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As I launch Hallie into the world for her next adventure,

I'm borrowing some words of wisdom from the great J.R.R. Tolkien to whisper in her ear:

"The greatest adventure is what lies ahead."
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Chapter one


Hallie got out of the van and tried not to be too obvious in taking a deep, relieved breath. It had been crowded in the van’s passenger cab with her and two other people, particularly when she was used to working alone. And especially when one of the two men had insisted on taking up more space than she would have believed possible, sitting with his arms folded across his chest and knees spread. Hallie had found it impossible to avoid brushing her own arm and knee against him as she drove. He’d also been irritated when she wouldn’t let him take the wheel, even though he’d been there when their mutual employer and Hallie’s aunt, Gin, had given stern instructions that Hallie was the only one insured and authorised to drive. Aunt Gin had also made it clear that Hallie was in charge. The two men, as trainee skip tracers, were there to observe and learn.

“What now?” the annoying man asked. Daniel, she reminded herself yet again. His name was Daniel. He was at least a decade younger and a little taller than she was, broad-shouldered with close-cropped dark brown hair and sallow skin that looked as if he’d never seen sunlight. As well as crowding her when she was driving, he had a habit of standing too close to her which made her hands curl into fists.

The other one, a little shorter than Hallie with a lean, wiry build that suggested some surprising strength, stayed quiet, as he had most of the day. He had cool, deep black skin with his black hair braided close to his head and dark eyes that seemed to see everything around him. A few hints of grey hair and the faint traces of lines around his eyes suggested he was a good few years older than Hallie, perhaps somewhere approaching his forties. Old for a change of career, but not unheard of. Aunt Gin had introduced him as Aaron, and that name had stuck in Hallie’s mind far more easily than the other man’s. It also helped that he’d been unfailingly polite through the day so far, which Hallie appreciated. She didn’t look like anyone’s idea of a skip tracer, her outward appearance putting her about a decade younger than her true age, as if she was just coming out of her teenage years, with pale skin, long dark hair and dark eyes.

“Now we take a look around,” Hallie said, trying to keep her voice calm. When she’d gone to the office earlier in the day to pick up the van keys and the papers for the warrant, Aunt Gin had surprised her with the two companions, insisting that Hallie take them with her, show them what her job involved. Not wanting to argue with her employer and aunt, and certainly not with the two men standing right there, Hallie had had no choice but to agree.

“Doesn’t look like much,” the man complained. Daniel, Hallie reminded herself again.

Hallie took another careful look around their surroundings, as she had before she got out of the van. It might not look like much, but she’d been to any number of similar streets, and this very street, more than once before in her career and knew that appearances were deceiving.

They were in one of the many abandoned industrial districts that littered low city. The buildings looming over them were all in various stages of disrepair. Some had partially collapsed, the remains of their walls and roofs poking up into the darkening sky. Some were still more or less in one piece, with plants growing out of the brick work and along the roof line. Every window that Hallie could see was either missing its glass or the panes were broken. Most of the building doors were half-open or missing entirely. The ground outside the buildings was mostly cracked and old concrete with more plants struggling to survive in the gaps. Even with the heart of winter fast approaching, the vegetation in low city was trying to live.

“Always assume that there are people watching you,” Hallie told the two men. She locked the van and waited for the series of clicks that let her know that various security measures had engaged. Aunt Gin’s vehicles might look like ordinary navy blue vans, but she’d had them fitted with a lot of extras to keep her workers safe. The additional security had saved Hallie from trouble more than once. “We’ll start in here,” she said, pointing to the building nearest the van. It was an old printing shop, a single-storey building with a row of empty windows staring back at them.

“Why here?” Aaron asked as they started walking towards the empty doorway.

As the question seemed to be a genuine one, Hallie took the time to give him a full answer.

“This is an old printers. There are still some reams of paper and other supplies in the back rooms which make decent hiding spots and provide some shelter from the cold,” Hallie said. “I’ve found a couple of skips here before now.”

“So you’re just taking us back to places you’ve found people before?” Daniel asked, sneering.

Hallie didn’t bother to answer, focused on the door ahead of them and the thick layer of dirt and dust on the floor inside. She pulled a small torch out of her jacket pocket, a recent addition to her tool kit, and swept the narrow, bright beam over the entrance. She couldn’t see any signs of recent activity. No footprints, no disturbance in the dirt.

Putting the torch away, she turned from the building and headed to the next one in the row, which had been a garage. The rolling metal door at the front was warped with no way into the building from there, but she could see a side door that was slightly ajar. She ignored the irritated sound from Daniel and kept walking.

As she approached the door, her skin prickled with unease, making her pause for a half-step. It might just be the effect of having Daniel practically breathing down her neck, but she thought it might be something else.

Their quarry today was a veondken who had seriously injured several people in one of the city’s markets a few days before, somehow escaping from the law enforcement officers who’d been sent with Tasers to contain him. The last Hallie had heard there were eight people in hospital, at least one critical, another who might never walk again and yet another who had lost a limb. Matters hadn’t been helped by a dispute between two of low city’s largest criminal gangs spilling over into the streets, drawing the attention of every available law enforcement officer in low city. So rather than the police dealing with a violent criminal, they’d put the warrant out to low city’s skip tracers. It was a trade-off Hallie was used to. The skip tracers faced the danger, and only got paid on success. This particular warrant had been annoying unspecific about what type of non-human the target was. The term veondken was used for everything from small, harmless creatures to great hulking beings that seemed to be formed of various types of rock. But from the damage Gordain Gask had done, Hallie knew he was aggressive and likely physically powerful. It meant she should be cautious, but she would still do her job. She was working with an extra layer of caution as the warrant had authorised the use of tranquillisers to subdue the target. Hallie had never encountered that before, in ten years as a skip tracer. The police-issued syringes were tucked into her jacket and seemed to weigh her down as she put her hand on the side door.

Before setting foot in the building, she glanced at the ground. There was a single, clear impression of a footprint just across the threshold. It looked like a work boot of some kind, although it was bigger than any Hallie had seen before. Exactly the sort of print that might be left by a powerful veondken. Her pulse picked up, senses sharpening.

She looked back at Daniel and Aaron and pointed to the footprint. “He’s in here,” she said in a low voice. “Be careful and don’t get in my way.”

Daniel sneered back at her. “Scared of a fight?”

Hallie ignored him, trying to still her spike of temper. The man talked tough, but she had a feeling he’d never been in a real fight in his life and was trying to disguise his own nervousness and lack of confidence behind the arrogant and bullying attitude. In other circumstances, she might have had some minor sympathy with him - he was far away from everything that would have been familiar to him - but right now, she had far more important things to deal with than his feelings. She took the necessary step forward, across the threshold, and moved to the side, letting the others into the building.

Inside the building it was cold enough that she could see her breath, most of the available light blocked by the still-intact metal roof overhead. As Hallie’s eyes adjusted to the poor light, she picked out the main details. There were two maintenance bays, with heavy hydraulic lifts over them to allow vehicles to be raised up over shadowed inspection pits. The air was heavy and stale, laden with motor oil and a faint trace of something rotting.

Hallie moved slowly along the wall, letting her eyes adjust to the dim light, her steps almost silent. She winced at the heavy footfalls of Daniel and Aaron following her and, not for the first time, wondered why Aunt Gin had decided to burden her with the two novices. Going after a violent fugitive was not a good introduction to skip tracing.

As she moved, she automatically tracked the possible spots where her target could be hiding, or things she or he might be able to use as a weapon if needed. As with most abandoned places, anything small or useful had been robbed out a long time ago, but there were some loose boards on the floor near one of the inspection pits and a long, heavy chain hanging from the ceiling which could do some damage if it swung and hit someone.

Almost at the first corner of the building, Hallie spotted the faintest suggestion of movement in the closest of the inspection pits. Her stomach tightened. Of course her quarry would hide in there. She slipped a hand into her pocket, taking hold of one of the tranquillisers. The pen-like syringes were pre-loaded. All she had to do was press it to the fugitive’s skin and push the plunger home. It sounded simple. Hallie already had a feeling it was going to be anything but.

She cautiously approached the inspection pit, aware of Daniel and Aaron following her. They were both too close and she paused, waving them back. Aaron took a couple of long strides back at once, attention going past her to the pit. Daniel just scowled. Young enough to think nothing could harm him, Hallie thought, and she didn’t have time to deal with his over-confidence right now.

Hallie turned her attention back to the shadowed hole in the ground just as the veondken who’d been hiding there decided to make his move. He surged up out of the darkness, teeth bared and vivid white against his bronzed skin, horns at his forehead lowered, aimed at Hallie. She ducked sideways, neatly avoiding his charge and grabbed hold of one of his arms, using all her strength and her bodyweight to try to hold him and flip him to the ground. It didn’t work. He twisted out of her hold with almost insulting ease, pivoting and aiming a seemingly casual backhand towards her head.

Hallie dropped to the ground, not caring if she looked weak. The blow sailed over her head. She scrambled upright, balancing on the balls of her feet, and got a better look at the veondken, her heart and stomach both sinking. He had tightly curling black hair with a few streaks of vivid red, his skin dark, the metallic sheen glinting in the poor light along with those razor-sharp horns. She knew his kind. She’d gone after a woman of this species a long, long time ago and had been badly injured. The woman’s son had made it his personal mission to hunt her down not long ago. Findo Trask. He’d been physically immature, his horns not fully developed, but he’d still been a difficult opponent.

The man standing in front of her, with his horns standing proud from his forehead, was in his prime, watching her with angry eyes that matched his hair - black, with points of red.

“Gordain Gask, you are apprehended on suspicion of multiple counts of assault under a judge’s warrant. I’m authorised to take you into custody and deliver you to the police.” Hallie’s voice was calm, the form of the words one she’d repeated many times over the years. The plain badge she wore on her lapel would identify her to anyone in low city as a skip tracer. She wasn’t required to provide more identification than that.

From somewhere behind her, too close for comfort, came a snort of derision. “You’re going to read it its rights?” Daniel asked.

“It’s protocol,” Hallie answered, keeping her eyes on Gordain Gask. The veondken’s eyes flickered from her to Daniel and back again and his lips curled in an unpleasant smile.

“Pitiful. Taking orders from a woman,” Gordain said. He had a deep, rich voice to go with the broad, powerful chest.

“She doesn’t give me orders,” Daniel said. Hallie didn’t need to look around to know that he would have squared his shoulders and puffed out his chest. If the situation has been less serious, she might have laughed. As it was, she kept her eyes on Gordain and so spotted his movement as he made it. He charged forward. Not for her, but for Daniel.

Hallie shifted her weight to one side, getting in the veondken’s path. Gordain danced around her as if he’d been expecting that move. She lunged forward, the tranquilliser still in her hand. He spun on one foot, arm coming up to block her movement. Hallie jumped up, and the fist meant for her face hit her in the ribs instead, knocking all the air out of her. She was still moving forward, though, her bruised ribs connecting with the back of his shoulder. She locked one arm around his neck, her feet dangling in mid-air, shoving the injection into the tough skin of his chest, just below his collar bone. The plunger depressed and Gordain let out a howl of fury, whirling again. Hallie lost her grip on his neck, falling for one horrible moment, feet pedalling against air as she tried to find the ground. She landed on the floor, off balance and awkward. Gordain followed her, moving almost too fast for her to see, kicking out with one foot, connecting with her ribs again so she couldn’t help a cry of pain. Then she was falling back again, into the inspection pit, nothing around her but air for another moment that stretched impossibly long, arms and legs flailing as she tried to find something to hold on to. Then her back connected with the concrete wall and she slid down to the bottom, lungs empty, chest burning, her ribs a million points of pain.

As she fell, she saw Gordain whirl on Daniel. She opened her mouth to cry out a warning but no sound came out. Daniel stood perfectly still with wide, frightened eyes, as the veondken aimed a heavy fist at him, slamming into the human man’s head and sending him flying backwards. The attack was done with casual ease, the veondken’s movements smooth.

A great, gulping sound assaulted Hallie’s ears as she finally managed to draw a breath, then immediately wished she hadn’t as the million points of pain multiplied until her whole rib cage felt as if it was fragmenting into tiny pieces. She dropped the empty injector and scrabbled in her pocket for another one as Gordain Gask’s shadow fell over her and he dropped down to the floor beside her, landing lightly and with no sound. The dose she’d given him seemed to have had no effect. He wasn’t even breathing hard, she noted sourly, while she felt weak and battered.

Hallie struggled to stand, using the wall as leverage. She wasn’t sure what she could do against the veondken but she didn’t want to just lie down and let him hit her again.

“You’re Hallie Talbot,” Gordain said, his teeth flashing white as he grinned. It wasn’t a nice grin.

“Should I know you?” Hallie asked. Her voice was far too high. She wasn’t breathing properly yet.

“Findo Trask is my cousin,” he told her, still grinning. He leant forward so that the points of his horns were aimed at her face. “You spoiled his plans.”

“He deserved it,” Hallie said, lifting her chin and staring back at him, refusing to be intimidated. He seemed angry. And if he would just come a little bit closer, she could get another dose of tranquilliser into him.

To her surprise, the veondken chuckled. “He is an unpleasant little weasel. But he’s family, you know?”

“No, actually, I don’t. But I agree he is unpleasant,” Hallie said.

Before she could guess what he was going to do, his hand shot out and grabbed her by the throat, lifting her off her feet so that she was dangling in the air again. The edges of her vision began to fade as he squeezed her neck.

“Only family gets to insult him,” Gordain said, brows drawn together in a scowl, voice low and angry.

Hallie made an unintelligible sound, swaying in his hold, bringing both hands up to try and prise his fingers away from her throat. She might as well have been scrabbling at rock. But his shirt sleeves had ridden up so she took advantage, plunging another dose of tranquilliser into his forearm.

He let out a deep howl of rage and grabbed her wrist, twisting her arm, forcing her to drop the empty pen. He kept twisting, though, one hand on her throat, the other turning her arm at an impossible angle. Hallie heard the cracking noise and felt the internal pop as something in her elbow gave way. She had time to notice how sickening the sound and sensation was before the pain flooded through her. She cried out, white hot and red and blinding pain pain pain travelling all the way up her arm, a molten wave joining the pinpricks of pain in her rib cage.

She kicked out, aiming for Gordain’s knees, her sight cloudy, unable to get enough air in. The toe of her boot connected with something. His leg, she thought. She tried again.

Gordain swayed on his feet, his grip on her arm and throat loosening enough that Hallie’s feet met the ground. She twisted out of his hold on her neck and backed away, her injured arm pulling free and dangling uselessly by her side. Her back hit the side wall of the inspection pit and she stayed there, sucking in air and watching as Gordain swayed again. The veondken was groggy but not done yet. As he stood, glaring at her, a dark, blunt object swung through the air and connected solidly with the side of his head, sending him toppling to one side. Hallie looked up to find Aaron standing on the edge of the pit, a length of what looked like floorboard in his hands. His face was grim as he stared down at Gordain, who was struggling to get his limbs organised to stand up.

“Do you have another injector?” Aaron asked.

“A few, yes,” Hallie said. She reached across her body, fumbling in the pocket, and came out with another pair of injectors. Aaron moved around the pit and crouched on the ground just above her shoulder.

“He’s fading,” Aaron said, taking the tranquilliser from her. “Another dose, just in case?”

“Sounds good,” Hallie said, her voice high and shaky. Her arm truly hurt. She hadn’t been in this much pain for a long, long time.

She watched as Aaron slid down the side of the inspection pit, landing lightly on his feet beside her, an injector ready in each hand. He took a step away from her, eyes on the fugitive.

“What’s the matter, Gordain?” Hallie asked, hoping to draw the veondken’s attention. “Can’t bear the idea you got beaten by a girl?”

The black-and-red eyes narrowed and focused on her and he managed to get himself to one knee, a low sound of anger emerging from his throat.

“Not beaten,” Gordain said. His voice was a little slurred. Two doses of the tranquilliser and being hit over the head with a floorboard was having some effect, at least. He was glaring at Hallie and not paying attention to Aaron.

“No? You sound drunk,” Hallie commented, easing her weight to one side, away from Aaron.

Gordain tried to get to his feet, still making that low, angry sound, then hissed in fury as Aaron appeared by his side and shoved one of the injectors into the skin at the open collar of his shirt. That done, Aaron stepped away before Gordain could grab hold of him.

Hallie watched as the veondken’s black-and-red eyes went unfocused and he finally fell over, apparently unconscious. She didn’t trust his stillness, though.

“Be very careful. Give him another dose, just to be sure,” Hallie said.

Aaron didn’t answer, just moved cautiously back towards the veondken. Rather than going for Gordain’s shoulders again, the human knelt by his feet, tugged up his trouser leg and shoved the injector into the veondken’s calf. Gordain twitched, surging up, or trying to. He got to a half-sitting position then fell back, the thud of his head hitting the ground loud enough to make Hallie wince and convince her that he was, finally, unconscious.

“Nice move with the floorboard,” she told Aaron.

“Work with what you can find, right?” he said, the faintest trace of a smile on his face. Hallie remembered saying that to him and Daniel earlier in the day when Daniel had asked where their weapons were.

“Glad you were paying attention.” Hallie tried to stand upright and regretted it. Standing hurt. Saints, even breathing hurt right now and rivers of pain were coursing up her arm and back down again. All the same, her job wasn’t done. She dragged her flexi cuffs off her belt and shuffled her way across the pit to where Gordain Gask was lying. She didn’t so much kneel next to him as fall down, landing on her knees and sending more pain through her body. But she did manage to get the cuffs on him. Their best and most effective weapon, she’d told Aaron and Daniel earlier. She didn’t understand the science behind it, but the material that the flexi cuffs were made of was impossible to break. Once a fugitive was cuffed, only the skip tracer’s coded fob could unlock him.

That done, she made her way to the end of the inspection pit which had shallow steps leading up to the ground level and managed to get herself far enough up that she could sit on the ground, feet on the steps. Aaron followed.

Not far away, Daniel was lying on his side, blood pooling around his head. His eyes were closed and she could see his chest rising and falling. So he was alive at least. And she needed to try to keep him that way.

Pulling out her phone, pleased to see it was still in one piece, she dialled the emergency number, putting the phone on speaker and setting it on the concrete floor next to her.

“You’re calling from an unauthorised number. This line is for emergencies only,” the operator’s voice rang out in the still room, more than a hint of displeasure in his voice. “What do you want?”

“This is Hallie Talbot. Skip tracer. Badge number RT24. I have apprehended fugitive Gordain Gask. Request heavy duty recovery team and medical to my location,” Hallie said. She’d never had to call for a fugitive recovery before, but she was quite certain that she wasn’t in any state to wrestle the unconscious Gordain into the van outside. She’d also never had to call for medical assistance, but she wasn’t going to leave Daniel lying there for longer than necessary or risk doing more injury in dragging him into the van for her and Aaron to drive him to hospital. She didn’t like him, but she’d been responsible for him.

“Fugitive recovery is your job, Talbot,” the operator said, still in that snippy, displeased voice.

“Gordain Gask has been knocked out by tranquillisers, but he managed to do some damage before that. If you want him in police holding you’re going to need to come and get him,” Hallie said, the snap in her voice almost matching the operator’s tone, pain making her far more short-tempered than usual. “I’ve got two trainees with me and one of them is down with a severe head wound.”

“Fine,” the operator said, and heaved a sigh as if she was asking for the moon and stars bundled up. “Recovery team and medical are on their way.” He read off her location. “Is that right?”

“Yes,” Hallie confirmed, her voice fading as another wave of pain ran over her.

“And is there anything else I can do for you today?” the operator asked, the sarcastic bite to his words clear even through the phone connection.

“No,” Hallie said, and disconnected the call then put her phone away.

“What can I do?” Aaron asked, surprising her. He crouched down beside her so he was on eye level. He looked concerned, Hallie noted, and wondered just how bad she looked.

“Can you see if you can open the rolling door at the front, or at least shove it aside enough to let the police and medical teams in?” Hallie asked, tilting her head to where the street was. Like most garages, the building’s front wall was taken up with a rolling metal door. This one wasn’t in great condition, but it was still acting as an effective block for anyone trying to enter that way. “It’s going to be easier than the side door.”

“Alright,” he said, but didn’t move at once. He put the two empty injectors he’d used down on the ground beside her. “Do you need something? Is there a medical kit in the van? Painkillers?”

“No, I’ll live,” Hallie said. “But thank you.” Professional medical help sounded like a very, very good idea. But she had a long habit of avoiding medical treatment in low city. It wasn’t the cost - basic medical care was free - but the risk that the people treating her would realise there was something different about her.

As far as the city’s medical records were concerned, Hallie Talbot had been fit and healthy and not sought medical treatment for just over ten years, since she’d been wheeled into the emergency department following a savage attack. She could still remember the grim expressions of the people who had treated her. They hadn’t expected her to live. As it became clear that she would not only live, but heal completely, the sideways looks and whispers had started. She was different. No one had been able to explain it back then, but everyone around her knew.

Which meant that, as much as she might need someone to re-set whatever was broken in her arm, she was going to have to find an unofficial way.

Aaron nodded, got to his feet and headed for the twisted metal of the front door. Hallie wasn’t sure if he’d be able to do anything with it, but it gave her a little bit of quiet and privacy to brace herself upright with her good arm and just breathe.

The arm that Gordain had twisted was at an odd angle, and she wondered if he’d done more damage than just breaking her elbow. Even as she wondered that, a pool of warmth grew next to her aching ribs and she bit back a curse. The zauber - an ancient object of power - had adopted her a few weeks before. Despite appearing to be a jewelled egg, and having no voice that she knew of, it definitely seemed to have opinions and ways of making its views known. For instance, it did not like being left behind in her room when she went to work. It had disrupted her sleep enough that she now took it with her at all times. She’d managed to convince it that she didn’t need help doing her actual job, but right now when every breath was hurting, it was making its presence known. She didn’t know precisely what the object could do, but she sent it a silent request not to do anything too dramatic. She didn’t want to attract attention or give Aaron cause to gossip about her.

The zauber bristled like an offended cat, then stretched in her mind, a trickle of its power warming her body. Even as she braced herself, wondering what it meant to do, her arm twitched and moved, turning back to a more normal alignment. The snap of the bones and sinews realigning made Hallie cry out, tears starting down her face as more white hot and red and blue and flaming orange agony ran through her. Her own non-human nature gave her rapid healing abilities, but she’d never broken her arm before. And even as she felt the zauber’s power around her, she could feel that most of the healing seemed to be coming from her. It seemed her body knew what shape it was supposed to be in and, with a little help from the object, was putting itself back in order. Pain pain pain.

And then she could breathe again, the worst of it settling down to something just at the edge of bearable. She sent a silent thank you to the zauber. She could feel her body working to put everything back to normal. She was a long way from healed, but she could work with what she had.

“Daniel is breathing fine,” Aaron reported. He was crouched next to her again. The metal door at the front of the building had been raised enough to let people in. She’d missed the noise of that, and his movement to come back to her. She wondered what else she’d missed.

“Good,” Hallie said. She brushed tears off her face. “Are you alright?” she asked.

He grinned, transforming his serious face into something younger and more carefree. “You’re asking me? I’m fine. I’m not the one who got pummelled.”

“Yeah,” Hallie said, looking back at Gordain. “Their kind is dangerous. They train in fighting and they use those horns as weapons, too.”

“Daniel is lucky he’s not dead,” Aaron said, all signs of humour gone.

“I doubt he’ll see it that way.” Hallie winced slightly, wondering what Aunt Gin would say.

The noise of vehicles approaching spared her from having to think too much about that. She struggled to her feet as heavy boot steps sounded on the cracked concrete outside and eight law enforcement officers in full riot gear, armed with Tasers, came into the building along with a female cop, an older human woman with plenty of grey streaking her dark blonde hair. Someone Hallie knew, surprise lifting her brows.

“Officer Summers,” she said. Officer Jane Summers had been on duty in the custody suite when Hallie had brought Findo Trask in. Findo had attacked and seriously injured the human woman in his escape from the cells. Last Hallie had heard, Jane Summers was expected to make a full recovery, but she hadn’t realised the woman would be back to work so soon.

“Hallie Talbot,” Jane said, lifting her brows. “You look awful.” She came to a stop a few paces away from Hallie and the inspection pit.

“Thanks,” Hallie said, trying for a lighter note and a smile. “The other guy is down there.” She pointed into the pit. Jane looked over the side and Hallie saw her wince.

“I saw that the warrant authorised tranqs. How much did you give him?” Jane asked, her voice brisk and business-like.

“Four doses,” Hallie said. “Here. These are the spares.” She dug into her pocket and pulled out the extra four injectors she’d been given. Jane took them with a nod, stowed them in a pocket, then turned to give instructions to the assembled team.

“That should hopefully keep him down for a while. We’ll get the manacles on him before we ask you to release the cuffs,” Jane said, taking a step back as the riot team descended into the pit. They were carrying what looked like handcuffs and rope made of the same material as the flexi-cuffs Hallie had used.

As the police went to deal with the unconscious fugitive, Hallie spotted a pair of medics in their distinctive dark green uniforms kneeling by Daniel. They had a stretcher on wheels with them, and a couple of bags of equipment.

“You look like you need medical attention, too,” Jane said, following the direction of Hallie’s gaze.

“I’ll be fine,” Hallie said absently, frowning as she watched the medics work. The fact that Daniel was breathing just now was no guarantee it would stay that way.

“I’ve got the transfer paperwork with me,” Jane said, returning to business. She produced a clipboard. Hallie spotted a moment’s hesitation before the woman produced a pen and made the necessary entries of the date and her name. Doubtless she was remembering, as Hallie was, the last time they’d met and the fact that they had done a very similar process before Findo Trask had almost killed Officer Summers in his escape.

Hallie glanced back at Gordain Gask and was pleased to see that the riot officers were taking no chances with him. He had manacles at his wrists and feet and lengths of rope connecting them. The officers had also brought what looked like a wrap made out of the same material and had swathed that around Gordain’s head, covering his horns. As Hallie watched, the officers checked the bindings over then gave each other brisk nods before dragging Gordain to the steps and then pulling him up onto the floor level. They paused near Hallie.

“Could you release your cuffs, ma’am?” one of them asked.

Astonished at being called ma’am for perhaps the second or third time in her life, Hallie fished out her keys which also contained the release fob. Pressing the fob to her cuffs released the material. She took her cuffs back and moved out of the way again to let the officers carry Gordain out to the waiting van.

“Here you go,” Jane said, handing a piece of paper to Hallie. “Confirming that we now have custody of the fugitive Gordain Gask. If you return this to the courts, they’ll settle the bill.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said. She checked the details on the paper with automatic reflex and nodded. “Keep an eye on that one, will you? He’s a full adult of his kind, trained in fighting and violent with it.”

Jane’s face paled a little over the dark blue uniform she wore but she nodded, rather than being offended by Hallie’s caution. “Appreciate the warning.” She glanced to one side, where Aaron was still standing quietly. “First day on the job?” she asked him.

“Yes, ma’am,” Aaron said.

“Hell of a start. But you’re learning from the best,” Jane said. The casual praise startled Hallie, and warmed her, too. Officer Summers turned and headed out, leaving Hallie with Aaron, the medics and the still-unconscious Daniel.

The medics were transferring Daniel to the hospital trolley when Hallie moved over to them.

“He’s going to need surgery,” one of them told Hallie, and cast a critical eye over her. “We were just told about a head injury. Do you need attention?”

“No, thank you. I’ll make sure his employer lets his family know where he is,” Hallie said.

In deference to her damaged arm and still-aching ribs, she asked Aaron to collect the empty injectors. He did so without complaint and she made her way slowly after the medics. At least the van wasn’t that far away. Just parked next door. She could make it that far, she told herself.

As she stepped out into the twilight, her phone rang. She pulled it out and answered without checking the display.

“This is Hallie.”

The voice that answered her was unexpected. “This is Aneta. We need to talk.”


Chapter two


Apprehension crawled over Hallie’s skin at the witch’s tone - firm and business-like, with little of her usual warmth. The last she’d seen of Aneta had been a few weeks before. They had faced down a potent threat to the city. Aneta, along with two of her sister witches and a veondken, had put to rest the stirring of an ancient and unclean power. Hallie had been slightly surprised not to have seen or heard from the witch since then. She couldn’t help but wonder what Aneta had been up to in the meantime, and why she now wanted to talk to Hallie.

“I’ve got some things I need to do and just got my ribs kicked. Should be home in around an hour and a half, if that works?” Hallie asked.

“Satisfactory,” Aneta said, and hung up, leaving Hallie even more concerned. She’d never known the witch to be so abrupt.

“What now?” Aaron asked, as they reached the van.

“Now you get to see some of the glamorous side of skip tracing,” Hallie said, wry humour in her voice. “Paperwork and cleaning.”

In the end, not much cleaning was needed. But Hallie made sure to let Aaron know that one of Aunt Gin’s cardinal rules was that the vans were always cleaned and left ready for the next user before the skip tracer could go home. Then she took him back to the office. The various aches and breaks across her body were still bright points of agony, but she was more or less functional as she opened the door to the neat and bare office front that Gin maintained for the agency.

Gin was sitting at her desk, apparently focused on paperwork, when Hallie and Aaron came inside. Gin’s hair was cut a little longer than normal, arranged in soft curls around her head, dyed a vivid white with hints of violet that was a stark contrast to her straight dark brows and dark eyes, both traits of the Talbot family. In deference to the colder weather, she’d added a woollen jumper over her habitual long-sleeved t-shirt. If she stood up, Hallie knew the rest of her aunt’s outfit would be hard-wearing trousers and sturdy boots. Her aunt might not actually track down fugitives herself any longer, spending her days running the business, but she always gave the impression that she could step out of the office and back to skip tracing at any moment.

“You look awful,” she said to Hallie in her usual, brisk manner. Aunt Gin didn’t normally comment on anyone’s appearance, which told Hallie just how bad she must look. “Did he get away?”

“No,” Hallie said, choosing not to be offended. She dug out the warrant and receipt from Jane Summers and handed them across. “We had to tranq him four times before he stayed down and I had to call the recovery team and medical.”

“Medical? You’re still walking,” Gin said, frowning at Hallie.

“Daniel got in the way of the skip. He’s on his way to hospital. Head injury,” Hallie said. She sank into one of the visitor’s chairs opposite Gin, not caring if she seemed weak just then. She wasn’t sure how much longer she would have been able to stand.

“I’ll let his family know,” Gin confirmed with a nod. She looked up at Aaron. “This one’s still here,” she said to Hallie. “Think he’ll do?”

“I think so,” Hallie agreed, with a faint smile at the surprise on Aaron’s face. “He listens well, which is a huge part of the job, and he clobbered the skip with a piece of floorboard.”

“Improvisation. Good,” Gin said, a gleam of what might be approval in her eyes. She looked up at Aaron. “I’ll want you to go out with Hallie or some of the other tracers for a while before you go solo, but I don’t think it will be too long.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Aaron said to Gin, and then turned to Hallie. “And you, ma’am.”

“Oh, Saints, don’t call me ma’am,” Gin said, even as Hallie tried to recover from being called ma’am twice in one day. “You can call me Gin. Or boss.”

“You’re expanding the business?” Hallie asked. Even aching ribs couldn’t dim her curiosity.

“No. I’m expecting to see you move on soon,” Gin said, giving Hallie a very direct stare.

Hallie stilled, more apprehension crawling over her skin. She straightened in the chair, not sure what to say, and very conscious of Aaron listening to every word.

“You’re too good for this,” Gin said quietly, the truth of it piercing Hallie’s chest. “And others are seeing that, too.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Hallie said honestly, speaking the thought that was at the front of her mind.

“Nothing,” Gin said. “Nothing is needed. And you’re making me feel sore just looking at you, so why don’t you go home and get some rest? Aaron, I’ll expect you here at start of business tomorrow.”

“Yes, ma - er - boss,” Aaron said.

“Now, get out of here. Both of you. I’ve got work to do,” Gin said. Her tone was still brisk, but Hallie had seen more than a bit of concern in her aunt’s expression. Aunt Gin had grown a tough outer shell in her many years running her own business and skip tracing. She didn’t have a melting heart or a soft core, but she did care about her people, Hallie knew. And Hallie was one of her people.

Trying not to moan as she got up, Hallie left the office. She paused outside, intending to say goodbye to Aaron.

“I’ll walk you home,” he told her. “You look like you might fall over,” he added candidly.

“Alright,” Hallie said, realising she didn’t have the energy to argue, and she still had Aneta to deal with as well.
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The walk home had never seemed longer. Every part of her was aching by the time her front door was in sight and she was almost dragging her feet with exhaustion. Her body would heal in time, but the process drained her energy.

“You live under the railway?” Aaron asked, looking at the high arches that supported the rail line overhead. Hallie’s home had been formed in one of the arches.

She just nodded and kept moving. Now that her front door was so close she was almost single-mindedly focused on reaching it.

“Hey, Hallie.” The bright voice from behind her made her stop and half-turn. Her roommate Rosalia was coming towards them, what looked like heavy bags in each hand.

Despite the pain and the exhaustion weighing her down, Hallie had to smile at the sight of Rosalia. The sleek and sophisticated young woman of the past several years, when she’d been kept by one of the city’s elite, was gone. Hallie had never thought of her friend as being miserable in the life she had chosen, but there was no doubting that her current situation suited Rosalia far better. She had bloomed into a happy, confident woman. Today she was dressed in warm clothes, a wrap around her glossy, dark brown hair, flour on her face in place of any make up on her cool-toned, pale brown skin. The bakery business that she had started just a few short weeks ago was flourishing, selling out every day.

“Hi yourself,” Hallie said.

“We’ve got a visitor?” Rosalia asked, transferring her bright smile to Aaron. Hallie had to choke on a laugh as Aaron blinked. Rosalia was a beautiful woman, inside and out, even with flour on her face.

“This is Aaron. Potential new skip tracer. He was kindly walking me home,” Hallie said. “This is my roommate, Rosalia.”

“Walking you home?” Rosalia asked, astonished, then took a closer look at Hallie. “You look awful.”

“So I’ve been told,” Hallie said, her voice dry. She turned and kept going towards the front door.

“There was a veondken,” Aaron said, in a tone which suggested he was trying to be helpful.

“Well, that explains it,” Rosalia said. “Do you have time to come in for coffee?” she asked Aaron as Hallie put her key into the lock.

“Aneta’s on her way,” Hallie said, then winced, realising her voice had been sharp. She turned, looking at Aaron. “Sorry. You are welcome to come in, of course.” Turning to Rosalia, she added, “Aneta wanted to talk to me about something.” The living space they shared had separate bedrooms and bathrooms, but the kitchen and living space were open plan, not leaving much scope for private conversations.

“You can sit in the armchair and drink soup, then,” Rosalia said to Hallie in a firm tone.

“I actually need to get home,” Aaron said, shuffling his feet a little awkwardly. “It’s my sister’s birthday today, and she’s expecting the whole family there.”

“Oh, how nice,” Rosalia said, with complete sincerity. “I hope you have a lovely time.”

“Thank you,” Aaron said, and dragged his attention away from Rosalia with evident difficulty, turning to Hallie. “I hope you feel better soon, Miss Talbot.”

“Call me Hallie. Couple of days and I’ll be good as new,” Hallie said, and almost injured herself again by catching her toe on the door jamb, tripping over her own threshold. She muttered a swear word and stumbled her way across the room to the armchair, sinking into it. She was dimly aware of Rosalia locking the door and moving across to the kitchen area, opening her eyes with a start as a new voice spoke close by.

“You look awful.”

Hallie blinked and looked up to find Aneta standing in front of her. The witch was dressed in her usual array of vivid colours from a grass-green heavy knitted jumper that fell to her knees and thick red wool tights tucked into mustard yellow boots. Her waist-length red hair was bound in a single plait, falling forward over one shoulder. She also had a deep blue leather satchel in one hand and was frowning down at Hallie, vivid green eyes serious.

“When did you get here?” Hallie asked, looking around for Rosalia. Her roommate was nowhere to be seen, and there was no evidence of the bags she’d been carrying.

“A couple of minutes ago. Rosalia let me in. She’s in her room,” Aneta said, still frowning. “You were sleeping when I got here.”

“I didn’t realise. Sorry,” Hallie said, trying to sit up straighter. She made the mistake of putting weight on her still-healing arm and gasped in pain, sinking back into the chair.

“What happened?”

“Angry veondken,” Hallie said, trying to breathe through the pain. “Sorry. Please. Sit. I would offer you coffee, but I am not sure I can get up right now.”

“Rosalia made some apple tea for us both,” Aneta said, and Hallie realised that there were mugs on the low table in front of the sofa and armchair. The witch dug into her satchel and came up with a vial, pouring its contents into one of the mugs. “Here. There’s some healing for you. A gift,” Aneta finished, with a faint trace of mischief on her face. Navigating around witches was tricky at the best of times, and Hallie was more grateful than she could say for Aneta’s kindness.

“Thank you,” Hallie said, taking the mug from her.

Aneta sat down on the sofa, picking up the other mug and taking a sip, lips curving in a smile. “Rosalia really does have a gift, doesn’t she? This is delicious.”

“She is amazing,” Hallie agreed, taking a cautious sip of her own tea, not sure what Aneta’s potion might have done to the flavour. To her surprise, the mixture was delicious - sweet and tart at the same time. She drank the whole mug before she’d realised and set it down on the table, her skin tingling as Aneta’s magic worked through her. She was still wearing her jacket and felt the zauber purr with contentment. It liked the witch’s power, too. “That’s much better, thank you.”

“It’s my pleasure,” Aneta said, with a half smile that faded to a serious expression. “You must be wondering why I am here.”

“Yes,” Hallie said candidly. Now that she wasn’t quite so sore, her mind was clearer. Aneta’s brief call had been short and to the point. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Your magic,” Aneta said, holding Hallie’s eyes.

Hallie didn’t have to feign surprise. Of all the things she had thought Aneta might say, that had not been on the list. She opened her mouth, almost on the verge of denying that she had any. She had never admitted her ability to anyone in her life. In fact, she’d gone to great lengths to keep her truth sense hidden, knowing that her mother would have seen it as something to be used to her advantage, and knowing, too, that her mother would have used whatever means she felt necessary to secure Hallie’s cooperation. Old habit meant that she wanted to speak the denial, but the lie wouldn’t quite form, the discomfort of even thinking of lying closing her throat. So she looked away instead. “What about it?”

“You have an extraordinary sensitivity to magic,” Aneta said. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice it earlier, or that no one else has seen it.”

Hallie frowned, trying to work out what Aneta was talking about. Not the truth sense that Hallie had worked so hard to hide, but something else. It didn’t take long to puzzle it through. The last time she’d seen the witch, they had found a concealed entrance which Hallie alone had been able to detect. “Oh, that,” Hallie said, and shrugged. “I’ve always been able to sense magic. I just assumed most people could.”

Aneta gave a half-laugh, shaking her head, some of the grimness leaving her face. “No. It’s not common. In fact, it’s incredibly rare. I’m one of the most powerful witches alive in this city and you saw through a glamour spell that I hadn’t even noticed was there.” She paused, serious again. “And the zauber chose you as its bearer.” Aneta tilted her chin towards the pocket where the zauber was sitting. “Those are not small things.”

“I didn’t ask for that,” Hallie said, aware she sounded childish, but needing to make some kind of protest. She’d already faced the disapproval of one of the city’s oldest witches for having the zauber in her possession. For some reason, thinking that Aneta disapproved as well stung even more than Kendra’s words had.

“I know,” Aneta said, and her voice was warm again. She leant forward in her chair and touched Hallie’s wrist lightly. “And I do not question your right to carry it.”

A great deal of the hurt in Hallie soothed with the witch’s words, her truth sense letting her know that Aneta meant every bit of it. Then her brain caught up with what Aneta had actually said, and left unsaid. “So you don’t question it. Does that mean that others do?”

Aneta’s face changed to a grim expression that sat at odds with the witch’s normal warm manner. “My sister witches have been disturbed at the idea that the zauber is no longer safely in the museum, available when we need it.”

A chill ran over Hallie’s skin but she kept quiet, sensing Aneta had more to say.

“There was a meeting earlier today which I was not a part of,” Aneta went on, still with that grim expression on her face. “It seems that some of my sisters are working themselves into a bit of a state about you having the zauber. They don’t like it being out of our control or in the hands of someone with no magical knowledge. Some of them want to take it from you.”

Hallie was surprised by the immediate depth of her reaction to that. She wanted to put her hand on the zauber, to protect it and keep it safe. She might not have asked for it, but it was hers.

“I think Kendra and Nelda convinced them it would be a very bad idea to try,” Aneta said, a small smile pulling her mouth for a moment. “After all, the object has sat in the museum untouched and unused for a very long time. It’s out in the world now, and it probably won’t meekly go back, even if you were willing to let it.”

The truth of that rang through Hallie both from Aneta’s words and a low hum from the zauber itself.

“I assume that wasn’t the end of the matter, though, otherwise you wouldn’t be here,” Hallie said.

“Like I said, I think Kendra and Nelda convinced them. I can’t be sure. And I can’t be sure that some hot-heads won’t get ideas about trying to take the zauber back.” Aneta blew out a breath and muttered something under her breath that sounded like narrow-minded idiots.

“So I need to keep an eye out for witches?” Hallie asked, unease crawling through her. Low city witches were a formidable force in their own right, with powers and skills that she didn’t fully understand. She wasn’t sure she could guard against them, no matter how much she might want to keep the zauber in her possession.

“Not quite. I think there’s a way of settling them down,” Aneta said. The grim expression had gone and instead the witch’s normal warmth was back as she leant forward slightly, eyes on Hallie’s face. “You may not know this, but we try to find children with power as young as possible, not because of some sinister reason but rather so that we can make sure they are trained. You need training, Hallie. You’ve got so much potential.”

“You want me to become a witch?” Hallie asked, astonished. It was not something she’d ever considered.

Aneta laughed, a bright, merry sound that seemed to come from her soul. “Saints, no. That’s an entirely different type of magic. No, you need training in formal magic. It will not only help you work with the zauber, it should also shut my sisters up for good.”

“Formal magic,” Hallie repeated, and wondered for a moment if she might still be asleep and having a strange dream. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“No, you wouldn’t. Very few people do, because very few people have the ability to use it. It’s like … let me think. Oh, you’ve been to high city, haven’t you? Well, you probably noticed that there was magic in the roads to keep them quiet?”

“Yes,” Hallie said, remembering her visits to the elite part of the city, high up on the hills. She’d sensed a lot of magic around her, including the quieting spells that had been laced into the roads.

“Well, that’s formal magic. It’s crafting and using power in a different way from us witches. We use powders and ingredients in our spells. Formal magic uses the magician’s own resources.”

Fascinated, Hallie found herself leaning slightly forward in her chair. “You think I could make those spells? The ones in the road, I mean?”

“Those should be easy for you,” Aneta said. “If I’m right, and I think I am, you have a huge amount of untapped power.”

“That’s …” Hallie’s voice trailed off. She couldn’t frame what she wanted to say. A whole lot of words occurred to her. Extraordinary. Unlikely. Impossible. And irrelevant. There was no room in her life for magic. At least, no more than the truth sense she did make use of in her work. A skip tracer from low city had no use for formal magic. What would she even do with it?

Then she remembered the zauber sitting in her pocket, and Aunt Gin’s words earlier. She was expecting Hallie to leave, to move on to something else. And here was Aneta telling her she had potential to learn magic. To use magic. To be a magician.

The sensation of falling, tumbling down into something unknown and terrifying, was so powerful she reached for the arms of the chair, taking a grip tight enough to make her knuckles white. Her heart rate had picked up and her ribs were aching again with the force of the breath she took.

“I didn’t mean to distress you,” Aneta said gently, warmth back in her face and voice. “I promise, it’s not a bad thing. But it is real. And it does need to be addressed. Soon. Not just because of my sisters, but also for you. The zauber is no small thing to carry.”

“I don’t pretend to understand everything that you’re saying,” Hallie managed to say, her voice high and thin. This wasn’t what she’d wanted or dreamed about when she’d looked into her future. But she trusted Aneta’s knowledge of magic. “Do you have any suggestions for what’s next?”

“A few, actually,” Aneta said, her mouth curving into a smile. “You have access to one of the best magicians I’ve ever seen. He might be able to help.”

“Emmet Lowery?” Hallie asked, astonishment keeping her voice high. She’d first met the veondken chasing him down when he’d first stolen the zauber from low city’s museum. No, not veondken, she reminded herself. He was sinisir - one of the ancestors. Revered by the hochlen, who didn’t give their respect lightly. He’d stolen the zauber a second time to give to her, and so far she hadn’t heard about the museum wanting it back, which was a relief.

Thinking of the tall, green-skinned and white-haired Emmet calmed her. He was one of the oldest people she’d ever met, and carried with him a sense of peace that she could very much use right now.

“The same,” Aneta said. There was a faint frown on her face. “I haven’t consulted him on this matter, but I am sure he also noticed your affinity for magic. He was generous with his time and energy when we sealed the old magic away.”

“I have his number,” Hallie said slowly, the thinking part of her taking over from the panic and sense of uncertainty. “I can only ask.” Talking about Emmet and the last time they had been together reminded Hallie of another matter which she hadn’t had a chance to address. She tried to straighten a little in the chair, biting her lip as her ribs complained. Thanks to the zauber, her body’s natural healing ability, and Aneta’s magic, she was well on the way to healing, but far from fully fit. Still, she had Aneta here now and wanted to make sure she recognised that she might well owe the witch a debt. “I called in your favour, but I have a feeling the effort was more than the favour owed.”

Aneta smiled, surprising Hallie. “The truth of the matter is that the old magic needed to be dealt with. My sisters and I would have had to face it with or without your call. Shall we say that there is nothing owed between us?”

Hallie’s truth sense prickled, letting her know that the witch was not being completely honest with her. “So, I do not owe you anything?” she asked, seeking clarification.

“No,” Aneta said without hesitation. She grimaced. “In fact, I probably still owe you the favour. Like I said, the old magic needed dealing with.”

“I was more than grateful for your presence and your knowledge,” Hallie said. The aches in her body had woken up, letting her know she needed some rest very soon. She thought she was missing something important in what Aneta was saying and not saying, but Aneta had been clear that Hallie didn’t owe the witch anything, which had been her main concern.

“You are welcome,” Aneta said. She got to her feet, settling her satchel on her shoulder. “You need to rest. I will see you soon.”

Hallie struggled to her feet to let Aneta out of the house, saying some kind of goodbye before locking the door and heading for her own room, single-mindedly focused on sinking into her bed for a while. The cares of the world, whatever she’d missed in what Aneta had said and not said, everything could wait for a little while.


Chapter three


The next day, Hallie’s arm ached deep into her bone, along with a faint itch of healing. She had an impressive array of fast-fading bruises across her ribs, but she could breathe without pain for the most part. To add to the good news, she had somehow managed to struggle out of her dirt-covered clothes before getting into bed so she didn’t need to strip and wash her bed linen.

Dressed in old, comfortable clothes, she made her way to the kitchen, not surprised to find the living space empty. It was mid-morning and a working day for Rosalia. There was a note from her roommate propped up next to a covered dish. Made some potato flan - it’s good cold. There’s some coffee in the machine but you’ll need to heat that up. See you later. R.

Hallie took the lid off the dish and inhaled the savoury scents of Rosalia’s potato flan. Not just potato, there was some kind of green vegetable and cheese as well. Her stomach growled, reminding her it had been a while since she ate. And her body felt weak from the energy she’d used for healing. She put a mug of coffee into the microwave to reheat, dug a fork out of a drawer and started eating the flan standing up in the kitchen.

Just as the microwave pinged to let her know the coffee was at a drinkable temperature, her phone rang. With an irritated sigh, she pulled it out of her pocket. The simple movement sent a wave of pain across her arm and ribs, so she leaned against the kitchen counter for support and answered without checking the screen.

“What?” she asked, voice sharper than she’d intended as another wave of pain ran through her.

“Uh, Hallie? Is this a bad time?” Girard’s voice asked. Special Investigator Girard Abbott. They’d started off on opposite sides of an interrogation, and while Hallie wasn’t sure what to call their relationship now, it was far closer. The sound of his voice made her want to smile.

“Oh. Girard. Sorry. I thought it was Aunt Gin with another job. Sorry,” Hallie said again, heat rising up her face.

“She’s been working you hard?” Girard asked, sympathy carrying clearly through the phone line.

“Not really,” Hallie had to admit. “But yesterday’s skip was Findo Trask’s cousin and he put up a fight.”

“Findo Trask? Wait. The veondken who ran the illegal fighting ring. His cousin? Are you alright?”

“I got a bit bruised,” Hallie admitted, warmth spreading through her at the evident concern in Girard’s voice. She’d spent a decade mostly living and working alone. And now she was in the middle of eating a meal her roommate had prepared, listening to the genuine worry in Girard’s voice and realising she wasn’t alone anymore. “I’ll be fine. Just need to take it easy for a couple of days. How about you? Are you alright?”

“I’m well, thank you,” Girard answered. Hallie’s mouth twitched with amusement that he couldn’t see. He was one of the most easy-going people she’d ever met, but occasionally his upbringing in one of the elite houses showed through in moments of formality that never failed to make her smile. “I was calling to ask for your assistance, but if you’re injured, perhaps this isn’t a good time.”

“Not at all,” Hallie said, meaning it. Her body would heal soon enough, and working with Girard would take her mind off her bruises until it did. And she always liked spending time with him. “I can move around. Just a bit slower than usual. What’s up?”

“It’s a somewhat delicate matter,” Girard said. The hesitation in his voice had all of Hallie’s attention focused on the phone. They’d worked a few cases together now. She couldn’t imagine what was making him so uneasy. “Am I right in thinking that you know Lady Cotovatre?”

“Yes,” Hallie answered, aware that her blunt one-word answer was probably not enough. And she didn’t think she could explain in any satisfactory way the impact that the ancient hochlen woman had had on her life. She was one of the most powerful and remarkable people Hallie had ever met. And one of Hallie’s ancestors, a kinship which Cotovatre had acknowledged - at least in private. “To be more accurate, I have met her once and spent time with her. Why?”

“There has been an incident at the lady’s country estate. The lady herself is fine, don’t worry, but there’s been a suspicious death. Cotovatre has requested an investigation be carried out.”

Hallie frowned at the kitchen cabinet in front of her. “Isn’t that unusual? Don’t hochlen have jurisdiction over their own properties?” She didn’t know the precise letter of the law on that, but she had a strong notion that hochlen ruled their own lands and houses, and thoroughly disliked outside interference.

“In general, yes. In matters of suspicious death or criminal activity, the investigators can get access, but we usually need a warrant. Or a request.” Girard paused. Hallie waited, sensing he had more to say. “Director Roth has asked that I take the lead. I’m travelling to the lady’s estate with the tech team. I’d like you to come with us.”

“Of course,” Hallie said, the acceptance out before she knew she was going to agree. There were so many things she was curious about, and even if her arm had still been broken and in a cast, she would have wanted to go. A chance to see a hochlen estate. A chance to work with Girard again, to spend more time with him. And, more than that, the possibility of spending more time with Cotovatre. That on its own would be a draw, but she may also be able to find out if the lady had indeed intervened on Hallie’s behalf in severing Hallie’s ties with her family vine. Hallie was still adjusting to the idea that she had freedom to make her own decisions, no longer controlled by her mother’s wishes as head of the family. Then she frowned. “But, wait, did you say the lady’s country estate? How are we getting there?”

She remembered her one visit to Girard’s family home, and the view over the land that stretched out behind the hills. It had seemed impossibly vast, full of fields and forests and rivers, and no roads that she could remember.

“We’ll take a train,” Girard said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. Hallie felt warmth bloom under her skin again. Of course it was obvious. Hochlen travelled to the country by train. Everyone knew that. And she would have remembered that in a moment or two. “I would pack for a few days at least.”

“Pack?” Hallie repeated, sounding and feeling foolish, reminded once again of how different her life was to Girard’s. She’d never been out of the city, and had never needed to pack anything for an overnight stay. “Oh, of course. Um. Right.”

“It’s going to be really cold, much colder than the city is, so bring all your winter gear,” Girard said, as if he hadn’t noticed her odd interjection.

“Ah. Winter gear?” Hallie repeated slowly. “I’m not sure I have anything that would qualify. Winters in the city get cold, but I just generally add a layer. I’m guessing that’s not going to be enough?”

“No,” Girard said, voice turning thoughtful. “I’m sorry, I hadn’t thought of that. Of course you won’t have winter gear. I’d pack whatever you have that will keep you warmest and let me see what else I can arrange. Can you get to the rail terminus or do you need a lift?”

Head spinning with the idea that she’d need to pack clothes for a few days away, and didn’t in fact have any kind of suitcase, and wondering how many warm clothes she did have, Hallie almost missed that question.

“I need a lift,” she said firmly. That was one thing she was sure of. The rail terminus was outside the limit of the city’s public transport system. If she was going to get there, she’d need to either take a bus and then walk quite a long way, with whatever she’d managed to pack, or get someone to drive her. And if Girard was offering a lift, she would take it.

“Alright,” Girard said, a smile in his voice. “I’ll come and get you. Can you be ready in an hour?”

“Absolutely,” Hallie said, sounding far more confident than she felt inside.

“And, before I forget, I need to let you know that we’ll lose our phone service when we leave the city,” Girard said. “The estate will have some kind of radio or possibly a satellite phone for emergencies, but there won’t be any regular signal.”

“Thank you for letting me know,” Hallie said, truly grateful that he’d thought to tell her. She was used to losing her phone signal for periods of time in low city, but hadn’t realised that there was no coverage at all outside the city’s sprawl.

When the call had ended, she stood for a moment, realising she still had a forkful of potato flan in one hand, phone in the other, staring blindly at the wall cabinet in front of her. Cotovatre’s estate. A suspicious death. And packing for a few days.

That last thought prompted her to action and she headed to her room, the plate with the remaining flan in one hand, coffee mug in the other, mind busy with what she needed to do. Go through her wardrobe to see what she could dig up that might pass for warm clothing. Let Rosalia and Gin, at least, know that she was going to be out of town and out of contact for a few days, perhaps longer. Oh, and figure out what she might use as a bag or case to carry her belongings in. Perhaps Rosalia had something?
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Hallie’s stomach did an unexpected flip when she stepped out into the morning chill to find Girard waiting for her, a light breeze stirring his already-tousled sandy brown hair. She smiled without meaning to, and her stomach gave another flip when Girard smiled back, warmth in his deep blue eyes. Part of her felt that it was silly to be so excited at seeing him again, but that was overridden by the rest of her which put a lightness in her step as she moved across to the car Girard was standing beside.

Girard’s welcoming smile faded a little as he saw the pack Hallie had slung across her shoulder.

“That’s all you have?” he asked. Hallie glanced reflexively at the bag she’d borrowed from Rosalia and wondered what Girard would say if she told him that it would have been a lot smaller if - when Hallie had called Rosalia for help - Rosalia hadn’t also reminded her to take basics like her phone charger and toiletries.

“It’s everything I could find that would qualify as warm clothes,” Hallie said. She decided not to mention that she was actually wearing most of those clothes, and her bag also contained the outfit she’d worn to his parents’ house and the sweatshirt he had bought for her. They were the finest clothes she owned and she’d decided if she was going to visit a hochlen estate she probably needed something better than her normal jeans, t-shirt and boots. She’d had time to grow apprehensive about where they were going and Girard’s question had brought all her doubts back to life. She wasn’t equipped for an excursion out of the city. Not at any time of year, in reality, but certainly not in winter.

“Alright. Isoud is bringing one of her old winter coats, hat and gloves. She said they should all fit you,” Girard said. He was holding out his hand and Hallie looked at it, not understanding what he wanted. “Let me put your bag into the car,” he said.

“Oh, thank you,” she said, handing it over. Girard put it into the boot of the car and she made her way around the passenger seat. “Is Isoud travelling with us?”

“Yes. Along with the rest of the forensic team.” Girard settled in the driver’s seat and took a careful look at her. “Are you sure you’re alright to do this?”

“Yes,” Hallie said, quite certain. “I’m a bit sore, but that will fade over a day or so.” The zauber in her pocket pulsed, sending its irritation through Hallie. The object of power would be able to heal her in moments, she knew, but she silently waved the offer away again. Even though this was Girard and she trusted him as much as she trusted anyone, she still didn’t want to draw too much attention to the fact she had the object, or that she could use magic. There’d been no time to think over Aneta’s visit or its implications, and it all felt new and uncertain. She wasn’t ready to share it. Not yet.

“Alright,” Girard said, putting the car in gear and driving away. Hallie glanced over her shoulder to her front door. Rosalia had assured her that she would be fine on her own for a few days. All the same, Hallie had the strangest sensation as the car moved away that when she got back nothing would be the same.


Chapter four


Hallie had never been into the rail terminus itself. The enormous building, with its gleaming white arch soaring several storeys high, dominated the landscape of midtown and could be seen from almost everywhere in both midtown and low city. But it was a strictly hochlen place. The elite used it to travel to and from their country estates, as there were no roads leading out of the city, and, as Girard had remarked once before, no airports in the country.

With that in mind, she wasn’t surprised to find that Girard could drive the car under the spreading dome of the building’s roof to a brightly lit, spotlessly clean parking area where they got out to be met by a pair of hochlen in dark blue jacket-and-trouser uniforms with shining brass buttons and odd little caps on their heads.

“Which train, sir?” one of the pair asked Girard.

“Lady Cotovatre is making her train available,” Girard answered. As he opened one of the back doors of the car, lifting out a heavy coat and cross-body bag, Hallie tried not to show her surprise too much. She had known - from her last case working with Girard - that many of the elite had their own trains. Not just carriages that they used, but entire trains including engines. And Cotovatre was not just one of the elite, she was one of the most powerful of them.

“Of course. If you’ll give me the keys, we’ll make sure the luggage is transferred,” the uniformed man said.

Girard handed over the car keys as if this was a perfectly normal request. The second uniformed man took the keys and headed to the back of the car, taking with him what looked like a brass trolley.

“It’s this way, sir, ma’am,” the uniformed man said. Hallie had to suppress a smile at being called ma’am again. It was a far cry from the insults she was used to hearing as a skip tracer and she wondered if she would ever get used to it. She dragged her attention away from the man and his trolley and walked with Girard away from the car up a flight of shallow steps to a white stone surface and an increased level of noise.

The first thing she noticed was the train. There were at least four carriages parked next to the length of gleaming stone, painted a deep, rich purple that probably had a fancy name but which she couldn’t remember at the moment. There was a black painted symbol in the middle of each carriage that Hallie identified after a moment as a very stylised letter C. No doubting who the train belonged to, then. She caught a glimpse of the engine at the front with its dark metal fittings and smoke stack. It looked like a historic relic, but something told Hallie that there would be up-to-date technology under the old-fashioned exterior.

The uniformed man stopped at the rear of one of the carriages. There was what looked like a small balcony, leading to an open door into the carriage itself. “The rest of your party arrived a few moments ago and are settling their equipment. They’ll join you here shortly.”

“Thank you,” Girard said.

“It’s my pleasure, sir. Ma’am. Have a pleasant journey.” The man turned and walked away.

“After you,” Girard said to Hallie, waving to the open door.

Hallie had only been in a train carriage once before, and had found a powerful, dangerous creature waiting for her, so she looked around with some caution as she crossed the balcony and stepped inside. Only the fact that she’d seen a hochlen carriage before let her keep moving, far enough to let Girard inside.

She didn’t think she’d ever get used to the luxuries that hochlen took for granted. The interior was as richly decorated as the houses she’d seen. Daylight poured through the windows showing several sofas and armchairs and a thick, plush carpet underfoot. Unlike the other carriage she’d been in, the living space stretched through the entire carriage here. There was something that looked like a bar at the far end, complete with glasses and bottles. Hallie didn’t pay it much attention for now. There were accents of purple here and there, continuing the theme from the outside, in cushions and as part of the carpet, but the other colours used on the soft furnishings were equally rich tones of green and blue. Everything had been built with master craftsmanship and attention to detail. Impossible to take it all in with one glance, but Hallie tried, taking another step inside and making a half-pivot on the balls of her feet to get a better look.

“Good morning, sir, ma’am.” The new voice took her by surprise and she turned to find a small, neat person standing not far away. A woman with silver-toned pale skin and striking white hair tied neatly behind her head, wearing a long-sleeved tunic and wide-legged trousers in the same deep purple as the carriage was painted. “I am Alys. The lady has asked me to see to your comfort on the journey today. Please let me know if there is anything I can provide you with.”

“Thank you, Alys,” Girard said, perfectly at his ease among the luxury and with a servant speaking to him. “I’m Girard. This is Hallie.”

“Sir, ma’am,” Alys said, tilting her head to them in turn.

She wasn’t human, Hallie realised. She hadn’t come across whatever type of veondken Alys was before now, but she had an idea that her kind wouldn’t like the press and mess of low city much.

“Can you tell me how long the journey will be today?” Hallie asked. She should have asked Girard that, but her mind had been full of other things.

“The lady has requested we proceed with all speed. We will be at Vertiger a little after dark.”

Hallie blinked, trying to work out how many hours’ travel that was, and also trying to work out the meaning of Vertiger. It echoed oddly in her ears, as if she’d heard it before, but couldn’t quite place it.

“That is a fast journey,” Girard said. “We don’t want to put you to any trouble.”

“Not at all, sir, it is our great pleasure to serve the lady,” Alys said. “Would you like some refreshments?”

“Perhaps when we’re under way,” Girard said. “We’re expecting a few other people.”

“They are checking their baggage is secured, yes,” Alys said. “Very well, I will come back when we have left the city.” Alys inclined her head again and turned, heading towards the bar area that Hallie had spotted earlier.

There was no more time for questions. The sound of voices outside preceded the arrival of Isoud Sabard and four other people, three of whom Hallie had met before.

“Hallie. It’s good to see you,” Isoud said with a broad smile. Hallie had to blink at the change in the other woman’s appearance. She’d only ever seen Technician Sabard in her work uniform before now - either the white coveralls that the forensic techs wore or the hard-wearing trousers, t-shirt and casual jacket combination that the investigators seemed to favour. Today, Isoud was dressed in form-fitting jeans and a vivid blue jumper with a cowl neck, her blonde hair falling around her head and shoulders, halfway down her back, rather than knotted tightly behind her head. She was carrying what looked like at least one bulky winter coat, and a cross-body bag like the one Girard had.

“And you,” Hallie said, feeling some response was required. She exchanged nods with the other members of the forensic team. Brennus, Albiona and Edlis. They were all dressed in more casual clothing - jeans and warm jumpers.

The fifth member of the group was a medium-height, stocky man with warm-toned mid-brown skin, a close-cropped beard and dark hair in sharp contrast to pale grey eyes that fixed on Hallie for a long moment.

“So, this must be the karlen skip tracer I’ve heard so much about,” the man said. He had a rich voice, and his tone seemed friendly, despite the potential bite to his words. He held out his hand. “I’m Leodegan Maxwell. Medical examiner.”

“Hallie Talbot,” Hallie said, taking the man’s hand. He had smooth hands and a firm but not painful grip. “Leodegan?” She couldn’t help herself, repeating the man’s name. He grimaced.

“I know, what were my parents thinking? But apparently it’s an old family name and traditional. You can call me Degan, if you like. It’s much easier.”

Hallie found herself smiling. Before she could find anything else to say, a whistle blew outside, making her jump.

Isoud grimaced and shook her head slightly as if to clear it, her voice sour as she said, “All the technology in the world and they still insist on using that piece of tin to start trains.”

“Looks like we’re ready to go,” Girard said. “Shall we find seats?” He turned to Hallie.

Ready to go. It seemed so ordinary to everyone else, but she was both apprehensive and excited, not knowing what to expect. Her first venture out of the city. She didn’t want to miss anything. Looking around, her eyes landed on the enormous panes of glass on either side of the carriage, which would give her an unobstructed view of the outside world.

“Can I sit next to a window?” she asked.

“Of course. Here. This will face the direction of travel,” Girard said, leading her to a large wing chair upholstered in sky blue velvet. There was another wing chair opposite in deep burgundy fabric which he took.

As she took her seat, she realised that her body was aching. She’d planned a quiet day and instead had had to scramble to gather her belongings to pack. She’d forgotten to take any painkillers, or bring any with her, too, she realised. She’d gotten too used to her body being able to heal itself quickly, but the blows the fugitive had landed the day before were still echoing through her. So she sank gratefully into the chair, noticing that the others had found places nearby. Then there was a sharp jolt underfoot and she almost started back to her feet again, but stayed where she was as no one else seemed worried. Even as she tried to relax back against the chair, she realised the world outside was moving. No. The train was moving.

She wasn’t sure why she was so surprised. It was a vehicle, after all. After the initial jolt she could barely feel anything as the train gathered speed, travelling under the roof of the rail terminus which she could now see was almost transparent, and then out into the winter day with watery pale blue skies. She was on the side of the train nearest the sea and leant forward, fascinated, watching the shoreline pass by, feeling the slightest sensation of pressure as the train climbed the tracks that led over low city. She tried to look down, wondering if she would be able to see her house, and gave a half-laugh as she realised she had no idea what it looked like from above.

It seemed no time at all that the train was whipping over the streets of low city and then beyond. Hallie gasped aloud when the buildings and streets simply fell away and the train was abruptly travelling through rolling hills. There was a faint pressure on her chest, pushing her back into her seat. The train was gathering pace, she realised, speeding up when she would have thought that was impossible.

“Saints, the driver’s in a hurry,” Isoud commented from somewhere nearby. “Does he think we’re flying?”

“The lady asked them to go fast,” Girard said. “Apparently we’ll be there just after dark.”

“Good grief,” Isoud said. “That’s almost as fast as flying.”

From the murmur of agreement around the group, Hallie realised that everyone around her had been on an airplane at some point. As she tried to relax in her chair, she wondered if travelling through the air felt like this, with the subtle sensation of movement under her feet, and the occasional slight tilt to one side or another. It was unsettling on the ground. It would be even more unsettling in the air.

“Did you hear?” Edlis asked. Hallie had mentally classed him as one of the more junior of the techs, along with Albiona. He rarely spoke, so it drew her full attention when he leant forward now. “Calibum Jacobs is dead. The family posted the announcement just yesterday.”

Hallie couldn’t help a sharp intake of breath. Calibum Jacobs had been one of the most powerful men in the world, a member of the world’s ruling council, the Conclave. In normal times, he would have been nothing more to her than a name or face on a news screen, something she was distantly aware of, like the names of other countries. But these were not normal times, at least not for her. Barely a handful of months before, Calibum Jacobs’ older son, Bohort, had been killed. She and Rosalia, who had been in an arrangement with Bohort, had been suspects in his death. And Hallie had been dragged before Calibum Jacobs so the old man could face the person he thought had killed his son. She remembered a furious old man with thinning white hair and dark eyes that had snapped with fury and disgust as he’d looked at her. A man accustomed to getting everything he wanted.

And despite his power, despite the heavy security around him, he’d been poisoned. She didn’t think that was common knowledge. She could imagine that the family would want it kept quiet. His own nephew, one Lionel Mercer, had decided he wanted to be head of house and had gone about getting rid of all the Jacobs men in the line of succession in front of him. Calibum and his younger son, Tristram, had been poisoned. Bohort hadn’t taken the poison and Lionel had used a far more direct approach in killing him.

The poison should have killed both Calibum and Tristram, but Hallie had provided the younger son with an antidote that had saved him. It never seemed to have occurred to Calibum or anyone around him to seek out a second dose for the old man. So despite all his power and wealth and position in the world, he’d been dying when Hallie had met him. And now he had finally succumbed to the poison.

It had taken longer than Hallie would have expected, but she supposed the privilege of being one of the most powerful men in the world meant he’d had access to excellent medical care.

She waited for a beat to see if she had any sorrow for his death, but didn’t feel anything beyond a fleeting sense of regret at another life ended.

“Well, that’s going to stir things up in the Conclave, and no mistake,” Leodegan said, eyes gleaming with interest.

“What do you mean?” Isoud asked, in a way that told Hallie she was genuinely curious about the answer.

Before Leodegan could respond, a hush fell over the group. Hallie turned to find that Alys was back.

“Sirs, madams. I am Alys. I will be looking after you today. May I get you some refreshments?” the veondken asked.

“That would be lovely, yes,” Isoud said. “Honestly, I’m starving. It was my day off and I didn’t have time for breakfast before we left the city. What’s on offer?”

“I’m afraid our menu is limited as the chef is not on board, but I can offer soups, sandwiches and cold platters as well as coffees, teas, some baking, and of course there is a full bar,” Alys said.

“Soup and sandwiches sounds great,” Isoud said, and looked around the others for their agreement. Everyone nodded, including Hallie.

“Agreed,” Leodegan said. “Thank you,” he added to Alys. The veondken tilted her head and walked away, feet silent on the carpet. When she’d disappeared from view, the medical examiner turned back to Isoud. “Well, the old man was very fixed in his ways. He’d been on the Conclave for, what, a century? Maybe longer. And no one really knows what his heir is like. Although, Girard’s met him a few times.”

The techs all turned to Girard, and Isoud lifted a brow, silently prompting an answer.

“Tristram is a few years younger than I am,” Girard said. “We never really mixed in the same circles. He struck me as being a bit, well, young. I have no idea what his views are or how he’ll act on the Conclave. Or even if he’ll actually bother to show up.”

“That’s a fair point,” Leodegan said. “The Jacobs family holdings are impressive. Big enough to keep anyone occupied, I would think.”

“And he might want to avoid all the ambitious mothers that will be chasing after him for their daughters,” Isoud said, sour humour in her voice.

“Oh, yes, he’s not married yet, is he?” Leodegan said, and grinned. “The benefits of being a younger son. Or dirt poor. Not too many ambitious mothers running after you.”

Hallie laughed with the others, although her desire to laugh faded quickly. She remembered the one hochlen event she’d been to, at the Abbott household. Tristram Jacobs had been there. Girard’s sister, Wennever, and his mother, Gaenor, had seemed delighted to see him. At the time, Hallie hadn’t given it much thought, but looking back on it she wondered if Gaenor would count among those ambitious mothers, looking for what the elite society might consider a good marriage for her daughter. Personally, Hallie would have advised both Gaenor and Wennever to steer clear of Tristram. There was something about the young man she didn’t like. But it wasn’t up to her. And no one was going to ask her opinion on such a personal family matter.

“Any more interesting news?” Isoud asked Edlis.

“Well, I’m sure there is, but that was what I thought everyone should know,” the young man answered.

“Good. To business, then. Anyone know what we’re heading into?” Leodegan asked.

All eyes turned to Girard.

“You know as much as I do,” Girard said, eyes travelling around the group, as if making sure they were all paying attention. He need not have worried. Everyone looked just as curious as Hallie was herself. “Some kind of suspicious death and the lady has requested an investigation.”

“That can’t be all, surely?” Leodegan said.

“That’s all the director had to tell me,” Girard said.

“Lady Cotovatre has never invited outsiders to her home before now,” Isoud said, tone thoughtful. “I’m surprised Peredur didn’t want to lead the team himself.”

“I’m sure he would have, but you’ll have to make do with me,” Girard said, smiling. He was trying to appear relaxed and good-humoured, Hallie thought. But there was more than a little tension in his shoulders.

“We’re honoured to have you as our fearless leader,” Isoud said in a serious voice at odds with the laughter in her eyes.

Girard grinned, some of the tension fading. “That’s good to know.”

“Where is Peredur, anyway?” Leodegan asked.

“In Abbeyydan. We had uncovered some information on who was behind the explosions at Daydawn’s port and he didn’t want to leave that investigation,” Girard said.

The country name didn’t mean much to Hallie. She had a vague idea of where it was on a map. But she found it interesting that there was a hint of frustration in Girard’s voice. He hadn’t wanted to leave the investigation, either. He’d been working on nothing else for the past couple of weeks, since the Conclave meetings in Daydawn and the explosions that had torn apart two container vessels outside the port. But the Lady Cotovatre had requested help and the director had assigned Girard.

As the pieces began to settle into Hallie’s mind she understood some of Girard’s tension. He was being given a great deal of responsibility. Cotovatre was a renowned figure among hochlen, and anyone else of her stature would have expected the director’s personal attention. Somehow, Hallie didn’t think Cotovatre would be offended by having another investigator assigned, but none of the people around her likely knew that.

Further discussion was halted by Alys returning, pushing a catering trolley which was overflowing with not one but two large, covered tureens which must hold soup, a stack of sandwiches that Hallie thought would comfortably feed twice the number of people with her, and on the lower level what looked like tea and coffee pots and mugs.

“This looks amazing, thank you,” Isoud said, when Alys stopped the trolley and applied what looked like a foot brake.

“I hope you enjoy it. Would you like me to serve?” Alys asked.

“Oh, no, we can manage ourselves,” Leodegan said.

“Very well. I’ll either be at the bar just over there or ring the bell on the counter to call for me. I’ll be back in a while for the trolley,” Alys said. She inclined her head and left.

“Alright, who wants what?” Leodegan said, getting to his feet and heading for the trolley. Hallie watched, somewhat amused and bemused, as the medical examiner took shouted orders from the forensic techs, and then dished out bowls of soup and plates of sandwiches with a deftness that surprised her. The bowls were extremely deep, which Hallie suspected might be to help keep the liquid on the inside as the train rocked a little. No one protested that they should sit at a table, everyone settling their sandwich plates on a side table nearby, holding the bowls close to them, also to avoid spilling, Hallie suspected. Only when everyone else was served did Leodegan take his own portion, settling back into his chair.

Cradling the bowl to her, breathing in the delicious scent of what seemed to be hearty vegetable and bacon soup, Hallie turned back to the view outside, finding it had changed, hunger making her thoughts scatter not only looking at the passing view, wondering what might happen with the Conclave now that Tristram Jacobs would take over his father’s seat, and also considering the far less momentous but equally important fact that the hochlen continued to confound her expectations of them. Even though she’d worked with most of the people around her before, their courtesy to Alys had still surprised her. She wondered what other assumptions she’d made would be challenged over the coming days. And just what they would all face when they reached Vertiger and found whatever it was that had prompted one of the oldest and most powerful hochlen alive to request an investigation.


Chapter five


Hallie had stared out the window, entranced and fascinated, until the light had faded and she’d fallen into a doze instead. The others had played card games and talked, occasionally drawing her into their conversations, and not seeming to be at all offended when she drifted away again, the sight of the land unfolding around them more compelling than almost anything they could see.

Girard had spent much of the journey frowning over the computer tablet, but declined help from Isoud and Leodegan when they offered. Even though he seemed well-rested, with no shadows under his eyes, Hallie couldn’t help but notice he also seemed withdrawn from the others, wrapping himself up in whatever it was he was studying so hard, separate from everyone else. Hallie had the impulse to offer to help from time to time, but having seen both Isoud and Leodegan turned down, she kept silent. If Girard didn’t want help from two people far more experienced in working with him than she was, then she doubted she had anything to offer.

The view outside kept her occupied well enough. Even though she’d seen the vast stretch of land from the Abbott house, she could barely comprehend the distance that they were travelling, the sheer scale and size of the country that she’d lived in her entire life. The city that had seemed so vast and so complicated to her, containing whole districts that she barely recognised, was absolutely tiny when set against the enormity of the land.

And then there was the snow.

As they drew further away from the city, Hallie noticed that the air seemed colder and then started seeing traces of snow on the higher ground, then more and more until the train was whipping through great open plains of undulating white punctuated by groups of trees and the occasional building. Hallie had never seen so much snow in her life. Had never imagined it was possible for such a thing to exist. Winters in the city were quite often brutally cold, but snow was extremely rare. Not here. Not out in the country. Even some of the smaller trees that the train passed by were covered, the larger trees that were free of snow providing stark dark counterpoints in the otherwise sheet-white landscape.

Eventually the train began to slow, the change in momentum bringing Hallie out of the doze she’d been in. She looked around the quiet carriage to find that almost everyone else had also fallen into a light sleep as well. Isoud was reading something on her computer tablet, a faint frown between her brows that seemed to be concentration rather than displeasure. As if sensing Hallie’s attention, the other woman looked up and smiled.

“This is your first time out of the city, isn’t it? What do you think so far?”

“Breathtaking,” Hallie said honestly.

“It really is, isn’t it? We take it for granted far too often, but it’s been a while since I’ve managed to get away and it is just so big,” Isoud said. She tilted her head. “Oh, and we’re slowing down, too. We must be nearly there.” She put her tablet away in a cross-body bag and nudged the person nearest to her, who happened to be Brennus. “Wake up, sleepy head.”

“Wasn’t asleep,” Brennus mumbled back, then sat up, gave a huge yawn and scrubbed his hands over his face.

The movement of the train and the conversation must have woken the others because the carriage started to stir. Hallie noted that Leodegan and Girard both went from asleep to awake more quickly than the others, as if they were used to being disturbed in the night.

Her attention was called by Isoud stepping up to her and holding something out. “Girard said you didn’t have much by way of winter gear. This is an old coat of mine which you’re welcome to have. It should give you some insulation, at least. There are gloves and a hat in the pockets,” Isoud said.

“Thank you,” Hallie said, hoping she sounded as grateful as she felt. Rather than putting on her leather jacket, she took the coat, finding it much heavier than she’d expected, and shrugged it on over her sweatshirt. It was a decent fit, the sleeves a little too long, the hips a little too tight, but she could zip it up and that was what mattered. She folded her battered old jacket over her arm, catching a strong sensation of displeasure from the zauber. The object seemed to have become used to settling by her ribs. She dug into her jacket pocket, retrieved the egg and transferred it to a pocket in Isoud’s coat. The feeling of irritation died down. She had a moment of displacement, reflecting how strange her life had become that she was now catering to the whims of a magical object, but there was no time for more thought as the train coasted to a smooth stop, and lights shone outside the window.

All around her the forensic team, Girard and Leodegan were putting on their own coats and adding hats, gloves and scarves. Reminded of Isoud’s words, Hallie hunted in the coat pockets and came up with a beautifully soft knitted hat and gloves in plain black. Like the coat, they fitted well enough.

Alys appeared nearby, her outfit supplemented with a coat that fell almost to the ground and a thick knitted hat in the same purple as her uniform. “Please take care when leaving the train. It’s been snowing here today and the ground can be a bit slippery.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said, her words echoed by the others. She followed Girard and Leodegan to the rear of the carriage and the door that was now being opened by another person about the same height as Alys. The only bit of the newcomer’s skin that was showing was their face and it had the same silver tone as Alys, so Hallie guessed that this was another veondken of the same type.

“Good, you’ve all got winter coats. We’re taking carts over to the house so it’s going to be a cold transfer,” the newcomer said in a light but unmistakably male voice. “I’m Stev, by the way. I’ll be looking after you, along with Alys, for your stay.”

“Carts, you say?” Leodegan asked. “We’ve brought quite a lot of equipment with us that is fragile.”

“We can pack it tight for you,” Stev said, “and you’re welcome to supervise while we unload and load.”

Hallie had to bite her lip to hide a smile as the whole forensic team and Leodegan surged forward, clearly intending to supervise every single moment of their equipment’s transportation.

Hallie followed them outside with Girard and had to stop and gasp as the first bite of cold hit her. She’d thought winters in the city had been cold, but the air here drove ice into every bit of exposed skin, making her wish she’d kept a scarf out of her bag to shield her neck. She made a mental note to give an extra thank you to Isoud - she would very quickly have turned into an ice block just wearing her leather jacket, no matter how many layers she had under it.

“Are you alright?” Girard asked.

“Yes. I’ve never felt cold like it,” Hallie explained, and very carefully followed him down the heavy metal steps that had been placed next to the train carriage to take them down to ground level. The steps were made of rough, ridged metal that at least provided some purchase for her heavy boots and then she was on the ground and stepping out onto more snow than she’d ever walked on in her life and working hard to resist the temptation to kneel down and scoop up handfuls of it just to see what it felt like.

She was soon distracted by the scene around her. The train had stopped next to a row of six or eight tall metal poles with what looked like oil lanterns hung from them that provided muted, warm light that made the snow gleam and let Hallie see what must be the carts Stev had referred to. There were three of them. To Hallie’s eyes they looked a bit like city buses, made of wood, painted a cheerful blue, with the roofs taken off. And in place of the wheels, the carts had what looked like long plain wooden skis rather than wheels. At the front of each was a group of four large animals that Hallie identified after a frowning moment as horses. The horses seemed to have thick coats of various shades of brown, white, and black-and-white and be comfortable in the cold that was fast turning Hallie’s face completely numb. She wanted to go up and see them more closely, delighted by glimpses she caught of the furry tufts of their ears and the large, dark eyes.

The unloading of the train and loading of the equipment onto the carts took far less time than Hallie would have thought, particularly with the forensic techs and medical examiner supervising. Stev had brought another couple of men with him and from the way they handled the luggage, Hallie guessed they were also veondken. No human could move that gracefully through snow while carrying so much weight.

With the two rear carts loaded up, Stev guided the forensic techs, medical examiner, Girard and Hallie to the one in front. Hallie found herself near the driver’s position, tucked next to Girard. She wanted to ask if she could sit next to Stev, who was driving, so she could be closer to the horses, but managed to curb her curiosity.

“Is the lady still at the house?” Girard asked Stev. The sensible question brought Hallie’s attention back with an almost audible snap. They weren’t here for her to be entranced by the snow and horses. They were here because someone had died.

“She is. She is waiting to greet you in the house,” Stev said. He gave some signal to the horses and the cart surged forward, faster than Hallie was expecting, gliding smoothly over the snow.

Hallie tucked her chin down against the biting cold that was creeping under the coat collar and wondered, not for the first time, what lay ahead of them.
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The cart journey went on long enough for Hallie to realise that her jeans and heavy boots were completely inadequate for winter weather outside the city. Her legs were numb, and she could barely feel her toes. She would normally have been trying to look around her, at her first experience of being out of the city and actually in the countryside, but it was pitch dark. There was no artificial light and the sky overhead was heavy, with no star or moonlight creeping through. She’d been too caught up in her study of the landscape as they passed to pay much attention, but she remembered seeing thick clouds as they moved further from the city. She was aware of the fact that the cart was moving up what felt like quite a steep slope, the gradient apparently not giving the horses any difficulty. She couldn’t see much until the cart took a smooth turn and a huge, dark shape loomed up out of the night towards them.

A house, Hallie realised, seeing what little light there was reflected off window glass. She couldn’t see any lights in the windows, which gave the building a stern, closed off feeling. All she could be sure of was that it was made of some kind of stone and had a pointed roof.

The cart drew to a halt at what she thought might be the side of the building. A pair of doors were flung open, revealing a candle-lit interior, warmth spilling out and brushing against Hallie’s face. She followed Girard out of the cart and had to hold on to the side of it for a moment, her legs and feet not wanting to work. When she’d got her balance, everyone else was on the ground as well and staring past her towards the house.

Following the direction of their gaze, Hallie saw at once what they were looking at. The lady of the house had come to meet them.

Cotovatre was dressed for the weather with heavy knitted trousers and a hip-length jumper in a deep blue colour, over which she had a knee-length cardigan in various shades of red and pink that looked soft and warm enough that Hallie itched to bury her aching face into the folds. The lady looked over the group of visitors with a stern expression that made her seem like a remote stranger until her eyes landed on Hallie and Cotovatre’s expression melted into a warm, welcoming smile which Hallie couldn’t help but return. As on their first meeting, Hallie felt a shock of recognition, looking back at a set of features that were achingly familiar from the dark eyes and hair to the pronounced bone structure. Cotovatre was still wearing her hair in the short, choppy style she’d had on their first meeting. It somehow made her all the more striking.

“Now, this is the best surprise I have had for a long time. Hallie, it’s so good to see you,” the lady said, descending the few shallow steps to the ground and holding her hands out. Hallie tugged off her gloves and went to meet her ancestor, putting her cold hands into Cotovatre’s warm ones, then submitting to a fierce hug from the ancient woman, surrounded by the scent of vanilla and apples and the sensation of being wanted and welcome that made her eyes prickle.

“My goodness, child, you are freezing cold. Come inside. All of you, please, come inside, and we can talk in more comfortable surroundings,” Cotovatre said. She kept hold of Hallie’s hand and led the way up the shallow steps and into an entrance hall with a grand, curving staircase that rose three storeys over their heads, the high ceiling shadowed. There were lanterns at a few points around the space and a fire crackling in a great hearth. Cotovatre drew Hallie over to the open fire and let go of her hand.

The heat sent little prickling shocks through Hallie’s exposed skin but she didn’t move away, feeling the beginnings of sensation returning to her legs and feet. Cotovatre had not been exaggerating when she said Hallie had been frozen. Hallie herself hadn’t realised how cold she’d become and couldn’t help worrying just how she was going to manage the next few days if a brief journey outdoors in a horse-drawn cart could leave her this icy.

“Lady Cotovatre, I am Special Investigator Girard Abbott, here following your request to Director Roth,” Girard said formally.

“Investigator Abbott, I am pleased to know you, and I welcome you and your people to Vertiger, although I wish it were under better circumstances.”

“Let me make you known to the team, and then perhaps you can give us more details,” Girard suggested. He was standing a little straighter than normal and Hallie realised that his posture and the extra formality were his way of putting matters onto a more official footing. After all, they were here to investigate a death and he was in charge of their team. Girard introduced the others, pointing to them in turn. “This is our medical examiner, Leodegan Maxwell. Senior Forensic Technician Isoud Sabard, Technician Brennus Bowen, Technician Albiona Woodward and Technician Edlis Clayton.”

“I welcome you all,” Cotovatre said, with a dignified mix of warmth and gravity. “You have met one of my stewards, Stev, and his life partner, Alys. I have asked them both to see to your needs while you are here. There are others in the house, but we will leave those introductions for now.” Something about the way she said that made Hallie uneasy. Whoever else was in the house was significant, and Cotovatre was not happy about something. Hallie couldn’t tell if she was more bothered by the other people in the house, the presence of the investigating team, or the fact that the other residents of the house were going to have to be disclosed to the investigating team. Or something else. After all, Hallie didn’t know the lady all that well. There could be a dozen other things going on that she could not even guess at.

“You called the director to report a suspicious death, ma’am,” Girard said.

Cotovatre nodded, and strain showed on her face for the first time. “After the recent meetings, a few of us gathered here. It was a chance to discuss matters in a less formal setting. Two days ago we discovered one of our number was missing. We undertook a search and found him dead. Killed.” Cotovatre paused, and Hallie thought she’d grown pale. “It was a savage death. One of the worst I’ve ever seen.”

“You know the man who was killed?” Girard asked.

“Yes. I’ve known him for years. It was Sagramour Webb.”

Hallie gasped, and heard her own shock echoed around the group. Everyone recognised the name. Sagramour Webb was one of the most senior members of the Conclave. He’d been a member longer even than Calibum Jacobs. Hallie had seen him on news broadcasts her entire life, and heard him expressing forceful opinions on all manner of subjects from conflicts between countries to the place of women in society to the recently established human-only enclave of Paradise.

“Sagramour Webb, former leader of the Conclave, was in your home, ma’am, and is now dead?” Girard asked. To his credit, his voice was calm, as if he was just seeking clarification. He’d paled a shade or two, though, and Hallie sensed he was just as shocked as she was.

“The same,” Cotovatre said, fine lines showing on her face. “He was a stubborn old fool, but he didn’t deserve to go like that.”

“Has anyone left the house or grounds since the death?” Girard asked, and Hallie could almost see his mind working. It was him, four techs and a medical examiner here on their own to investigate the death of one of the most powerful men in the whole world.

“No,” Cotovatre said, her face tightening. “As it happens, the train was back in Daydawn collecting some more supplies for the winter. We’ve had bad weather over the past few days, which means no one has been able to leave, even if they wanted to.” There was something in the way she spoke that caught Hallie’s attention. The lady was telling them that she and her household had been cut off from the rest of the world, with one of her house guests dead. Circumstances which, Hallie thought, should be of deep concern to anyone. And yet although Hallie could sense some worry in Cotovatre, it wasn’t much, and it was coupled with what felt like irritation. She was being truthful, as far as Hallie could tell, but that didn’t always mean that what was being said was the whole picture.

“The forecast is for more storms overnight,” Isoud said, surprising Hallie. “If it goes as predicted, we’re likely to be cut off for a couple of days at least. Even the train won’t get through.”

Hallie tried and failed to suppress a shiver at the thought. She was used to being able to get to where she needed to go under her own power. The idea that it wasn’t possible to leave, and she was entirely dependent on others, was unsettling. Not least because the short cart ride had shown her that she would not survive for long outside the shelter of the house.

“Master Webb is unlikely to have been travelling alone,” Girard said, his eyes on Cotovatre. “Perhaps you could tell us, in general terms, who else is in the house?”

“Sagramour never went anywhere alone,” Cotovatre said, an acid edge to her voice. “He brought his third wife, a couple of personal servants and a few aides. As well as Sagramour and his people, there’s also Lamorat Lucas, Ulfiam Vargas and Hoel Buchanan. They all have some aides with them, too, and Ulfiam brought his husband.”

Hallie was quite sure she wasn’t the only one whose head was spinning. Cotovatre had just casually mentioned another three of the most prominent and powerful members of the Conclave. For a moment, Hallie wondered if Cotovatre had the entire Conclave stashed around her house, and then common sense asserted itself. The Conclave had somewhere between twenty and thirty members - the exact numbers did fluctuate from time to time - and she suspected that even Cotovatre would have difficulty in housing all of them. But, still, her ancestor had a house full of some of the most powerful men in the whole world and the way she had spoken of them told Hallie she knew all of them well and considered herself an equal to them.

“So when you said a few of us gathered here, you meant Conclave members, ma’am?” Girard asked. His voice was a little more strained than it had been. Hallie didn’t blame him. Not only did he have the death of a Conclave member to investigate, but living Conclave members to navigate around. And they must all also be suspects, too, she realised, a chill running over her. Like Cotovatre. Suspicion must fall on anyone who had been in or around the house at the time of the death. This wasn’t like the city where someone could just wander from one district to another. Sagramour Webb’s killer was probably still close at hand.

Which made Hallie wonder just why Cotovatre had called for external investigators. Her ancestor was a formidable woman, a powerful magician in her own right, and more than equal to the task of uncovering a killer. There had to be some reason why the lady had wanted the Conclave Investigators here.

“That’s correct,” Cotovatre said, and pressed her lips together in a firm, displeased line before she continued. “You will find out soon enough, but there were some arguments at the Conclave and Sagramour and I were on opposite sides quite a lot of the time. I invited him and the others here in the hopes that we might be able to come to some kind of an agreement.”

Hallie’s brows lifted as another piece of information clicked into place, from the way that both Cotovatre and Girard had been talking. Cotovatre had a seat on the Conclave. Hallie frowned, trying to recall the list of names of members and could not recall seeing her ancestor’s name anywhere. Was it possible that there were secret members of the Conclave? Or, at least, secret from the general population, as Girard seemed to have known Cotovatre was a member.

“Was your disagreement serious enough for you to want to kill him?” Girard asked.

“Saints, no,” Cotovatre said, dismissing the idea with a shake of her head and an emphatic tone. With her truth sense, Hallie could tell that the lady was sincere. “He was obstinate and difficult and hard-headed as a rock, but that’s no reason to kill him.”

She’d known she would be a suspect, though, Hallie realised. And had still called for an independent investigation. To a household that was more or less cut off from the outside world. Hallie shivered again.

“Where is the body now?” Girard asked.

“I ordered it to be left undisturbed. It’s covered by a stasis spell which has kept the scene as we found it,” Cotovatre said, and tensed, as if bracing herself from an unpleasant memory. “He was killed in one of the outbuildings. It’s been off-limits and under seal since the discovery.”

“I’d like to see the body,” Leodegan said quietly.

“Let me get a coat and I’ll take you there,” Cotovatre said. She turned and headed further into the house, through one of the open doorways.

Somehow Hallie was not surprised to find herself the object of several stares.

“So, you have met the lady before now?” Leodegan asked, with open curiosity.

“Yes,” Hallie said. Her skin itched at being the centre of so much attention.

“I thought Hallie’s previous encounter with the lady might prove helpful,” Girard said, “so we weren’t coming in as complete strangers.”

Leodegan nodded, as if what Girard had said made perfect sense. Perhaps it did. After all, the team had been sent to the property of a powerful and influential figure among their people. That made sense, even though Hallie felt she was most likely missing some nuance. There was no more time for questions as Cotovatre was coming back, swathed in a dull brown coat that fell below her knees. She had also put on a hat and scarf in shades of deep pink and was carrying another length of cobalt blue fabric which she handed to Hallie. “Here, this will help keep you warm outside.”

Hallie took the fabric with a word of thanks. While they’d been talking, the worst of the numbness was wearing off her body, but they were about to go back out into the cold. She found that Cotovatre had handed her a long, wide scarf which had a bit of magic woven into it that sent a pulse of warmth through her body as she put it on. The zauber made a quiet noise of approval.

“I’m sorry to trouble you, but may I leave my jacket here?” she asked Cotovatre. She felt foolish carrying it around when she was also wearing a coat, but she hadn’t seen anywhere to leave it so far.

“Of course. Alys will take it to your room,” Cotovatre said and looked over her shoulder. As if by magic, Alys appeared from the same entrance that Cotovatre had used. The lady murmured something quiet in Alys’ ear before the veondken took Hallie’s jacket then left through the same doorway. “It’s quicker to go around the outside,” Cotovatre said, and headed towards the doors they had all entered through.

Several frowning, serious looks were exchanged between Girard and the others as they followed Cotovatre outside, perhaps wondering, as Hallie was, just what they were going to find and what kind of political turmoil they had walked into.


Chapter six


With Isoud’s hat tugged down over her ears and Cotovatre’s scarf wrapped around her neck and pulled up over her chin, the cold didn’t bite quite so hard as Hallie followed the others around the exterior of the house. Whatever magic was in the scarf seemed to be sending little trails of warmth through her whole body, keeping her from growing numb again. It felt like a long walk to her, but that might have been the cold and the weariness that was taking hold. She’d done little more than sit and stare all day and yet she could feel exhaustion weighing on her shoulders. As they walked around the corner of the house a brisk wind sucked the breath from Hallie’s lungs, searing cold through her, shocking her awake. The zauber and the scarf both pulsed with gentle magic, counteracting most of the cold and she trudged on, wondering just how much further they would need to walk. Someone had gone to an effort to clear the worst of the snow away around the house - Hallie could see it piled high not far away - but she was quickly finding that walking on snow was hard work. One thing to be grateful for was that her heavy boots that worked so well chasing skips across low city were providing a decent grip in the snow, and so far were proving water-tight. The last thing she wanted just now was snow soaking her socks.

The group walked past what looked like another, much smaller house, taking a passageway between it and another building then crossing out into an open area. It was only then that Hallie realised someone in her group was providing light through magic, just enough for them all to see by. Her guess would be Cotovatre, but she couldn’t be sure.

Another building loomed ahead of them. A structure that didn’t make sense to her eyes. It was at least two storeys high, with tall, wooden double doors and no windows visible. It seemed to be made of the same plain stone as the other buildings. As they drew closer, Hallie noted that the door was closed by a simple bar with no other lock or padlock that she could see. The sensation of powerful magic slid over her skin. The magic felt familiar, although she couldn’t place it just then.

Cotovatre led them to the doors and paused, her hand on the bar. She looked over her shoulder at the team and Hallie. At first Hallie wondered if she was hesitating before going inside, but when she spoke it was to give practical information. “We used this barn for hay storage until the roof partly caved in a few years ago. It was due to be refurbished in the spring, so it’s been empty for a while. There’s no electricity here, but I have lights and a generator ready for your use. I will provide some light just now.”

With that, she opened the door. Globes of light built around the lady and then flew into the shadowed interior of the building, expanding to provide a soft but strong light. More than enough to see what lay on the floor in roughly the centre of the building.

At first, Hallie wasn’t even sure she was looking at a body. There was so much blood and torn clothing and ripped flesh. But as she looked, she could see the shape of a man. He was lying crossways to the door, his head to one side, feet to the other, and it looked like every part of him had been cut. The ground inside the barn was a deep brown, formed of plain, packed earth with irregular, darker stains around the body. The whole scene made Hallie’s skin prickle. It took her a moment to realise that one of the things making her uneasy was that she couldn’t smell anything. Even with the cold, the air should have been full of the scent of old blood, but there was nothing.

She heard sharp intakes of breath from more than one of the people around her, then Leodegan took a step forward, crouching down near the dead man’s head.

“You were not exaggerating about this being savage, Lady Cotovatre,” he said. “It’s going to take me a while to catalogue the wounds and work out just what exactly killed him.”

“Being stabbed multiple times isn’t enough?” Isoud asked, a sharp edge to her voice. Sour humour to cover her own unease, Hallie thought.

“Certainly stabbing would be a cause of death, but it looks like he bled a lot, so he didn’t die quickly,” Leodegan answered.

Hallie took a step to one side, to give herself and the others some space, and her eyes caught on the exposed skin at Sagramour’s neck, or, rather, what was left of it. The word savage was more than appropriate. She’d never seen anything quite like it. It looked as if someone had tried to rip Sagramour’s throat out. She could all-too-easily imagine what that must have felt like. Her hand went involuntarily to her own neck and unwanted memories rose up. Teeth, hard and sharp, tearing at her throat. Claws piercing her skin, holding her down. A low, savage growl that made her whimper in terror. And pain. So much pain. Cold seeping into her bones, the world fading around her.

“Are you alright?”

Hallie blinked, finding tears on her face, and Girard in front of her, looking worried.

“Sorry,” she said, and wiped the tears away. Her voice sound choked so she cleared her throat. “What kind of weapon could have made those wounds?” she asked. She still didn’t sound normal, and she hadn’t answered Girard’s question. She wasn’t sure she could answer it just now.

“Have you seen anything like this before?” Leodegan asked her. He’d risen to his feet, eyes on her face. There was kindness in his voice. Thinking she was shocked by what she was seeing, Hallie guessed.

“Nothing quite this bad,” Hallie said honestly. After all, she had never actually seen the wounds on her own body, just felt their effects. “But those wounds look awful.”

“They do,” he agreed soberly. “And, as to your question, I won’t be able to tell the weapon until I’ve cleaned him up and got him under better light.”

Hallie tried to take a breath but the uneasy overlay between the injuries she could see on Sagramour Webb’s body and her own attack lingered. She might be imagining things. She had been almost stumbling from exhaustion not that long ago and she was far, far away from everything that was familiar to her. Leodegan was the medical examiner, with more experience of dead bodies than she had. She should wait for him to do his work.

Calmer, Hallie happened to glance past him to Cotovatre and saw the lady standing too still and too rigid, with her hands folded together in front of her, shadows on her face. All of Hallie’s apprehension flooded back. Leodegan should have directed his question at the lady, Hallie thought.

In that dark, dismal low city street ten years before, it had been Cotovatre who had found Hallie, dying from the attack she’d suffered. And it had been Cotovatre’s own blood that had healed Hallie, saving her life and forever changing her from an ordinary human girl into something else. Hochlen. As far as Hallie knew, only she and Cotovatre and one other person alive knew the truth of what she now was. And of the people in this room only she and Cotovatre had any knowledge of the attack she’d suffered. There was no mention of it anywhere in her records. The closest was an oblique reference to an accident. Hallie had her mother to thank for that. Wilona Talbot had been vibrating with fury that her youngest child had disobeyed her instructions to stay inside during a blood moon, and had ensured that the most minimal information possible was recorded. There needed to be some explanation for Hallie’s hospital stay and the replacing of her ID chip, normally embedded under a person’s skin, with a plain steel bracelet. Accident covered both those issues adequately for anyone outside the family home, while, behind closed doors, Wilona had used Hallie’s accident to reinforce to her other children the importance of not only staying indoors during a blood moon but also to obey their mother.

Now, standing in the cold interior of a barn, Hallie resisted the urge to wrap her arms around herself and move away, back out into the freezing night. Running away wasn’t going to help. There was nowhere to run to. She was far, far outside the city, away from everything that was familiar to her, and from what she’d seen of the landscape during the train ride, there were almost no buildings outside the city. The grand house not far away was the only thing she had to anchor to, and even though it belonged to Cotovatre, she couldn’t be sure it was safe.

Drawing in a ragged breath, fighting for some calm, a chill worked over her skin. If she had looked at Sagramour’s body and seen an echo of her long-ago injuries, she wondered if Cotovatre had seen the same, or if the lady had seen too much over the course of her long life for that one night to stand out clearly. Then Cotovatre’s eyes flicked up, as if sensing Hallie’s attention, and in her dark gaze and the grief that crossed her face, Hallie saw that the lady did remember. Her breath caught. She hadn’t imagined it. Sagramour’s injuries were like the ones she’d suffered. She’d never discovered what creature had attacked her in low city and could not imagine what connection it had to a hochlen estate in the deep countryside of Daydawn.

“You mentioned a stasis spell, Lady Cotovatre,” Leodegan said, as if he hadn’t noticed anything odd about Cotovatre. “If I move the body and start to examine it, what will happen to the spell?”

“It will fall away,” Cotovatre said. By the time the others looked at her, the lady had composed herself, her expression solemn but not grief-stricken. “The spell simply paused time at the point of discovery.”

Hallie had another moment of displacement at the idea that pausing time was a simple matter. But, then, she knew almost nothing about magic. If she learned magic, would she be able to make a stasis spell? And what would she use it for?

“So all forensic clues should still be there?” Isoud asked, cutting through Hallie’s random thoughts, the tech’s eyes sharp on the lady’s face.

“That is my understanding, yes, but I am not a forensic expert,” Cotovatre answered.

“What about the smell?” Hallie heard herself ask, and felt heat rise in her face as everyone turned to her, with varying expressions of surprise. “I mean, Master Webb lost a great deal of blood. The air should be full of it, even with the winter, and I can’t smell a thing.”

“She’s right.” The fourth member of the forensic team commented. Edlis Clayton. “I thought it was strange that I couldn’t smell anything. I assumed it might be the stasis spell.”

“I don’t think so,” Cotovatre said, a deep line between her brows. “I will consult with the spell’s maker, but as far as I understand it, it just held things in place.”

“We will need to take note of any scents or traces in the air when the spell fades,” Leodegan said. He was speaking to Isoud, and just from the way he spoke to her, Hallie could tell the pair had worked together many times. There was a quiet mutual respect between them that was quite different from the sometimes prickly interactions Hallie had observed between Isoud and Director Roth.

“Agreed. Luckily, the cold will preserve things even with the spell gone,” Isoud said, turning back to the body. She glanced up at the ceiling and the globes of light, then into the shadows of the building. “Did you say you had portable lights, Lady Cotovatre?” she asked.

“I do. They and a generator are on a hand cart in one of the nearby workshops. I have had that building emptied for your use. It has its own generator,” Cotovatre answered. “Stev will have brought your equipment there already.”

“He’s moved the gear?” Leodegan asked, concern evident.

“From the carts to the working space only, and with great care, yes,” Cotovatre said. “The building is at least sheltered from the worst of the weather,” she added.

Leodegan seemed to relax a fraction, but Hallie had the strong impression that he and the forensic techs would be checking over every little piece of equipment they had brought with them, making sure nothing had been damaged. From the way that Stev and the other veondken had handled the bulky items in offloading them from the train, Hallie didn’t think that the techs had anything to worry about. But then she’d never had to rely on fragile equipment to do her job.

“If we leave the scene now, is the spell still in place?” Girard asked.

“It is, yes. It will only dissipate when the body is touched,” Cotovatre said. “And this building is under watch by my people,” she added.

“Then, would you please show us the workspace?” Girard asked.

“Of course,” Cotovatre said, and led the way back out into the freezing air.

The building that Cotovatre had set aside for the forensic team to work in was a stone’s throw from the site of the death, a single-storey building that looked like it might have been a garage. The interior was a single, large room with concrete floors and plastered walls, with air that smelled faintly of lemons and carried hints of magic, as if someone had cleaned it with household polish and then a spell. It was also noticeably warmer than the outside, but Hallie couldn’t see any source of heat like a fire or heater. Perhaps it was just the effect of being out of the night air.

Hallie stayed quiet and still with Cotovatre and Girard by the building’s entrance, while the forensic techs and Leodegan checked over their equipment and made sure everything was in order. It might be a little less cold inside, but as the inspection continued, Hallie couldn’t help but wonder how the techs and medical examiner were going to be able to work without seizing up with cold. They were all still bundled in their winter gear, and a lot of their work required fingertip precision, which was not possible with heavy gloves.

“While they are making sure of things, I have some questions,” Girard said to Cotovatre.

“Of course. Ask whatever you wish,” the lady answered, turning her attention to him.

“Are your other guests aware of the death, and that you asked for an investigation team?”

Hallie thought those were good questions, which didn’t surprise her. The more time she was spending with Girard, the more she was realising that he was good at his job. He didn’t boast or brag, just got on with the work. It went with the quiet sense of self-assurance and confidence he carried and the core-deep integrity that had been one of the first things that drew her to him. And the more she spent time with him, the more she understood him, the more tightly she was drawn to him.

“They are,” Cotovatre said. For a moment, Hallie thought that was all she was going to say, then she blew out a breath. “It’s been difficult to keep Sagramour’s people away from him. They were horrified, naturally, that a violent death could occur in a place where we should have all been safe. They were a little soothed when they learned I’d called for outside assistance.”

And that wasn’t the whole truth. A prickle of unease crossed Hallie’s skin, uncomfortable and unsettling. For some reason, she had expected Cotovatre to tell the truth. And the lady wasn’t being completely honest. Hallie couldn’t tell what the lady wasn’t saying, as her truth sense only worked on the information provided. Curiosity spiked as she wondered just what the lady wasn’t telling them.

“Did the Conclave members bring their own security with them?” Girard asked.

Another good question, and one Hallie hadn’t even considered until that moment. She should have done, she realised. High-ranking hochlen and elite households retained armed security agents. The precise number would vary from house to house, she was sure, but Conclave members should have been surrounded by armed escorts. The Jacobs household had boasted an entire team of security agents, all ready to do their master’s bidding.

“No,” Cotovatre said, her lips thinning, tension showing on her face and in her stiff posture. “I don’t allow external security on my property. It’s never been an issue before now.”

“Had Sagramour Webb visited this property in the past?” Girard was watching the lady closely, his tone perfectly polite.

“Many times. We might have had our differences, but he is, ah, that is, he was, an intelligent and well-read man,” Cotovatre said. “And of the others, Lamorat and Ulfiam have been here before, too, but this is Hoel’s first visit.”

“Did they bring aides or family members on previous visits?”

“Sometimes,” Cotovatre said, a frown gathering between her brow. It wasn’t quite irritation, more as if she was trying to puzzle out what Girard was getting to with his questions. Hallie could have told her that half the time, questions were just questions. At the start of a trace, she often asked for some wide-ranging information and narrowed things down from there. Sometimes the most random question could produce the most valuable information.

“You mentioned Sagramour Webb was accompanied by his third wife. Is this her first visit?” Girard asked.

“Yes,” Cotovatre said, a sharp edge to her voice that Hallie hadn’t heard before.

“Is there a problem with the lady?” Girard asked. He must have heard the change in Cotovatre’s tone as well, Hallie realised.

“Not as such,” Cotovatre said, pressing her lips together and giving her head a little shake. “I am sorry. It is none of my business. And you will meet her and see for yourself. For now I would just say that Sagramour’s current wife is at least a decade younger than his youngest child. A grown woman, but, still.” There was an acid note in her voice that for some reason made Hallie want to smile, however inappropriate that was. “I’d have said the old fool was losing his mind, except he held his arguments firmly in Conclave and with me.”

“A much younger spouse isn’t all that unusual for a man in Master Webb’s position,” Girard commented. It was said in a mild voice that drew Hallie’s attention. That sort of mildness often hid deep feelings.

“That is true. But I still don’t have to like it,” Cotovatre said, and Hallie had to bite her lip to stop the smile this time.

Girard’s face lightened in what might have been a smile, too. “Very well. So, Mistress Webb is on her first visit with you. How about the aides that Master Webb brought with him?”

“Most have been with him for years,” Cotovatre said, “so they’ve been here before.”

“Have you visited Master Webb’s properties?” Girard asked.

“Several times. I think he found me in equal parts irritating and fascinating,” Cotovatre said, lips curving up in a humourless smile. “Not many men in his position, as you put it, like dealing with a woman who is equally powerful.”

Girard accepted that as truth, even as Hallie’s skin prickled. She knew it was the case within hochlen society, where every single household was headed by a man with one exception. The only exception that Hallie was aware of was Cotovatre herself, in charge of her own household and - apparently - a member of the Conclave in her own right. The single anomaly in an otherwise male-dominated power structure. It was the way hochlen lived their lives. In an echo of Cotovatre’s own words, Hallie didn’t have to like it, though.

“I’d like to talk to Mistress Webb and the other members of his household who are here,” Girard said.

“I thought you would. I’ve set aside the small library in the house for your use,” Cotovatre said. “I can take you there just now, or Alys or Stev will be able to show you the way whenever you’re ready.”

“Thank you. I’d like to see what progress the techs can make first,” Girard said. He hesitated. “I will also need to speak to everyone else in the house, and take a more detailed statement from you.”

“Of course,” Cotovatre said.

“You’ve mentioned the spell caster. Is that person still on the property?” Girard asked.

“He is,” Cotovatre said, and her face tightened again. Concern, this time, Hallie thought. “You’ve met him before. Emmet Lowery.”

“Ah.” That piece of information seemed to stop Girard in his tracks. Hallie remembered his look of awe when he’d first seen Emmet’s true face and named him as one of the sinisir - the ancestors. Emmet had asked Girard not to disclose his true nature, and Girard had promised to keep that secret. Hallie could understand both his awe and his hesitation just now. He was accustomed to sharing information with his team. If Girard’s own reaction was shared by the others, they would be distracted and astonished to find themselves with a sinisir in their midst. And the more people who knew Emmet’s secret, the less likely it was to remain a secret.

“The others know Emmet as a long term companion and adviser of mine and accept him as one of them,” Cotovatre said. She lifted her chin slightly, staring directly at Girard.

It took Hallie a moment to realise what Cotovatre meant. When she’d last seen Emmet, he had been wearing a glamour that presented him to the world as a hochlen man, not in his true form.

“I understand,” Girard said. “I should be glad to speak to Master Lowery as well. We may need to understand his stasis spell better.”

“Of course,” Cotovatre said, relaxing a fraction. She’d been ready to defend Emmet, and Hallie couldn’t help wonder just how far the lady would have gone. He’d walked around the streets of low city in his true form, but very few people had given him a second look. There were so many different types and variety of veondken that the residents of low city were used to unusual appearances. The same was not true of hochlen society, and Hallie couldn’t help think that they were poorer for it. While some veondken were violent, that was rare and most were just people trying to live their lives like everyone else.

Before Girard could ask any more questions, Leodegan came over to them.

“Everything is in order,” the medical examiner said. He looked at Cotovatre. “I imagine that our arrival will have been noted, and Master Webb’s people will be anxious for news, so we want to get started on our work.”

“Stev and my people will give you all the help you need to move your equipment and set up in here,” Cotovatre said. “The building to the right of this one is an old servants’ quarters. The first floor has been set aside for your use. There are bedrooms for you all and a common room. Stev and Alys will see that you have everything that you need.”

“Is there anyone else using that building?” Girard asked.

“The upper levels house some of the aides and personal servants of my other guests,” Cotovatre said. She grimaced slightly. “It’s an old-fashioned arrangement, but I think they like having a bit of separation from the main house.”

She was telling the truth, which made Hallie wonder just what demands were placed on the aides and servants that they would rather make the walk from the main house through the snow perhaps multiple times a day than stay under the same roof as their masters.

“That is very generous of you,” Girard said. He hesitated, and looked at Hallie. “Degan and the techs will probably be a while before they have any results for us, and we can’t really start asking questions until tomorrow. Why don’t you get some rest?”

Heat flooded into her face and she was about to protest that she was fine, and could work for a few hours more. But the weight of tiredness was back on her shoulders and as she tried to shrug she felt a twinge across her ribs, reminding her that she’d been badly injured just the day before. A bit more sleep should help her be fully healed and alert in time to be useful the following day.

“Alright,” she said, and hoped she didn’t sound too grudging or too eager.

“I’ll show Hallie to her room, and ask Stev to join you here,” Cotovatre said.

Moments later, Hallie found herself outside in the freezing cold, trying to match Cotovatre’s pace through the snow to a nearby building which was lit from inside with soft lantern light that beckoned her to move forward and inside. She still shivered as she walked away from the workspace and the others, trying not to think about the grim task that lay ahead of them in examining and then recovering Sagramour Webb’s body and learning all they could about how he had died.


Chapter seven


As they approached the building’s door, it opened and Stev appeared, outlined by soft light.

“The investigation team could use some help with their equipment, if you would, Stev,” Cotovatre said. “I’ll see Hallie to her room.”

“Very good, milady,” the veondken said, and headed out into the snow. He’d been expecting to go out again, Hallie realised, as he had already been wearing his outer layers.

Then Cotovatre was leading her inside and shutting the door behind her. The warmth of the building stung the exposed skin of Hallie’s face and as she breathed in she caught the scent of cooking and the slight hint of something green and living. Ordinary, welcome scents after the awful sight of Sagramour’s body and the hard edges of the workspace.

“It’s just one flight of stairs. I’ll ask Alys to bring you something warm for supper,” Cotovatre said, heading up the narrow wooden staircase.

Hallie followed, pulling off the hat and gloves as she went, the zauber purring its contentment at being indoors and warmer.

Cotovatre led the way along a narrow corridor with plain, pale painted walls and bare wooden floors with several plain wooden doors on either side, lit by recessed, soft-focus lights in the low ceiling. The lady’s boots made almost no sound on the floor as she walked. The quality of workmanship Hallie could see would have marked the building as higher status in low city, but having seen hochlen residences, she knew that this would be dismissed as ordinary by many of the elite.

Cotovatre opened the door at the end of the corridor. As Hallie passed the next-to-last door she saw Isoud’s name written on a slate board at about shoulder height. Looking ahead, she saw a similar board on the door next to Cotovatre with Hallie Talbot written in careful letters. So they had each been designated a room. She had no idea if that was common or not, but being assigned her own space gave her conflicting feelings. On the one hand, she was pleased to feel welcome. On the other hand, it seemed to put her on equal footing with the rest of the investigation team and she wasn’t sure that was true. She was very out of her depth, in unfamiliar surroundings. She tried pushing the doubts away and focusing instead on the sense of being made welcome.

The warmth and soft light drew Hallie past Cotovatre and into the room where she paused, looking around her with curiosity and a bubble of delight building in her chest.

The room that had been assigned to her was a little larger than her own bedroom, with a thick, woven rug on the floor, a large bed with a deep mattress that she immediately wanted to sink into, a small armchair next to heavy drapes that she assumed covered a window, and a fire lit in the hearth, a wire screen in front of it protecting the rug from stray sparks. The fire was throwing out enough heat that Hallie quickly became uncomfortable in the heavy coat and scarf she was still wearing. There was also a large wardrobe, the doors standing open, showing that it was half full of clothes and tucked beside the wardrobe a half-open door showing the pale, tiled walls of what looked like a tiny bathroom. It was one of the most welcoming spaces Hallie had ever been inside and she found herself relaxing, stripping off the coat and hanging it on a metal hook on the side of the wardrobe. She spotted her own jacket and bag set on a small table next to the armchair.

Turning back to the door, she found the lady watching her with a tiny smile on her face and abruptly realised that they were alone, with no observers, for the first time. The realisation made her feel oddly shy. Cotovatre might have claimed her as a descendant, but Hallie could not look at her without being struck anew by the sense of deep wisdom and age, not to mention power, that surrounded the lady.

“I am so glad to see you here,” Cotovatre said, surprising Hallie, chasing some of her nervousness away.

“I wish it were better circumstances,” Hallie replied, echoing the words Cotovatre had said to Girard earlier, “but I am glad to be here, too. This is a lovely room.”

“It should keep you warm and comfortable for your stay. Of course, when you come and stay again, you will have a room in the main house,” Cotovatre said, “but for now I thought that the investigation team would like to be together.”

“Stay again?” Hallie asked, her brain stuck on those words.

“Naturally.” Cotovatre hesitated. “May I come inside?”

“Oh, of course. Sorry,” Hallie said, heat rising in her face. “I didn’t think.”

“It’s been quite a day, I imagine,” the lady said, closing the door behind her.

“Would you like to sit down?” Hallie asked, feeling awkward. She’d been thinking of this as Cotovatre’s property, but the lady was treating it as Hallie’s own space.

“Thank you.” Cotovatre unbuttoned her coat and settled on a blanket box that Hallie hadn’t noticed before, at the end of the bed. Hallie took the armchair as the only other seat in the room.

With the lady’s powerful presence in the cosy room, Hallie thought she could have felt smothered or overwhelmed, instead she found herself relaxing still further. She may only have properly met Cotovatre once before, but they had talked for what felt like hours and she sensed no ill will in her ancestor. Which reminded her of a very important matter she needed to discuss.

“I need to ask you,” Hallie began, stumbling on the words. “Did you make arrangements with my mother to have me severed from the vine?”

There was a pause in the room, the fire crackling, and Hallie almost held her breath, waiting for the lady’s reply.

“I did,” Cotovatre said after what felt like an interminable pause. Hallie couldn’t sense anything from the lady apart from the truth of her words.

“I do not know how to thank you,” Hallie said, throat closing as a whirl of emotion rushed through her. She was grateful - beyond grateful - and humbled by the effort Cotovatre had gone to. And honestly confused as to why the other woman had gone to so much trouble. Hallie didn’t feel she had any right to Cotovatre’s time or attention, let alone the resources that Wilona Talbot had most likely demanded in order to free her youngest daughter.

“No thanks are needed. It seemed the right thing to do.”

“I don’t understand,” Hallie said. Perhaps it was the exhaustion she could feel creeping through her along with the warmth from the fire, or perhaps it was the strangeness of the environment, but her mind struggled to grasp the concept. Her ancestor, who she had only met properly once in her life, had taken the extraordinary step of negotiating with Hallie’s mother and securing Hallie’s release from the family vine.

“You were excluded from your blood family because of your tie to me,” Cotovatre said gently. “If I had not given you my blood and changed you, your life would have been quite different.”

“If you hadn’t given me your blood, I would be dead,” Hallie said bluntly. “And I was already different from the others. Treated differently, at any rate,” she added, shaking her head. “I am grateful for you saving my life. And I am grateful to be free of my family vine,” she said, and felt the truth of those words hit home. She’d never said them aloud before. She was free of Wilona Talbot’s demands, of having to obey her mother’s rules, of knowing that her mother, as Magravine of the vine, could at any point lift a finger and utterly change the course of Hallie’s life. “I will pay you back,” Hallie said fiercely. “Every penny.”

“That you will not do,” Cotovatre said, her voice firm but not unkind. “It was my honour to help you.”

“I don’t like owing people,” Hallie said.

“There is no debt between us,” the lady said at once, her voice firmer. The truth in those words held Hallie speechless for a moment before heat rushed into her face. She felt ill-mannered and awkward.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“You were not rude. But you have not had much kindness in your life, I think. So let me be as clear as I possibly can be. It was my honour and my pleasure to do this thing for you, to see you free to make your own decisions. Your life is your own, for you to make of it what you will.”

Hallie couldn’t think of anything to say, but she got to her feet and Cotovatre did the same and Hallie found herself enveloped in a warm, fragrant hug from the lady, her eyes stinging.

“Thank you,” Hallie said when she stepped back, seeing Cotovatre’s eyes over-bright as well. They took their places again, and the world seemed a little lighter and full of life. Which reminded Hallie of another piece of news she wanted to share. “I found my father.” If Hallie could claim Cotovatre as an ancestor, then so could her father and he was one generation closer to the lady.

“And how was he?” Cotovatre asked, leaning forward slightly, eyes intent on Hallie’s face.

“Very well,” Hallie said, an unbidden smile on her face. “It was so strange to see him after so long. He’s older, of course, but he hadn’t really changed.” Her childhood memories were of a kind and gentle man, who had been endlessly patient with her. And if her adult eyes could see the greying hair and the extra lines on his face, he was still one of the kindest people she’d ever met.

“Tell me about him,” the lady invited, curiosity clear. He was her many-times-great grandson.

So Hallie described her father as best she could, and how he was currently living and working in the large communal garden in low city, helping to feed dozens of families. He kept to himself, and didn’t seem to have many connections outside the garden, but he seemed content.

“He left your home when you were still young,” Cotovatre prompted, when Hallie fell silent.

“He did.” And that was still painful, even all these years later. One day he had been there, the next he had been gone, and Wilona had forbade all of her children, but most particularly Hallie, to talk about him or to try and find him. “He told me that he had finally learned of Morgana’s existence. That he and Gin had a daughter. Wilona had hidden that from him.” And if Hallie was still hurt by her father’s departure from her life, she’d seen for herself that the hurt he carried was just as fresh and raw. His voice had been harsh and rasping when he’d told her the story. How he’d confronted Wilona and her mother had not denied anything, instead had expected him to simply accept what she’d done. She’d lied. Over and over again. About Gin not wanting anything to do with him. And, mostly by omission, about Gin’s daughter. Hallie’s own eyes stung as she remembered. “He wanted to see Gin, to know his other daughter. Wilona refused to allow it, told him he could either stay where he was or leave and never see any of us again.”

“And he left,” Cotovatre said.

“Yes. I think there was more to it,” Hallie said, and shook her head slightly. “Not so much from what he said, but from what he didn’t say. I suspect there were things he didn’t want to tell me. About him and Wilona. I’m his daughter, after all. And so he’s stayed away from the family vine all these years. We all know how determined Wilona can be once she has made up her mind.”

“Indeed.” Cotovatre gave a soft laugh. “She is a truly formidable woman, and extremely sure she is always right.”

“You’ve met her?” Hallie didn’t know why she was surprised. After all, Cotovatre had confirmed that she’d negotiated Hallie’s release from the family vine.

“Only once. She tried to renegotiate terms with Emmet, who had been acting as a go-between. Tried to claim he’d misunderstood.” The lady’s face pinched in an expression of distaste.

“Oh, yes, she does that,” Hallie said. “If she thinks there’s more advantage for her to be gained, she’ll try to claim some loophole or failure in understanding. But once it’s written down, her word is a bond. Or, rather, I should say, it almost always has been.” Hallie was only aware of one occasion where Wilona hadn’t honoured a written agreement. When Wilona had decided to put a deadline on the contract Hallie had negotiated with her. Hallie had fought hard to get to the binding agreement with her mother, knowing how much Wilona Talbot took pride in keeping her word. The terms of it had been simple enough. Hallie would pay a very large amount of money, and she would be released from the family vine. The sum her mother had named had seemed next to impossible to Hallie when they had first struck their bargain, but ten years later Hallie had been close - very close - to being able to buy her freedom. But then her half-brother had stolen money from her, and her mother had broken her word, changing the terms of the deal, putting a tight and truly impossible deadline on the contract.

“She hasn’t lived long enough to know how foolish it is to go back on her word.”

Hallie couldn’t help but smile, hearing the assurance of the many, many decades of Cotovatre’s life in those simple words. “We must seem very young to you,” she said. “All of us, I mean.”

“You do. And it’s wonderful,” Cotovatre said, surprising Hallie, a bright smile lighting her face. “There’s so much ahead of you. So much for you to discover and explore and learn. But, for now, I sense you are tired. I should leave you to rest. Oh, before I forget, I asked Alys to bring you some winter clothing to use.”

Hallie blinked at the rapid change of topics, then looked at the wardrobe, remembering the clothes she’d seen hanging there. She’d assumed they had been left over from a previous guest. “Those are for me to use?” she asked, startled.

“Yes. Winter is quite different out here than in the city. It has its own beauty, but it’s important to respect its bite. The clothes here should keep you comfortable both indoors and out.”

With that, the lady rose to her feet and said goodnight, leaving Hallie with her tired mind trying to keep up with everything that had happened. She was still trying to work her way through it all when a soft knock sounded at the door. On bidding the person to come in, the door opened to reveal Alys, carrying a tray almost the same size as her which held several dishes. The scent of cooking drifted into the room, making Hallie’s stomach rumble.

“Stev tells me that the investigators will be working for a while,” Alys said as she set the tray down on the blanket box that Cotovatre had been using as a seat, “so you have plenty of time to rest. I’ve brought some stew and bread, and a flask of hot chocolate. If you need anything else, just ask.”

“That is wonderful, thank you,” Hallie said. “And thank you for the clothing as well.”

Alys smiled and left, closing the door quietly behind her, leaving Hallie alone for the first time in hours. She wasted no time looking around or investigating the clothing in the wardrobe, instead lifting the cover off the stew, hearing and feeling her stomach rumbling in response. It smelled almost as good as something Rosalia would prepare.

Even thoughts of her roommate, so far away, couldn’t dent Hallie’s appetite. She finished the stew and the bread and then barely had enough energy to change into her own, threadbare flannel pyjamas and climb into the bed, discovering that it was already warm.

She fell asleep to the faint sound of the fire, full of food, warm and safe and content, thoughts of the forensic techs working through the night on Sagramour Webb’s body and scene of death drifting away. That was for tomorrow.


Chapter eight


Hallie slept without dreams, waking in the dark to a moment of displacement, wondering where she was. She wasn’t alarmed. She was warm and comfortable, wrapped in layers of blankets, the faint smell of wood smoke in the air her first reminder of where she was.

Even though she had no phone service, the device was still keeping time and told her it was almost dawn. A reasonable time for her to be getting up.

Getting ready for the day took a little more time than normal. The heavy tiredness from the day before had lifted, letting her know that her body was almost fully healed, which was a relief, but she had to navigate the clothes that Alys had left in the wardrobe for her. Nothing Hallie had brought with her was going to keep her warm enough to deal with the winter here. Thankfully, Alys had hung the clothes together in full outfits, so Hallie was able to work out that there was a very thin, finely woven base layer of a long-sleeved top and leggings to be worn under trousers and a long-sleeved top. Hallie took the first set she came to, where the trousers and top were made of heavy knitted fabric dyed a marine blue. The lack of pattern did not detract from the fine workmanship and if she hadn’t experienced the cold from the night before, Hallie might have been tempted to resist the new clothes. She was here to work, after all, and her last working day had resulted in blood and oil stains on everything she had been wearing. However, nothing she’d brought with her was going to stand up to the brutal weather outside and she’d been shocked by how quickly she’d gone numb from the cold the day before. She needed to stay warm to be functional.

In a nod to practicality, both the trousers and top that Hallie chose had pockets in them. With the layers in place, Hallie thought she should have been too warm in the room, but something about the quality of the fabric kept her comfortable as she sorted out the rest of her belongings, making sure the zauber was tucked into a pocket. It didn’t like to be left behind. She brought her phone with her, too, out of long habit. There was more than enough charge to last through the day.

With her feet encased in woollen socks that Alys had also provided and her own boots, Hallie left her room and made her way along the corridor. She remembered Cotovatre had said something about a common room the night before and wondered if she would find any of the team awake.

There was an open door at the opposite end of the corridor and the faint sound of conversation along with the welcome scent of coffee drifting out. The coffee, more than the conversation, drew Hallie onward.

Hallie paused on the threshold, momentarily surprised to see the whole forensic team there, along with Leodegan and Girard. They were settled around a large rectangular table with mugs and plates in front of them. Hallie couldn’t help but notice that the others were wearing wool jumpers similar to her own borrowed outfit, and concluded that they had brought their own winter gear with them.

“Good morning,” Isoud said, spotting Hallie first.

“Good morning to you,” Hallie said. When Isoud patted the chair next to her, at the end of the table, Hallie moved across to it, exchanging nods with everyone else. No sooner had she sat down than Alys appeared with a mug of coffee and a plate of what looked like scrambled eggs and toast. Hallie tried to hide both her surprise and delight at the sight of the eggs. They weren’t all that common in low city, and a rare treat in her experience.

“If you need anything else, just ask,” Alys said, and left the room, pulling the door closed behind her.

“Now we’re all here, let’s review,” Leodegan said.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realise there was a briefing,” Hallie said, wondering if she had missed some instruction or another. She resisted the urge to check her phone. There was no signal, so no way she could have received a message.

“There wasn’t,” Leodegan said. He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Sorry, I’ve been up most of the night.”

“We all have,” Isoud said, with a slight frown at Leodegan, “and some of us would still be happily sleeping if someone hadn’t insisted on a crack-of-dawn start.”

To Hallie’s surprise, Leodegan grinned. “I’ll admit, the early start sounded better in the middle of the night than it does now.”

Isoud made a rude sound, and the rest of the forensic techs laughed, telling Hallie there was a running joke somewhere in there.

“At least the coffee is good,” Isoud said, cradling her own mug between her hands. “Since this was your idea, and you’re so bright and chirpy, why don’t you start?” she suggested, eyes on Leodegan.

“Alright.” All humour vanished from the medical examiner’s face and voice as he leant forward slightly. “My preliminary guess is that Sagramour Webb died from heart failure as a result of massive blood loss. Whoever attacked Master Webb managed to cut into him over a dozen times while he was still alive. It would have taken him a little while to die. I can’t be sure of the precise time frame just yet, as I’ve only done the external examination.”

“If you’ve not opened him up yet, how sure are you about the cause of death and that he was alive while he was being cut into?” Girard asked. There was no challenge in his words, rather he was seeking information. Hallie could almost see him filing away the details in his mind for future reference.

“Cause of death is based on experience. As I said, it’s a guess just now, but I think it will prove right. As for the rest, well, there are signs of inflammation and reaction around at least a dozen of the wounds on his body which tell me that he was still alive and blood was still circulating when those injuries were made.”

Hallie was abruptly very glad that the breakfast was eggs and not meat-based.

Girard nodded, accepting Leodegan’s answer. “Any clue as to what weapon was used?”

“Not yet,” Leodegan said. He tilted his head to Hallie. “It’s possible it wasn’t a knife at all. But I didn’t want to do too much last night. Even with the portable generator, the light wasn’t great. I need to look at him in daylight and with fresher eyes.”

“So, more later, then?” Girard asked.

“Probably by this evening, yes.” Leodegan picked up his own mug and drained it. “Is there more coffee?” he asked the table in general.

“Here.” Brennus, who was at the other end of the table from Hallie, picked up the large coffee pot that was closest to him.

While Leodegan was refilling his mug, Girard looked at Isoud. “I know you’re not finished, but anything you can tell me just now?”

“Not finished, he says,” Isoud grumbled, but she put down her coffee and her eyes were sharp and clear when she continued. “Initial indications are only one attacker. From the marks we’ve been able to find on the ground, it looks like Master Webb went into the room on his own two feet. He was either followed in by the attacker, or they were already there. Although he’s lying in the centre of the floor, it looks like the attack took place around the building. At the moment, I’d guess that Master Webb was trying to get away somehow, but the attacker chased him down and killed him. Based on the blood pattern we’ve seen, it looks like he bled out where he was found.”

“Any indication of who the attacker might be?” Girard asked.

“No. What we’ve got so far doesn’t make a whole lot of sense. We’ve got very faint impressions of footprints. And I mean faint - we could barely see them, even when Brennus ramped up the contrast on the camera. Sagramour Webb was of average height and average build. From what we’ve been able to tell, his attacker had both very small, slender feet and an extremely large stride pattern.”

“Huh. An odd combination,” Girard said.

“Like I said, doesn’t make a whole lot of sense,” Isoud said. There was a certain set to her jaw and light in her eyes which suggested she was determined it was all going to make sense soon, though.

“From what you’ve seen so far, is the attacker a human shape?” Hallie asked.

From the startled glances everyone gave her, she wondered if she’d asked a particularly stupid question.

“You know, we’ve just been assuming so,” Isoud said slowly. “Which was not very bright of us.”

“Did you have something in particular in mind?” Girard asked Hallie.

“Not really,” Hallie said, the half-truth bitter in her mouth. “Just that I’ve encountered a whole lot of different types of people in low city, and when Isoud was describing the feet and stride pattern I wondered if the killer might not be human-shaped.”

“Well, that’s put a different perspective on things,” Isoud said. But she didn’t seem annoyed. Rather, her eyes had brightened as if excited by the prospect of a new challenge. “We were going to review the scene again today before we test the samples we’ve taken, and now we will try not to make any assumptions at all.”

“Good,” Girard said. He looked across the table to Hallie and her heart fluttered in the most ridiculous and inappropriate way for a breakfast gathering. “I’d like you to work with me today. I’ve got to speak to Master Webb’s household, or those that are here, rather, and then, if there’s time, start questioning the rest of the household.”

Before Hallie could answer, Leodegan made a dismissive sound. “I do not envy you that task. The lady has been nothing but gracious, but I doubt Master Webb’s household will be pleased to see you.”

“No,” Girard agreed, “but with the lady’s invitation, we do have authority here, so they will need to cooperate. One way or another.”

“You don’t think they will want Master Webb’s death looked into?” Hallie asked, startled by the idea.

“I’m sure they want answers,” Girard said, “but the investigators are new enough that we’re still meeting a lot of resistance.”

Hallie’s confusion cleared. She remembered the first hochlen residence she’d been inside. It hadn’t been voluntary - the head of household had ordered her capture. Calibum Jacobs had wanted answers for himself, not from the investigators. If it had been up to Calibum alone, she was quite sure she and Rosalia would have been hunted down and killed. And the old man would have had his vengeance, but not the truth.

“It’s likely to be a fairly long and probably boring day,” Girard added.

Hallie choked on a laugh. “Boring is fine. A lot of my work is questioning people.” She decided not to add that the other part of her work involved chasing possibly dangerous fugitives. Girard knew that part.

“Nice clothes, by the way,” Isoud said, with a smile. “The lady is a generous host.”

“That she is,” Hallie said. “Do you need your coat back?”

“No. Keep it, I’ve got others with me,” Isoud said. “And, thankfully, Albiona remembered to pack the thermal patches for us so we’re not going to freeze.”

“Hey, I only forgot them once,” Albiona said, voice rising in protest.

“Once was more than enough,” Brennus said, giving an exaggerated shudder. “We had to work in an industrial freezer for a whole afternoon with no extra gear,” he told Hallie, and shuddered again. “I still feel cold just thinking about it.”

“At least it was warm outside. We worked in short shifts,” Isoud added, “so none of us actually froze, but it wasn’t pleasant.”

“I brought extra patches this time,” Albiona said. “Never going to make that mistake again.”

Hallie smiled along with the others and finished her breakfast while the techs exchanged war stories.

When every bit of food had been consumed, and the coffee pot was empty, much to Isoud’s evident disgust, they all got up from the table.

“We need to go over to the house,” Girard told Hallie.

“Right. I’ll get my coat and meet you by the front door?” she suggested.

“Perfect.”

Smothered in Isoud’s winter coat, hat and gloves and Cotovatre’s scarf, Hallie met Girard at the building’s front door a few minutes later. The winter morning dark had lightened and in the fan light above the wooden door she could see the first glimmers of light.

“Do you think the house will be up by now?” she asked him. Her job meant that she ended working at all sorts of odd hours, but she had an idea that among the elite, being up at dawn was not common, even in winter when the sun rose much later than in summer.

“I’m not sure, but we can find the library the lady set aside for us and get a feel for the place if no one is ready to talk to us,” Girard said. He pushed open the door, admitting cold and a few flakes of snow.

Stepping out into the bitter air, Hallie took a few steps and then paused involuntarily. In the dark the night before she hadn’t got a very clear impression of the main house or its surrounding buildings, just that there were a lot of buildings and a lot of snow.

In the dull morning light, with heavy skies overhead, she could see a large house ahead of her, built of dark grey stone, its roof pitched so that some of the snow had fallen off, revealing dark slate, windows gleaming in the daylight. It was as large as any hochlen residence she’d seen in high city and yet it looked welcoming. It didn’t look like a grand building made to impress or intimidate anyone. Instead, it looked like an over-sized home. A place where people would go to be comfortable and warm and sheltered.

The outbuildings were made of the same dark grey stone and slate roofs. She could hear the faint hum of what must be a generator, providing power for the buildings.

There was a clear path in the snow leading from the building they’d just come out of, across the short distance to the main house and a large, single door. A servants’ entrance, Hallie assumed.

Girard started walking and she fell into step beside him. Cotovatre’s home didn’t look like a place that would house a killer, and yet the dead body Leodegan was even now heading to examine proved otherwise. Hallie’s stomach tightened, wondering how long it would take them to find the killer inside the elegant building.


Chapter nine


As she walked with Girard through the snow, Hallie tried to not stare too much at everything around her. It was all strange and new, from the giant trees she could see peeking above the roof of the house to the birdsong and lowing sound she guessed must be an animal of some kind, although she’d never heard anything like it. The ground they were walking on was flat and even, but from the way the tops of the trees rose and fell, Hallie thought there must be uneven ground beyond the house. Curiosity spiked. She wanted to take a proper look around, learn all she could. At the same time, she was keenly aware of how lost and out of place she was here, that even the smallest of sounds was strange to her ears. Girard’s presence steadied her. He, at least, was familiar. And they had a job to do. That was also familiar, so she held on to that.

“What do you know about Master Webb’s household?” she asked.

“Not much. Yes, he’s been in the Conclave for longer than I’ve been alive, but like a lot of Conclave members, he’s always been quite private. At least to anyone outside the Conclave.” Girard glanced across at her. “I realised I never said how glad I am that you are here. Thank you for agreeing to come.”

“Of course. Happy to do whatever I can,” Hallie said, warming all the way through at his words. She had an impulse to link her arm through his, to be closer to him, but quelled it. She thought he would welcome such a gesture, but she had no idea who might be watching them.

Then they’d reached the side door of the house and it opened at their approach to reveal a familiar figure. Not Cotovatre, but her companion, Emmet. He was wearing the disguise of a hochlen man, the one he’d adopted last time Hallie had seen him, but she could see past the glamour to his true form of a tall, green-skinned, white-haired veondken. No, she corrected herself. Not veondken. Sinisir.

“Good morning, Investigator Abbott, Miss Talbot.”

“Emmet,” Hallie said, unable to help the smile that crossed her face. If Cotovatre carried a sense of deep age and wisdom with her, Emmet’s presence, while full of age and power, was tempered with an inner sense of calm that soothed her. “It’s good to see you again.”

“And you, Hallie,” Emmet said, smiling back. “Do come in and take off your coats. The lady thought that you would want to get started at first light and asked me to be your guide.”

As they stepped into the house, Emmet closed the door behind them, shutting out some of the cold.

“Thank you,” Girard said, shedding his outer clothing. Hallie took off her outer layers as well, glad that she’d already put the zauber into her jumper pocket so there was no danger of her leaving it behind. A soft-footed servant dressed in the same dark purple that Alys had been wearing on the train the day before, appeared and took their outdoor clothes.

When they were alone again, Girard looked directly at Emmet. “While I am honoured to be in your presence again, I will have questions for you.” With the reverence that Girard had shown on learning what Emmet was, Hallie could imagine that he was going to find asking the sinisir questions to be quite awkward. He would do it, though. He believed in his job.

“Naturally,” Emmet said. “I imagine you will have questions for everyone who was in or around the house.”

“Good,” Girard said, tension easing from his shoulders. “The lady mentioned that she had set aside a room for us to use. Can you show us where that is?”

“Follow me,” Emmet said, and turned to lead the way into the house.

It was a fairly short walk from the side entrance to the room, which Hallie was grateful for. She spent most of the walk trying not to trip over her own feet as she looked around at the wood panelling on the walls, the lanterns set here and there and the paintings, many of which looked extremely old, hung at various points. It took her a little while to work out that the paintings were all different views of the house, painted in different seasons. She’d been right about the uneven ground. She could see a dramatic slope, the ground falling away, to one side of the house, and the small rise of a hill in another painting. As well as the contours of the land, various paintings also showed the outbuildings, and one that held her attention for a longer moment displayed a grand front entrance surrounded by what looked like roses in full bloom, a gleaming blue sky overhead.

“Is there a map of the house and grounds available?” she asked as Emmet stopped beside a door. The panelling on the door matched the walls, and if there hadn’t been a dull metal door handle, Hallie might have missed the door entirely.

“I believe so,” Emmet said. “If there isn’t, I can draw you one. Do you want an internal one or an external one?”

“Both, if that’s possible,” Girard said.

Hallie knew that Girard wouldn’t need the map to find his way around. He had an uncanny sense of direction which was based in magic. A pathfinder, Emmet had called him, and suggested that was a rare talent. Girard had seemed almost embarrassed by his magic, but Hallie thought it was profoundly useful. It had saved both their lives the last time they’d worked together and they’d had to get out of a system of underground tunnels.

She would be glad of the map, though. She hadn’t seen the full extent of the house and outbuildings yet, but she had a feeling that even when she did so, she would still find herself getting lost without some guidance.

Thinking of maps and magic and guidance reminded her of the conversation she’d had with Aneta, and the witch’s warning that her sister witches were not happy with the zauber being in Hallie’s possession. Aneta had seemed to think that Emmet would be happy to provide Hallie with some training in magic, but right now was hardly the time to ask, not when there was a killer to uncover.

Then Emmet was showing them into the room and she forgot about maps and magic, breath rushing out of her and awe taking its place.

The room in front of them rose two storeys high, with floor-to-ceiling windows made of small panes of glass held in place by intricate metal frames. The ground level was taken up with a large desk and several chairs set around a large fireplace, as well as bookcases all around the room, then there was a set of stairs leading up to a balcony upper level which held more bookcases and more books.

Cotovatre had referred to this room as the small library, which made Hallie wonder just what the large library looked like.

“I’ve never seen this many books in one place before,” Hallie said. With the failure of industry in low city, the cost of paper and printing had gone up to a point where physical books were unaffordable for most people. A lot of families had a few old books, but almost everyone read on a screen now. She and Rosalia had an old, erasable blackboard that they used to write notes back-and-forth to each other. And while she knew that most of the books around her would have been made and printed long before the downfall of low city, the presence of so many physical books was a potent display, for Hallie, of how wealthy Cotovatre was.

It also filled Hallie with warmth at an old memory of her father reading to her when she was struggling to learn her letters. Her older half-siblings had scorned her for her slow progress and hadn’t been interested in spending time reading books for little children, so she’d had some rare one-on-one time with her father and he’d shared his love of reading with her. Even books on screen and reading had been a rare luxury in recent years, but she longed to explore the shelves around her and see what she might learn.

“You are welcome to read and borrow as many as you like,” Emmet said. “The lady wishes you to treat this space as your own.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said, dragging her attention back to the sinisir.

“This is probably the most comfortable working space I’ve ever had, thank you,” Girard said, smiling as he looked back to Emmet. His smile faded. “However, we are here to work. Do you know when Mistress Webb might be available to speak with us?”

“Whenever you are ready. She has been much distressed by her husband’s death and is anxious for the truth of it to be uncovered,” Emmet said. His voice was perfectly polite, but a certain pinched look around his eyes and mouth suggested that he didn’t like Mistress Webb all that much. Hallie found that interesting, as Cotovatre had also seemed to dislike the widow. “She has asked to see you as soon as you are ready.”

“Very well. Do we go to her, or is she happy to visit here?” Girard asked.

“I can bring her here, if that’s convenient?”

“Yes, please,” Girard answered. Emmet inclined his head and left the room. With Emmet gone, Girard shrugged off the cross-body bag he had been wearing, setting it on the desk before opening it up and pulling out a computer tablet and what looked like a video camera. He glanced across at Hallie. “We’d normally record interviews in our offices, so I’m going to do the same here. Can you help me set the chairs up?”

“Of course.”

Hallie moved to follow his directions, her delight at the library surroundings dimming as she was reminded of why they were here and of the daunting task ahead of them. Not just interviewing the widow of one of the most prominent men in the world, but then also interviewing living Conclave members in an effort to track down and identify Sagramour Webb’s killer.

By the time she and Girard had arranged a group of chairs, with a low table between them, and set up the camera between the two chairs that Girard wanted him and Hallie to use, there was a knock at the door. The widow had arrived.


Chapter ten


Hallie hadn’t known what to expect from the third, and much younger, wife of one of the most prominent members of the Conclave, or someone who seemed to be disliked by both Cotovatre and Emmet, but she would never have come up with anything like Mistress Webb. The woman swept into the room, with two other people and Emmet behind her, and paused on the threshold, taking a look around, gaze skipping over Hallie before her eyes fixed on Girard. The pause, a deliberate bit of play-acting on the lady’s behalf, Hallie assumed, was long enough for everyone to get a good look at her and for her to take stock of the room she was walking into.

Mistress Webb was indeed young for the wife of a senior Conclave member. Hochlen could live extremely long lives, several times the average human lifetime. Based on what she knew from public records, Hallie estimated that Sagramour Webb must have been well past his two hundredth year. In sharp contrast, his wife, now his widow, was somewhere around Hallie’s own age, perhaps a touch older, but certainly no more than her mid-thirties, with fiery red hair worn in glossy curls around her head, showcasing her paler-than-pale skin and enormous, deep blue eyes. It was a striking combination and the widow was, Hallie had to admit, a stunning woman. She had an almost delicate bone structure, and an air of fragility emphasised by the gauzy fabric in shades of pink and purple floating around her. No practical, warm clothes for her, Hallie couldn’t help but note.

The two people with her, a man and a woman, were plain in comparison. They were dressed in severe, unrelenting black with pale watchful faces framed by dark hair that was slicked back into tight knots. If Hallie hadn’t already been told that there were no armed security agents in the house, she would have identified the pair as household security. They had the same vigilant look she associated with hochlen agents.

“Mistress Webb,” Girard said, crossing the room to the woman. “I am very sorry for your loss. I am Investigator Abbott. This is Miss Talbot, who is consulting with us on this matter.”

“Oh, please, call me Clarine,” the widow said, and held her hand out to Girard at what looked to Hallie to be the strangest angle. It looked incredibly uncomfortable for a formal handshake. Girard didn’t seem to find it strange, taking her hand and lifting it to his lips, making Hallie blink in astonishment. She’d never seen a gesture like that outside of a television show. Then she frowned slightly. Not so much at Girard kissing the woman’s hand. That seemed to be a polite, meaningless gesture. No, what she had realised, seeing Clarine Webb standing next to Girard, was that the widow was of equal height to the investigator, which meant she was a tall woman. That height didn’t match the air of fragility.

“Clarine, then,” Girard said. “Please come and take a seat. Can I get you anything? Tea, coffee, water?”

“No, thank you,” Clarine said. She had a high-pitched, light voice with a hint of warmth in it, which Hallie thought was perfectly in keeping with her impractical clothing.

“I’ll leave you for now,” Emmet said quietly, and ducked out of the room, closing the door behind him. The two black-clad hochlen servants took posts on either side of the door, and Hallie tried not to frown. They definitely had some kind of security training, she thought, and wondered if they were also armed.

There was no time to think about them as Clarine Webb was gliding across the floor and taking a seat in the comfortable armchair Girard had gestured to. Her gaze moved across the two opposite chairs and the camera between them. “You’re recording?” she asked. There was the faintest flicker in her voice of something that didn’t sound in the least bit fragile.

“Not yet,” Girard said, taking his seat. Hallie settled in her designated chair, still silent, and kept her eyes on Clarine. “With your permission, I should like to make a record of our conversation. I would not wish to miss any details or have to bother you with unnecessary follow up questions at this very difficult time.”

Hallie was hard pressed to keep her face calm and not gape at Girard in astonishment. She’d always known he’d grown up in an environment very different to her own, and was far better schooled in manners and diplomacy than she was. Knowing it and seeing it in action were two very different things. And she also had to admire his sincerity. He was using flowery language and being gentle with the widow, but he was also being truthful.

“Oh, how kind of you,” Clarine said, a tremulous smile lifting her full mouth. “Of course, I understand. Please, go ahead.”

“Thank you,” Girard said. He pressed the record button on the camera next to him, and went on. “This is Girard Abbott, with Hallie Talbot, in conversation with Mistress Clarine Webb. Location is the small library in Vertiger, the property of Lady Cotovatre. Mistress Webb, please let me say again, and for the formal record, how sorry I am for your loss. I never had the pleasure of meeting Master Webb, but from what I observed, he was a formidable man and I am sure will be sorely missed.”

“Thank you, so kind,” Clarine said. She’d produced a handkerchief from somewhere, in a pale lilac shade that toned in with her fluffy outfit. She dabbed at the corners of her eyes with the cloth, although Hallie couldn’t help notice that her eyes seemed clear. There were no signs of puffiness or redness. And yet, Hallie’s truth sense hadn’t tripped to any obvious lies. Not yet, anyway.

“I’d like to get some background information from you, if I could. How long have you and Master Webb been married?” Girard asked. It was the sort of basic information Hallie thought he probably already knew, but she often did the same at the start of her conversations with people. Ask about something non-controversial and general, to get the other person talking.

“A little over five years,” Clarine answered easily.

“And you made your home mostly at Master Webb’s house in Haagsfall?” Girard asked. Hallie’s attention sharpened for a moment as he named the city where the Conclave had been founded.

“That’s right. When we weren’t travelling for Sagramour’s business.” Clarine’s lips curved in a small smile, as if a good memory had crossed her mind.

“Forgive me, I cannot immediately recall, do you have children together?” Girard asked.

“No.” The more personal question didn’t disturb the widow, as far as Hallie could tell.

“Thank you. And how long have you been guests of Lady Cotovatre?” Girard asked.

“We came here a few days after the Conclave meetings ended,” Clarine said, a slight crease between her brows as if she was trying to remember. “Yes, a few days. Sagramour had some meetings in the city. Follow ups from the Conclave. So, it would have been a few days after. Lady Cotovatre was kind enough to provide her train for us. So we’ve been here for eight days. I think.”

“And how have you passed the time since you have been here?” Girard asked.

“It’s been fairly dull, honestly,” Clarine said, leaning forward a little as if sharing a confidence. She was keeping her attention and focus on Girard, ignoring both Hallie and the camera with its red light. “Sagramour and Cotovatre spent a lot of time debating, sometimes late into the night, along with the others. Padarn and I were left to our own for a lot of the time. Luckily, he’s a charming man. We managed to find things to amuse us. We read books and played games and painted and took some walks outside before the weather turned a couple of days ago.” From the downward tilt to her mouth, Hallie guessed that the widow missed her excursions outside. She made a mental note to check the time line of the weather against Sagramour’s death. It might be nothing. It might be something. She wouldn’t know until later.

“Pardon me. Padarn?” Girard prompted.

“Oh. Padarn Vargas. Ulfiam’s husband,” Clarine clarified. “I’m so glad he’s been here. It would have been quite tedious otherwise.”

Hallie managed to keep her face more or less neutral, at least she hoped so. It was very clear that Clarine had accompanied her husband without much interest or joy on her part. At the same time, the days the widow had described sounded far from tedious to Hallie. She couldn’t imagine spending her days in the sort of leisure activities that Clarine had described.

“Did you spend much time with Master Webb?” Girard asked.

“Of course.” Clarine gave a sigh then a small laugh. “I’m sorry, I must sound awful. Like a poor, neglected little wife. In truth, Sagramour knew this visit was more for his interests than mine, and he made a point of spending as much time as possible with me. He could be a wonderful companion,” she said.

Hallie’s truth sense stirred. It was the first absolutely honest thing the lady had said. And yet, with her skills at listening honed by a decade of skip tracing, the particular choice of words struck Hallie as unusual. She hadn’t expressed any devotion or love for her husband, which would have been in keeping with the frothy outfit and fragile air she was trying to portray. Instead she’d described him as a companion. Someone who could be wonderful.

“We spent an afternoon with him trying to teach me how to ski cross-country.” Clarine gave another laugh, and this one seemed more genuine. “It was frustrating and fun at the same time.”

“It is definitely something that can take a while to master,” Girard agreed. He paused for a tiny beat, then went on. “And what was Master Webb’s mood like during the visit?”

“His usual, I would say,” Clarine said, another crease between her brows. “He was very frustrated with Cotovatre. He couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t just agree with him. But at the same time, he somehow admired her.” The slight edge to the widow’s voice suggested that she didn’t agree with her late husband’s admiration. Hallie’s curiosity rose. It didn’t seem to her that Clarine was jealous of the time Sagramour had spent arguing with their host. At the same time, the widow didn’t like it at all.

“Do you know what they were arguing about?” Girard asked.

“All sorts of things. Honestly, the lady has opinions on everything,” Clarine said, with a careless wave of her hand.

Hallie was surprised at the depth of her reaction to that. She wanted to rise up and protest. From the way Clarine was speaking, it was clear she didn’t believe that Cotovatre should have had all those opinions, or disagreed with her late husband. But Hallie could not imagine the lady being any other way. It was a stark reminder, as if she had needed one, of just how different hochlen society was to the one she was used to. In her world, women had just as many opinions as men, and just as forceful a voice. If they had been in low city and Cotovatre had been head of a family vine, there would have been nothing unusual about Cotovatre expressing her views or disagreeing with any one of her fellow Magravines or Magraves. In fact, she would have been expected to use her position as Magravine to put forward her vine’s position and seek what was best for it.

“Do you remember specifics?” Girard asked. He sounded as patient and gentle as he had when they had sat down, and Hallie had to admire him for that.

“There was something about Paradise. That seemed particularly ripe for argument. The humans there had petitioned for a seat on the Conclave. I mean, imagine,” Clarine said, with a little laugh. “As if they could possibly understand world affairs.” She put a finger on her lips for a moment, as if thinking. The gesture struck Hallie as completely false and she couldn’t help but wonder just who the widow was trying to impress. Or what she was trying to hide. “There was a petition to the last Conclave by some woman wanting to take over her husband’s estate. It was held over to the next one. It was no surprise that Cotovatre was in favour. Honestly, things would have been so much easier if her father had married her off. My husband might still be alive.”

Hallie found that she’d clenched her hands into fists at the implications of that, and slowly, carefully smoothed them out. Not only did Clarine Webb believe Cotovatre should have deferred to Sagramour, but she also seemed to believe Cotovatre’s independence had contributed to her husband’s death. In normal circumstances, Hallie would have been forgiving of a bereaved person in the first shock of their grief. But nothing about Clarine’s manner suggested she was grieving. Hallie found herself hardening towards the widow and had to draw a gentle breath, reminding herself not to judge too quickly. There might be other things going on she had no idea about.

“When was the last time you saw your husband?” Girard asked. Hallie had to give him credit for ignoring the obvious follow-up question the widow had laid out for him.

The fact that he hadn’t asked how Cotovatre was responsible for Sagramour’s death seemed to take Clarine by surprise. Her eyes widened a fraction and she lifted the handkerchief to her dry eyes again.

“At supper,” she said, her voice thin. “We had a lovely evening together. Just the two of us, in our sitting room. I went to bed quite late, for me that is. He stayed up reading for a bit, I think. I kissed him goodnight and that was the last time I saw him.” Her voice quavered on the last few words.

“Did you sleep separately?” Girard asked.

Clarine gave a little gasp of apparent shock, which struck Hallie as being entirely false, even though her truth sense didn’t kick in as she would normally expect.

“It’s my job, Mistress Webb, to ask all sorts of unpleasant questions. I am sorry if you find it offensive. It simply helps to know if you would have missed him during the night or only in the morning.”

Clarine’s mouth settled in a flat, displeased line and she paused before she answered. “Well, as it happens, yes, we do have separate rooms. So, no, I didn’t realise anything was wrong until the next morning when he didn’t appear for breakfast. The weather had cleared a little and we were due to go out on a sleigh ride. He would not have forgotten that.”

“What happened then?” Girard asked.

“Well, I went to his room. His bed hadn’t been slept in.” Clarine dabbed at her eyes again, and this time Hallie thought she saw a glimmer of tears. “I started to get worried. It wasn’t like him. No one knew where he was, so I went looking for Cotovatre, and she promised to set up a search.” She paused, her mouth and chin quivering and Hallie wondered if she would, finally, cry, then she drew a breath and seemed to compose herself. “Apparently he was found at midday.”

“You said apparently he was found?”

“Yes. I’ve not been permitted to see him,” Clarine said, a sharp edge to her voice. And there was the hint of something not-at-all-fragile that Hallie had caught earlier, when the widow had realised her conversation would be recorded.

“That may be for the best,” Girard said gently. “Far better to remember him as you saw him last, after your supper together.”

“That’s what she said.” And there was no mistaking who she was. Clarine lifted her chin and met Girard’s eyes. “I do want to see him, though. I’ve been told that he’s gone, but it doesn’t feel quite real.”

That made sense. An echo of sympathy ran through Hallie. She’d heard the same thing from other bereaved families over the years. Not able to fully comprehend or understand the reality of their loved one’s death until they had seen it for themselves.

“My colleagues are still doing their work. But in a day or so, we can make the arrangements.” Girard’s voice was still calm.

Clarine dipped her chin, accepting Girard’s offer. She sat forward slightly in her chair. “Is that all? It has been an extremely trying few days, and I find myself quite exhausted. I should like to go and lie down for a while.”

“One question, if I may?” Hallie leant forward a fraction. The widow started, as if she’d completely forgotten Hallie was there.

“Of course,” Girard said.

“Mistress Webb, after you’d gone to bed, did you hear or see anything during the night?” Hallie asked.

“What could I possibly have seen or heard?” the woman asked, brows lifting, a puzzled expression with a hint of amusement on her face, as if she found the question ridiculous.

“I don’t know. Perhaps you heard your husband leave and didn’t really register it at the time, or something else?” Hallie prompted, trying to match the calm tone Girard had used. She had asked the question out of idle interest, but something in the widow’s reaction made her sit up a fraction straighter.

“No. I did not see or hear anything during the night,” Clarine said, her voice flat and displeased. Hallie thought that was not the truth, and waited for her magic to let her know she was right, but was confused when her truth sense gave her a sense of unease but nothing stronger. “I slept until morning. And now, I am done here. I really must rest.” She got up from the chair and turned away, the layers of fabric swirling around her. One of the black-clad not-security team came and offered her his arm and she took it, leaning heavily on it as she headed to the door.

Girard leant over and turned the camera off, waiting until the door had closed behind the trio before he turned to Hallie. “What do you think?”

“Something’s off with her,” Hallie said frankly.

“What do you mean?” Girard asked.

“I can usually get a good sense of people,” Hallie said, a shading of the truth she’d used once or twice before to hide the real nature of her magic, “but I couldn’t really get a sense of her. I think she did at least like her husband, but I don’t think she’s all that sad that he’s dead.” Hallie paused. “And didn’t Emmet say she wanted to speak with us? But I’m not sure exactly why. She didn’t tell us all that much.”

“No,” Girard agreed, then his mouth pulled up in a smile. “So, you weren’t too offended when she said those things about Cotovatre?”

Hallie laughed, startled by his perception. “Well, yes, I was annoyed, but it’s hardly her fault she’s had such a narrow upbringing.”

Now it was Girard’s turn to laugh. He sobered quickly, though. “I got the strong impression she was lying about not hearing or seeing anything the night he died,” he said.

She hadn’t picked up on that as clearly, Hallie realised, a chill working its way over her skin. She should have done. Perhaps her magic wasn’t working properly for some reason? It had never failed her before, but she had never been out of the city limits before.

“I wonder why she was lying?” Hallie asked, mostly speaking to herself.

“Well, we’ve got a house full of people to question. Perhaps we’ll find the answer from one of them?” Girard suggested as the door opened and Emmet stepped back into the room.

“Mistress Webb has gone back to her rooms,” Emmet said. He paused on the threshold. “May I suggest speaking with Master Webb’s personal servant next, as the person next closest to him?”

“That seems ideal, thank you,” Girard said, getting to his feet. He didn’t sound quite as calm as he had been when questioning the widow.

“I’ll see that he joins you shortly,” Emmet said, and left the room, closing the door behind him.

“What’s wrong?” Hallie asked, also standing up.

“I don’t know that it’s wrong, precisely. It’s more that, well, it feels very strange having one of our ancestors acting as a go-between,” Girard said, the ghost of a laugh in his voice. “I know he looks like one of us just now, but I’ve seen his true face and I can’t forget that.”

Hallie nodded to show she understood, but wasn’t quite sure what she could say. She could still see Emmet’s true face alongside the hochlen disguise he’d adopted. And perhaps her own impression of him was coloured by the fact that she’d first met him as a fugitive she’d been sent to hunt down. He’d swung a length of metal pipe at her when she’d caught up to him. A very far cry from the sort of reverence that Girard felt.

Thinking about their very different attitudes to Emmet made her wonder just what Girard had thought of Mistress Webb. She opened her mouth to ask him, but there was another knock at the door and Emmet appeared again, with a medium-height man in drab black clothing whose eyes were red and swollen from crying. Emmet introduced them to Sagramour Webb’s personal servant and left them again.

Sagramour’s servant had been utterly heartbroken by his master’s death. The honesty and rawness of it touched Hallie, making her eyes sting on more than one occasion during the interview. Girard kept the same calm, pleasant manner throughout, giving the man time and space to calm himself when needed. They didn’t learn anything new from the man.

The day spun out from there in a repeated pattern of questions. Girard had a few core questions he asked of everyone, including asking them to describe Sagramour’s mood and when they’d seen him last. After Sagramour’s personal servant, Hallie got to listen to a variety of similar answers from the rest of Sagramour’s household, which consisted of Clarine’s own personal attendant, the two not-security people who’d been in the room with her, and four aides that Sagramour had brought with him. In sharp contrast to Clarine’s attendant and the black-clad pair, Sagramour’s aides had red eyes and a quiver to their voices when they answered questions, their grief for their dead master absolutely clear. Hallie found the split in the household interesting, and couldn’t help but wonder just what the relationship had been between Clarine and Sagramour. The names and faces all blurred together in Hallie’s mind by the time the last aide had left. She pressed her hands over her face and blew out a breath.

“I know we need to speak to the Conclave members, but may we take a break?” she asked Girard. “My head is spinning.”

“Mine, too,” he agreed. “And, yes, we definitely need a break.” He pulled out his phone and checked the time, brows shooting up. “Oh. It’s past sunset. I didn’t realise how much time had passed. I’m sorry. You must be tired and hungry.”

“Yes,” Hallie agreed candidly. She hadn’t noticed until he’d mentioned food, but now couldn’t think of much beyond the hollow in her midsection. Emmet had provided them with glasses of water and coffee through the day which had been enough to keep her going until she thought of actual food.

“Alright. Let’s have a break. I want to try and speak to the other three Conclave members today, if only for a few minutes. And I want an update from Degan.” Girard pulled out his phone again and frowned at the screen. “I forgot. No signal.”

There was a gentle knock at the door and Emmet appeared. “Alys and Stev are serving food over in the annex,” he said. “Or I can arrange for some supper to be brought here?”

“I’d like to check in with the rest of the team,” Girard said, then glanced at Hallie. “Unless you’d prefer to stay here?”

“No, that makes sense,” Hallie answered. She wasn’t looking forward to layering up again and heading back outside, but it was a better alternative than sitting through another interview with another grieving person. And as little as she wanted to hear the grim details of how Sagramour Webb had died, she knew the information would be essential to catching his killer, whoever or whatever they were.


Chapter eleven


Whatever daylight there had been was long gone as Hallie and Girard headed outside and across the snow-covered space to the annex. There were still lights on in the workspace next to it, and Hallie wasn’t surprised when Girard turned his steps in that direction instead of heading for the larger building.

The door opened with an ominous creak, badly in need of oil on the hinges, to reveal a far different interior than the night before. Near-transparent plastic sheeting had been hung from the ceiling, making an effective partition across the middle of the room. In the front section, where Hallie and Girard had entered, several workbenches had been set up and the forensic techs were working with various bits of table-top equipment that Hallie didn’t recognise. The machines were bulky and looked extremely complicated, making Hallie appreciate just why the techs had been so worried about the transport from the train to here. Beyond the plastic sheeting, Hallie could see a single figure pacing around what looked like a larger table. Bright lights had been set up in both sections.

“Are you finished already?” Isoud asked, lifting her head from the screen she’d been frowning at.

“Hardly,” Girard said, voice dry. “Feels like we barely got started, but it’s already the end of the day.”

“Is it?” Isoud’s brows lifted and she dug out her phone, checking the time. “Make that another one for feeling that we’ve barely got started. Let’s pack it up, team,” she said to the others. “We didn’t stop for lunch,” she added to Girard.

“Neither did we. And I’m beginning to regret that,” Girard said. He tilted his head to the plastic sheet providing a dividing wall. “Any word?”

“Best ask him yourself,” Isoud said. She got to her feet and stretched. She and the other forensic techs were wearing their usual white coveralls, and for a moment Hallie wondered how they were able to work. The inside of the workspace was a little warmer than the outside, but not by much. Then she remembered the talk of thermal patches from that morning and saw a bright blue patch affixed to Isoud’s collarbone, just inside the neckline of her overall. “Best invention ever,” Isoud said, catching the direction of Hallie’s gaze. “Mind you, it’s almost run down.”

“Then let’s get into the warmth before they run out completely,” Brennus suggested.

With that, the techs all began making what Hallie assumed were final adjustments to their equipment, shutting them down for the day. Girard was heading through the room to the divider. Hallie followed, curious despite herself as to what might be there.

The plastic sheet turned out to be large strips hung to overlap. Girard pushed one aside, holding it open for Hallie. She stepped out of the busy laboratory space to the stillness and quiet of a makeshift mortuary. Sagramour Webb’s body was lying on a long metal table. His clothes and all the blood had been removed, although Leodegan had covered the dead man with a sheet up to his waist.

Hallie’s eyes went as if compelled to the tear marks at the man’s throat. They somehow looked far worse with the blood gone. The damage that had been done to Sagramour was horrifying. The amount of blood at the murder scene had already cued her to the fact that it had been a savage attack. But seeing the extent of it under brilliant and unforgiving white light was as disturbing as the lack of blood. They were deep, ragged rips through skin, down to bone in places.

Hot fetid breath. A low growl that nothing human would ever be able to produce. Sharp, bright points of pain. Teeth digging into her neck. Ripping through flesh. Teeth grating against her collarbone. Pain pain pain.

“Abbott,” Leodegan said, his voice terse. The medical examiner was standing at the other end of the table, arms folded across his middle, wearing a forbidding scowl. A far cry from the easy going man Hallie had first met.

“Degan. What have you found?” Girard asked.

“Nothing good,” Leodegan said. His eyes went past Girard to Hallie. “This is no place for young ladies.” His voice had a sharp edge to go with the frown that had taken over his face.

“I’m here to work, same as you,” Hallie answered, keeping her voice calm, facing him squarely. “And Master Webb’s is not the first dead body I’ve seen.”

“I suppose that’s true,” Leodegan said, the edge gone from his tone, weariness taking its place. He glanced towards the sheeting and the other section of the workspace. “Have the techs left?”

“It’s late,” Girard said. “And we’re all in need of a break.”

The medical examiner scowled, pulling a sleek mobile phone out of his pocket, the scowl deepening as he checked the time. “Saints, it’s been a long day.”

“Let’s go get some food, and you can tell us what you’ve learned,” Girard said.

Leodegan didn’t answer with words, instead stripping off the plastic apron he’d been wearing over a set of white coveralls that matched those worn by the forensic team. He shoved the apron into a waste bin and headed for the door.

Wondering what she’d missed, Hallie followed Girard and Leodegan out into the night and on to the annex.

Only when they were all settled around the table in the common room did Leodegan’s mood lighten a fraction. By some silent, mutual agreement, no one mentioned work until everyone had at least eaten something.

Then Leodegan started speaking. “I can confirm cause of death was heart failure owing to blood loss. All the wounds on his body were pre-mortem. Most of the blood was drained from his body. It would have taken him some time to die after the attack was over.”

The mood around the table changed. Attention sharpened, and anyone who was still eating set their cutlery aside.

“Any way of telling how long the attack was from the first blow to the last?” Girard asked.

“Not with any great accuracy. The temperature complicates things. At least a few minutes, but maybe longer.”

“Any thoughts on the weapon?” Girard asked.

“Most likely claws of some kind,” Leodegan said. He tilted his chin at Hallie. “Miss Talbot’s comments were extremely helpful in reminding me to keep an open mind. I first thought the weapon must be some kind of serrated blade, but the wounds vary in size and severity and are far more consistent with some kind of claw. There was trace evidence in a few of the wounds, which I gave to Isoud.”

“The particulates were consistent with a keratin-based instrument,” Isoud said. “Like fingernails, only far, far more dense. Almost bone-like.”

“But not bone?” Girard had taken his computer tablet out and was making notes.

“Definitely not,” Isoud said. “We’ve run the substance against everything in the database we have access to and haven’t come up with anything.”

“Would Master Webb have been able to move, to defend himself, when the attack ended?” Hallie asked, thinking back to the murder scene. Isoud had mentioned that the attack seemed to have taken place around the space, so Sagramour had clearly been able to make some movement at least at the start. But then he seemed to have lain down on the floor to bleed out, and that didn’t fit with the forceful personality so many people had described.

“Possibly,” Leodegan said, a crease between his brows. He looked tired and sad, Hallie realised, as if dealing with Sagramour’s body had taken a toll not only on his energy but also his emotions.

“Why do you ask?” Isoud sounded curious.

“It seems odd to me that he would just have stayed where he was if he was able to move,” Hallie said. “I imagine he was in a lot of pain. He wasn’t all that far away from other people. If he’d shouted out, someone might have heard him.”

“Interesting,” Leodegan said, some of the sadness fading. “As deep as the wounds were, none of them would have stopped him from walking or even crawling. He would have been weak and in pain, but able to move.”

“So there might have been something else stopping him from getting help?” Girard’s tone was speculative and he made another note on his screen.

“The tracks left by the attacker cross over the blood trail at several points,” Isoud said.

“It looks like whoever - or whatever - killed him basically stalked him round the space,” Brennus added.

“So they might have stayed there. Watched him die,” Hallie said slowly, and shivered, horror creeping over her. Bad enough to be attacked and left for dead. Worse still to be dying, unable to leave because the killer was still there. Waiting for death to take hold. From the grim expressions around the table, others were having a similar reaction.

“Is this a bad time?” Alys’ voice at the door made Hallie jump. She hadn’t been aware of the door opening, but Alys was there, carrying a large, heavy tray in her hands piled with dishes.

“Not at all. What can we do for you?” Girard asked.

Alys moved to a table at the side of the room and set the tray down before turning back to them.

“I apologise for the intrusion. The lady wanted me to extend an invitation to you all. There will be drinks in the main library tonight with her other guests, and she wondered if you would like to join her and them. A casual matter, no dress requirement,” Alys said. Hallie couldn’t help wondering if the mention of casualness and dress was for her benefit, or if hochlen interactions were so complicated that specifying a dress code was required, even in Cotovatre’s home.

“The other guests,” Girard repeated, looking confused for a brief moment before his expression changed to understanding. “Ah. The other Conclave members. Please thank Lady Cotovatre and let her know that at least some of us will join her. It’s been a long day.”

“Of course. In the meantime, when you’re ready, there’s some dessert. It’s a fruit based pudding, and there’s cream and ice cream in the pitchers.”

“Lovely,” Leodegan said, his eyes brightening. “I haven’t had a proper pudding for an age.”

A murmur of agreement ran around the table. Alys nodded and headed out, closing the door behind her.

“Drinks with the lady?” Leodegan dragged his attention back to the table. “What’s that about?”

“Possibly a chance for us all to meet outside an interrogation,” Girard said, eyes gleaming with interest. He looked around the table, “I will certainly be going. But do not feel you have to. It really has been a long couple of days and we’re not done yet.”

“Try and stop us,” Isoud said, a smile playing at her mouth. “We get to sit in a room not only with Lady Cotovatre, who most of us had heard of only as a legend until yesterday, but also with three other Conclave members? None of us are going to pass up that chance.”


Chapter twelve


It turned out that everyone else agreed with Isoud, and so the entire group of forensic techs, medical examiner, Hallie and Girard headed out into the cold and across to the house after their meal was done.

Emmet met them at the door, as if he’d been waiting for them, along with Alys and Stev. Leaving their coats and other outdoor gear with the servant pair, Hallie and the others followed Emmet through the house, taking a different route from the one she and Girard had used that morning. The corridor looked almost the same as the one she remembered from the morning, except the paintings on the walls were all abstract modern art that should have looked out of place and shocking hung on wooden panels in the old building. Somehow, though, the paintings all seemed perfectly at home and in harmony with their surroundings.

There was a set of double doors open ahead of them leading not out into the cold but to a room full of muted light and the murmur of conversation.

Emmet went through the door without hesitation, although Hallie paused involuntarily at the threshold along with the others.

They were in another library room, and Hallie now understood why the other room was called small. This room was vast, making the other library look almost cosy by comparison. It had the same two storey design, with the upper level accessed by a winding staircase, but it was at least twice the size. Instead of one large set of windows, this room had three, all of them currently covered by heavy drapes of dark blue patterned fabric with gold thread that gleamed faintly in the shadows. There were two fireplaces, both glowing and providing much-needed warmth for the room. It was difficult to judge the scale of the fireplaces in the room, but Hallie thought she’d probably be able to stand upright in them. Apart from the windows and fireplaces, every wall that Hallie could see was full of bookcases and books. There were two enormous desks placed at opposite ends of the room, strategically between the nearest window and fireplace. The centre of the room was taken up by an arrangement of mismatched sofas and armchairs that would comfortably seat at least twenty people. Despite the great size of the room, Hallie could easily imagine curling up in one of the armchairs and losing herself in a book drawn from one of the shelves. The main difficulty would be in choosing which volume to start with.

There was a handful of people settled on the chairs, all of them dressed in the same casual, warm clothing that Hallie and the team were still wearing. All men, apart from their host, Hallie saw at a glance. Then Cotovatre was rising from her chair, smiling a welcome at the group.

“I’m so glad you could join us,” the lady said, and stepped to one side, beckoning Hallie’s group forward. The smile and the welcome were sincere, even as the rest of the room quieted and tension crackled in the air. “Let me introduce you. Special Investigator Abbott, this is Lord Lamorat Lucas, Master Ulfiam Vargas and his husband Padarn, and Master Hoel Buchanan.”

As Cotovatre introduced the Conclave members, and husband, Hallie studied them, curiosity spiking. She knew that none of these Conclave members had been born and raised in Daydawn but instead came from lands far away, places that she might be able to find on a world map given enough time. So she was not just encountering some of the most powerful people in the world, but also people who’d seen far more of the world than she had. At least so far.

At first glance, they were not particularly exotic. Hochlen, of course, with that subtle air of confidence bordering on arrogance that Hallie associated with the elite. But beyond that, they were just people.

Lord Lamorat Lucas was a lean man, probably of similar age to the late Sagramour Webb. His pale skin bore the fine lines of age, his short, mid-brown hair and close-cropped beard liberally streaked with grey, pale grey eyes flicking over Hallie’s group, assessing them all. A man who didn’t miss much, Hallie thought.

Ulfiam Vargas was a much shorter, stockier man with silver-streaked dark hair and sallow skin and a pinched expression as he looked over the newcomers with dark eyes that Hallie thought also didn’t miss much. His husband, Padarn, was shockingly beautiful, from his rich brown hair styled into smooth waves around his head to his warm-tinted, pale brown skin, striking bone structure and thick lashes around melting eyes the same colour as his hair. Hallie had to drag her attention away from Padarn, perfectly understanding why the widow Webb had been so happy to spend time in his company.

The final member of the group, Hoel Buchanan, was a giant of a man, even sitting, with broad shoulders and a build that suggested he would be both strong and fast in a fight. He had a shock of white-blond hair and pale, piercing blue eyes that flicked over Hallie with no interest. He was far younger than Hallie would have expected from a member of the Conclave, perhaps a decade or so older than she was. It was difficult to tell with hochlen, of course, but there was something about the way he carried himself that suggested youth.

“Sirs,” Girard said. “I’m pleased to meet you all, although I wish it were under better circumstances. Let me introduce you to my team.” He went along the line from Leodegan through the forensic techs and finally Hallie.

“You’re Verain’s boy, aren’t you?” Lamorat asked, ignoring the others, eyes narrowing as he looked at Girard. “You don’t look much like him.”

“I’m his younger son, yes,” Girard agreed, apparently untroubled by the sharp tone. “I take after my mother.”

“Ah. Gaenor,” Lamorat said, startling Hallie with the slight softening of his face and the hint of a smile. “Your mother is a jewel among women, Abbott.”

“That she is, sir,” Girard agreed. He was being sincere, but it also sounded as if it was something he was used to hearing. Hallie remembered the difficult evening she’d spent at the Abbott house in high city and how many of the guests had seemed to deeply admire Gaenor Abbott. She had been a warm-hearted and generous woman, from the brief impression Hallie had been able to make. It was interesting that admiration of Gaenor Abbott spread beyond her own guests.

“Never mind that,” Hoel said, in a deep voice that resonated from his broad chest. “What have you learned so far?”

“Why don’t we all sit down? Help yourself to drinks and refreshments,” Cotovatre said, gesturing to the small tables scattered between the sofas and armchairs. Hallie saw that the tables were all full of plates of food along with glasses, several wine bottles and a few pitchers of what looked like fruit juice.

“Thank you,” Girard said.

Perhaps by chance, or more likely by design, the Conclave members had ranged themselves more or less together, leaving space for the forensic team, Leodegan, Girard and Hallie to sit opposite them. Even though no cross words had been said, it felt like battle lines had been drawn and Hallie’s shoulders were stiff as she settled into an upright wing chair. Girard and Leodegan looked perfectly at home on a large sofa beside her, with the forensic team settling in a cluster of smaller chairs beyond them. Cotovatre took a seat at the end of the group, between Hallie and Hoel.

Girard and the team helped themselves to wine and he brought Hallie a tall glass of what turned out to be fruit juice, which she was grateful for. She wasn’t used to wine, and wanted to keep her wits about her.

“Well?” Hoel prompted. He’d asked a question, and clearly expected it would be answered.

“It’s early stages just now, sir,” Girard said calmly, with far more diplomacy than Hallie would have managed.

“You’ve been here a full day, and you’ve nothing to show for it?” Hoel asked, brows shooting up. He was trying to appear surprised, but Hallie had the odd sense that it was mostly a performance and couldn’t help wonder who he was trying to impress. He seemed far younger than the other Conclave members. Perhaps he was self-conscious about that.

“We’re making progress,” Girard said in that same calm tone. “It would help to know when you last saw Master Webb, and whether you’d noticed anything out of the ordinary over the past few days? That goes for all of you,” Girard added, eyes sweeping over the other Conclave members and Padarn.

“You think I did this?” Hoel asked, scorn curling his lip. And that was genuine, Hallie sensed.

“By no means. I need to understand where everyone was, though,” Girard said.

There was not the faintest hint of impatience or disrespect in his tone, which Hallie admired. Hoel was pushing him a little, but Girard was not giving anything back. Hallie wondered how far Hoel would go to make his point.

“Oh, don’t be a bore, Hoel, dear,” Padarn said. He had a silky smooth, light voice, as beautiful as his appearance, even as his words were sharp. He turned his shoulder to the blond Conclave member and fixed his melting brown eyes on Girard. “Will you tell me, Investigator Abbott, how Clarine fares? I have sent messages but she hasn’t replied. Ulfiam and I have been beside ourselves with worry.”

Padarn’s words were part-performance, but held a note of truth to them. Hallie couldn’t help wondering if he was finding this visit to Cotovatre’s house as boring as Mistress Webb, and if he was now missing his day companion. A brief look at Ulfiam’s face confirmed that if he was as concerned as Padarn claimed, he was hiding it well.

“Mistress Webb was able to speak to us this morning,” Girard said. “I don’t know her well enough to be able to comment on her state of mind or well-being.”

“Never mind that,” Lamorat said, voice sharp-edged. “You still haven’t answered Hoel’s question, Abbott. What have you learned so far?”

There was danger there, Hallie sensed, feeling her spine stiffen. If she’d met him in a crowd, she might not have taken a second look at him. He was almost ordinary in his appearance, for one of the elite. And yet when he spoke, everyone in the room listened. Hallie had a feeling that he would make a very bad enemy. She recognised his name from reports of Conclave activity over the years. Someone used to being at the heart of power and getting his own way.

“Sir, this is an ongoing investigation, and we haven’t drawn any conclusions yet,” Girard said in that same calm tone.

“That’s not acceptable. You’re a Conclave Investigator. You report to us,” Lamorat said, still in that sharp-edged voice. “One of our own has been killed. We require answers.”

“And we are getting answers for you,” Girard said. He was outwardly as unruffled as he had been when he sat down, and Hallie couldn’t help wonder just how many gruff interrogations he’d endured over the years to be able to keep his cool so well. “We are all fully aware of the importance of this matter, not just to Master Webb’s family but also to the Conclave.”

“Are you, really?” Lamorat asked. The edge had gone from his voice, and a note of speculation had crept in. He looked along the line of forensic techs and medical examiner, and his eyes came to rest on Hallie. “I don’t recall Miss Talbot on the employee list.”

“Miss Talbot is consulting with us,” Girard said. But there was something under that calm voice that hadn’t been there before. Hallie remembered the only time she’d ever seen him truly angry before now, when another member of the elite had insulted her to her face and remembered, too, their awkward mutual confession that hadn’t had much time to bloom into anything else. He cared about her. The thought warmed her all the way through even as the strangeness of the whole situation made her want to fidget. She wasn’t used to people being willing to defend her. She was very used to fending for herself. It was going to take quite some time to get used to having Girard’s support.

Lamorat’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Consulting?” The one word sounded like an accusation. “And what skills does Miss Talbot possess that the resources of the Conclave are lacking?”

“Ten years hunting down fugitives with no failures,” Hallie said, keeping her voice even. She remembered the director and Girard had both seemed impressed by her success rate, and guessed it might also be important to this Conclave member. She also guessed that he would not expect her to speak for herself, and the flicker of surprise that crossed Lamorat’s face seemed to confirm that.

“That’s a bold claim, young lady,” Lamorat said, turning his attention fully to her. There was a gleam in his eye which suggested that he was looking at her as a new target. Hallie could only hope that Girard would not try to come to her defence. She cared about him, too, but in this she didn’t need his help. Not here, in Cotovatre’s library, with her assignment being to catch a killer.

“It is the truth,” Hallie said, keeping her eyes and her attention on Lamorat. The room seemed oddly hushed, as if everyone was held in suspense, waiting. Out of the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of Brennus, wine glass poised in front of his mouth, as if he didn’t dare move.

“The investigators’ team hasn’t been operating for ten years,” Lamorat said, a hint of disdain in his voice and in the slightest twitch of his lip.

“I never said I hunted fugitives for the Conclave Investigators,” Hallie said, and had the sensation of having walked into a trap. She wasn’t sure what else she could have done, as she wasn’t going to lie. She lifted a brow. “Is where I did my work more important than the fact it was done?” Even as she asked the question, she thought she knew the answer. It would be a yes, for most of the elite.

“You are from the cheap part of Daydawn city. Erset,” Lamorat said, back to looking at her as if she was his prey. “What’s the term the locals use? Ah. Skip tracer. So you hunted down, what, pick-pockets and minor thieves, and we are supposed to believe that qualifies you to sit here among us and purport to find Sagramour’s killer? This is insulting,” he said, the first hint of true feeling in his voice as he turned to Cotovatre. “Intolerable.”

“I hunt down predators in many forms,” Hallie said, keeping her eyes on Lamorat, seeing the shock on his face as she spoke back to him. He hadn’t been expecting that. “No one sends a skip tracer after a pick-pocket.” She was tempted to say more, but realised that he’d managed to sting her pride, and if she went on it would be for her own ego and not for the case. She also wondered if he’d expected her to react to his assertion she came from the cheap part of the city. But that was true, and protesting that low city had any redeeming qualities would play into his hands. So she pressed her lips shut.

Before Lamorat could say anything else, Ulfiam stirred. “Lamorat is right for once. This is intolerable. Beyond insulting. You bring a commoner here, to sit among us and question us as if she is an equal?” Oddly, he turned to Cotovatre and not Girard, clearly holding her responsible for Hallie’s intrusion despite the fact that she’d arrived on the same train as the investigative team. Lamorat had done the same. Hallie risked taking her attention off the male Conclave members, looking towards Cotovatre. She caught sight of the forensic techs, wearing near-identical expressions of bland, polite attention. The sort of expression that masked their true feelings, and which Hallie imagined must come in useful for a lot of hochlen gatherings.

Then Hallie’s attention turned to the lady and stayed there.

The lady was sitting in the upright chair, hands on the arms, back straight, eyes tracking everything in the room. She was fractionally paler than she had been before, Hallie saw, and a sharp spike of concern ran through her. She hadn’t meant to start an argument in the lady’s house or cause their host any distress. Then Cotovatre met Hallie’s eyes for the briefest moment and Hallie saw anger burning there.

“I will remind you all that Investigator Abbott and his team are here at my invitation,” Cotovatre said. “And the whole Conclave - including all of you - voted in favour of establishing the investigators under Peredur Roth’s guidance. We gave them discretion to use whatever resources they needed. So I suggest we let them do their work.”

“Really, Cotovatre, this is beyond the bounds,” Lamorat said. There were high spots of colour burning in his cheeks. It wasn’t a performance, Hallie realised. He was truly angry and insulted. “Bad enough that you dragged us to this outdated pile of stones in the middle of winter to argue with us. Worse that your security lapses allowed Sagramour to be killed. And now you expect us to submit to scrutiny from a commoner? What’s the local term? Karlen?” Hallie’s brow lifted, wondering just how he came to be so well-informed. His home country was some way from Daydawn and as far as Hallie knew he had no ties to the city or the country. And yet, he’d known the proper name for low city, and now he was revealing he had some knowledge of the local residents’ name for themselves.

Perhaps he was one of those people who liked knowledge and odd facts and collected them. Or perhaps he felt, in his capacity as a member of the Conclave, that he should have a working knowledge of the territory he ruled over. Hallie’s mother operated in much the same way. Wilona Talbot kept herself up to date as to the goings-on in the wider city as well as her local district, and had a deep and detailed knowledge of her own vine and the people who formed it. Hallie was quite sure that Lord Lamorat Lucas would not find her mental comparison between him and a Magravine in low city to be flattering, but she’d always admired her mother’s attention to detail.

“As yet, we have not established how Master Webb came to meet his death, other than it was violent,” Girard said unexpectedly. Hallie shot him a sideways glance and saw he was focused on the Conclave members. Giving them a push, she realised. Wondering what they might let slip in a fit of temper. The forensic techs and Leodegan were all paying attention to the Conclave members, too. Hallie switched her attention back to Lamorat, Ulfiam and Hoel and caught the trace of a smile on Padarn’s face. The beautiful man was enjoying the drama around him.

“Well, none of us killed him. That’s a ridiculous idea. Cotovatre’s outdated ideas of basic security and her ancient house allowed a killer to get onto the property and kill Sagramour,” Lamorat said, waving a hand as if dismissing a minor irritation. “That has to be what happened.”

“There are no other properties for some distance all around,” Girard said, leaning forward slightly. “And we’re in the grip of winter here. You’re suggesting, sir, that someone walked here in the middle of the night and killed Master Webb?”

“What other explanation could there be?” Lamorat asked, voice and brows rising, his surprise clear.

“I think the investigator is hinting that he thinks one of us is responsible,” Hoel said, displeasure making his blue eyes glitter.

“Ridiculous. As I’ve already said.” Lamorat’s face was pinched with displeasure, voice flat as his pale eyes rested on Girard’s face. “An outrageous slander.”

“I must keep all possibilities in mind, however unpleasant or unlikely,” Girard said, still in that calm, reasonable voice. And that was definitely designed to be provocative, Hallie thought. It worked, too. Lamorat surged to his feet, displeasure turning to fury which brought vivid colour to his lean face.

“I’ve known Sagramour almost my entire life. He was stubborn and difficult, and he was my friend.” The weight of that punched Hallie in the gut. She had a notion that men as powerful and old as Sagramour and Lamorat did not make or keep friends easily. He wasn’t openly showing his grief, but he had spent most of his life in the public eye and doubtless had gotten very good at hiding his feelings. That didn’t mean he wasn’t hurting, and hurting badly. “I’ll not sit here and be accused of involvement in his death.”

“Did you have any involvement in his death?” Hallie asked, before Girard could speak.

“No,” Lamorat said, colour still burning in his face. The truth of that hit Hallie right to her core.

“Alright,” Hallie said, inclining her head, accepting what he had said.

That seemed to take him aback. He went quite still, staring at her.

“That just leaves you and me, then,” Hoel said to Ulfiam, eyes still hard and furious. “And I’ll not be questioned by you,” he added, spitting the words in Hallie’s direction.

“But surely I am also a suspect,” Cotovatre said, her voice hard and flat. “Or don’t you believe a woman could kill a man?”

The room erupted into shouting, the three male Conclave members talking over each other, yelling at Cotovatre and each other so fast that Hallie couldn’t keep track of what was being said. In the midst of the noise, she caught a few individual words and phrases. Stripped of position. Beyond insulting. Careless. Arrogant. Swayed by a pretty face.

Trying to keep up with what everyone was saying was impossible, and Hallie quickly realised that Lamorat, Ulfiam and Hoel were taking the opportunity of lost tempers and frayed nerves to air old grievances among the current fury and shock of Sagramour’s death. Cotovatre stayed quiet for the most part, pale again, her eyes burning with her own anger. Her self-control was as intimidating in its own way as the loss of control from the others. Looking at Ulfiam’s flushed face and Hoel’s bunched fists, Hallie could easily imagine either man provoked to violence, and even perhaps the sort of violence that had torn into Sagramour.

Under the fury of shouted words, she saw Isoud and Leodegan exchange a glance, a sour pull to Isoud’s mouth which suggested to Hallie that this wasn’t the first eruption of temper Isoud had witnessed. The other forensic techs were staying still and quiet, eyes flicking from person to person as if they were trying to follow the arguments.

And then Hoel spoke, his words falling into a brief pause in the others’ voices, carrying through the room. He was glaring at the lady. “It should come as no surprise that you’re entertaining a commoner in our midst. Rumours are that you have a fondness for them. And this one even looks like you.”

There was a collective, shocked intake of breath around the room. The statement itself had been intended as an insult, but Hallie realised it bit a lot more deeply than she could understand, from her position outside the elite. Even the polite masks on the techs’ faces vanished, Albiona’s mouth half-open with what looked like absolute astonishment.

In the brief, tense silence, all attention turned to the lady.

Cotovatre lifted her chin, a faint wash of colour rising in her pale face. “It is never good manners to insult your host,” she said, her voice deceptively mild. “But, yes, I do have a deep fondness for what you call commoners. I call them people. And it is no surprise that Hallie looks like me. She is my direct descendant.”

The shock of that rocked the floor under Hallie’s feet. She grabbed on to the arms of her chair, almost unable to believe what Cotovatre had said. It was one thing for their relationship to be acknowledged and discussed in private, or with Emmet, but it was now out in the open air with no fewer than three Conclave members as witnesses, not to mention the forensic techs, all now openly staring, medical examiner, and investigator from the Conclave Investigators.

“A commoner?” Hoel said, his voice only fractionally more moderate than it had been. “You claim and acknowledge a commoner as your descendant?”

“I do. Although, if you would open your eyes and actually look, you would see that Hallie is my direct blood. She is hochlen,” Cotovatre said, her words bitten off. Her fingers were digging into the arms of her chair, knuckles white, and she made a low, irritated sound beneath her breath. “I am sorry,” she said directly to Hallie. “I hadn’t meant to spit it out quite like that. I normally have better self-control. It’s been a very difficult few days.”

“I understand,” Hallie said. Her own voice sounded strange in her ears, and she was deeply glad she was sitting down and not expecting her legs to hold her right now.

“You knew about this?” Girard asked. The calmness of earlier had gone. He was astonished. She couldn’t tell anything beyond that.

Not trusting her voice, Hallie just nodded, once.

“You could have said something,” he said, voice quiet.

“I didn’t think it would matter,” Hallie said, looking at him. It was partly true, but it was also true that she hadn’t known how to explain or what to say. She couldn’t see anything on his face beyond surprise. “I’m still the same person.”

“Didn’t think it would matter?” Hoel repeated, reminding Hallie with a start that she was not alone with Girard, and that they had an audience. “How is that possible?”

“Hallie is her own person,” Cotovatre said, a steel edge to her tone that Hallie would have been wary of. “She has her own life, her own ambitions.”

“She has no idea what it means to be your heir, does she?” Lamorat asked, finally taking his seat again, eyes travelling between Cotovatre and Hallie. His temper seemed to have spent itself, replaced by curiosity. Hallie wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She’d understood the anger. She wasn’t sure she understood this new mood. And she was abruptly aware that she was sitting in a room with four members of the world Conclave. If she’d thought her mother was powerful, as a low city Magravine, that was nothing to the influence and authority that any one of the Conclave members could wield.

“That is not your concern,” Cotovatre said, still with that sharpness in her voice. And Hallie realised she’d been focusing her attention in the wrong place. Her ancestor was not looking at her, knuckles still white, anger and something else burning in her face.

“Lady Cotovatre’s heir,” Padarn murmured in that beautiful, silky voice, the tone at odds with the poison in his lovely eyes. “My, my, what a leap up in the world for you, young thing.”

Hallie opened her mouth, but no sound came out. Cotovatre’s heir. She might not understand it, but it was clear that the term had meaning for the elite and that Hallie’s status in the room had just changed, and changed profoundly. No longer a commoner dragged in to sit among them and insult them just by breathing in the same air. But one of them, however distant and however strange the journey to get here. Even though she was still sitting, the ground felt unstable under her and she didn’t want to let go of the arms of the chair. She turned back to Cotovatre, but saw no reassurance there, either.

The silence dragged on for a long moment, then Girard sat forward. “Now that we have fully established Miss Talbot’s qualifications, shall we return to the matter at hand?”


Chapter thirteen


Despite Girard’s quiet, polite invitation, the Conclave members were not inclined to discuss matters and managed to evade a few more questions, although Girard did make appointments to see each of the three male Conclave members the next day. With that settled, the male Conclave members and Padarn rose and left as a collective group. With a few sideways glances, the forensic techs and Leodegan also made their excuses, heading for the door. Girard also rose to his feet, clearly intending to follow them, but hesitated when Hallie didn’t move.

Hallie wasn’t sure she could move. Not just yet. While the Conclave members had danced around Girard’s bland questions, her mind had been spinning. Openly acknowledged as Cotovatre’s descendant and her heir. That required some thought. And she couldn’t quite seem to get her mind to focus.

“I should like to speak with Hallie for a few minutes,” Cotovatre said, directing her words to Girard. “Would you be so kind?”

“Of course. I’ll wait to walk you back across to the annex,” Girard told Hallie, and left the room with the others.

Hallie stayed still for a moment, hearing the snap and hiss of a log in the fire, the air still full of the aftermath of fury and shock. She blinked, her eyes hot, and looked across at her ancestor.

Cotovatre had folded her hands in her lap and was staring at them. She looked up and met Hallie’s eyes, and Hallie saw with a stab of hurt in her chest that all the anger had gone, leaving something sore and raw in the older woman’s face.

“I’m sorry,” Cotovatre said, some of that rawness in her voice. “I didn’t mean to say all that. I let my temper get the better of me. That hasn’t happened for a while.” She lifted a hand and pressed it to her forehead, as if trying to soothe whatever was going on in her mind.

“So I am not your heir?” Hallie asked. She wasn’t sure what that meant - not completely - but it seemed important for her to understand.

“No, sadly, you are my heir. You’re my only acknowledged descendant. And hochlen. That makes you my heir.” Cotovatre wouldn’t look at Hallie, but her truth sense told her that the lady was being honest.

“And you’re not happy about that,” Hallie said, jagged edges pressing into her chest. She shouldn’t be surprised. The ancient and powerful woman had done more for Hallie than anyone else in her life, not only saving her life but also cutting her loose from the Talbot family vine. Her generosity had freed Hallie, given her choices and a life that was hers to shape, and Hallie didn’t have the words to express how grateful she was for that. But this seemed different. It was one thing for Cotovatre to acknowledge her privately, and to provide her with aid. Quite another for the lady to have to face the reality of Hallie as her public descendant. And heir. Whatever that meant.

“I’m not happy for you,” Cotovatre said, turning to Hallie. “I’m not happy for what it means for you. Nothing is ever going to be the same for you. Not ever again.” Her voice was harsh, as if choked by tears.

She was honest. Everything she said was true. Hallie had a moment of displacement, remembering when she had first properly met Cotovatre and had believed, for a moment, that the lady regretted healing Hallie after the attack that had nearly killed her. “So, is this like when you saved my life and didn’t regret saving it, but did regret the complications?” Hallie asked, trying to puzzle it through. Her own chest was hurting, her mind trying to grasp at meaning that kept sliding away.

“A little bit like that,” Cotovatre said, a small, bitter smile lifting her mouth, “except that I do not regret saving your life. Not even for one moment. But I do regret speaking so hastily. That I should not have done. Not without preparing you. It was deeply unfair of me.”

“So you do not want me as your heir?” That made sense. After all, the lady had been heading her own household and living her own life for many times Hallie’s own lifetime. Hallie could perfectly understand that someone so used to her independence would not want to add a dependent.

“Oh, no, not at all,” Cotovatre said, and all the pain and bitterness left her face. She smiled, eyes bright, and put out a hand, covering Hallie’s cold fingers where they lay on the arm of her chair. Cotovatre’s touch was warm, the hint of a callous on her skin letting Hallie know that the lady was used to working with her hands as well as living in luxury. The lady drew back, leaving the impression of her warmth. “You are more than I could ever have hoped for in one of my descendants. Capable. Independent. Clever. I am honoured to acknowledge you as my family. Never doubt that.”

Hallie nodded, hearing and feeling nothing but the truth, the bits and pieces she’d learned about hochlen and from the lady fitting together in her mind. She didn’t have a clear picture yet, but she was beginning to make connections. “An heir has a particular meaning in hochlen society,” she said slowly. “I will be expected to, what, follow in your footsteps? Work for your business?” The freedom that she had longed for, dreamed of, seemed to slip further out of reach. She’d been forming plans to travel, to see the world, to explore places she’d only ever read about or seen on a news screen. The thought that might be taken away hurt.

“Expectations,” Cotovatre said, with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Outdated and limiting, don’t you think?” A brief flicker of mischief crossed her face. “If I conformed to expectations, I would have been married and played the part of a dutiful wife and mother. And would have been thoroughly miserable in that role. I loved my son.” The half-human man who had started the mostly-human line of succession that had led to Hallie’s father and then Hallie herself. Even all these years after his death, Hallie could hear and feel the emotion in Cotovatre’s voice. There was no sadness just now, though, just the echo of remembered joy. The lady’s mouth curved into a smile. “I made my own path. I expect you to do the same.”

“Alright,” Hallie said, drawing what felt like the first easy breath since the shouting had started. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

“There will be pressure, though,” Cotovatre said, the mischief fading. “You are right that there are expectations placed on hochlen society. And I am a powerful figure.” She spoke without vanity, simply stating a fact. “There are people who will want to hurt me through you, or try to use you to get to me.”

Hallie nodded slowly. “But I’m not living among hochlen,” she pointed out.

“No, you’re not,” the lady said, that hint of mischief peeking out again. “And that will thoroughly confuse them.”

“I’ve not had much experience of hochlen society, but I didn’t much like it,” Hallie said, thinking back to the evening at the Abbott house. “Far too much posturing.”

Cotovatre laughed. “So true.” She sobered again. “I get away with a lot of what most people consider to be eccentric and unladylike behaviour because I’ve been walking my own path for a long time. A lot of people are going to try and pressure you to be what they consider normal.”

“Ugh,” Hallie said, nose wrinkling in disgust, prompting another laugh from the lady. “I don’t think I fully understand yet. But it doesn’t sound like it’s going to be any harder to live with than I’m used to.”

“That may be the case.” Sadness fell over the lady’s face again. “It is a very good thing that you were not brought up in a hochlen household and taught no more ambition than making a good marriage and bearing children.” Cotovatre shook her head. “No, I should not be so dismissive. Many, many women are fulfilled and happy by that life.” Hallie immediately thought of one of her half-sisters, married with children, and apparently delighted with her life. “But there are also those who would find it confining. Like me. And like you. We need something more. A different purpose.”

“And what is your purpose?” Hallie asked, fascinated.

“I seek to leave the world better than I find it,” Cotovatre said at once, as if it was something she’d given a great deal of thought. “Fairer, more equal, with less hurt.”

The words rang through Hallie’s heart and settled there. It seemed a good ambition to her. One she could agree with. The plain words hid a wealth of meaning and potential that she found herself curious to explore them further, to understand what Cotovatre did to fulfil her purpose.

“I suspect that you haven’t found your purpose yet,” Cotovatre said, eyes bright as she looked at Hallie. “But you will. And I will see to it that you have the means to follow it.”
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With her ears ringing from Cotovatre’s last words, mind too full of new ideas and concepts, Hallie said goodnight and left the room to find Girard waiting for her. He was wearing his outer clothing and carrying hers. His eyes narrowed as he looked at her.

“Are you alright?”

“Honestly, I am not sure. I’ve got far too much to think about,” Hallie said. “But right now, I am so tired I could fall asleep standing up.”

“It has been a long day,” Girard agreed. He held up her coat in a strange manner and she frowned at him. “Sorry. Here.” He handed the coat to her and she shrugged into it, taking the hat, gloves and scarf from him and finishing dressing as they headed along the corridor to the side entrance.

As they walked, Hallie thought something had changed between them. The easy silence she was used to seemed to have hard edges and unspoken questions. When they were outside, the cold air waking her up, she turned to Girard.

“I’m still the same person,” she said.

“I know.” The answer was immediate, and honest. But she still had the sense of unspoken questions. He hesitated before going on. “I think I told you that the lady is a legendary figure among my people - sorry, I should say our people. She has extraordinary respect and extraordinary status. The only female head of house, the only female member of the Conclave in history. She’s rarely seen out in society, which only adds to the mystery.”

“She is a remarkable woman,” Hallie said. Because the cold was seeping through even the layers she was wearing, she started walking across the courtyard to the annex. The sky overhead was heavy with clouds, not a single star peeking through. There were low lights outside the annex door, though, providing enough light to guide them to it.

“She is. And she has another remarkable woman as her heir,” Girard said.

Hallie was glad of the dark to hide her blush. She was still not used to compliments.

“And you are going to have many more options now,” Girard said. In the dark, she couldn’t be sure, but he sounded determined, as if he was forcing himself to say something he felt he needed to, but didn’t really want to. “You will find that a younger son isn’t considered much.”

“What?” Hallie stopped and turned to face him, puzzling through his words and trying to understand what he was saying from his perspective. A hochlen perspective. It hurt her brain, and she was too tired to try to properly work it out, so she gave up, falling back on what she knew to be true. “I don’t like you because you’re hochlen,” she said bluntly, “I like you because of who you are. And that hasn’t changed.”

“Oh. Good. I’m glad.” The words were brief, but Hallie could sense the relief and the truth behind them. He lifted a gloved hand and touched her cheek. “You really are remarkable.”

With the cold-touched fabric of his glove against her skin, Hallie had a strong wish that they weren’t standing out in the freezing courtyard, where anyone could see them or pass by, but instead were in a quieter, more private space where there would be no need for gloves.

Before Hallie could form any words to reply to Girard or wonder what else might happen in a quieter, more private space, the door of the annex opened and Alys appeared.

“Oh. I’m intruding again. I’m so sorry. I was coming to let you know that the others have requested hot chocolate, and I wondered if you wished for some as well? Do come out of the cold, at least.” Alys stepped back, gesturing for them to come inside.


Chapter fourteen


For the first time in her life, Hallie had declined the offer of hot chocolate, pleading genuine exhaustion. As much as she would have loved the rare treat, she hadn’t wanted to deal with the questions that the forensic techs and Leodegan might reasonably have had about the revelations in Cotovatre’s library. Girard had promised to make her excuses for her. She’d headed for her room, falling fast asleep in moments.

By the time Hallie got to the common room the next morning, it seemed that the forensic team and medical examiner had already had their breakfasts and headed to work. Hallie couldn’t help wondering if they had simply been keen to make progress or if they had been trying to avoid a potentially awkward conversation with her.

The only person in the room was Girard. He had a tablet computer in front of him and was making notes on the screen with a stylus, his handwriting rapid and fluid. He looked up when Hallie came in and rose to his feet.

“Good morning.” He smiled, although it seemed a reflex rather than genuine, as if his mind was still on the work he’d been doing.

“Good morning. I’m sorry, did I keep you?” Hallie asked.

“Not at all. The others are back in the workspace. I wanted to make some notes, gather some thoughts,” Girard said. He waited until Hallie had taken a seat opposite him before he sat down again.

Alys bustled into the room with a plate of food and a mug of coffee for Hallie. More eggs and toast, Hallie saw with delight. She could get very used to this menu.

“I’m sorry it’s eggs again,” Alys said, sounding truly apologetic. “We did have more supplies brought in on the train, but it seems some of them have gone missing.”

“Gone missing?” Girard repeated. “Is that common?”

“Oh, no, sir,” Alys said, a worried frown pulling her brows together. “It’s not common at all. Anyone who lives round these parts knows they have only to ask and the lady will provide them with a bed and board for the night. There’s no need to steal.”

“What went missing?” Girard asked.

“All the meat that was brought in,” Alys said, still with that hint of worry on her face.

“Eggs are a rare treat for me,” Hallie said, partly to try to ease Alys’ frown and partly because it was the truth. “And these are delicious, thank you.”

“Oh, I’m glad,” Alys said, expression lightening into a smile. She left as quietly as she’d entered, closing the door behind her.

Hallie had a frown of her own as she remembered the parts of the early conversation from the night before, in particular Lamorat Lucas’ assertion that a trespasser had killed Sagramour Webb. She looked across the table at Girard. “If someone is stealing meat, could there actually be an intruder on the property?”

“I was wondering the same thing. The lady has said not, but from what Alys said, no one on the staff would have reason to take food, and, from what we’ve seen, certainly none of the guests would. The lady has been a generous host,” Girard said slowly, his own frown deepening. “We were supposed to interview the Conclave members this morning. I’ll need to postpone that. We should talk to the lady first, see how certain she is that there’s no one else on the estate.”

Hallie took it as a sign of just how concerned he was that Girard was prepared to potentially offend the Conclave members by re-arranging his meetings with them. With that worry gnawing at her, and wondering what secrets the house and its grounds could be holding, Hallie made quick work of breakfast before heading across to the main house with Girard, ready to search for answers.
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Emmet met Hallie and Girard at the side door again and merely lifted a brow on being asked to take them to see Cotovatre instead of back to the small library. Hallie was glad of his escort. She knew that Girard could have found his way through the house with no difficulty, but she was quite sure that she would have been hopelessly lost after the first turn.

Lady Cotovatre was in the main library, settled at one of the enormous desks, the surface of which was covered with papers and what looked like ledgers. She looked up with evident surprise as Emmet escorted Hallie and Girard into the room, but rose to her feet and came towards them.

“You have questions for me?” she asked. “I would have been happy to come to you.”

“I do have questions, yes, but for later, if I may?” Girard stopped a few paces away from the lady. “For now, Alys told us that some food supplies have gone missing and more than one person has raised the question of whether there might be a trespasser on the property.”

Cotovatre didn’t answer at once, but she seemed more thoughtful than angered, a small frown creasing her brow. “Stev told me about the missing meat earlier. That is not something that we’ve had to deal with before. And while I do think it’s unlikely we have a trespasser somewhere, I can’t rule it out. Very well, we’ll organise a search of the grounds. Would you mind waiting here for a moment while I speak to Stev?”

“Not at all,” Girard answered, even though Hallie thought the question had been more of a polite reflex rather than a genuine query.

Cotovatre left the room with Emmet, leaving the doors open behind them. Hallie caught the murmur of voices, too far away for her to make out the words. She thought she recognised Stev’s voice, but was distracted by the view out of the library windows. With the heavy drapes pulled back, the two-storey high windows let in floods of pale morning light and framed a monochrome landscape of vivid white snow and the stark, dark shapes of trees. Hallie was struck not just by the lack of colour, but also by the fact that there was not a single other building or rooftop visible. The strangeness of that was offset by the dull grey sky, heavy with dense clouds. She’d seen that sort of sky plenty of times before in low city.

Before Hallie could turn her attention to the library itself, Cotovatre came back into the room.

“Stev’s gathering everyone we can spare for the search. It’s going to get dark early today, so we will start outside,” Cotovatre said. “He should have everyone ready by the time we join him. If you’ll come with me?”

She led the way out of the room and Emmet joined them, following the lady through the house until they reached what Hallie assumed must be the grand entrance for the main house. It was a space as large as the main library, with an impressive staircase made of dark wood winding its way up around the walls. The floor was some kind of polished stone, and full just now of about twenty people, all dressed for the outdoors. The house and grounds staff, Hallie guessed, seeing Stev and Alys at the front of the group.

For a moment, Hallie didn’t see them as Cotovatre’s people, but as a gathering of suspects. After all, if there was no trespasser on the grounds, the killer had to come from somewhere within the household staff or guests. Her eyes lingered on Alys and Stev, as the pair she knew best, and she tried to imagine either one of the veondken cutting into Sagramour Webb, or, worse, staying with the Conclave member as he bled out on the floor of the empty building. Hallie couldn’t picture either of them in that role. She had no doubt that they were physically strong enough and capable of killing, but the brutality of the death didn’t sit with what she’d observed of the pair. And what possible motive could they have? But then, she supposed, that question would apply to everyone else. Why in the world would someone want Sagramour dead, in this isolated spot in the middle of winter?

Dragging her attention away from her useless speculation, Hallie followed everyone else’s gazes as they all turned towards Cotovatre.

“Thank you for gathering so quickly,” the lady said, her voice warm, pitched to carry through the space. “As I’m sure Stev has told you, it’s possible we have an extra guest somewhere in or around the house. This person may be dangerous, so if you do come across any evidence of someone hiding out, please don’t approach them but report back to me, or Stev, or Emmet.”

As Cotovatre spoke, Hallie spotted one of the staff, a young woman from what she could see between the high collar of her coat and the pulled-down woollen hat, flinch. It seemed an odd reaction to the lady’s words. From everything Hallie had observed, Cotovatre might demand hard work from her staff, but she had not come across as being unfair or stern enough to warrant someone cringing from her.

Hallie kept an eye on the young woman as Stev split the staff into groups. The assignments that Stev handed out meant little to Hallie, although the naming of various buildings gave her some idea of just how extensive the property was. She had to admit to being impressed with how swiftly and thoroughly Stev organised everyone, even knowing that the household had had some recent practice with the search for Sagramour Webb. She could only hope there were no more grisly discoveries today. The staff were almost all listening intently, nodding here and there to show that they had understood, showing no sign of resentment at being called away from whatever duties they might otherwise have had to go out into the freezing day and search for a possible trespasser.

Just as they were gathering to leave, the young woman who had flinched raised a hand. Hallie’s attention snapped fully back to her. There was definitely something up with her. Every other member of staff had seemed focused, as far as Hallie could judge through the winter clothes, but this woman had been fidgeting, seemingly nervous from what Hallie could tell.

“Yes, Jessie, what is it?” Cotovatre asked.

“Will the investigator shoot any trespasser?” the young woman asked, a slight quiver in her voice that might have been nervousness at speaking up. Or might have been something else, Hallie thought.

From the sharp sideways glances from a few other servants, Hallie guessed that either that question hadn’t occurred to any of them or they were irritated with the girl for voicing what might seem a fanciful concern. Unlike the residents of low city, guns were a part of hochlen life and Hallie would bet that there were several firearms around the house. So the staff here would be used to being around guns.

“Only if they threaten any of you or are dangerous,” Girard answered.

The young woman - Jessie - nodded, but Hallie noted that her shoulders were still tense, and she bit her lower lip, as if she was still nervous.

“May I speak with her?” Hallie asked, pitching her voice low for Cotovatre’s ears only.

“Of course,” Cotovatre answered in the same low tone. She gave some quiet instruction to Stev that had him leading the rest of the group out through the impressive double doors into the cold morning, and stopped Jessie from following the group by stepping in front of her. “Stay a moment, will you?” Cotovatre’s voice was kind, but the young woman still twitched.

Hallie waited with Girard until the room was empty of the staff, and realised that Emmet had stayed behind, too, a few paces away from the lady. The tall sinisir had a stillness about him that made it surprisingly easy to forget he was there.

“Jessie, is it?” Hallie asked, trying to keep her voice gentle. The young woman was barely that, she saw, more of a girl than anything. “You seemed very nervous about the search. Can you tell me why that is?”

“Am I in trouble, milady?” the girl asked, turning to Cotovatre.

The lady lifted her brows, clearly not having expected that question. “It depends on what you’ve done, Jessie. But whatever it is, we’ll work through it.”

“I’ve got nothing to say to you,” Jessie said, turning back to Hallie.

Hallie could sense tension from Girard, standing next to her. She looked at the part of the girl’s face she could see and wondered what secrets one of Cotovatre’s household servants could have that she wouldn’t want to tell her mistress. With her past experience in low city, Hallie could come up with any number of ideas, but none of them seemed to fit. It hardly seemed likely that the girl was part of some illegal street gang or involved in producing narcotics.

“Jessie, the grounds, the outer buildings and the house itself are all going to be searched. You know one man has already died. I think you do have something to tell us. What have you done?” Hallie asked. She wished she could shake the girl, make her answer, but tried to keep her voice calm and even.

“I meant no harm,” the girl said, tears starting in her eyes. “Only it’s been such a long time, see? Such a long time. And it’s winter now, so it’s going to be even longer.”

“What are you talking about?” Hallie asked, surprised. She hadn’t expected the girl to break so quickly.

Then Jessie gasped, her eyes widening. “What did you do to me?” She took a step back, away from Hallie. “I never meant to tell you those things.”

A chill worked its way through Hallie, and she wanted to duck away and hide, connections forming in her mind and a horrible thought rising to the surface. She had wanted the girl to answer. It wasn’t the first time someone had accused Hallie of doing something to make them talk. Was it possible that she could not only recognise a truth or lie but also compel someone to answer? The idea seemed utterly far-fetched and ridiculous, but Jessie was staring at her as if Hallie had held a knife to her throat, the girl clearly terrified. Having spent most of her life under the rule of her mother and her mother’s will, Hallie felt sick at the thought that she could compel another living thing to do what she wanted.

Hallie wanted to tell the girl that she hadn’t done anything, but the words wouldn’t form, so instead she fell back on the truth, fighting to keep her voice even and trying hard to simply ask a question without much hope of a response. “I just want you to answer the question. Tell us what happened, please?”

Jessie stared at her for such a long time that Hallie began to wonder if she had done something else, something terrible, to the girl. Then she shook her head and words spilled out of her. “He was in the city, see, the lady sent him, and he was supposed to stay there and not come back. Not until next year,” Jessie said, and from the way her voice rose and her eyes widened, Hallie guessed that a year was an unimaginable length of time to the girl.

Cotovatre made a small, disgusted sound. “You mean that boy you got tangled up with? The one who tried stealing some silver? That one?”

“He’s not a bad one, milady, not really.”

Hallie watched as Cotovatre pressed her lips together, clearly trying to hold in her irritation. When she spoke, her voice was sharp. “Jessie, we will talk about this later. But for right now, where is he?”

“In one of the stables, milady. I thought it would be warmer, what with the horses there.”

“How in the world did the grooms miss him?” Cotovatre wanted to know.

“There’s a false wall at the back of one of the stalls, milady,” Jessie said, eyes on the ground. The colour had gone from her face. She peeked up at Cotovatre. “I’m in trouble, aren’t I?”

“You are,” Cotovatre said. She pressed her fingertips to her forehead and drew in a breath.

“Did you steal food for him?” Hallie asked the girl, a sharp edge to her own voice she hadn’t meant to be there.

“Only a little here and there. There were so many leftovers from the dinners, see, I didn’t think anyone would mind,” Jessie said.

As far as Hallie could tell, the girl was being honest. Taking leftovers from dinners didn’t match the theft of the entire meat supply brought back from the city. But then, this was Jessie’s side of the story. Hallie couldn’t help wondering what the young man might have to say for himself.

“What’s his name?” Hallie asked.

“Bran,” Jessie said, her chin lifting a little, a little flush rising in her face, eyes brightening. “And he’s wonderful.” The worshipful tone told Hallie more clearly than words just how Jessie felt about him. And made Hallie all the more curious about the young man.

“Stealing silver?” Hallie asked, brows lifting, scepticism clear.

“He only tried to take the silver,” Jessie said, chin lifting, eyes glittering with a spike of anger.

Hallie said nothing. There was nothing she could say that would make the girl change her mind. Instead, she glanced at Cotovatre, wondering if the lady had more information to give them.

“I sent him to the city, and he was supposed to travel out to one of my other houses in a few weeks,” Cotovatre said to Hallie and Girard. “I thought spending some time in a different environment might teach him some things he clearly wasn’t learning here. He’s been in the city since before the Conclave meetings.”

Which hadn’t been all that long ago, Hallie thought. Not long enough for Jessie to forget him, at any rate, but long enough, clearly, for the young man to become dissatisfied with his position and want to return to the country. Knowing how tightly controlled transport was, Hallie imagined he hadn’t found many opportunities for escape. She turned back to Jessie. “Did he hide away on the train with us?”

Jessie sent one apprehensive look at Cotovatre and nodded.

“Alright. Jessie, go to the kitchens, and tell Cook I sent you to help with the washing up. You’re to stay there, and only there, until I come and get you,” Cotovatre said. On the surface, her voice was calm, but Hallie could detect the forced patience. The lady was seriously annoyed, and doing her best to control her temper.

“I don’t work in the kitchens, milady,” the girl said, her chin lifting.

“You do today,” Cotovatre said, a snap in her voice that Hallie would have paid very close attention to, if she’d been Jessie.

The girl opened her mouth, looking as if she wanted to argue, but something in the lady’s expression made her think again. She pulled off her wool hat, revealing a shock of bright blonde hair, and trudged away across the floor, heading into the house.

“Will you continue the search?” Hallie asked, unease curling through her at the thought. It didn’t seem likely that the foolish youngsters would have killed Sagramour in that violent fashion. And however unlikely it was, there was still the possibility that someone else had crept onto the property.

“I think we should, don’t you?” Cotovatre answered. “I don’t think either Jessie or this irritating young man knows how to cook, so a bundle of fresh meat would have been no good to them. And I don’t see either of them being able to take Sagramour by surprise and kill him like that. Even if they worked together. We need to find this boy, at least, but I’ll keep the search going.”

“That seems sensible,” Girard agreed. He glanced at Hallie. “Good spot on the girl. I didn’t notice her before she asked the question. Was that what made you look at her?”

“When the lady was speaking, I saw her flinch,” Hallie said. “It seemed an odd reaction.”

“You have a good eye for details,” Cotovatre said. The praise lifted colour in Hallie’s face and she ducked her head, not sure what to do with the compliment. “Do you want to come with me while we draw out this young man?” the lady asked Girard.

“If you don’t mind, yes,” Girard answered.

“Not at all. Perhaps having a Conclave Investigator on hand will force some sense into him,” Cotovatre said, a hard edge to her voice, heading towards the front door.

Hallie smothered an inappropriate laugh and saw a smile on Girard’s face as they fell into step behind their host.

“This whole thing was probably Bran’s idea. The idea of hiding away and not doing anything would have suited him. He’s a lazy sort,” Cotovatre said, the snap still in her voice. She gave her head a little shake as she crossed to the outdoors. “I’m sorry. I’m just disappointed in them both.” She glanced over her shoulder, eyes finding Emmet, who was quietly following them. “Would you mind giving Stev an update?”

“Not at all,” Emmet said, and picked up his pace and quickly left them behind.

“The stables are where the horses are?” Hallie asked, falling into step with Cotovatre and Girard.

“That’s right.” Cotovatre glanced at Hallie. “Have you seen horses before?”

“Only when we got here. They were lovely,” Hallie said, unable to help herself. She remembered the furry creatures and tufted ears, with their big, dark eyes, and wondered if she might be able to get closer to one. Perhaps even touch one.

“They are,” Cotovatre agreed. “Let’s sort Bran out and then I’ll make sure you are introduced.”


Chapter fifteen


Stev was clearly capable of moving as quickly as Emmet when he chose, Hallie realised. The veondken met them at the door of the building, accompanied by a pair of burly men. Stev had a heavy crowbar in his hand, the glint in his eye suggesting he would happily take the entire building apart to find Bran. Perhaps fortunately for both the walls and the horses, Stev seemed to know exactly where he needed to look. He led them into the building and along a stone floor that formed a corridor between rows of half-height doors, behind which Hallie could see the shapes of the horses, the air full of unfamiliar but not unpleasant scents. Despite the high ceiling and whitewashed stone walls, it was noticeably warmer in the building, which she assumed must be from the horses. It still wasn’t warm enough for her to take off any layers of clothing, although she was sorely tempted to remove her gloves and try to touch the giant creatures she could see behind the wooden doors on either side. She had to force herself to look away, to keep her attention on the people with her.

At the end of one of the rows was an empty stall, the floor bare concrete, the door missing. It was next to what looked like a storeroom of some kind and separated from the neighbouring stall on the other side by a half-height brick wall topped with wooden slats that would allow the occupants to see each other but not get too close.

Stev and the two men with him went into the stall and began tapping on the back wall and wall adjoining the storeroom until they found a spot in the back corner that sounded different, even to Hallie’s ears. The wall was painted to look like brick, like the rest of the stall, but it sounded more like wood. The veondken smoothed his hands over the wall and found a crack of some kind, pulling a section of the back wall away, revealing that it was indeed wood, faced and painted to match the rest of the stall.

Removing the wall revealed a small space lit by a glass lantern and which was occupied by a young man wrapped in blankets. There was a metal flask and an open basket containing food beside him, and several books piled by his elbow.

One look at Bran and Hallie could completely understand why Cotovatre was so disappointed in Jessie. The man - barely more than a boy to Hallie’s eyes - was pleasant enough to look at, with the sort of slim, athletic-type of build that a lot of young men had, and a handsome enough face topped with a mop of curling brown hair and featuring large blue eyes surrounded by thick lashes. But the pleasant looks were marred, for Hallie at least, by the sly and calculating expression that crossed his face when he was discovered. He reminded Hallie a little of Padarn, although the human Bran bore almost no physical resemblance to Ulfiam’s husband.

He showed no embarrassment at being found, or at having three men looming over him, nor any concern when Cotovatre ordered him out of his hiding spot. Instead, he unfolded himself from his warm nest, stretched in a leisurely fashion, and ambled out into the stall, keeping a blanket wrapped around him. He even yawned.

“So, Jessie gave me up, did she? She doesn’t have much spine, that girl,” he said, in a careless tone. “Going to send me back to the city, miss?”

“Show some respect for the lady,” Stev said, anger clear. He was still holding the crowbar. The veondken had never seemed to Hallie to be of the type prone to violence, but from the way his hand gripped the length of metal, he was giving it some thought.

Bran shrugged a shoulder but didn’t say anything, eyes on Cotovatre.

“Have you been in here the whole time, since you returned?” Cotovatre demanded, a hard edge to her voice.

“Most of the time, yes,” Bran said, and stretched slightly. “Got out a couple of times to move around a bit.”

“Did you raid the food stores for fresh meat?” Girard asked him.

“Don’t need to answer you,” Bran said, most of his attention still on the lady.

“Yes, you do,” Cotovatre contradicted, voice flat.

“Saints, no, what would I do with fresh meat?” Bran asked, seemingly genuinely puzzled. “I’ve got everything I need.”

There was a short silence during which Hallie looked beyond Bran to the little hideout he’d been in, and suspected others were doing the same. He did indeed have everything he might need in that space.

“We’re snowed in, so I can’t send you anywhere right now,” Cotovatre said, and Hallie could hear the banked anger in her voice. She paused, dark eyes assessing the young man. “As you seem so fond of the stables, you’ll stay here and work as an apprentice to Master Quince.”

“That old relic? No, thank you,” Bran said, nose wrinkling in disgust. “I’d much rather go back to my old job. Oh, wait, it’s winter, and there’s not much call for gardening in winter, is there? So nothing for me to do until the thaw comes.” The smug tone he used made Hallie’s fingers curl into fists. She’d heard that kind of self-satisfied tone from a lot of young men over the years. It never failed to irritate her.

“You can either work for Master Quince and earn your keep, or I’ll lock you in one of the attic rooms with basic provisions until the trains are able to run, then send you to Runincarin,” Cotovatre said. Hallie had no idea where or what Runincarin was, but from the change in Bran’s expression and the grim satisfaction on Stev’s face, it was clear that Cotovatre’s people knew exactly what the lady was talking about.

“There are scorpions at Runincarin,” Bran said, the first sign of unease creeping into his voice. “Gardeners get stung there.” Hallie’s mind gave her an incoherent image of something small with too many legs and a tail curving over its back, an enormous stinger at the end. She tried not to shudder or show sympathy for Bran. She was quite sure she would not like to meet a scorpion, either.

“That they do,” Cotovatre said, a hint of satisfaction in her voice. “But those are your choices if you wish to remain in my employment. Or you can take whatever you’ve managed to save so far, and I’ll turn you loose to make your own way in the world.”

Hallie saw the first signs of intelligence in Bran when, rather than snapping back at Cotovatre as it looked like he wanted to, he took a breath in, held the lady’s angry look, then looked away and pasted a false smile on his face. “Master Quince, it’s your lucky day,” he called out.

“You think you’re the first pretty lad who’s been sent to work here?” a gruff voice said from the neighbouring stall, making Hallie jump as she hadn’t realised anyone else was in earshot. A small man with a shock of white hair around his head, mid-brown skin wrinkled with many years of life and exposure to the weather, looked over the half-height wall, peering between the wooden slats. “Go get the wheelbarrow and rake and start cleaning out stalls.”

Bran’s smile faltered, but Hallie had to give him credit for moving to follow Master Quince’s orders rather than raising another protest.

“Now I just need to keep him away from Jessie until she grows some sense between her ears,” Cotovatre muttered under her breath. Then she shook herself, turning a glare on the hiding place in the wall. “Stev, will you work with Master Quince and see that this gets sealed up?”

“Ay, milady,” Stev said, glowering at the small hiding space. “If you don’t mind, we’ll see to that tomorrow. Best get on with the search just now.”

“Of course. Thank you,” Cotovatre said.

Stev just nodded and headed out with the other two men.

“Master Quince,” Cotovatre said, raising her voice slightly, “do you have a moment?”

“For you, milady, always,” the old man said, appearing in the open doorway to the stall. He was wearing coveralls that looked almost as old as he was, the neck of a heavy jumper visible between the opening of the coveralls and the knitted scarf around his neck.

“This is Hallie Talbot,” Cotovatre said. “She’s spent her life in the city and has never seen a horse before. Would you introduce her to one of ours?”

“I’d be pleased to,” Quince said. His eyes were almost lost in the wrinkles of his face, but he had a kind expression as he turned to Hallie. “Come with me, young miss.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said to both Cotovatre and Quince, then followed the old man out into the corridor and a few stalls along to where a long, deep brown face with a white muzzle and tufted ears was peering out.

She stayed next to the old man, a little nervous now that she was so close to one of the enchanting creatures, and listened carefully.

“This is Princess. Yes, a daft name, but, well, it suits her. She’s one of the older ones, a sensible miss. She loves nothing more than a bit of fussing and a treat or two,” Quince said. His gruff voice did nothing to hide the affection he had for the great creature, who was using her large and mobile muzzle to nibble at his hair. He put his hand up, letting the horse sniff his fingers, then scratched under her chin, working his way up along her head until he scratched behind her ears. “Come, say hello.”

Hallie pulled off her gloves and took a step forward, then copied what the old man had done, first letting the horse sniff her fingers, unable to help the smile on her face as she felt the warm, soft fur under her skin, laughing when the mare tilted her head to give Hallie a better angle to scratch her.

“Ah, you’ve got magic fingers, she says,” Quince told her. “And you’ve made a friend for life.”

“She is beautiful,” Hallie said, awe in her voice as she looked at the enormous brown eye so close to her.

“That she is,” Quince said. “Saw this one born. Slipped out easy as you please, and she’s been nothing but a joy ever since.”

“How old is she?” Hallie asked.

“Well, now, she’s seen twenty summers. That’s not young but not so old she can’t work anymore,” Quince told her.

The dark eye that was watching Hallie seemed to perfectly understand everything Quince was saying, and Hallie smiled again, stroking her hand down the horse’s face, marvelling at the texture and feel of the living being under her hand. She’d seen pictures and video clips of horses, naturally, but had never imagined being this close to one, or that being in the creature’s presence would feel so overwhelming. It wasn’t just the feeling of the soft hair under her hand, it was the air full of unfamiliar scents, such as the hay she could see hanging in a net near the horse’s head.

Hallie could have happily spent the entire rest of the day in the horse barn, listening to Master Quince and petting all the horses, but she saw Girard and Cotovatre heading out into the cold and her conscience pricked. “I really should go and help with the search,” she said reluctantly. “May I come back and speak to you and the horses again?”

“Any time, young miss,” Quince said, smiling at her. “And when the weather clears, we’ll hitch a few up and go for a drive.”

Her fingers tingling from the sensation of the horse’s fur, senses full of the wonderful creatures, Hallie practically skipped out of the barn after Girard and Cotovatre, dragging her mind back to the task at hand with some difficulty. Thoughts of violent killers and savage deaths had no place among the horses. But the biting cold reminded her of why she was there and the grim task ahead of them.


Chapter sixteen


Joining the search gave Hallie a whole new appreciation both for the severity of the winter weather and for the sheer size and scale of the lady’s residence. The walk from the house to the stables had been easy enough as a path had been cut through the snow. Beyond the perimeter of the main buildings no one had bothered to clear the snow or make a path. And yet, the farthest-away buildings still needed to be checked so Hallie found herself trekking through knee-deep snow in the wake of Emmet - who’d joined them as they were leaving the stables - Cotovatre and Girard. They’d been assigned the farthest-away building from the house, up a shallow hill behind the main building. Hallie felt renewed admiration for all three of her companions as they seemed to move through the landscape far more easily and gracefully than she did. She stumbled every few strides, forgetting to lift her feet properly or catching her leg in the knee-length coat, and was out of breath and sweating under her heavy clothes by the time they’d climbed up to what Cotovatre had referred to as the summer house.

Half-expecting a building on the same scale as the main residence, Hallie was both surprised and relieved to find that it was a small, multi-sided building that seemed to have no solid walls, only metal fretwork over glass windows. The structure was perhaps big enough to hold a half dozen people sitting or standing, but no more than that. It was painted a pale blue, which seemed vivid and bright against the snow, but which Hallie thought would probably blend into the landscape during the warmer months. The size and position of the building confused her.

“What is the purpose of this structure?” she asked the lady. The windows wouldn’t allow any privacy inside, although the glass was currently frosted so Hallie couldn’t see what, if anything, might be stored there.

“Purpose?” Cotovatre repeated, sounding as confused as Hallie was. “Well, I suppose it’s here for enjoyment.”

Hallie frowned, trying to puzzle that out. She could not imagine what was enjoyable about a tiny building set on a hillside in the middle of nowhere. And one built with the exquisite craftsmanship and attention to detail that she was coming to see as a hallmark of hochlen buildings. It would have taken several skilled craftsmen and craftswomen several days to bring the materials up here and make the little house.

“The view from here is lovely, particularly on a summer evening,” Cotovatre added.

Curious, Hallie turned to follow the lady’s line of sight, and her breath caught. She had thought they’d come up a short, gentle slope, and that her aching legs were due to the snow. In fact, they had climbed up at least two storeys and moved around the main house so that they had an unobstructed view out across the surrounding country. Even with the thick blanket of winter white, Hallie could make out the rolls and pitches of hills, the wide trail of a couple of rivers, a few groups of trees here and there and the edge of what looked like a vast forest, with some trees still holding their leaves, dark green looking almost black against the snow.

The placement of the frivolous building made a certain sort of sense now, in the way of hochlen extravagance. Hallie imagined there might be a few chairs inside the structure, to let someone sit and admire the landscape, and if it was raining, it would be possible to stay dry while looking out.

“It must be beautiful when all the colours are out,” Hallie said, feeling something was required. “It’s lovely now,” she added, and meant it. The expanse of land ahead of her was making her slightly dizzy with the idea of that much ground being unoccupied. Apart from the edge of the main house, just visible past a couple of nearby trees, there was no other sign of buildings or industry.

“There’s no one here, and no one has been here since the first snows fell,” Emmet said, coming to stand at Cotovatre’s other side. With a start, Hallie realised that he and Girard had checked around the summer house while she had simply stood and stared at the view. Guilt prickled across her skin. She hadn’t been of any use in this search.

“Alright, we’ll let Stev know he can cross this off his list,” Cotovatre said briskly. “What’s next on our list?”

“That was all Stev assigned to us,” Emmet told her, a smile pulling his mouth when she frowned. “He knows you too well.”

There was some underlying meaning or message that Hallie didn’t understand in those simple words. From the way Cotovatre shook her head with a rueful smile, she guessed that the lady was not offended.

“He does keep telling me that things run better if I just leave it to him,” Cotovatre said, a laugh in her voice. “I suppose we should head back and see what the others have turned up.” But she lingered for a moment more, staring out at the land. With her body rapidly cooling in the layers of clothing and the air biting the exposed skin of her face, Hallie could still see past her own physical discomfort to the fondness in the lady’s face. This stretch of land meant something to her.

“How much of this is yours?” Hallie asked, curiosity prompting the question. It felt crude and awkward set against the quiet emotion on the lady’s face, but Hallie couldn’t find any gentler words.

“Oh, all that you can see,” Cotovatre said carelessly. “Well, in the sense that my name is on the title. I don’t believe anyone truly owns land. We take care of it for the future.”

Hallie barely heard anything after all that you can see. She’d known that the lady was wealthy, and powerful, in the way of many of the elite, but the sheer scale of the lady’s land holding was staggering. Far more than she had thought possible. And this wasn’t the full extent of the lady’s property, either. She’d mentioned somewhere or something called Runincarin, and had a house in the city which Bran had been sent off to. And this was the hochlen who had publicly acknowledged Hallie as her heir. Hallie shivered, wrapping her arms around her middle. The full meaning and impact of that claim hadn’t settled in her mind yet. There was still too much she didn’t understand. The frivolous summer house and the vast expanse of land in front of her were potent and visible reminders of how little she knew about Cotovatre’s world and the power she wielded. And how ill-equipped Hallie felt to deal with it. Give her a fugitive on the loose in low city, and Hallie would be perfectly at home. Out here, she would not survive even half a day. The weight of the coat on her shoulders and the softness of the scarf around her neck were testament to that. If Isoud and Cotovatre hadn’t lent her suitable clothing, she’d have already frozen.

“You’re getting cold,” Cotovatre said, perhaps misreading Hallie’s shiver. “I’m sorry. We shouldn’t have lingered. Let’s head back.”

With her mind too full of contradicting thoughts, Hallie didn’t say anything, just followed the others back down the hill.

As they turned a corner in the path and brought the main house back into view, Hallie stopped walking, given her first clear view of the house and its surroundings. For all the grand size of the house and surrounding buildings, it was in fact settled more or less on the side of a hill. There was a large, curving stretch of flat ground at the front of the house, where the grand entrance was, and from this vantage point Hallie could see the faint shapes of what might be paths and hedges or flower borders, all currently smothered by snow. The mostly flat land stretched out to one side, the outbuildings all crowded into the available space before the ground rose into tree and snow-covered hills. At the other end of the house the ground dropped away sharply, reminding Hallie of images of sea cliffs, where the land seemed to just end, leaving a great, almost vertical drop to the water below. There was no sea here, but even from this distance she could tell that a fall from those cliffs would be deadly. Beyond the curved edge of the ground at the front of the house, she spotted a faint glint of sunlight off some kind of metal through the trees.

The others had stopped with her, seemingly content to wait while she stared at the view.

“Is that the train?” she asked, pointing to the gleam of metal she could see.

“Yes,” Girard told her.

“We’d normally have it under cover, but it’s stuck for now,” Emmet added. “The night you arrived there was a powerful snow drift which has covered the track completely. It will take a few days to clear.”

“How does it get cleared?” Hallie asked, trying and failing to imagine a drift of snow deep enough to stop a train from crossing.

“When the clouds lift it should warm up and melt enough snow to let the train move,” Emmet told her, apparently finding her question perfectly reasonable.

“But we can’t leave until then?” Hallie asked, another shiver creeping down her spine. Now that she’d seen the vast extent of the land from the summer house view, she had a far better appreciation of just how isolated they were. There was nothing and no one around for as far as she’d been able to see.

“No,” Emmet agreed. He glanced back at her. “We have plenty of provisions. We can comfortably survive through the winter.”

“Does it worry you?” Cotovatre asked Hallie directly.

“A little,” Hallie said, and shook her head, trying to think how to explain it. “Not the not being able to leave part. I’m used to that. I’ve lived in one place my whole life. But the fact that we’re isolated, and don’t have access to more resources.” Even though she was used to being confined to low city, Hallie still knew that there were ships in and out of the city harbour that brought additional goods and supplies for the city, things that the residents couldn’t produce themselves.

“That makes sense,” Cotovatre said. “But Emmet wasn’t exaggerating about our stores. We could comfortably survive until spring, if not summer.”

“I remember the first time I went into my parents’ store houses as a child,” Girard put in. “They seemed endless.”

“One of the precautions we take living so far from the city,” Cotovatre added. “The house and lands are generally self-sufficient. We try not to rely on city-bought goods too much.”

“But we don’t have meat?” Hallie asked, confused. From the way the others were talking, it was clear that they weren’t at all worried about being cut off from outside supplies, and in fact were used to the idea. That did provide her with a great deal of comfort. Enough to let in another worry. One of the quirks of her transformation into hochlen was that she had to have meat now and then to survive. She hadn’t found either the time or a suitable opportunity to ask any other hochlen if that was a shared trait, but assuming it was, they were all going to suffer if they didn’t have access to meat protein at some point before spring.

“Not quite. We don’t have fresh meat,” Emmet corrected gently. “That was all on the train. But there are plenty of other types.”

“Really?” Hallie asked, brows lifting in unfeigned surprise.

“There’s not much, if any, meat in low city,” Girard said, addressing his comment to Emmet and Cotovatre, as if providing an explanation. Hallie felt her face warm. She couldn’t fault Girard for trying to be kind but she could feel embarrassed by how little she knew.

“I’m sorry,” Cotovatre said, voice warm as she faced Hallie. “You have seemed so comfortable and at home here that I’ve forgotten how strange this must all be for you. What Emmet said is true. We have whole store rooms full of frozen meat. And that’s not counting the roasts we’ve got stashed away. I swear, Cook has a secret hiding space somewhere as she keeps producing things I thought we’d run out of.”

Hallie laughed, as she was meant to, but was also reassured, and then a fresh worry occurred. “Has anyone checked the food stores? I mean, if someone went after the fresh meat and took all of that, what about the other types?”


Chapter seventeen


The food stores were all intact. The mystery thief hadn’t bothered with the dry goods or frozen provisions, and Hallie was sure that she wasn’t the only one relieved by that. Cotovatre asked Emmet to re-set the protective wards over the rooms, and then give the new keys to Cook. Understanding the broad intent, if not precisely what Emmet was going to do, and curious about how the sinisir worked magic, Hallie nonetheless followed Cotovatre and Girard back towards the main house. They weren’t here for her to indulge her curiosity but instead were trying to catch a killer.

Even though it was barely past noon, the sky overhead seemed to be darkening already. Cotovatre had been right when she’d said it would be a short day. Hallie glanced upward, seeing the now-familiar thick bank of clouds, as well as the very first signs of a break or two in the heavy cover. She tried not to get too hopeful. She didn’t know enough to be able to tell if this was a true break in the weather or just a pause before more storms arrived.

Returning to the main house, they found Stev alone in the grand entrance. Someone had brought in what looked like a reading stand - Hallie remembered seeing a few examples in the low city museum, used for displaying old, rare books. This stand was holding several pages of paper covered with various scribbles, and what looked like a map of the building and grounds. Hallie tried not to stare too obviously. She still didn’t have a good sense of the layout of the house and its outbuildings. Stev was frowning down at the papers, a pencil in one hand, making notes.

“No sign of anything so far, milady,” Stev said, glancing up when Cotovatre moved across to join him.

The lady pulled her woollen hat off and ran her hand through her hair, frowning down at the papers. “No. And you’ve covered almost everywhere. House next?”

“Ay. We’ll start at the attics and work down,” Stev said.

“And how are our guests today?” Cotovatre asked.

“Well enough,” Stev said. He met the lady’s gaze. “They asked for coffee in the main library, so I got Alys to move your papers out of the way.”

“Are all the guests there?” Girard asked. Hallie wondered if the question was natural curiosity or if he was thinking that seeing them in a more informal setting might smooth over some of the irritation the Conclave members doubtless felt at having their morning appointments cancelled.

“The Conclave members and Master Padarn,” Stev confirmed.

“Not Mistress Webb?” Girard clarified.

“Not today. The lady left word she’s indisposed and not to be disturbed,” Stev said. Impossible to tell how he felt about that from his neutral expression. He was honest in his relaying of the message, though.

“Has she been much indisposed while she has been here?” Girard asked. It sounded like an idle question, but Hallie could almost see the investigator’s instincts sharpening and coming to attention. Little bits of information often added up to a bigger, more complete picture.

“A couple of times,” Cotovatre said, a certain tightness around her mouth. She didn’t like Sagramour’s third wife all that much, Hallie thought, and having now met the widow, it made sense. The widow had struck Hallie as being over-dramatic and prone to exaggeration, whereas there was nothing exaggerated about Cotovatre. She was quietly assured in her own position and abilities in a way that Hallie for one deeply admired.

“Do you have anyone with medical training on staff?” Girard asked.

“Not formally, no. We have a few people with basic skills for emergencies and for everyday things. But we don’t have a physician as such.” Cotovatre’s mouth tightened again. “I am afraid I rather assumed the lady was feigning her illness as she didn’t want to be here. It’s not her kind of place at all.”

“I wonder if Leodegan might be able to speak to her?” Girard asked, as if thinking aloud. “He was a physician for a number of years before he took on his current role.”

“I can have a message relayed,” Cotovatre said. She glanced at Stev.

“I’ll see to it, milady.”

“Thank you, Stev. In the meantime, if there’s no more pressing matters, I wonder if we could have some of your time, Lady Cotovatre?” Girard asked.

“You want my version of events. Yes, of course. I’m happy to sit down with you,” the lady said, casting her eyes over Girard and Hallie. “Would you object if we paused for some lunch first? I always find that helps.”

“We’d be delighted,” Girard said, before Hallie could find her voice.

Cotovatre shed her outer layers, and a servant appeared as if by magic to take the items away, waiting while Hallie and Girard both stripped off their own layers.

Cotovatre issued some instructions to Stev, which the veondken took in his stride, and then led them back through the house to what the lady referred to as the small dining room - a wood-panelled room next to the library that held an almost plain wooden table with ten chairs around it.

Lunch was bowls of hearty chicken and vegetable soup and hunks of crusty bread. The quality was very nearly as good as Rosalia’s own. Hallie had to stop herself from diving head-first into the bowl. She hadn’t realised she was hungry until the huge bowl was put in front of her. Being out of the city and in colder weather was definitely using up a lot more energy than she was used to, and she was silently grateful to the lady for her generous hospitality. Hallie had spent many days working while she was both cold and hungry and it had been thoroughly miserable.

Emmet joined them, and Hallie could see the effort Girard made not to stand up when the sinisir came into the room. Stripped out of his outer layers, Hallie could see that Emmet was not wearing his normal clothes but instead was dressed in a close-fitting, long-sleeved tunic that looked like old-fashioned body armour, and hard-wearing trousers tucked into calf-length heavy boots. He also carried a satchel with him, which he set on the floor during the meal.

Pleasantly full of food, energy creeping through her body, Hallie couldn’t help but smile. Despite the circumstances, and the reasons for her being here, she was sitting with some of her favourite people in the world. The smile faded quickly as the meal ended and Cotovatre looked across the table to Girard.

“You have questions, Investigator Abbott?”

“I do, yes. Would you mind if we used the small library?” Girard asked.

“Not at all,” Cotovatre said, getting to her feet.

“Before you go, I prepared some maps for you,” Emmet said. He produced several rolls of parchment from the satchel. “I have a set for each of you and a spare in case you want to share it with the rest of your team. A guide to the house and a separate one for the grounds.”

“Thank you,” Girard said, taking the rolls from Emmet. He passed a pair to Hallie and she unrolled the parchment to find a stark pen-and-ink map of the outer buildings, with each one labelled in immaculate penmanship.

“This is really helpful, thank you,” Hallie added. With the drawings in front of her, her mind finally started to make sense of the vast house and outbuildings and she could almost believe that she might be able to find her way around on her own. Possibly. If she had the map with her.

“It’s this way,” Cotovatre said, and led Girard and Hallie back through the house, along a wide corridor Hallie hadn’t been through yet.

This particular corridor continued the theme of having art displayed on the walls. The collection here seemed to be older paintings, all of landscapes, in a style that Hallie found quite beautiful. The landscapes were all of different places and none of them seemed to be the lands around the house. Among the ones that stood out to Hallie was an arid desert with scorching blue skies, a vast, endless field of wildflowers, and a mountain range, the stark black-and-white peaks vivid against a sunset layered with oranges, yellows, pinks and reds. Hallie wanted to linger, to lose herself in the paintings for a while, her longing to travel to new places and new sights stirring again. She wondered what it would be like to stand under those blue skies and see nothing but sand ahead of her, or what that field of wildflowers might smell like. A tiny smile lifted her mouth. She’d spent so many years longing to travel, to see more of the world, and with Cotovatre’s intervention, severing her from the Talbot family vine, she now had a real chance to set out and explore. Being at Vertiger, even in the midst of winter, had just made her want to travel more, not less. Soon, she promised herself. Soon. Right now, there was a murder to solve.

The library room was just how they had left it, including the camera set up between the chairs Hallie and Girard had used. Cotovatre took in the arrangement of chairs and the camera and settled herself on a chair opposite the camera without a word.

In their absence, someone had tended the fire so the room was comfortable. Not warm enough that Hallie was in danger of falling asleep, but pleasant to sit in.

As she took her place, the door opened and a servant appeared with a tray of steaming mugs and plate of what Hallie’s nose told her were freshly baked biscuits of some description.

“Thank you, Nance,” Cotovatre said to the woman, who ducked her head and left as quietly as she had arrived. “Please help yourselves.”

Despite the generous lunch she’d just had, Hallie was not going to turn down hot chocolate again and happily picked up one of the mugs. The hot chocolate was, like the room, at a perfect temperature. Hot enough to slide through her but not hot enough to scald her tongue. Cradling the mug between her hands, Hallie waited while Girard checked the settings on the camera and then went through the preliminaries for the recording of who was there, the time and date.

That done, he looked across to Cotovatre. “Thank you, Lady Cotovatre, not just for your time today but also for your hospitality to the Conclave Investigators’ team. It’s made our work much easier.”

“Thanks are not needed. It is the least I could do, after Sagramour was found dead on my property and while he was my guest. I want to know what happened to him,” the lady answered. The truth of that rang through Hallie and she hoped that Girard would somehow be able to sense it, too.

“Have there been any violent deaths on the property before now?” Girard asked, surprising Hallie. And, it seemed, Cotovatre as well.

“What a strange question,” the lady said, eyes going distant as if she was searching her memory. “We have had deaths, of course. Almost all old age or sickness or some stupid accident. But violent deaths caused by someone else? I cannot recall a single one. I’ve had guardianship of this property for over two hundred years. It’s always possible that there was a violent death before that, but I’d never heard of one.”

“And is it typical for people to go missing on the property?” Girard asked.

“I wouldn’t say typical. We have definitely had people go missing from time to time. If you’re not used to the land, or navigating by the stars and sun, it can be disorienting. I’ve had visitors get turned around both in the open land and in the forest. We’ve always managed to find them.”

“So your household is relatively familiar with searching for someone?”

“I would say so, yes. You saw for yourself that Stev and the rest of the staff know what they are doing,” Cotovatre answered. Her voice was still calm, but there was a tiny crease between her brows. She didn’t like the idea that her staff were under suspicion, Hallie realised. The lady herself didn’t mind, one way or the other, but she did care about her household’s reputation.

“And before today, have there been any trespassers found on the property? People you didn’t invite or who had no business here?”

“A few, yes, but always in the summer months. That stretch of forest goes on across three different estates and we’ve had a few people turn up from the other estates from time to time. Mostly servants looking for a new home,” Cotovatre added, chin lifting a fraction. “They seemed to think they would find a safe haven here.”

“And did they?”

“Most of them, yes,” she admitted, a hint of a smile in her face. She was proud of that, Hallie thought. Proud that she’d been able to take in servants or staff from other estates. Which made Hallie wonder just how badly those servants had been treated in their former homes for them to risk the journey through dense forest on the off-chance they would find sanctuary on the lady’s estate.

“Please tell me about your relationship with Sagramour Webb.” The invitation was made in the same calm and even tone as his previous questions, but Hallie could sense that this one was important to Girard.

It was the first time that Cotovatre had hesitated. She stared down at her drink for a long moment. “It’s difficult to try and put that kind of thing into words,” she said eventually. “I deeply respected the old fool, even while I questioned and challenged some of his beliefs and ideas. He was a reliably excellent sparring partner in an argument. He took a keen interest in his family and the people in his care. I admired him for that. We disagreed on a great many things, but I would still count him as a friend. And I shall miss him.” There was a raw truth in that last statement that caught in Hallie’s throat.

“And did you kill him?”

“No, I did not.”

“Wish him dead?”

“No.”

There was a tiny pause after that bald denial. Hallie believed her. She thought Girard did, too.

“Who do you think might have wished Master Webb’s death?” Hallie asked.

“I don’t know.” For the first time, Hallie sensed a hint of deception from the lady. Cotovatre shifted in her chair, tightening her hands around her mug.

“Not a single idea?” Hallie asked, eyes narrowing.

“Oh, plenty,” Cotovatre said, shoving a hand through her hair. “I mean, the man could start an argument with an empty room. But, however many people he might have angered over the years, I cannot believe that any one of them would have wanted him dead. And certainly not like that.”

Hallie heard nothing but truth in the lady’s words. And yet, she still had the idea that the lady wasn’t telling them everything. The lady was old enough to have learned how to be honest without being wholly truthful.

“When we got here, you said that the manner of Master Webb’s death was savage, one of the worst you’d seen. Have you seen deaths like this before?” Girard’s question made Hallie flinch, a flash of memory of teeth ripping into her own throat rising up. She shoved the memory aside, forcing herself to remain in the here and now, feeling the weight and warmth of the mug in her hands.

“Unfortunately, yes,” Cotovatre answered, old sorrow crossing her face for a moment. “In a place far from here.”

Hallie was hard-pressed to contain her surprise, and then not to blurt out a dozen questions. She remembered the night they had arrived, and seeing the strain on Cotovatre’s face as they stood around Sagramour’s body. She’d assumed that the lady was remembering, as Hallie had been, the attack that had nearly killed Hallie in low city. But from what the lady was now saying, she might have been thinking of something completely different. A trickle of ice worked over Hallie’s skin. She wanted to know more about the other deaths that Cotovatre had seen. But she also didn’t want to ask too much. Now was not the time to reveal her own secrets, particularly not with the interview being recorded.

“Was the killer identified in that other case?” Girard asked.

“No,” Cotovatre answered. But Hallie didn’t believe her, unease threading through her. The lady was lying. She was doing it remarkably well. With so much skill that, if it hadn’t been for her truth sense, Hallie would have believed her.

Without the benefit of a truth sense, Girard seemed to have no difficulty accepting the lady’s answer. He asked for a few more details of the other death and Cotovatre gave names and places that had no meaning for Hallie.

Then Girard turned his questions to the last days before Sagramour’s death. Cotovatre’s account matched reasonably well with those the other Conclave members had given, although she had also been involved in some routine issues around the house which hadn’t concerned them, such as approving the menus that Cook had proposed.

By the time Girard had finished his questions and turned off the camera, the fire was dying down, letting a little chill into the air, and Hallie had the sense of it being late afternoon, or possibly early evening. She found herself surprisingly tired, and conscious that it had been a while since lunch.

As if he had been waiting for a cue, there was a quiet knock at the door followed by Stev coming into the room. He nodded his head to Hallie and Girard, but turned his attention to the lady. “Begging your pardon, milady, you wanted to know when the search was done.”

“I did, yes,” Cotovatre said. She got to her feet, turning to face the veondken. “Anything?” There was a slight tension in the lady’s shoulders and her voice, which Hallie felt reflected in her own body. After all, if there was no bloodthirsty intruder on the property, then the killer was someone already in the house, whether as a guest or member of staff.

“No. We didn’t find anyone extra, apart from young Bran,” Stev answered.

“Did you search the entire house?” Girard asked. “Even the Conclave members’ rooms?”

“We did, yes,” Stev said. He was maintaining a calm and polite manner, but Hallie could see some tension in his shoulders as he spoke. “There were a few objections, however, we were allowed inside all the rooms. We had to spend a little extra time with Mistress Webb’s rooms as the lady didn’t want to be seen, so we had to wait and let her people move her away from the search,” he added.

“I don’t doubt your work, I just wanted to be sure of the extent of the search,” Girard said. “I appreciate the trouble you’ve gone to, you and the lady,” he added, dipping his chin to Cotovatre.

“I’m sure I will be hearing some complaints from my guests,” Cotovatre said with a rueful smile, “but that’s nothing new.”

“It needed doing,” Stev said to Girard, relaxing. “Despite this being a big place, there really aren’t that many places where someone could hide. I am as certain as I possibly can be that - apart from Bran - we don’t have anyone on the property who’s not meant to be here.”

“That’s good to know, thank you,” Girard said.

Tension crept across Hallie’s skin. No intruders. She thought she should feel relieved, narrowing the possibilities of who might have killed Sagramour Webb, but instead she had an uneasy, unsettled feeling in her gut. There had been no mysterious stranger. Instead, the killer was somewhere in the house. It seemed impossible. She was quite certain she would have noticed someone of the size and shape of the creature which had attacked her a decade before, and would certainly have noticed someone with the sort of sharp and deadly claws that had made the wounds on Sagramour’s body. But she’d seen nothing. She’d heard of some veondken with retractable claws - like a cat’s - but they were extraordinarily rare, and even if the creature could hide its claws, she didn’t know how it would also have concealed its shape and height. Everyone she’d seen and spoken to had been human-shaped. A shiver ran across her skin. Despite the search, she couldn’t help but feel that she was missing something.

“Lady Cotovatre, thank you for being so generous with your time,” Girard said, turning to the lady. “If you’ll excuse me, I think I should speak to the other Conclave members and arrange times to interview them.”

Stev made a small noise that sounded like an almost apologetic cough. “Begging your pardon, sir, the Conclave members are ready to speak to you when you are free.”

Girard looked surprised, whether at Stev making the arrangements or the compliance of the Conclave members, but he nodded, once. “Thank you. Oh, what did Mistress Webb say about seeing Leodegan?”

“As I said, she did not wish to be seen. I passed a message through her staff,” Stev said, and the warmth in his voice faded a little. It seemed he shared his mistress’s dislike of the widow. “I was told that there’s no need for an outside physician.”

“Well, at least we made the offer,” Girard said, clearly disappointed by the news. “If she doesn’t want to be seen, then I suppose we can’t force her. At least not right now, with no good reason.”

“This really doesn’t seem to be her sort of environment,” Cotovatre said, perhaps trying to soften the disappointment and frustration written on Girard’s face. “Let me get someone to stoke the fire and bring some refreshments for you, and then Emmet will bring in whoever has agreed to be interviewed first.”

“Lord Lucas, milady,” Stev supplied.

Girard thanked both Stev and Cotovatre, staying on his feet as they left the room. When it was just him and Hallie, he moved away, walking around the room as if he couldn’t stay still for much longer, a deep frown on his face. Hallie made herself useful, returning the now empty mugs to the tray, and then stretched. The injuries from her last fugitive pursuit had completely healed, but the morning’s hike through the snow had left her muscles heavy and tired. She wasn’t used to that kind of exercise.

She and Girard stayed quiet while a soft-footed servant appeared with another tray carrying what Hallie’s nose told her was coffee. The servant quickly and efficiently stirred up the fire and then set the room up for the evening, closing the heavy curtains over the windows, blocking out the dull skies, and turning up several lanterns around the room before she collected the tray with the empty mugs of hot chocolate and left the room, closing the door silently behind her.

Hallie moved a little closer to the fire. She hadn’t been all that cold, but with the fire dying down she’d become aware of the chill in the air.

“I’d been half-hoping for some mysterious stranger to explain the killing,” Girard confessed, startling her. She turned, her back to the fire, and found that he’d stopped behind his chair, hands resting on the back of it, knuckles white for a moment. “The idea that the killer might be one of the lady’s guests is not a comfortable one.”

“No,” Hallie agreed.

“And now we have to assess the Conclave members. Lamorat Lucas first. You seemed to believe him when he said he didn’t kill Sagramour Webb. Why was that?” Girard asked. His tone was full of curiosity, no hint of anything else.

For a moment, Hallie was tempted to give him the honest answer - that she had known Lamorat was telling the truth because her magic told her as much. But she was still feeling raw and unsettled from the news that she was Cotovatre’s heir and being in such a strange environment. She didn’t want to answer even more questions. So instead she paused to think before giving Girard a different truth. “He strikes me as someone who would be a very dangerous enemy. I am sure he would be capable of killing someone. But he also seemed genuine in his grief. And I just don’t see the sort of, well, savagery that was used to kill Master Webb as being something Lord Lucas would indulge in.”

“Interesting.” Girard’s frown had faded and he stared into middle distance, voice thoughtful as he went on. “I agree with you. All of it. Lamorat Lucas is dangerous. He had a vicious reputation when he was younger as someone not to be crossed. Nothing was proven. And there were no formal investigations at the time, of course.” His mouth tightened. “So he would certainly be capable of killing someone. But I don’t see it. He and Master Webb seemed to be friends, as much as that means anything. And more than that, I don’t think he hates Lady Cotovatre enough to try and frame her like that.”

Hallie’s brows lifted. “But you do think Lord Lucas dislikes Cotovatre?”

“A little,” Girard said, with a grimace, as if he didn’t want to discuss it. But he went on, “I think the lady challenges a lot of the fixed ideas older men like Lord Lucas have about how society is supposed to run.”

Hallie choked on an unexpected laugh. “He should spend some time in low city, then. That would shock his hair white.”

Girard grinned in response. “So true. Perhaps we can arrange a visit for him?”

Hallie laughed outright at the idea of Lamorat Lucas on the streets of low city, but had no time to form a response as a soft knock at the door announced Lord Lucas’ arrival. Any impulse to laugh faded as she reminded herself of the grim task ahead of them. Finding Sagramour Webb’s killer.


Chapter eighteen


Lord Lamorat Lucas was dressed in similar casual clothing to the night before. And although he’d agreed to be interviewed, from the stiff way he carried himself, Hallie thought that he’d come prepared to be displeased and possibly insulted.

Some of the stiffness left him when Girard greeted him with quiet, polite deference and offered him some of the excellent coffee and refreshments that their host had provided. Once settled with a delicate china cup of coffee sitting beside him, Lamorat sent a cool stare between Hallie and Girard. He avoided looking at the camera lens, but hadn’t raised any objection to being recorded.

“Sir, I don’t believe that you had anything to do with Master Webb’s death. If you would, I should like your impressions of him as a person and for you to provide us with details of your most recent interactions with him.” Girard’s voice was calm, perfectly polite.

Lamorat’s brows lifted, unfeigned surprise on his face. Hallie had an idea that he was not often taken by surprise, and yet she had managed to do so the night before, and now Girard had succeeded as well. Some of the stiffness left his posture and he inclined his head.

“I’d like to say that Sagramour is clever. Was clever. Saints, it’s difficult to get used to saying that. While I’d like to say that, he was too stubborn to be truly clever. Once he’d got an idea fixed in his mind, that was it. All the same, he was a good friend,” Lamorat said, and Hallie caught the trace of real feeling she’d sensed the night before, an echo of sympathy running through her. “We went through some interesting times together. One of his daughters married one of my sons. The eldest. So we weren’t just friends, but also family, in a distant sort of way.” He paused, took a sip of coffee, and then went on. “As for the recent interactions, he was his usual self at the Conclave meetings. Spoke forty words when one would do. Wouldn’t change his mind, even when evidence was presented. I know Cotovatre hoped to get him to change his mind on the Paradise question, but I am not sure she would have succeeded. Or on the widow’s issue.”

Hallie took her cue from Girard and stayed quiet while Lamorat took another sip of coffee.

“There was nothing at all unusual about him in the last days. He was irritated from time to time, but that was partly because he’d chosen to bring Clarine here, and she was bored witless. At least Ulfiam brought Padarn, so they each had some company while we were in meetings. But I’ve no idea what possessed either of them.”

“You didn’t think to bring your wife, sir?” Girard asked.

“Saints, no,” Lamorat said, his cool eyes warming with humour at the thought. “She hates the country. She’s happily at home, hosting and attending more parties than I can keep count of. It suits her.” He might be outwardly controlled, but Hallie caught a hint of something warmer when he spoke of his wife. He cared for her. And while it was clear that he disliked the thought of endless parties, he was content that his wife was living a life that pleased her. A life that suited her, to use Lamorat’s own phrasing.

And it suited him, too, Hallie thought, some of her conversation with Cotovatre the night before coming to mind. With his wife content and busy, Lamorat was free to follow his own curiosity and interests, such as spending time with fellow Conclave members at a winter retreat of sorts.

“Where do you stand on the matter of Paradise and the widow, sir?” Hallie asked, more out of curiosity than any more serious reason. He’d brought the issues up, so it seemed reasonable to follow up.

Lamorat’s brief flash of humour faded, his pale eyes becoming serious as he looked back at her. “I have not been in favour of either proposition.”

Hallie waited, sensing he had more to say.

“But, as our host has reminded me more than once, the world is changing. And we must adapt with it, or risk becoming irrelevant. Despite my original misgivings, I suspect I may change my vote at the next Conclave.”

“From what you’ve said, it seems Master Webb would not have changed his mind,” Girard said.

“Not him, no,” Lamorat said, with what sounded like reluctant admiration.

“What happens to his seat now?” Hallie asked. From the conversation that had taken place on the train, following the news of Calibum Jacobs’ death, it seemed that Sagramour Webb’s seat would fall to his oldest male heir, but she didn’t know enough about the Conclave to be certain. She should have asked Girard in private, but with an actual Conclave member in front of them, who seemed inclined to answer questions, she took the opportunity now.

“It will pass to his eldest son, of course,” Lamorat said, face slightly pinched as his eyes travelled over her face. “That is the way of things.”

Hallie was tempted to remind him of what he’d just said about becoming irrelevant, but suspected that would be seen as rude. So she kept quiet, just ducking her head.

“Were there any other controversial matters before the Conclave that you believe we should be aware of?” Girard asked.

“A very diplomatic question,” Lamorat noted with clear approval. “None that I can think of just now. If something does occur, I will let you know.”

“I would appreciate that, thank you,” Girard said.

Girard went on to ask Lamorat for some more detail about how he’d spent his time in the past few days, particularly the day of Sagramour’s death. From Hallie’s perspective, the man gave short, honest answers. As she’d sensed the night before, and as Girard also believed, Lamorat had had nothing to do with the death. Watching him, Hallie could see the hard core of ruthlessness that Girard had hinted at in their earlier conversation. He’d tempered it over the years, she guessed, but it was still there. It seemed to help him now in maintaining his composure while being questioned and talking about the dead man.

When Girard was done with his questions, Lamorat looked directly at Hallie, his hard stare making her sit up straight in her chair, bracing for whatever he might say. His words, and tone, were far milder than his expression suggested. “I don’t doubt you’ll do your best to find Sagramour’s killer. But you’re not just a consultant now. You’re Cotovatre’s heir. That is no small thing. Be very sure of your target.”

“I always am,” Hallie answered, lifting her chin slightly, facing the challenge head-on. That was met with a slight, sour smile from Lamorat, then Girard showed him out of the room.
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Their next interview was with Hoel, who arrived after a short pause, with a hint of colour in his face that might have been anger, or might have been from the cold air outside, Hallie couldn’t tell. He had on an outfit similar to the one she’d seen Emmet wearing earlier in the day - a close-fitting, long sleeved tunic in a dull grey colour that looked like something a warrior of the past might have worn to battle, along with trousers of the same colour, made of the tough material Hallie was used to seeing the Conclave Investigators wearing. He didn’t have a weapon visible, but that didn’t mean much. Knives could be concealed almost anywhere, and she was sure there were other types of weapons that could be made small enough to hide about a person. Having now seen both Emmet and Hoel in similar clothing, Hallie wondered if the outfit was something commonly worn day-to-day outside the city.

She also couldn’t help noticing that both Lamorat and Hoel had arrived on their own, with no aides or security in tow, and to mentally contrast that to the widow the day before, who had seemed to need the support of two people who might have been dressed as servants but who were almost certainly security agents. It was quite possible that, with her husband dead, Clarine Webb had felt vulnerable and in need of the support, but Hallie thought it was equally likely that the widow had wanted to have people dancing in attendance on her. It was an effort for Hallie to squash down her instinctive and irrational dislike of the woman, but she managed to turn her attention to Hoel instead.

The younger Conclave member lifted his chin, a hint of anger on his face, when Girard explained the reason for the camera, but didn’t openly object to the recording. He fixed Girard with a hard stare when the camera had been turned on, and waited for the questions.

“Are you expecting trouble today, sir?” Girard asked. Well, that answered her unspoken question about whether Hoel’s clothing was normal. The younger Conclave member was making a silent, powerful point.

“One person has been killed already, and you don’t seem any closer to finding out who is responsible,” Hoel answered, biting anger in his voice. “Precautions seemed sensible.”

“This is your first visit to Lady Cotovatre’s residence?” If Girard was bothered by the accusation of failure, it didn’t show. He was very good at that calm tone, Hallie thought. Somehow she didn’t think it was a product of his training, but of his upbringing. While Gaenor Abbott was widely liked and admired for her generosity and warmth, Verain Abbott was a different matter. Girard’s father had struck Hallie as a man very used to getting his own way and one who exercised remarkable self-control. It was easy to see how a calm, unruffled manner would be essential in dealing with a father like that.

“Why does that matter?” Hoel asked, brows lowering in a scowl.

Even if she hadn’t been able to read his face, to see the visual cues that he was much younger than the others, the easily roused temper would have given him away, Hallie thought. Lamorat had far more self-control, honed over decades in public life. She couldn’t help wondering just how long Hoel had been a member of the Conclave and made a mental note to check on that.

“I’m trying to get a feel for what happened in the days leading up to Master Webb’s murder,” Girard said easily. “I understand from the lady that both Lord Lucas and Master Vargas had been visitors before, but this is your first visit here?”

“If you already know that, why ask the question?” Hoel demanded.

“Why don’t you want to tell us?” Hallie asked, before Girard could speak. It seemed to her that Hoel was on the edge of his self-control, and she wondered what might happen if she pushed him a little.

He turned hard blue eyes to her and paused, which surprised her. She’d expected him to shout back, or fire another question at her.

“Looking after your inheritance, little girl?” Hoel asked. The snide tone and the substance of his question made Hallie blink.

“I don’t understand what you mean,” she said. Sometimes it helped to simply be honest.

“One day all this will be yours. It’s understandable you would want to protect it.”

“I expect the Lady Cotovatre will live for many more years yet,” Hallie said, making an effort to keep her tone even and her words clear. “But I do not understand why my relationship to her has anything to do with you refusing to answer Investigator Abbott’s questions?”

“I won’t be challenged in this way,” Hoel said, jaw set, tension across his shoulders, a hint of colour rising in his face.

“You are being asked questions as part of an investigation into Master Webb’s murder,” Girard said. “Do you not want his killer found?”

“Are you now accusing me?” Hoel asked, a flush of temper on his face.

“By no means,” Girard said.

“But if you did kill him, it would be helpful if you would just say so,” Hallie added. She didn’t understand the younger Conclave member’s attitude at all.

“What possible advantage is there to me of Sagramour’s death?” Hoel asked.

He seemed honest, but he hadn’t provided a single direct answer so far. Hallie tilted her head slightly, considering him. “Well, let’s see. If you were on opposite sides of a vote, that’s one less vote against you. It’s possible you have some business interests involving him which will be more profitable now he’s out of the way. Or there may be more personal reasons.” She remembered Lamorat talking about the marriage between his and Master Webb’s children, with the clear inference that there were other children in both their houses. She’d yet to hear anyone mention Hoel having a wife, or husband.

“I had no reason to want the old man dead,” Hoel said, surprising Hallie with a direct and honest answer. “In fact, it’s blasted inconvenient that he is gone. He understood the value of tradition and order. Unlike that woman.”

Which also told Hallie where Hoel Buchanan was likely to vote on the matter of a Conclave seat for Paradise, or releasing her late husband’s estate to the widow who had petitioned the Conclave for that ruling.

“You don’t see any value in change? In progress?” Hallie asked, mostly out of curiosity. It was an attitude she’d come across plenty of times before in low city. People who believed things should be done a certain way, because that was the way they had always been done. Hallie didn’t mind traditions that were helpful, such as members of a vine looking out for each other, but she did also believe in embracing advances in technology and medicine which were helpful, such as antibiotics to treat infections which would have killed people in the past.

“Is it progress to upend the natural order of the world? Young woman, the lineage of my house can be traced back over two thousand years. We have learned to live in harmony with our environment with none of the modern conveniences that seem so essential to other, softer peoples. Our winters are far more harsh than the weather outside, and we not only survive but we thrive. I see no need for change.” Hoel’s voice was firm, with genuine feeling behind the words, and honest belief. He was proud of where he came from, of the lineage behind him.

“And yet you have a seat on the Conclave, and travel the world by air, taking advantage of some of those modern conveniences that you say your people don’t need,” Girard said. For the first time, there was a hint of something else in his voice. Frustration. Hallie’s interest spiked. It sounded like there was far more of a history and a story there than Hoel’s proud speech might suggest. She wanted to ask Girard more about it, but now was not the time, with Hoel in front of them and the camera recording what was supposed to be an investigative interview.

“I do not accept your judgement,” Hoel said, staring at Girard.

“I did not ask you to,” Girard pointed out. “Now, if we may return to the matter at hand? We’ve established that this is your first visit to Lady Cotovatre’s residence and that you say you had no reason to wish harm to Master Webb. Tell me about the day he died. What were you doing?”

Hoel’s jaw clenched, anger still burning bright spots in his cheeks, but he managed to swallow his feelings and provide Girard information that matched the details they’d already had from Lamorat. Girard had to tease out more details with further questions, as even when he did provide an answer, Hoel didn’t say much.

From what the Conclave member said, it had seemed a perfectly ordinary day. There had been debates, a few cross words, but nothing abnormal. Having now spent more time with Hoel, Hallie could well believe that cross words were normal around him. And while she couldn’t absolutely rule him out as Sagramour’s killer, she also didn’t think it fit. From what the forensic team had found, it seemed that Master Webb had gone willingly to the empty building, and hadn’t been alarmed at first. The attacker had been able to strike the first blow from behind. For all his short temper and bluster, Hallie couldn’t see Hoel Buchanan striking someone from behind. He would want to face his opponent. He would want them to know who it was that was coming for them.

Under Girard’s patient questioning, Hoel’s temper settled enough to provide a decent account of the day, and his observations on his fellow guests. When the questions were done, Hoel fixed Girard with a hard stare.

“I still don’t believe it was anyone in the house who did this. It’s impossible. None of us had a reason to kill him. You need to look outside. Some trespasser.”

Girard’s brows lifted. “The lady and her staff have conducted another thorough search of the property and grounds today and found no one, sir.”

“Then they didn’t look hard enough,” Hoel said, chin lifting a fraction.

Hallie pressed her lips together to stop herself from making what would most likely have been a rude response to that. She’d seen enough of the younger Conclave member to know that nothing she said was going to change his mind. He’d decided that the killer was someone else, some stranger, and she suspected that nothing was going to change his views apart from unmasking the actual killer. Which, she concluded, almost certainly wasn’t Hoel Buchanan.

Hallie stood up and stretched while Girard showed Hoel out of the room, trying to shake off her feeling of frustration. Two interviews and she didn’t feel any further forward in her understanding of what might have happened that led to Sagramour’s death. She was confident that Lamorat was innocent, and thought it likely that Hoel was, too. That left the rest of the household, including Cotovatre and her staff. And yet, Hallie couldn’t help but feel she was missing something. Motive, for one thing. Cotovatre, Lamorat and Hoel had all been clear that Sagramour was stubborn and had firm beliefs which he was unlikely to ever change. But the issues before the Conclave, the ones which Girard and Hallie had been told about at least, didn’t add up to motive for murder in Hallie’s mind. Or such a savage killing. Nothing was making sense. She wanted to go back to the body, to get more detail from the forensic team and Leodegan. The only thing she felt sure of was that there were no other people on the property, and that Hoel’s theory of someone sneaking onto Cotovatre’s land and killing one of her guests was something he’d fixed in his own mind.

“You look quite cross,” Girard commented.

Hallie started. She hadn’t realised he was standing a few paces away. She shook her head. “Nothing’s making sense, and I don’t like it one bit.”

“I know what you mean,” Girard said, surprising her with his easy agreement. “It’s hard not to think that the way Master Webb was killed is anything but personal, and yet there doesn’t seem to be any motive for it.” He paused, a faint smile on his face. “The Conclave members are being far more cooperative than I expected.”

“Even Hoel?” Hallie asked, brows lifting.

“Even him. He did give us some information, eventually. But it’s not unusual for people to refuse to answer our questions, even if they aren’t Conclave members.”

“That must make your job very difficult.” Hallie was quite used to people not answering her questions. Her truth sense usually allowed her to parse out the information she needed, particularly when people tried to lie to her. But until Girard had mentioned it, she hadn’t specifically noticed that the Conclave members were being quite cooperative. Lamorat had been direct, Hoel combative, but they had each been honest in their own way.

Girard’s mouth pulled up in a rueful smile. “The director did warn me about it when I took the job, but I thought what we were doing was too important to let a few stubborn people put me off.”

Hallie smiled back. It fit with what she knew about him. She would have said something else, but there was a knock at the door. Hoel Buchanan might have kept them waiting, but it seemed that Ulfiam Vargas was keen to speak with them.
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Ulfiam hadn’t just arrived early, hard on the heels of Hoel’s exit, he’d also brought his husband with him. Although Hallie wasn’t sure that had been the Conclave member’s idea. From the way Padarn had linked his arm through his husband’s, Hallie had an idea that Padarn had decided he wasn’t going to be left behind. They were dressed in complementary tones of blue, Padarn’s outfit brighter than Ulfiam’s, which seemed appropriate. Girard accepted Padarn’s presence without objection, and Hallie took her place again, intending to stay quiet and observe. She hadn’t got a very clear impression of Ulfiam from the night before. She had definitely formed an impression of Padarn, not an entirely good one, but tried to suspend judgement, prepared to listen with an open mind.

With the camera recording, Girard directed his questions to Ulfiam, starting with some general background about how long he’d known Sagramour Webb and how often he’d been to stay at Cotovatre’s residence.

Ulfiam answered readily enough, his hand linked with Padarn’s. The Conclave member didn’t give much by way of detail, but what he did say was honest, as far as Hallie could tell. He’d known Sagramour for only a little time less than Lamorat. He’d had a grudging respect for the man, even as he described him as stone-headed. Interestingly, it seemed to Hallie that Ulfiam was more on Cotovatre’s side on the two issues that the Conclave had appeared split on. She thought that Ulfiam was closer to Lamorat and Sagramour’s age than to Hoel, and found it curious that so well-established a Conclave member was open to the changes that a yes vote would bring. If the Conclave voted to open a seat to the human-only colony of Paradise, it would break with the entire history of the organisation. And if they voted to grant a widow control of her late husband’s estate, it would break with the long-held traditions and laws of the hochlen. Well, almost break with them. There was Cotovatre as the single exception to the male-head-of-household rule.

All of which made Hallie wonder how far back Ulfiam Vargas could trace his household, and how steeped in tradition his own country was. From what he said, and didn’t say, she formed the impression that his home country was far warmer than Hoel’s and he was not used to the cold, nor did he like it much.

Ulfiam also provided a similar account to Lamorat and Hoel about the day of Sagramour’s death, with one exception provided by Padarn.

“Oh, you know, you were a little late to the first meeting,” Padarn said, his beautiful voice soft and warm, which made Hallie immediately suspicious.

“That’s right. We’d stayed up rather late the night before,” Ulfiam said, with a fond smile to his husband. “Padarn was in need of some company. He’d been due to spend the day with Clarine, but that hadn’t happened.”

“The poor thing hadn’t been feeling at all well,” Padarn said, turning to Girard. He managed to sound sympathetic and irritated at the same time. “So, I’d been on my own all day, and Ulfie was kind enough to spare me some time.”

Ulfiam sent his husband a sideways glance which told Hallie that he was perfectly well aware of Padarn’s exaggerated gratitude, and saw him perhaps even more clearly than Hallie did.

“Mistress Webb was unwell the day before her husband’s death?” Girard asked. His voice seemed calm, but Hallie could sense a bit of tension in him. Or perhaps it was her own tension. This was the first mention anyone had made of the widow in all the interviews. Cotovatre had hinted that she thought Clarine Webb had been faking illness to avoid things she considered to be dull, but from what Hallie had observed, the widow very much enjoyed and appreciated Padarn’s company. It seemed strange she would feign illness to avoid him.

“So I was told by her servant,” Padarn said. “Why, is it important?” He was trying to sound artless, but there was a gleam in his eyes which suggested he was happy to be at the centre of attention.

“It may be nothing of consequence,” Girard said, and Hallie had to bite her lip to hide a smile as Padarn’s expression fell and then brightened again as Girard went on. “But little details can sometimes matter.”

“Well. I think that’s all we can tell you,” Ulfiam said. He rose to his feet, Padarn with him. “If you have any more questions, let me know.”

Without waiting for Girard’s agreement, the couple turned and left the room.

“They haven’t been married for long, have they?” Hallie asked, after Girard had turned off the camera.

“Not long. A year or so, I think,” Girard answered. “Why?”

“Probably nothing,” Hallie said, taking a step closer to the fire. She’d grown a little stiff and chilled from sitting. “Padarn seemed a little, ah, what’s the word, possessive?”

“A little unsure of himself, yes,” Girard agreed easily. “Unlike Mistress Webb.” His voice took on a thoughtful tone. “I wonder why she didn’t mention feeling unwell when we spoke to her.”

“That is interesting, isn’t it? Although, from what Cotovatre said, it does seem to be a pattern for her. Mistress Webb may have simply forgotten about it. I think grief can do strange things to a person’s mind. We should probably speak with her again,” Hallie suggested, hoping she didn’t sound as reluctant as she felt.

“Yes,” Girard said, no hesitation in his voice. He was just doing his job, Hallie reminded herself. It wasn’t the widow’s fault that Hallie disliked her. Her attention snapped away from the widow as Girard went on, “And we’ll also need to speak to the staff.”

“All of them?” Hallie asked. It wasn’t really a question as she’d come to the same conclusion. Having ruled out an outside intruder, that left the guests and staff as potential killers. She remembered the crowd gathered in the grand entrance earlier in the day, preparing to head out and search the grounds. “There must be, what, twenty at least?”

“Probably more, as there were probably a few that didn’t get drafted into the search,” he answered. “On my family’s estate there would be upwards of forty people at any one time. The farming we do is quite labour-intensive. I don’t know how many people the lady will have on staff, though. A question for tomorrow, I think.”

He seemed deep in thought, so Hallie waited for a moment, listening to the quiet hiss of the fire, unease creeping through her. Girard was doing his job. But he didn’t have all the information. She should tell Girard about what had happened to her. Even as part of her argued it might not be relevant, another part of her wanted to speak. Even if she didn’t want to talk about it, with what Cotovatre had said and not said, it seemed important for him to know.

Conflict held her still for a moment more. It was the night that had changed her, that had cut her existence into the before and the after, leading to her exile from her blood family. It had also brought out her hochlen nature and made her into Cotovatre’s heir. The memories still gave her nightmares from time to time, and she could feel a flashback at the edge of her vision. She tried to shove it away and instead gather up her courage. She was drawing a breath to calm herself and start talking when Girard spoke.

“Would you mind heading back to the annex on your own?”

Startled, Hallie turned her attention to him. He had taken the camera off its mount and was holding it in his hands, a slight frown between his brows.

“Is there something wrong?” she asked, wondering what she might have missed. He’d been more than thorough with his questions. She couldn’t think of anything he’d forgotten or omitted.

“Not precisely,” he said, which didn’t reassure her in the least. He looked up, a serious expression on his face. “I just have a feeling I’m missing something. I want to review the interviews and take some time to make notes. I thought I’d do that here, but there’s no need for you to stay.”

“Alright,” Hallie said. It made sense. It really did. And yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that he was somehow creating distance between them. “I’m sure Alys or Stev could bring you some food. I can ask, if you like?”

“Thank you, no,” Girard said. He moved across to the desk, camera still in his hands, and set his cross-body bag down on the surface.

“Alright,” Hallie said again, despite the unease creeping through her. “I’ll leave you to it.”

Girard didn’t look up as she headed for the door, which she closed carefully behind her, shutting him in and her out.


Chapter nineteen


Finding herself completely alone in the corridor, Hallie realised that she would be able to find her way back to the side entrance of the house by following the line of paintings. Alone in the house for the first time, and wanting a distraction from whatever was bothering Girard, Hallie took her time heading back towards the side entrance, stopping in front of each painting for a long look. Now that she’d had a view of the house and grounds from the vantage of the summer house, she could better understand the details of the house and outbuildings shown in the paintings, and trace some differences through the years. Some of the outbuildings had been extended, and another removed. It still didn’t make sense to her mind that one person could own all of this, and the land around them, and more besides. She wondered if she’d ever be able to make sense of the hochlen world.

It was a sharp and stark contrast from everything she’d grown up with. She thought of the home that she’d formed in low city, which she now shared with Rosalia. It was the only property she officially and fully owned. She had a couple of safe spaces around the city, including the basement room where she’d concealed Rosalia when they’d both been suspected of murder. The other spaces were abandoned, owned by no one, and there was no official record of Hallie’s interest in them. The home underneath the railway arches was hers, though, and she’d been proud that she’d managed to secure it outright. It was a generous space for two people, by low city standards, and yet it was nothing compared to the house around her now.

And Cotovatre had claimed Hallie as her heir. Which meant that, in theory, Hallie could inherit everything the lady owned. A shudder gripped her. She didn’t want it. Not any of it. The idea that it might be hers was so alien it might as well have been in another language. What she did want, very much, was a connection with her ancestor. Hallie wanted to get to know the woman better, to hear some of the stories of her past and perhaps soak up some of the quiet wisdom that Cotovatre carried with her. And that was possible, she realised, with a lightening of her heart. Thanks to the lady, Hallie had her freedom from her blood family’s vine and they had no more claims on her time or resources. Instead, she could make her own decisions. And far from being shunned by the ancient hochlen, as her own mother had done, Cotovatre had welcomed her and openly acknowledged her.

With that thought warming her, she arrived at the small entranceway by the side door to find a servant waiting for her with her outer layers. Hallie wrapped herself up and thanked the servant, whose name she thought she should know, and then headed out. Full night had fallen while she and Girard had questioned the Conclave members, and the temperature had dropped.

The bitterly cold air shocked her into stillness not two paces from the house’s door. Even with the dense cloud cover, it felt as though a thousand tiny needles were digging into the small part of her face that was exposed. She ducked her head down and set out across the courtyard space, heading for the annex. There might be both company and food there.

Partway across the space, the unusual tint of the night sky reflected on the snow made her stop in her tracks again and look up, stomach twisting in dread. The breaks in the cloud cover that she’d noticed earlier had widened and the moonlight that she could now see in the gaps was shaded pink. If her face hadn’t already been numb, it would have stiffened. She didn’t bother wondering if she’d imagined the strange colour. She knew that she had not. She’d seen it before. That colour in the sky meant only one thing. The beginnings of a blood moon.

Hallie shuddered in the heavy coat, the unwanted memories rising up again. Fetid breath. Teeth ripping into her flesh. Pain. So much pain.

Blood moons were not common, but they were whispered about on dark nights and every child in low city knew not to go outside under a blood moon. If she hadn’t been attacked under one, Hallie might have dismissed the tales as fanciful stories meant to keep wayward children indoors at night. As it was, she knew that the danger was very real. Hallie couldn’t be sure if the creature that had attacked her was what the residents of low city feared, but they were definitely frightened of something.

The pink hue to the sky would deepen over the next few days until the sky turned almost truly red at night. It had happened twice in her lifetime. The last time, a few years before, Hallie had hidden in her home, the door locked, jumping at every tiny sound, unable to sleep until daylight had arrived, chasing the unnatural moon away.

The one before that had been the night when Hallie had been attacked and left for dead. She remembered thinking, before the attack had happened, that the sky was beautiful. She’d never seen colour like it before. And then a creature she’d never seen before or since had leapt out of the shadows and her life had changed forever.

Her hand went to her throat, pressing the fabric of the scarf against her skin. The sensation of teeth ripping into her was so real she could almost smell the blood and her own fear. Overlaid on that was the more recent memory of Sagramour Webb’s body lying on the metal table in Leodegan’s workspace, the awful wounds to the dead man’s throat and shoulders cleaned of blood, fragments of bone showing through.

Panic closed Hallie’s throat. She’d made the connection between her attack and whatever had killed Sagramour, but hadn’t said anything, worried she was wrong and imagining things. But with the pink tint to the sky overhead, she couldn’t ignore the connection any longer. Whatever had attacked her was here. A wordless denial lodged in her throat, choking her, and she pushed it back, pulse thudding in her ears. As impossible as that seemed, with no connection between this place and low city. And as impossible as it was for something to have hidden well enough to escape the notice of the search teams Stev had organised and supervised through the afternoon. It was here.

She needed to tell someone. Anyone. They were all in danger.

The edges of her vision darkened and she realised she had stopped breathing. She sucked in a much needed, noisy breath, and looked back to the house, then ahead to the annex. She was fractionally closer to the annex and fixed on that as a point of safety. She was all-too-aware of how vulnerable she was out in the open with a blood moon approaching.

Even as she took a step forward, heading for the building, a flicker of movement among the still white snow caught her eye. There was something there. Someone in the shadows at the corner of the annex.

Her throat closed up, any noise she might have made choked off, her heart beating so loudly she couldn’t hear anything else. She watched, silent and helpless, as the person crouched down and then sprang forward and up, climbing up the wall with astonishing speed and agility. Not someone, she realised. It was some kind of creature. And it was breaking into the building.

Every instinct she had was screaming it shouldn’t be there. That it was dangerous and she needed to tell someone.

She found herself running, moving forward, legs tangling with her coat, feet slipping on the snow, a tiny, pathetic cry lodged in her throat. No sound emerged. She couldn’t even call for help.

She rammed into the door of the annex, forgetting for a moment how to use a door handle. The door opened from the inside and she almost fell through. Alys, her hand on the door latch, frowned at Hallie.

“Miss Hallie. Is everything alright?”

“No. Something. Creature. Here,” Hallie said, forcing the words out, voice barely above a whisper. “Danger.”

“I’ll send an alert,” Alys said, and put a hand to her chest, closing her eyes briefly. Hallie felt a pulse of what she would swear was Cotovatre’s magic, then the veondken opened her eyes again. “Here, you say? Where?”

“Upstairs,” Hallie said, and started up the stairs, careless of the snow she’d brought in with her.

As she reached the first landing, a scream pierced the air. Close by. In the building. Further up. It raised every hair on Hallie’s body and she ploughed forward more quickly. Another scream followed. It sounded like someone in pure agony, in the sort of pain Hallie had only experienced once in her life.

Hallie felt like she was moving in slow motion, hampered by the heavy clothing, unable to force herself to move faster, to get up the stairs, to rescue whoever it was that was being attacked.

As she reached the final landing, the top floor of the building, she realised Alys was next to her, the veondken’s face set with determination. The top of the stairs ended at a small landing, with a window in front of them and a corridor to either side. Hallie paused, trying to work out which way she should go, her lungs burning. Some instinct had her turning, crying out a warning as a shadow moved out of the dark interior of the building. A creature, moving fast, heading towards them. She grabbed hold of Alys’ arm and pulled her out of the creature’s path, the woman far heavier than she would have imagined possible, both of them tumbling to the ground.

Alys grunted as they fell and Hallie had the confused impression of a hulking creature with coarse, dull brown hair, gleaming eyes and long, curving white fangs that dripped with blood, then the creature was gone, heading straight through the window, the sound of glass breaking shockingly loud, before the creature vanished into the night.

Hallie pushed herself to her knees, then to her feet and headed along the corridor where she thought the creature had been. Her breathing was loud and harsh in her ears but everything around her seemed silent and still and she couldn’t move fast enough, stomach tightening into a knot of dread at what she might find.

When she reached the open door she stopped, forcing herself to take a long look around. There was only one occupant of the room, a woman. She’d been attacked and killed in her own bed, the damage to her body far less extensive than that to Sagramour’s body. Her eyes were open, staring at the ceiling, face twisted in her final scream. There was blood spatter on the ceiling and walls, and pools of it soaking into the bedsheets and mattress around her. She’d been an elderly woman, from the grey hair and lines on her face. And she hadn’t deserved to die like this.

As Hallie drew in another harsh breath that sounded a bit like a sob in her ears, she realised that she couldn’t smell anything. With that much blood, her mouth and nose should be full of a powerful, bitter-sweet, metallic taste and texture, but there was nothing. She couldn’t even smell the wood or ash from the banked fire in the grate. Nothing. The absence of any scent made her shiver, remembering Sagramour’s body, cold and dead and scentless.

Footsteps behind her made her start and turn back to the corridor. She found Leodegan approaching, a gun in his hand, which he kept pointed to the ground.

“I think she’s dead,” Hallie said. Her voice didn’t sound right.

“Let me check,” Leodegan said, his voice gentle, which made Hallie wonder what her face looked like. She nodded, stepping out into the corridor, realising then that she was too hot and pulling off her hat and gloves, unfastening her coat with trembling fingers. Someone else was dead. She’d seen the danger. She’d been too slow to stop it.

Leodegan stepped out of the room a moment later, expression grim. He’d put the gun away and put a hand on Hallie’s arm, touch gentle, matching his calm voice. “Are you alright?”

“Me? Yes. Fine. Totally fine. She’s dead, isn’t she?”

“Yes, she is.”

“It’s the same killer as Sagramour Webb, isn’t it?” Hallie asked, her voice too high, breathing too fast and loud.

“It looks that way,” Leodegan agreed, still with that grim expression, even though his voice stayed even.

“I can’t smell anything. I can see the blood, but I can’t smell it.”

“No. Me neither,” Leodegan said, eyes narrowing as he looked at her. “Did you get a look at the killer?”

“Very briefly,” Hallie said. “I was with Alys. Oh, Alys.” She turned back towards the stairs, realising that the veondken was no longer with her.

“She was sitting against the wall when I passed,” Leodegan said, still in that calm, gentle voice. “Let’s go and check on her.”

With Leodegan’s hand under her elbow, Hallie made her way back along the corridor even as other doors started to open and worried faces peered out. A few people asked Leodegan what was going on.

“There’s been an incident. Please stay in your rooms for the moment,” the medical examiner said. Some of his calmness and authority seeped into Hallie and she was steadier on her feet by the time they reached the landing.

Alys was sitting propped up against the wall, an expression of surprise on her face, one arm held tight across her body, hand gripping her upper arm. In the light available through the shattered window, Hallie saw blood seeping through Alys’ fingers. She remembered the noise Alys had made when they’d tumbled to the ground, part pain and part surprise. The creature must have caught the veondken with one of its claws.

“You’re hurt. I’m sorry, I didn’t even realise,” Hallie said, crouching down in front of the servant. Guilt stabbed into her. She’d been too slow. Too slow to stop the creature killing again. Too slow to stop Alys being hurt. She’d seen the creature. She’d known what it was capable of, and had done nothing useful.

“It wasn’t important at the time,” Alys said with a faint smile. The attempt at humour faded. “I’ll just sit here for a bit longer, if that’s alright?”

Before Hallie could form a reply, footsteps sounded, more than one person rapidly climbing the stairs. In the lead was Cotovatre, with Emmet close behind her and Stev following them. The lady swept her gaze around Leodegan, Hallie and Alys, then brushed forward, kneeling by Alys.

“You’re hurt, dear friend,” the lady said, the gentleness in her voice making Hallie’s eyes sting. She got to her feet and backed away, giving the pair some room.

The warmth of Cotovatre’s magic, delicate and powerful, filled the air. Alys breathed a deep sigh of relief and blinked, eyes damp.

“Thank you, milady, that is much better.”

“That was a deep wound. You’ll need to rest for a bit to fully heal,” the lady said, getting to her feet. She was paler than she had been, and Emmet put a hand on the small of her back. It didn’t look to Hallie as though he was applying any pressure, but the lady steadied. “Stev, will you take Alys to your rooms, please? See that she lies down for a bit.”

“Ay, milady,” Stev said. He moved into the gap the lady had left and gathered Alys up into his arms, ignoring her protests, and carried her away, down the stairs.

“Where?” Cotovatre asked, directing the question between Hallie and Leodegan. Hallie pointed, then followed the lady, Emmet, and Leodegan along the corridor to the open door. Her skin crawled as she could still smell absolutely nothing, which felt profoundly unnatural. She’d seen how much blood had been shed. There should be something in the air to mark the unfortunate woman’s death.

From her position, Hallie couldn’t see the lady’s face, but she did hear the short gasp and what sounded like a muffled sob as the lady saw the body.

“Do you know who this is?” Leodegan asked.

“One of Lamorat’s people,” Emmet answered.

“His senior aide. Anna Booth. She’s worked for him all her life,” Cotovatre said, grief in her voice. “A fine, fine woman. Absolutely dedicated to her house.” She sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh. No. Her son is also here. At the other end of the corridor, I think. Bedver. One of the other aides. He’s going to be devastated. Emmet, will you make sure he doesn’t come close? Doesn’t see?”

“Of course,” Emmet said, and headed back along the corridor.

“Oh, I should go with him,” Cotovatre said. “He’ll have to tell Bedver that his mother is gone.”

“I’ll go,” Leodegan said, and followed Emmet out, leaving Hallie alone with Cotovatre and the dead woman.

Hallie stepped further into the room, closer to her many-times-great-grandmother, and felt a tight knot form in her stomach. She was drawn to Cotovatre, perhaps because of the blood tie they shared not just over the generations but also from when the lady had saved her life. And yet, she knew Cotovatre was not being entirely honest with her, and that made her skin prickle.

“You know something about this, don’t you?” Hallie asked bluntly. In any other circumstance, she would have given the lady the grace of a bit of time to get over the shock of another death. But the stakes were too high. “What aren’t you telling me?” Hallie asked bluntly.

Cotovatre looked across at her, mouth half-open in what seemed genuine surprise. She looked like she was going to speak, then footsteps in the corridor outside interrupted whatever she was going to say.

Girard appeared in the doorway, face pale and drawn. “I was told there was trouble,” he said, eyes travelling from Hallie to Cotovatre and landing on the dead woman. “Did anyone see what happened?”

“I saw something,” Hallie said, her voice choked. She looked down at the dead woman. “Can we speak somewhere else? Perhaps the common room?”

“Let me secure the scene first,” Girard said. “Did I hear Degan’s voice?”

“He’s gone with Emmet to speak to Anna’s son,” Cotovatre said. “He has a room at the other end of the corridor.”

“Alright,” Girard said. There was a certain tightness to his face that Hallie couldn’t read. She wasn’t sure if he was annoyed that decisions had been made without him there, or for some other reason.

“Are there people in the rooms next to hers?” Girard asked.

“Yes,” Cotovatre answered.

“Leodegan asked everyone to stay indoors,” Hallie added.

“That was a good idea. Before I get my team in, I’d like the floor cleared, though,” Girard said. He frowned at the dead woman. “I would dearly love to know how the killer evaded the search today.”

He was speaking mostly to himself, but Hallie saw the lady’s face tighten and her shoulders stiffen. A chill ran through Hallie as she tried to imagine where the creature might have concealed itself, and failed. She didn’t know enough about the house and grounds to be able to make any suggestions. Nothing was required from her just then, though. Cotovatre’s face was pale, eyes burning, words clipped as she spoke. “My people know what they are about.”

“They seemed very thorough,” Girard said. He might have sounded like he was agreeing with the lady, but he was wearing a frown as he looked back at her. “And yet somehow the killer escaped notice.”

Hallie’s breath caught in her throat. She didn’t think Girard was suggesting that the lady had somehow concealed the killer. At least, she was almost sure of that. But at the same time, he wasn’t absolutely ruling it out. There was a part of her that could understand why. Girard had to keep an open mind. And yet, every other part of Hallie revolted at the thought that Cotovatre would deliberately hide the killer away from justice.

Stev appeared in the doorway, wearing a serious expression. His arrival cut off whatever Cotovatre might have said in response to Girard.

“How is Alys?” Cotovatre asked Stev.

“Resisting the idea of sleeping,” Stev said, “you know how she is. But she’ll lie down for a little while, at least.”

“Stev, we need to move everyone from here into the main house, please,” Cotovatre said. “After tonight, I don’t want anyone else sleeping outside of the main wards.”

“Ay, milady. Give me a few minutes to see to it,” Stev said.

“I’d like to close up the door while people are being moved,” Cotovatre said to Girard. “Would that be alright?”

“I know people have been through the corridor, but what about the room itself?” Girard asked. It was only then that Hallie realised he hadn’t crossed the threshold. Even faced with the shock of another brutal death, he was still following procedure. She glanced down at her own feet. She was a pace or two into the room, no more, but she was still inside the crime scene.

“I’ve not gone further than this. Leodegan checked she was indeed dead,” Hallie said.

“And this is as far in as I’ve been, also,” Cotovatre added. She was close to Hallie. They had been careful to stay away from the bed with its occupant.

“Good,” Girard said, “so the scene hasn’t been compromised too badly. Yes, Lady Cotovatre, if you would close up the door, that would be helpful.”

Hallie moved out into the corridor with Cotovatre and waited while the lady closed the door and added a touch of magic to it.

“I’ve added a seal. I’ll know if anyone tries to open the door,” Cotovatre told Girard.

“Thank you,” Girard said. “Hallie, would you go down to our floor and see if the forensic team’s awake? Let them know they are needed here. And then wait in the common room. I’ll want your statement as soon as possible.”

“Of course,” Hallie said, and headed off along the corridor, trying not to feel as if she’d been dismissed. Girard had another death to investigate. He was proceeding as he’d been trained to do. And there wasn’t anything she could realistically do just then. The creature had gone.

She reached the floor where she and the others had been housed to find the forensic team in the common room. They were all dressed in their day clothes, so either they hadn’t been to sleep yet or they’d suspected they would be needed. As briefly as possible, Hallie told them about the body upstairs and Girard’s request for their attention.

Isoud took charge from there, sending the other three out to the workspace to get not only their equipment but Leodegan’s kit as well. When the room emptied, she turned back to Hallie.

“You look white as a sheet. Sit down before you fall down,” the tech said.

As if she’d lost control of her body, Hallie stripped off the coat and obeyed, taking a seat at the end of the table. She propped her elbows on the table surface and dropped her head into her hands, looking up with a start when something was put in front of her.

Isoud perched on the edge of a seat nearby, nodding towards the mug she’d put in front of Hallie. “I know you probably don’t need the caffeine, but it’s hot and I added some sugar, which it looks like you do need.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said. She picked up the mug, cradling it between her hands, the heat of it shocking against her skin. She’d been hot to the point of sweating not long ago and now her hands were icy cold.

“I’ll wait until someone else gets here,” Isoud said.

“I’ll be fine, honestly,” Hallie said, trying to smile and not managing a very good effort. “Please, I don’t want to keep you from your work.”

Isoud looked far from convinced, but got to her feet. “Alright. But call us if you need anything, alright?”

“I will,” Hallie promised. Even though the building had excellent soundproofing, she could hear people moving on the stairs. Stev must be getting everyone else out of the building. And the forensics team would be coming back in soon, heading up to the dead woman’s room. She closed her eyes for a moment and when she opened them she was alone in the room. She put the mug down, put her elbows back on the table and put her head into her hands again. Alys had been injured and someone else was dead. Guilt took hold of her again and her mind spun back to her earlier thoughts. She’d seen the creature before it had got into the building. She hadn’t been quick enough to stop it, to raise the alarm. If she hadn’t been frozen in place, unable to even cry out a warning, Anna Booth might still be alive. The weight of her death pressed down on Hallie’s shoulders, her memory full of the sight of the woman’s body, her ears echoing with the woman’s screams. Not quick enough. Not this time. She needed to do better.


Chapter twenty


Hallie managed to lift her head, dropping her clasped hands to the table, when the sound of footsteps grew closer and both Girard and Cotovatre appeared in the doorway, closely followed by Emmet.

Cotovatre crossed the room to take the seat Isoud had briefly occupied and reached out, putting her hand on Hallie’s wrist. The lady’s fingers were warm and Hallie realised she still felt cold.

“Are you alright, Hallie?” the lady asked. She was pale, with shadows under her eyes. She’d been shaken by Anna Booth’s death. Perhaps she carried a similar weight of guilt to the pressure Hallie felt. It was hard to tell.

“Yes, yes, I’m fine,” Hallie said, her voice too high. It seemed she hadn’t found her balance in the few minutes she’d been alone. She’d finished the coffee, though, she realised with a start. The mug was empty. She didn’t remember drinking. Words spilled out of her. “I couldn’t stop it. Wasn’t fast enough. Then it got past me and I couldn’t see where it went. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. You are alive and unharmed,” Cotovatre said, giving Hallie’s wrist a warm squeeze before sitting back as Emmet took the place next to her.

“Can you tell me what happened?” Girard asked, taking a seat on the other side of the table from Cotovatre, putting him around the corner from Hallie. His voice was calm, almost reassuring, and with an unpleasant jolt Hallie recognised the same patient tone he’d used in questioning the Conclave members, the widow and Sagramour’s household. She’d grown very familiar with that particular tone from Girard directed at other people and had found it admirable. Now on the receiving end of it, she was abruptly aware of the distance between them and how closed-off he seemed.

“Yes,” Hallie said, with absolute assurance, and straightened in her seat. Despite her confidence, she struggled to find the first words. Then when she did find the words, they poured out in a rush. “I was coming across the courtyard. I saw the tint of the sky and I stopped. Blood moon. That’s bad. I was wondering whether to go back to the house or across to the annex. I saw something at the corner of the annex. I thought it was a person there. Then they moved. Climbed up the wall. I was too slow to follow. Alys was at the door. I said something to her. Warning, I think. Then went up the stairs. Got to the top and there were screams.” Hallie’s voice cracked but she refused to give in. Another person was dead and she owed them her best effort to try to find their killer. “Turned towards the screams and the thing, the creature, came along the corridor and went out through the window. Then I found her. Anna Booth. She looked dead. Leodegan was there. He went in to check. I realised Alys wasn’t with me. I’m sorry that Mistress Booth is dead. I’m sorry that Alys was injured.”

Girard sat quiet and still, letting her talk herself out. When she’d got to the end, run out of words, run out of apologies, he leant forward a fraction.

“Let’s go through it again, step by step. You said the sky made you stop. Why was that?” he asked.

Hallie stared at him as if he were crazy. “The pink tint. It’s the start of a blood moon.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Girard said, with the same calm, patient tone.

“How is that possible?” Hallie asked, staring at him, utterly confused, and feeling as if the world was tilting off centre. Her whole life had been changed thanks to a blood moon, and it was incredible to her that Girard didn’t seem to know anything about the phenomenon.

“Blood moons are surprisingly localised,” Cotovatre said. “It’s possible that Investigator Abbott has never witnessed one before.”

“Oh. I didn’t know,” Hallie said, feeling stupid. She’d been assuming that the entire world experienced the same things as low city, and that was extremely foolish and reminded her of how little she knew. “Alright. Well. The pink tint will grow over perhaps one or two more nights until the moon is deep red. Crimson. And bad things happen. We were always warned, as children, not to go out. There were wild tales about monsters appearing.” Hallie shuddered as she remembered her own, very real experience. “Whether or not people believe about the monsters, everyone in low city stays indoors during a blood moon.”

“The phenomenon has some kind of agitating effect on some non-humans,” Cotovatre explained to Girard. She sounded calm, but her shoulders were tense. “What the karlen in low city call veondken. It seems to trigger some to violence.”

The measured explanation held Hallie completely still for a long moment. It made sense. It was logical and reasonable and honest, and nothing like the hysteria Hallie had grown up with.

“You’ve seen this for yourself, Lady Cotovatre?” Girard asked, a frown between his brows as if he still wasn’t sure what to believe.

“I have. More than once.” The lady’s voice was soft, full of sadness. “We don’t normally worry about blood moons out here. None of the veondken on staff or in the area are prone to violence when the sky changes.”

“So, you don’t believe the blood moon has anything to do with the deaths?” Girard asked, the slightest hint of impatience in his voice.

“I don’t know for certain,” Cotovatre answered.

It was barely the truth, the taste of it sour in Hallie’s mouth. Once again, she realised that the lady was a supremely accomplished liar.

Girard turned back to Hallie. “So, you saw the pink tint and you were understandably worried about the coming blood moon. And then you saw movement. Where?” He pulled the map Emmet had drawn for them out of his bag, spreading it open on the table. “This is the annex here.” Girard pointed.

It took Hallie a moment to orient herself with the map, then she put her finger on the corner. “There. It was at that corner. The end where Mistress Booth’s room was.”

“Do you think it was aware of you? Did you call out?” Girard asked.

“I don’t think it saw me,” Hallie said, a shiver running through her at the idea that she might have drawn the creature’s attention. “It just climbed up the wall. And I couldn’t speak.” The admission made heat bloom under her skin. She ducked her head, ashamed.

“It climbed the wall,” Girard repeated. Hallie glanced up to see that he’d half-closed his eyes, as if trying to remember what the annex looked like from the outside. “Is there a ladder or anything else on the wall at that point?” The question was directed across the table to Cotovatre and Emmet. They both shook their heads. “This creature climbed up a stone wall, with nothing to aid it.” Girard wasn’t dismissing the idea, Hallie realised. He was cataloguing the information away, adding it to whatever he already knew or thought he knew. “And then you came inside the building,” he said, turning back to Hallie. “When you got to the top of the stairs, you saw the creature for a brief moment. Can you describe it?”

The jarring thump of her body hitting wet concrete. Hard, sharp teeth digging into her flesh, ripping and tearing. Claws piercing her arms and legs, holding her down. The scent of her own blood. Pain searing through her. Hot, fetid breath on her face. Cold cold cold.

“Hallie?”

Girard’s voice snapped her back into the quiet room and she found herself the centre of three sets of eyes. She wanted to crawl out of her skin, away from the attention.

“Sorry,” she whispered, voice harsh, and pressed a shaking hand to her mouth. “I’ve seen it before.” Her voice was back to sounding like someone else was talking, too high and too thin. “It’s the same thing,” she said, eyes on Cotovatre. The heat that had fired her face only a few moments before was gone, as if all the blood was draining out of her.

Cotovatre’s dark eyes looked haunted and she nodded, once.

Hallie muffled a sob behind her hand.

“What is this?” Girard asked, a sharp edge to his voice as he looked between Cotovatre and Hallie. “Two people are dead. If you know something, you need to tell me.”

“It’s Hallie’s story, not mine,” Cotovatre said. Hallie almost called the lady out on her lie. Another shudder ran through her, this one brought on by the terrible thought as she wondered for the first time whether she could trust the lady. Yes, Cotovatre had saved her life, but that had been a long time ago. And Cotovatre was not telling Hallie or Girard everything she knew about the creature that had now killed two people on her property.

“There was a blood moon in low city. About ten years ago. I was out.” Hallie paused and gave herself a little shake. “The why of it doesn’t really matter, I suppose. But I was out. And I was attacked. A creature I’d never seen before and never saw again until tonight. Tried to tear my throat out. Left me for dead. I only lived because Cotovatre happened to be there, and healed me.”

Girard stared at Hallie for a long moment, expression impossible to read. “I’m sorry,” he said eventually. The regret was genuine, but there was a hardness to his voice that made Hallie uneasy. “No wonder you are worried by the blood moon. Is that why you asked Leodegan whether the killer was human? Because the injuries looked familiar?”

“Sort of,” Hallie said. “I never saw my own injuries. I healed without any scars. But the damage to Master Webb’s body looked like what the attack had felt like, if that makes sense.”

“It does, yes,” Girard said. The sympathy had faded and his eyes held anger instead. “So, you’ve suspected you knew what the killer was since we got here? And didn’t say anything?”

Hallie flinched. She couldn’t help it. “It seemed impossible,” she said, forcing the words out through lips that felt numb. “I was attacked over a decade ago in low city. I’d never heard of a creature like it before or since, and couldn’t imagine how it could have any connection with the lady’s house or whatever killed Sagramour.”

“That’s not for you to decide,” Girard said. The anger hadn’t dimmed; rather, it had grown. “And did it never occur to you that the connection is the lady herself?”

“No,” Hallie said, astonished by the idea.

“Doesn’t it seem convenient to you that the lady turns up to rescue you from the dead and then the same creature turns up at the lady’s property?” Girard asked.

Hallie was about to deny the connection, but found she couldn’t speak. Girard had a point.

“If you want to accuse me, then go ahead,” Cotovatre said, showing some anger of her own, “but leave Hallie alone.”

“I’ll get to you in a moment,” Girard said, barely glancing at the older woman, “but Hallie is a material witness who has withheld information from this investigation. Information that might have helped prevent another death.”

Whatever blood was left in Hallie’s face drained away completely. He thought she was responsible for Anna Booth’s death. She remembered the torn-up body, the terrified expression on the dead woman’s face, and couldn’t find anything to say to defend herself. There was nothing she could say. Girard was right. She should have spoken up sooner.

She couldn’t mend what she’d done. She couldn’t allow herself to feel the hurt at Girard’s anger. She’d allow herself to feel the guilt and weight of her actions later. When the danger was over. Right now, she needed to focus on what might help now. What might help Girard and the others identify and catch the creature?

“The creature I saw tonight looked like the same one that attacked me. It was very tall, much taller than I am, with broad shoulders and long, muscled arms. It was covered in some sort of ragged fur. A dull brown, I think. I didn’t get a good look at its head. I had the impression of an animal, with a long nose and long, sharp teeth at the front.” Hallie was quite proud that her voice didn’t shake as she gave the description. Then she remembered something else. “There was no scent. Nothing. There was so much blood, it should have filled the air. But there was nothing. Not even the fire.” She wasn’t sure she was making any sense, but she saw Girard give a brief nod. He’d noticed the lack of scent as well. Of course he had. He was an investigator, trained to notice details. She shook her head, voice too high as she went on. “The whole property has been searched. I don’t see how such a creature would have been able to hide through that. It wouldn’t have been able to fit into something like the hideaway in the stables.”

“That doesn’t sound like any kind of being I’ve ever even read about,” Girard said. The anger had faded and he sounded thoughtful. “Do you have copies of the Miscellany in your libraries, Lady Cotovatre?”

“I do,” the lady confirmed. She was still a little pale, with shadows on her face. “There is a complete collection in the main library and you are welcome to browse the volumes.”

“Miscellany?” Hallie asked. She thought she recognised the word, but didn’t understand it in context.

“There’s a much longer proper title for it, but essentially it’s a catalogue of non-human creatures,” Girard said. “I’d rarely come across any before I visited low city, but other hochlen had and had produced a reference guide.”

Hallie was about to say she’d never heard of such a thing, fascinated despite herself, when she saw the set of Girard’s jaw. She’d given him some helpful information, but he was still angry with her.

Between Girard’s temper and Cotovatre’s lies, Hallie had rarely felt so alone or untethered and that in itself was unsettling. She was used to being alone. Working alone, living alone, with few people who cared about her. The sensation of being isolated was nothing new, and yet it had sunk jagged little claws into her skin all over her body, making her want to shrink and curl away, her middle hollow with the sense of loss. She’d only just found Girard and Cotovatre and now she felt severed from them.

“Why were you in low city the night Hallie was attacked?” Girard asked Cotovatre. The anger was still there in his voice and on his face.

“That is my personal business,” Cotovatre said, voice cool. Hallie had never heard her sound more hochlen than she did then and had to suppress another shudder. The lady was hiding something. It seemed she was trying not to lie outright, but also not to tell the truth.

“This is a murder investigation.” Girard lifted his chin, eyes hard as he looked at his host.

“I’m well aware. I called for your attendance, after all,” Cotovatre said. She got up from the table, Emmet following her. “You may have free access to the library and any volumes there. I will see that close watch is kept on the house perimeter for the rest of the night, and perhaps the forensics team will have more news for us in the morning.”

Girard also got to his feet. It looked to Hallie as if he wanted to demand more answers and was holding back the words with difficulty. She struggled to her feet as well, her body heavy, her heart sore.

“I assume you’re finished with Hallie for the moment?” Cotovatre asked Girard.

“For now, yes,” Girard agreed, not looking at Hallie. Her skin crawled at being discussed over her head.

“Come, I’ll take you back to the main house,” Cotovatre said to Hallie, her voice gentle. “Stev will have arranged a room for you, and moved your belongings.”

“I prefer to deal with my own possessions,” Girard said, a snap in his voice.

“I suspected as much. Your room, and those of the rest of the team, are untouched. Stev will have people keeping watch for you and, when you are ready to join us in the house, you will have an escort.” Cotovatre’s voice seemed calm, but Hallie could detect something else in her words. Frustration, impatience or worry, she wasn’t sure.

“You seem very careful of our well-being now, my lady,” Girard said.

“If I had believed for one moment that there was a risk to anyone else after Sagramour’s death, no one would have been left alone,” Cotovatre said. The truth of it rang through Hallie, finally sending some much-needed warmth into her body. There was far more going on here than she understood, at least at that moment, but the lady had not wanted anyone else hurt. That much was the absolute truth and Hallie could hold on to that even as so many other things seemed uncertain.


Chapter twenty-one


For the second morning in a row, Hallie woke to unfamiliar surroundings. The room that Cotovatre had shown her to was far larger than the one she’d had in the annex. Hallie’s new room was on the second level of the building, and Cotovatre had pointed out the door to her own rooms a little further down the corridor. Someone had brought all of Hallie’s possessions and the borrowed clothes across from the annex and arranged them in the walk-in wardrobe next to the bedroom. There was also a separate bathroom with an actual bath in it, not the showers Hallie was used to. She was sorely tempted, despite all the terrible circumstances, to fill the bath and make use of some of the lotions and bathing oils arranged on shelves next to the sink. Only her exhaustion had held her back during the night, and when she woke after a heavy sleep, she needed the shower to wake her up.

It was only when she was getting dressed in the clothes that Cotovatre and Alys had provided for her that it finally occurred to Hallie that she may have been shown significant favour by being housed so close to the lady. She wondered where the forensic team, and Girard, had been moved to.

Leaving the room, she found the corridor deserted. She had a vague memory that there were stairs not far away, and headed in that direction, going down to find herself in what looked like the main corridor through the house. She caught a glimpse of what she thought was the grand entrance farther along, and realised she’d ended up near the main library. The doors were open and she could hear conversation.

Before she could head in that direction, a servant appeared. A middle-aged human woman with greying dark hair held back from her face in a long, thick plait down her back. Not someone Hallie had spoken to before now.

“Begging your pardon, miss,” the servant said, “the lady asked me to keep an eye out for you. She’s engaged on estate matters at the moment, but says for you to make yourself comfortable and go anywhere you please.”

“Oh, thank you,” Hallie said, wondering if there was some hidden meaning to the words she couldn’t detect or understand. “I suppose I should find the investigation team. Do you know where they are?”

“Begging your pardon, miss,” the servant said again, “Investigator Abbott said to tell you he wouldn’t need you today, so you should spend it as you wished.”

That stung. Deeply and bitterly. Girard had decided he didn’t need her for the day. Hallie could not help thinking that had a lot to do with the conversation they’d had the night before, where she’d told him about the attack that had changed her life. He’d seemed distant almost since they had left the city, despite their conversation after the revelations that she was Cotovatre’s heir. A lump formed in her throat, unexpected tears stinging her eyes. She should be perfectly used to being dismissed. The hurt was accompanied by a welcome spike of anger. She was here at his request, after all. And now he’d decided he didn’t need her.

“There’s coffee and refreshments in the main library. Or I can have something brought to one of the sitting rooms. There’s no fires lit there, but it’s no trouble to stir one up,” the servant said.

Not sure what she was showing on her face, Hallie shook her head. “No, please don’t go to that trouble. I’ll go to the main library. Thank you.”

“Mistress says you’re welcome to take books or papers back to your room, if you wanted some quiet to read,” the servant added.

“Thank you for letting me know,” Hallie said and turned, heading for the main library.

She stopped on the threshold, startled to find that the room was occupied. She shouldn’t have been, she realised. The servant had mentioned coffee and refreshments, and also hinted that other rooms weren’t heated, so of course people would gather here. She found herself facing Hoel Buchanan, Lamorat Lucas and Ulfiam Vargas, along with both Padarn and Clarine. The widow was dressed in another impractical, frilly outfit, this time in various shades of green, but apart from a slightly pale face, seemed well enough.

“Well, if it isn’t the unwanted heir,” Lamorat said. He’d claimed the chair closest to the fire, a delicate cup and saucer balanced on one knee. The bland tone he used only made the sharp words more effective. “Come to look over your spoils?”

“Oh, don’t mind him. He hasn’t had enough coffee yet,” Padarn said, with a sharp, sly smile. Hallie wasn’t sure if he was aiming the dig at her or Lamorat, and was not surprised when the Conclave member ignored the interruption, keeping his eyes on Hallie.

“Must be quite a change for you,” Lamorat said. “Going from a skip tracer to heir presumptive to the lady.”

Hallie lifted her chin slightly. “Why does it annoy you so much?”

Hoel Buchanan laughed, a great booming sound that seemed to roll off the ceiling soaring overhead. Padarn chuckled, and even Ulfiam smiled.

“Rude and blunt. I can see the family resemblance quite clearly,” Lamorat said, ignoring the laughter. “Although Lady Cotovatre is permitted some leeway owing to her status and contributions to society.”

“So, it’s my manners you are annoyed by?” Hallie asked. She had the strangest sense that she was being tested, somehow, and that the worst thing she could do would be to give in and turn away, even though that was what she most wanted to do. She had enough to deal with without Lamorat’s battle with words.

By then she’d also seen the large trolley that had been left behind the group of chairs, holding what looked like coffee jugs and plates of food. She headed for it. If she was going to have to spar with Lamorat and the others, at least she could do so with coffee.

She was a little amused to see that the trolley held an array of things to pour coffee into, from delicate china cups like the one that Lamorat was using to a set of plainer, large mugs. Hallie took one of the mugs and poured coffee in, breathing in the heady scent. The best coffee she had ever had was that served by the witch Aneta, but the coffee in Vertiger came close. She added milk and cradled the drink between her hands, turning back to the room to find that they were all still watching her. Feeling self-conscious, she took a sip of the drink, letting the caffeine and warmth slip through her, then picked one of the dainty bits of food from the tray, the salty-sweet taste immediately making her want more. Instead, she made her way to a high-backed armchair that would let her keep the rest of the people in the room in view.

When she’d settled in her chair, she lifted a brow at Lamorat, who was still staring at her. A small smile lifted his mouth and he raised his delicate cup to her in a silent toast.

“To manners, my dear,” he said, and took a careful drink.

Hallie didn’t say anything to him, turning instead to Clarine, who wasn’t that far away. “Mistress Webb, I do hope you’re feeling better today?”

“What? Oh. Yes. Well, as well as can be expected,” Clarine said, sounding startled and off-balance.

“Clarine is being so very brave,” Padarn said, with a fond smile to the widow. “And still hasn’t been permitted to see her husband.”

“You would need to ask the investigator about that,” Hallie said, her voice calm and steady.

“Oh? I thought you were working with them?” Padarn asked, more than a bit of curiosity in his beautiful eyes as he looked at her.

“Investigator Abbott is leading the team,” Hallie said.

“So, tell me, Miss Talbot, in your ten years as a skip tracer, have you ever come across a killer like the one we are dealing with here?” Lamorat asked.

Hallie looked back at him for a moment while she formed an answer. He had some kind of an agenda, she was quite sure of that. She didn’t know what it was, and was quite certain he wouldn’t tell her. But she could certainly provide some basic information.

“I’ve dealt with many different killers,” she said honestly.

“I can’t understand why the city needs skip tracers. Isn’t that what the police are for?” Hoel asked, a frown drawing his pale blond brows together. He might be a traditionalist, and very set in his ways, but he was by no means foolish, Hallie thought.

“The police are often under-resourced,” Hallie explained, giving him the official line that the city administrators would produce from time to time. It also happened to be true. Other things were true, as well. Fugitives often ended up hiding in foul places. The rules around where a skip tracer could go and not go were more relaxed than for official law enforcement. And a lot of tracers bent or outright broke rules on questioning subjects for information in ways that could get a police officer suspended or dismissed. Hallie had never used those particular tactics. She’d never needed to. But she understood why the small group of skip tracers in low city had a poor reputation.

“It all sounds so dismal,” Padarn complained. “Can’t we talk of something more cheerful?”

“We’ve been cheerful most of the morning,” Ulfiam said, amusement in his voice. It was still a rebuke, though, and Hallie couldn’t help wonder just what Padarn had done in the time before she’d joined the group to provoke his husband. Not for the first time she thought that Ulfiam appeared to have a perfectly clear-eyed understanding of just who Padarn was. And seemed to love him anyway.

“You’re so dull,” Padarn complained, but there was what sounded like genuine affection in his voice. He might be shallow and selfish, but there did seem to be a core of him that had real feelings for his spouse.

Hallie sat back as the group fell to discussing how to pass the rest of the day. She glanced across at the refreshment tray and wondered if it would be acceptable for her to go back and get some more food. By her reckoning it was late morning and she hadn’t had any breakfast. She bit her lip and hid a smile behind the coffee mug. She was getting spoiled. There had been many days when heading out to work with no breakfast had been common. It hadn’t been all that long since Rosalia had moved in and started providing Hallie with a steady source of amazing food, and it seemed Hallie had grown used to those comforts very quickly. She hadn’t set out to work with an empty stomach since Rosalia had settled in.

She cradled the nearly empty mug in her hands and listened as Padarn proposed what Hallie assumed to be board games or card games of some kind to pass the time, appealing to Clarine now and then for her support. The widow was sitting upright, the green outfit trembling around her with her breathing and every small move she made. She managed a small smile for Padarn, but didn’t provide him with the endorsement he was looking for. Padarn turned to Hallie instead.

“How would you normally pass the time on a day like this?” Padarn asked.

“Pardon?” Hallie asked in return, startled.

“Oh, it’s so dull. I’m so bored. Tell me, what do you do when you get bored?” Padarn pressed.

“I don’t know,” Hallie said honestly, “I can’t remember the last time I was bored. I’m usually working, and if I’m not working then I’m catching up on household chores.”

Padarn’s expression of absolute horror made Hallie smother a laugh. “Chores?” he repeated, voice rising in pitch. “Like, like, like, tidying up? Laundry? That kind of thing?”

“Exactly so,” Hallie said, a bubble of laughter in her chest.

“But don’t you have staff for that?” Padarn asked, still seeming horrified.

“Well, no,” Hallie said, laughter fading as she was reminded yet again of just how different her life was from those of the people around her. She didn’t fit in here. She might be dressed to blend in with the hochlen around her, but she was not one of them. If this wasn’t Cotovatre’s house, Hallie doubted that any of the Conclave members would tolerate her presence.

“Surely there are laundry services in the city? I’m sure I’ve heard of such things,” Padarn said.

“I’m sure there are in the wealthier parts,” Hallie agreed. She finished her coffee, the fine brew leaving a bitter taste in her mouth. There must be something she could do in this house that was away from this group of people and which wouldn’t make her feel quite so useless. She got to her feet and put her coffee mug back on the trolley.

“Leaving so soon?” Lamorat asked, a gleam in his eye that Hallie didn’t trust.

“Yes,” Hallie answered, and left the room, deciding she didn’t owe them any more courtesy than that. And she wasn’t sure what else she would have been able to say that wasn’t extremely rude.

As she headed along the corridor, back in the direction she thought her room was, she caught sight of one of the paintings on the wall. A vivid, abstracted piece, it showed a pair of horses leaping. Horses. Hallie’s fingers twitched with the remembered sensation of the velvet-soft nose, her senses full of the scent and warmth and feeling of the great creatures around her. Master Quince had said she was welcome to visit. And he had been sincere. If Girard had decided he didn’t need her for the investigation, perhaps she could make herself useful in the stables, or at the very least she could be close to one of the wonderful animals again. First, she needed her outer layers. And then she would venture outside.


Chapter twenty-two


Bundled up in her layers, Hallie headed out of the house through what she thought was the correct side door to take her on a straight path to the outbuildings and stables. But she had miscalculated somehow and found herself facing an unfamiliar scene, covered in thick, untouched snow. The door closed behind her, the latch clicking with a sound that suggested the door was now locked. She put her hand on the latch and pushed. The door stayed closed. Definitely locked. So she couldn’t go back that way.

For a moment she had no idea where she was, staring out at endless white, all the shapes and features of the land blending together, unease curling through her. The house might be right behind her, but she couldn’t get back inside through that door and she’d realised on her very first night here just how dangerous the cold could be. She needed to move, to find another way into the house or to the stables.

She looked up to an overcast sky, with hints of pale blue daylight showing here and there, and saw the slope of a hill rising not far away. Somewhere up there, around the slope of the hill, was the summer house. Or so she thought. To one side the land fell away, to the other she could see the outline of another building peeking around the end of the main house. She remembered the view of the house from the vantage point at the summer house and the maps Emmet had drawn for her and Girard and the tightness in her chest loosened. She wasn’t completely lost. She had come out the back of the house somehow, but she just had to walk along the length and she’d be heading in the right direction. The stables weren’t that far away.

Turning, she discovered that although someone had made a path around the outer perimeter of the house at some point, there had been a more recent snow fall and she was going to need to make her way through a thick layer of fresh snow. Thankful for the borrowed clothing she wore, Hallie set off.

She hadn’t gone more than two paces when a sound caught her ears. A soft moan. It sounded like someone, or something, in pain. She paused, straining her ears to listen. There. Somewhere in the other direction. Not far away, she thought.

Hesitating, she looked at the nearby closed door. If someone was in trouble, she should get help. But there’d be no help through that door and she couldn’t see any other entrances nearby. She was going to have to go around the house to get back inside.

A mental image popped up. Her rushing into the house, with a tale of something or someone hurt nearby, only for there to be nothing to see or find. Cotovatre and Stev and Emmet would all be patient and understanding, but Girard would be irritated, annoyed at her for first having concealed information and then for dragging him away from his work for an imaginary danger. She flinched both at the imagined kindness and irritation, neither of which she wanted to face. There was an easy fix. She should make sure what she was hearing was real and not just the wind. After all, she didn’t know this place or its sounds. Her ears might be playing tricks on her, as had happened more than once in old buildings in low city.

She headed along the side of the house, stopping a few paces along from the door to listen again. A whimper this time. Followed by a soft word that slid into mind.

Help.

“Who’s there?” Hallie called out. “Are you hurt?”

Help. Pain.

“Where are you?” Hallie started walking again. The voice seemed to be coming from farther along the side of the house.

Help. Help. Hurt.

“I’m coming,” Hallie said, but hesitated. She had no idea how far sound could carry over snow. The person might be right next to the house, or some distance away. She was still in the shelter of the building. She should go inside and get more people to search. Cotovatre’s people had proved that they were extremely adept at searching.

Before she could act on her impulse, movement at the corner of her eye made her turn. There was someone else out here with her.

“Who’s there?” Hallie asked. Her heart started thudding in her throat. She should be safe. This was Cotovatre’s house and it was daylight. The monster only appeared at night, under the blood moon. It couldn’t be here, with the hints of blue in the sky overhead.

All the same, her whole body seized with fear and she couldn’t move or breathe or think.

A dark shadow detached itself from the side of the house, moving towards her. It seemed to dance across the snow, light and fast on feet that seemed too small for such an enormous body. Even as her mind registered the details and impressions of the creature, it had reached her, hitting her with its full weight, tumbling her back into the snow.

She landed on her back with a jarring thump and found herself pinned down, razor-sharp claws digging into her arms through the layers of cloth, holding her still, while an inhuman face with yellow eyes and narrow, black slit pupils, stared down at her. She’d been right that the creature’s face was more like a dog, Hallie thought, panic catching her breath. Its lips curled back a little, revealing the gleaming fangs Hallie remembered tearing into her throat. A soft sound met her ears. A whimper. It wasn’t coming from the creature, though. It was coming from her own throat. Memories rose up, threatened to wash over her, and were shoved aside by the reality in front of her.

Hot breath brushed her face as the creature stared down at her and she trembled, realising that she couldn’t smell a thing. Not the snow around her, or the faint perfume from the scarf around her neck, or what she thought should be foul-smelling breath from the creature. No scent. Just like Sagramour. Just like Anna Booth. She remembered how silently the creature had moved, and how quickly. If she wasn’t looking at it with her own eyes, pinned by its very real weight, she would not have known it was there.

I remember you. Tasty little thing.

The creature’s lips hadn’t moved. The voice was inside her head. It was a higher pitch and lighter than she would have expected from so large a creature.

The voice broke the stillness that had taken hold of her. She twisted, trying to break free of the claws holding her down.

A hollow, mocking laugh rang in her mind. Useless little thing.

“How are you here?” Hallie asked, her voice too high and trembling. “How is it possible?”

Foolish little thing. So many things not understood.

The weight of the words pressed her back, further into the snow. There was a primitive fury in the tone along with a sense of age Hallie hadn’t recognised until that moment. She hadn’t truly believed it was possible that the creature she’d met in low city a decade before and the one that had killed Sagramour Webb and Anna Booth were one and the same. Not until now, until she stared back into inhuman eyes and felt the presence of the creature as not just the physical bulk of it but the sensation of the life it had lived.

“Why are you talking to me?” Hallie heard the question out and almost bit her own tongue. She was alive - for now. She didn’t think the creature needed any excuse to be savage.

Another hollow laugh. Not time for drinking. Not yet.

“Then why are you here right now?” Hallie asked, curiosity getting the better of her even as the cold began to seep through the layers of clothing she wore. She hadn’t thought to put on outdoor trousers in place of the soft indoor ones and the snow was melting into the fabric around her calves and knees.

See too much. Say goodbye, little thing.

Before Hallie could ask what the creature meant, or indeed anything else, one of the clawed hands pinning her moved, the grip shifting until it had hold of her arm. The creature straightened, lifting Hallie out of the snow. She had a moment to recognise where they were. Almost at the edge of the cliffs she’d seen looking down from the hill near the summer house. The sheer drop that had looked deadly from all the way up there, and which seemed even higher now that she was closer to it. Fear took hold of her. Hallie struggled, trying to grab at the clawed hand that was holding her, kicking out, desperately trying to get away from the thing. She heard the ghost of foul laughter in her mind. The creature dropped its arm, thumping Hallie back into the snow, covering her head and face with powdered ice, then dragged her for a few paces before it lifted her up again, just as easily as it had dropped her, then swung its arm back, Hallie crying out as she left the ground before the creature smoothly moved its arm forward and, almost casually, let her go.

Hallie flew through the air, spinning as she went, eyes streaming with the cold air, blurred impressions of snow-covered land, the grey bulk of the house, the glimmers of blue in the sky above all mixing together until her stomach churned.

She fell, arms and legs flailing in a useless attempt to slow her descent, but gravity took hold and down she went, down and down and down until all she could see was snow, the light fading as she fell into shadow.

And then she stopped. Landed on her side. Sickening, brutal cracks sounded across her body. Leg. Arm. Ribs. Back. Hip. Head. Wet warmth filled her lungs, choking off the air. She heard a gasping, gurgling, desperate sound as her body tried to suck in air. The light faded more. There was searing pain in her ears, along with the shallow, fast beat of her heart, every pulse sending a fresh wave of razor-sharp, brilliant white agony through her body.

Dying. That was her last coherent thought. She was dying. And then nothing.


Chapter twenty-three


Blinding, searing, scream-inducing pain and heat and light and more pain and pain and pain and pain. Snap, snap, snap. Limbs twisting, straightening out. A cough that rose from the very depths of her being, expelling foul-tasting, thick liquid into the cold air around her. No sight. No thought. Just agony.

A scream choked her raw throat, emerging as the faintest sound. She rolled, turning onto her back, and cried out again as that movement woke up more pain. Ribs, this time. More little snap, snap, snap sounds as her ribs put themselves back into place.

Heat washed over her, scorching her skin, burning her until she cried out again.

She’d been dying, she remembered, eyes snapping open to see nothing but darkness. Thrown away from the house, down the steep, cliff-like rock face that she’d noticed the day before. She’d landed hard. Too far down and too damaged for even her hochlen body to repair. She should be dead. She had been dead.

The blistering heat cooled a fraction, and she realised it was coming from one particular point on her body. The heat was against her abdomen, near her waist. No. Not in her body. Outside it. It was coming from a pocket in the jumper she was wearing.

The zauber. She remembered putting it there when she’d been getting dressed. She hadn’t wanted to leave it in her coat pocket and risk forgetting to take it with her. The artefact liked to be with her, in as much as a magical object could like things.

“You saved me,” she said. Or tried to. The damage to her throat meant the words were incomprehensible. She remembered the sensation of drowning as her lungs had flooded. She’d punctured at least one lung. And while the zauber had fixed the worst of the damage across her body, she was still hurt.

She tried to sit up and met with resistance, and not just from her sore, battered body. There was something pressing against her, smothering her. She put a hand up, pushed out. It yielded. Snow, she realised, as cold damp fell onto her face. She was buried in snow.

Panic seized her again. How far down was she? Did she even know which way was up? How was she going to get out?

The rapid breathing triggered a coughing fit that had her doubled over in agony as her newly-healed lungs and barely-mended ribs protested. She twisted onto her side and just focused on breathing for a few minutes, aware of tears on her face.

Some basic sense asserted itself as she lay there. She was under snow, yes. But there was a little bit of space around her. A little bit of air. And she still had gravity. She could still tell what was up and down. And it was snow that was all around her, not rocks. She could push snow aside.

She gathered her strength and very slowly, very carefully, sat up, folding her stiff and sore body so that she was kneeling, pushing the snow out of her way as she rose. It wasn’t as difficult as she’d expected. Perhaps that meant she wasn’t that far down. At least, in terms of the snow around her. She was very far down from the house.

When she’d cleared a space around her head and shoulders, she stood up, and almost fell over again immediately. Her legs were frozen. She remembered the sensation of wet creeping through the trousers, soaking her calves. The coat had torn at some point, too, exposing some of her body and more of her legs to the snow.

As she became aware of the heavy weight of her legs, she started to shiver. She was cold. So very cold.

The zauber near her waist pulsed, sending warmth through her. For a moment, Hallie wondered why it didn’t just warm her up completely, then realised that the pulse had been weak. Perhaps the artefact had used up its power in saving her life and had nothing left to give to keep her warm. A sob lodged in her throat at the idea that the object might have given everything to her. But with it depleted, she was going to have to manage that on her own.

How was she going to get warm? She didn’t have a change of clothes or a fire nearby. But she could move. That should help. The layers she wore would trap whatever warmth she managed to generate, and the fabric around her legs should dry out if she could only get moving and stay moving long enough.

The next while was a waking nightmare as far as Hallie was concerned. Every time she tried to go in the direction her senses told her was up, the snow gave in under her feet until she was sobbing with exhaustion and frustration. She wasn’t sure how she managed it - perhaps she’d packed down enough snow to form a rigid surface - but at length, when the edges of her sight were blurring again, she managed to climb up enough to see something other than snow.

The sight of the sky overhead made her muffle another sob. She had gone in the right direction. For a while, she’d begun to wonder if her senses were playing tricks on her and she was digging herself deeper down. The sob was quickly followed by a sharp intake of breath.

It was night. That shouldn’t come as a surprise. She had no idea how long she’d been dying and then reviving.

The sky that she could see through the clouds was tinted a far deeper pink than it had been the night before. Assuming she’d only been buried for an afternoon and evening and hadn’t lost a full day. The blood moon was almost at full strength.

She shivered, and once she’d started, found she couldn’t stop. Cold had her teeth chattering. When she pulled herself forward she discovered that her legs were ice, and she couldn’t feel her feet. Still, she hunched her shoulders over and kept moving on. She’d survived.

The creature had meant for her to die. That much was clear. And only the zauber had saved her.

Far from being a mindless, senseless beast, there had been some method to the creature’s attack on her.

As Hallie dragged her frozen, exhausted and sore body away from the hole she’d been buried in, her mind started to work. Anything to distract her from the awful weight of her numb feet and legs or the lack of sensation in her fingers.

The creature had attacked her. It had singled her out. Taken advantage of her being alone, that much was clear. But it had targeted her.

See too much.

The words rang around Hallie’s head and made her shiver again. What did that mean? She’d never told anyone about her ability to tell the truth from a lie. Not once in her whole life. So it couldn’t be that. Which meant that the creature thought Hallie had seen something that would give it away. But what? Hallie was quite certain that everyone else in the house would have seen a giant, fanged creature if it had been anywhere in sight.

Unless it hadn’t been in plain sight.

Hallie stopped for a moment, swaying slightly.

She’d been assuming that the creature held that form all the time. She’d never come across any being that could change its shape. But she had come across magic that could be used as a disguise.

No, that didn’t fit, she told herself, forcing her body to move forward again as the argument raged in her head. Hallie’s magic let her see through glamour spells. She found it hard to look at Emmet because she could see his true face as well as the disguise he wore.

But you don’t know everything there is to know about magic, part of her said.

Well, that’s true, another part agreed.

So, what if there’s some magic that lets the creature disguise itself so we can’t see it?

Let’s say that’s possible - just possible, mind you - how would we even find that out? I mean, we can’t do magic.

No. But we can tell if people are lying.

Most of the time.

What do you mean, most of the time? All the time!

No. We couldn’t tell with the widow. Remember? I got nothing from her.

Ah. True. Well, perhaps she’s got some magic?

Oh, really? So now there’s perhaps not only a creature that can disguise itself so well that I can’t see its disguise, but the widow perhaps also has magic that I can’t sense? That’s a lot of perhapses.

Perhapses? Is that even a word?

It is now.

Is not.

Is so.

Maybe we need to do some research? Hallie almost stopped in her tracks again as yet another internal voice made itself heard, a cool, calm note in the midst of what felt like a sibling argument. Didn’t the lady mention the Miscellany?

Good point.

Yes. Agreed.

Alright, we’re all agreed. Research.

Yes.

Yes.

But first we need to get back to the house. How are we going to get there? the calm voice asked. There was no hint of panic in it, which let Hallie herself stay calm as she looked up at the cliff face rising above her. There was no possible way that she could climb all the way up. There should be a way up, though. She couldn’t imagine that Cotovatre would have lived in this house for long without some kind of path being put in. So she just had to find it.

But she was so tired. So very, very tired. She just wanted to sit down and rest. Just for a moment.

Not yet, the calm voice said. We’re lost, but we know someone who can find us.

Girard! - the arguing voices said together, in agreement for once.

Yes. Girard. So we just need to get his attention - the calm voice said.

Hallie wanted to argue, and then wanted to laugh. She was fighting with herself as though she’d been fractured into different parts. She instinctively reached for her phone, but before her numb fingers could get to it, remembered that there was no signal out here.

She swayed a little on her feet, and the zauber pulsed at her side. Magic. It would need to be magic. She had no idea how to work magic. Aneta used potions and ingredients. Emmet seemed to use words. Hallie didn’t have any of those things. But she didn’t have a choice. She needed to try.

So she focused her mind, as best she could with stray thoughts fading away into nothing.

Girard. She thought his name as hard as she could, called his face to mind.

An image of him appeared before her. He was dressed for the outdoors, face pale, eyes wide as he stared back at her.

“Hallie?” he asked, shock clear.

With her sight fading, every part of her hurting, she sent the simplest message she could. “Find me.”

Then the image faded and she fell to her knees, all her energy gone.


Chapter twenty-four


Rough movement. The ground shaking under her. No, not the ground. She was shaking. Being shaken. There was a hand on her shoulder, pressing down through layers of cloth, and an urgent voice sounding close by.

“Hallie. Hallie, wake up.”

She knew that voice. She’d tried to reach its source before everything had gone black.

“She’s surfacing,” another voice said. One she also knew, although she had no names or faces right now.

“Hallie,” the first voice said again.

“Girard.” That was the name.

“She’s awake,” Girard said, sounding shaky with relief.

“Barely,” the second voice said.

A trickle of warmth slid into Hallie’s body, waking up nerve endings and sending shooting pains through her newly-mended bones. She hissed, tried to twist away. There had been too much pain. She didn’t want more of it.

“Hallie,” the second voice said, low and compelling, with more than a bit of magic in it. “I know you want to rest. We’ll let you do that in just a moment. But first, we need to know what happened to you.”

“Monster,” Hallie managed to say. The voice had promised her rest. She wanted that. Wanted it so badly her eyes stung. “Monster. Threw me.”

“You saw the creature?” Girard asked, voice sharp.

Hallie blinked, her eyelids stupidly heavy, and looked up at Girard’s face leaning over her. He was pale, with deep shadows under his eyes, hair standing up in all directions.

“Creature,” Hallie agreed. Speaking took so much effort. She wanted to curl back into the dark.

“Threw you,” the second voice repeated slowly, thoughtfully. Cotovatre. That was it. The lady of the house. Hallie’s many-times-great-grandmother. A little bit more warmth slid into Hallie. “Where did this happen?”

“Outside,” Hallie said, blinking again and trying to focus beyond Girard’s shoulder. She wasn’t outside any longer. Somewhere inside. There was a wooden ceiling above her. “Not here.”

“No, not here,” Cotovatre agreed. “You’re back in the house, in your room. Alys and I undressed you and got you under the covers. You’ve got bruises all over your body.” There was a catch in the lady’s voice that sounded like grief. “Where did the creature throw you?”

“Down,” Hallie said. “Backside. Outside. Down and down.”

“We found her at the foot of the drop,” Girard said, voice harsh. His expression was grim when Hallie managed to drag her eyes away from the ceiling to focus on him. She wanted to tell him that he should call it the cliffs, not the drop. He was speaking to Cotovatre, though, so Hallie didn’t need to answer.

“If the creature threw her all that way down I don’t know how she survived,” Cotovatre said, her voice a harsh whisper. “Even with the snow to stop her fall.”

“Didn’t,” Hallie said, realising that her mouth was annoyingly dry. “Died. Dead.”

“Not now,” Cotovatre said, putting a hand on Hallie’s other shoulder so she was pressed down onto softness on both sides. “You’re not dead now. You’re alive, Hallie. Do you hear me? You’re alive. We’ve warmed you up slowly so you shouldn’t feel too much pain from the cold shock.”

“Cold,” Hallie said, and shuddered, then whimpered when the small movement woke up every point of pain across her body. “Warm now.”

“Good. I want you to sleep,” Cotovatre said. There was some magic in her voice, as Hallie felt her eyelids close and her body relax under the weight of the covers. “Sleep now.”

Hallie did.
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She woke to the crackle of a fire, every part of her warm from the tip of her nose to the very ends of her toes. She was lying on her side, curled up under layers and layers of sheets and blankets which smelled faintly of green grass and herbs that she couldn’t identify. She opened her eyes, blinking to clear her sight.

The room was dim, but she thought that was from the curtains pulled across the windows rather than because it was night time. There was someone sitting in a chair next to the fire, head bowed as they read from something on their lap. Closer to Hallie was a small table that held a pitcher and glass and a mug with a faint trace of steam rising from it. Her nose twitched and Hallie recognised the scent of hot chocolate.

Her stomach growled and she struggled out from under the blankets, pushing herself into a sitting position against the headboard, discovering that she was dressed in one of the sets of inner layers that Alys and Cotovatre had provided for her. Although she’d been stripped of her clothes and re-dressed, whoever it was had left her underwear in place and she was grateful for that. It made her feel fractionally less vulnerable. She pulled the sheets and blankets up around her shoulders and reached out for the mug.

It was lifted off the table and handed to her. She took it and raised her eyes to find Girard standing next to her. He seemed even paler than he had been, the shadows under his eyes more pronounced, his hair even more disarrayed than it had been. But he was smiling.

“You’re awake. Cotovatre said you’d be awake soon, but I didn’t believe it.”

Hallie made a non-committal sound, taking a careful drink of the hot chocolate. It was heavenly. Not too hot, but not cold either, and she could feel the heady sweetness seeping into her body, lifting her energy.

“How long was I, er, asleep?” she asked.

“About half a day. It’s early afternoon,” he added. “We found you just past midnight.”

“Thank you for finding me,” Hallie said.

“I’m glad we did,” Girard said gravely. He moved away to the door and Hallie was about to protest that she didn’t want to be left alone when he pressed what looked like a button next to the door, then came back to her. “Cotovatre asked that I let her know as soon as you woke up. That bell will ring in the servants’ hall.”

“Really?” Hallie said, staring at the button. “I’d no idea that was there.”

“Well, you haven’t been here long,” Girard said. “And most of the time you’ve been in this room, you’ve been asleep. Are you comfortable? Do you want another pillow? Or another layer?”

“I’m fine just now,” Hallie said, and meant it.

“Good,” Girard said. He looked unsettled and uncomfortable, Hallie realised, and couldn’t work out why. He held out his hand, palm up, and she put her free hand into it, feeling the warmth of his skin against hers. His fingers closed around hers gently, as if he was afraid he would hurt her and his thumb stroked over the back of her hand. He was looking at their joined hands, not at her, and there was a quality to his silence that told her he was wrestling with something. Not sure what to say or do, Hallie cradled the hot chocolate to her and stayed quiet, waiting. “I’m sorry,” he said at length, voice low.

“What? Why?” Hallie asked, startled. The little bit of energy from the hot chocolate wasn’t going to go far, she realised, the blankets weighing heavily on her body and legs.

“I shouldn’t have left you alone,” Girard said. He squeezed her hand, carefully, then withdrew with equal care, taking a seat on the chair again, resting his elbows on his knees, staring at his hands. “I was angry with you.”

Hallie’s grip tightened on the mug. She’d suspected as much, but hearing it confirmed made her heart sink. It seemed he had more to say, so she kept quiet, listening to the hiss and spit of the fire.

“I told you I’m not good at this,” he said, looking up briefly, expression somewhere between frustration and embarrassment. “I didn’t like that you didn’t tell me about the creature. That you’d recognised it. It felt like you were deliberately hiding that from me.” He shook his head and ran his hands through his hair, messing it still further. “But that’s not what you were doing, was it? You didn’t want to waste our time on something that might not be a connection.”

“Yes,” Hallie confirmed.

“And that’s not how we normally work,” Girard said, looking up again, a half-smile on his face. “We normally put all the information we have out on the table for everyone to see. That’s what I am used to.”

“It’s not what I’m used to,” Hallie said, hearing her voice slightly small and hesitant.

“No, I realised that. I was expecting you to do something I’ve been trained to do. And it got mixed up in my head because I took it personally. And it wasn’t. Personal, I mean. It was work.”

Hallie found herself frowning, trying to follow what he meant. She felt the understanding before her mind caught up. “I get why you were annoyed,” she said after a pause of her own.

Before she could say anything more, there was a soft knock and the door opened inwards, letting Cotovatre into the room. The lady’s gaze went straight to Hallie.

“Oh, you’re awake. And looking so much better than I’d hoped,” the lady said, crossing the floor and bending over to give Hallie a warm hug, careless of the mug Hallie was still holding. “I can’t remember the last time I was so frightened.” The lady stepped back, putting her hand on Hallie’s cheek.

“I didn’t mean to worry anyone,” Hallie said, wondering if she should apologise.

“No. I know,” the lady said. She took a seat at the end of the bed where she could see both Girard and Hallie. “No one died last night.”

The apparent change of subject made Hallie blink, then she frowned. “The creature attacked me, and that was it?” That seemed odd and unlikely in her view.

“Do you remember what happened?” Cotovatre asked. Then she sent a sideways glance at Girard. “I’m sorry, I know that should be your question, but I also want to know.”

“I remember everything, I think,” Hallie said, and shivered as she remembered the excruciating pain of breaking bones and then the healing the zauber had provided. “Oh. The zauber. Did you find it?”

“It’s in the drawer of the table beside you,” Cotovatre said. “We didn’t want to take it too far. Emmet said it was almost completely drained of power. It will take a while to recover, but it should be fine.”

“Good, thank you,” Hallie said, trying to resist the urge to check the drawer for herself. The object had saved her life. That thought made her put pride aside and reach into the drawer. When her hand closed around the smooth surface of the egg she felt the faintest pulse of warmth against her hand. Satisfied, she left it where it was and turned her attention back to Cotovatre and Girard.

“I got locked out,” Hallie began. “I’d planned to go to the stables, but I went out the wrong door and I couldn’t get back inside.”

“Locked out?” Cotovatre frowned. “That should not have happened. Do you remember which door?”

“The back of the house,” Hallie said, and gave a little shrug. “I’m sorry, I can’t be more precise.”

“I know where to check, anyway. Please, go on.”

Hallie shifted on the bed, tucking the covers around her more securely before she went on to describe, as briefly as possible, her encounter with the creature. Her voice cracked for a moment as she recounted the fall and waking up in pain.

“It seems as though the creature sought you out,” Cotovatre said slowly, face pale, shadows under her eyes.

“I wonder why,” Girard said, frowning.

“I don’t know for certain. But it seemed to recognise me from before,” Hallie said, suddenly aware that she was trembling. Her body was remembering the pain and the cold. She put down the empty mug and huddled under the blankets, still sitting up against the headboard, not caring that she had an audience. Girard leant forward and reached out a hand, apparently not caring that Cotovatre was there. Hallie pulled an arm out from under the covers and returned the clasp of his hand for a moment before he sat back. It was a brief touch, but it steadied her, reminded her that she wasn’t alone any longer.

“It said you see too much,” Girard repeated, still frowning. He was watching Hallie. “You do have excellent observational skills. But how would it know that?”

“I don’t know,” Hallie said as honestly as she could. “I’m quite sure I’d remember talking to something that looked like that.”

Cotovatre and Girard exchanged glances and a trail of apprehension crawled over Hallie’s skin.

“What?” she asked. “What do you know?”

“The Miscellany gave me a possible identity for the creature,” Girard said slowly. “There’s something called a hintramenen which can appear like an ordinary person for most of the time, but changes into what the Miscellany describes as a monstrous being under the thrall of moonlight.”

“Thrall of moonlight, indeed,” Cotovatre said, acid edge to her voice. “More likely, it’s affected by the blood moon and that’s when it’s most dangerous.”

“What?” Hallie asked again, voice a whisper. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. How is it possible for something to change like that? To completely transform?”

“I speculate that it’s got some kind of glamour or magic disguise that allows it to pass among people,” Girard said.

“That can’t be right,” Hallie objected reflexively, not thinking before she spoke. “I’d be able to see through a glamour.”

Both Girard and Cotovatre looked at her with identical expressions of surprise.

“You can see through glamours?” Cotovatre asked, sounding astonished.

“I think so, yes. I mean, I can see Emmet’s true face even when he’s disguised as hochlen,” Hallie said.

“Emmet’s skill is unparalleled. There’s no possible way you should be able to see through his spell.” Cotovatre sounded completely certain, and amazed.

“But I can,” Hallie said, uncomfortable under the lady’s stare.

“What else can you see?” Cotovatre asked, astonishment turning to curiosity.

“Ah. Well,” Hallie said, a knot in her stomach and a lump in her throat. She was torn between the habit of keeping her secret and the sense that she owed both Cotovatre and Girard an honest explanation. The words didn’t come easily, but she managed to get them out. “I can usually sense the truth of things.” Hallie stared at the blankets, a sick feeling turning her insides over. She had never felt as exposed as she did in that moment. She’d broken a lifetime habit of keeping quiet, and for a moment thought she was falling again. Down and down and down. She twisted her fingers in the sheets and blankets, reminding herself where she was and who was with her. People she liked - more than liked - and trusted as much as she trusted anyone.

“That’s amazing,” Girard said. Far from being hurt or offended or angry, he seemed as curious as Cotovatre. Relief washed over her, making her light-headed, and she had the strangest urge to laugh. “That must be incredibly helpful in your work.”

“Yes, it is,” Hallie agreed, risking a glance up. They were both looking at her with near-identical expressions somewhere between amazement and admiration. Hallie felt her colour rise, uncomfortable with their attention. “I’ve never told anyone before.” The confession spilled out of her. Now that she’d spoken the truth out loud, part of her wanted to take it back. She was so used to holding the secret, used to working her way around it, she didn’t know how to act with the truth exposed.

“We will not betray your trust,” Cotovatre said, with quiet sincerity. “Your secret is safe with us, Hallie.”

“Yes,” Girard said, with no hesitation. If he was annoyed that Cotovatre had spoken for both of them, he didn’t show it. “But I do want to know, how long have you had this ability?” Hallie almost smiled at the way he leant forward, waiting for her answer. He had as much curiosity in him as the techs.

“It’s just something I can do. A natural thing. Like you can always find the right path,” Hallie answered. The shaky, unsettling feeling of being exposed was fading a little. If there were any two people in the world who could keep her secret, it was these two.

“That’s not much,” Girard protested, colour rising in his face. He meant it. He had seemed embarrassed by his gift, and she remembered his mother referring to his little talent in an off-hand, dismissive way. He’d never had to worry about his family exploiting him the way Hallie knew her own mother would have exploited her truth sense, if Wilona Talbot had ever learned about it.

“It is a remarkable gift,” Cotovatre said to him. “You saved Hallie’s life last night. None of us would have found her in time, no matter how hard we looked.”

Girard looked like he wanted to argue. “Hallie rescued herself, really,” he said. “She told me to find her. How did you do that, by the way? Gave me a fright when you appeared in front of me. I’ve never heard of someone being able to project their image like that.”

“I don’t know what I did,” Hallie said honestly. “But I knew that you could find me, and I didn’t have the energy to get up the hill by myself.”

“Fascinating,” Cotovatre said. “Do you have any other abilities? Magic ones, I mean?”

Hallie shifted under the combined weight of Cotovatre and Girard’s stares, her fingers knotted together, hidden by the blankets. The first thing that came to mind was Jessie’s face as she accused Hallie of doing something to her, forcing her to answer questions. But the words stuck in Hallie’s throat. She couldn’t bring herself to say them. To admit out loud the possibility she might be able to compel answers. But there were other things she’d done which she could more easily talk about. “Well, Aneta suggested that I should speak to Emmet about where I might learn more.”

“Aneta? The young witch. Emmet was very impressed with her, and that is a difficult thing to do,” Cotovatre said, wry humour in her voice. “If she has suggested you learn magic, that is something to take seriously. But you haven’t mentioned it to Emmet yet?”

“It hardly seemed the time,” Hallie said. “I mean, we’re here to find a killer.”

“While that’s true, Emmet will be honoured to teach you, I am sure,” the lady said.

“Oh. I didn’t mean to disturb Emmet. I thought he might know someone,” Hallie said, her voice trailing off under Cotovatre’s amused stare.

“Emmet loves to teach. He will tell you himself that he would be delighted to help you discover your powers,” the lady said.

“Oh,” Hallie said again. Then, because she felt she’d been rude. “Thank you. And sorry. I just … I’m still not used to the idea.”

“I can understand that. There’s not much magic in low city, apart from the witches, that is. And they are a law to themselves,” the lady said, still amused. The brief humour faded and her face was perfectly serious as she added, “And I can promise you that Emmet will also not betray your trust, whatever you choose to tell him. He will not even tell me if there’s anything you don’t want me to know.”

The weight of the words, the truth behind them, held Hallie silent for a moment. She wondered what Cotovatre might have seen or guessed about what Hallie could - or could not - do. A simple thanks seemed inadequate for the depth of the promise Cotovatre had just made, but it was all Hallie had, so it was what she gave the lady. “Thank you.”

Cotovatre inclined her head, but didn’t seem to feel the need to say anything more. Girard looked between them, a tiny crease between his brows, but didn’t press them for answers. Instead, he turned back to Hallie.

“You said you can usually sense the truth. I can always find a path, if I know what I’m looking for. When does your gift not work?” The question was a good one, which didn’t surprise Hallie. Girard didn’t miss much.

“It almost always works,” Hallie said, uncomfortable again under Girard’s direct stare. “I mean, it’s never failed until recently. I was having difficulty with Mistress Webb.”

“Just her?” Girard asked, still frowning. He seemed more thoughtful than anything else. Hallie was aware of a small spike of irritation and realised that at least part of her was actually annoyed at his calm acceptance of her admissions about her magic. She’d held the secret of her truth sense for so long and so tightly, and still couldn’t quite believe she’d admitted to it. And yet Girard, for all his curiosity and interest, seemed to have simply accepted it and turned his attention back to the investigation. But then, Hallie reminded herself, he’d grown up among hochlen, where magic gifts were commonplace. She might have an unusual gift, but the fact that she had sensitivity to magic or the ability to work magic was not unique to Girard’s experience. The little bit of anger - and hurt - faded and she turned her attention to his question.

“Just her.” Heat rose in her face. “I thought it might be because I didn’t like her very much.”

Cotovatre choked on a laugh. “She is hard to like.”

“Why is that?” Girard asked, seemingly genuinely puzzled. “She seems a charming young lady. A little erratic, but she has just lost her husband.”

“She is very adept at making herself agreeable,” Cotovatre said, while Hallie was still searching for words to explain her dislike. “But only to those who she wants to like her. She decided very early on that she didn’t like me, or want me to like her. The feeling is completely mutual. That doesn’t mean I want harm to come to her, though.”

“Interesting,” Girard said. “I haven’t managed to speak to her again, but I think I should do so as soon as possible.”

“Take someone else with you,” Cotovatre said, her tone making it clear it was a suggestion. “The medical examiner or your lead forensic tech would be good choices.”

Girard inclined his head, accepting the lady’s advice.

“I could go,” Hallie said, sitting up straighter.

“No,” Cotovatre and Girard said together.

“You very nearly died last night,” Cotovatre said, a tremor in her voice. “You may feel fine sitting up in bed, but your body needs more time to heal. In fact, you are probably feeling tired again just now, aren’t you?”

Hallie opened her mouth to deny it, but had to pause and put a hand over her mouth as a huge yawn overtook her. “Alright. I am a little tired,” she admitted.

“Get some rest,” Girard said. He got to his feet and gathered his bag, settling the strap over his shoulder. He held his hand out to her and she put hers back into it. “I need to get back to work, but I will check on you again later, if that’s alright?”

“Yes, please,” Hallie said, trying not to sound too eager and probably failing.

He squeezed her hand then left the room. Cotovatre was still sitting at the end of Hallie’s bed.

“He’s a very fine young man,” the lady said. “I’m glad you have found each other.” Hallie felt heat rise in her face, and wondered just what else her ancestor might have noticed. “Now, get some more sleep and I’ll make sure there’s some more hot chocolate for you when you wake.”

Another yawn swallowed any protest Hallie might have made and she slid back down the bed, further into the blankets and sheets that were somehow still warm, her eyes closing. The last thing she heard was the faint click of the door as Cotovatre left the room.

As she was falling into sleep she realised that she hadn’t asked Girard what else he had learned about the hintramenen. Such as how it could change shape and disguise itself, or how it hid its scent. He and Cotovatre had been distracted by her admission of her truth sense. And now they had both left the room so she couldn’t ask them, and she had a terrible feeling she had missed something important.


Chapter twenty-five


When Hallie woke next it was to a banked fire and the sense that not much time had passed. There was a fresh mug of hot chocolate sitting on the table next to the bed, and Alys, rather than Girard or Cotovatre, settled in the chair. The veondken was working on some knitting, her hands moving at a steady speed. She lifted her gaze as Hallie stirred and smiled.

“I’m so glad to see you awake.”

“I’m glad to be awake,” Hallie answered, sitting up in bed. Her head felt clearer. There was still a sense of heaviness around her body, and sore spots as she moved, but she felt much better than she had earlier. Well enough to remember that the last time she’d seen Alys, the veondken had been injured. “Are you alright? Should you be up?”

“I’m very well, thank you for asking. The lady took care of me,” Alys said. She put her knitting aside and stood up. “If you’re well enough, the lady would like for you to join her and her guests for an evening meal. It’s due to start in a little while. Time enough for you to change, if you wish to go?”

“I should, shouldn’t I?” Hallie asked the question mostly to herself. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up, pleased when she didn’t waver or wobble. “Do I need to wear anything special?” Although the manners and clothing around the house had been casual so far, an evening meal sounded more formal.

“Something comfortable and warm,” Alys said. “I can pick something out for you, if you like?”

“Thank you, that would be great. Do I have time for a shower?”

“Of course. I’ll leave the clothes on the bed for you. When you’re ready, go down the staircase to your right and someone will meet you there,” Alys said.

Even though she was warm all the way through, no trace of the awful icy cold from the outside left in her, Hallie still turned the water up hot enough to almost be uncomfortable, and drank the hot chocolate while she dressed in the outfit Alys had set out for her. There was a very thin under layer in a pale pink colour consisting of a long-sleeved top and leggings over which went a knee-length knitted tunic in a fabric so soft Hallie wanted to snuggle into it and not leave the room, and trousers in a slightly heavier knit fabric. The trousers were a deep lilac colour, the tunic with its deep v-neck started as a pale pink at the shoulders, deepening in shade until it matched the trousers. There was also a pair of soft shoes in the same deep lilac tone that settled snugly around her feet, promising to keep her toes warm in the house.

Despite the fine fabric and beautiful tailoring, the trousers still had practical pockets so Hallie was able to take the zauber out of the drawer in the bedside table and keep it with her, the artefact giving her the feeling of sleepy contentment as it settled by her hip. The object felt a little stronger than it had when she’d first woken, but still far from its full power. She sent it a silent thank you for saving her life and it purred a little more loudly for a moment.

Hallie caught sight of herself in the mirror before she left the room and paused. She didn’t normally focus on clothes and fashion, but she had a momentary impulse to ask Cotovatre if she could keep this particular outfit. She didn’t look anything like a skip tracer from low city. But she also didn’t feel like she was wearing a costume, dressed up to please other people. Instead, she felt like herself. The clothes fit as if made for her. They were comfortable and practical at the same time as being beautifully made. She’d left her hair loose, falling halfway down her back, shining with health thanks to the new shampoo and conditioner that Rosalia had insisted she try. Hallie had raised only a token protest - Rosalia was always immaculately groomed and had forgotten more about cosmetics and hair care than Hallie would ever know - and Hallie had to admit that the new, far more expensive, hair products not only made her hair shine but also left a far more pleasant scent than the cheaper versions she’d been using for years.

She left her room and headed down the stairs. It was only as she came in sight of the ground floor and saw Stev waiting for her that she realised she was probably about to share a meal with the killer, and her attacker. She paused, hand gripping the bannister, as everything she’d learned and the information Girard and Cotovatre had provided in her brief period of being awake all meshed together. The killer didn’t look like a monster all the time. It could assume another form. It didn’t seem to be a resident in the house, as death had only arrived with the Conclave members and their households. And she hadn’t been able to detect it in the time she’d been in the house and speaking to everyone there. Whatever magic or power the creature used to hide its monstrous form baffled Hallie’s truth sense.

“Is everything alright, miss?” Stev asked.

She’d been standing a few steps up, staring at nothing, for long moments. She started and kept going down to the floor. “Yes. Sorry, I just remembered something. I’m pleased to see that Alys seems recovered.”

“That’s kind of you to say so,” Stev said, expression softening. “Gave me a fright, I don’t mind saying.”

“I’m sure,” Hallie said. “Alys said something about an evening meal?”

“That’s right. It’s this way. All the guests are here, including the investigators’ team,” Stev said.

He led her a short way along the corridor, past the main library and the small dining room where she’d had lunch with Cotovatre only the day before, although it felt like months ago. There was a set of double doors open on the other side of the corridor, the delicious scent of cooking drifting out along with murmured conversation. Hallie’s nose twitched. She thought she caught the mouth-watering scent of roasted meat as well as what smelled very like a potato dish with cheese that Rosalia had made from time to time.

As they drew closer to the open doors, Hallie saw that there was a large table set with sparkling glassware and cutlery over a pale blue table cloth, and a crowd of people at one end of the table with drinks in their hands.

“The lady wanted me to make sure and tell you that if you feel tired, or need to rest, you should feel free to leave at any point,” Stev said, just outside the door. “We’re all very glad that you’re still with us and recovering so well.”

Hallie barely had time to say thank you before she caught sight of Girard through the door. He had clearly had time to shower and brush through his hair since she’d last seen him, his appearance far neater than it had been, although there were still tired shadows under his eyes.

She stepped into the room, intending to go over to Girard, only to find herself next to Lamorat. The Conclave member lifted a brow at her and cast a glance over her.

“So glad you could join us, Miss Talbot,” he said.

There was a hidden message in that somewhere, Hallie thought, but she didn’t have the will or the energy to figure it out. He might be extremely smart and powerful, but she was fairly sure she didn’t like him much and thought that feeling was mutual. The realisation she’d had on the stairs held her still, wondering if the poised and polished Lamorat Lucas turned into a giant creature with fangs and clawed hands. It seemed unlikely, but she couldn’t completely rule it out. She should really be making an effort to work out who the killer was. After all, she’d been brought here to assist with the investigation and didn’t feel that she had been all that useful so far.

“Miss Talbot, I’m glad to see you on your feet.” Emmet’s voice had never been so welcome, cutting through her internal struggle. He appeared on her other side. “Dinner is about to be served. May I show you to your seat?”

“Thank you, yes,” Hallie said, and followed Emmet’s direction around the large table. She had time to notice that the cooking smells were coming from what looked like a large mobile table set against one of the walls, watched over by a pair of servants. Distracted by the promise of food, Hallie almost missed her cue to stop walking, slightly embarrassed when Emmet pulled out her chair and held it for her. She wasn’t used to such old-fashioned manners. She took her seat and saw that there was a small card in front of her with her name on it. The other people were also drifting around the table, taking their places. With a start, Hallie realised that she’d been placed opposite Clarine Webb. The widow was dressed in another of her frothy outfits, this one of varying shades of grey, a large pendant catching the light at her chest, her face pale, blue eyes even larger than ever.

“I wasn’t sure you’d make it,” Girard said, as he took his place beside her. Hallie realised that Emmet was on her other side, with Cotovatre on the other side of Emmet, and felt her heart warm. Whoever had designed the table plan had been kind enough to put her between two people she liked, rather than next to the other Conclave members, Padarn or Clarine, none of whom would have been easy companions, she was quite sure. She saw that Padarn was on one side of Clarine Webb, opposite Girard, with Hoel on the other, opposite Emmet. Lamorat was opposite Cotovatre with Ulfiam on her other side. Leodegan and the rest of the forensic team had been given spaces at either end of the table, making it feel more like a closed group rather than two battle lines drawn. Hallie had an idea that this was not normally how hochlen meals were set up, but Alys had emphasised the less formal nature of the event, and it was Cotovatre’s house, so Hallie supposed the lady would have her own way of doing things.

Hallie exchanged a nod and smile with Isoud as the blonde tech took her seat, then turned her attention back to Girard as he went on. “You look better than you did earlier.”

“Thank you. I feel better,” Hallie said, feeling something was needed.

“Have you remembered anything else?” Girard asked.

“No. I’m sorry. I’ve told you all I could,” Hallie said.

Girard looked as if he had more questions, or more to say, but he didn’t get the chance.

“I hear you had quite the adventure last night,” Padarn said from across the table, a sly smile on his face. Hallie briefly considered the idea that he was the creature and dismissed it immediately. The man was more than capable of cruelty, but she also thought he was shockingly vain about his appearance and would never have permitted himself to turn into the nightmare being she had now encountered three times.

“Was there something you wanted to know?” Hallie asked in return.

“Oh, well, I am sure we’d all be agog to hear all about it,” Padarn said, leaning forward slightly, eyes gleaming with curiosity and eagerness.

“I am not sure it would be a good accompaniment to a meal,” Hallie told him, and glanced around to Cotovatre, as the host.

“Indeed. If you’re still curious and Hallie has the energy after dinner, I’m sure she’d be happy to satisfy some of your interest, Padarn,” the lady said, her voice light. If she hadn’t had a truth sense, and some familiarity with the older woman, Hallie might have missed the distaste under her words. Her mind wandered for a moment, thinking how strange it was that someone as powerful and influential as Cotovatre still hosted people she didn’t really like or respect in her own home.

When Hallie’s attention returned to the here and now, a plate piled with food had been set in front of her. She’d been right about the roast meat and the cheesy potato mix. There were also roasted vegetables. She inhaled the scents and had to restrain herself from diving head-first into the plate, instead copying the others and picking up a napkin from her place setting, draping it across her lap and then selecting the appropriate cutlery.

Cutting into the meat reminded her for a brief moment of the sensation of claws digging into her or teeth tearing into her flesh but she shoved the memories aside. The first mouthful of the roast chased the last of the dark thoughts away and she had to take a firm grip on herself, and the cutlery in her hands, to keep herself to a polite and reasonable pace of eating. Despite the hot chocolate and the rest, she felt hollowed-out inside, badly in need of fuel.

As she ate, she listened to the discussion going on around her, glad she wasn’t expected to take part.

Hoel was the next to speak, sending a direct, frowning look across the table to Girard. “If you and the rest of your team are able to take the night off, does that mean you’re finally making progress on the investigation, Abbott? Or do you always take extended breaks?”

Hallie could see and feel the tension from the forensic team and Leodegan and her own temper spiked at the implication that the team were not putting in their best efforts.

“Progress is being made,” Girard said in the calm, patient voice he’d used during the interviews with all the Conclave members. “We will have answers soon.” He spoke with quiet certainty, and Hallie’s truth sense told her that he meant every word and remembered her earlier realisation that someone around the table was the killer. Girard must have come to the same conclusion. Everyone else would hear a bland update, but Girard was letting the killer know that they were going to be caught. Soon. Hallie could only hope that was the case. She’d seen enough dead bodies. “And, no, we’re not ready to discuss our findings just yet,” Girard added, perhaps seeing the follow-up questions gathering on Hoel’s face.

The Conclave member frowned, but didn’t say anything more, and the tension among the techs and medical examiner faded. Hallie wanted to tell Girard she was proud of him for standing up for his people, but held the words back. There was no way of communicating that privately in this setting, so she made a mental note to tell him another time when there weren’t so many people listening.

There was a short pause, and Hallie found herself bracing for the next sharp question or sly comment.

“It’s a shame about Calibum,” Ulfiam said, apparently out of nowhere. With a start, Hallie remembered the news that Brennus had shared on the train journey. They had all been so caught up in Sagramour Webb’s murder and the infighting she’d almost forgotten that Calibum Jacobs had finally died. Hallie couldn’t help wonder just how much Ulfiam and the other Conclave members knew about the truth of Calibum Jacobs’ death. They might have access to the Conclave Investigators’ reports, but even without that, the death of the older son, then the severe illness of both Calibum and his younger son followed in short order by the death of Calibum’s ambitious nephew, might have given the Conclave members all the information they needed to form their own conclusions.

“I’m going to miss debating with him,” Lamorat agreed, sounding genuinely regretful. Not about the loss of the man, Hallie thought, but the loss of his sparring partner. There was far less genuine warmth in his voice than when he’d spoken about Sagramour. Calibum had been more of a colleague, it seemed, whereas Sagramour had been a friend. One he would miss. “I doubt that the youngster will be up to much. What’s his name? Duncan? Bohort? No, that was the older one, who died.”

“Tristram,” Cotovatre supplied, her voice not giving any of her feelings away. “The younger son is Tristram Jacobs.”

“Ah, yes. Well, I am sure he’ll do his best,” Lamorat said and Hallie had to hide a wince at the sharp edge to the words.

“Assuming he takes up his post,” Cotovatre said. There seemed to be something behind her words that Hallie couldn’t guess at, even as her interest sharpened. From what everyone had said, or not said, it had seemed that the Conclave seats went in succession, like the rest of hochlen property, to the next living male relative. And yet Cotovatre was suggesting that Tristram might not have to take up his father’s post.

“I am sure he will,” Lamorat said, in a confident tone that left no room for argument. “He’s the last of his line for now, isn’t he? The last thing we need is another vacancy.”

Cotovatre said nothing, but there was something in the quality of her silence that struck Hallie as being more in the nature of avoiding an argument rather than because she agreed with Lamorat. And Hallie had just been given more fascinating bits of information about the Conclave. Some people hadn’t taken up their seats, and there were possible vacancies.

“And, finally, you won’t be the youngest of us,” Ulfiam added, in a falsely hearty tone, smiling across the table at Hoel.

“That’s true. It’s hard to believe now, but I’m sure I’ll find that, when you turn your attention to the young Jacobs, I’ll miss you all reminding me of how young and inexperienced I am, and how little I know about the world,” Hoel said, in a similarly false tone, with a lift of his mouth that might have been a smile if it weren’t for his eyes, which were burning with what looked like anger and violence.

He would be a good candidate for the killer. Hallie had known he had a hot temper, but hadn’t seen the full extent of his internal fury until that moment, and wondered if the others were aware of just how dangerous that kind of rage could be. He had more self-control than she had suspected, too, which she thought would be necessary for a being which could transform into a monster.

“Oh, come now. You are young. I’ve got socks that are older than you,” Ulfiam shot back.

“I wasn’t aware that your socks got a vote on the Conclave,” Hoel returned.

Hallie heard choked laughter, she thought from the forensic team, and saw Padarn give a hard sideways look to the techs. Prickling in defence of his husband’s dignity, perhaps. She ducked her head to her plate in a poor effort to hide her own smile.

“I’m sure we all look forward to Tristram’s youthful enthusiasm in the debating chamber,” Lamorat said, in a tone which suggested he was trying to soothe the tensions. Except Hallie didn’t think he was. Not really. Cotovatre had avoided an argument with him, and now Hallie had the impression that Lamorat was enjoying the little bit of conflict. She’d ruled him out as the killer because of her truth sense, but perhaps she should reconsider. After all, her magic didn’t seem to work where the creature was concerned.

“It’s extremely difficult to maintain any enthusiasm on day three of a debate about trade taxes,” Hoel said, with a grimace of distaste that looked genuine. The violence and fury had died down, almost as if they’d never been there in the first place, and Hallie wondered just how long he’d been practising hiding his true feelings. He was exceptionally skilled at it, which might be why the other Conclave members seemed to underestimate him. It would be easy to dismiss him as a thick-headed warrior, narrow-minded and determined to keep his people tied to the traditions of old. But the change in his mood suggested a level of self-control, and self-awareness, that was rare in Hallie’s experience.

“Or when old Fog wants to discuss the colour of the drapes all afternoon,” Cotovatre said, her tone light. The other three Conclave members laughed, and the tension in the air faded. Hallie’s brow wrinkled as she tried to remember a Conclave member called Fog, and failed. It must be some kind of a nick-name, and an inside joke that the others understood.

“But we may have an insight into Tristram’s character right in front of us,” Lamorat said. He sent a look across the table to Hallie which she couldn’t interpret. “After all, Miss Talbot has met him, haven’t you?”

“Very briefly, yes.” Hallie didn’t feel she could avoid the direct question.

“How fascinating,” Ulfiam said, leaning forward apparently in an effort to see past Cotovatre and Emmet to Hallie. “I cannot imagine a circumstance which would bring a skip tracer into contact with one of the Jacobs household.”

It wasn’t a question, so Hallie didn’t answer, turning back to her plate. She felt the weight of eyes on her and glanced up to find that the row of Padarn, Clarine, Lamorat and Hoel were all staring at her.

“I don’t feel it’s my story to tell,” she said into the waiting silence. “And you will meet Master Jacobs soon enough, won’t you?”

From the displeased expressions facing her, she could tell that none of them were satisfied with her answer. She found she didn’t particularly care. The effort of keeping up with the conversation, of trying to follow the various politics and fault lines among the elite, was taking its toll on her and she was beginning to wish she could leave and go back to her room with the warm, comfortable bed and banked fire providing just the right amount of heat to let her sleep.

“And we will be welcoming another new member of the Conclave as well,” Hoel noted. It took Hallie a moment to realise he was referring to whoever would succeed Sagramour Webb. There was the smallest intake of breath from many of the people there, and a lot of eyes very studiously avoiding looking at the widow.

Clarine seemed not to notice, serenely cutting another sliver of meat and placing it in her mouth. But Hallie saw the trace of white at the lady’s knuckles and around her mouth. She might be doing her best to give the impression of a delicate and fragile woman, but Hallie had a strong sense the widow had a keen brain under her curling red hair that was piled high in some complicated arrangement with a few trailing curls around her neck and shoulders.

“I’m sure that Sagramour will have made sure his son has the proper ideas,” Lamorat said. “And he’s sat in on a few of the meetings already, so he knows his way around.”

“Proper ideas?” Padarn said, an edge to his beautifully modulated voice. “You mean, you think he will agree with you.”

“Well, naturally,” Lamorat answered, apparently untroubled by Padarn’s jibe. “My positions are held after careful consideration, not depending on which way the wind is blowing or what my spouse might think.”

There was another slight intake of breath, and Hallie had the sense that most of the people were now carefully avoiding looking at both Padarn and Ulfiam.

To Hallie’s surprise, Ulfiam laughed. It had a false edge to it that grated on her nerves, but it was a decent effort. “At least I respect my spouse enough to seek his opinion.”

Padarn preened a little and sent a warm look across the table to his husband. Lamorat’s mouth lifted in a sour smile, but he didn’t seem bothered by Ulfiam’s barb.

“My devotion to my spouse does not extend to taking her counsel on matters outside her expertise,” Lamorat said.

Hallie’s skin prickled with discomfort. The way the two men were talking it seemed to be an old argument between them, neither of them speaking with much heat, but it was intensely uncomfortable to listen to them discussing aspects of their private lives so openly. From the lowered heads among the forensic team, she guessed that she wasn’t the only one feeling uncomfortable.

“Perhaps we should leave discussions of our respective relationships to a fireside chat with some brandy?” Cotovatre suggested. Hallie wondered just how many times the lady had had to intervene over the past few days to calm the tensions between the other Conclave members. And their spouses.

She looked across the table to where Padarn and Clarine were shoulder-to-shoulder and saw a brief look pass between the pair, as if they shared a common bond and understanding. And they must, Hallie realised. They were here because of who their husbands were, or had been. They weren’t there because they themselves were wanted. She had a momentary flush of sympathy for them both. However distasteful she found both Padarn and Clarine, it could not be easy being there as followers.

But they had both come. Lamorat had made it clear that his wife had her own life and other interests, and Hallie wasn’t sure if Hoel was married. But for the highest members of the elite, among the most powerful people in the world, it had not been necessary or even desirable for Padarn and Clarine to be here. In the middle of winter, far from everything familiar to them, with none of the modern conveniences that they would most likely be used to and, with the train being snowed in, no way to leave. All of which made her wonder just why they were here. She had the sense that Padarn was jealous and possessive enough that he wouldn’t have wanted Ulfiam to be too far away for a long period. So that might explain why he was here. That didn’t feel true for Clarine. She’d admitted that she and Sagramour slept separately, and although she’d also said that her husband had spent time with her, it hadn’t had the same clinging sound to it as Hallie had heard from Padarn. Instead, she had a strong sense that Clarine had been more like Lamorat’s wife, independent from Sagramour, with her own interests.

Hallie realised she was staring at Clarine when the widow lifted one perfectly arched brow at her. Hallie ducked her attention back to her plate and realised she had somehow managed to finish her meal. She set the cutlery down, folding her hands on her lap under the table, trying not to knot her fingers together. There was something there. Something that was trying to get her attention. Something about the widow and why she was here. What was she missing?

There was a short silence while silent-footed servants removed plates and then replaced them with shallow bowls, each with some kind of individual cake surrounded by what looked like fresh fruit.

“Raspberries?” Clarine exclaimed, with every appearance of delight. It was the first thing Hallie was aware of her saying since they had sat down. “At this season? How did you manage that?”

The question was directed across the table to Cotovatre, who tilted her head to Emmet.

“I am fortunate to have a master magician close at hand,” the lady said, a thread of laughter in her voice, “who does not mind turning his skills to very mundane matters.”

“The ability to have fresh fruit throughout the year is hardly mundane,” Emmet answered, with the same good humour. The mood around the table lightened, with a few smiles and murmurs of agreement.

As with the main course, Hallie found herself having to exercise considerable restraint not to devour the food put in front of her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had fresh raspberries, and the individual lemon tart that had been served with it was both creamy and sharp, a perfect foil. She had a moment of wishing Rosalia was here. She was sure her roommate would appreciate the food, and probably weather the barbed conversation with far more grace, too.

Smaller conversations began to break out around the table, a murmur of voices that faded into the background as Hallie focused on sitting straight and wondering just when it would be polite to leave. Stev had told her she should feel free to leave whenever she wanted, but it felt beyond rude to get up and walk out while the meal was still under way. Besides, there was something she’d missed. She was sure of it.

The centre of the lemon tart had a core of deep yellow liquid that Hallie was sure had some fancy name. Rosalia would know. But the shade of yellow triggered a connection in her mind. The monster had yellow eyes, with a vertical black slit of a pupil. And she’d seen something yellow close by. Not that long ago.

She looked up from her plate and caught the widow staring at her. Despite her enthusiasm for the raspberries, Clarine had barely touched her dessert, beyond splitting open the lemon tart so that the yellow spilled out onto her plate. The same shade was reflected in the tear drop pendant that she wore around her neck, which glowed in the light. A pendant that was the precise same shade as the monster’s eyes had been.

Hallie’s eyes lifted from the pendant up to the widow’s gaze and she saw a flicker of something in the woman’s face, and a shift in her eyes that should not be possible. For the briefest, barest of moments the vivid blue was shaded through with yellow.

“It’s you,” Hallie said, voice barely a whisper, certainly not loud enough to carry around the table or across its width to the widow.

But somehow Clarine heard her. Her bright red lips curved up in a predatory smile, revealing perfect white teeth that seemed to be sharper and larger than was normal for a hochlen.

Hallie went perfectly still in her chair, the rest of the room fading away until it was just her and the widow, eyes locked across the width of the table. Hallie’s pulse picked up along with a roaring in her ears.

It was her. The monster was here. Sitting at this very civilised dining table, holding her cutlery like a fine lady, draped in gauzy fabric, expertly applied cosmetics giving her the faintest of glows in the lantern light.

Hallie’s fingers tightened around the fork in her hand and she wished for a weapon. Any kind of weapon. There were candlesticks and wine glasses and water glasses all around her, but none of them were sturdy enough to do much damage against the monster that lived inside Clarine Webb.

Then the widow inclined her head with the faintest of smiles, put down her cutlery and pushed her chair back. Hallie tensed so much she could feel her bones protesting, wondering just what Clarine was going to do.


Chapter twenty-six


“If you will excuse me, Lady Cotovatre, I find myself quite exhausted.” There was nothing in those softly spoken, polite words that hinted at the monster within. Hallie didn’t trust the calmness or the demure way that the widow had her eyes downcast. Clarine was plotting something. Hallie risked a quick glance around the table but no one else was paying the widow, or Hallie, any particular attention, or seemed to have noticed there might be anything wrong.

“Of course, Clarine,” Cotovatre said, some warmth shading her voice. “It has been a very difficult time for you. I am glad you could join us even for a little while.”

Hallie’s fingers hurt from the tight grip she had on her fork but all the widow did was turn and head for the door, the gauzy fabric floating around her. Just before Clarine disappeared from view, she glanced over her shoulder, eyes meeting Hallie’s across the room. The widow’s eyes were more yellow than they had been and there was a hint of sharp teeth showing as she gave a small, private smile, as if she and Hallie shared some secret. Then Clarine brought her sharp, bright teeth together in a little snap, as if taking a bite out of something.

Hallie was on her feet before she knew what she was doing, fork clattering to her plate, drawing the attention of everyone else in the room. She ignored them, pulse racing, breath harsh and rapid in her throat. The widow was up to something. Hallie needed to stop her. She cast a quick glance down at her plate and turned away. The small metal fork wasn’t going to do any good against the creature. She needed something more powerful. She turned to Girard, who was also getting to his feet, concern on his face as he looked at her. Like everyone else, he was focused on her, and her sudden movement, and not the monster-in-disguise who had just left the room.

“Are you well?” Girard asked.

“I need your gun.” The words spilled out of her, too fast and too high. “Can I have it?”

“What? Why?” Girard said, reaching for the weapon at his hip even as he asked the questions. But he didn’t draw the weapon or hand it over to her.

“No time,” Hallie said, urgency taking hold of her. Clarine had shown her teeth to Hallie, mimicking a bite. The widow was plotting something, and likely something violent, Hallie was sure of it. She couldn’t wait to argue with Girard. Hallie stalked off, around the end of the table, heading after the widow. She needed to find Clarine before the monster could appear and kill someone else.

To Hallie’s surprise, Clarine hadn’t gone far. She’d stopped just outside the room and at Hallie’s rapid approach, the widow moved towards her, so that the widow was just outside the dining room, standing in the wide corridor, framed by the doorway.

“Think you can stop me, little thing?” the widow said, her voice deeper and richer than it had been. “I’m far older and more powerful than you can imagine.”

“I’m going to do my best,” Hallie answered, coming to a halt just inside the open doors as she realised how foolish she was, heading towards the most dangerous creature she’d ever encountered with no weapons, and her body heavy with fatigue.

“Hallie, what’s going on?” Cotovatre asked, an edge to her voice. Hallie didn’t dare take her eyes off Clarine to glance around the room.

“It’s her,” Hallie said. “She killed Sagramour Webb and Anna Booth.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Lamorat said from somewhere behind Hallie. “From what the investigator has said, Sagramour was killed by some kind of creature. Not his wife.”

“She’s both,” Hallie snapped back, and took a half-step toward Clarine, into the doorway, wondering if she could somehow steer the other woman away from the dining room, further along the corridor. There were more escape routes, but fewer potential victims. The widow was too close to everyone else, and Hallie had seen how fast the creature could move. Confronting her here risked every person in the room behind her. With her pulse racing in her throat, Hallie realised that she should have waited. Should have found some way to hide what she knew until she could have alerted the others, made some kind of plan. Not just confronted the widow at the end of the meal.

“Your girl has run mad,” Lamorat complained, clearly addressing his remark to Cotovatre.

“I don’t think so,” Cotovatre said, and Hallie could hear the silky soft determination in her ancestor’s voice. “The creature that killed Sagramour and Anna has the ability to disguise itself, and it’s survived a long, long time by hiding in plain sight.”

Clarine laughed. It was an unpleasant sound with more than a hint of a savage edge to it, the nape of Hallie’s neck prickling in response.

“It’s been so amusing watching you all run around and speculate and theorise, but I’m growing tired of the game,” Clarine said, that deeper note still in her voice as if she was speaking with a far larger chest. Her words rang false and hollow in Hallie’s ears, and she remembered Girard’s quiet, certain statement earlier that the Conclave Investigators would have answers soon. Clarine had believed him, it seemed. Then Hallie realised that the widow was changing shape. She’d grown a little taller, her teeth were descending, the red hair was shading to brown, her nose elongating to remind Hallie of the creature. Hallie’s mouth went dry, the memory of sharp teeth and pain vivid in her mind.

There were a few gasps from those in the dining room behind her, but Hallie couldn’t spare any attention for them, her whole focus on Clarine. The beautiful face with its flawless pale skin was morphing into the nightmare creature, fur sprouting along the longer nose, enormous white teeth catching the light, the blue eyes glimmering into brilliant yellow, pupils narrow black slits.

“Clarine Webb, you are under arrest for the murder of Sagramour Webb and Anna Booth.” Girard’s voice sounded calm from just beside Hallie and she didn’t need to look at him to know that he had his gun ready to fire at the monster taking shape in front of them. “Surrender yourself to me now and I will see you get a fair trial.”

Mocking laughter slid across Hallie’s mind. The creature’s lips peeled back, showing more of those enormous teeth. Little thing. Does he believe he can capture me?

“I’d say so,” Hallie answered.

“Say what?” Girard asked. “What do you mean?”

With a start, Hallie realised that he hadn’t heard the creature speak.

“It was talking to me. Or should I say she?” Hallie asked, trying to calm herself with the aside.

“It speaks to you? How?” Cotovatre asked, sounding tense. The lady was close by Hallie’s other side. The doorway was crowded now with Girard, Hallie and the lady. Protection for everyone else in the room, Hallie thought, and hoped.

“I don’t know. It’s like I can hear the voice but it’s not outside my head,” Hallie said, keeping her eyes on Clarine. The widow was far too still, far too quiet. The woman was gone, changed into the monster, covered in dense, coarse hair. The frilly, frothy fabric that had clothed Clarine was now scattered in strips on the heavy rug covering the floor.

Just as Hallie was wondering what Clarine planned to do, the creature tilted its head, unblinking eyes travelling past Hallie, lips twitching in what might have been a grin.

Prey. The monster said, and charged, barrelling past Hallie, knocking her aside, leaping into the room, arms extended, savage claws ripping into whoever got in its way. Padarn gave a scream pitched almost too high for Hallie to hear and dived under the table. Lamorat spat a curse as one of Clarine’s claws gouged through his upper arm and across his chest. Hoel had moved out of the way, somehow, and used what might have been his own chair as a shield to batter Clarine’s hand away. The monster swiped at the chair, splintering the solid wood into little pieces, and kept going, heading for Brennus and Albiona, who were huddled together at the end of the table.

“Get down!” Girard’s shout came a fraction before shots rang out, loud and flat in the room. Hallie counted five shots. Two hit the creature, the other three went wide, burrowing into the walls of the room. It wasn’t just Girard shooting. Leodegan had a weapon, too, as did Lamorat, one arm pressed to his side, small gun held steady in the other.

“Bullets won’t work,” Cotovatre shouted over cries of alarm and a grunt of pain from someone in the room. “Stev!”

The shout rang through the air, and Hallie could feel Cotovatre’s magic spilling out, filling the room.

“Milady.” Stev’s steady voice sounded nearby.

“I need the silver-tipped arrows and spears. Right now.”

“At once, milady,” Stev said. He didn’t hesitate or pause to ask questions. Hallie didn’t dare turn her eyes away from Clarine but heard running footsteps head away down the hallway.

“This is the thing that killed Anna?” Lamorat asked. He was breathing hard, probably from pain, but Hallie could still hear the grief in his voice. He had his back to the wall near the open door, small gun pointed at Clarine. The monster was half-crouched, standing in front of Brennus and Albiona, but its head was still higher than anyone else’s in the room. There was blood on the carpet, Hallie saw, and her stomach twisted, wondering if the hochlen pair were injured or worse. With the sight of blood, Hallie realised that she couldn’t smell anything. The creature - hintramenen - was disguising its scent as it had done before. “If bullets won’t work on it, what will?”

“Silver should do it,” Cotovatre said. She’d produced a gleaming blade at least as long as her forearm from somewhere about her person and Hallie saw that Emmet, standing beside his lady, had a similar weapon.

Those weren’t the only blades in the room, Hallie saw. Hoel had produced what looked like a short, fat sword from somewhere about his person, marginally longer than the blades Emmet and Cotovatre were carrying. From the way the light caught the edge, Hallie guessed Hoel’s weapon was extremely sharp.

Hallie cast a quick look over the table, eyes searching for something with silver in it. Anything that she might use to stop the creature. The cutlery for the main course had been silver, or had looked like it, but the dessert forks were gold. Candlesticks. Hallie took a step forward, reaching across the table for the nearest candlestick, pulling the candles out, slightly dimming the light in the room. It was heavy enough to be silver, cool against her palm as she tested the weight of it.

Clarine’s mocking laughter echoed through Hallie’s mind.

Think you can stop me, little thing? Think any of them can stop me? I’m faster and stronger than any of you.

“That may be true, but there’s only one of you and we all know who you are now,” Hallie said. She found herself swaying on her feet and propped herself up against the wall on the other side of the door from Lamorat.

The creature moved. Leapt onto the table, leaving deep score marks from its clawed feet on the polished surface, plates and glasses scattering, smashing onto the carpet.

Clarine ignored everyone else in the room, heading straight for Hallie. Who was near the door.

Hallie ducked outside, away from everyone else, huddling against the wooden panelling, raising the candlestick as if that ornate twist of silver metal could save her as Clarine shot out of the dining room, one arm reaching for Hallie, claws extended.

A shining blade stopped Clarine’s hand just before it made contact with Hallie. Cotovatre was there, face set and determined as she held off the creature’s attack, the edge of her blade pressed against the creature’s palm.

“This needs to stop,” the lady said. “You’ve killed too many people. You need to be stopped.”

Not nearly enough. Not yet. Hungry. The tone of the creature’s voice made Hallie shudder even as she tried to stay as still as possible, not wanting to draw more attention.

“You have a choice. You can let the nice investigator arrest you and live out your days in a comfortable cell. Or I will deal with you,” Cotovatre said. Hallie had never heard so much menace in her ancestor’s voice. Even without her truth sense, Hallie would have been able to tell that the lady was absolutely sincere.

“She means it,” Hallie told Clarine. “And so does Girard. If you let him arrest you, he will see to your fair treatment. It’s what he does.”

She felt an echo in her mind, a conversation not long ago with another female killer who also hadn’t believed Girard was sincere when he tried to arrest her. That killer was still alive, held in Conclave custody somewhere. Remembering the mutilated bodies of Sagramour Webb and Anna Booth, Hallie had a feeling that Clarine would not choose the quiet path.

Nor did she. Clarine lunged forward, sliding away from the blade that had been pressed against her hand. Hallie swung the candlestick as hard as she could, slamming it into Clarine’s forearm, trying to fend off the creature. To her shock, the blunt-sided candlestick somehow became stuck on the creature’s skin. The creature howled and leapt back, teeth bared, pulling Hallie forward and back up to her feet as Hallie held on to the silver with both hands. Clarine reached forward, her free hand grabbing hold of Hallie’s arm, lifting Hallie clear off her feet and shaking her. Hallie stubbornly, desperately clung on to the candlestick, as the only weapon she had. A flash of light on metal nearby told her that someone - perhaps Cotovatre again - had aimed a blade at the monster. Clarine made a low, furious sound in her throat and whirled, still carrying Hallie, and ran away from the dining room, heading down the wide corridor. Hallie swallowed a cry as her feet swung in the air, but still didn’t let go of the silver candlestick.

Clarine made a sharp turn down another corridor and ran straight into Stev and two other men, all carrying various weapons. The creature shrieked in anger and what sounded like pain, whipping her arm out and smacking Hallie into a wall. Hallie felt all the breath leave her body, every part of her numb for a horrible moment as her back slammed into the wooden panelling. Her fingers finally loosened their grip on the candlestick and Hallie slid to the ground, knees not willing to hold her up, chest burning as she tried to suck in some much needed air, furious with her body for failing her at that moment, unable to do anything as Clarine charged away, one arm badly misshapen by the silver still clinging to the creature’s forearm.

Breath and feeling and some bare strength returned to Hallie’s body in a deep, agonising gasp of air. She scrambled back to her feet, clumsy and uncoordinated as she drew in more air. She spared a glance for Stev and the two other men, then reached down, grabbing one of the weapons they had dropped. A spear with a dark wood shaft and a long, gleaming silver tip. Taking a more secure hold of it, Hallie headed after Clarine. She tried to run, but her body had other ideas, and the best she could manage was an awkward half-run, half-walk, weaving slightly from side to side, breath loud and harsh in her ears. She was dimly aware that bits of her body were in pain, crying out for attention, but she had none to spare just then. There was a monster on the loose.

Hallie was just in time to see the creature slip into the main library, the door left slightly ajar behind her. Hallie followed, ignoring the sounds of running feet and terse words being exchanged behind her. It sounded like Cotovatre was arming her guests. Hallie had no attention to spare, her entire focus on following the creature.

She slipped inside the main library and was somehow not surprised when the door closed behind her, the snick of the latch letting her know that the lock had somehow been engaged. Like the outer door of the house that had locked behind her, shutting her outside with the monster. She wondered if Sagramour had heard a similar click the night he had died, and whether he had realised that he had been locked in with his killed. Ice worked its way over her skin as she remembered the wounds on Sagramour’s body and Hallie spared a moment to wish she’d spent some time asking Cotovatre and Girard for more information about the creature and its abilities. Too late now.

At least it wasn’t freezing in here. The fires had been allowed to die down, and only a pair of lanterns were lit, turned down low, so Hallie’s first impression of the room was of a vast, shadowed space that was completely empty. Except she knew that was not true. There was a creature out of a nightmare somewhere in here, and Hallie needed to find her before anyone else was killed.


Chapter twenty-seven


The sound of her own breathing loud and harsh in her ears, Hallie took a step sideways, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the gloom. The creature could move in silence, and with no scent, so Hallie would need to rely on her sight. She looked around the armchairs and sofas where the Conclave members had gathered earlier, and saw only empty seats. The desk Cotovatre had been using just the day before was likewise empty, the papers put away. There was the faintest suggestion of movement at the heavy fabric drapes covering the windows, but Hallie didn’t trust that. She didn’t think that the monster would hide itself there. Instead, her eyes travelled up, around the spiral staircase, to the upper level. There she was.

Clarine was crouched on the edge of the upper level, yellow eyes brilliant in the gloom, staring down at Hallie. She was huddled next to what looked like a small trolley full of books.

Finally a worthy opponent. Although I will still drink you and end you. There was a note of promise in the silent words along with the sense of determination and a long life where the creature had always got what it wanted.

“You can try,” Hallie said, with a confidence she didn’t feel. The weight of the spear was reassuring in her hand, but she had no real idea of how to use the weapon. Even if the bullets weren’t effective, she thought she’d feel more comfortable with Girard’s gun. At least she’d fired a gun before.

Before panic could take hold, Clarine moved. Not quite as fast as she had before. Perhaps the silver candlestick melded to her arm was slowing her down. All the same, she grabbed hold of the trolley next to her, pushing the metal frame and the books off the upper level, heading towards Hallie’s unprotected head.

Hallie made a sound of alarm, almost a squeak, and lifted her free arm, as if she could somehow deflect the books falling towards her. She wished she had some way of diverting them, or making sure they landed next to her and not on top of her. And braced herself for the impact. There was no time to move away. She crouched down where she stood, forearm protecting her head, and waited for the heavy volumes to start thumping into her.

Instead she heard a series of dull thuds and a metal clatter. She straightened, opening her eyes, to find that the books had fallen in a semi-circle around her, missing her entirely, and the trolley had landed on its side, sliding towards the nearest fireplace. The air around her fizzed against her skin with what felt like magic. Except there was no one else around. Just her and the monster.

There was no time to wonder just what had happened. Clarine was moving again. This time she dropped from the upper level in complete silence, landing only a pace or two away from Hallie, and lunged forwards.

Hallie swung the spear up in front of her. The monster slapped the spear away, the force of it making Hallie side-step. She tripped over one of the fallen books and stumbled backwards, somehow managing to stay on her feet. Clarine followed every move and lunged forward again. Hallie thrust forward with the spear and Clarine danced back with a hiss of irritation, savage teeth bared. Then the creature charged forward, feinting to one side, trying to avoid the spear.

Hallie brought the weapon around, aiming it more like a club than a bladed weapon, her feet going out from under her as Clarine’s attack pushed her off balance.

Rolling on the ground, Hallie came to her knees and thrust forward with the spear once more as Clarine charged her.

To Hallie’s shock, the monster didn’t block the spear. Instead, the tip of the spear ripped a line along the monster’s inner forearm and then, propelled by the force of Clarine’s movement, sliced into the monstrous, furred ribcage. Clarine howled in pain and rage, and her legs buckled, sending her stumbling sideways. The creature’s weight and momentum pushed Hallie back and she scrabbled to keep to her feet, trying to avoid being crushed or pinned as Clarine fell, Hallie’s hands still tightly gripping the spear.

Clarine hit the ground with a thump that jarred Hallie’s teeth and vibrated along the shaft of the spear. The silver tip was almost completely buried in the creature’s chest, a small band of silver visible between the dark wood of the spear and the dull brown of the creature’s fur.

Clarine blinked, yellow eyes staring back at Hallie, hatred clear.

You have killed me. Foolish little thing. So many have tried. But you killed me. You. Of all people. A foolish, stupid little child.

The fury and the contempt and the hurt in those words had Hallie backing away, still on her knees, letting go of the spear.

The ground was shaking. No, she was. Her whole body was trembling with effort and emotion and the effect of adrenaline. She’d killed again. It was shockingly easy to actually commit the act, but the aftermath was not getting any easier to bear. She watched as the light in Clarine’s eyes began to fade.

Footsteps sounded on the floor. More people had arrived. A lot of people. Hallie looked up, only then realising she was crying, to find Cotovatre hurrying towards her, another spear in her hand, followed by Emmet and Girard, similarly armed.

“She’s dead?” Cotovatre asked, and Hallie heard something complicated and old in her ancestor’s voice. There was more than a hint of sorrow and loss, along with a trace of what might be satisfaction. The monster had threatened Cotovatre’s people and her guests, and now the threat was over.

Hallie didn’t trust her voice. She swallowed hard, then shook her head. “No. Not yet. But dying. I think.”

Clarine’s form blurred, trembled, and returned to its hochlen shape, not one stitch of clothing or trail of fabric on her. Her pale skin bore savage bruises from the fight and neat holes from the bullets that had struck her, but the worst wound was the length of wood embedded in her chest where Hallie had thrust the spear home. Clarine shivered, teeth chattering. Cold and in pain, Hallie guessed.

As Clarine returned to human form, Hallie realised she had her sense of smell back. The air was full of the scent of wood and ash from the fires, the faint musty smell that Hallie associated with old books, and traces of lighter notes which might be perfumes or cologne from the visitors who had used this room.

Cotovatre grabbed a throw from one of the chairs and draped it over the dying woman, tucking it in around her. Hallie understood the impulse. There was something pitiful about the dying woman lying on the floor. Clarine looked nothing like the fearsome creature that had tried to kill Hallie more than once, and had succeeded in killing Sagramour Webb and Anna Booth.

Clarine’s eyelids fluttered and she opened them, and Hallie had another moment of shock seeing that she hadn’t quite reverted to her hochlen shape. The monster’s yellow eyes looked out from the human face.

By her side, Hallie felt the warm pull of Cotovatre’s magic, then her ancestor sighed. “Yes, she’s dying,” Cotovatre said, more than a bit of sadness in her voice. “The silver is poisoning her. There’s nothing I can do for her.”

“I don’t need your pity,” Clarine said, words short and bitten off.

“I know,” Hallie said, still kneeling on the rug. She had almost no energy left and could feel new bruises forming across her body. It hadn’t been much of a fight, but she hadn’t been at her full strength to start with. And that realisation brought others. Clarine had been at her full strength. And the creature had been able to move far faster than Hallie. Yet she’d chosen to come into the main library rather than leaving the house and making her escape. “You could have run away. You didn’t need to stay and try to fight us all. You could have run away and hidden somewhere until the train was ready to go back to the city.”

Clarine’s bloodless lips curved in an unexpected smile. “Trying to understand me, little thing?”

“Yes,” Hallie said honestly. “You’re almost as old as Cotovatre. Why choose now to end it?”

“Do you know why I killed my husband?” Clarine asked, voice a harsh whisper.

“No. Tell me why.”

“He’d got enough children, he said. Didn’t want any more.” Clarine opened her eyes again, and the rage and hurt in them made Hallie gasp. “He married me. Refused to let me go. Made the decision for me.”

“You wanted children? Even knowing they would grow up like you?” Hallie asked, trying to keep her voice neutral, trying to understand.

“Not like me.” Clarine’s mouth twisted in a grimace. “Or not very likely. Hochlen. Almost certainly. After so long.” Her voice caught on a sob. “So long alone. I wanted a child. Just that one thing. Not money, not houses, not power. Just that simple thing. And he refused to let me have what I wanted.”

“You could have got a divorce.” Cotovatre’s voice, flat and hard, cut through the sympathy stirring inside Hallie’s chest. “You were a third wife. Sagramour had divorced once before.”

“No divorce. No separation.” The widow’s eyes flicked past Hallie to rest on Cotovatre for a moment, the anger and hurt replaced by hate. “His decision. No discussion.” Her eyes tinted monster yellow for a moment. “He’d kept turning the conversation away but he finally told me, the day before he died. No children. No divorce. He was not done with me, he said. Not yet. Not for a long while. Too pretty. Too young. All his choices. Only his. Mine didn’t matter.” The savage edge to her voice made Hallie want to grab a weapon, just in case, but Clarine didn’t move. “So no children and no freedom.”

“He was a stubborn old fool,” Cotovatre said, the hardness of her voice tempered with something that sounded like understanding.

Hallie could feel an echo of that understanding in her own heart. She could understand Clarine’s fury at being shackled to Sagramour’s will.

“Dead now,” Clarine said, more than a hint of satisfaction in the smile that curved her mouth, yellow eyes gleaming with what looked like remembered pleasure. “Couldn’t believe I would kill him. Not even after I told him what I was going to do. Kept trying to argue. Thought he was right.” The smile had grown. “Not arguing anymore.”

“No, he isn’t,” Hallie said, fighting to keep her voice calm. She couldn’t imagine what it was like to live a life as long as Cotovatre or Clarine, and her sympathy had been stirred by the raw emotion in Clarine’s voice when she’d talked about loneliness. The stirring had died down completely at the evident satisfaction the woman had gotten from killing her husband. “But what about Anna Booth. Why did she have to die?”

“Don’t know her. Don’t care. Needed blood,” Clarine said. One of her hands twitched, half-reaching for Hallie. “Tasty. Warm. Need.”

Hallie managed to move further away, still on the floor. She wasn’t sure her legs would work to get her upright just now. There was a cold draft coming from somewhere, cutting through the layers she was wearing, reminding her of where she was.

“So Anna was just in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Hallie said.

“If you say so,” Clarine answered, a hungry gleam in her eyes as she stared at Hallie.

“What about me?” Hallie asked. “Is that why you attacked me?”

“Tasty little thing,” Clarine said, the smile returning. “So young. So sweet.”

“Ugh,” Hallie said, nose wrinkling in disgust. “You took some of my blood? That’s revolting.”

“Need it to live,” Clarine answered, with odd gaps between the words, her breathing more laboured than it had been.

“Is that why you took the meat?” Hallie asked.

“Hmmm. Fresh meat.” Clarine’s smile exposed sharp white teeth. The monster was still there, Hallie reminded herself. She might look like a dying hochlen woman, but there was no telling how much of the creature’s strength and speed were left. “Not as good as warm blood. But it does in a pinch.”

“And what was it all for?” Hallie asked, exhaustion weighing on her shoulders. “Sagramour is dead. Anna is dead. And now you’re dying too. And all for what?”

“Questions. Always questions. Let me die in peace,” Clarine said, irritation in her voice and the line between her brows.

“Well, I have questions, too,” Cotovatre said.

“As do I,” Girard said.

Hallie started. She’d all but forgotten that she and Clarine were not alone. She looked up and around, finding that everyone who had been seated at the dinner table was there, along with Stev and the two other servants who’d been carrying weapons.

Cotovatre ignored the others and came to crouch next to Hallie, facing the dying woman. “I’ve studied your kind,” she began in a conversational tone. “There are very few of you left in the world, and you were never a populous species. But the rest of your kind stay hidden, stay quiet, and don’t hunt people.” Hallie stared at her ancestor in shock, a chill working its way over her skin. From the way Cotovatre was speaking, it was clear she had studied Clarine’s people for a long time. And had kept that knowledge to herself. It wasn’t just that that made Hallie uneasy but also the thought of more creatures like Clarine in the world.

“Cowards,” Clarine said, contempt in her voice.

“Smart,” Cotovatre contradicted. “They will live a lot longer than you.”

“Hiding in shadows. Never showing their true strength.” Clarine’s voice might be faint, but the contempt rang clear. “Living off the blood of beasts.” Her lip curled in an unmistakable sneer.

“Not drawing attention to themselves by drinking from people,” Cotovatre countered, and shook her head. “Why am I trying to argue with you? What’s done is done. You made the choice to kill people. You didn’t have to.” In her words, Hallie heard the echo of the lady’s age and knowledge, the weight of it pressing on Hallie’s shoulders. She couldn’t imagine how it must feel to be Cotovatre, to carry all of that and everything else the lady must have known and experienced through her long life.

“There are more of these creatures?” Hoel asked, a snap in his voice. His words were a verbal slap to Hallie, reminding of the audience.

“Several dozen, I believe,” Cotovatre answered. She got to her feet but didn’t move far away. Wanting to be at eye level with the others, Hallie thought.

“They must be hunted down. Stopped before they can do more damage,” Hoel said, absolute conviction in his voice.

“Haven’t you been listening?” Cotovatre asked, and in her voice Hallie could hear the weariness of someone who knew her words would not be listened to. “The others live apart from other beings, sheltered and secluded. It’s just this one that decided to be dangerous.”

“To be truly alive,” Clarine corrected, showing her teeth. She was quivering, Hallie saw. Perhaps from pain. It couldn’t be comfortable having a spear in her chest, no matter how powerful a monster she was.

“What assurances do we have that the rest of its people won’t decide to hunt us down as well?” Ulfiam asked.

Ice trailed along Hallie’s spine. These were among the most powerful men in the world. If they decided that Clarine’s people needed to be destroyed, nothing and no one would stand against them. She risked a quick glance up and saw the determination on Hoel and Ulfiam’s faces. They’d made up their minds.

“Apart from a few references in the Miscellany, which almost no one takes seriously, no one knew that these beings existed. I might not have believed it, either, if Clarine hadn’t killed someone I counted as a friend. Even then, looking for answers took a long, long time,” Cotovatre said, the sadness as she spoke of her friend burned away by the temper in her voice. Hallie was still watching Clarine, not entirely trusting that the woman was as weakened as she appeared. Cotovatre’s face was set as she faced the other Conclave members. “Clarine has been quite careful over the years. Never killing too often or too openly. Until now. As for her people, well, they are as old as hochlen, and have kept to themselves all this time.”

“But now we know about them,” Ulfiam said, a stubborn note in his voice.

“You would kill an entire race of beings just because you’re afraid of what one of them has done?” Hallie asked, voice raw with emotion.

“You cannot possibly understand,” Ulfiam began.

“No,” Cotovatre said, cutting him off. She faced her fellow Conclave members. “I think you’ll find that Hallie understands a lot better than you do. Tell them, Hallie.”

Hallie opened her mouth, no sound coming out for a moment as her mind whirled, trying to work out what Cotovatre wanted her to say. Then she looked back at Clarine and pieces fell into place.

“You’re not used to seeing or living with anyone apart from your own people,” Hallie said, the words coming more strongly as she spoke and the certainty built inside her. “You’ve been in charge for such a long time you’re used to having things your way. But there are dozens of different types of people in this world, probably a lot more than dozens. And they all have as much right to be in the world as you do. In low city, what you’d know as Erset, part of Daydawn, all sorts of different people are crowded together in the streets every single day and we manage to get along.”

“There’s violence there,” Hoel objected, folding his arms across his wide chest, staring down at Hallie.

“That’s true. But there’s violence everywhere. Even among hochlen. Or should I say, particularly among hochlen? After all, your first thought when Sagramour Webb died wasn’t that some strange creature had killed her but that your host was to blame in one way or another. You even considered she might have done it herself. You didn’t have any difficulty with the idea that one hochlen would kill another. It happens all the time.” Hallie held Hoel’s eyes. “And I don’t think you’re going to suggest that all hochlen should die because some of them are dangerous.”

“This thing isn’t a person. It’s a monster,” Hoel objected, but there was a certain gleam in his eye which told Hallie that something she’d said had struck home.

“Is she?” Hallie asked, turning back to Clarine. “I’m not going to argue that she’s a killer and she needed to be stopped. But there are plenty of monsters around who look like any one of us, who do awful and evil things without growing claws and fangs.”

“Defending me now, little thing?” Clarine asked, voice a harsh whisper.

“By no means. I’m sorry that you’re dying and I’m sorry I was the one who put the spear in your chest. But you couldn’t be allowed to continue.”

“Well said.”

For a moment Hallie thought she’d imagined the quiet words, but when Ulfiam made an irritated sound, she realised it hadn’t been her tired mind conjuring up the quiet affirmation. She looked away from Clarine again and met Lamorat’s cool eyes. He had a makeshift bandage around his arm, formed from what looked like one of the table napkins, and was paler than usual, but he tilted his chin to her when she looked up at him.

“I will admit I was wrong when I described you as an unwanted heir, Miss Talbot. It seems you are quite worthy after all. I look forward to watching you grow and learn even more.”

Hallie’s truth sense told her that he meant every word. She was so astonished she couldn’t think what to say in response, but he didn’t need one. He turned to Cotovatre. “I don’t think we all need to stand around and watch this creature die. I find myself in need of a healer.”

“Yes,” Cotovatre said. Her eyes went past Lamorat to Stev, who nodded in response to a silent question. “If you’ll go with my people, they’ll see that your wounds are tended to.”

“That’s quite some young woman,” Lamorat added, before he turned and left.

“That she is,” Cotovatre agreed quietly, kneeling beside Hallie again. “She’s fading at last.” That last comment was directed to Hallie.

“I have some questions,” Girard said. He crouched on the other side of Clarine, gaze travelling from the dying woman then to Cotovatre and finally to Hallie.

“She’s not going anywhere,” Cotovatre said. “But you don’t have long to get your answers.”

“Clarine Webb, you are admitting to the killing of your husband, Sagramour Webb, and the killing of Anna Booth?” Girard asked.

Clarine’s mouth curved up in a smile. She was even paler than she had been, Hallie saw, and her skin had taken on an unhealthy, almost metallic, sheen. The silver was poisoning her, Cotovatre had said. Hallie had the idea that a less powerful being would have died a lot more quickly. But there was nothing fragile or weak about Clarine Webb, no matter how much she had tried to portray that. “That’s your question, child? What a waste. Why don’t you ask me something that matters? Like what it feels like to kill. What it feels like to taste the blood of prey.”

“Answer my question, please,” Girard said. His face had paled, perhaps at the blood lust in Clarine’s voice. Even dying, the woman was dangerous. And Hallie remembered that he’d described her as charming, following their meeting with her. He had seen the picture she presented to the world, of a fragile woman, and he’d also been looking at her as the grieving widow of a murder victim. Hallie found she couldn’t blame him, not really. He’d been brought up in a world completely different from her own. Where women were not given access to authority. Even his own mother, an intelligent and capable woman, was very much secondary to her husband.

“Does it matter? Really?” Clarine asked, tilting her head slightly as if to get a better view of Girard and grimacing as if the movement hurt her. “Dead is dead. Do you want to know about all the other people I’ve killed?”

“Actually, yes,” Girard said, “but let’s start with Sagramour Webb and Anna Booth.”

“And why did you attack all of us just now?” Hallie asked. With everyone gathered round, and Clarine’s secret exposed to the Conclave members, she found that particular question troubling. The investigation had been closing in on her, yes, but Clarine had not been unmasked.

“My choice,” Clarine said, and laughed, the sound cut short by a gasp of pain. She turned her head again, looking down her body, at the blanket that Cotovatre had draped over her and the length of the spear still protruding from her rib cage. She gave an odd sort of sigh then, before Hallie could guess what she was going to do, lifted her hands, took hold of the spear, and pulled it further into her. She gave an odd little gasp, her whole body going limp, hands falling way, yellow eyes staring up at the ceiling overhead.

The words rang around Hallie’s head. My choice. It had been Clarine’s decision to reveal herself, to make her final stand, and to hasten her own end. Caged in by Sagramour’s old-fashioned ideas of what a wife should be, of his determination to keep her as long as he wanted, Clarine had freed herself. Hallie couldn’t imagine making the same decisions for herself, but then she wasn’t nearly as old as Clarine had been, and had no taste for killing.

“Is she finally dead?” Ulfiam asked, sounding almost bored.

“Yes,” Cotovatre said, getting to her feet. She held out a hand and helped Hallie up as Girard also straightened.

“Let’s be sure,” Hoel said. He was still carrying the short sword he’d produced earlier. He took two steps forward and swung the blade, cutting down and separating Clarine’s head from her body in one smooth stroke. She’d been right about the blade being sharp, Hallie thought, even as her heart and breath lodged in her throat. There had been nothing savage about Hoel’s move. It had been swift and efficient. And gave her a chilling example of what he might do if he did decide to hunt down all of Clarine’s people.

“She’s definitely dead now,” Hoel said with satisfaction. He bent down and cleaned his blade on the throw still draped over Clarine’s body before putting the weapon away. He looked across at Cotovatre and Hallie. “This has been an unexpectedly entertaining evening, milady. I do thank you for it.” He bent his body forward in an old-fashioned bow then turned and stalked out of the room, a spring in his step.

“My poor Clarine,” Padarn said. He was clinging to Ulfiam, both hands wrapped around the Conclave member’s arm. “To come to such an undignified and ugly end. She was so beautiful.”

“She was a killer. She got what she deserved,” Ulfiam said, with no sympathy in his voice. He dipped his chin to Cotovatre. “More violence that was seemly, but the job’s done. Sagramour can rest in peace now.”

With that, Ulfiam guided his husband out of the room.

“Stev, would you see that Clarine’s remains are taken away and make sure her head is kept separate from the rest of her?” Cotovatre requested.

“I’ll see to it,” Stev promised.

“I’d like to examine her, if I may?” Leodegan asked. “I’ve never seen a shape changer before.”

“The description in the Miscellany is not very helpful, so more knowledge would be useful,” Girard agreed.

“Very well,” Cotovatre said, sounding exhausted. “Stev, please take the remains to the investigators’ workspace.”

Stev just nodded.

“Hallie, come, sit, you look like you’re about to fall down,” Cotovatre said.

It happened to be true, but Hallie could also see the strain on Cotovatre’s face, so she swallowed her own instinctive denial and instead let her ancestor take her arm and steer her to one of the chairs closer to the nearest fireplace. Hallie was not surprised when the forensic techs, Girard and Leodegan joined them. Emmet paused by Clarine’s body for a brief moment, his head bowed, before he came to sit at Cotovatre’s other side. Once seated, Emmet held his hand out to Cotovatre and she took it. They didn’t look at each other, but just sat, hands joined, for a long moment and some of the strain lifted from Cotovatre’s face.

Hallie tried to focus on the people around her and not Stev as he handed the weapons off to another servant, who appeared in the doorway at some silent summons, then moved back to Clarine’s body and head and draped them in dark cloth before lifting them with the other two men and carrying the wrapped bundles out of the room. There was barely any blood on the floor, Hallie noted. Hoel’s strike had been extremely fast and efficient.

“I suppose that means the investigation is over,” Isoud said slowly. “This report is going to be an interesting one to write.”

“When you called us in, you knew that this creature might be here, didn’t you?” Girard asked. The question was asked in his usual calm manner, but there was a hint of determination under his voice. It didn’t surprise Hallie that he’d put it all together even as she saw surprise register on other faces, including Cotovatre’s.

“You are very good at your job, aren’t you, Investigator Abbott?” There was weariness and admiration in the lady’s voice. She sat back in her chair as if she needed the support, eyes travelling past the group to where Clarine’s body had been. “Yes. When I saw Sagramour’s body, what had been done to him, I thought it had been done by a hintramenen.”

“But you called for an investigative team, for outsiders.” Girard was frowning, as if trying to put together a particularly difficult puzzle.

“It was the right thing to do,” Cotovatre said. “He died in my house, under my care. I knew that me or my people would be suspect. I needed an independent enquiry.”

“And didn’t tell any of us about the creature,” Girard said. It wasn’t a question, some of the patience in his voice replaced by a hint of anger.

“No. And I would do the same again,” Cotovatre said, lifting her chin slightly and staring back at Girard. “Remember your first view of Sagramour’s body. If I had told you then that I believed some almost mythical creature had killed him and then vanished back into the population, you would have thought me addled by age or drink.” She shook her head. “And I couldn’t be completely sure. I am no expert on wound patterns. It was always possible that some person had killed him with blades.”

Girard looked as if he wanted to protest, but stayed quiet for a moment, hint of a rueful smile pulling his mouth. “You may be right. We are told to keep an open mind, but also I’ve found that the simplest explanation is often right.”

“We would all have been focused on looking for a person if Hallie hadn’t suggested the killer might be something else,” Leodegan said. “But even then, I’m not sure I would have believed something like a hintramenen was responsible.”

“I know you will still believe I should have told you, and that Hallie should have told you what she suspected as well,” Cotovatre said, keeping her attention on Girard. “But I hope you will also understand why we acted as we did.”

“I do, actually,” Girard said, meeting the lady’s eyes, nothing but honesty in his face. “I don’t like it. But I do understand.”

Hallie felt a knot in her chest loosen. She hadn’t been conscious of the tension until it was gone. With that bit of worry gone, she became aware of just how tired and heavy she felt. Someone had stirred up the fire and blessed warmth was creeping over her.

She hadn’t realised she’d fallen into a doze until she felt something soft and light and warm being laid over her. She opened heavy eyelids to find Cotovatre there, tucking a blanket in around her.

“No, stay there,” the lady said, her voice quiet. “The others have all gone to bed, but I thought you might like some company for tonight. The blood moon is out.”

Hallie’s heart skipped and old fear rose up.

Cotovatre put her hand on Hallie’s shoulder, a trickle of warmth and magic sliding through her. “There is nothing to fear, I promise. With the hintramenen gone, there is no danger to you here. But Emmet and I will hold vigil for you until dawn. Sleep now, you’re safe.”

Warm, protected, and believing the lady’s assurances, Hallie let herself slide back into darkness. The monster was gone. There might be other monsters on other days, but not right now.


Chapter twenty-eight


At some point, when dawn was breaking, and the blood moon had gone, Cotovatre had gently woken Hallie enough to escort her upstairs to her own bed, with instructions to sleep as long as she wanted.

Hallie woke close to midday, aware of stiffness and bruises across her body but not wanting to sleep any longer or stay in bed. After a moment’s thought, she remembered that she’d been on her way to the stables when Clarine had attacked her. With the monster uncovered, and dead, she might actually be able to visit the horses and Master Quince. She got herself up and dressed, replacing the soft indoor trousers with more heavy-duty weather-proof ones to go outdoors, then headed downstairs, carrying her outer layers.

Stev was in the hallway on the ground floor, apparently waiting for her.

“Good morning, miss. The lady is in the main library and there’s some coffee there if you like.”

“I would like, thank you,” Hallie said.

“Here, let me take your coat. It will be at the main entrance when you’re ready to head out,” Stev said.

“That’s kind, thank you.” Hallie handed over her coat, scarf, hat and gloves, thinking that if she had much more of this treatment, she’d forget how to do things for herself. She remembered Padarn’s horror at the idea she would spend her time doing chores and began to understand just why he had been so taken aback.

The library was flooded with bright winter sunshine, and Hallie couldn’t resist a look out of the windows to see that most of the clouds had cleared.

Cotovatre was settled at one of the desks, a mass of papers and ledgers around her. She looked up when Hallie came in and smiled. “I thought you’d sleep longer.”

“I’m not used to it,” Hallie confessed. “I wondered if I might visit the horses.”

“Master Quince would be delighted to see you,” Cotovatre said, getting up and coming across to the seats. There was another trolley settled nearby, with what Hallie’s nose told her was coffee, and a pile of what looked like savoury muffins on a large oval dish. “But I believe Girard has some plans for you.” There was a hint of mischief in the lady’s voice, which Hallie couldn’t understand. “Do sit for a moment and have something to eat and drink before you head outdoors.”

“The sky looks clearer,” Hallie noted, getting herself a mug of coffee and a plate with one of the muffins and heading for a different chair than the one she’d fallen asleep in the night before.

“It is. A couple of days of this and the train will be free and you’ll be able to head back to the city. If that’s what you want,” Cotovatre said. She had coffee of her own and sat down opposite Hallie. “Although I would also love it if you would stay a little longer. This house has a lot of happy memories for me, and I’d like to show you its kinder side.”

“That’s very generous of you,” Hallie said. “Honestly, I’d love to stay for a few more days as well, but I am not sure I can. I’ve got a job to get back to.”

“Of course. Well, it will be a couple of days at least before the train can move, so we will get to spend some time together,” Cotovatre said, turning her head as another person came into the room. “Ah, Girard. Did Stev find you? Do help yourself to coffee.”

“He did, thank you,” Girard said. He got himself coffee and took a seat near Hallie. He looked as if he’d had some sleep, too, the shadows gone from under his eyes, his hair in its normal disordered state. He smiled at her and she smiled back, her heart lighter. There were no more monsters. For now, at least. “How are you this morning?”

“A bit sore, but otherwise fine, thank you,” Hallie said. “How are the others?”

“Despite the task at hand, they are thoroughly enjoying themselves,” Girard said. “They are all examining Clarine’s body. Leodegan was already muttering about scientific papers and research when I looked in on them earlier.”

Hallie’s nose wrinkled in instinctive distaste at the idea of Clarine becoming nothing more than an interesting diversion for the scientific community.

“I know, it does seem grisly,” Girard said, somehow perfectly understanding her reaction. “But they mean no harm. One of the things that makes them all so good at their jobs is their endless curiosity.”

“I was just telling Hallie it will be a couple more days before the train can move, so they will have plenty of time to make their studies. I assume you don’t need Hallie for that?”

“No,” Girard agreed. He turned to her. “I was hoping you might join me this afternoon.”

“Of course. What are we doing?” Hallie asked. She’d managed to finish both her coffee and the muffin, she realised, and wondered if it would be too greedy to have more of each.

“With the sun out, Master Quince says that the horses need exercise, and he’s agreed to let us use one of the sleighs. The lady mentioned that there are some trails through the nearby forest.”

“It’s very beautiful at any time of year,” Cotovatre confirmed. “I would ride in the summer, but in the winter, a sleigh is a good option.”

“A sleigh ride,” Hallie said, sitting up, unable to help the smile that filled her. “With horses?”

Girard nodded.

“Oh, yes, please. When can we go?”

“As soon as you’re ready,” Girard said.

“I’m ready now,” Hallie insisted.

She was barely aware of Cotovatre’s farewell as she headed out of the room with Girard, her steps lighter than they had been for many days.
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The sleigh ride was one of the most magical experiences Hallie had ever had. They had a team of not two but four of the furry, tufted-ear horses, in shades of dull brown and cream, pulling what to Hallie looked like a small wooden box painted bright blue, resting on long, thick wooden runners. Master Quince himself hitched the horses up. At first Hallie was surprised that he was letting Girard take the horses out without one of the stable staff, but it turned out that Master Quince himself had given Girard a thorough test that morning and agreed that the investigator was competent to handle the horses. Taking that as high praise, Hallie settled next to Girard, a heavy blanket settled across their legs, and watched the tufted ears and fluffy backs of the horses in front of them as Girard gave them some kind of command and the sleigh moved forward.

From the stable yard, Girard steered the horses to a slight downward incline nothing like the steep slope they had come up from the train. In moments they were out of sight of the buildings and any suggestion that there were people about. The only clue of inhabitants was the narrow path in front of them where it was clear at least one other sleigh or cart had travelled.

Hallie spent most of the first part of the journey looking around, trying to take everything in all at once from the way the light gleamed off the snow to the way the land stretched around them, blanketed by pristine white that nonetheless held a thousand different colours if she looked at it the right way. And then they entered the forest which Cotovatre had mentioned. Great trees, taller even than Cotovatre’s building, soared above them, most of them with their branches bare for winter now coated in snow, icicles hanging down. There were other trees and plants, though, that had kept their leaves or adopted a new winter coat and Hallie saw bright berries and glossy dark green leaves and caught the hint of movement now and then of some brave creature foraging in the frozen undergrowth. And it was all accompanied by the steady pace of the horses in front of them, all moving as if with one mind.

The trail they were following seemed to go in a great loop and at one point there was a gap in the trees and a view over the land. Girard drew the horses to a stop. They obeyed. To Hallie’s eyes they didn’t look winded, standing patiently while she dragged her attention away from them to the land she could see between the thick tree trunks. The open land of curving hills and seemingly endless forest stretched to the horizon, a silent snow-covered world. Hallie thought the land would be just as beautiful, in a different way, when the snow had cleared and she was looking out at trees with a thousand shades of green for their leaves, and hills of grass with hints of colour here and there from wild flowers.

“This is one of the best things I’ve ever done,” Hallie said to Girard, unable to stop smiling. She’d imagined travelling to other places and seeing other sights, and she felt she had been given a wonderful gift. “Thank you.”

“I’m glad,” he said. He was looking at her with bright blue eyes and a small smile on his face. He put a hand on the side of her face, his gloves dusted with snow, and tilted her chin up. “Would it be alright if I kissed you?”

“I wish you would,” Hallie said, and met him halfway.

Their lips were cold with the winter air but quickly warmed and Hallie forgot all about the sleigh, the horses, the monsters, the job waiting for her back in the city, the uncertainty about what her future might mean now that she was acknowledged as Cotovatre’s heir. Forgot it all in the simple delight of being held by Girard in the middle of a winter day.
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