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For my parents, the best role models a doctor could ask for.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Bodies of Magic is a book about healthcare, sickness, and yes—bodies, and our relationships with them. Readers sensitive to hospital settings, medical issues, and chronic illness: please read with care and do whatever is best for your own well-being. In addition, be advised that the book contains suicidal ideation, discussion of suicide, a brief portrayal of self-harm, strong portrayal of grief, references to child abuse, and mild violence.




[image: A hand-drawn map of a city. It is bordered on the north and east by the loops of the River Sieuxerr, and on the west and south by the Old City Wall. A tram line zig-zags through the city from north west to south east. Academie Sieuxerr is in the centre of the city, with the Hospital of Mathe the First Healer and a teahouse both a few streets away. North north west of the hospital is Guion Blavot’s Gym, and Ysabel’s house at the edge of the city near the river. In the opposite direction, south south east, is Estiene’s house, with Littlebridge and Littlebridge Hospital a distance beyond. Alys’s home is a small distance north east of the Academie, close to the Duke’s Bridge over the river. In the north west, outside the Old City Wall, is Wall Park. Moyna’s house is in a suburb beyond it.]
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ONE
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The boundaries of geography that give rise to mage-healers are also the boundaries of the Grand Duchy of Sieuxerr: a state barely two dozen miles across, named for its river, and enclaved within the kingdom of Rese. Though perhaps it’s more accurate to say that said duchy has historically been defined as the land of healers, which has led to the occasional awkward border-shift when a healer emerges in a village of farmers or bluestone quarry-workers, whose inhabitants then find themselves abruptly holding a new citizenship. No mountain ranges or coastlines delineate the smallest political state in the known world. Only this specific, vanishingly rare, and infinitely precious form of magic.

—From Stone and Song: A History of the Blue City, J. de la Noe



There was nothing beautiful about a body’s death. But a city could be beautiful in a dying way, especially in the last days before you left it. Especially if you weren’t leaving by choice, and would give anything to stay.

Moyna gauged the distance between her rooftop and the next. The soles of her boots gripped the rough tiles.

In dawn sunlight the stone of Sieuxerr turned the mauve of breath-starved fingernails, as if the buildings themselves were gasping for air. Moyna imagined the cure before she could stop herself: magic sliding into the small gaps between stones, coaxing them open to take a deeper breath. The blue streets flushing purple, then red, as life returned to the city’s bloodstream. Sights like this were why Moyna ran rooftops when she needed to get out of her head and back into her body. She could pretend that the city shared its secrets with her on purpose. That it loved her back.

She clutched her satchel firmly to her hip and launched into the air, which cradled her for a heartbeat before she landed on the roof of the next building.

Her right ankle sang a warning as her foot landed on the join between two tiles. Moyna wobbled briefly and found herself peering down through the gap she’d just leapt. A path between buildings: dirty grey stone rather than the blue of the main streets. Lethal all the same, from this height.

Or would it be? It’d depend on the angle, and whether she smashed her skull. She imagined her body broken by impact. Long bones leaking blood and marrow into the tissue, or poking through skin. Ribs skewering lungs, perhaps. Spleen and liver burst. Her grey robe blossoming with red. No, nothing beautiful about it at all.

Moyna blinked hard. The image was so vivid it was a surprise not to be staring down at her own sprawled body.

If she didn’t die at once, she’d have time to be found. For someone to see that grey robe and raise the alarm. There weren’t as many healers living in this quarter as in the richer ones closer to the old city, but there’d be one or two. They’d be summoned at once. And they’d drop every other obligation of their morning to save her; a fellow healer, or nearly, couldn’t be allowed to wastefully die in a dirty alley.

And Moyna, freshly healed, would climb to her feet and go straight to the Academie and sit the Grand Exam as if nothing had happened.

Good thing she’d made the leap. She might have missed her tram otherwise, and her exam group would have asked questions about the bloodstains.

And her ankle was fine. She didn’t need magic to tell her that.

Moyna started running again, and this time didn’t pause until she hit the roof of the bakery. The huge chimney spilled smoke against the sky from the hot exhalations of the ovens on the ground floor. Moyna took the wrought-iron fire ladder down the side of the building and stepped, breathless, through the back door of the bakery proper, where the hot, yeasty scent hit her right in the salivary glands.

The bakery would be opening soon. Emmelot was poring over the account books, surrounded by trays of fresh-baked buns, while green-aproned girls busied themselves stocking the shelves out front. In her late school-summers, before her Academie studies began, Moyna had worn one of those green aprons herself.

“What are you doing here?” Emmelot demanded. “It’s exam week! Surely they shackle you all to the Academie grounds.”

“Family dinner last night. I slept over at home.”

“Well, don’t forget the strike—it might take you longer to get into the old city.” Emmelot’s hair was in four businesslike braids. It was a council-sitting day. She frowned down at Moyna. “You look a fright. Did you sleep at all?”

“Sleep is for summer,” Moyna said automatically. An unofficial motto at the Academie Sieuxerr.

“Here.” Emmelot nudged a tray in her direction. “Happy first day of sweetmice season. We’ll pretend Amaury’s not been making them for three weeks already.”

“Festival creep gets worse every year,” said Moyna, and took one. Her first bite enclosed the two rock-sugar dots that served as the mouse’s eyes, and her teeth sank through buttery glazed bread to the sweet almond paste within. Other flavours were optional; this one had the combination of orange zest and rosewater that only this bakery made.

“Not kidding about the strike,” said Emmelot. “It’ll be first on the agenda at council this morning. Get moving. And Mathé’s luck to you for the exams.”

Moyna bit back one truth—I don’t want it—and gave another instead. “I don’t need it.”

“That’s the spirit,” said Emmelot.

No more distractions. No more delays.

Moyna took her half-eaten mouse and her satchel and began to run again, this time not toward the past but the future. Toward the last barrier that stood between herself and the awful rest of her life.

There were half as many trams running as usual. The artificers’ strike had been timed to begin during the week of Mathé’s Feast: the week of sweetmice, and candles, and paper lanterns bearing the sparks of the dead and the secrets of the living toward the stars. And the Grand Exams in which the fifth-year scholars of the Academie Sieuxerr proved themselves adequately trained healers, ready to shed their grey scholars’ robes and don the blue.

Moyna spent the half-hour journey into the old city standing in a cram of annoyed, yawning, sweating bodies. It was already warm enough to make the press of people unpleasant, even in Moyna’s sleeveless robe over lightweight chausses and chemise. Magic hummed the tram along its tracks, keeping pace with carts and being overtaken by message-runners.

“And next week there’ll be no trams at all, I hear,” someone said, nearly against Moyna’s ear.

“We’d better hope the council reaches agreement with the guild this week, then,” their companion replied.

“Could have picked any time but a festival week, if you ask me. Bloody inconvenient.”

Someone else pointed out that this was in fact the point of a strike. Someone else again was a leader for a trade guild, and chimed in heatedly. Moyna mentally ran through the blood vessels of the arm, trying to keep hold of her brittle calm, until someone’s gesticulations caught their bracelet on the strap of her satchel, nearly hauling her off balance.

“Excuse me,” said Moyna, trying to extricate it.

A huff from the person thus addressed melted into a softer look when they saw Moyna’s purple belt and purple-edged robe. They unhooked their bracelet and touched two fingers to the white woven headband of the genderfree that sat atop their cropped grey curls, then edged back to allow Moyna a few more inches of space. This produced a wave of swaying and grumbling farther down the tram car.

“Fifth-year? Grand Exams this week, hey? Mathé’s luck to you, Healer.”

“Scholar,” corrected their companion. She was an elderly woman with the finely shivering lower lip of the early stages of the veil tremor; it might not progress any further, if she was getting treatment for it. She looked at Moyna with no softness at all. Everyone in earshot, which was unfortunately most of the car, was now looking at Moyna, and most of those looks were unfriendly.

“Will you be staying in Sieuxerr when you graduate, Scholar?” the woman asked. “Or taking your gifts elsewhere?”

It was a reasonable question for a healer on the verge of qualifying. It hit Moyna like a blow to the sternum. Rosewater stagnated on the back of her tongue.

“I’m going back to— I mean, I’ll be going to northern Camar.”

Back, as if she’d ever been.

“Ah, that’s where those looks are from. And I thought I heard a hint of an accent. Very musical voices, you Camarrans have. Proper larks.”

Lark might have been a common name for what Moyna was, but it wasn’t a kind one. Anthem larks built their nests in the habitats of other birds and grew up singing stolen songs, using their mimicry to encroach on territory and eventually crowd out the original residents.

It was also what people called any family that moved from one place to another in order to shape the form that their child’s potential magic would take. And especially a family who moved to Sieuxerr in order to produce a healer.

Moyna said nothing. She did not say: My parents speak Resée with Camarran accents, but I don’t. I have spent every day of my life in Sieuxerr. Someone else’s idea of home is lodged in me like glass in a wound.

“Cursed healers,” said someone farther down the tram car. “Drew the serrage to our doorstep and still half of them run off to be showered in gold elsewhere, instead of fixing their own bloody messes here.”

Ten years ago the serrage was a slow-moving flood, a contagious illness that passed through Sieuxerr in a matter of months—killing almost no one, yet leaving devastation behind. A flattening, angering devastation, of aftereffects and dreadful lingering symptoms. It had decimated the workforce of healers far more than any others, given how many of them had been exposed to it in the clinics and hospitals, but that didn’t change the anger from the townies. If anything, it seemed to make it worse.

Moyna had been in her early teens when it all happened, not yet mage-tested but already assuming she’d be a healer. That was what she’d been born for, after all. Anthem lark.

And then suddenly there were hundreds of healers who could no longer work, and thousands of people left with pain and spasms that wouldn’t settle, and—most angering and shaming of all, to the people of the Blue City—no satisfactory cure.

And so a career that Moyna was resigned to, but which at least came with respect, suddenly looked different. More work. Fewer healers to shoulder it. And far less respect, even from those who still flocked to seek care.

Aboard the tram there was an uneasy murmur of response. It was a common sentiment, expressed in far from the ugliest way Moyna had heard. But still, speaking it aloud on the first day of Mathé’s feast week wasn’t . . . mannerly.

Moyna said some more nothing. She checked the time. It was later than she’d thought, and her breath quickened. Much as she dreaded this week being over, she didn’t fancy the humiliation of missing her first exam case due to something as stupid as misjudging the trams.

The blue streets were cleaner, the buildings grander and with more room to breathe, as the tram left the outer suburbs and headed east through the quieter, richer quarter that abutted the Wall Park. The people climbing aboard the tram at each stop had longer and more intricately braided hair, finer fabrics to their clothes, and expressions of greater annoyance to find themselves inconvenienced by the reduced tram numbers.

Moyna’s small amount of personal space shrank back to nothing. The grey-haired person’s bracelet got tangled in her satchel again. She ran through the diagnostic history that would be needed if someone presented with a trembling lip, and reminded herself how the veil tremor felt when magic pressed up against it: like the second hand of a clock ticking away beneath layers of felt blankets; like the scent of tea leaves gone stale.

Her own clock kept ticking, too. She was cutting it very fine. It was a quick run from the tram stop, but even then . . .

Everyone seemed to exhale at once when the buildings gave way to the trees and green spaces of the park, swiftly followed by the deep blue of the old city wall. And then they were in the old city proper and Moyna edged up to the door, ready to tug the cord for the Academie stop. This particular tram line kept going and going, all the way east, crossing the river on the Duke’s Bridge and passing through the construction-ridden eastern docklands.

“Mathé’s luck,” a young man muttered to her as she stepped off the tram. He made it sound like a curse.

She made it with almost no time to spare. The huge bronze statue of the First Healer gazed down at Moyna as she ran panting up the wide, worn path to the arch leading into the main quadrangle. Someone had adorned Mathé’s head with a lopsided crown of parfunda flowers. Beneath it their expression was solemn and imposing, their arms open in welcome, with the five half-scale figures of their apprentices ringed behind them.

Moyna slowed as she passed into the arch, and a handful of yellow petals hit her directly in the face.

She sneezed violently, which the fourth-years lining the arch found hilarious. Their laughter was full of relief and excitement both. Next year it would be them with the purple edge to their robes, sitting the Grand Exam. For now they threw flowers.

The yellow petals were late butter-blossoms, easy to scoop up by the handful at the edges of the Academie’s main quadrangle. Moyna crossed quickly. The white gravel path underfoot quartered the green lawn, and in each quarter an enormous parfunda tree bent and craned like a melody twisting back upon itself. Parfunda blossoms, vivid purple like Matorran shell-dye, sprang into being just as summer began. The trees were planted all over Sieuxerr, but were especially plentiful on the grounds of the Academie. These four were the oldest and largest.

If you hadn’t learned your year’s curriculum by the time you could smell parfunda on the breeze, the saying went, you were doomed.

Moyna emerged on the other side of the quad and swung an immediate left. Pinned up on the fifth-year corkboard was an alphabetical list of names. She had to elbow through a cluster of fellow scholars and rise onto her toes to see the A section at the highest corner of the board.

Apprice, Moyna. Chamber Two. And the first time slot, of the possible six. Good thing she’d run. At least she’d be able to get each exam out of the way early in the day, rather than spend the mornings fretting and poring over material.

It also meant she didn’t have time to stand there and run through the whole long list of names, picking out the other members of her exam group. Plenty of the others assigned to later time slots were doing that already.

“I’ve got Ysabel Caudotte.” One of the Pasquier twins, with a hiss of relief. “Mathé be praised. I won’t get a word in edgeways, but at least there’s no way we’ll fail.”

“We can’t all have a genius in our exam group,” said his brother sourly. Moyna had never known either of them well enough to be able to tell them apart. “At least I’ve another two hours to study. I’m sure Brodier was dropping hints when she told us to concentrate on . . .”

The voices faded behind Moyna as she dashed down the enclosed spiral steps heading toward the Rondelle. Her footfalls echoed. On the staircase, parfunda perfume was replaced with the more familiar scents of stone and wood, dust and paper, the ghostly tang of antiseptic swabs and the itch of magic. Then she emerged into the sun again.

The circular Rondelle was set apart from the huge main tower and the old three-storied buildings that enclosed the quad, and like them was made of Sieuxerran bluestone. Artificer-mages would have been hard at work over the past few days shifting its internal layout to produce a series of exam galleries, densely spelled for secrecy and security. The Academie’s proctor geas—guaranteeing that no exam group would be able to discuss the exam’s events with a person outside that group, until the end of the last time slot of the fifth and final day—was more than a little absurd. But according to Moyna’s parents, every university should be allowed its absurd remnants of history.

Moyna ran a palm over her two braids, which coalesced as a twisted knot at the nape of her neck. She winced as she came around the side of the Rondelle, seeking the correct door, and the sun struck her in the eyes.

There. Door two. And outside it, mostly standing with their backs to the sun and therefore facing her, were a trio of other fifth-years.

Moyna’s thoughts ran instantly toward whether each one would be an asset or a burden. That was one of the unshakable rules of the Grand Exam. You’d be graded on individual performance, and it would be combined with the grades from the previous week’s written exams to determine your rank in the year. But your group passed together, or you failed together.

Estiene my-father’s-the-Head-Healer-actually Marcelle—his black hair freshly cut to just above his shoulders, loose, with only two small braids pulled back from his temples to keep it out of his frowning face. It was a style you almost never saw on healers. Maybe he’d decided it was the best way to display the rings and studs gleaming down his ears from pinna-tip to lobe.

Moyna had been in a clinical group with Estiene in third year. He was almost as good a healer as he thought he was; he’d be in the top five of the year if they passed, for sure. He was also likely to turn around and immediately make a complaint to Dean Brodier if they failed, explaining why it was everyone else’s fault and he should be excused the indignity of repeating the year.

Currently, Estiene was gazing with undisguised concern at one of the only people in their cohort even richer and posher than him.

Alys Tixerrant didn’t look like the problem that she was. She looked like an expensive dessert. Where most fifth-years looked wan, sallow, or outright unwell, coming out of a spring term spent indoors studying, she somehow managed to look sun-kissed. Her hair was the true golden brown of a pastry fresh from the oven. She had a round, vague, beautiful face which always managed to look worried, as if someone who was a second cousin to the Grand Duchesse of Sieuxerr had anything to be worried about.

Except for today, perhaps. Alys had been stuck in remediation after two major exams and was widely rumoured to have fucked her way out of several more failing grades. Playing to her strengths floated nastily through Moyna’s mind.

The third person was Ysabel Caudotte’s best friend. A white band sat atop their dark brown hair. Had it been there a month ago? Some healers adopted Mathé’s gender as a mark of respect during the feast week, then put it aside for the rest of the year. But no, Moyna had a vague memory of seeing that band on—fuck, what was their surname? Savoye. Clement Savoye. Good-looking enough, but with a lukewarm, vanishing manner, as if they’d just sidled into a bank of river-mist. Not someone you’d look at twice. Moyna certainly never had.

Greetings were exchanged. Nobody looked unhappy to see Moyna; her scholarly reputation was solid enough.

“This still makes only four of us,” said Alys. “The bell will sound any minute.”

“Sorry!” came a call. Their fifth member was approaching at a run.

“Oh of course,” muttered Estiene. His shoulders went back another inch. He was barely taller than Moyna, but held himself as if he expected to look down his nose at the world.

Jehan Fortier, tall enough to look down his nose with ease, acquired a sheepish, charming grin as he dashed up. His robe was creased and the gathered neckline of his chemise uneven, the loose end of his purple belt untucked and his red-brown hair already coming out of its long single braid. But he always looked like that, just as he was always late. Moyna had done a rotation with Jehan in the children’s ward, and knew that about him. She knew a few more things too.

And of everyone in their cohort, Jehan knew Moyna’s magic and its capabilities well. It’d be a double-edged sword if she were going to do what she’d . . . halfway made up her mind to do.

Halfway there was a dangerous place to be, in their profession. Healing magic needed commitment. Belief.

“If there was one day of your life you could put some effort into glancing at a clock, Jehan—” Estiene started, ice in his voice, but before he could continue, the bell sounded.

Clement, standing closest, set their palm to the door. They took a visible breath and let it out. Then pushed the door open and led them all through, their soft boots hushing against the polished stone of the floor.

For exams, the Rondelle was divided like a cheese-and-leek tart into six slices; they had entered through the crust of their piece, and the wide tip held a large plain clock, both hands motionless on the twelve, above a door leading to the central staircase where their patient case would be waiting. High above the clock and extending down the long sides of the room was a balconied gallery for the examiners, entirely obscured by dark gauzy curtains which would be artificer-spelled so that the examiners could discuss the scholars’ performance without being heard.

Clement was first into the room. But Alys, just behind them, was the first to make a sound: a short scream, stereotypically girlish.

In the middle of the floor was an unoccupied wooden chair. And just to one side of it was . . . something else. Moyna, last through the door and now behind a group of people who’d halted abruptly, couldn’t see. She stepped around Jehan.

Behind them, the exterior door swung shut with a bang. Estiene flinched.

Jehan swore. Someone’s breath caught with a choking sound.

And Moyna felt a single pulse of ugly and unexpected envy.

Well, she thought, staring at the sprawled, motionless body and blankly staring eyes of Ysabel Caudotte. Someone had the courage to miss their leap, after all.

Someone’s managed to escape.




TWO
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Failure of the Grand Exam will result in repeating the fifth year in its entirety. A scholar who has failed the Grand Exam a total of three times will be removed from the Academie. This person will not hold the title of “Healer,” but rather that of “Unaccredited Healer,” and they may only perform a limited subset of healing techniques unless under the supervision of a qualified Healer. Any bonded Academie fees will be repaid to the sponsor out of their own future earnings, and the location and manner of their work will be set by the Grand Duchy’s Committee for Healer Workforce for a time equal to twice their total years of study.

—From the Scholars’ Handbook of the Academie Sieuxerr



The strangest thing was the stillness. Every time Estiene had seen Ysabel Caudotte, seated at her usual library carrel or standing in a treatment array of healers in one of the theatres, some part of her was always in motion. A toe tapping against the library floor. The fingers of one hand twitching as if she wanted to lift them and do the entire healing herself.

Now . . . nothing. Not even the brown curling ends of her braids moved. There were no breezes in here to stir the air.

Ysabel lay on her front. One arm was bent awkwardly beneath her chest, in a way that would have you waking up with the hand numb and tingling, and her head was turned toward that arm. Not quite staring at the door they’d entered through, but close. Her gaze was half-lidded, clouded, and somehow demanding.

There was a dark pool of dried blood gluing her temple to the floor.

“What—what the fuck do we do?” said Moyna.

Her voice jolted Estiene into thought.

“Is this . . . perhaps this is the exam?” The idea flooded him gratefully. “A trauma case. An elaborate roleplay.”

“We’ve never . . .” Alys, trailing off almost at once. She looked up at the one-way curtain around the viewing gallery.

No, they’d never heard of anything like this. But Estiene wouldn’t ruin the first case of their Grand Exam, if this was in fact what it was, by failing to begin.

He strode forward and knelt at Ysabel’s head. He gathered his magic and refined it for diagnostics, letting it pool within him and thin out in readiness for the delicate, probing work.

That blood looked so very much like blood.

Estiene touched Ysabel’s cheek.

The flesh was firm and waxy. It was not cold, but neither was it warm; rather, it had the strange air-temperature of wooden furniture, cool only in comparison to Estiene’s own fingertips.

His magic flowed out before he could think to keep it back, and nausea rose instantly in Estiene’s gullet as he was filled with the shrieking discordant sense of how wrong everything was. Death felt like this. Not just out of tune, but utterly unresponsive. He could barely distinguish lifeless nerve from clotted blood vessel from dense, cold organ meat.

There was nothing to be rebalanced here. Nothing that could be dragged back toward normal. There was a threshold over which life could be daringly snatched, if you were clever and it had only just fled in particular ways. This body had passed that threshold long ago.

It seemed like an agonising age, but Estiene knew from experience that the sensation would have only lasted a second before he snatched his fingers back. You weren’t supposed to use diagnostic magic on the thawed cadavers in first-year anatomy classes, but everyone did. A senior scholar would dare you to try it. And so you’d learn it felt like this. Nobody could stand it for more than a moment.

“She’s dead,” Estiene said.

His limbs felt odd. Far away. He even overbalanced, catching himself clumsily on one of the numb bone-pockets that were currently his hands, while Moyna took hold of the corpse that had been Ysabel Caudotte and rolled her onto her—its—back. It didn’t even move like the unconscious body of a patient. Too stiff.

Moyna hissed out a sound. Her hands were flat on Ysabel’s chest. Ysabel wore the same grey-and-purple robe as the rest of them, the front now fallen open to show thin cream-coloured chausses beneath. There was no blood anywhere else as far as Estiene could see.

Jehan folded himself down onto his knees beside Moyna, and Alys knelt worriedly near Ysabel’s feet. All of them were crouched around the body now. All except one.

Estiene looked up and saw Clement Savoye’s face, and then wished he hadn’t.

There was no colour at all in Clement’s cheeks or lips. They were holding on to their own wrist as if groping for a pulse or bracing to haul themself out of the river by one of those rusted metal drowning-loops.

Their gaze met Estiene’s and he couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

Clement said, soft and grey as dust, “Ysabel?”—and moved forward and down to join them.

Estiene had the urge to move away from Ysabel’s head, as if Clement were the most senior healer present and they were about to begin a complex healing work. He stayed put. He’d taken that position out of instinct. There was no reason for him to move.

The floor was painfully hard under his knees.

Clement’s breathing sounded wrong. Estiene’s own temples throbbed. Talking to the loved ones of patients, when the prognosis was poor or too late, was the worst part of being a healer. And the Grand Exam was supposed to be clinical. It was unfair for this situation to be shoved in front of him now.

“Restart her heart?” Alys always ventured her thoughts like she wanted someone else to tell her the answer. “Or—see if it feels like poison? There must be something we have to do, something . . . we can do . . . ?” She, too, touched the body and obviously sent her magic through it, queasily swaying back the next moment. As if she didn’t trust that Estiene knew what death felt like, as if he hadn’t done it properly.

“How would you know?” he fired at Alys. “Didn’t you have to remediate in diagnostics? Twice?”

Alys went dark pink and her eyes dropped.

Estiene’s mind had begun to move again. He followed it in relief. “Poison? No. You can tell just by looking that this”—the dried blood matted in Ysabel’s hair, and the sickening inward curve of the skull when Estiene wincingly felt across it—“was probably made by a direct blow, or a fall from a height. As high as the gallery, at least.”

The others all looked up. All except Jehan, whose light amber-brown eyes glared directly at Estiene. It was the kind of look that might accompany a slap or the rake of fingernails. Estiene’s cheek glowed as if Jehan had indeed leaned across the space and hit him.

“I know it’s a trial, Marcelle, but try to be less of a pustulant cock-sore for an hour, can’t you?” said Jehan.

Estiene wanted nothing better than to snarl back worse, no matter how many unseen examiners might be judging him on professional behaviour. He wiped flakes of blood off his fingers with a fold of his robe, trying to think.

The door beneath the clock opened. Finally, someone was coming to fix this. To sweep it away and tell them it had all been a terrible joke.

The person who came through the door wore a patient’s beige robe and held a piece of paper folded with a wax seal. He was a middle-aged man, thin and wiry, with greying hair and a faint sheen of sweat on his brow. He blinked at the group of them crouched around Ysabel’s body and said, in a wary whisper: “Is everything all right? Is that part of it . . . ?”

The inner door closed behind him. A hand on the clock above began to move in silent ticks. Nobody else could enter or exit the room now, and there would be no communication or help from the gallery. The artificer magic of the Rondelle ensured that.

No interruptions; no resets. Nothing could stop the Grand Exam until the hour was up.

And this man was their exam case, which meant that Ysabel Caudotte was not.

“One hour,” said Jehan. It was nearly a croak of dismay. “Savoye, you don’t have to take part. Leave it to the rest of us.”

“Seriously?” Moyna demanded. “With Caudotte just— What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Nobody can do anything about Caudotte until the hour’s up,” said Estiene. “And it’s the Grand Exam. Do you want us to fail?”

Moyna’s mouth turned into a firm line.

Clement gave an erratic movement of their head. Impossible to tell if it was a nod or a shake. A worm of pain tried to penetrate Estiene’s thoughts. What if he’d walked in and seen Marion lying there? Or his father? Or—

No. No time for that. They were healers, and part of the work was focusing your mind on the task in front of you, even when death was close enough to kiss. Or trip over.

Estiene stood up, took the paper from the patient, and broke the seal. “Thank you,” he said formally. “Please take a seat.”

“Wait,” said the patient, voice rising. “Is that girl— Is it safe here?”

“You’re safe,” said Estiene. He tried not to sound impatient. “Now—”

“Shouldn’t we call for help?”

“We can’t,” said Estiene. “Not until the hour’s up.”

“What’s your name?” Alys asked. She stepped to shield Ysabel’s body from the man’s view. After a moment, he lowered himself gingerly into the chair. “And I’m so sorry about the—um—we weren’t expecting it either, and I’m sure once the hour’s up someone will come and take care of it—we’ll just get on with things and do the best we can.”

Amazingly, this platitude—or, more likely, Alys’s golden looks and breathtaking smile—got a hesitant smile in response from the patient.

“Girard,” he said. Answering the direct question only. He’d have been instructed to do that.

Estiene read aloud. “Ask questions of this patient to generate a differential diagnosis, then use magic to reach a single working diagnosis. Describe the possible courses of this patient’s condition and generate an initial treatment plan.”

The others were all standing now. Estiene and his exam group shared a disorganised glance. Under normal circumstances, the handful of minutes before the patient entered was when they would have worked out a strategy between them. Agreed upon who would start the history, ensured they were aware of one another’s strengths. Focused.

Instead they had a corpse, a distracted patient case, one scholar who couldn’t be expected to think clearly past their shock and grief, and a general air of disarray.

But it was Clement who spoke first, after all.

“Girard. Why don’t you tell us about what first led you to seek out a healer?”

They were away. General malaise for over a week, with fevers and headache, and a strange symptom of a migrating joint pain with no associated redness or swelling. Clement got out the basics and handed off to Estiene, who had to force himself to pause after a while and gesture an invitation at Moyna. By the time they got to Jehan and Alys, there wasn’t a lot left to ask, though Jehan remembered to ask about recent travel. Alys, as her main contribution, gifted Girard with another of her smiles.

They agreed that an acute phantome of some kind was more likely than a microvive, and that farther down the list would be a new rheumatism, or one of those odd illnesses that sometimes accompanied tumours.

“Have any of you seen this sort of joint pain with influenza?” Jehan said. “You can get almost anything with that.”

“They wouldn’t give us influenza for the Grand Exam,” said Estiene irritably. He had the annoying itch in the back of his mind that meant he’d read something once and it hadn’t sunk in. Migrating joint pain. He should know this. History was often more useful than magic, with diffuse phantomes—but they also had to come up with a treatment plan, and unless there was something in a recent journal—the exams could draw on any studies or arrays published up to the end of last term, maybe Estiene had missed one—

“Let’s move on. Diagnostics?” said Moyna.

She was looking at Estiene; most of them were. Estiene’s face heated. Advanced diagnostics was a prestigious specialty. It had been his father’s specialty, before Jourdain Marcelle became the Head Healer of the Hospital Sieuxerr. Estiene had never made any secret of his desire to follow suit.

With Ysabel Caudotte dead, a lot of people would now expect to see Estiene graduate as Dux Scolaris, with the highest rank in their cohort.

Before last week, he’d have agreed with them.

No—he still expected it. Before last week he’d have agreed that he deserved it.

Girard was shivering in his robe and rubbing at the knee that was, he’d said, currently paining him. He let his hands fall to his lap as Estiene approached the chair.

Estiene gathered his magic for the second time that hour. His fingers didn’t want to make contact with Girard’s temples. It was like the instinct that caught you back from touching a hot stove. He dreaded feeling that hideous wash of wrongness again.

This patient is not dead, he told himself.

And then, a flare of spite: No matter what my father thinks, I know how to do this.

He let his fingers fall to skin, completing the loop.

Through flesh, through bone, down to the feet and back up—that usual moment of hesitance before his magic found the tides of breath and the jump-rope rhythm of the heart and stepped into sync with them, a process that had been effortful in first year, layered with the fear of accidentally altering the body-state instead of simply assessing it, but now was second nature.

So. The initial sense, taken as a whole? A baseline of inflammation. Everything tuned to a higher pitch, a quicker drum.

Estiene pushed out thin threads of magic with more deliberation. The thrumming heat of the knee was obvious. A careful survey of the other joints showed up more heat, subtler, in the small joints of the left hand. He returned to the knee and pushed, magic flooding tendons and cartilage and bone. There was no sign of the sour, wallowing, gnawed-edge feeling that would indicate a microvivial joint with a collection of pus.

Sometimes with local phantomes you could catch them because of that lack: a negative space, like blinking darkness after looking at light. But there was nothing like that in the joints, nor—as Estiene’s magic tracked carefully up the spine and danced across Girard’s brain tissue—in the aching head.

He released contact.

“Definitely feels like a phantome,” he said. “Diffuse, with concentration in the joints. It could be influenza after all, but”—realising it as he said it, with a mean little pleasure at proving Jehan wrong—“there’s no inflammation in the muscles at all. There’s always muscle involvement with flu.”

“Let me feel the joints,” said Jehan, all but elbowing Estiene aside. His untidy braid swung into Estiene’s face, smelling of lemons and river water. Estiene found himself touching the fresh-cut ends of his own hair as Jehan took his turn at diagnostics.

“What if—” said Moyna.

“Yes?” said Alys, after a pause in which Estiene looked at the clock. Plenty of time yet, but they hadn’t even come up with a working diagnosis.

The pause continued. Moyna fiddled with the free end of her purple belt and glanced at Ysabel’s body, reminding Estiene of its existence with a nasty jolt. He’d been so swaddled in concentration that he’d stopped seeing the dead body on the ground.

Moyna Apprice was a good healer. Very good. Someone had made a bad joke in second year, when she and Estiene had come second and third to Ysabel’s first in the end-of-year exams, about Healer Marcelle perhaps having more children than he’d admitted to. Ha, ha. Because Estiene and Moyna were both short and black-haired and gifted and . . . not all that adept at making friends. But Moyna’s hair was wavy to his straight, her Camarran skin a shade lighter than Estiene’s own mid-brown, and no matter how high her academic ranking, she was contracted to become a generalist healer a long way from here. Estiene’s future lay in Sieuxerr and the Hospital. Everyone knew that.

“Do you have an idea, Apprice?” Estiene prodded.

“No,” she said; distracted, not looking away from Ysabel. “I thought I might have something, but—it doesn’t fit.”

“Girard,” Jehan said suddenly. “You said you own a butcher’s shop in the Eleventh Quarter. Do you ever work with small game? Rabbits or hares?”

It was the right question. Estiene saw it in the way Girard’s posture relaxed. He wouldn’t have been sent into the room as a Grand Exam case if a healer hadn’t already determined the answers to all the questions on the paper. He knew what they should be asking, even if he’d never volunteer it.

“Yes, both,” Girard said. “We get them in to order, when there’s demand for it.”

“What are you thinking?” Alys asked Jehan.

“Hare fever,” said Jehan. That itch in Estiene’s mind turned to a nudge of recognition. “It’s a phantome, and very rare. I saw a case in the courtyard clinic once, and even the supervising healer took a while to recognise it. It’s more common in hunters and farmers, and more common in summer. I looked up the case studies afterward. It gives this pattern of a pain that moves around the joints.”

“There’d have been demand for hares in the last week,” said Alys.

Yes. Spiced hare stew appeared on the tables of the rich on the first night of Mathé’s Feast. Estiene expected he’d eat some tonight, in fact. Or at least be served it. He might not have much appetite for it after this.

Jehan reeled off the usual course of the acute illness—not fatal, but you’d be feeling rotten for a week—and the aftereffects, which sounded dreadful. A one-in-four chance of an echo-illness lasting for as long as a year, with the main symptom being ongoing intermittent pain in any of the joints initially affected.

That rang some more internal bells. Estiene had read about hare fever, probably late into one leaden-eyed night in the last month, dragging himself through obscure texts after a day spent on the wards laying his fingers on case after case after case.

Clement gathered themself to give a reasonable list of symptom management options. Jehan, whose mother was a senior hospital medic, chimed in with some more: herbal tonics, heat treatment, massage. Many of them nothing to do with healing magic at all. Girard, who’d looked alarmed during the discussion about lingering pain, started to look more relieved at this vision of his future treatment. As a diagnostics case, who could be reused through all six time slots, he’d have to sit through this several more times today.

“What a depressing case to start the Grand Exam with,” muttered Estiene. He was hot with the knowledge that Jehan, of all people, had thoroughly outperformed him. “I hate the ones we can’t cure with magic.”

Jehan turned on him. “Perhaps you’d prefer to work in a pristine healing bubble, Marcelle, and pretend medics and nurses contribute nothing, but if you—”

“Oh, trying to please Mama, are we?” Estiene snapped. Fuck. Why did Jehan have to be in his exam group? Estiene was perfectly capable of being professional under normal circumstances.

Jehan laughed. It wasn’t a pleasant laugh.

“Would you two please shut up,” said Clement. They were seated beside Ysabel again. Strain showed in their expression as they nodded at Jehan. “That was a good pickup, Fortier. I don’t know how many of the other groups will have got this one.”

“They couldn’t expect to dig out enough cases of hare fever for every chamber,” said Estiene. “The others probably have a similar but less obscure phantome.”

“There might have been an outbreak,” said Moyna.

“Well, either way,” said Alys. “Now none of us will ever miss hare fever if we see it, will we? Girard, do you mind if I—?”

Girard made a go-ahead motion and Alys, followed by the others in turn, used the remaining time to learn how hare fever felt to diagnostic magic. It wasn’t part of the exam. But they’d answered all the questions—they’d have passed the case—and as the clock ticked down, the presence of Ysabel’s corpse in the room loomed larger and larger. The exam case had been a surreal and necessary break in reality. This room, and this tragedy, was about to be flung open to let in the rest of the world.

Estiene insisted on taking another turn with Girard himself. It was the best way to learn: to be told the answer first and then study the patterns and tastes of an illness. He took a long time about it, and finally he caught something distinct in the backwash: a flare of heat on the edge of his tongue, as if he’d downed a bowl of Galucean hotsoup at the markets and then, hours later, caught a piece of pepper-shell as it escaped from between his teeth.

He lifted his fingers away.

The bell rang, golden and final, and the hour was up.




THREE
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Serrage comes from the Old Resée word meaning “to tighten or squeeze,” due to the most common lingering symptom of painful, intractable muscle spasms. Interestingly, the same word lies at the root of the river’s name, and therefore the city’s name. Sieuxerr, which lost its hyphen in the mists of time, was corrupted from a phrase loosely meaning “the squeezed gentleman,” referring to the narrow path of the river where it squeezes through the high banks at the southern tip of the city.

—From “Ten Years On: A Look Back at the Serrage,” in a long supplemental edition of the Sieuxerr Gazette



They stayed in the exam room while they waited. They stayed with Ysabel. Alys wished someone had thought to bring in a glass of water for Clement, or that she’d thought to suggest it herself, but everything had happened in rather a rush.

As soon as the bell pealed with the end of the exam, the silencing spell on the viewing gallery ended too. A voice had called urgently down to them not to panic, just to stay put, they’d send for the gendarmes at once.

“That’s Brodier,” said Estiene. He touched the short ends of his hair, yet again.

There were descending footsteps and then the door beneath the clock spilled out a wild-eyed Mathilde Brodier. The Dean of Assessment herself must have been one of their two assigned examiners. She was a tall woman who gave the impression of having been born with that harried expression stamped onto her face, and who wore her fair braids pinned up in a crown that ringed her head: a style commonly worn in the feast week, a nod to Mathé’s gender without adopting it fully.

On her heels was the other examiner, a youngish healer with the red belt of a trauma specialist over his stone-blue robe. He hurried to gather up Girard and lead him away. Alys gave the butcher a final wave of apology as he left. Even with some symptom relief between each of the six rounds, it would be a long day for someone in the grips of a phantome fever, constantly being questioned and diagnosed. And he’d had to endure the first hour of it next to a dead body.

Girard wouldn’t have volunteered to be an exam case. Simply by turning up to the Hospital Sieuxerr’s clinics you were agreeing to be used in whatever way your treating team saw fit, if it advanced the education of scholars and healers. Most people would agree that it was a small price to pay for being treated, for free, by the best healers in the world.

“I can’t believe it,” Dean Brodier was saying. “I just can’t believe it. Of all the scholars, why—I just can’t—” She stared at Ysabel. The sense of helplessness had been dreadful down here in the room, and must have been equally so for Brodier. Examiners entered at the same time as the patient case, from a higher door leading onto the viewing gallery, so they’d have seen Ysabel exactly when Girard did.

“Dean Brodier,” said Alys. “Of course we want to help the gendarmes in any way we can, but—how can we say anything, around the proctor geas?”

“Oh, shit,” said Jehan, who’d sprawled lankily in the patient chair. He gave a little splutter of a laugh. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

“I don’t know,” said Brodier. “We’ll just have to see what they say. And we can’t use this chamber for the rest of the day, obviously—I’ve asked Healer Hilaret to fetch the Secretary— Oh, Denise, there you are,” as the Academie Secretary bustled through the door wielding a notebook. She flinched at the sight of Ysabel, and she and Brodier fell into a huddle of logistical discussion. The next group assigned to Chamber Two would need to be moved to an extra time slot that evening, couldn’t be helped, and all the Chamber Two groups would need to do their exam case somewhere else that day—the Academie’s Teaching Theatre, perhaps, where the spellwork for last week’s fourth-year practicum exams could be hastily tweaked by the artificers? Yes. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do.

Alys chewed her nail, caught herself doing it, and moved on to soothing herself by touching the embroidered flowers done in parfunda purple that adorned the cuffs of her chemise.

“Dean Brodier,” said Estiene, once the Secretary had departed again. “Will we be given special consideration in our performance grades for this case?”

“You’re a true paragon of empathy, Marcelle,” said Moyna.

“It’s a reasonable question,” Estiene said snippily. He jerked his head at Clement, who was now seated cross-legged on the floor and had taken one of Ysabel’s dead hands in their own.

“It . . . will be taken into consideration,” said Brodier.

It was, Alys couldn’t help thinking, a tad hypocritical of Moyna Apprice to be accusing other people of lacking empathy. Only last year, Jehan and Moyna had made a rather crude joke at Alys’s expense in a tutorial, clearly assuming the meaning of it had sailed over her head. She hadn’t let her understanding show; she was that much her mother’s daughter, at least. But she’d felt the thistle-prick of reminder that no matter how hard Alys tried, she always left these gaps of oddness, of weakness, where other people could insert their assumptions.

She hadn’t even looked up, at the time.

But she hadn’t forgotten it.

Silence dripped in as they waited. Alys tried to distract herself by recalling the intricate storyline from the Theatre Splendid’s last season of serial plays, but her mind insisted on twanging between Ysabel’s death and the exam case. She’d been no use at all. She’d never even heard of hare fever. She’d studied plenty of phantomes, but clearly she could have done more.

No matter how much you did, at the Academie, there was always someone prepared to do more.

Case in point: Estiene, now leaning against the wall, almost scarecrow-like with the straightness of his spine and that fascinatingly short new haircut.

Alys wondered what his formidable grandmother had said about that. She quailed to think of her own mother’s reaction if she’d cut her hair that short or worn it that loose. It was a style you’d only started to see in the last few years, and only on daring young people who didn’t care how untidy and improper they looked in the eyes of their elders.

On Estiene, with his correct posture and his expensively gem-studded ears, it looked outright suggestive, as if he’d been caught halfway through undressing. The two braids keeping the inky sway of hair out of his face were simple and small—they could have been done by a lover, never meant to be seen by anyone else. Estiene had been touching the ends of his hair all through the exam and Alys was almost certain he didn’t know he was doing it.

Alys knew, because she liked watching people. It was a habit born first of bafflement, when she was much younger, and kept because it was a valuable skill for a healer. People interested her. They were an unfailing source of things to notice.

So while Alys didn’t much care for either Moyna or Jehan, she knew that Moyna only smiled in the self-defence ring and never, ever in class. She knew that Jehan had slept with half their cohort over the past five years and, somehow, most of those people still liked him.

And she’d known Estiene since they were young enough to be seated at the end of the table at formal dinners. She knew more about him than she suspected he wanted her to. Certainly she knew that he and Jehan had, over the five years of their studies at the Academie, been tediously strange about one another.

She was realising now that she knew very little about Clement Savoye. They’d exchanged the occasional nod in the corridors of the Hospital, or a silently proffered plate of wafer-cake in the break after choir rehearsal; that was all. Right now, Clement had that knocked-clean look that you saw in people sitting outside hospital rooms, when the tremble of waiting gave way to the dreadful exhaustion of certainty. They sat with their eyes closed, dark brows angling spikily toward one another at the inner edges: a small and captivating unruliness above a long neat nose and a mouth with a tiny dark mole at one corner, where it might vanish into a dimple if they smiled.

Just as Alys had definitely, certainly gathered her nerve to go over and offer Clement a word of proper sympathy, the gendarmes arrived.

There were two of them to begin with. Both were men, neither over thirty, clad in dark maroon uniform tunics over smocks and chausses, with the coat of arms of the Grand Duchy on one breast. Gendarme Balay wore his hair just long enough to tuck untidily behind his ears, and gave the strong impression that he’d been woken from a nap and was dying to get back to it. Gendarme Quentin had a yellowish stain on the cuff of his smock and what seemed to be a permanent smirk.

Neither of them, it became rapidly apparent, were pleased to be there. They rolled their eyes when told about the proctor geas— “So anyone who’s laid eyes on the body can’t tell us anything?” Balay demanded. “Not even to write it down? This shouldn’t take long, then.” What a pity dripped sarcastically from his entire manner.

“Maybe you could gather whatever information you can, and decide on the best course of action after that,” said Brodier, who was obviously clinging to her politeness with both hands. “If nothing else, the geas will wear off in four days’ time, and we will all be able to speak freely then.”

Quentin long-sufferingly agreed to take their names. “Let’s start with you, sweetheart,” he said. His gaze took its time over Alys’s body before returning to her face.

“Of course,” she said. “Alys Tixerrant.”

“Tixerr— Ahum.” Quentin fumbled his pencil. He transparently located the next-prettiest face in the hope it would have a less-well-connected name attached. “Right. You?”

“Estiene. Marcelle.” Estiene radiated the outrage of an elderly aunt in the face of Quentin’s leering. Alys felt grubby herself. The robes were a signal. When you wore them, you were not supposed to be an available sexual being. You were a healer first and only.

The name Marcelle had an even worse effect on Quentin, whose face creased with a sneer. Things deteriorated further when the gendarmes’ captain arrived. He was a stocky, white-haired man with sharp eyes and gold buttons on his tunic, who looked in thoughtful silence at Ysabel’s body but showed no inclination to take over the situation. His officers, spurred on by his presence, seemed determined to convey that they had better things to do with their time during the chaos of a festival week—with a major guild strike going on, no less!—than hang around playing a silly-fool game of mimes, when it was clear that the healer had killed herself. As healers were known to do.

“Scholar,” said Moyna, overlapping with “Excuse me?” from Jehan.

Smirk, smirk. “Are you going to deny it?”

None of them could. The thought had been bobbing in Alys’s head even as she tried to push it down. Every year you heard of a handful of cases. Suicide among Academie scholars tended to happen in the fiendishly intense fourth year, no matter how much they were all warned against it—no matter how many talks the Chancellor gave about how they were precious, they were needed, they were the well-guarded and much-celebrated future of healing, a valuable gift given to the world. It was a vast and tragic insult to the spirits and to Mathé to make a waste of oneself.

And yet.

Brodier looked as if she’d tasted something bitter. “Caudotte never said anything to me, and I like to think I’d have— Well, I was working very closely with her. Though I’ll be the first to admit,” the bitterness deepening, “that the pressure on people of our profession, to pretend that nothing is wrong and we are fully capable of shouldering every demand made on us, is . . . extreme. And Caudotte did have very high expectations of herself. I suppose it’s possible.”

“You were working with her?” asked Balay, in a belated showing of professionalism.

“On her research project.” A small spark lit Brodier’s face. “Caudotte is—was one of the most promising healers we’ve seen in years, and her project was almost complete. Major, groundbreaking work. And as her supervisor—” She cut off, and the spark dimmed. “Well. Perhaps another scholar might take on the remaining work, next year.”

As her supervisor, Brodier would have been able to accept some of the credit. So much for that.

“Caudotte’s been going on for over a year about this project,” said Jehan. “So big, so secret. But she wouldn’t drop a single hint about the topic.”

“No,” said Clement. Their voice sounded rusty. “No, she was waiting for it to be finished. She liked to surprise people.”

Alys swallowed a tiny, horrible giggle of irony.

“Can we know what the topic was?” Jehan asked Brodier. “Now that, well.”

“It was a new approach for echo headaches. Very promising in the theory. I really think it would have rewritten the standards for treatment. And yes, she insisted on waiting until it was perfect before she’d even let people know about it. She was stuck on one last, troublesome element of the array—but surely that wouldn’t have—” Another glance at Ysabel’s body. Quietly she added, “I suppose that sometimes it only takes a small thing.”

A vine of strange guilt had been at work in Alys since she first realised the dead body’s identity, and now it squeezed her chest hard. Ysabel Caudotte, that unhappy, and hiding it that well? Surely not. Ysabel had everything. Ysabel could look the rules in the eye and laugh at them, and break them, and everyone admired her for it instead of trying to tug her back into line. Alys had envied Ysabel with a hot, suffocating envy that rippled and billowed and sometimes felt uncomfortably close to hate.

And now she was dead.

“Perhaps she was desperate to work on this very important project and—what do you people call it? Burned out,” said Quentin.

They all looked at Ysabel. That blood-matted hair. Alys shivered and touched her embroidery again. Burnout happened when a healer’s magic was caught in a loop between intention and action, cause and effect, and the healer lost control of it and died of their own magic. It was more likely to happen if you were practising a technique on yourself, which was considered unsafe for anything more complicated than minor wounds, but it could happen with patients as well.

Burnout was another popular subject for the Chancellor’s speeches, along with gory details of what it could look like: anything from a burst aneurysm, to being throttled by your own airways, to a ruptured gut. There was one horrifying case of a healer’s legs both spontaneously ripping off above the knee.

A fractured skull? Well, why not?

“Seems simple enough,” said Quentin. “She was either practising on her own and burned out, or she decided to take a dive from the balcony. We all know the death of a healer is a sad waste of city resources,” with enough sarcasm that Alys glared at him, “but she’d probably just take her training somewhere else, anyway. Isn’t that right, sir?”

“Ysabel didn’t have echo headaches herself,” said Clement. “Who would she have been practising on? And why here? And,” faltering, as everyone’s attention turned to them, “she wouldn’t have killed herself.”

The pain there was so stark Alys winced.

“You think she was murdered?” said Quentin. “All right then. Why would anyone have killed this amazing young healer?”

Even asking the question showed a staggering lack of imagination for someone who would surely see almost as much human suffering as healers did. And that was before you got into the sorts of stories shown at the playhouses. Alys could think of five reasons already. Given enough time she’d probably be able to list twenty.

“A jealous lover?” she said, when nobody else spoke. “Or perhaps she knew someone’s terrible secret and was blackmailing them?”

“Blackmail,” drawled Quentin. That smirk of his really was hateful. Alys’s face heated. “Any of you got any terrible secrets she knew and was blackmailing you about?”

“No,” said Jehan.

“But all of you know her.” Balay gestured around the room. “This is your practical exam, isn’t it? Who chose this group?”

“Exam groups are allocated at random,” said Moyna impatiently. “And yes, all of us knew her. Everyone knows Ysabel Caudotte. She was going to be Dux Scolaris.”

“And now it’ll be Estiene, probably,” said Alys.

Estiene glared. Moyna gave a wheezing cough.

Oh. They meant Estiene might have killed Ysabel to climb one spot higher in the rankings. It was a silly idea, but Alys probably would have thought of it herself before she made it to twenty on the list. Being named Dux Scolaris meant one could walk into basically any of the coveted junior specialist-track positions at the Hospital.

“Even Marcelle doesn’t long for Papa’s approval that badly,” said Jehan. “Or perhaps he does?”

Estiene’s glare removed itself from Alys in favour of this new target.

The gendarme captain cleared his throat and deigned to join the conversation. He moved with a sort of solid, hip-swaying saunter which was startling in an older man.

“Marcelle,” the captain said. “Any relation?”

“My father,” said Estiene.

Alys found herself exchanging a stifled glance with Clement. Perhaps they were both reliving the early months of first year, when it was hard to make your way across the quad without tripping over Estiene, shoving his hand out and introducing himself as the son of Jourdain Marcelle, yes, the man who’d just been named Head Healer of the Hospital Sieuxerr. And who might you be? And who were your parents?

The name Jourdain Marcelle, along with several other Marcelles of previous generations, appeared on the gilt board of previous Duxes of the Academie.

The captain’s thoughtful gaze rested on Estiene for a long moment.

“There’s not much to be done until the end of the week,” he said finally. “Let’s wrap this up. Healer—what was your name? Dean Brodier, my apologies. We’ll get the next-of-kin details to do the notification visit, please, and—I suppose we’ll leave the body with you.”

Brodier nodded. The bodies of scholars and healers, without exception, became the property of the Academie and were used for anatomy classes.

“We’ll keep her—it—her frozen in the bodykeeping room until the new academic year starts,” Brodier said. “I’ll let Denise— No, I can organise that—”

“Wait,” said Clement. Softly, then more loudly. “Wait. Is that it? No more investigation? Ysabel didn’t kill herself.”

But the gendarmes had already stopped listening. Dean Brodier said, “I’m sorry, Savoye. I’m sure they will look into it further once the Grand Exam is over. I can only suggest you all concentrate on your own exam for the next few days.”

And then Alys’s exam group found themselves shepherded back out the external Rondelle door and into the sunshine, which seemed insultingly bright.

“Clement . . .” Alys started. The drop into first names was automatic, now they were out of the Rondelle and the formality of exams, but she didn’t know what to say next.

“See you all back here tomorrow morning for the next case, I suppose?” Estiene said.

Clement said, “I can’t—”

“Finally. Is one of you Scholar Jehan Fortier?”

The voice was demanding and unfamiliar. Alys turned. A girl with a satchel and the uniform of one of the messenger services stood there, a letter raised in her hand.

Alys pointed at Jehan, who said, “Yes?”

The girl shoved the letter into his hands. “Open on delivery,” she said briskly. And stood there until Jehan had cracked the seal and unfolded the paper, at which point she gave the put-upon sigh of someone whose entire morning had been put out by their delay, and jogged off in the direction of the quadrangle.

“Fuck me up and down and fucking sideways,” said Jehan, reading.

“Not right now, thank you,” said Moyna. “What is it?”

“It’s not what—well, it is what. It’s a letter about the exam case we just did. It’s a full outline of the ideal treatment plan for hare fever, and it says that the writer is inviting me out to lunch, today, at our usual spot.”

“What usual spot?” said Estiene, just as Alys was saying, “What writer?”

But she already knew. It was like something from the playhouses. Nothing else would fit with the head-spinning mess that this morning had become.

Jehan lifted the letter to show them all the confidently looping name at the bottom.

“Ysabel Caudotte.”
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The above diagram shows the physical arrangement of healers within the array. A minimum of two healers is suggested for the radial supporting the healer in the Bone Integrity position. An optional support radial is shown for the healer responsible for Microvive Eradication. This may not be necessary, depending on the nature of the injury and the length of time between initial injury and performance of this healing.

—From the treatment plan “An open and comminuted fracture of the femur in an elderly woman” by Healer X. Edeline



Jehan had never intended to acquire a usual lunch spot with Ysabel Caudotte. It had happened by accident when he was trying to have sex with her.

They hadn’t even fucked, in the end. They’d been the last two lingering in the room after a tutorial, Ysabel telling him about a case report she’d read, animated and scathing in a way that Jehan had always liked, and . . . he’d offered.

Ysabel had given him a look as if he were a pair of boots she was thinking of buying. And then laughed and said no, but if he was free for an hour, she wouldn’t mind hearing more about what Dean Saige was like as a research supervisor. So they’d gone for lunch instead.

Jehan wasn’t about to tell his Grand Exam group that story. Even if he was tempted to present a version of it where he and Ysabel had a lot of sweaty, acrobatic
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