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This one’s for Josh,

who consistently keeps it real

keeps it honest

and keeps it moving forward.
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THE FIRST THING JOELY PUCK saw when she stepped into the roomy foyer was the woman’s severed head on the blood-spattered side table.

Black hair, clotted with gore, trailed over the table’s edge. One mottled heel lay flattened against the wooden surface. Death had left youthful features permanently distorted with horror and pain. And no wonder, if the gruesome space spoke the truth of evasion, pursuit, and outright slaughter. A delicate, dismembered hand lay discarded on the lowest step of the staircase to the house’s upper floor.

Both head and hand belonged to a young woman. A priestess of the Tcelskar Core, just like Joely.

And the prefect said she was my age. Joely’s stomach turned over.

But she only swallowed hard and took a deep breath. Pent up for five days in this house, the foul reek of early decay tried to assault her senses. But smeared beneath her nose, the soft paraffin with camphor, lavender, and myr blocked most of the stench. If only something could dampen her hearing as effectively. She wanted to clap her hands over her ears against the horrid buzzing of innumerable black flies swirling and crawling around the foyer.

And she wished for a black leather eyepatch over her good left eye to go with the patch covering her eyeless right socket. At least she could take comfort in the habitual black gloves that covered her hands, protecting her from her own sense of touch.

But an investigator for the Tcelskar Core rendered herself useless if she closed her eyes and ears. How many times had Cressida drilled that into her?

Training took over—not quite as deep as instinct yet, but thorough enough to give her details, patterns, possible meanings. All but creeping around the edge of the foyer, Joely carefully avoided stepping in—anything. She squinted her eye at broad, crimson smears across the gold-brown boards, a veritable trail of dried cruor leading up the curved stair to the second floor. Streaky handprints marked the banister from top to bottom. Someone in heavy boots had tracked through a huge pool of blood and back toward the stairs—placed the head on the side table?—then splattered back through the pool. That was now a tacky mass undulating with green-black, insectile bodies.

Another someone, wearing smaller boots, had stamped firmly through one edge of the pool and up the staircase, possibly dragging something. But the footprints leading back and forth between the side table and the staircase seemed to have been made by slippers. Joely wondered where the second reported body might be.

She frowned. She’d have to cross the foyer to the two hallways leading deeper into the house. That could be where she’d find the—

Damn. A breeze from the open front doors wafted the remaining stench of pent-up rot directly into her face, dodging her efficiently applied paraffin. She choked and coughed, fanning the air. Her movement sent a sheaf of unruly, silver curls to cover her good left eye. She pushed her chin-length hair back into place—and a memory image flickered. A younger Joely, a barely adult Joely with hair tumbling to her waist in shiny, midnight black. A younger, black-haired Joely not so far past. Maybe.

How old was she now? The Core had estimated her birth year as 1555 A.R., which would make her twenty-two, but there was no way she could know for sure. She did know her hair had been silver for five years now.

The same amount of time she’d been missing the right half of her vision.

She snorted. Pointless to dwell on missing memories. The mystery of her past still plagued her, setting up an ache of longing and anxiety. But she had to ignore it. Tamp it down. Banish it. She had a job to do.

Doing that job included a number of distasteful things, the worst of which, unfortunately, was not the stench of rot in a house closed up for the past five days. Worse would be the much more nauseating reek that might assail her when she finally took in the scene by means of her unique sight. After all, murder did often arrive in the company of falsity and lies—the target of the unique Blessing that Qaslaneth, Lifegiver and Blessing One, had bestowed upon her.

She was not looking forward to potentially vomiting on the blood-smeared floors of Goodhope Hollow, home of the local prefect.

Dithering at his open front door was the man in question: Coover Torbint, balding leader of the bustling little town Rocalisin Fhae. His reddish nose wrinkled more with annoyance than disgust at the gore splashed and smeared across his foyer. Generous mustache laden with paraffin, upper lip curling with contempt, he opened his mouth to speak—but suddenly flattened his considerable bulk against the entryway wall as the stately lead investigator brushed past him and into the house.

Cressida Raith was a skeletal majesty of a woman. Towering as tall as any man and taller than most, the middle-aged scion of the Tcelskar Core stood out from any crowd or backdrop in every way Joely could imagine. With her black hair pulled into a set of tight knots that showed off her deep-set eyes and sharp cheekbones, Cressida exuded a presence that stood her in good stead as one of the Core’s most accomplished Seekers. Other Seekers merely sought out new adepts for training. But Cressida sought out the culprits of thefts, betrayals, conspiracies...and murders.

Her gaunt appearance often put her suspects in mind of death, frightening them into speaking the truth. And Cressida Raith Tcelska made full use of that advantage. 

Covered neck to heel in robes of signature dusty pink, the Tcelskar Core’s lead investigator now surveyed the ghastly ground floor scene of Goodhope Hollow with cool, unmoved detachment. Having served the Core in an investigative capacity for most of her life, she had seen her share of horrors—and, unlike Joely, merely dabbed odor-masking scent beneath her nose instead of globbing it on.

At no more than half of Cressida’s fifty years and with a mere five years of experience in the Core, Joely couldn’t imagine reaching her mentor’s level of emotional distance. Honed instincts or no, Joely couldn’t help gaping in shock at the amount of crimson painting every visible surface of the foyer. Scarlet crusted to shades of brown and black...as though a mad, hideous artist had used Goodhope as a canvas for a terrible masterpiece. Distracted from her examinations, Joely suddenly knew she would lose her meager journeybread breakfast at any moment, even before she ever engaged her unique abilities.

As though sensing her thoughts, Cressida slanted her a glance. “Control yourself, Joely Puck Journeyfolk. You will not discredit those banded robes.”

Grimacing, Joely glanced down at the silver-and-gold hem of her journeyfolk gray. Cressida would forgive the mud of the property’s front drive, but she wouldn’t countenance Joely’s sicking up all over herself and embarrassing them both for the thrice-dozenth time in five years. But there was only so much Joely could do if she enjoined her Blessing and it assaulted her with a stench which lovely paraffin could never mask. For now, at least both she and Cressida wore finely woven wool for traveling, and there wasn’t a chance of ruining anyone’s formal silks. “Yes, Tcelska,” she murmured.

Their voices sounded hollow and discordant with the background buzzing of flies. From somewhere distant came the sound of a bell ringing. Joely winced.

Without warning, Cressida rounded on the prefect. “You claim only your varlet and serving girl entered here, Torbint. And yet, look at this floor! Look at the stairs! I give it all a cursory glance, and already I can see that several individuals tracked through the blood when it was still relatively fresh. If we were to find useful footprints, those are now ruined. You have allowed the destruction of some of our most important evidence!”

The prefect tugged at his unkempt mustache, which smeared paraffin all over his well-manicured fingers. His otherwise deep voice held a suspicious squeak. “Tcelska, we left everything as we found it—”

“Lies,” snapped Cressida. “Who else was here?”

“No one!” Now the bald and pink-faced prefect yanked on the worn collar of his outmoded, indigo tunic. “We merely—”

“‘We.’ Who?”

“M-my varlet and I—and the Hemost girl to help, as I told you—”

“You do not lie convincingly, prefect. I shall require the names of every individual who entered here after the victims were discovered.. Now leave. We would make our examination without further disruption or spoiling of evidence.”

Torbint frowned, dared almost to glare, then turned and darted out onto the porch. He pulled the door shut hard behind him, leaving the dominie Tcelska and her journeyfolk alone in the house.

With a sniff, Cressida glared around the foyer, eyes gleaming. “Such butchery as lies before us rips down walls and implodes entire worlds. By the Sacred Arches—if we could have arrived sooner! The best time to ask questions is during a murder’s immediate aftermath. It is the time of deepest, most raw vulnerability, when witnesses will deliver the most honest answers. Those are the answers we need, Joely. Those are the answers that weave a snare for a loathsome killer.”

Waiting, Joely could only nod and swat at flies. At this moment, all Cressida wanted was her attentiveness; she’d heard this speech before.

“A week has given them all the space and recovery enough to repair their walls and hide their truths away.” Cressida shook her head at the besmirched scene of the crime. “Not to mention time for treading all through our evidence. Ah well. We cannot change it now. Let us begin.” And the dominie’s sharp gaze skewered Joely from across the room.

Joely bit the inside of her bottom lip, then grimaced. “Cressida—”

“Your particular skills are vital to this investigation, eam’ainn. Feralles ane bhoraa’in rocaliseth.”

You know there is no choice.

The words were Lirren Eamnaya, the language held holy in this land of Jirstal. Only the Tcelska sisters and the Eame’nae clerics of the Sacred Halls could speak it fluently, employing its beautiful, flowing syllables for important occasions and high ritual. In speaking a tcelska aphorism in sacred speech instead of in the ellef, common language of the Known Lands, Cressida sent the message that she held these moments holy. And the dominie Tcelska intended to brook no disobedience. Joely had felt the sharp bite of the other woman’s sharp tongue often enough not to risk that wrath now.

But Gate’s grace and glow, this was going to be uncomfortable. Biting down on her lower lip again, Joely briefly closed her eye and bared her heart to the Blessing that lived within her.

Adepts named it “comori.” Power, lifeforce. It dwelt in everything and everyone, but only the Blessed could sense and enjoin it. Comori belonged to every apprentice, journeyfolk, and Ascended of the Sacred Halls—and to Joely Puck, who hadn’t known of this dormant power within her until her precipitous arrival in the Halls had shaken it awake. Now, she enjoined the Elemental force and it moved through her, lending her a heightened sense of the world.

Earth, Air, Fire, and Water waited at her fingertips, ready to answer her call.

In this moment, Joely had need only of Earth, the world she could see and hear and smell. Taste, sometimes. Touch, only at dire need. She wouldn’t remove her elbow-length gloves unless Cressida insisted.

Cressida. Mere moments had passed, but the dominie would be impatient. Joely allowed herself a single instant to revel in her inner sight: whole, thanks to comori. Depth perception restored, the veil that blanked half her vision lifted. With comori enjoined and her eye closed, Joely could see the world around her—currently the Goodhope foyer crime scene—exactly as it appeared to a fully sighted person. The only difference was that she saw it all in shades of flowing silver, her signature comori color. The same silver color that banded her journeyfolk robes together with the gold representing the Sacred Halls.

But most importantly, enjoined comori bestowed on her the ability to manipulate the Elements, of which Earth was her most useful tool. Ready to deploy it, she blinked her eye open. Silver and the right half of her vision winked out again. At her beck, Earth engaged with her will: she churned Earth, as her Tcelska sisters said, intensifying her sense of smell...and gifting her with another special perception. Joely let her unwilling gaze wander across the blood-spattered foyer and steeled herself against what she knew was coming.

On her next indrawn breath: the sickly-sweet stench of rotting fruit, like a mash left to ferment too long. Distinct from the scent of decay and death, this rotten fruit smell was the working of her comori, giving her intangible information beyond her human senses. This was Joely’s primary contribution to the murder investigation—to any investigation she might essay while under Cressida’s tutelage.

Where Joely’s Blessing communicated this nauseating reek, that was where someone was trying to deceive.

After a few moments, Cressida said, “Tell me, eam’ainn.”

“There is a deception in the blood.” Joely could hardly even whisper. With her gift awake and focused, the scent of rotten fruit overcame the nearly week-old miasma of putrefying flesh. It wasn’t an improvement. Her stomach flopped over again.

“Can you discern in what way?”

“No.” Something occurred to her. “But the prefect said that they left everything as they found it. There was a deception in that, too, I think. Maybe in connection with the blood. More than just the ruined footprints.”

“Hm.” Cressida narrowed her gaze. “We know that there are two victims. Our piteous sister here, and a local minstrel. Perhaps the blood here belongs to but one, not both?”

“Maybe.” Joely scanned the room some more, looking for anything that might send an extra twinge of nausea through her gut. Though she’d already taken brief measure of the severed head, she wanted to put off looking directly at it again. She half-turned toward the wider of the two hallways leading from the foyer—and gasped.

In the shadows beyond the hallway entrance lay a small hatchet coated in dried blood.

In three long strides that missed every splotch of blood on the way, Cressida crossed to the hatchet and bent to look at it. She didn’t touch it.

Joely curled her gloved fingers into her gloved palms. Don’t make me touch that. Please, don’t make me touch that.

“There are long, black hairs adhering to the blade,” said Cressida. She peered for several long moments at the gruesome weapon, then straightened. “Continue. With the head, please.”

Damn it to Naereth’s hells. Joely suppressed a sigh.

But there was nothing for it. Something had brought her to this world for a reason five years ago. Jirstali godlore held that Qaslaneth was the sole giver of the Blessing, which was enough reason for the Eame’nae clerics and most other folk to make the intangible deity their sole object of worship. Qaslaneth, ostensible Creator of All—responsible for Joely’s unwilling relocation to this place? Or was the Tcelaniedd Gate to blame, object of the Tcelskar Core’s hallowed gatelore as well as their devotion?

Either way, near as Joely could tell, using this strange Blessing was her purpose here. Fulfilling it was her duty. She opened her eye and moved to the small side table with its gory centerpiece.

On the far end of the wooden surface sat a cut glass bowl filled with what Joely assumed had once been fruit, mold and desiccation having rendered it unidentifiable. A small marble bust would not have looked out-of-place, but instead, what rested next to the glass bowl was the severed head of Joely’s fellow journeyfolk. Her fellow eam’ainn.

She had never met Zheni Fenwyltr Eam’ainn, although they must have crossed paths occasionally in the Sacred Halls during their respective apprentice days. At least, Joely had never heard the name “Zheni Fenwyltr” before the runner from Rocalisin Fhae had brought the gruesome news to the Tcelskar Core three days ago. And at this point, Zheni’s features were too swollen, too disfigured with blisters to be recognizable to anyone who hadn’t known her well.

Beneath the purplish and green discoloration, Zheni’s skin might have been a deep tan, possibly bronze. Death clouded her dark brown eyes beneath black eyebrows. As Joely watched, a few flies tracked across the face, and one slipped between the slightly parted lips. Joely winced but thankfully didn’t gag. The head lay with the right cheekbone pressing into the table’s surface.

Joely smelled sweet, rotten fruit. She glanced at Cressida.

The Tcelska lifted an eyebrow. Joely nodded. Without comment, Cressida stepped forward and plucked the bowl of rotten fruit from the little table. Moments later, she’d opened the front door, handed the bowl to a perplexed Coover Torbint, shut the door in his face, and returned to Joely’s side. “Better?”

Joely nodded again. They’d discovered early on that her skill in scenting deceptions was severely hampered if actual rotting fruit were within smelling distance. She could only feel grateful that Cressida had taken the task of removal on herself. If Joely stirred at this point.... She took as deep a breath as she dared. But the absence of the moldy fruit bowl hadn’t dispelled the sweet-rot scent.  “There...there is a lie in the table,” she said.

“Interesting,” said Cressida. She tilted her head to peer closer, then beckoned to Joely. “Look here.”

The new vantage point immediately made Joely swallow against gagging. Maggots squirmed in the cleanly severed neck, and a deep cleft split the back of the victim’s head.

“I will measure and compare,” Cressida said, “but if I were a wagering woman, I would lay odds that the hatchet’s blade matches these wounds.”

Joely nodded.

“Is there deception in it?”

“Yes.” Joely swallowed. “Something...it shouldn’t be there.”

Cressida blinked at her. “I should think not.”

Joely winced. “No, no, I mean...I don’t know.”

Cressida hmph-ed, turning her attention back to the victim’s head.

They knew little yet of Zheni Fenwyltr Eam’ainn, tcelska journeyfolk and lifelong resident of Rocalisin Fhae, not counting her apprenticeship in the Sacred Halls. Stora Nyae, peacekeep of “Ro’Fhae,” had told them this morning that Zheni Fenwyltr had a brother, a mother, a father. She had died sometime during the early hours of the eighteenth day of Sixmonth. Joely knew nothing more about her. Except that she had tan skin. Black hair. Dark eyes.

“Is there anything else of note in the foyer?” asked Cressida. Anything I cannot see? was the unspoken addendum.

“The hatchet.”

“The hairs? Its use?”

Joely shook her head. “The hairs and its use are true. But something about the entire object isn’t truth. Perhaps its position.”

“Well, we will speak to our friend the prefect, who let none enter and left everything as he found it.”

If Joely hadn’t felt ill and horrified, she might have dredged up some sympathy for Coover Torbint.

“Qaslaneth save me from ignorant Tirgfolk,” Cressida muttered.

Power locus of both the Tcelskar Core and of their unofficial rivals, the Eame’nar, the Sacred Halls were located farther north in E’Tan-elsa, capital of Jirstal. Northerners traditionally looked down upon the folk of Pangaedd Tirg, “Sunwater Valley,” near Jirstal’s western border. But even after five years in E’Tan-elsa, Joely still hadn’t figured out exactly why.

“They don’t seem any more ignorant than any uneducated folk in E’Tan-elsa,” she said.

Cressida rolled her eyes. “Don’t be tiresome, Joely. I care not whether they hail from the meanest valley hovel or from The Sacred Hall That Is The Crest. My interest is justice! Anything that stands in its way is worthy of contempt. These fools sullied my crime scene. It is inexcusable!”

Joely didn’t dare wince. She should’ve known to keep her mouth shut. Cressida had sworn by Qaslaneth instead of by the Tcelaniedd Gate, which should have served as obvious herald of the dominie’s intense ire.

Cressida scowled down at Zheni Fenwyltr’s severed head. But before she could speak, the front doors of Goodhope Hollow house slammed open, and a tan-skinned boy of thirteen scampered in. His dark hair stood out from his head as though it hadn’t been washed in weeks, and his rumpled tunic likely hadn’t, either. He skidded to a halt at the edge of the foyer. Joely braced herself, but his too-big boots just missed scuffing right into a tacky red smear. Only just. Behind him, Prefect Torbint’s face couldn’t decide whether to look terrified or furious.

Joely felt her own sense of alarmed dismay, but the boy was oblivious. “There’s a servants’ entrance!” he announced. “And there’s blood on it!”

Cressida Raith closed her eyes and, nostrils flaring, took a long, slow breath.

“Roop,” Joely mouthed at the young interloper. But he had eyes only for their superior.

Tirathsaroop Dalethorian, known to nearly all the Core as “Roop,” was their young, unBlessed assistant. As soon as their carriage had halted in the Goodhope Hollow drive, he had bounded out to make a curiosity-driven circuit around the house. Joely had hoped he wouldn’t report in until she and Cressida had finished their inspection of the interior. Too often, Roop’s burgeoning common sense lost its daily war with his enthusiastic curiosity. Another hope dashed, Joely looked from him to Cressida, waiting for the reprimand to fall upon him for his untimely interruption.

But Cressida only stood there, breathing deeply in and out. Roop’s grin faltered. Joely chewed her bottom lip.

“Where,” the dominie finally said, “is this entrance located?”

Roop gulped. “Back of the house, Tcelska. West side.”

“Out.”

With the wide eyes of prey startled into motion, Roop glanced at Joely, then turned on his heel and ran out, slamming the door behind him a second time.

Cressida pinched the bridge of her nose.

“He goes places we can’t,” Joely almost whispered.

“I know that!”

The dominie only opened her eyes and lowered her hand without another word. Joely swept the gory foyer with one more glance. “I can’t see any other lies here,” she said quietly.

“Then let us take a look at this servants’ entrance.”

Joely followed Cressida into the hallway at the back of the foyer; presumably, the narrower of the two passages led to servants’ quarters. Even in dim lighting—even in no lighting—Joely’s enjoined comori always let her know if deception was present, even if she couldn’t see its source. But this dark hall contained no lie that she could perceive. A few closed doors were likely linen closets and tiny bedchambers for servants; according to the prefect, only his varlet and Mistress Torbint’s personal maid lived here. Clearly, Goodhope Hollow had boasted a larger staff in the past. The two tcelska investigators would need to examine all of these ground-floor rooms.

They reached the end of the narrow passage. It terminated in a door bolted from the inside. The smell of putrefying flesh grew stronger again here. Cressida enjoined comori—Joely felt it, her own comori thrumming briefly in response—and then a small glowing orb coalesced in the air by Cressida’s shoulder. The orb’s dusty pink light matched the color of the dominie’s robes. Joely ducked to peer past Cressida’s elbow—and saw a severed arm.

Joely winced. Even Cressida grunted, though likely only from irritation with her eam’ainn instead of from surprise at the piece of wrecked human body at her feet. After all, the scent of death had warned them. The Tcelska crouched down but didn’t reach to touch the decaying limb.

“It’s a woman’s,” she said after a few moments, “judging by the size and shape of the hand and fingers, what we have of them. And it’s dressed in pale, delicate cloth edged in lace, perhaps a woman’s nightdress. Joely?”

“Tcelska....”

Cressida didn’t turn around. “You must. I have studied and lived my entire life in the Sacred Halls, and I am full Tcelska by right and by accomplishment. I am a dominie by conviction and faith, service and devotion. But I likely cannot solve this murder alone, Joely Puck. Without the particular skill of your Blessing, justice might never be served for this poor girl who is one of our own. I need you.”

Those final three words, though delivered in clipped tones, took Joely’s breath away. She had never heard them from Cressida before—nor from any other person in the Sacred Halls since her calamitous arrival there. And if Cressida was saying them now, she was not jesting. Cressida Raith did not jest. And this was not Cressida’s first murder investigation.

Something in Joely’s chest both unraveled and snarled up at the same time.

I need you.

How could she ignore such a defenseless request from a teacher whose entire self seemed like an impenetrable fortress?

Joely blinked, eyes burning a little. Cleared her throat. And forced herself to look closely at the arm.

Mottled skin. Loosely curled fingers. Fingertips gnawed down to the bone, other chunks of flesh gone to rats. Bloodstained, lacy cuff. Maggots writhing at the severed end.

“No lie in it,” she said softly.

Cressida rose. “Then let us see about this door.”

A gust of fresh air wafted in when the dominie unbolted the door and pushed it open. Joely breathed in deeply, grateful—and fixed her eye on the bloody handprint staining the whitewashed frame. An instant, and the rotten fruit smell slapped her in the face, choking her. Damn it, she’d enjoyed that breath of air that didn’t stink of her Blessing and death.

“Deception in the blood,” she said.

“Don’t let your unwillingness color any observation,” Cressida said, bending to squint at the handprint. “I’d rather hear you sound revolted, eam’ainn, than resigned or disinterested.”

Nothing for it but to keep on. “Yes, Tcelska.”

Cressida held her own long-fingered hand up next to the handprint, which wrapped around the doorframe with the thumb on the innermost edge. “It’s smaller than my hand,” said Joely’s tall, long-limbed mentor, “which means it likely belongs to a woman. Perhaps that family maid the peacekeep is holding at the gaol. What was her name?”

“Trega. Trega Flax.” A brief warmth invaded Joely’s chest. She had a head for names, which she knew Cressida appreciated. Maybe I won’t be completely useless in this investigation.

“Excellent,” said Cressida. “Then it’s time we sought out the rest of our sister’s remains. As well as the second victim.” Avoiding the severed arm, she shut the door, then swept past Joely and back up the passage toward the foyer.

Joely followed, shaking her head at herself. Her Blessing wasn’t useless. She knew that. All the Blessed of Jirstal—be they Qaslaneth’s worshipers or the Tcelaniedd Gate’s devotees or as-yet unidentified adepts—all of them enjoyed their own variegated measure of comori, and none without purpose. So taught the Ascended, both dominie Tcelskar and Eame’nae clerics. Having passed the levels of ainn and eam’ainn—apprentice and journeyfolk—the Ascended would know.

Sometimes, though, Joely wondered if she really believed them.

Her Blessing caused less discomfort now than it had five years ago...but she still couldn’t always suppress the nausea that always accompanied it. She’d learned to carry with her a small pot of soothing peppermint leaves, either for tea or chewing. But there was nothing to do about what happened anytime she herself told a lie while holding comori—

Gate’s glaring grace, her peppermint! Its wax-sealed pot was in her satchel, out on the front stoop. Grimacing, Joely traipsed after Cressida back toward the foyer. She avoided looking at the severed head of Zheni Fenwyltr Eam’ainn on its deceptive table...ignored the deceptive hatchet and the massive stain of deceptive dried blood...but still, her stomach churned no matter where she didn’t look. Thrice-damn it.

Joely sighed. She couldn’t go retrieve the mint in the middle of examining the murder scene. Nothing for it but to follow on her mentor’s heels and hope for the best. They edged gingerly around the perimeter of the room to avoid sticky puddles of blood, and gained the base of the staircase. On the lowest step lay the dismembered hand.

Cressida gave it a brief visual examination. “It seems a pair with the hand of the severed arm.”

“Down to the nibbled fingertips.”

“Maintain your composure, journeyfolk.”

“Yes, Tcelska. There’s...there’s no deception in it.”

They picked their way up the side of the stairs closest to the wall, where the steps were mostly free of dried blood. On the upper floor, the crimson track led down a wide hallway and deeper into the house. Joely kept comori enjoined as she gleaned information about the life of Prefect Coover Torbint and his wife, Nelie. They had a love for fine things: Remnian statuettes, wood carvings in Halaferthan style, gilt-frame portraits of what she assumed were Torbint ancestors wearing old-fashioned clothing and stilted facial expressions. Be it master or mistress, someone in this household had taste that ran toward the traditional and costly.

But other signs bespoke a lack of prosperity, and not just the low number of live-in staff. Beneath the crusted trail of blood, the upper hall carpet was nearly threadbare. Dust coated a few of the portraits—as though the servants felt little motivation to go to the extra trouble. One of the Remnian statuettes bore smears of grime collected from swipes of casual fingers in passing. Joely thought of Coover Torbint’s fingers: expertly manicured beneath smears of paraffin. What he might not spend on maintaining his home, he seemed willing to spend on himself. She tucked this observation away for later.

Partway down the hall, carved from Halaferthan cedar, a relief depicting a battle was missing the heads of several war horses. Joely’s stomach churned again as she thought of Zheni Fenwyltr’s poor head on the table downstairs. They’d found her head, an arm, and a hand—assuming the limb and appendage were hers. Where was the rest of the young woman’s body?

And where was the second corpse?

Cressida followed the trail of blood past several rooms. Joely glanced through the open doors: two bedchambers done up in hunting and blue frills, respectively; a private study containing a desk and chair, a few books, and several mounted stag heads; and a small solar with a fireplace, two tapestries in a style at least a century old, and some low couches. She perceived nothing of note in any of these rooms and plodded along behind Cressida, who tracked the blood in the hall like a determined hound.

“The murderer dragged a body along here,” said the dominie. “Or part of one.”

“There’s no lie in this trail,” Joely answered. It was all she could contribute.

Moments later, the blood beckoned them out of the hallway and into a spacious, richly decorated bedroom. Draperies in deep greens and bright golds hung on either side of the floor-length windows. Three chaises in green-and-gold brocade sat grouped on one side of the room, and a sypres dressing table squatted on the other side. Against the third wall, a massive four-poster bed reigned over all, hung with sheer curtains embroidered in the room’s color scheme. When Joely stepped into the room behind Cressida—both of them carefully avoiding congealed blood—her feet sank into a carpet deeper than any she could remember. It, too, showed plenty of wear, but it had clearly cost a fortune.

From beyond the chamber’s glass window came the faint, repetitive peal of the bell. Joely frowned. How often did that thing ring? She had lost all feeling of time’s passage since entering the house. Horrors near at hand tugged at her perceptions, but the distant bell disturbed her somehow.

Next to the bed sat a metal cage that reached no higher than Joely’s thigh. The door to the cage hung open. Inside she glimpsed a tattered blanket, two stained but empty bowls, and a well-gnawed bone.

The blood trail led across the time-damaged carpet that was now permanently ruined. Joely tracked the trail with her Blessing but found no deception in it. Not even when it ended beneath the headless, limbless, clearly female torso dressed in shreds of soiled white and sagging against the side of the cage. Next to it lay a lace-dressed arm that was missing a hand.

Both arm and torso squirmed with maggots where the flesh was sliced open. The belly of the torso was distended, the skin mottled and strangely wrinkled in places. It took Joely a moment to realize that the skin had slipped, rucking up against the flesh beneath like a sleeve pushed up. Nausea wracked her of a wholly non-mystical sort.

“It is horrific,” said Cressida, her voice low and almost reverent. “That a human could do such a thing to another is terrible to contemplate. Do not look away, Joely Eam’ainn. We witness this, that we might act on behalf of the dead. If we refuse, they go unspoken-for and unavenged. It is unacceptable that we would leave them so.”

Joely swallowed, thought of the severed head downstairs, and couldn’t speak. The soles of her plain shoes felt sealed to the plush carpet as Cressida moved forward and bent to peer closely at the cage and the torso. For several long, silent minutes, the Tcelska craned her neck back and forth to see from different angles. Finally she glanced over her shoulder at Joely, one eyebrow raised.

In answer to the unspoken question, Joely shook her head. No lie in the horror that lay here before them. Cressida went back to her observations.

“There are animal bites on this side,” she said, pointing toward the part of the torso that had leaned against the bars of the cage. “Several portions of flesh are missing from above the kidneys. We will need to question Master Torbint on this, but it looks as though an animal was caged here when the murders took place. Likely a large, favored dog. The bites look canine, and there are matching tooth marks on the inside of the bars.”

Cressida continued her study, but Joely looked away as hot tears suddenly pricked her eye. It was too awful. Zheni Fenwyltr—near Joely’s own assumed age, not many years past twenty, based on what Peacekeep Stora Nyae had told them. Zheni Fenwyltr—who shared Joely’s eam’ainn rank and, presumably, Joely’s commitment to the Gate. Zheni Fenwyltr—her whole future ahead of her, everything cut short in unimaginable brutality. What terror had she experienced in those final moments? Had she begged for her life? Had she seen the fatal blow coming? Did she have enough time to know she was going to die?

“What was she even doing here?”

“That is an excellent question, journeyfolk. Go on.”

Joely blushed. She hadn’t meant to speak out loud. But the sharp authority of command had returned to Cressida’s voice. Joely kept her eye on the dressing table as she answered, letting her gaze wander over the collection of scent bottles, jewelry boxes, hairbrushes, pots of face paint, and hand mirrors. From the look of things, Nelie Torbint spent a lot of time on the low stool that matched the table.

“Zheni Fenwyltr was journeyfolk,” Joely said finally. “As part of the Tcelskar Core, she was a follower of the Gate. The local peacekeep said Zheni was well-known in Ro’Fhae as piously devoted to our order. For all that, she didn’t hold a high position or any great duty that would make her stand out. There wouldn’t have been any urgent duty to bring her to the prefect’s home in the middle of the night when the peacekeep and the prefect say the murders took place. And in her nightgown.”

“No urgent, reputable duty,” observed Cressida.

Joely grimaced. “If Zheni was meeting a lover here, it could be anyone. The minstrel we’ve been told was killed with her.” And where was he? “A Torbint servant. Coover Torbint himself. Torbint’s wife. Someone unconnected with Goodhope Hollow.”

Cressida was testing the door to the dog’s cage. “Your thinking is useful, Joely. Well done.” The dominie sounded unimpressed. “We will need to question our prefect quite thoroughly on that point.”

Emboldened despite Cressida’s neutral tone, Joely countered: “But even the peacekeep said that Master Torbint and his wife were not at home the evening before the murders. And when word was brought to them the next morning, they were still at the home of the local archivist. Surely, if the prefect or his wife had arranged to meet Zheni at Goodhope, they would have contacted her to cancel the tryst....” Joely frowned as a glint along the side of the dressing table caught her eye.

“Eam’ainn?”

“Mm?”

“Joely?”

“A moment, Tcelska....” Joely crossed the blood-spattered carpet to the dressing table and bent, hands on knees. Glaring noontime sunlight fell at just the right angle on the window side of Nelie Torbint’s apparently favorite spot.

Snagged on a tiniest splinter of wood along the top edge of the dressing table, three silver hairs hung almost to the floor. They drifted lazily in the movement of air from Joely’s approach. She stared at them for a long moment. Another breath of air stirred them as Cressida joined her.

“What do you—? Ah. Interesting. Tell me your thought on this, Joely.”

Wait. Let me catch up. Joely knew that Cressida had already made a deduction. The dominie had investigated deaths before, but this was the first time she’d brought Joely with her. Critical comori-born skills and good memory for people or no, Joely was not used to thinking around these sorts of corners. But she did appreciate the relief of examining something other than blood and body parts as her eye roamed the dressing table. A moment later, she had it.

“The hairbrush. The hair caught in it is mostly dark gray. Some black.” She pointed at the hairs as brightly silvered as her own but so much longer. “If that is Nelie Torbint’s hairbrush, then these don’t belong to her.”

“Yes,” breathed Cressida. “Exactly. Have you a kerchief about you? Wrap those hairs in it. Their owner has some hard questions to answer.”

As Cressida moved to assess the view through the window, Joely pilfered through the pockets of her robes for her single clean kerchief and wrapped the silver hairs in it. The small evidence fardel went into her deepest pocket, safe for retrieval when Cressida asked for it. Joely turned away from the dressing table—and let out a shriek. The plummy, sick-sweet stench of her Blessing flooded her senses, almost violent. She dropped to her knees, dry heaving beside Mistress Torbint’s brocaded chair.

Cressida came to her side but didn’t speak. When Joely could straighten again and press the back of her wrist against her mouth, her gaze too quickly found the desecrated corpse lying half under the far side of the Torbints’ resplendent bed.

She clenched her jaws against the fermented fruit stench her Blessing forced on her. Thrice damn-it. At least I didn’t lose my breakfast. Yet.

Here, then, waited the second body they’d been summoned to investigate. This would be Rocalisin Fhae’s most notorious minstrel, Aeswin Hiskal. Thus far, neither the peacekeep nor the prefect had an explanation for man’s presence in the prefect’s house while the family was away for the night. Predictably enough, Cressida gestured for Joely to tell her about the dead man.

Joely’s stomach roiled again. The Blessing hadn’t assaulted her this way in a long time. She flinched, tearing her gaze away from the corpse. “Can’t.” 

To her surprise, a cool, bony hand pressed against the back of her bare neck.

“Joely Eam’ainn.” Cressida’s voice held none of the sharpness of moments ago. She stooped at Joely’s side. “This is why we are here. One of our own has been murdered, and in a most grisly manner. Her blood cries out to us from the very fibers of this house. From that gruesome table belowstairs. Her blood cries out for justice, and we cannot answer it without answering this man’s blood as well.”

Cramming her gray, woolen sleeve against her mouth, Joely shook her head. “They call this house Goodhope Hollow. It isn’t. Not good, not hope. Despair. Foul.”

“No fancies, eam’ainn. We haven’t the time or the space, and you know well that I haven’t the patience. Your duty is upon you.”

“I can’t,” Joely wailed from behind her sleeve. “I can’t, Tcelska. I don’t want to do this. I can’t.”

“You have trained for this for five long years. Your Blessing is honed and potent, so look, Joely Journeyfolk. Look around this scene of death and tell me what you see.”

Unable to stop herself, Joely shook her head again...but deep within her core—so bound to the Core, her order—something went solid and squared its jaw. Cressida Raith Tcelska was no woman of gentle words; in place of critique, her encouragement owned a powerful effect. Joely responded to it almost against her will. Other words rang in her mind, too: I need you.

Bitter amusement wanted to twist her mouth, but Joely made herself look her mentor in the eye. The dominie Tcelska looked back without blinking, without expression of any sort. But Joely knew that the caring was there. It could stand to come more frequently, she thought. But it came often enough to keep Cressida from seeming cruel in Joely’s sight. Most of the time, anyway. And often enough to serve as a rallying cry.

Joely nodded. “I’m ready.”

Somewhere beyond the Torbints’ bedchamber, a door squealed slowly open.

Joely’s heart lurched. Torbint said no one else was here! But what if the murderer had returned in secret? Cressida had taught her only too well that such criminals thrived on returning to the scene of their wrongdoing, experiencing a thrill at standing where their victims had fallen. If this vicious killer were still in the house, perhaps thinking to attack....

Grimacing, Joely ordered her heart to slow its sudden race. For Gate’s sake, she and Cressida were Blessed! They had nothing to fear from—

“Cressida Tcelska?” called a woman.

It was the strong, ringing voice of Peacekeep Stora Nyae. Joely only barely bit back a sigh of relief.

Thoroughly unruffled, Cressida was already turning toward the minstrel’s corpse. “Joely, go meet our dilatory peacekeep. Inform her that we have no need of any more feet tromping through. Gate knows she can wait on the front stoop easily enough!”

Clenching her belly against another wave of nausea, Joely climbed to her feet, using the chair for support. Her knees felt like one of the jellies she liked to sneak from the Sacred Halls kitchens. At thought of food, she nearly gagged, and glanced at Cressida. The dominie Tcelska was bending over the dead man’s body, peering at the gaping wound in his gut. This time, Joely did gag, and she swallowed hard against her rising gorge. Going to meet the peacekeep downstairs was an excellent idea. She needed to get out of this room...and no need for scenting deceptions where she’d already trodden. Belatedly, as she tottered to the open bedchamber door, she relinquished her hold on comori. The stench of rotting fruit vanished as quickly as it had assaulted her. But its aftermath left her shaky, and she made sure to have a firm grip on the door frame before stepping over the threshold and into the hallway.

“Tcelska?” Heavy footsteps sounded from the planks of wooden flooring in the foyer.

“Up here,” Joely called back. Her voice came out as a croak. Damn it. She wouldn’t be able to keep the peacekeep away from the upstairs if the woman couldn’t hear her. Her heart pounded as she staggered down the hallway, trailing a hand on the wall. The Blessing hadn’t overwhelmed her this way in years—what was happening? Was the deception in the Torbints’ bedchamber truly so thorough, so powerful?

Halfway down the corridor, she swung out from the wall to miss a sideboard. Distracted and worrying, she slammed her hip into the corner of it.

Groaning, she doubled over, one hand going to the sudden knot of pain. Her left elbow hit the solid wooden sideboard with a crack. Her right elbow struck an iron bookend, which didn’t react. But agony blossomed in that arm. She slid along the sideboard, pulling a lace doily with her, and a vase crashed to the floor. Joely followed it an instant later.

“Eam’ainn?” came Cressida’s voice from somewhere very distant. At the same time, the peacekeep shouted from downstairs. Fast footsteps, pelting. Darkness blossomed at the edges of Joely’s vision. She thought she was holding herself up away from shards of broken ceramic, but she couldn’t be sure.

I might need some water, she thought.

Hands on her shoulders, her arms. Muffled voices, as though her ears were stuffed with cotton. Was someone carrying her? No, she lay in a boat, rocking back and forth. The waves were so gentle with her. She floated. Floated.

“Not there, for Gate’s sake.”

Cressida? Was Cressida in Joely’s boat?

“They won’t care,” said another voice. “Besides, they won’t know.”

Water. I need water. Something in the boat was lapping at Joely’s arm with a soft tongue. She blinked rapidly, and her mentor’s face swam into focus. Cressida was frowning.

“Have you returned to us, Joely?”

“Y-Yes. I think so.”

“Can you sit up?”

“Yes, I—”

“The girl should rest,” said a new voice. Beyond Cressida, the peacekeep hove into view. On leathers dyed indigo, a rampant red faeddra glared out from the peacekeep’s chest.

Dragon, thought Joely. Faeddra means dragon.

“This is no place for her, Tcelska,” the peacekeep went on. “It’s clearly more than she can bear.”

Still patting Joely’s arm, Cressida made a displeased noise. “I know how to deal with the situation, Peacekeep.”

“She’s fainted before, then?”

“Any adept can be prone to fainting early on in training. Newly-awakened comori senses can be delicate.”

Deception rot, thought Joely. Bad enough by itself...those early days.... The fainting and vomiting had plagued her daily. But now, deception rot and flesh rot mingled together, each exacerbating the other. I don’t like this new territory.

The peacekeep snorted. “She’s so delicate then, has she investigated a murder before?”

“She has not, but it is irrelevant. For all her youth, Joely has seen and experienced more than you imagine. Besides, no one else owns her particular skills. If I am to solve our sister’s murder, Joely must serve. And I’ll thank you to leave my eam’ainn to me.”

Stora Nyae clicked her tongue in disgust. “’Neth save me from clerics’ arrogance,” she muttered.

“A dominie’s arrogance, Peacekeep, if you please.” Frigid, frigid Cressida. “We tcelska priestesses are bound to the Tcelaniedd Gate. Only the worshipers of Qaslaneth are clerics.”

“And I don’t give a Canal rat’s ass.”

“Take care, Peacekeep.” The rat would’ve frozen.

Joely’s muscles twitched, aftereffect of fainting. Neither of the other women noticed.

“Never fear, dominie.” Nyae smirked. “I’ll keep my views to myself and aid you as best I can. I want the fiend as badly as you, mayhap more. This is my town, after all.”

“I’ll not argue the point,” said Cressida, “but do not underestimate the care we Tcelskar take for our own. We will see justice done.”

“You take as much care for the living as you do for the dead?” Nyae nodded at Joely.

Cressida’s face lost what little color it usually had.

Forcing her shaky limbs to obey, Joely pushed herself up to sit. “I’m well enough,” she croaked.

The other two women squinted at her with suspicious expressions so near to identical, Joely would have laughed under better circumstances. But her entire body felt nauseated, impossibly. She bit the inside of her lip, willing the pain to distract her. Deep, even breaths, working against muscle spasms. “I’m well enough,” she repeated, looking back and forth between her two observers.

Cressida nodded once, satisfied. Stora Nyae studied Joely for a long moment more, then turned to look at something on the floor. “Very well,” she said. “Have you examined this one yet?”

“We were just beginning.” Cressida rose smoothly to her feet, her robes of dusty rose glowing like a radiant bud in the ambient light from the window. Joely realized that they were back in the master bedroom, and she was sitting upright in the center of Master and Mistress Torbint’s massive four-poster. “And we work best in private, Peacekeep,” Cressida went on. “I’d ask you to wait outside.”

Nyae put her hands on her hips. “I didn’t want you here, Priestess. That’s no secret. But the prefect insisted on it, and the high dominie demanded it. I have no authority to contradict either of them. But I’ll be damned if I let you shut me out of this investigation.”

“We are comori adepts,” said Cressida through near clenched teeth. “Our methods are rooted in our Blessing, which, I sense, you do not share in the least. I’ll not ‘shut you out’ of anything, Mistress Nyae. But I fail to see how you could possibly participate.”

Eyes snapping like light blue flames, Peacekeep Nyae dropped her hands to her sides. For a split second, Joely wondered if her fingers would twitch toward the dagger at her belt. Bright spots of pink appeared high on her cheekbones.

Then she turned and strode out of the room. Her footsteps receded down the hallway.

“Well,” said Cressida, and offered Joely a hand. “Now that’s taken care of, are you recovered enough to proceed?”

Letting her mentor’s bony fingers wrap around her own fleshy ones, Joely nodded. Cressida helped her maneuver to the edge of the bed, then pressed down on her shoulder when Joely tried to stand.

“Sit, eam’ainn. You can see him just as well from the edge of the bed. For now.”

Wishing for more relief than what “for now” implied, Joely let her feet dangle over the edge of the bed—well away from the outstretched limbs of the dead man. A lengthy blink and comori lay once more within her grasp, thrilling with its potential...and, the instant she churned Earth, chastising her as only the Blessing could.

She wasn’t as recovered as she wanted Cressida to believe. And her punishment for that mild deception was the distinctly uncomfortable sensation that a piece of frozen water was pressing against the crown of her head.

Lie about how you feel? comori seemed to say. You will regret it.

And she would. She knew it well. The slight touch of cold could grow oh-so-much worse. Like a spoonful of ice water poured over her scalp...or a cupful...or a bucket— 

But now, fast on the heels of the icy but mild rebuke, the rotted-fruit scent of foreign deception pierced her senses again. The threat of cold vanished from her scalp. Trying to ignore her indignant stomach, she forced herself to examine the corpse of the minstrel Aeswin Hiskal.

Vermin had been at his mottled face. One eye was eaten away, the socket gaping dark red and dry. Brief dizziness made Joely dig her fingers into the thick coverlet on the bed. Maybe I should offer him my eyepatch, she thought and had to put a hand to her mouth to keep from laughing.

Laughing at the dead man. Who was she—Cressida at her most callous? But Cressida wouldn’t laugh, callous or no. Cressida wouldn’t lose control. Cressida would attend fully to business. Joely schooled her inner self. Calm down. Have some blasted respect. Pay attention.

The dead man’s skin was pale beneath a deep greenish tinge. He wore a long-sleeved black tunic, a black belt, leggings of dark gray, and boots of black leather. He lay sprawled on his back, dried blood caking the carpet around him. Something dark and crusted swelled from a rent in the fabric stretched over his belly.

“Is that his—?” Joely couldn’t make herself finish.

The Tcelska nodded, her lips a grim line. “Yes,” she said finally. “That is part of his intestine. This man was eviscerated.”

Joely forced the words past her lips on a thin breath. “There’s a deception in it.”

Cressida’s dark eyes narrowed. “Interesting. Can you be at all specific?”

Joely winced. The longer she stared at the man’s corpse, the stronger the rotten fruit smell of her triggered Blessing. But still, she nodded. “Maybe.”

Cressida waited. Joely stared, her mind racing. Finally, she managed: “They said he was a minstrel, but he’s...he’s not dressed like one.”

“No, he is not. What did they say his instrument was?”

“His voice. And a—just a moment, Tcelska. It’s a strange word.... Oh. A kiddare.” Joely had never held one, but when she’d first seen one from a distance during a performance by Tcelskar Core minstrels, her mind had supplied the word “lute.” “I don’t see it anywhere in here.”

“Neither do I.” Cressida bent to peer under the bed, then shook her head as she straightened. “We will need to search whatever dwelling he occupied.”

“The prefect employed him, but he lived in an inn.”

“Hm. I do hope that scene is less ruined than this one. What else can you tell me, Joely?”

“I....” Joely swallowed. She did not want to say this. She did not want to do this. “I need to see the wound.”

“Very well.”

Leaving Joely perched on the edge of the bed, Cressida stepped over Aeswin Hiskal’s legs and crouched beside the body. With quick, efficient fingers, she unbelted the black tunic and pulled it up by the hem. The movement was smooth until she lifted the fabric up from the gut wound. There it stuck to dried blood and other things Joely didn’t want to think about. Cressida made a noise of irritation, gripped the hem more tightly, and tugged hard. Gut wound and tunic parted with a ripping sound.

Joely gagged again. Cressida shot her a glance, but Joely shook her head. No danger of retching, in spite of the filthy latrine stench wafting up from the corpse. Journeybread was far enough in the past, and her stomach held nothing to bring up.

Cressida tucked the hem of the tunic into the neckline, then measured the length of her own hand against the ragged gap of belly wound. Joely couldn’t even begin to guess how deep it went or what had made it—though the hatchet in the foyer was likely a good guess. Exposed by the lack of tunic, finger-long things like sausages stuck out of the wound, bloated links swelling outward through the rent in the minstrel’s gut.

His entrails. And their escape route sent a sick-sweet scent to overwhelm the rotting-flesh smell no longer covered by Joely’s protective paraffin..

“The wound,” she said weakly. “There’s a lie in it. Not the inner organs. The hole itself.”

Cressida shook her head, staring down at the man’s ruined abdomen. “One would think a gut wound would be the most honest thing about a murder.”

Joely blinked. Had Cressida Raith Tcelska just made a jest?

From somewhere inside her robes, Cressida removed a thin, smooth piece of wood about the length of Joely’s forearm. The Tcelska flexed it easily between her hands once or twice; then, without warning, she thrust it into the wound in Aeswin Hiskal’s gut. Joely recoiled.

The piece of wood went about a third of the way in before it encountered resistance and bent just slightly. Cressida pulled it out again and looked at the gory line of demarcation on her measuring device. She dropped the piece of wood on the floor, stood, and clasped her hands before her.

“Hatchet in the foyer,” she muttered down at her fingers. “One body dismembered, scattered here and belowstairs.... Joely, we need to locate our sister’s missing legs before we confront the prefect again. A head on a table, somehow deceptive. Long, silver hairs that probably don’t belong to the mistress of the house. A dog that ate part of our sister. And this mostly intact body with a gut wound that was not immediately fatal.”

Joely blinked again. “It wasn’t?”

“No. It went deep enough to kill, but none of his guts actually ended up on the floor. He hung on to them long enough to accomplish his purpose.”

“His purpose?”

“Yes, eam’ainn. The murder of Zheni Fenwyltr.”

Joely’s mouth dropped open. “Wait...he killed Zheni?”

“That is how it appears.”

“Then who killed him?”

Cressida’s grim look turned bitterly amused. “It would appear that Zheni did.”

“I...I don’t understand.”

Cressida took a deep breath, then let it out in a long, controlled exhale. “It appears that Aeswin Hiskal surprised Zheni Fenwyltr in the foyer. Zheni had a hatchet, which she used to strike him in the belly. He wrested it from her grasp, and she turned to run. He split her head open, then used the hatchet to dismember her. He scattered the severed limbs across the house, then dragged the torso up here. He dropped it at the dog’s cage, walked to the other side of the bed, and expired.”

“I....” Joely shook her head. “I don’t understand. How could he do all of that with a gut wound?”

“A man may accomplish quite a lot with his guts hanging out.”

“That’s horrible.”

Cressida pinned her with a sharp look. “Of course it’s horrible. There is nothing about this that is not horrible.”

“That’s not what I—”

“But the most important part is that what I described is how it appears.”

Joely’s eye widened. “Appears? So...Aeswin Hiskal didn’t kill Zheni?”

“On that point, I’m not yet certain. I’m also not certain that Zheni didn’t deal him the fatal blow to the belly. But of one thing I am quite certain, and your Blessing confirms that this part is not as it appears. We are meant to believe that Zheni struck him with the hatchet. But the wound in his gut was not made by that sort of blade.”

“It wasn’t?”

“No. This wound was made by a knife. And one with a short blade, at that.”

“How can you tell?”

“The depth of the wound. Don’t forget the measurement I just took. It went about half a hand deep. And the cut itself runs more or less horizontal, as though made with a motion like this”—Cressida slashed her closed fist sideways and away from her—“not like this.” She finished with a sideways, two-handed chop that arced from above her shoulder to below her waist.

Joely cocked her head, her mind suddenly churning faster than her belly. “So...if the hatchet didn’t make the wound, then where is the knife?”

Cressida smiled, nodding. “Exactly. Where, indeed, is the knife? We will cause this house and the grounds to be turned upside down in search of it. But I doubt we will find it.”

“But it has to be here. If Zheni...gutted him...with a knife, and then he killed her with the hatchet and then he died, then there was no one here to take the knife away.”

Cressida slanted her a glance. “Unless there was.”

Joely gaped. “A third person?”

“Perhaps a person with long, silver hair. Perhaps a person who left behind a bloody handprint at the servants’ entrance. Perhaps the maid now awaiting us at the gaol. Or perhaps one of the apparently many folk whom our friend the prefect allegedly didn’t permit entry into this house.”

Nausea and smelly Blessing momentarily forgotten, Joely shook her head. “That’s too many options. How will we ever narrow them down?”

“First, we will measure Zheni’s head wound and the hatchet blade. Then we will question the prefect. Before the day is out, we will compile a list of every possible person who had access to this house and whose circumstances could have placed them here. We will list every person who might have had anything against Zheni Fenwyltr Eam’ainn or Aeswin Hiskal or both. And we will ask questions. We will ask many, many questions.”

Joely grimaced, her gaze creeping from the corpse’s wavy, sand-colored hair down to the terrible wound in the belly. “This isn’t how a minstrel like him would ever think to end up.”

“Oh? Why do you say so?”

Joely stared helplessly as a fly braved the edge of the abdominal slash...and crawled inside it.  “The peacekeep said he composed love songs.”
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Chapter Two
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EVEN AFTER FIVE YEARS, JOELY didn’t understand the nature of her unique, mystical power.

Comori was energy. It permeated everyone and everything, but not everyone could harness it. Some owned its Blessing in greater measure than others. Cressida Raith Tcelska, primary investigator for the Tcelskar Core, was one of the few who could manipulate all four Elements not only simultaneously, but also skillfully. Neckl Driver, in charge of the horse and carriage that had conveyed Cressida’s little band from E’Tan-elsa to Ro’Fhae, could barely manage a demonstration of Earth, the most biddable Element. Joely didn’t even know what his comori color was, because he couldn’t weave Fire in order to display it. The unBlessed Roop, Cressida’s young runner, had no abilities in comori at all.

Joely’s own greatest skill lay in Earth. The rock, the soil, the living things that grew from dirt and thrived on it. Plants and animals. And somehow, her strange power to scent deception was connected to Earth as well. Cressida had warned her not to discredit her robes—recalling, no doubt, the vomit-ruined first set of gray silks, a costly gift from Cressida herself upon Joely’s rise to eam’ainn two years ago. The dominie had given her a tongue-lashing over it...but weeks later, the retirement of a local artisan seamstress revealed that the woman’s deceptive assistant, not the seamstress herself, had banded Cressida’s gift in Sacred Halls gold and Joely’s signature silver. And charged Cressida the price a lauded artisan would have asked.

At the time, neither Joely nor Cressida had linked the assistant’s deception to Joely’s nauseated reaction. Seeing that connection hadn’t been possible until Cressida had taken her to meet the blind man in the bowels of the Eame’nae archives....

Joely shook off memory as she and Cressida exited the foulness of Goodhope Hollow’s interior. Coover Torbint dithered on the leaf-strewn front porch. Cressida interrupted his stammered questions with brief warning to remain where he was, then led Joely in a slow, careful circuit around the house.

With comori firmly enjoined and Earth—steady, solid, dependable—in her grasp, Joely let her gaze rove, taking in the exterior and the surrounding forest. Cressida herself was set to spy out anything that looked incongruous, anything that might speak to what had happened here and who had been present. Joely, of course, brought her Blessing to bear on the search for deceit. The scarred, weathered wood of the front doors held none, nor did the porch itself. On the outside walls of the house, whitewash had yellowed and chipped, revealing bones of gray stone. Mosses groped at corners. The prefect’s home looked altogether patchy, almost flayed. Diseased. Joely could easily see cracks and lichens afflicting the slate roof. The trees around the house seemed to be reaching for it. Unsettled, she tried to shrug the thoughts away. Cressida gave her a sharp look.

“Nothing, Tcelska,” Joely murmured. “No deception.”

The investigator priestess nodded and turned away. Joely chafed her own arms, unable to take her eye off the trees. Shrugged up against Rocalisin Fhae’s western wall, the Goodhope Hollow property lay strangely sequestered in this dense forest. Waxwoods and fatbarks surrounded the house, and a smattering of pine. An oak or two. Bracken crowded every trunk, and sunlight barely penetrated the shrouds of foliage.

But despite their lush, green garb, the trees all seemed oddly gaunt. Covered in vines growing from the forest floor, branches stooped like mourners. Twisted boles and thorny underbrush concealed the forest’s depths. The path that had brought Joely and the others here wound through the wood like a hunted creature trying to evade pursuit...and she couldn’t help but think of the eerie trees as the predator.

Somewhere not too distant, a bell tolled.

Foul, she thought again. Despair. Hollow. The loss of an eye had halved her vision but gifted her with sharper hearing and a feel for when something was amiss. The avaricious trees were hiding something. She just knew it.

Suddenly clammy with cool sweat, Joely made herself turn back to her duty. But in the quarter hour that followed, neither did she scent any lie in what lay outside the house, nor did Cressida spot anything untoward. With Joely chafing her palms against her robes and Cressida glaring at the world around them, they returned to the front porch to confront Prefect Coover Torbint.

During his several hours’ worth of separation from Cressida Raith’s considerable presence, the prefect had clearly recovered some of his composure. “Tcelska,” he said in a deep, rolling tone. “Would that I could have welcomed you to my home under more pleasant circumstances!”

Beside him, a second, elderly man nodded in sad agreement. Joely took in the faded indigo of this man’s outmoded livery and decided he must be one of Torbint’s servants. The elderly man hadn’t been present when she and Cressida had begun their circuit—and now, as she glanced down the muddy drive, she saw that the manservant was not the only new arrival. A man and two women stood at a distance, their expressions wary as they briefly met Joely’s gaze. Peacekeep Stora Nyae stood talking to them in a low voice. None of them seemed disposed toward approaching the two Tcelskar. Nearby, Neckl squinted at the newcomers as he patted an insistent horse nose.

Cressida ignored them all, only narrowing her eyes at Torbint. “Prefect, we have completed our initial observations, and now I have some questions for you.”

The prefect’s gaze flickered aside and back. “Of course! And whatever resources we can provide during the course of your inquiry, you have but to ask. Rocalisin Fhae is a friend to the Tcelskar Core, be they local Enclave or Sacred Halls.”

The sour-sweet smell of ferment tickled Joely’s comori-Blessed nostrils. She shuddered. Liar, she thought, staring at the prefect.

Cressida frowned. Joely could almost hear the admonishment. Control! Give yourself away, and you’ll be no use at all!

How well Joely knew that. What advantage a journeyfolk investigator who could scent deception, if the potential subjects realized her skill? She schooled her face and body to stillness.

“The Core thanks you, Prefect,” said Cressida. “Now, to the unpleasant task before us. Remind me—who are the permanent residents of your home?”

“Well, my wife and I, of course, and our three children. Coovelie, Vernal, and Nellever.” Torbint beamed with pink-faced, fatherly pride. “Then there’s Hilft, here, and my wife’s maid. Another maid, our steward, and the stableboy all lodge in town.”

Cressida nodded past the prefect at the elderly man in livery. “This man is your servant?”

Watching and listening—and scenting—Joely noted Coover Torbint’s subtle shabbiness. The mid-length sleeves of his indigo overtunic showed wear, his longer undertunic had yellowed, and his loose trousers were stuffed into leather boots scuffed beyond hope of polish. The edges of his weskit were advancing toward threadbare.

“Yes, Tcelska,” he was saying. “My varlet, here, with the family these thirty-odd years.”

The investigator dominie glanced at the elderly servant, who wasn’t quite as bald as his middle-aged employer. But before she could speak, Coover Torbint coughed and spluttered into speech again, gesturing spasmodically with a hand shiny as though freshly manicured once more. Joely noted that he’d cleaned the paraffin from his mustache as well. Or the manservant had cleaned it.

“You must understand, Tcelska, we never meant to cause any harm to—well, not to disturb the—” Torbint gestured vaguely toward the front door Joely had closed behind her. “But the day after we sent for you, that is, sent that older Hemost girl to the capital to report the death of your young priestess, that next day, my wife, Nelie—I’ve not let her come back to the house, you see, she’s well taken care of at our local archivist’s home—she, my wife, that is, wanted some of her things, and so I sent Hilft here to fetch them down to Mistress Edmid’s—that’s the archivist—”

“Master Torbint,” said Cressida quietly, and he snapped his jaws closed so abruptly, his teeth clicked audibly. The dominie glanced at Joely, who gave a minute shake of the head. No deception in the man's blathering torrent.

Cressida shifted her acute focus to Torbint’s elderly manservant, who offered a deep but slow and creaky bow. “Hilft Nolun, yer Tcelska Worship,” he said, clearly understanding her unspoken demand. “In service to Family Torbint at Goodhope these forty years.” He didn’t glance at the man whose parents he must have served and who apparently couldn’t be troubled to keep track of the relevant decades.

“So, Varlet Nolun.” Cressida folded bony hands in front of her. “After the discovery of the bodies, you returned to this house on—what day would it have been, Joely?”

Distracted, Joely sucked in a breath before she could stop herself. Ohhh, by this land’s deity she didn’t even know if she believed in—of course Cressida would ask something like this when the needful notes were nestled safely in Joely’s satchel down by the front step! “Um, the day, it was—”

“—the nineteenth of Erethar,” Cressida finished, not missing a beat.

Damn, Joely thought. She clenched her fists within her gray journeyfolk robes, rippling their banded hem, feeling a sudden and perverse urge to rip out the gold-and-silver stitching. Damn, damn, damn!

“Correct?” Cressida went on, angling her pointy chin at the varlet.

“Aye, His grace reach yer Worship. Four days gone, the nineteenth of Sixmonth, ’twas.”

“And you came here to fetch Mistress Torbint’s belongings?”

“Aye, that I did, may’t please ye.”

“It doesn’t one way or the other. And you completed your task alone?”

“Why, nay, Tcelska. ’Twas the younger Hemost girl was with me, the mistress’s girl. She helped with the mistress’s more, er, private things, she did.”

Cressida flicked aglare at Coover Torbint, who at least had the decency to wince. “The girl’s name?” she asked.

“Garna, if ye please, Tcelska. Garna Hemost. Sister of the eldest, Livla, who went to fetch ye from the capital, yer Worship.”

“Tcelska will do.” Cressida sounded tired.

Thanks to early morning conversations with the peacekeep and the prefect, these names were already recorded in Joely’s chicken-scratch handwriting. But she repeated them silently to herself nevertheless, knowing that Cressida would want them lodged more firmly, as well as more easily recalled, than had been the date of the murders. Of all the things for Joely to forget in the moment....

She fixed the names firmly in her thoughts. Livla Hemost, town runner. Garna Hemost, sister of Livla and maid to Nelie Torbint, Goodhope’s mistress. Cressida would want to question each one later.

Cressida was still addressing Hilft Nolun. “And no others have entered the house since?”

Hilft opened his mouth—but his employer stepped a courageous foot forward as though regaining ground. “Not a one, Tcelska. I swear it. We locked the house up tight, and Peacekeep Nyae stationed a guard. My man here has come once every day to make certain no one from town lurked about to gawk through the windows. Until I unlocked the doors for you, I hadn’t even bobbed back in myself.”

Something in the prefect’s words tormented Joely’s senses with sick-sweet rot. She couldn’t home in on the precise source...but she did think of heavy boots, leaving footprints in blood. And delicate slippers doing the same.

“Nor has your wife returned?” Cressida pressed the prefect.

“Not once, Tcelska.”

“And your children?”

“Oh, we sent them off to my sister in Lind Glen, Tcelska. Nigh on twelve days past, before...well, before all of this.” Torbint gestured at his front door again, this time with clear distaste. “My sister, Dodion, she’s married to Durlan Ymmebogh, the Lind Glen prefect. Dodi loves the children, hasn’t any of her own, you see, and—”

“And your children lodge with your sister until you and your wife deem their return home appropriate?”

“Er, yes, Tcelska, that’s it, just.”

In the ensuing silence, Joely wondered if she would ever recover from the misfortune of the name “Dodion Ymmebogh.” Meanwhile, Dodion’s hapless brother was receiving a frigid, unblinking stare from beneath Cressida Raith’s raised eyebrows.

“Are you quite certain, Prefect Torbint, that none but your varlet and the maid has set foot in this house since the murders?”

The dominie Tcelska’s voice was so soft as to be nearly gentle. And Joely knew that this was Coover  Torbint’s last chance to tell Cressida the truth.

His nose went more florid than ever. “Quite certain, Tcelska.”

Fly-specked, mushy fruit-rot in full sun. Joely swallowed against her rising gorge but managed not to budge.

Cressida’s gaze sharpened—lithe predator in the instant before the pounce—

And a youthful voice piped up. “What of the blood on the servant’s entrance, Tcelska? Was it a victim’s?”

Everyone turned. Young Roop had just rounded the corner of the house and was making right for the front staircase. He stopped short and his grin faded as four adult stares fell on him.

“Er,” he said. “Um.... Hile?” A twig fell out of his hair.

Cressida’s voice issued in a growl. “Tirathsaroop.”

A hopeful yet terrified smile tugged at his mouth. “Aye, Tcelska?”

“Wait in the carriage.”

Everything about the boy drooped. “Aye, Tcelska.” And he slumped back through the mud to the side of Neckl Driver. The gnarled little man dispensed a light cuff to the back of the boy’s head, dislodging a more woodland debris.

The peacekeep and the newcomers were still watching the porch with rapt attention. Ignoring them, Cressida rounded on the prefect. “Who else entered the house?”

Torbint recoiled, coughing again, then adjusted his shabby weskit. “Well, now, Tcelska, I would—”

“And I would remind you that Amadae Garthail Tcelska, Melei Ter of the Tcelskar Core, charged me herself with seeking justice for the dead, giving me her full blessing and authority.”

A whiff of rot. Joely barely dared breathe for fear of giving herself away. “Full blessing” was the truth, but the implied “full authority” was not, and Cressida knew it.

True, the Melei Ter of the Tcelskar Core had charged the Seeker with this duty here in Ro’Fhae. As “Starcenter” and leader of the Core, Amadae Garthail was second only to the leader of all Jirstal: the Melil Eame’nae, “First Councilor” of the Sacred Halls. Thus, near-absolute power lay behind the orders that had sent Cressida here....

But Cressida, Joely, Roop, and even Neckl were under the authority of the high dominie of the town’s Tcelskar Enclave. Cressida knew that full well, too.

Prefect Torbint dithered. He opened his mouth, closed it. Grimaced. Then plunged headlong to his doom. “But I must say, Tcelska, I can’t imagine you’ll uncover much more than what our peacekeep has done already. Your priestess who was”—he swallowed—“who died here, ’Neth’s grace reach her, clearly fell victim to that heinous minstrel! Though ’Neth be thanked, the girl did fight back and wounded him so he died, as you well know—”

Torbint stopped talking, his gaze riveted in horror to the small, dusty pink flame suddenly dancing above the pale palm Cressida Raith held low at her side. As the dominie Tcelska spoke, her soft voice reverberated with a menace that made Joely feel clammy again.

“The Core reserves its full judgment until I have completed my investigation.” The dusty pink flame flickered. “But, Prefect Torbint, I cannot complete said investigation if the individuals involved refuse to answer my questions.” Now, the flame danced to the ends of Cressida’s gaunt fingertips and hovered there. She finished in what was nearly a whisper. “Do I make myself clear?”

Nostrils flaring, eyes as wide and unblinking as cornered prey’s, the prefect nodded, trembling.

“Good.” Cressida closed her hand. The pink Fire vanished, and it seemed as though all of Goodhope Hollow joined Torbint in heaving a wrung-out sigh of relief.

Joely almost sighed, herself. Cressida Raith’s expertly controlled comori was an in-check surfeit of power a journeyfolk did not enjoy sensing, even knowing that the Tcelska would not have harmed the prefect: every word of Cressida’s barely veiled threat wafted a rotten fruit smell into Joely’s senses. Besides, one of the first lessons drilled into ainnar in the Apprentice Hall in E’Tan-elsa was the prohibition of using comori to harm a fellow Blessed unless self-defense warranted—and then, only at utmost need and as final resort. 

But using comori to harm an unBlessed was absolutely interdicted and carried strict penalties. Cressida wouldn’t wield comori against a weak, unBlessed man like Coover Torbint, not even in the course of a murder investigation. It would be beneath her.

At least, Joely thought it would be. Just the idea of the dusty pink Fire as anything but a ruse was enough to make her skin crawl.

Though most folk understood that the Halls-trained wouldn’t attack an unBlessed, Torbint might not be so certain. Cressida drew herself up to her considerable height, making the tall prefect of Ro’Fhae look up at her. “I will ask you one final time, Prefect Torbint: other than your two servants and yourself, who has entered this house since the victims were discovered?”

The prefect colored, paled, and cleared his throat. “Well, er. That morning, after Disa—my steward, Disa Geret, that is—reported to us, I had to see for myself, of course, you see, and—”

“Prefect.”

“I couldn’t well step inside alone, now, could I?” The man attempted a glare, but Joely could smell the rot of his feigned anger. He wasn’t angry. He was afraid—of Cressida or of what had happened in his home or of both, Joely couldn’t tell. “Who knew but the deranged butcher was still loose in my home? I brought Flax Blacksmith with me. And he brought two friends. I don’t know their names.”

“Flax?” said Cressida sharply. “A relation of your servant Trega Flax?”

Torbint recoiled. “Ah! Er, yes. Ari Flax, the blacksmith. The woman’s brother.”

Joely fancied she could see the steam rising from Cressida’s ears. But the Tcelska drew a deep breath through flared nostrils. “Very well. I will now address the peacekeep and the others who have gathered. But I will have further questions for you, Prefect, so I expect your availability and cooperation. Is this clear to you?”

“Of course, Tcelska.”

Though the prefect was making himself seem every shade of suspicious, Joely could almost feel sorry for him. With the skill of silencing the conversation of an entire meeting chamber with just one frosty glance, Cressida was formidable anyway...but add to that a demonstration of her comori, and someone like Coover Torbint would have no recourse whatsoever for defying her.

As for Cressida’s journeyfolk assistant.... Joely grimaced a little to herself, watching Cressida lead the way across Goodhope Hollow’s wet ground toward the group of newcomers. Swathed in robes of dusty rose that somehow never dragged the ground or showed a hint of grime, Cressida truly did exemplify the consummate Tcelska dominie. She was more a quintessential Ascended of the Sacred Halls than any of the Tcelskar Core’s rivals, the clerics who worshiped Qaslaneth and disparaged the Core. Joely had never seen an Eame’nae cleric who looked or behaved half as dignified as Cressida Raith.

Joely herself, by comparison, felt frumpy and unprofessional. How was she ever to command the level of respect a Core investigator needed? Too short, too well-fed by the talented Sacred Halls cooks, too prone to accidental inkpot spills....

Not to mention her black leather eyepatch. Even with silver stitching, it refused to lend her the intimidating air she hoped for every time she fixed her implant in place and donned the patch that kept people from staring. At least, kept them from staring more. Slowing her pace, Joely adjusted her black cotton gloves and brushed not-so-imaginary specks from her own robes. Eam’ainn gray showed flecks and dust and grime too readily to be practical, but Halls tradition was Halls tradition. As soon as Coover Torbint and his servant, Hilft, had passed her, she let herself finger her eyepatch, making sure it hadn’t slid aside.

Memory flashed to five years ago. A sort of fog, gray and clinging. A burst of light, a high ringing in her ears. Then her own body, bruised and aching as she staggered forward from—where?—into a massive room, bright light everywhere, robed figures, hands reaching for her. Her nerveless fingers clutched a knife, and she slashed the weapon at what she thought were her attackers.

In Goodhope Hollow’s drive, Joely shivered in dappled sunlight. Wooden limbs creaked overhead. Leaves rustled. Again, the strange thought arose: the trees are hiding something—

“Eam’ainn!”

Cressida’s sharp voice yanked her back to reality. Holding her robes up just enough, Joely squelched through mud, glad for solid leather boots in place of Halls-fashion slippers. By the time she finally reached her mentor’s side, the black boots were mud-brown to the ankle. Abashed, she dropped her hem over them. Cressida left off glaring at her to address the investigation’s next respondents.

“Peacekeep Nyae, I believe you have assembled several persons of interest?”

Stora Nye frowned, but the source or target of her irritation wasn’t obvious. “Aye, true enough. Or they’ve assembled themselves.” She gestured toward a man about Joely’s age—who ignored Cressida entirely and glared at the peacekeep.

“I still don’t understand why you weren’t in there, Nyae,” he said. “We know nothing of these people, who they are, what they can do. How in blazes can you trust them?”

In the ringing silence that followed, the assembled citizens turned as one to look at Joely and Cressida.

“Well,” said another newcomer, a middle-aged woman with striking golden hair. “This is fiddly.”

Prefect Torbint stepped forward, gesturing toward the angry man. “Cressida Tcelska, please allow me to present Malbren Fenwyltr, brother to your deceased, er, sister.”

Joely couldn’t see it. Letting herself think ever so briefly of Zheni’s poor, maltreated head on the table inside, she identified little resemblance between her and this man. Malbren Fenwyltr had bright green eyes, skin of dark bronze, and a rangy frame. When she and Cressida had finally located Zheni’s legs—one in the kitchen, the other under the dining table, and each foot still wearing a muddy slipper—Cressida said their length put the dead journeyfolk’s height at just under one and a third ells, no bigger than an average-sized child of Roop’s age. Even shorter than Joely. This man Malbren, Zheni’s brother, certainly stood a bit over an ell and a half. 

The only resemblance Joely could see was in the hair: deepest black waves.

And with her face mottled and bloodied, the muscles flaccid, there was no way of knowing how attractive Zheni might have been...but with his strong, even features, her brother likely drew the eye of half the town.

Realizing she was staring, Joely dropped her gaze and felt her face go hot. But Cressida swept forward, saving her from embarrassment.

“The Tcelskar Core and the Sacred Halls extend their sympathies, Master Fenwyltr. And as the Core’s premier investigator, I assure that we will see justice done for your sister—and ours.”

Malbren Fenwyltr narrowed his bright eyes. “And who is she?” He nodded at Joely.

Cressida laid a hand on Joely’s shoulder. “Joely Puck Eam’ainn studies under me and owns skills vital to this these proceedings.”

“What kind of skills?” asked Malbren.

“Vital ones.”

Fenwyltr folded his arms across his chest. “Forgive me if I’m skeptical, Tcelska. My sister of my blood is dead. Murdered. My family and I are not inclined to trust strangers right now.”

Joely curled her fingers into her palms, wishing the gloves didn’t keep her from digging her nails into her skin. Graces, let Cressida not respond with offense. This was not the time to turn frosty on anyone close to Zheni Fenwyltr.

“That is perfectly understandable,” said Cressida, and a bit of tension drained from Joely’s hands. “I do hope we all can work together to discover the truth. Cooperation among those who cared for Zheni Eam’ainn will be vital to apprehending her killer.”

Malbren frowned and opened his mouth, but the prefect interposed himself. “Wait a moment,” said Torbint. “Apprehend her killer? Isn’t he lying dead on the”—he coughed—“on the floor of my bedchamber?”

“Perhaps,” said Cressida. “And perhaps not. The wound that killed him was made by a knife, not a hatchet. And thus far, a hatchet is the only weapon we’ve found.”

Peacekeep Nyae peered intently at Cressida. “Priestess, I think you had better explain.”

In spite of the disrespectful tone of demand in the peacekeep’s voice, Cressida nodded. “That is my intent, Peacekeep. But first, I require an introduction to the rest of the new arrivals.”

Though her lips curled at the word “require,” the peacekeep presented the two others: golden-haired, middle-aged Disa Geret, steward to the Torbint household; and Selnan Tehvs, a local jewelry maker who looked a few years older than Joely. The steward wore a dark and severe dress as befit her occupation, the jewelry maker a dress of coarse weave and a cloak of faded green. The only truly vivid color in her was braided hair, fairly glowing like an amber sunrise.

So, thought Joely, the owner of the three long, silver hairs remained a mystery.

“Why are you here?” Cressida demanded of the two women.

Jewelry maker Selnan Tehvs reached a hand into her cloak. Cressida’s dark gaze followed the woman’s every motion with eyes like a predator’s—but Selnan withdrew only a tiny wooden box from a pocket of her cloak. She held out the hinged box with shaking fingers.

From somewhere north of where they stood, the faint bell rang again. Joely pursed her lips, irritated. Sharpened hearing might be its own blessing, considering her restricted eyesight...but the last thing she needed was a reminder of the passage of time. As Cressida had pointed out, they’d lost enough of it already.

Cressida took the hinged box from the jewelry maker and thumbed open the lid. Her alert gaze narrowed.

“’Twas a commission,” said Selnan. “Zheni came to me a tenday past, asking for the crafting. I obliged. Put aside a bigger commission, even. For honor’s sake, her being a priestess and all. Even lowered my price. After—well, when word spread marketside.... Her death’s drubbed us all, Tcelska, I just...I didn’t know what to do, so I finished the piece. I been holding on to it a day or so now, not knowing.... I finally thought I’d just pass it on to her family. And Malbren here”—the soft-spoken jewelry maker glanced briefly at the tall, green-eyed man—“he seemed the more likely one to give it to. Mistress Fenwyltr and Master the Elder...seemed ’twould just hurt them all the more if I brung them this.”

Malbren Fenwylter moved to take the box, but—staring him down—Cressida passed it to Joely. Cradling it, Joely reached in and pulled forth a delicate, silver chain. From it depended a medallion about the size of her thumb print. Set in black metal, the silver disc flashed rainbow colors. It was a faeddra scale, carefully crafted into a pendant.

Joely stifled an appreciative murmur that would have sounded out-of-place in this delicate situation. She’d seen the massive faeddrar plenty of times, winging their way high above the capital city. But unless an eam’ainn were assigned to the Mehr Eyries, the expansive breeding and training grounds in the mountains north of E’Tan-elsa, seeing the breathtaking dragons up close wasn’t likely ever to happen. Joely certainly had never held one of their silvery, pearlescent scales in the palm of her hand. She poked it with a fingertip, making sunlight glitter across its surface again. It was etched with the tiny image of a dragon. 

A swarthy palm appeared beneath the medallion where it dangled from her fingertips.

“Give me that,” said Malbren Fenwyltr, his voice thick with emotion.

Startled, she fumbled and dropped the necklace. It landed in the mud.

“Bloody Gatesblaze,” she spat out before she could stop herself. She fell to her knees, angling her good eye toward the ground.

But Malbren was already there, closing his fingers over the medallion. He drew a hissing breath, his hand spasmed, and Joely glimpsed a large, begrimed splinter embedded in his palm. But he ignored it.

“She loved the faeddrar,” he said softly. “We saw them in E’Tan-elsa.” He opened his fingers to reveal the medallion and wiped at it, smearing mud and his own blood.

Joely stood. “I am so sorry—”

Barely looking at her, he tore the wooden box from her grasp. She glimpsed a shine in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. Replacing the necklace and closing the lid, he turned toward Peacekeep Nyae and Prefect Torbint. “Make sure they don’t bungle the rest of this,” he growled, then stalked away down the drive toward the main road.

Joely wanted to sink until mud crept over her head.

Coover Torbint’s eyes were wide with horror as they flickered from Cressida’s white face to Malbren Fenwyltr’s retreating figure, then back again. Steward Disa Geret grimaced and shook her head. Selnan Tehvs looked slightly amused.

Peacekeep Nyae subtly angled her body between Cressida and the departing brother of the dead girl. “Tcelska, I ask your forgiveness. Master Fenwyltr the Younger is not in the habit of speaking so rudely to his betters. He is not himself.” 

“I am not unaware of the strains of grief,” said Cressida. “But he needs to be aware that I will not tolerate such disrespect indefinitely. With that out of the way.... Mistress Tehvs. You came here seeking him, yes?”

The jewelry maker nodded.

“How did you know to find him here?”

Selnan glanced at Malbren’s receding figure. “I went looking for him at Mistress and Master the Elder’s house. They said he was here, making to talk to the peacekeep about...well, about you, Tcelska. So I hurried after.”

“Then your errand is complete. I suggest you make your way back to town. In the coming days I will have questions for you, since you claim friendship with our deceased sister. You will make yourself available.”

Selnan’s pale blue eyes widened, but she dropped into an awkward curtsy. “O-Of course, Tcelska. I keep to the market every day, sellin’ my baubles. Be happy to answer aught you might ask.”

Rotten fruit.

Joely fought to keep all expression from her face and all protest from her lips as Selnan Tehvs departed, taking the same path as Malbren Fenwyltr. The jewelry maker didn’t look back, but she walked with the stiff gait of someone who knew she was being watched and didn’t like it one bit.

“And you?” Cressida turned to the steward.

Disa Geret looked to Coover Torbint before answering. He nodded, and she turned back to Cressida. “I live in town,” she said. “I’ve not come back to Goodhope since...since it all happened, and I thought it high time I asked after earning my keep.”

“Why not seek out your employers in town?” asked Cressida.

“I....” Steward Geret looked around nervously. “I visited the archivist’s home first, to speak to Mistress Torbint. But she’s much too distraught still to speak of the household and...and money. She told me where to find the master this morning, so I came here.”

“I see,” said Cressida in a tone that Joely recognized as not believing a word of it. For Joely’s part, she smelled nothing but the insidious scents of death clinging to her own clothes. She grimaced, hoping no one else noticed it.

“Our poor Disa is the one who found the bodies,” said Coover Torbint, patting his steward’s arm.

Disa’s eyes widened. Her lips parted just slightly. It was one of the most tightly controlled expressions of shock Joely had ever seen. Joely’s own heart pounded a little harder.

Cressida was a stone tower. “I would like to hear more of this, Mistress Geret.”

“Well, I-I’m sure I can’t—here?” The steward gulped. “Now?”

Cressida tilted her head, considering. “True enough, this is not the opportune place or time for in-depth questions or answers. But we never know when the right opportunity might present itself camouflaged as something else.”

The blond steward seemed to recover herself. “I don’t understand.”

“Tell me how you came to find the victims in your employer’s house.”

Disa grimaced again and turned to the prefect. “Master Torbint—”

He patted her shoulder again. “Only tell the Tcelska what you told me and Mistress Torbint. It will all be well, Disa. The sooner you speak your side of things, the sooner we can all put this unpleasant business behind us.”

Joely felt immeasurably glad that Malbren Fenwyltr wasn’t present to hear his prefect dismiss his sister’s murder as mere “unpleasant business” to be quitted like an uncomfortable conversation. It also didn’t escape her notice that Coover Torbint spoke to his steward in a voice filled with more warmth than Joely had yet heard from him.

“Well.” Steward Geret cleared her throat, glanced back and forth between the prefect and the Tcelska once more, then took a deep breath. “I knew the master and mistress were out over the night. At the home of Archivist Sohlae, it was, one of her gatherings. I wasn’t sure when the master would return home that day—”

“Which day, exactly?” asked Cressida. 

“The eighteenth of Sixmonth, that was, Tcelska.”

“You were coming from your own home in town?”

“Yes, milady.”

“Tcelska will suffice. And at what time of day did you arrive here?”

“’Twas early in the morn, Tcelska. Sun was barely up, so it must have been about seven of the clock.”

“And why did you come here, knowing that your employers wouldn’t be about?”

“Mistress likes things just right when she comes home, Tcelska. All the steps swept, inside and out. The kitchen clean as you please. Incense ready to light in her chamber. Her second-best dressing gown laid out. I wanted to be certain things had been arranged as she likes the night before.”

Joely smelled rotten fruit and touched Cressida’s elbow.

Her mentor didn’t turn. “Tell me, Joely.”

“Her mistress might like things just right,” Joely said. “But that’s not the reason she came here that morning.”

Disa’s reaction came so swiftly, Joely would’ve known she was lying even without the aid of comori. “Here, now!” snapped the steward. “I might be answerable to her Ladyship the Tcelska, but I don’t have to defend myself to the likes of a half-blind journeyfolk I never seen afore! You keep your tongue, miss. I’ll not be called a liar!”

Cressida twitched bony fingers. “You will answer to my eam’ainn as surely as you will answer to me, Steward Geret. She represents me as I represent the Tcelskar Core. That authority will not be gainsaid by one such as you.”

Disa Geret breathed deeply, clearly fighting for control, but the belligerent spark did not fade from her eyes. “Aye, Tcelska. But I am not lying.”

This last with a resentful glance at Joely. More rotten fruit. Joely shook her head just a little. The steward only crossed her arms and puffed out a disgusted breath. Which triggered even more pungent scents in Joely’s nostrils. Nausea stroked her belly. She wished for her soothing peppermint—and nearly rolled her eye at herself. Her ridiculous satchel containing the pot of mint leaves was still languishing on Goodhope Hollow’s uneasy front porch.

“We can delve more deeply into this at a later time,” said Cressida. “Go on, Steward. You arrived at Goodhope Hollow, and...?”

“I came up the front drive, walking. I didn’t see aught amiss. I went around the back, to the servants’ entrance.” The words were clipped and efficient as the steward marshaled her words and anger. “There was blood on the door post. That’s when I first realized something was terribly wrong.”

That brought no further comori stench. Joely squinted. What was going on here?

“So I went inside—”

“How did you get in?” asked Cressida.

“If it please you, Tcelska, I’m the steward, so I have my own keys to every door in the master and mistress’s home.” This with not a little smugness. “I used my key to go in through the servants’ entrance.”

“Where are those keys now?”

“Why, the master has them.” Disa looked to her employer.

Coover Torbint blinked at finding everyone’s attention suddenly on him. “Er, yes. Well. Here they are.” He drew forth the same set of keys he’d used to unlock the house earlier. “I seem to have misplaced my own set. Probably fell out of my pocket at Bookhome. Bookhome Qaen, that is, Archivist Edmid Sohlae’s place—erm. Well.” He held the keys out to his steward. “As well you take them, Disa.”

“Master Torbint, retain possession of those,” said Cressida sharply. “No one else should have access to Goodhope Hollow at this time.”

Both Torbint and Geret stared at her with bafflement written on their faces. “I have complete faith in my steward,” said the prefect.

“Do you?” asked Cressida. “Even though she had a complete set of keys to your home, found the bodies alone, and has no one to confirm her whereabouts during the night of the murders?”

Disa gasped. Coover Torbint turned red in the face and huffed a few times before words finally spluttered out. “Tcelska! Surely you’re not saying you believe that my steward is the culprit in this dastardly crime!”

Joely wondered how Zheni’s demise had advanced so quickly from merely “unpleasant” to “dastardly.” 

Cressida merely lifted a single cool eyebrow. “I am not saying I believe anything, yet. But if you refuse to retain possession of your keys, then you will hand them over to me.”

The prefect opened his mouth to splutter some more, but Disa wordlessly shook her head. He stared from her to Cressida and back for a moment, then tightened his grip on his keys, frowning in obvious bewilderment.

“Now.” Cressida folded her bony hands. “Mistress Steward, please continue. You used your keys to unlock the servants’ entrance. And then?”

Disa’s own hands shook a little as she smoothed her plain skirts. “And then I stepped inside, and my foot hit something. I looked down, and....”

“Yes?”

“It....” Disa closed her eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath. “It was an arm. Not attached to...to any....”

“A severed arm.”

Eyes still closed, Disa nodded.

“What did you do?”

“I didn’t know what to do. I thought I would sick up. I wanted to turn right around and run away. But then I thought of Trega.”

“This would be Trega Flax, in the prefect’s employ?”

“Aye, Tcelska. And....”

Cressida waited. Disa fiddled with her skirts and shifted on her feet.  It seemed to Joely that no one breathed.

The silence overwhelms them, Cressida had once told her. It becomes a gaping emptiness in which all manner of terrible things can pass through the imagination. A terrible silence, and they feel compelled to fill it. They feel that only their words can prevent the growing of whatever horror they are imagining in that dark abyss. Even the innocent accuse themselves of things they never did, things they wake themselves up at night to wallow over in regret.  But the guilty feel the silence teeming with the truths of what they’ve done: the faces of those they’ve wronged, the voices of those they’ve tortured, the corpses of those they’ve killed. The only ones who don’t feel compelled to shovel words or at least nervous fidgeting into that silent abyss are the truly mad. And those are the ones you must keep careful watch for. They will make you their next victim if your slip of attention gives them but the slightest foothold.

Guilty or innocent, Disa Geret was the first to break. “Please, Tcelska, Trega is as innocent as a lamb!” The steward waved her arm weakly in the general direction of the house. “She would never do such a terrible thing!”

Cressida’s cool didn’t warm even a degree. “Has anyone claimed that she did?”

“Begging your pardon, Tcelska, but the peacekeep has her locked up in the gaol!”
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