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      It was early morning on the banks of the Elkinslough River. Mist hung heavily over the brown water, turning it briefly pale and disguising the muddiness of the flow. Five men stood on the city-side bank, looking at a corpse.

      Four of the men were human, one was not. That member of the group was a gnole, one of the short, stripe-faced badger people. Despite their species and the nearly three foot difference in their height, there was something about both the gnole and one of the men that marked them as similar. They wore identical badges that marked them as members of the city guard, but more than that, they stood alike and they had the same watchful, suspicious air about them.

      Two of the remaining men were also similar in the same indefinable fashion. They had impeccable military posture and wore chain and tabards. Their cloaks marked them as servants to a dead god. One was of average height, with dark hair, the other a fraction shorter, with auburn red hair that stood out like fresh blood against the mist.

      The last of the five was the only one who did not share a certain martial quality. He was slim and well-groomed and would be considered handsome, but he was also extraordinarily pale, as if he lived his life underground.

      It was this fifth man who nudged the corpse with the toe of his boot and said, “Well, if you want my professional opinion, this great goddamn hole in his chest is probably what killed him.”

      

      Doctor Piper dealt with corpses and for the most part, he preferred them to the living. He didn’t mind living people, he was perfectly happy to meet them and talk to them and even work with them, but corpses never, ever asked stupid questions. You learned to appreciate that when you spent all day analyzing why and how people had died. The dead didn’t say things like, “Are you sure he’s dead?” when the man’s head was half off or, “Dear god, what happened?” when it was bloody obvious that someone had shoved a sword through him. The dead just laid there and got on with being dead.

      He definitely preferred them to the city guard. Piper was suspicious of power, particularly power that thought it was the arbiter of justice. He knew Captain Mallory well enough to know that the man was that rarest of creatures, an honest policeman, but that simply meant that his dislike was tempered with pity. Mallory did not engage in graft or extortion and for this sin, he had been assigned the poorest and most crime-riddled quarter of the city, where he could be handily forgotten until his superiors decided they needed someone to blame.

      The two paladins were different. Paladins were god-touched and thus could make a much better case for being arbiters of justice, since presumably a higher power was doing the actual arbitration. These two happened to work for the Temple of the White Rat. Stephen, the taller one, he’d met before. The good-looking red-haired fellow was new, but was cut from the same cloth as Stephen, which meant that he might well go into a battle-madness that could level a town but would feel extremely guilty about it afterwards.

      The corpse was a corpse. Something very large had punched through the man’s body, back to front, exploding ribs outward. Probably it had exploded guts outward too, but after a day or two in the river, most of those bits had gone missing. The fish had gotten a good meal there. They’d gotten his eyes, too. It was fairly gruesome, but you got used to that sort of thing. Normally bodies were brought to Piper’s workroom, in a cool subterranean storage room near the Archon’s palace, but it was fairly obvious that moving this one would cause it to fall apart, so they’d sent a runner for him to come to the river.

      “Any idea what happened to him?” asked Captain Mallory.

      Piper shrugged. “If somebody stabbed him in the heart and then tore his chest open, I couldn’t tell you.” He squatted down. Drowning was always so unpleasant. Things got soggy and bloated. The dead man hadn’t been in the water long enough to get truly nasty and the water was cold enough to keep decay to a minimum, but it still wasn’t pretty. “I can tell you he’s been in the water a day, maybe a day and a half. Not much more than that.”

      “How do you know?”

      Piper nudged the man with his boot again. “The catfish haven’t cored him out completely. If he’d been in there for two days, he’d be mostly catfish by weight.”

      “A human isn’t joking,” said the gnole constable, nodding to Piper. “A gnole has seen catfish eating.” Stephen the paladin rubbed his hand over his face.

      “We do have exceedingly voracious catfish,” said the red-head, with understandable civic pride.

      “What could have made a wound like that?” asked Mallory, refusing to be sidetracked by the local ichthyology.

      Piper studied the wound. Even assuming that the local fish population had been at work, there had been a great deal of trauma to begin with. The man’s chest looked as if it had exploded outward. “Something big,” he said. “Someone help me roll him over?”

      The two paladins immediately took an end and flipped the corpse over. Mallory scowled but didn’t argue.

      The corpse’s back was ragged, his head bashed and misshapen. Whatever had taken out his back had gone in at an angle, only just missed the spine, and left a gaping hole the size of Piper’s fists. “Most of this is from being banged about after he died,” said Piper, squatting down next to the body. It stank, but they always did. He wiped his nose.

      “A warhammer could have caused the chest to break outward,” said Stephen, “but it doesn’t punch a hole in the back like that. Perhaps some kind of maul with a sharpened end?”

      “Gored by a bull?” asked the red-head.

      “That might do it.” Piper nodded up at him. “Didn’t catch your name?”

      “Galen. Formerly of the Saint of Steel, now I serve the Temple.”

      “Yes, I figured that much.” Piper gave him a brief smile. He really was very good-looking. Cheekbones you could slice cheese on.

      “That would be a remarkable bull,” said Mallory. “To make a hole that size.”

      “There’s still some aurochs in the woods upstream,” said Stephen. “Or a demon could have taken a normal cow. They do like to possess livestock.” Mallory grunted.

      Piper looked down at the body. He didn’t want to do the trick. He could do it, but it was unpleasant and none of these men were stupid and might have questions about why he was touching a dead body with his bare hands and getting a vague expression.

      Anyway, it wasn’t as if the cause of death was all that mysterious. Piper was pretty sure that the man’s last sensation had been of being struck very hard in the back. It might not even have had time to hurt.

      He pulled out his dagger and leaned forward, probing at the wound. There was something inside, which might be a very disgruntled catfish, but might be significant. “Hmmm…” Too deep in the wound to get with a dagger. He slid two gloved fingers inside, trying to get a grip on whatever it was. “Aha!”

      When he looked up, Stephen was pointedly not looking at him. The paladin had turned slightly green.

      “What are you getting squeamish about?” asked Piper. “You’ve seen dead bodies. You’ve made dead bodies.”

      “Yes, but I didn’t poke around in them afterwards.”

      “Feh.” Piper extracted his prize. “Bone chip. Damn.”

      “Let me see.” Mallory crouched down next to him. “It looks like it, yes.”

      Piper did not say something sarcastic about being grateful that the guard captain had confirmed what he, a doctor, had already identified. He considered this a great victory of restraint.

      “Knocked off by the weapon, then?” asked Galen.

      “Seems likely. I was hoping for wood splinters, honestly, then I could tell you it was a sharpened stake or a spear.” He turned the bit of bone over in his fingers, frowning. “It’s a long chip, though. I won’t swear he wasn’t impaled on some kind of sharpened bone.”

      “So it might have been an accident?” asked Mallory hopefully.

      “Maybe.” Piper shrugged. “I suppose it could have been a supremely bad accident with a supremely pointy tree. Though I would suspect a very well-polished piece of wood, because trees tend to leave bits of bark in the wounds.”

      “Could they have simply washed out?” asked Mallory.

      “Anything’s possible,” said Piper, in a tone that hopefully conveyed, “Not a chance in hell.” The handsome red-haired paladin hid a smile.

      “Why would someone shove a polished stake through him?” asked Mallory, not rising to the bait.

      “Maybe they thought he was a vampire.”

      “A stake the size of a man’s thigh, though?” Stephen sounded doubtful.

      “Perhaps they wanted to be thorough.”

      Mallory grunted. The one advantage police had over paladins was that guards had no problem believing that someone would randomly shove pointy logs into other people. Paladins generally took a little longer to get there. Piper suspected that their sense of innocence and moral outrage kept regrowing, possibly through divine means.

      “A gnole thinks this is one of the bodies,” said the gnole constable.

      Piper looked over at the gnole, puzzled, but Mallory grunted again, apparently understanding. “The other two were decapitated,” he said.

      Both paladins bristled. Piper felt his own stomach sink. “You mean from the smooth men?”

      “No, no.” Mallory waved his hand. “Different sort of decapitation. Sorry. I realize we’re all a bit sensitive about that still.”

      “Oh good, just a run-of-the-mill beheading,” said Galen dryly.

      “I hear in other towns, they sometimes go whole weeks without anyone having their heads randomly chopped off,” said Piper.

      Mallory scowled, and Piper realized too late that the guard captain was taking that as an insult. “No offense to your men,” he added hastily. “Those are all much smaller towns.”

      “None taken,” said Mallory, in much the same tone that Piper had said, ‘Anything’s possible’. “I sometimes think of moving to one of those places. But those other two didn’t come from here. They washed up on the bank, just like this fellow did. Whatever killed him was upstream.”

      “A body was in the water the same amount of time,” said the gnole constable. He reached out and tapped a claw on the dead man’s foot. “A body wore the same kind of boots.”

      They all duly examined the boots. They were ordinary leather, not particularly distinguished, the kind sewn inside out so that the seams didn’t leak.

      “Everybody wears leather boots,” said Mallory.

      The gnole reached up with one hand and smoothed his whiskers down. In a human, it would have been a fussy little gesture. Piper rather suspected that in a gnole, it was the equivalent of taking a deep breath so that you didn’t yell. “A job-human wears wooden soles. A rag-and-bone human wears wooden soles. Even a sword-human—” he nodded to the two paladins “—wear wooden soles.”

      All four humans looked down at their own feet. They were all wearing leather boots with wooden soles. Stephen tapped his foot and it made a characteristic clicking sound.

      “Clerks wear leather soles,” said Galen thoughtfully. “Lawyers. Priests who don’t go outside a great deal. If you’re inside and can afford it, you change your shoes. These are indoor shoes, then?”

      “So somebody rammed a stake through him indoors…” murmured Stephen.

      “Or he went outside not expecting to be long,” said Mallory. “Or he couldn’t afford a better—no, that doesn’t make any sense, wooden soles are cheaper and last longer, leather has to be fitted.” He rubbed his face. “All right, Earstripe, you’ve convinced me. The shoes might be significant.”

      “Not many bulls goring people indoors,” said Galen.

      “Thank you for that exceedingly helpful observation, Paladin Galen.”

      “I live to serve.”

      “And thank you for your time, doctor,” said Mallory, in clear dismissal. “And thank you, gentlemen, for being so kind as to bring Doctor Piper to us. We won’t detain you any longer.”

      “Our honor is to serve,” said Stephen, putting a fist over his heart. Unlike Galen, he actually seemed to mean it. Piper felt a wash of secondhand embarrassment.

      He took a little extra time standing up, cleaning his gloves first and poking the body a few more times, not because he expected to learn anything but because the dismissal had annoyed him. Still, there wasn’t much more that he could do.

      “Do you require an escort back, doctor?” asked Stephen.

      “No,” said Piper. “Since I’m out here, I might as well pick up something for dinner.”

      “I’m amazed you can think of dinner,” muttered Galen. “Or fish.”

      “The dead are dead,” said Piper, not bothering to mention that he definitely wouldn’t be eating fish. “The living still need to eat.” He nodded to the paladins and the guards and turned away, still thinking vaguely about bone chips and leather soles and things that did not quite add up together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is it just me,” asked Galen, as the two paladins left the docks together, “or was Mallory distinctly chilly toward me just now?”

      Stephen gave him a thoughtful look. “You’ve been gone a while,” he said.

      “Oh, you noticed?”

      Stephen rolled his eyes. Galen struck a tragic pose. “Months up north, frozen hellscape, terrible food, actual honest-to-god shapeshifters, and all I get is ‘oh, you’ve been gone a while.’ I’ll have you know, I nearly died on multiple occasions.”

      “And how is that any different than normal?”

      “There were nuns.”

      “Mmm.”

      “A round dozen of them. I had to escort them back to their convent, then spend a month lugging rocks around helping them rebuild it. And Istvhan was no help at all. He and his lady love were making calf-eyes at each other the whole time, when they weren’t sneaking off every five minutes to play hide-the-bratwurst.”

      “It’s nice that he’s happy.”

      “Disgustingly so.” Galen gave up. Stephen did have a sense of humor, unlike some of the other former paladins, but he was clearly not in a bantering mood. “So what’s been happening while I was freezing my balls off?”

      “The Bishop,” said Stephen.

      Galen grinned. Bishop Beartongue was the leader of the Temple of the White Rat within Archenhold. She was a pleasant, soft-spoken older woman who devoted most of her time to solving administrative problems. She also had a mind like a razor and the ruthlessness of a hired killer. Galen would have laid his life down for her without hesitation.

      “So what did the Bishop do to get Mallory pissed at her?”

      “It’s not just Mallory. If you think he’s chilly, the other guard captains will give you frostbite. She’s been pushing for better recordkeeping by the guard. Wanted someone in each guard station to record arrests, make copies, and keep a central log. Apparently a few too many people have been sitting in cells because the guard ‘forgot’ how long they’d been in there.” Stephen smiled grimly. “Shane was on honor guard duty the day she presented all her arguments to the Archon. Apparently the head of the guard—that’s Commander Tamsin now, Commander Burge retired while you were up north—said that he’d be more than happy to do it, he could absolutely understand her concerns, but of course much of the guard was not terribly literate and the budget was stretched thin, so unless she wanted to pay for trained scribes at each guard station, he just didn’t see how he could accommodate.”

      Galen rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “And?”

      “Shane says she got that one look—you know, the I-am-taking-your-concerns-very-seriously look—”

      “That look terrifies me.”

      “—and said that of course no one could expect the guard to pay for it, but fortunately she and the other temples had recordkeepers ready to go, and since he had given his approval, they would report to work the following day.”

      Galen let out a low whistle. Then he tried to do math in his head and reached several large numbers. “Wait, but where did she get the money? Scribes aren’t cheap, and you figure there are…what, a dozen guard posts?”

      “Eleven,” said Stephen. “Thirty-six scribes, assuming eight hour shifts and an extra to cover in case anyone’s out. And she wanted people to record all the records in a central log as well, so forty.”

      “Where is she getting forty scribes? Are there even forty trained scribes in the city?”

      “The Scarlet Guild.”

      “The prostitutes?”

      Stephen chuckled. “That’s what I said. But it’s a field you age out of fairly young, and the Guild has been very concerned with finding gainful employment for members who aren’t officially working, in case they decide to start doing unlicensed work somewhere else. You know how the Scarlet Guild is about unlicensed competition. And as Beartongue said, if there’s one group of people who can remember names, faces, and respective deviant acts…” He spread his hands. “They don’t have to copy illuminated manuscripts or anything, just do basic recordkeeping, and most of them are a lot better at that than the guard. And they aren’t going to be appalled at anything they see in a guard station. So the Scarlet Guild is supplying the ladies, who don’t charge nearly as much as a scribe.”

      “Beartongue is a genius. A terrifying genius. Who’s footing the bill?”

      “The Rat, the Forge God, and the Lady of Grass. And the Dreaming God provided some of their nuns, who are extremely literate, and they’re training the ladies who want it on the finer points of recordkeeping so that they can hopefully use this as a springboard to other jobs.” Stephen shook his head. “And the Scarlet Guild approves of that a lot, so they offered to pay the nuns a commission because you know they don’t believe in women working for free, so the nuns plowed it back into the project. I’m told the Temple of the Rat has already taken three of the ladies for law clerks and there’s a waiting list at the Scarlet Guild to become one of the record girls.”

      “Saint’s teeth.” Galen chuckled. “Nuns and whores, doing the good work together. Only the Rat would see that as a great idea. All right. So let me guess…the guards aren’t pleased with outsiders checking their records?”

      “Oh, it’s much worse than that. When the records were spotty, it was a lot easier to extort prisoners and their families.” Stephen’s expression grew grave. “I knew some of that went on, of course—big city, you expect a certain amount of graft—but I don’t think even Beartongue quite knew the level of corruption that was going on. We’re hearing of cases where people would get picked up for being drunk, be unable to pay a bribe, and when they got to a magistrate, they were charged with theft and assault. How can you prove the records were altered if the guard are the ones in charge of the records?”

      “Oh hell.”

      “So now a whole lot of guards found themselves out a major source of revenue. A bunch of them quit outright. Even the ones like Mallory who are relatively honest have gotten used to telling themselves that this was just how things worked and the people in jail were undoubtedly guilty of something.”

      “The broadsheets must have had a field day,” muttered Galen.

      “Oh yes. Caricatures of nuns and prostitutes standing over the downtrodden, holding the guard back with fans and switches. Frankly, I’m surprised that Mallory will even talk to us any longer.”

      “Why did he, do you think?”

      Stephen raised an eyebrow as they turned down the street housing the entrance to the Temple of the White Rat. “He wanted Piper, not us. Piper’s the best at what he does, bar none. And Piper happened to be visiting the Temple when word came down.”

      “Well,” murmured Galen, remembering the pale, thoughtful-eyed man. He’d been classically handsome underneath his annoyance, and his hands had been swift and sure as they worked. “Isn’t that interesting…”
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      Two days later, Piper was wrist-deep in a corpse.

      This wasn’t an unusual situation for him. He spent a lot of time with his hands in corpses. He didn’t like it. He didn’t dislike it. It was just what he did. He enjoyed putting the mental pieces together about why someone had died, and he liked being able to provide certainty to families, but mostly what he liked was being good at his job.

      And Piper was, for reasons he kept to himself, very, very good at his job.

      This particular corpse was not a difficult problem to solve. He found what he was searching for and carefully pulled the flesh back to reveal it. The man’s liver was a horror show, knobbly and puckered, with a growth that looked like a fleshy cauliflower. The man’s wife was convinced that he had been poisoned, and arguably he had been, but the poison was self-administered over a long period of time and came in brown glass bottles. Piper sighed. He’d suspected as much, but you had to be thorough.

      He cleaned his tools in the little sink in the corner. It connected to a cistern on the roof and the water was cleaner than the sludge in the Elkinslough. He scrubbed his hands down to the elbow as well. It didn’t matter as much, perhaps, since he never treated live patients, but it made him feel better not to carry traces of the job home with him.

      He was nearly finished when there was a knock on the door.

      “Just a moment!” Now who could that be…? Normally people made appointments. The families of the bereaved did not get past the door guard, assuming they could even find his workrooms in the basement of the tower. He wasn’t expecting anyone, and lich-doctors didn’t get a lot of social calls.

      Another, louder knock. Bless it, couldn’t they wait? Was it an emergency? No, that was ridiculous: by the time Piper got to a patient, urgency was a thing of the past. He pushed the door open to find the red-haired paladin from the river standing on the other side, his fist raised.

      Piper took a step back and lifted his hands defensively. The paladin’s eyes went very wide. He had dark green eyes with paler flecks in them, like flawed jade. Very pretty eyes, except for the alarmed expression. Piper looked at the man’s raised hand—oh, right, he’d been knocking—and then at his own. He was still carrying the bonesaw.

      “Um,” said the paladin, eyes locked on the saw.

      Generally it takes longer for me to make a fool of myself in front of good-looking men. I’m getting more efficient.

      “I apologize,” said Piper, lowering the bonesaw. “I, err…wasn’t expecting a visitor.”

      He looked down and discovered that he had two visitors. Earstripe the gnole was looking up at him with a bemused expression, although it had to be said that gnoles nearly always looked at humans with bemused expressions, so that might not mean anything.

      “Doctor Piper?” said the paladin.

      “Yes.” He remembered he was wearing his mask and pulled it down. “Sorry. What can I do for you?” He instinctively tried to block their view of the room, even though the constable had undoubtedly seen dead bodies before and the paladin had undoubtedly made a number of bodies dead himself. For some odd reason, there was something different about a body on a slab. Men who thought nothing of sticking a sword into a living human being went green when you stuck a little tiny scalpel into a dead one.

      “We were hoping to speak to you, if we may?”

      Galen, that was the man’s name. Piper hadn’t forgotten. It would have been very difficult to forget a face like that, or hair like that, but of course the face came with a name as well. “Yes, of course. Shall we go into my office instead?” He gestured down the hallway with his free hand, glad that he’d already mostly washed up.

      The paladin looked at the gnole, who arched his whiskers forward. Interesting. Apparently the gnole was the one who had instigated this visit and Galen was deferring to him. He wondered if the gnole was uncomfortable coming by himself. Then again, there are still people, even in this day and age, who think gnoles are animals or devils or some other goddamn foolishness. I suppose I might want an escort to talk to someone I didn’t know, too.

      “Good, good. Can you—um—look, wait there, I just have to finish washing up.” How much blood was there on his apron? And his mask? Oh dear…

      Piper closed the door and hastily shucked out of his work clothes and into the clean set he kept on hand. There was a scrap of polished tin mirror over the sink, and he checked to make sure he hadn’t unthinkingly wiped his wrist across his forehead and left smears. Looks clear. All right. Stop panicking. This isn’t a date, no matter how pretty the paladin is. This is a meeting with a gnole. Probably about that dead body. Granted, Piper’s dating history was not particularly extensive and he had always been terrible at pursuing other men, but he was still pretty sure that the morgue wasn’t the place where you were supposed to start.

      There were two chairs in his office, plus the one behind his desk. The gnole was sitting. The paladin stood behind him like an honor guard. Piper filed that away mentally with the deference the paladin had shown to the constable earlier. As he moved past Galen to take his seat at the desk, their eyes met briefly. Green eyes narrowed slightly, not unfriendly but definitely weighing. Wondering if I’m the appropriate person to be talking to? Wondering if I’ll help in this…whatever this is? Wondering if I usually run around waving bonesaws at people?

      He sat down behind the table, and pushed a stack of papers aside. “I apologize. I don’t usually meet visitors with a bloody saw in hand.”

      “A gnole has seen worse.”

      “Of course. Being a constable, you would have.”

      “Not then.” Earstripe gave him a drop-jawed gnole smile. “A gnole worked in a human burrow, before. Old human there used to walk always with hatchet with red paint. Old human said, ‘Any nasty buggers who want to rob an old lady will think twice when they see Betsy.’ Said it many times.”

      Both humans in the room digested this. “She sounds very…impressive,” said Galen.

      “A gnole does not think she was ever robbed.”

      “I can see that.” Piper focused on Earstripe. “Right. Okay. How can I help you?”

      The gnole arched his whiskers forward, then nodded human style. “A bone-doctor remembers a dead human on the riverbank?”

      Bone-doctor. Well, it was better than a lot of things he’d been called. “Yes, of course, the one impaled on the wooden stake.”

      The gnole tapped his clawtips together. Piper got the impression that he was choosing his words carefully. “Mallory-captain is not a bad human,” he said, sounding a bit defensive. “A gnole is not complaining.”

      Piper had his own opinions about the city guard, but suspected this wasn’t the time. “I have always thought Captain Mallory was honest and did his best for the people he served.”

      Earstripe relaxed slightly. “Yes. A gnole has been fortunate to serve under Mallory-captain. A gnole would wish to continue to serve. But a gnole has been thinking about the bodies at the riverbank. Can a bone-doctor find the other bodies? The ones with no head?”

      Piper sat back, exhaling. “Oof. How long ago were they found?”

      “Nine days. Seven days.”

      Piper shook his head. “They’re in the pauper’s field by now, if no one claimed them. And I’m not sure how much I could tell from bodies that old, particularly ones soaked in the water. Anyway, the cause of death sounds like it was pretty clear in those cases, so they wouldn’t have brought the bodies to me.”

      The gnole nodded again. “A gnole suspected as much.” He turned his head to look at Galen.

      “You were right,” said the paladin. “I thought it was worth a try, though.”

      “So you still think they’re linked to this third corpse?” said Piper. He was interested despite himself. It was a puzzle, and he’d never been able to resist a puzzle. It was what kept him rummaging around inside the bodies, trying to find answers.

      “A gnole smells it.”

      “There’s a smell?” Piper found that interesting. The smooth men had left a very distinctive odor on their victims, and the Temple of the White Rat had found a perfumer to mix up a facsimile to guide the slewhounds. From what he’d heard, it had actually helped to track down two in Anuket City and another headed to the Dowager’s lands.

      “Ah. No.” Earstripe waved his hands. “Not a real smell. A gnole senses it, but a gnole cannot…” He trailed off.

      “A metaphorical smell,” said Galen.

      “Humans can’t smell,” said Earstripe, sounding philosophical.

      “So you’ve got a hunch they’re connected,” said Piper.

      “Hunch. Yes. A gnole has a hunch.”

      “And what is your role in all this?” Piper asked, looking over at Galen.

      Galen shrugged. “Earstripe felt having a human around would make things go more smoothly. He came to the temple and found me. I agreed to do what I could.”

      “A human is good at talking to other humans,” said Earstripe. He gave an exaggerated human-style shrug, palms up. “A human doesn’t always listen to a gnole. And a gnole did not know where to find a bone-doctor, so a sword-human helped.”

      “I’m sorry I can’t help you more,” said Piper. “Unfortunately we just don’t have the morgue space to keep bodies cold for long.” Down here, in the cool stone rooms under the tower, he could get three or four days, sometimes more in winter, as long as they were brought in promptly. A body that had been pulled out of a river nine days ago…no, there was nothing he could have done, except tell them what the person’s last sensations had been, and Piper could guess that had been a sudden, surprising pain in the neck. Well, now, don’t assume. He could have been beheaded post-mortem. You don’t know.

      And how exactly are you going to explain that? The gnole might not care, but paladins are traditionally somewhat suspicious of wonderworkers, even such marginal talents as mine.

      At least Galen was from the Saint of Steel’s order. The Hanged Mother’s priests would have tied Piper to a stake and set him alight just on general principle. Still, it was best to stay out of these things as much as possible. The profession of the lich-doctors was only a few decades old in Archenhold, and while their word was law within the courts, religious orders were traditionally skeptical of people who carved up the dead for a living.

      He nevertheless heard himself saying, “If there’s another body, call me as soon as you can, and I might be able to help.”
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      The call came more quickly than he expected. It was a bare two days later when there was a knock on the door and Piper stumbled out of bed and found himself face-to-face with Galen, yet again.

      No shirt. Slightly hungover. At least I’m not carrying a bonesaw this time. That’s got to be worth something.

      “Ah,” said the paladin, his eyes flicking down Piper’s torso and back up again. “Did I wake you?”

      If the man’s eyes had registered approval or interest or even acknowledgment, Piper might have considered it a worthwhile way to answer the door, but Galen’s face was carefully blank. Well, I can hardly blame him. The last time he saw skin this pale, it was probably on a dead fish.

      Pain throbbed against Piper’s temples. He should not have gotten drunk. He should have stopped after the first few shots, or at least he should have drunk a lot more water. Still, given the circumstances…

      “Yes, but don’t worry about it.” He turned away from the door. “Another corpse?”

      The paladin followed him inside his apartments. “Yes. Earstripe says it’s another one of the set.”

      “What does Mallory say?”

      “He hasn’t told Mallory. I quote, ‘A gnole doesn’t feel like twisting his own whiskers.’”

      Piper grunted. “Sensible.” The shirt draped across the back of the chair was clean, insomuch as it hadn’t been worn to chop up a corpse. He dragged it on. “Give me a minute.”

      “I don’t think our friend is going to get any deader.” The paladin’s eyes lingered on the bottle and the single glass next to the chair, but he didn’t say anything.

      In fact, he so obviously wasn’t saying anything that Piper found himself annoyed. “I don’t make a habit of it,” he growled. “But they brought in a baby last night with a broken neck. The father says she fell; the mother says he shook her. You’d drink too.”

      “I would,” said Galen. There was a bleak sympathy in his eyes, not the shallow kind, but the kind that had been there and remembered. “Which was it?”

      The last memory, looking up, her eyes going through that strange lock-and-stare stage that babies went through and so unable to look away from the face looming over hers, everything so much bigger, the mouth open, loudness in her ears and motion she didn’t understand and then a popping feeling and…nothing.

      His own despair annoyed him. It did the child no good now. “If she’d fallen, I wouldn’t be drinking,” said Piper. He went to the basin, dumped out tepid water, and splashed it on his face. Galen winced.

      “Can they make a charge stick?”

      “On my say-so? Yes. As far as the courts are concerned, a lich-doctor is the last word on cause of death. The White Rat will be left representing both sides, but they’re used to that.” Piper raked his hands through his hair, trying to settle it in something that didn’t look like a bird’s nest. “Fortunately, I’m an honest man, or something like it.” He grimaced at the scrap of mirror. There was nothing to be done about his hair. The polished tin was slightly warped, and he turned his head from side to side, watching his reflection distort. He could just make out the paladin behind him, a pale oval framed by hair the color of…no, don’t start trying to decide what organ at what stage of decomposition is that shade of red. Pick something else. Something that isn’t horrible. Piper wracked his brain for a comparison and finally settled on smoked paprika. He liked smoked paprika. He liked visiting the spice stalls in the market and seeing the rows of jars, the purity of the colors in a dozen shades of orange and umber and scarlet. Yes. Much better.

      It was probably a good thing that paladins didn’t have a reputation as mind readers.

      “Okay,” he said, giving up on his hair and pulling on a hat. He slung an oilcloth cloak around his shoulders. “Let’s see this latest body.”

      

      Galen walked a little behind Piper as they made their way to the river. Not many people in this quarter were out at this hour of the morning, and he didn’t need to watch the sidewalk closely. Instead he studied the back of the doctor’s neck, wondering what to make of him.

      Doctor Piper was attractive, certainly. The paladin had noticed that the first time they met. Dark hair, cut very short, and a face that looked young until you saw his eyes. There were lines around those eyes that had nothing to do with laughter.

      That first moment when he’d opened the door naked from the waist up had been the kind of shock to the senses that would have reduced a much younger Galen to gibbering idiocy. Piper was lean rather than powerful, but every muscle was in exactly the right place, the lines of his arms smoothly defined, his fingers long and deft. He’d always admired that in other men, ever since he was young. Insomuch as Galen had a type, it was “male, with good hands.” His first great love had been another youth at the Saint of Steel’s temple, who had not been conventionally attractive but had possessed quite exquisite hands.

      Now, Piper certainly was conventionally attractive. But so pale. Saint’s teeth. Galen had heard poets talk about alabaster skin, but he’d never seen anyone who so closely resembled it. The hollows at Piper’s throat and collarbone were almost blue. Understandable given that he worked underground at all hours, but still. As a redhead, Galen was automatically used to being the palest person in any given room, but Piper made him look ruddy and tan. The only darkness across his skin was the fine line of black hair running down his belly and vanishing under the waistband of his pants.

      It was a good thing Galen had a lot of experience controlling his expression.

      Based on the few conversations they’d had, Galen already suspected that the doctor also had some experience in that department. Half-awake and hung over was the first time he’d seen Piper’s expression be anything but cool and sardonic and professional.

      Then he’d mentioned the dead child and the lines around his eyes had gone tight and grim. The bitterness in his voice hadn’t ended there, either. Fortunately, I’m an honest man, or something like it. Galen wondered what lay at the heart of that bitterness.

      Piper turned his head, glancing over his shoulder. “Which way?”

      “Upriver,” said Galen, gesturing. Piper nodded, turning down the next street. He set a quick pace and did not often look back. A man used to walking alone, Galen guessed.

      A handsome man with a hurt looking to be soothed. Paladin catnip, his friend Clara would say, laughing. No, no. You’re in no shape to go around fixing anybody’s hurts. The world was full of misery and you had to learn eventually that it wasn’t your job to fix all of it. Even when it came in attractively built packages.

      They reached the river. Galen took the lead, threading around the piles of fishing nets and jumbled debris on the shore. The Elkinslough flooded now and again, and when it receded, it left all manner of things behind. The mudlarks picked through it for anything valuable, but there was plenty that not even the poorest souls would want. And there, at the end, a small, striped figure with a corpse at his feet.

      Earstripe looked up as they approached and put his whiskers forward with clear relief. “A bone-doctor has come,” he said. “A gnole is grateful.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” said Piper, kneeling down. “But let’s see what we can see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Piper crouched down over the body. Cause of death was easy to determine. The man was missing most of his pants and all of his left leg. The right leg had a deep diagonal slash across it, bloodless now, at the same height. Something sliced through here, but he must have had one leg in front of the other. The fish had eaten away at the stump, so Piper couldn’t tell yet how clean the cut had been. They’d gotten the man’s genitals as well. Lovely. Just the thing you want to look at with a hangover. He wasn’t squeamish, of course, but there were proper frames of mind for everything.

      He sighed and looked upriver. They were near the edge of the city here, and only a few docks and built-up pilings stood between their position and the land beyond. He watched a mudstilt pick its way along the water’s edge, one of the few birds that didn’t seem to mind the polluted water. It poked its beak between the stones, walked a few feet, poked again, looking for food. Its belly was bright white and looked absurdly clean compared to its surroundings.

      Focus, Piper. They didn’t bring you here as a birdwatcher. He dropped his eyes back to the body.

      “Same as the others?” asked Earstripe. “Yes?”

      “It could be,” said Piper. “This one’s been in the water about the same amount of time as the others, I think.”

      “Same kind of death,” said Galen.

      “The other one was impaled.”

      “It’s still something big hitting him. Only this one was sharp.”

      “Mmm.” Piper was glad he was wearing gloves. He pried apart the lips of the wound on the right leg and examined the bone. There was a notch out of it and some minor splintering. “Yes. Whatever hit him was sharp enough to cut bone, and had a lot of weight behind it.”

      Galen and the gnole exchanged glances. “A gnole thinks there aren’t many things like that.”

      “Axes,” said Galen. “But who can swing an axe and take out a leg and most of the next one like this? And not get hung up on bone?”

      “Not a who, tomato-man. A what.”

      This would have been a very dramatic statement, but Piper was only interested in one part. “Pardon. Tomato-man?”

      Galen groaned. “It’s the hair,” he muttered. “A gnole named me that last year and I hoped maybe he hadn’t told anyone, but…”

      “A job-gnole told everyone,” said Earstripe. Galen ran his hand through his hair which…well, yes, Piper could see the analogy.

      “More the color of smoked paprika,” he said absently. “But I can see how that doesn’t roll off the tongue as well.” And now Galen knows that I’ve been thinking about his hair. Ah, yes. What a wonderful morning I’m having.

      “Bone-doctor understands,” said Earstripe, arching his whiskers forward.

      “He gets to be bone-doctor, but I have to be tomato-man?”

      “Tomato-man is a job-human,” said Earstripe. “Bone-doctor is our priest-human.”

      “I’m not a priest,” said Piper, bemused.

      Earstripe flicked his ears. “No, a priest.” Piper looked at Galen for explanation.

      “Priests and healers are the same caste among gnoles,” said Galen. “Also, you’re…” He turned to Earstripe and held up his hands over his ears, cupping them forward in imitation of Earstripe. “He? His?”

      “Close enough. Humans don’t have whiskers.” Earstripe’s voice dropped on the last word, as if he were bringing up a terrible deformity. “A gnole won’t take offense if bone-doctor doesn’t.”

      Piper was completely at sea by this point. “What do whiskers have to do with anything?”

      “If you’re a gnole, your caste determines whether you’re called he, she, it...” Galen spread his hands. “All job-gnoles are he. Healers and priests and others who are particularly respected in gnole-society use a word that translates as our or ours.”

      “Ours belongs to all gnoles,” interjected Earstripe.

      “As a priest-caste human, you’re somewhere between a he and an our, but since you really need whiskers and mobile ears to say that properly in gnolespeech, gnoles generally allow us to use whichever.”

      “Humans are doing the best they can,” said Earstripe, in a tone Piper usually identified with teachers of small children trying to excuse the slowest members of the class. Galen chuckled.

      “I’m flattered,” said Piper, returning his attention to the corpse. “And in answer to your question, Earstripe, I think that, yes, you could make a good case that this one is tied to the others.”

      Earstripe nodded, all humor gone. “A gnole thought as much.”

      “But where are they coming from?” asked Galen, digging his fingers into his hair. “Upstream, but where? We’ve got two fishing settlements upriver, and then it’s just rich people’s chateaus, but they’re empty this time of year. The nobs are all in town for the social season.”

      “Presumably even the chateaus have staff to keep the rats from getting in,” said Piper absently. He gazed into the missing eye sockets. You know you should do it. There might be something you can use. The last one could have been an accident, but not this one. You have to do it.

      He grimaced and pulled off one of his gloves, holding the wound open with the other hand.

      “A bone-doctor thinks something might be in there?”

      No, but it’s a good explanation. “Worth checking.” Piper made sure his knees were firmly planted. You really didn’t want to pitch face down over a body. He touched the wound.

      Corridor lit by candlelight. Long with pale walls. Something etched on the walls, lines, a shape…He stepped forward. A snick and then a woosh of air and then something struck him hard in the thigh and the world spun around him and his shoulder hit the wall and he was on the floor and his heart was thundering but something was wrong and there was another woosh overhead and another but he couldn’t hear it because his heart was beating so loud and…

      Piper withdrew his hand and took a deep breath. A pale corridor lit by candlelight. It didn’t look like anything he’d expect to see in a fishing village. How to express that without revealing what he’d done?

      “I can’t say exactly what caused this, but I do know it’s harder to commit murders like this in a small village crowded together on the water than it would be in a chateau where no one is staying for the season,” he said. “Poison, strangling, even a stabbing I could see in close quarters, but this is big dramatic stuff with severed limbs.”

      Galen and Earstripe both nodded. “A gnole has seen things done in tight spaces,” said Earstripe, “but a gnole still agrees.”

      “The city guard’s got no authority over the chateaus,” said Galen. “If there’s a crime out there, it gets reported back here and the paladins or the Archon’s people deal with it.”

      Earstripe grabbed his own whiskers and twisted them savagely. It looked painful. Galen actually reached out a hand as if to stop the gnole, but didn’t.

      “A gnole goes,” muttered Earstripe. “A gnole stays. A gnole tells Mallory-captain. A gnole doesn’t.” He gave his whiskers another twist.

      “You said Mallory wasn’t listening,” said Piper. He glanced around the riverside, suddenly realizing that there were no other members of the guard here, only Earstripe. Had the gnole not informed his superiors about the body yet?

      More twisting. A spate of frustrated gnolespeech.

      “Hey,” said Galen. This time he did touch Earstripe, though gently, on the back of the hand. “Don’t hurt yourself. I’ll help you.”

      Earstripe dropped his grip on his whiskers. “Vig-il-an-ti-ism, tomato-man,” he said, enunciating each syllable as if it were a phrase rather than a word. “A gnole leaves the city, a gnole can’t arrest anyone.”

      “No, but I can,” said Galen. “And what Mallory doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” He paused. “You won’t get credit for the arrest if we keep your name out of it, though.”

      The gnole shook his head. “A gnole won’t get credit anyway. If a human and a gnole are in the same room, a human did the thinking.” He curled back his lip. “A gnole is only a slewhound who talks.”

      Piper actually felt Galen bristle beside him. I’m surprised his armor didn’t rattle. “Did someone say that to you?” asked the paladin softly. “Give me a name, and they won’t say it again.”

      Earstripe opened his mouth, and then his eyes focused on something behind Piper and he straightened up. Piper had only that much warning before he heard a booming voice shout, “Constable Earstripe! What are you doing?”

      “Captain Mallory,” said Galen. “How nice to see you.”

      “Paladin Galen. And…Doctor Piper.” The captain’s eyes narrowed. “Has Earstripe dragged you back down here in pursuit of his ridiculous theory? I told you, Constable, that the lich-doctors are far too busy to waste their time like this.”

      Piper wiped his hands off and slid on his gloves. He took his time adjusting them before rising to his feet. “On the contrary, Captain,” he said, with no idea how to end the sentence, but hoping that inspiration would strike before he got there. “On the contrary. I had requested that the constable inform me of any bodies that had…” Okay, now is the moment of truth, what’s your idea? He looked down at the corpse, eyes traveling over the puffy skin and the ruin where the fish had gotten the man’s genitals. Inspiration, fired by the grisly sight, did not fail. “…been in the water for a lengthy period of time. I am working on a monograph.” He met Mallory’s eyes squarely.

      “…a monograph,” said Mallory, eyes flicking from Piper to the gnole and back. Not calling him a liar. Yet.

      “Indeed,” said Piper. “Most doctors can venture a guess as to how long someone has been dead based on rigor, but after any length of time has passed, it becomes more difficult. Weather, insects, tightness of clothing—everything can change the appearance. We make an educated guess. There are many monographs on the subject, which are helpful, but to date, all of those deal with bodies left on land. We have, at present, no way of telling how long a body has been submerged, beyond our own experience. It is my hope that with enough examples, I will be able to chart the stages of a body’s submersion and assist others who may have less experience with drowning victims.”

      He looked in Mallory’s eyes while he said it. You may be a guard and you may think that gives you some magic insight into human nature, but I have been lying for many years and you do not dare call me out for fear of angering my champions. Like Beartongue. And I outrank you, so far as the courts are concerned, if not the guard themselves.

      Mallory looked back to Earstripe, who shrugged.

      “And the paladin is here because…?”

      Galen coughed. “My dear captain, perhaps you do not need to know why the good doctor and I happened to already be together at this hour of the morning?”

      Captain Mallory did not fluster easily. Piper, however, did. Oh for the love of…why did he say that? I mean, it’s a great cover, but now he’ll think…he’s supposed to think… He could feel a flush climbing his face, which probably made the lie more convincing, but still.

      “I…see,” said Mallory.

      Galen draped his arm over Piper’s shoulders. Piper could feel the weight of muscle and mail across his neck. He could not look at Galen. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. His blush was completely out of control.

      It wasn’t that he cared if Mallory knew that he preferred men. It wasn’t exactly a secret, and very few people in Archenhold were going to care anyway. Several past Archons had taken male consorts and at least one had married his husband, and since the populace had much bigger concerns—like the expansionist tendencies of the city-state across the river—it had quickly become a non-issue.

      It was just that it had been so long and Galen was so good-looking and…well…

      “I was not informed of this,” said Mallory.

      “I didn’t think it was any of your business,” said Galen brightly.

      “I meant,” said the captain, with icy clarity, “that Earstripe was to be procuring bodies for the doctor.”

      “A gnole isn’t procuring,” said Earstripe, speaking up. “A doctor wanted to look, that’s all. A gnole sent a runner to the guardhouse first, and stayed with the body.”
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