?” I ask. It’s too early in the season for most varieties, but he has a few green ones.


The man names a price, and I’m so nervous I can’t make the conversion to know if it’s a fair sum or I’m being robbed. It’s probably too much; my Gallian-style clothes practically shout that I’m a foreigner. Rather than haggle, I rummage into my bag, making a show of reaching to the very bottom to fish out the smaller of my purses. No sense in attracting the attention of any other thieves who might be watching by showing how much I really carry. Then I deliberately offer slightly less than the seller said, thinking to drag the interaction out. “Is this enough?”


Either I miscounted what I hold or he expected me to talk him down, because he accepts the coins and sweeps his other hand over the fruit. “Take your pick.”


I make a show of selecting a plump one with a more golden hue, then rub it on my sleeve until the skin shines before biting into it. The intense flavor brings tears to my eyes as I chew and then swallow. “Tart,” I manage to say around pinched lips.


He chuckles like he was waiting for my reaction. “Sweeter ones won’t be ready for a month.”


“Of course.” I thank him and move on, noting that my shadow also continues. I nibble at the apple’s almost transparent flesh as I walk. The flavor isn’t actually that bad, just strong and unexpected. It was harder to void taste when it wasn’t in active use.


The streets are progressively less populated, but it’s still a rather public area. I need to act like I have a destination, so I stop a passerby to ask the way to the nearest inn. His drunken answer is hardly coherent, but I go in the direction he points since it’s south, toward the river, as I said I’d go.


“Cat, where are you?” Simon’s voice calls from somewhere behind me. No one else around would be able to distinguish it from crowd noise at this distance, but I can. “We’re coming.”


We’re coming. He’s found someone. There’s no way I can answer him, but knowing he’s on his way bolsters my courage.


Now to set a trap.


I stay on the right side of the street and in the shade, glancing down alleys as I pass to get a feel for what they’re like here. Not much different from Collis—often narrow enough for me to touch both walls with my arms outstretched. Buildings on either side are rough stone at the base and patchy plaster above with occasional wooden beams. Excellent for climbing up, though it will be more difficult in my long skirt. He won’t expect me to try, though.


The man’s footsteps are closer, and the brackish smell of the Tamse River is stronger. There will be more people around when I reach the docks, so he won’t wait much longer. I strain to hear Simon. The apple is still distractingly tart, but he’s saying my name just loud enough.


“Catrin, Catrin, Catrin . . .”


Then another voice, very close to him. “I see a girl with dark hair ahead. Is it braided, going well down her back?”


“Yes.” Simon’s answer to whoever is with him is louder, and relieved. “Dark brown skirt and tan jacket.”


“That’s her, then. There’s a man right behind her—”


I’m so focused on listening that I step into the sunlight and miss the heavy footfalls right behind me, sudden and rushed. A meaty hand over my mouth smothers my scream, and I’m yanked backward into an alley between two houses.


Before I can put up much of a struggle, I’m slammed against a wall so hard the back of my head whiplashes into the stone. I swear I can feel my brain hit the inside of my skull and the world spins even as I’m held upright by a hand at my throat.


With one hand gripping my neck, however, my attacker has to back away and reach for his belt with the other. I flail and kick, managing to connect one boot-clad foot with his knee and my forearm knocks the knife out of his hand before he has a good grip on it. He swears and drops me to retrieve his weapon. I fall to my knees, clutching my neck and coughing.


It’s darker in here than I would’ve expected at this time of day, but that’s actually to my advantage. My magick was fully restored the instant I was out of the sun, and I can hear again.


“Wait, I’ve lost her.”


“Cat!” Simon shouts in panic. “Where did you go?”


I lurch to my feet, reaching for the wall—my escape—and my fingers find holds as one foot braces against a stone to lift myself higher until I’m violently yanked back down by my braid. I try to scream as I hit the packed dirt, but nothing comes out, and I croak helplessly as my attacker drags me deeper into the gloom by my thick hair, his retrieved knife at my throat. He pulls me around a corner, out of view from the street, where no one can see us.


Sun and skies, this was a mistake.
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At first I hope my attacker will look through my bag or search me for jewelry before anything else, but Simon was right. Violence is what he wants now.


He props me up against the wall and presses his dirty hand against my mouth as he kneels over me. Some strength is returning to my limbs, but with his blade pressing my windpipe I don’t resist.


The way he smiles is terrifying. Tears in my eyes are half from pain, half from fear. Why can’t I hear Simon anymore?


Light on the man’s shoulder tells me why. The sun is shining into this angle of the alley, on my lower legs, which are exposed by the skirt that has lifted to my knees. Even that small amount on my skin is enough to overpower the magick provided by the moonstone on my neck.


“You’re prettier than I thought,” he whispers. “Spirited, too. Were you going to climb all the way to the roof?”


He’s taunting me, not realizing I could have made it out of his reach if I’d had a few more seconds. The knife slides sideways to lift the necklace off my skin. “Is this real silver?”


I try to nod, but the sharp edge is still too close for much motion. Anything to prolong his interest in talking, though.


“It’s mine now.” He twists the dagger around twice, and I feel the stone moving up as the chain is wrapped around his blade. One yank and the necklace breaks. He can’t know what the simple piece of jewelry does for me, but he wants it to remember this later—remember me and the day he took the life of another human being.


The sharp edge is back against my throat, and his breath is in my face. I only have a few heartbeats left.


All I can think about is Simon. I’ll never see him again.


A roaring green and brown streak slams into the man from the side, taking the pressure—and the knife—off me. I scramble back from the tangle of limbs that is Simon and the man. The dagger is still in the man’s hand as he lands an elbow on Simon’s face, knocking him away, but only for an instant. Simon comes back, staying inside the man’s arm as it swings the blade. Then suddenly another shape is blocking my view, and all I catch is a huge hand grabbing the man’s wrist and twisting until the weapon flies away to land at my feet. I seize the hilt and hold it for dear life.


The second man already has my attacker’s arms behind him and an elbow tight around his neck. Simon rests on the dirt in front of him for a few gasps, then scrambles around to me, fear in his eyes. “Are you all right?”


“Yes, yes,” I answer before he sweeps me into a hug and holds me against his chest.


His heart pounds in my ear even without magick, overpowering the sound of my own as he rocks me.


“Promise me you’ll never do anything like that again,” he whispers.


Being in his arms brings enough relief and calmness for me to manage a choking laugh. “It didn’t go like I planned.”


He pulls back to look me in the eye. “Promise me.”


“Your face is all bruised and scraped,” I reply. “You’ll have a nasty black eye if we don’t do something.”


“I’m fine. Promise me, Cat.” Simon’s hands on the sides of my head tighten and his eyes narrow. The left is already swelling enough that I can’t see the brown flaw.


My throbbing head and the knife hilt pressing against my palm remind me how foolish and overconfident my actions were. “I promise.”


“Thank the Sun.” Simon pulls me close again and presses his lips to my hair, holding me so tightly I can barely breathe, but I don’t want to move.


The other man clears his throat. “I could use your help again, stranger.”


Simon releases me and squints at the large form outlined in the sunlight from above. “Of course, anything you need.” He levers me up as the man steers my attacker back the way we’d come.


I linger to search for my necklace. The fine chain is broken into three pieces, but the moonstone is still attached, and the moment it’s in my hand, my unvoided sight and hearing are restored. I can clearly see the huge man’s red hair and the golden braid hanging from his left shoulder. He’s one of the reeves I’d pointed out back in the square.


We follow him around the corner and out to the street, where a tan horse waits, snorting anxiously. The reeve directs Simon to remove a pair of restraints from the saddlebag, and I’m not surprised when he can open them without any instructions, then helps lock them on the man’s forearms. I’m wondering how they knew which alley we were in until I spy the half-eaten apple on the ground. It’s not even had time to brown. Now that the reeve is back, the horse relaxes enough to notice the fruit and lowers his head to take advantage of the unattended snack.


Once my attacker is secure and a chain linked from his cuffs to the reeve’s belt, the redheaded man raises his eyebrows at Simon. “You certainly know your way with shackles.”


I know why but say nothing. Simon shrugs. “They’ve never been used on me, if that’s what you’re asking, sir.”


The reeve chuckles and offers his hand. “You can call me Martin. My thanks to you in this. If he is who I think, you’ve done the city a great favor.” The chained man slumps to his knees. I’m not sure how many hits were from Simon, but the man absorbed quite a few in the fight.


Simon shakes Martin’s hand as he pulls me closer to his side with the other. “I’m Simon, and this is Catrin.” Though he’s wanted for murder, his name is common enough on both the island and continent that we decided not to change it. I was only banished from Collis, and informally at that, so I have no need to hide. “Was this someone you’ve been looking for?”


Martin nods. “He matches a man described by several women robbed in the last few months. The most recent was stabbed and barely survived. We feared the next wouldn’t.”


Just as Simon had imagined. Not that I doubted him. When the reeve holds out his hand to me, I place the dagger in it rather than shake. “I assume you’ll want this.”


“Yes, thank you.” He tucks the weapon inside his jacket. “I’m guessing by your accents you’re both from Gallia?”


Simon’s hand tightens on mine. “Yes.” He’s actually lived most of his life in Mesanus, in Prezia.


“How long have you been in Londunium?”


“Since this morning,” I answer.


The reeve blinks. “Not even a day? Have you found lodging?”


Simon’s blue eyes flit to me. We’d planned to seek a place to stay with the Selenae community, but they won’t be awake until the moon rises in the evening hours. This morning we also learned that he wouldn’t be allowed on the grounds of the akademium—the medical school—after sunset, even as a student. “No, not yet.”


Martin hauls my attacker to his feet before mounting the stallion. “Then allow me to arrange an inn for you tonight.”


“That’s not necessary . . . ,” Simon begins.


“I’m certain it is.” The reeve yanks the chain close as he nudges the horse around, and the animal tosses his black tail across the shackled man’s face in additional insult. “With the festival, you’ll have difficulty finding a room. I may also need to take your testimony for the judicare, which will be easier if I know where you are.”


Simon glances to me, and I nod. Finding the Selenae can wait a day, especially if it means preventing this man from hurting anyone else. “Then we’ll gladly accept,” Simon tells the reeve. “Thank you.”


“It’s the least I can do,” says Martin as he gently kicks the horse forward, tugging the man to stay with him, which he barely does, stumbling over his own feet. “If you and your wife would come with me now.”


We follow without correcting the reeve’s assumption. Simon and I are not, in fact, married, but we appear so different that no one ever believed us the few times we tried to claim we were brother and sister wanting one room as we traveled. After the first three nights of innkeepers chuckling and saying, “Sure you are,” then giving us a room with a single bed, we started saying we were newlywed. Then no one looked at us twice, and less attention was better when one of us was a fugitive.


And I honestly wouldn’t mind one more night of sharing a bed with him, even if we’ve never done what married couples do under the covers.
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The Festival of the Holy Solstice has the tavern below the inn packed to bursting, as Martin predicted. This particular establishment caters to a higher class of patron, and Simon’s and my outfits stand out—not for their style so much as their lack of cleanliness. We haven’t washed our clothes in over a week, and the scuffle in the alley didn’t help, especially in Simon’s case.


When we first arrived, they brought ice—ice in summer—for Simon’s bruised cheek and a piece of raw meat to put over his eye to reduce the swelling. Bloodstones would help him, too, but I’m not experienced enough in Selenae medicine to know if they could be applied without bandaging his whole face. The tavern owner himself takes our bags upstairs as we wait in the corner of the dining room for Martin to return from the gaol. I make a temporary repair to my necklace with a borrowed pair of tweezers. The shortest piece of chain is ruined, so I only use the longer ones, which makes the necklace short enough I won’t be able to remove it by lifting it over my head. The stone rests higher now, but still below my collar.


After a couple hours, we’re given generous helpings of the evening meal, compliments of the reeve. Simon immediately digs into the food—tender roasted fowl in a bed of wine-soaked mushrooms with peas in a thick cream and a loaf of sourdough bread. The fancy meal and the way we’re attended to tells me Martin either has significant resources for a commoner or the ability to call in hefty favors. Everything is delicious, but I pick at what’s on my high-sided plate, eating little. Simon swallows the last spoonful of his second serving and washes it down with ale before noticing my somber mood. He sets the empty mug back on the table. “Is something wrong, Cat? Martin said he’s been trying to catch that man for months. I thought you’d be happy.”


“I am happy,” I mumble, poking a fatty bit of meat with my three-pronged fork.


“You’re not acting like it.” He raises my free hand to his mouth and presses his lips to my palm. “What’s bothering you?”


Though he’s kissed me fairly often in the last month, it’s never been in public, and the romantic gesture startles me into looking at him. Simon almost seems surprised at himself, his light blue eyes darting to the empty mug, like he thinks the brew is responsible for his sudden boldness. I study his bruised face, more colorful with every minute that passes, and gently brush my fingers over his less-injured cheek. His cheerfulness fades. “You’re not worried about me, are you? I’m fine. Better than.”


Even with the slight frown, Simon appears happier than I’ve seen in weeks. His melancholy was understandable, given that he’d left everything in his life behind for the second time in less than a year—first after his father’s death in Mesanus, then taking the blame for murders his own cousin had committed in Collis. The only saving grace was that his uncle the provost had consented to pretend he’d died while fleeing justice, and not pursued him.


I shake my head. “It’s not that. I feel . . . like I’m underwater. I can barely hear or see.”


Until moonrise there’s no way to recover my voided senses, but shortly after arriving at the tavern I’d also lowered what was left of hearing and sight. All the noise and light in the room had quickly become unbearable due to the headache from the bump on the back of my head. My thick hair had saved me from a worse injury, but it’s still tender. After an hour with a bloodstone tucked into the top of my braid, I’m feeling much better, even if the skin within a handsbreadth tingles and crawls.


I’ve only had awareness of my magick for about a month and control of it for even less time, but I already feel lost without it. My uncle had described the need for it as similar to that of an addict’s craving for skonia, the dangerous concoction distilled from moonflowers. The buzzing at the back of my head torments me with power I can’t use. I also can’t ever forget what I am, what I can do, and it makes me feel out of place here, but I’m not sure about where I’m headed, either.


“Do you think the Selenae here will accept me?” I ask Simon. “My mixed blood?”


“Athene said the Selenae allow even us lowly Hadrians to study medicine,” he points out, using their word for magickless people descended from the Old Empire. Selenae trace their roots to a kingdom even more ancient. “And I think what will matter is what you can do.”


While Selenae had kept their blood pure for generations, my cousin, Athene, had theorized that children with one Selenae parent would still be able to use magick—and might actually be stronger than average. It turned out to be true, at least in my case, but even she was amazed at what we discovered I was capable of.


One thing in particular I can do was thought only to be a legend, and it terrifies me that I might have more power than anyone can teach me to wield. That and what my abilities mean to a culture that’s been slowly losing their magick for centuries. I don’t want to be seen as some kind of savior. I also worry Simon’s knowledge of Selenae magick could put him in danger. My uncle once joked he would have to stay in the Quarter for the rest of his life—which didn’t have to be very long. And I suspect Gregor was partly serious.


This isn’t the time or place to discuss any of that, however. “Have you decided to train as a physician, too?” I ask Simon, accepting the direction he’d pushed the conversation. “Your knowledge of anatomy will put you immediately ahead.”


“Only Selenae attend classes for free,” he reminds me.


“I have plenty—” I begin, but he stops me with a sharp shake of his head.


“No, Cat. I won’t live off your charity.”


“It’s not charity if we’re . . .” I drift off. We aren’t married, of course. Somehow I’d started to think like we were. Did that mean something?


Simon shakes his head again, much more gently. “Whatever we are, I need to stand on my own two feet.” He smiles reassuringly, but I see a trace of anxiety in his eyes. “I have enough to start, though. I’ll just have to sort something out. Maybe impecunious Hadrians wash dishes or pull weeds to earn tuition.”


“You’ll have a fair amount of free time,” I add. Classes were held when the moon was up, and he could only attend the ones during the day. Nighttime was when lessons involving magick were taught, though to outsiders that was only a rumor. Simon knew the truth—he’d seen magickal healing in action, but it was probably best if they didn’t realize that yet.


He suddenly sits up straight, focusing on something behind me, and I turn around to see Martin the reeve winding between crowded tables toward us, though he’s so large that it’s more like everyone is bouncing off him as he goes by. “May I join you folks?” he asks.


Simon scoots over on the bench to make space for him. “Please do. We were hoping to see you soon.”


“Sorry I took so long.” Martin waves to the owner, then drops down on the seat. The stark contrast in his bearlike build and Simon’s rail-thin frame is almost comical. Not that Simon is weak—though I was a little surprised at how ferociously he fought in the alley. “Simon, isn’t it? And Catrin?” We both nod. “Thank you again for what you did today.”


“No thanks are necessary,” Simon assures him. “We saw he intended to harm someone, and we couldn’t stand by and let it happen.”


I like that he refers to us as equal partners, but it was Simon who read the man’s intentions. As for not letting it happen, I know he would’ve wanted to act, just not as I forced us to. “Will you need more testimony from us for the magistrate?” he asks.


“Judicare,” the reeve corrects. “And no, it won’t be necessary. The man confessed to everything we suspected him of, including what he planned to do to Catrin here.”


Simon leans his forearms on the table. “I thought he might. The compulsion was more than he could handle. As much as the violence excited him, his need for it frightened him.”


Martin listens to Simon with an odd expression, but we’re interrupted by the owner at his elbow, holding a heavily laden plate of the same meal we’d finished. Before the man can turn away, Martin grabs his arm. “May I also have a bowl to take to Emma?”


After the man leaves, Martin addresses us again. “Our little ones don’t eat much more than mush,” he explains. “If I bring something home, my wife won’t have to worry about making anything for herself.” He tucks into his own food with as much enthusiasm as Simon earlier. Based on his size, I suspect he’ll eat twice as much by the time he’s done. “I know you said this was your first day in Londunium, but how long have the two of you been in Brinsulli?”


“About a week,” I answer cautiously. Again, it’s doubtful he’s heard of Simon, but we can’t take that chance. I redirect the subject to Martin, knowing most people are eager to talk about themselves. “Back in Gallia all law enforcement is done by the king’s chosen provost and his selected men, but reeve is an elected position, isn’t it?”


He nods. “Brinsulli has royally appointed provosts, too, but they mostly oversee the judgments. Reeves are selected by districts within the city to patrol and maintain order and make arrests in cases of wrongdoing. In turn, we choose the higher-ranking shire reeves from among ourselves. My older brother does that.”


If I had to guess, that was the other redheaded man we saw with him. “You look quite young for such an important office,” I say, and my question is both flattery and genuine curiosity. “How long have you been a reeve?”


He grins. “I was elected last year, at two and twenty, but spent six months under guidance.” Martin dips his head modestly, but I can tell how enormously proud he is. “I’m still not comfortable taking most actions on my own. Today was my first arrest.”


“Then we should toast that,” I say, raising my drink.


“To Martin the reeve’s first arrest!” Simon’s voice is louder and more boisterous than I’ve ever heard. He’s a little tipsy, which is amusing, given how reserved and controlled he usually is.


We tap the rims together and sip as one. Martin puts his mug down, grinning. “Thank you for that. No one else would probably care. I also wouldn’t have been able to do it without you, which brings up something I want to talk about.” Though he must still be hungry, he nudges his laden plate aside and leans one elbow on the table, pivoting to face Simon. “How exactly did you know what he planned to do?”


Simon shrugs tensely and avoids Martin’s eyes. “Lots of things. The way he searched the crowd and the types of people who caught his attention told me he wanted someone he could overpower. Then there was how he fidgeted, like he had a kind of energy he could barely control, that needed release.” He hesitates, biting his lower lip. “There’s also a . . . darkness to a person’s eyes when they contemplate violence, but also an innocence if they’ve never fully acted on it. I don’t know how to explain it better than that.”


Martin taps his thick fingers on the table for a few seconds. “I told you we’ve been looking for him. What do you think his previous crimes were?”


“Petty thievery at first,” Simon answers. “Probably saw something he wanted that was beyond pickpocketing and used a knife to make the victim hand it over, and it worked, so he did it again. Then he started to enjoy the fear he was creating, especially if word of his robberies spread. He’d slash their clothing a little, leave a visible mark of his power over them.”


His voice drops and his gaze becomes unfocused, and I know he’s climbing into the other man’s mind. “One day he went a little further and wounded his victim—it may have been an accident, or he had to go through with a threat, but he liked that even more. A cut is small and doesn’t have a long effect, however, and he started actually stabbing and slicing. The problem is the thrill of that power only lasts so long. He wanted more. Today, in all the chaos and noise, he was determined to get it. And yet, he was afraid. Part of him wanted to be stopped.”


The reeve hasn’t even glanced at his cooling food throughout Simon’s whole speech. “How did you know that last part?”


“I didn’t, actually,” Simon replies. “Not until he was caught. There was a sort of relief in his posture. He’d wondered himself just how far down this path he would go, where it would end.”


Martin is silent for a long moment. “And you’d never seen him or heard about him before today?”


“No.” Simon’s answer is resigned.


“Because the man said almost exactly everything you did, when questioned. Word for word in places.” The reeve stares at Simon, who refuses to look back at him. “From my perspective, what you did borders on magick.”


I flinch at the word, but Simon chuckles ruefully. “It’s not magick. Just experience.”


The reeve’s blue eyes widen with an eagerness Simon doesn’t see. “You’ve done this before? Pursued a person driven by ill intent?”


“Not like this, before a crime actually happens.”


“But after?”


I reply when Simon doesn’t seem to want to. “He assisted an investigator for several years, recording details of the grisliest types of crimes. They spent a lot of time speaking with the perpetrators, trying to learn why they did such things.”


“And not just why they murdered,” Simon adds quietly. “But why they chose certain victims or mutilated them in various ways. Their reasons always had some sort of logic, even if it was twisted.”


Martin squints at Simon. “You don’t appear very old. How long did you do this?”


“Not quite six years,” he says. “I’ll be twenty in a few months.”


“And how many criminals did you record?”


Simon presses his lips together as he calculates. “More than two hundred,” he finally answers. “Less than three hundred. Not all were murderers.”


Even in his shock, the reeve is quick with his own math. “That’s more than two per month. Where under the Sun did you live?”


Pilgrims from all over the continent go to Mesanus in hopes of a miraculous cure for mental afflictions. Family members often bring a parent or child in search of help and succor, which was how Simon ended up there, caring for his deteriorating father. Altum Ferris’s job was to determine whether the ones who had committed horrible crimes were truly mad and therefore not responsible for their actions. Simon told me the vast majority were perfectly sane and knew quite well that what they did was wrong. Some, like the man today, were frightened by their own compulsions, but many reveled in the wrongness, in hurting people and the power it gave over them. The altum took those judgment opportunities to study perpetrators and their crimes, to better understand what created such monsters. It cost him his own sanity.


None of this we can explain without undue risk. “We came from Lutecia.” I name the capital city of Gallia, four times larger than Londunium. “Where judgments from several regions are made.”


Martin exhales heavily. “Still . . . with over two hundred. Small wonder you could identify that man today by his appearance alone, having seen so many like him.”


“It wasn’t his appearance,” Simon corrects. “It was his manner, the way he moved. The look in his eyes. That was what spoke to me.”


“I’m still impressed you could hear it. That’s a rare gift.” Martin pauses. “Have you investigated anything on your own?”


Simon hesitates, as it’s unwise to mention Collis specifically. “Once, but my own prejudices and lack of confidence interfered.”


“Much of which was my fault,” I add. “And the killer was brought to justice.”


Which is to say he died, though Simon officially took the blame.


The reeve scratches his chin thoughtfully. “So what is it that brings you two to Londunium?”


“The akademium,” I answer quickly, relieved to change the subject. “I intend to become a physician, as does Simon.”


Martin studies me for a moment, his eyes sharp enough to see what no one else has. “You’re Selenae? I hadn’t realized until just now.”


Simon’s eyes are unusual, but so are mine. The distinctive rings around my irises are a trait unique to the People of the Night. In moonlight especially they shine silver—physical evidence of the magick carried in my blood. I don’t line the outside of my eyes with thick kohl as Selenae do, however. Not yet. Between that and not wearing their typical plain black garb, my heritage isn’t obvious unless you look at me directly.


There’s no hostility, but he regards Simon warily, whom no one would mistake for Selenae. “Never seen a couple like you. Is that allowed in Gallia?”


He might be wondering if we ran away to be together. We hadn’t planned to present ourselves as romantically attached until we got a feel for how it would be received by the Selenae—and until we’d figured it out ourselves. “Our situation is unusual,” I say. “But not unprecedented.”


I don’t mention my parents are the only other example I’ve ever heard of.


Martin seems to accept that. “In that case, I can escort you to the akademium tonight if you want, seeing as the moon just rose and they’ll be up, but if you don’t mind me saying, you both look pretty tired.”


“We are,” I admit. It’s becoming more natural for me to keep moon hours, but I’ve been awake and on my feet since dawn. “And our bags have already been taken to a room, thanks to you.”


“I’m glad to be able to offer you some form of thanks,” he says, rising to his feet and picking up his nearly full plate. “And on that note, I’ll leave you for tonight so you can get some rest. I think I’ll take this and Emma’s portion home.” The reeve offers us his free hand to shake in farewell. “I’m sure I’ll see the two of you again.”


I can’t help noticing a strange certainty in his casual statement.
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When he’s gone, Simon and I look at each other a bit awkwardly, which is silly considering we’ve slept together every night since leaving Collis. Our arrival in Londunium was meant to be the end of that, especially since we weren’t sure how the Selenae would react to our attachment, but it’s likely safe to keep up the act for one more night.


Something about the way Simon’s hand in the small of my back guides me to the stairs in the corner of the tavern sets my nerves humming, however. He opens the last door on the left for me, and I step inside. A candle already burns in a small open lamp on the side table, and our bags lie on the bed, but I walk straight to the window and open the shutters, finding the almost full moon high in the sky. Magick instantly floods into my body and through my veins.


I close my eyes and soak in the feel of the light, though it’s not necessary once I’ve looked directly at the moon. The sounds and scents of the evening overwhelm me for the first few seconds, and then I slowly adjust, as one does when walking into a bright and loud room after being in dark and quiet.


Simon approaches me from behind, probably trying to be quiet, given how little his footsteps cover the sound of his heartbeat. The heat from his body warms the air between us as he stops short of touching me.


“Merciful Sun, I could stare at you all day. All night.” His whisper is so soft I don’t feel the air of his breath.


I feel a flush rise on my cheeks as I open my eyes and turn to face him. In my magick-enhanced sight, his battered face is even worse, the bruises pushing blood to the surface of his pale skin. My thoughts are suddenly so jumbled and muddled I can’t think.


“Do you want to wash up first?” He tilts his head out of the moonlight and toward a table near the door with a pitcher of water and a small washbasin.


“Before what?” I ask. “Are we going to be doing something?”


Simon raises his eyebrows. “I meant before me.”


What in the world possessed me to say that? Especially when we’ve both washed travel grime off our faces before bed every night for the past three weeks? It’s a routine. I fumble for a response as I brush past him. “I know, it’s just earlier than we normally go to bed. And the moon always wakes me up.”


That’s not the real reason I’m suddenly wide awake, though.


I busy myself pouring the water and rubbing it on my burning cheeks and neck as Simon begins rooting through his bag for a nightshirt. It doesn’t take long to find—we traveled light, knowing clothing could be bought or made here. I also have no idea what a Selenae medical student wears, though I have a full outfit in the standard dark fabric, plus breeches. Not that I would be doing any climbing as I did on the Sanctum in Collis.


Simon pulls his jacket off, and I focus on the basin before he removes his shirt. I’m not sure why I’m suddenly uncomfortable. It’s not as though I haven’t seen him like that before, or as if men didn’t regularly shed their tops at the Sanctum construction site on hot days. Yet I find myself peeking back at him while I grope for the towel as water drips from my face into the bowl. There’s something different about his mannerism as he pulls the linen down over his lean torso. While he was never hunched or subservient, before tonight his movements always seemed designed to take up as little space as possible, even when no one was near him. Now he stretches his arms out and twists his body with confidence and a sense of purpose, made even more startling when he catches me watching and smiles.


“Looking to feed more than your eyes?” he teases, using the favored phrase of Gallian merchants to hint that a person needs to buy something or move on.


I turn back, covering my embarrassment by scrubbing my cheeks dry. Joking is something new, too. Simon is usually serious as a funeral. “Just thinking we need a laundry day.”


“Is that so?” Simon is suddenly right behind me again, bending his head to bury his nose in the loose, messy hair at the base of my braid as his hands encircle my waist. “I think you smell fine.”


“I meant clothes.”


He lowers his face to my shoulder and breathes deeply. “Definitely. You should take these filthy things off.”


What has gotten into him? I can smell the ale on his breath, but I don’t think he’s had too much. More than he’s used to, maybe, but he’s not drunk.


Whatever it is, I find myself wanting more of it. More of him. I step forward to create some distance as I turn around and press the towel to his chest. “Your turn to wash up while I change.”


Simon gets the hint and keeps his back to me as I quickly reclose the shutters and then undo and step out of my skirt. I set it over the chair by the table, then lay my vest over it. All I’m wearing now is linen undershorts and the long underdress which only goes to my knees, and I glance up to see Simon watching me as he gently pats his battered face dry, leaving pink spots of blood on the fabric.


“You weren’t supposed to turn around until I said so.” My scowl isn’t genuine and can’t force its way into my tone.


His mouth quirks up on the right—maybe to be flirtatious, or maybe because the other side is too painful to move much. “Aren’t we married? Everyone here thinks we are.”


I stand up straighter, intending to affect a dignified posture. What actually happens is my thin dress rises higher, exposing more of my legs, and my chest pushes forward under the collar. Simon’s breath catches in his throat, and I find myself smiling coyly as if I’d done that on purpose. “You always say it only matters what we think.”


He drops the damp towel next to the washbasin and stalks across the room to stop right in front of me. Even with what he wants plainly written on his face, he still says, “And I think I want to kiss you right now.”


It’s a losing battle, but I still fight it. “What makes you think I’ll let you?”


“The way you keep biting your lips.”


Oh damn. I’m doing that right now. I withdraw them from my teeth, but immediately lick them, which is probably even more inviting. Simon slides an arm around my waist and draws me closer, dipping his head to whisper in my ear, “The way you’re holding your breath . . .”


I exhale reflexively, unsteady and overwhelmed by the light pressure of his body against mine through the thin layers of clothing between us. His heartbeat pulses into me from where his wrist touches my back, turning my insides to water. Sun and skies, I’ve always been attracted to him, and he to me, but this is something new.


Simon skims his mouth along my jaw to my chin and stops with his lips a fraction of an inch from mine. “If I’m wrong, you should just say so and stop torturing me.”


“I’m torturing you?”


He nods, brushing his nose along mine. “And you know it.”


Feelings of power and powerlessness war within me. “Are you ready to die a martyr’s death, then?”


“If I must.”


“I’ll let you live,” I whisper, snaking my arm around his neck and leaning into him fully. “At least for tonight.”


Then, at last, I kiss him.


And he kisses back.


Not in the almost meek, disbelieving-his-good-luck way I’m used to, but as if to say, Do you have any idea how long I’ve wanted this? How much I’ve wanted you?


I lean back, pulling him toward the bed, and invite him to show me. He pauses his kissing long enough to let me settle onto the mattress, then starts again. When I finally sink into the pillow to catch my breath for a second, he lowers his head, trailing his mouth to my exposed collarbone while one hand moves down from my hip to my thigh to pull me closer. As his lips reach the base of my throat, I can feel my pulse beating wildly in the space between his until they synchronize.


The silver chain around my neck is much shorter from the temporary repair, and the moonstone slides to the side of my neck as he drifts downward to the V of my collar. I can’t keep a clear thought in my head. While we’ve kissed and even let our hands wander some in the darkness before, there was always awareness that we didn’t know each other well enough to do anything more. And until tonight Simon had felt so unsure of himself, that he was dead weight in an unbearably unequal relationship. Like he needed me more than I needed him. But now . . .


I slide my fingers through his hair, whispering, “You were always my equal, Simon. Never a burden.”


He abruptly raises his head to look down on me. “What?”


I blink like I’m waking from a dream. “You said you were afraid that you had nothing to offer me. But tonight, you finally feel . . .” I pause, searching for the right word. “Worthy?”


Simon leans back, creating more distance. “I didn’t say that. I didn’t say anything.”


In that moment, we both realize what’s happened. He pushes my hand away from his head, though the source of the problem is a red smear on his cheek. “You shouldn’t listen to my thoughts like that, Cat.”


“I didn’t do it on purpose, Simon!” I prop myself up on my elbows as he rotates to sit on the bed, facing away. “There’s so much blood on your face I couldn’t help touching it. You might as well be shouting in my ear.”


“But did you have to answer back?” He’s close to actually shouting now. “Couldn’t you have just let me think you didn’t hear any of that?”


I gape at him. “What? Hiding what I know is suddenly something you want me to do?”


I’d withheld incriminating evidence against the master architect from him on the first few murders in Collis, and though Magister Thomas was innocent, that betrayal is still a sore spot. Simon throws his legs over the side of the bed and jumps to his feet, out of my reach as I sit up. The moonstone falls back to hang centered.


“How did you even understand that?” he demands, pacing in front of me. “I couldn’t put it into words. It was only a feeling.”


“I don’t know.” Guilt makes me start to pull my knees in, but then I twist them down and rise up onto them, holding out my hands. “But it doesn’t matter, Simon. You shouldn’t feel that way about yourself. I certainly don’t think of you as anything less because you can’t use magick.”


He turns away and picks up the towel from earlier, dabbing at his face again like that will fix what happened. “Let’s just go to sleep, Cat. I’m tired and my face hurts.”


I take a deep breath but ultimately decide nothing I can say right now will make this better. Instead I slide off the bed and search for my nightclothes in the travel bag on the floor, making no effort to hide from view as I change. Simon doesn’t look, however, only glowers at the faint stains on the towel. When I’ve redressed, he still hasn’t moved or spoken, and I suppress a sigh and crawl into the bed.


I realize now it wasn’t about my magick or his lack of it. Simon’s ability to understand the mind of a killer is extraordinary, but the macabre skill isn’t one which pays, leaving him no ability to make his way in the world. His misery since leaving Collis hadn’t been fear of being followed and caught but because he’d felt useless. No one needed him, not even me.


But today he’d been needed. Today he’d done something good when no one else could have.


Until I gutted his triumph. The blood that was a badge of honor was now the betrayer of his deepest insecurity.


I lie with my back to the room and stare at the wall until Simon blows out the candle and tiptoes to the edge of the bed. He slips under the blanket, trying not to disturb me, likely thinking I’m asleep. Now that it’s dark, I wipe a tear from my cheek, but he senses the movement and turns to curl his body around mine.


“I’m sorry, Cat,” he murmurs, nuzzling into my hair until he reaches the silver chain at the nape of my neck and presses his lips to my skin. “Forgive me. I’m an ass.”


“No, you’re not.”


“Please.” His arms tighten like he wants to pull me closer but is afraid to. “I’m not worth your tears.”


For a long moment I’m rigid, trying to decide how to let him know how utterly wrong he is. Then I slowly relax against him, filling all the space between us. “I’m sorry, too.”


Simon settles around me, the tension in his muscles slowly easing until we’ve melted into one shape with one breath, one heartbeat.


How is it possible to feel so close to a person and yet so far?
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I have trouble sleeping, not because of what happened with Simon, though that’s awkward enough, but because the moon is up until almost three hours past midnight. Even with the shutters closed, its magick hangs in the air, conducting sounds and scents from across the city. The Selenae community is up and singing as they do in Collis, though I wonder if it’s the Quarter or the akademium I’m hearing. I finally doze off a couple hours before dawn.


Simon lets me sleep later than he should. Or maybe he doesn’t want to get out of the bed any more than I do. Right before leaving our room, Simon takes a moment to kiss me in a way that says he expects it to be the last time for a while. Even with our argument—or perhaps because of it—the idea of separating from him is painful, and I almost float the idea of waiting a few more days before seeking out the Selenae.


But if Simon wants to feel useful, physician training is likely a good way to start, so I say nothing.


We carry our bags downstairs with us to breakfast. To our surprise, Martin the reeve waves at us from a table, where he sits next to an older woman I assume is not his wife. He stands as we come over, and his companion also rises from her seat, patting her lips with a napkin as she turns to face us. Her clothes appear all black to everyone in the room, but I can see subtle differences in shade and the crescent moon designs embroidered on her sleeves. She’s Selenae. And from the narrowing of her kohl-lined eyes, she’s not pleased by what she sees.


Oblivious to the hostility in his companion’s gaze, Martin grins. “Good morning! I thought since you intended to apply to the akademium, the least I could do is introduce you to one of its instructors. Haema Hespera, this is the couple I was telling you about—Simon and his wife, Catrin.”


Simon tenses next to me, and my empty stomach rolls over with anxiety. The title of haema—or haemon, for a man—indicates she’s more than a teacher, she’s a leader in the medical community. The kind that no one questions. Martin is trying to help us, and we shouldn’t have let him think we’re married, but how were we supposed to know he actually had a Selenae friend, let alone a high-ranking one?


The enmity on Hespera’s face is now explained, however. She nods stiffly.


Martin motions for us to join them as he calls for the server’s attention. We all sit at the same time, the reeve continuing excitedly. “Haema Hespera is one of five members of the Penthaemon. Three of the others are the oldest physicians, and other than the archaemon, she’s the youngest selected for the council.”


Hespera appears to be about thirty. There’s no gray in her dark waves of hair, but the lines around her mouth tell me she spends a great deal of time frowning. She wears the typical moonstone on a silver chain around her neck and a pitch-black voidstone in a bracelet on her left wrist. There’s also a ring set with cloudy white stones that gleam with countless rainbow facets within—memory stones, which can hold thoughts they’re given forever. I have one my uncle gave me with one of his memories of my parents, but they’re rare and precious. To see three on her hand is unsettling. Do they carry some kind of knowledge passed down by other physicians?


I clear my throat. “It’s our honor to meet a haema and council member. What do you teach at the akademium?”


“I’m the coroner,” she says flatly. “I conduct anatomy classes and also consult with shire reeves on deaths of mysterious circumstance.”


Martin’s buoyant mood is suddenly subdued. “That’s how we’ve come to know each other, though my brother, Edward, is actually the shire reeve.”


Hespera stiffens at his words but keeps her sharp focus on me. “Where are you from?”


“Collis,” I answer truthfully without thinking. “It’s in the northeast of Gal—”


“I know where it is.” Her eyes shift to Simon. “And you?”


“Lutecia.”


“Untrue.”


Simon swallows, stealing a glance at Martin, and corrects himself. “Lutecia originally, but I lived most of my life in Prezia.”


The reeve has finally caught on to the haema’s cold mood. Before he can say anything, she turns to him, a genuine light of companionship briefly softening her angular features. “Martin, would you please fetch us a fresh pot of tea?”


That’s a servant’s job, but Martin obeys, understanding that whatever is going on he can have no part in. When he’s gone, she glares down at our hands, and I realize Simon has covered mine with his—or maybe I grabbed his in anxiety; I honestly can’t remember. “How long have you been married?” Hespera demands.


“Three months,” I answer before Simon can, praying he lets me take the lead on these questions.


She purses her lips. “Are you with child?”


“No.” Heat rushes to my face. Then, angry at both the personal question and my instant answer, I ask, “Would it have disqualified me from studies if I was?”


Hespera appears baffled by my question. “Of course not. Why in the world would it?” Then she regains control of the conversation. “I was merely trying to assess the reason you dared to marry a Hadrian. That’s not allowed, even in Collis, so I’m assuming that’s why you left.” She studies my eyes, murmuring, “And you haven’t been voided.”


To be voided is to be permanently cut off from all magick, done by putting bits of voidstone under the skin. I’m told it drives most Selenae into madness or skonia addiction. Or both.


“I didn’t actually realize I was Selenae until one moon ago.” I produce a sealed letter from my bag, written by my cousin, Athene. I know it says almost nothing about Simon, which is why I told Hespera our marriage predated that discovery. “This should explain everything.”


Hespera takes the folded paper and cracks the wax circle in half to open the letter, reading without preamble. After several seconds the pages drop, and she looks at me with eyes so wide there’s white all around the irises. “You are of mixed parentage.”


“Yes, though I never knew my mother or father.” A tiny quaver creeps into my voice, and Simon squeezes my fingers in support.


“And yet you have—” Hespera stops, her eyes darting to Simon and then his hand on mine. She doesn’t want to speak of magick in front of him.


“She does,” Simon says quietly.


Haema Hespera glowers at him for several seconds, then swiftly refolds the letter and stands, her words sharp as the edge of an unpolished voidstone. “You will both come with me now, and you will not speak a single word until we’ve reached the Penthaemon council chambers. Disobey at your personal peril.”


She leaves the table without replacing her chair and heads for the door. Simon and I grab our things and follow in silence, throwing apologetic smiles to Martin, who’s been politely waiting out of earshot, holding a steaming teapot and four empty mugs. From the look on the reeve’s face, he’s realized he hasn’t done us a favor at all.
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The previous day’s festivities lasted long into the night, and the streets are mostly deserted though it’s approaching midmorning. Servants and small children seem to be the only ones awake, the latter darting between hiding places in a game not possible on other, more crowded days. Spots of sunshine on the packed dirt outnumber those of shade, and Haema Hespera walks straight through the varying light without flinching. Simon laces his fingers with mine as we follow. Every half minute or so, the coroner sends an acid glare over her shoulder to make sure we haven’t fallen behind.


Many children halt to stare as we pass, and a few even trail us for a block or longer, singing under their breath. The tune is the same as the nursery rhyme sung in Collis, urging Selenae to return home at night. Hespera doesn’t react to the childish harassment, either because she’s used to it or doing so would reveal that she can hear them.


A twenty-foot-high protective wall wraps around Londunium, except on the south side, where the Tamse River does the job. We head for the northwest corner and one of several gates that has a nominal pair of guards keeping watch over traffic in and out. In times of peace, only the citadel on the far side of the city is truly guarded.


The two men posted ignore Hespera as she passes through, but Simon and I get a curious glance from one before he yawns and the moment of scrutiny has passed. Not far beyond runs a wall half the other’s height encircling what must be the akademium. The limestone is topped with metal shapes to discourage anyone from climbing over, and though I’ve never been here before, I feel like something is missing.


A few non-Selenae approach the akademium entrance at the same time, carrying heavy tomes and satchels full of bundled parchments. I’m surprised when Haema Hespera acknowledges their respectful greetings, though I notice they stay far out of her way. We continue past the much more attentive watchmen dressed in Selenae black and under the raised iron lattice that hums with magick. Decorative metalwork in the gate and on the wall above resembles moonflowers and leaves, which makes me realize they are what is absent. The outer walls around the Selenae Quarter in Collis had been covered with living vines, but here they are inside, their star-shaped white and violet flowers dotting the sides of long, two-story buildings. Most of the blossoms are curled up at this sunny hour.


What must be medical students scurry in behind us and skirt the edges of a manicured courtyard to their destinations. Just as they avoided Hespera, they give a wide berth to the circular pool of water at the center of the open area. Like a residential Quarter, the akademium has a Moon Pool, which most Sun-revering people consider blasphemous. Apparently not blasphemous enough to choose a different path to becoming a physician, however.


The coroner stays on a gravel path leading to a redbrick building with an ornate facade. As artistic as the design is and as well cared for it appears to be, it and the other structures give me a sense of emptiness and disuse. No other Selenae are around at this Moon hour, but I don’t think that’s the reason. With blood magick slowly failing over the last generations, the student population is less than half of what it used to be, according to my cousin, Athene—and that’s with every eligible Selenae pressed into physician training.


We enter the building and finally halt inside a round antechamber, facing heavy oak doors set with wrought iron designs. The metal both draws in magick and dampens it, and I can hardly hear anything beyond them.


Haema Hespera points to a hard wooden bench against the wall. “Sit and remain silent.”


So much for being able to speak when we reached our destination. We do as we’re told, dropping our travel bags by our feet as one of the doors opens inward and the head of an older woman leans out.


“The archaemon is most impatient,” she says to Hespera. Then she gawks at us. “Is it as the Hadrian said?”


“Worse,” the coroner replies. With Athene’s letter clenched in her fist, she enters the room and shuts the door behind her.


And then we wait.


There’s no way for us to know how long we sit there, though it must be over an hour. Every once in a while, I hear raised voices from the heated conversation within, but not even my senses can distinguish words through the magick-laced doors. The tones are enough, however.


The wide seat has plenty of room, but I rest my head on Simon’s shoulder and press our sides together despite the numbness in my thigh from being close to the bloodstones in his pocket. Handy as they were last night in healing the lump on the back of my head, I had to give them back to his care.


His stomach growls, and mine answers back. I giggle in spite of myself, then sigh, and Simon leans his head sideways to rest on mine.


“I’m sorry,” he murmurs. “I had no idea Martin would tell them we were married.”


“It’s no one’s fault,” I assure him quietly. Then, in case someone can hear us, I add, “We didn’t know I was Selenae until it was too late.”


“Mmm.” Simon seems to understand my hint, that our story should be that we were married before I knew about magick.


Both chamber doors suddenly swing open. “I told you to be silent,” Hespera snaps from the archway.


I can’t help rolling my eyes as we sit up straighter. Standing behind the coroner are what must be the four other council members—a man about her age, two women in their sixties, and a man of perhaps eighty years. The eldest is such a frail wisp of a man that I fear a solid breeze could carry him away. All of them are as hostile as Hespera, though the woman we glimpsed earlier also looks intensely curious. She holds Athene’s letter in one hand; the other is tucked tightly against her body.


It’s she who speaks. “Come forth, Katarene of Collis.”


I frown. “It’s Catrin.” Simon’s fingers tighten on mine, knowing how I feel about this.


The woman arches her eyebrows. “Is Katarene not the name your parents gave you at birth?”


It is, but as soon as they were gone, my father’s brother left me with Mother Agnes and the Sisters of Light, who changed it to one that wouldn’t stand out among Gallians. Though I’ve forgiven my uncle, I’d rather honor those that cared for me than those who gave me up. “That is the name they chose,” I say. “But Catrin is the name I was raised with.”


“Yes. One of many matters we need to address.” She gestures for me to come inside.


I don’t budge. “What about Simon?”


“These are not matters he can hear,” is her crisp answer.


“He already knows everything,” I insist, pointing to the parchments in her hand. “And Athene says he may be trusted.”


I also know my cousin referred to me as having the most powerful blood magick she’s ever encountered, and I’m willing to bet the council won’t turn me away without trying to take the measure of my abilities first. My dazzling potential is my protection, but now it’s his, too.


To my surprise, the woman doesn’t argue. “Then he joins us at his own risk,” she says, moving aside for us to enter.


The others turn on their heels and march back into the room, the older man rustling like a pile of dried leaves. Simon and I follow, stretching the stiffness out of our limbs. Inside, a round window in the ceiling lets in muted sunlight, but its purpose is more likely for moonlight. The council members take their seats on throne-like chairs set in a U shape, with the younger man in the center, also placed slightly higher. What was it Martin called him? The archaemon? His dark, wavy hair has gray in it, unlike Hespera’s, though the reeve had said he was younger. He studies us with silver-ringed eyes in a face of stone, but there’s a fearful tilt to the lines in his forehead.


After reclosing the door, the woman with the letter takes her place next to Hespera. She’s not even settled in the chair before the leader begins.


“Katarene of Collis, it is said you are the daughter of Iason, Selenae physician of—”


“Excuse me,” Simon says. “It’s Catrin. As she said.”


The man breaks off. From the archaemon’s shocked expression, it’s a fair guess that no one’s dared interrupt him in a long time.


Simon continues, “And before we go any further, I think it would be helpful if the members of this distinguished council introduced themselves. You know who we are and where we are from, but we know nothing other than you have authority and very fancy chairs.”


Something like a snort escapes the woman next to Hespera. The leader scowls, but maybe more because he’s already lost his chance to start with intimidating us.


He flicks his wrist toward the man and woman on his left. “Council Elders Nestor and Zosima.” Then he gestures to the right. “Elder Maia. They have the most years as practicing physicians. Coroner Hespera you know. Together we are the Penthaemon. You will address them all by the title haemon or haema.” The last sentence is said almost like an afterthought. “And I am Caerus, anointed archaemon of this medical council.”


Simon nods gravely. “And may I beg to know why you were the one chosen to lead this council, Archaemon?”


Caerus draws his eyebrows down. “Not chosen. Anointed.”


“His blood magick is the strongest,” I whisper.


Now the brows go up. “And if you knew this, why did you not explain it to your Hadrian?”


“I didn’t know.” I clench my jaw at how they refer to Simon like he’s my pet. “But it makes sense.”


I can also feel it rolling off the archaemon in waves, like he himself is the moon, radiating magick anyone can use. But then he shifts in his chair, and I see it’s inlaid with glowing moonstones and what must be bloodstones. Those are what I’m sensing, not his own magick. It’s almost a relief, because it means I don’t have to add being able to measure another’s magick to my list of mysterious abilities.


“Are we introduced to your satisfaction, Hadrian?” the archaemon asks with exaggerated politeness.


“Yes, thank you,” replies Simon with equal formality. He places a pale hand on his chest. “But I must apologize since you obviously don’t know my name yet. I am Simon of Mesanus, assistant and student of Altum Gustav Ferris, whose reputation is known far and wide in medical circles.”


The reaction to Simon’s statement is not entirely negative. Apparently Altum Ferris’s work is indeed known here—and respected. Zosima leans forward, now as curious as Maia across from her. The squarish shape to her jaw and high forehead makes her mouth and eyes seem proportionally small. “Indeed. And how long were you with him?”


“Approximately six years, Haema,” Simon answers respectfully.


“You are very young,” she says with no slight amount of skepticism.


He dips his head slightly, a faint curve lifting his lips. “A fault I hope will be cured in time.”


Zosima actually smiles back, but Caerus is not impressed. “You are irrelevant in the matters we need to discuss, Hadrian,” he says. “Except perhaps in how to dispose of you.”


I don’t like the sound of that. Simon’s boldness evaporates.


Maia waves the pages from Athene at me. “It says in this letter that you are the child of Iason, physician of Collis, and a Hadrian woman named Stella. Were the source of this information not one I trust completely, I would not believe it. As it is, I’m having difficulty.”


I incline my head as Simon did, hoping to show deference. “I personally cannot attest to the truth, as I was an infant when they died, but my moonparent believed I had no magick and placed me in the care of Hadrians.”


“With your mother’s family?”


“No. With the prioress of Solis Abbey and then later the master architect of Collis, whom I worked for.”


Hespera huffs in disgust. “You were raised by the most zealous of sunlovers? That alone gives us cause to reject you.”


“I discovered my abilities by accident.” I hold up my left hand to show the purple bruise on the edge of the nail of my middle finger, a mark that will never heal. “When I cut myself under the light of a full moon.”


“A full moon?” gasps Zosima. Under normal circumstances, waking magick in the blood is done on purpose during a crescent phase, when Moon’s light is much weaker, so as not to overwhelm the initiate. She shakes her head in disbelief. “That can cause a seizure.”


“It was definitely a shock” is all I will admit.


Hespera’s constant frown deepens. “None of this makes sense.”


“It doesn’t have to make sense to be true,” says Maia quietly. “The only way to know is to test her. We can start with the simplest question: Does she indeed have blood magick at all?”


The old man, who so far has said nothing, reaches into his dark robes and pulls out a fistful of round stones. How he could stand to have bloodstones that close to him is a mystery. Maybe they’re keeping him alive. Then again, I don’t know how Caerus can tolerate sitting in that chair. It must feel like a thousand bee stings.


Nestor, I recall his name as, comes off his high seat with a crackling of joints and motions for me to come closer, which I do. He extends his knobby, wrinkled hands, holding a flat, smooth stone in a palm that bears a thin, white scar across the middle. Though I’m not sure exactly what he wants, I remember what my uncle Gregor did the night I was formally introduced to the Selenae world and place my hand over his with the stone between. It must be the right thing to do, because he immediately clasps his empty hand over our joined ones and holds them together tightly.


Images begin marching through my mind, slow and methodical, like this is a speech he’s given a thousand times. Tell me what you see.


Out loud? I think back.


His thin arms jerk so hard I worry that I’ve hurt him, and the visions briefly stop, but then they return, as does his silent voice. Tell everyone what you see.


Out loud, then. I take a deep breath and recite everything that comes at me, from describing a battle in a rock-studded valley to a sequence of numbers to what sounds like the opening paragraph of a medical text. I repeat like a parrot, as Simon’s cousin Juliane recorded facts and events, almost without knowing what she was doing. Like I’m merely the air between speaker and listener.


Until I suddenly say, “The stone is far too weak for all this, she must be—”


The old man’s hands release mine like they’re red-hot iron, and the stone hits the wooden floorboards a fraction of a second later. I open my eyes—realizing only then that they’d been closed—and find Nestor staring at me, open-mouthed, allowing me to see how few teeth he has left.


I scowl and rub my tingling hand on my skirt. “I wasn’t cheating. No one told me anything.”


Caerus comes out of his chair to pick up the dropped bloodstone. He turns it over in his fingers, grumbling, “I can’t feel the magick in this at all.”


“That’s what comes from sitting on your throne so much,” says Nestor disdainfully. He holds out his hand.


As Caerus drops it in Nestor’s palm, I notice the archaemon doesn’t wear a moonstone around his neck but in a ring on his left hand. Is that due to personal style or his position on the Penthaemon council?


Nestor tucks the stone with his others and returns to his seat. “I judge her blood magick to be extremely strong. Not to be ignored.”


Maia nods in agreement. “Athene says Katarene has shown great potential as a physician despite her mixed blood. That recommendation is enough for me.”


Hespera shakes her head in disgust. “No. Mixed blood is unpredictable and possibly dangerous. She should be voided.”


My stomach plummets, but Zosima brushes that suggestion aside. “I agree with Haema Maia and propose to admit Katarene to the akademium on the condition that she submits to any other tests of her abilities which we deem necessary.” Then her gleaming eyes narrow in what can only be a warning. “Voiding is always an option in the future.”


Hespera turns to the archaemon. “May I assume you will take a position counter to mine as usual?”


Caerus glances at the coroner, and I think for a moment he might side with her just to spite her statement—which is an odd dynamic—but Maia interrupts what he might say with another question for me. “Athene claims you can do more than anyone she’s met. Can you give an example of this?”


My cousin didn’t list everything in the letter, saying I would need to judge who was safe to trust with that information, and when, but I have to give them something out of the ordinary. I clear my throat. “I can hear blood without touching it, as long as moonlight shines on both it and me.”


All five take a collective breath, Nestor’s ending in a wheeze. Zosima is the first to recover. “Over what distance?” she demands.


“At least from across a city.” I heard my friend Marguerite at the abbey while I was on the Sanctum tower, and I heard Perrete as her blood was spilled in an alley, both from nearly the same place. I don’t mention, however, that for a few seconds I was Perrete that night.


“Impossible,” hisses the coroner.


“Something we will seek to verify,” says Maia calmly. She raises her hand. “I also vote to admit Katarene under Haema Zosima’s conditions.” In response, Nestor, Zosima, and Caerus lift their hands.


Hespera does not.


Maia’s smile is more one of triumph than pleasure as the hands go down. “The motion is carried and she shall stay.”


I step back to Simon’s side, ready to collapse in relief.


“And now we must address the issue of this Hadrian,” Zosima says.


They still won’t use his name, like he’s not a person. “Simon’s silence and discretion can be depended on,” I reply through gritted teeth.


“So you say,” Hespera spits, bitter at having lost the vote. “No Hadrian has ever been privy to our secrets. What he knows endangers us all.”


“It’s not his fault,” I insist. “He was merely there when my magick manifested. We discovered it and where I came from together.” That’s partially true, but it’s the version that fits with what we’ve said so far. If only Martin hadn’t told Hespera we were married. Then perhaps we could have simply separated.


But separated for how long? My heart feels ripped apart at the thought of doing any of this without him.


Simon stands casually with both hands in the pockets of his trousers. “I’d hoped to study medicine as well, seeing as I already have some knowledge in that area.” He nods to Athene’s letter on the arm of Maia’s chair. “Is there some way I can also earn your trust?”


“No,” says Hespera flatly. “And you wouldn’t be the first Hadrian whose memory we removed.”


A wave of shock rolls through me. They can do that? How? Athene never mentioned such a thing.


“But he’s known for weeks, and he’s known Katarene for much longer,” says Zosima. “That knowledge has crept into too many places by now. We’d have to take everything going back to when he first met her to be sure.”


“Do that, and I won’t submit to any tests,” I say quickly, gambling on how badly the council wants to explore my power.


Hespera’s smile is sour. “Good, then you can be voided and sent on your way.”
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