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A CAT’S NOSE FOR MURDER

 



CHAPTER ONE




 


In the past two months, I’d discovered I
could do impossible things. Like, read ancient languages. Talk to
spiders, or hear them, anyway (they mostly hiss and threaten).
Understand a rare breed of cats. And draw on my inner wildcat in a
fight.

I wish I’d known how to do some of that when
I was an orphan in a dusty California town, with no memory from
before I turned thirteen. Instead, I’d been the frizzy-haired loner
that others mocked for my catlike tendency to jump high when
startled.

My only distinctions had been a keen sense of
smell and unusually good night vision. My only friend was a black
cat named Kafka who always managed to find me no matter which
foster home I was sent to.

By the age of nineteen, I’d decided to become
a private investigator, due to the belief that I was cut out for
that field. And I was, in ways I’d never imagined.

Then, two months ago, my car kidnapped me. It
wasn’t even the self-driving kind.

Oh, and Kafka started talking. Or rather, I
began to understand him.

Away we were whisked, through a
memory-blocking fog into a quaint town called Loobly, from the
French word l’oubli, meaning forgetfulness. I later learned
that, to escape an evil queen centuries ago, it had been magically
shifted halfway around the world and onto a different plane.

It took powerful wizardry to accomplish that.
There were side effects, mainly a supernatural earthquake known as
a treseni. Magick, once closely held by the ruling Selekt mages,
got sprinkled in unpredictable ways over the populace.

More about that later.

On the startling day when I was car-napped
through the mist, childhood memories seeped back. I remembered that
Loobly was my original home, from which my mother and I had fled in
fear for our lives after my father had been killed.

Via my temporarily enchanted car, I’d been
summoned by the lawyer for my deceased grandmother. The owlish
fellow had informed me that I’d inherited a mystical library, a
handful of relatives on my mother’s side, special powers that were
still developing, and some nasty enemies.

Because of them, I had to fight to prove that
I, Chess (short for Duchess—how embarrassing!) Vevoda, was truly
the sole heiress of a great family and custodian of a treasury of
knowledge. Which I did, fending off a pair of greedy sisters who’d
poisoned Grandma and were scheming to get my property.

One of them died due to her own misuse of power. The
other, a nasty piece of business named Dalva Teta, survived,
although she was stripped of her abilities by the town’s ruling
Koncil. She was, no doubt, still lurking somewhere plotting to
bring me down.

Meanwhile, here I stood beneath a full moon,
in a garden that I co-owned. Although I’d been staring at the
ground with sharp eyes, I couldn’t see anything developing from the
special seed I’d planted.

Even my cat had lost interest and wandered
off. Kafka might belong to a special race of intelligent felines
called Meechi, but he still hunts mice.

“Grow!” I commanded the seed. “Prove your
worth!”

Among the few things my mother had left me
when she died of cancer four years ago had been a handful of shiny,
odd-shaped seeds. So far, after my return to our native land, I’d
planted three of them.

One had sprouted instantly and twined pretty
blue flowers over Grandma’s tombstone in the adjacent family
cemetery. The second had flourished into a gray-green fuzzy plant
whose leaves, brewed as tea, knocked me into a coma but amplified
my perceptions. Word had spread and, despite the obvious risks,
some people eager to inflate their own strengths had sneaked onto
our property and stripped it right down to its roots.

Several of them had fallen in the streets,
comatose. Others had wandered around raving about horrific
headaches. Local healers had rescued them but, as far as I could
learn, none of them had developed anything useful.

Meanwhile, I had my father’s murder to solve,
which the local police didn’t consider a crime at all. My dad,
Walther Vevoda, had been the highly regarded chief of police until
he was wrongly convicted of misusing his magick to manipulate
evidence.

Since misuse of magick is a serious crime in
Loobly, Dad’s powers and his position as chief had been removed. A
short time later, he’d died in a supposed accident, the details of
which were sealed along with most of the other records in his
case.

To me, his death was highly suspicious. Like
I said, my family had enemies, including one police captain.
Bringing justice for my father rested on my shoulders.

Since my investigation had hit a dead end,
I’d planted another of the precious seeds, hoping it could bump up
my insights. My best friend and cousin, Priti Volk, who shared the
family cottage with me and who possessed a sensitivity to plants,
had advised that this black-and-white triangular kernel might
germinate best under a full moon.

Which led to me standing in a corner of our
garden, beneath a star-smacked night sky, swaying from a sensory
overload of aromas: lavender and roses, garlic and thyme and
rosemary. And a delicious, minty touch of catnip wafting through
blackberry vines and over plots of cabbages and beets.

It may seem odd that I was staking my hopes
on the prospect of this little triangle’s ability to grow into a
plant that would augment my abilities. But after interviewing the
few witnesses who didn’t stonewall me and trying unsuccessfully to
get my hands on the legal records, I’d run out of options. I needed
to discover a pattern or a hidden truth that would expose Dad’s
killer.

At a rustling noise, my ears pricked. There
was no wind to speak of, and the sound arose from a spot I couldn’t
pinpoint. Possibly from the adjacent burial yard, the last resting
place of my ancestors.

Thieves might be searching for magical herbs,
not that we had any left. “Who’s there?” My voice rang out in the
evening air. Only the distant clip-clop of hooves and the low call
of a night bird reached me.

There was a sudden movement on the path
behind me. “Any luck?”

At my cousin’s voice, I jumped about three
feet in the air. “Was that you?” I asked, still uneasy about the
swishing sound. Usually, I have good judgment when it comes to
noises, and the cemetery lay in the opposite direction.

“Was what me?” Priti glided alongside. About
my age, with ropy blond hair and a pointy chin, she was diplomatic
enough not to laugh at my silly leap.

We have an unspoken pact. She doesn’t sneer
at my ignorant mistakes about Loobly, and I don’t mock her
alternate self, her zmena, as a goat. One of my rare gifts is the
power to see people’s zmenas even when they’re inactive.

Remember about the great shakeup scattering
magick around in weird ways? Well, as a result, there are three
types of people in Loobly. The Selekt, like my late father and
grandmother, descended directly from ancient mages. They have extra
abilities and status, but there aren’t many of them. Ordinary
Looblites, like our housekeeper Zeanni, have minor magicks useful
for tasks such as cleaning and cooking that compensate for the
town’s limited technology.

The most complicated and unpredictable are
the Krizen, mixed-breeds like me, who can be all sorts of
combinations of Selekt and Looblite. Only Krizen are able to
transform, or zmena, into an animal counterpart. We do it under
stress or with a lot of practice.

A zmena is a part of yourself that’s always
there but not always visible (to most people). Like, if you were a
gymnast, people couldn’t necessarily see that while you were doing
ordinary things like shopping for groceries or falling asleep in
church.

My mom was a Krizen with linguistic magick
and an alternate self as an otter. Her brother, Philo Volk, Priti’s
dad, is a doctor with healing magick who doubles as the town’s
coroner. He is zmena is a wolf, a fierce protector of his pack.

And I’m a wildcat. Boy, did my zmena come as
a surprise the first time it manifested after I landed in Loobly.
Claws, fur, and attack skills. Also a tail. Good thing I didn’t
sprout those Over There, which is what locals call the outside
world.

“I heard something in the graveyard.” My nose
twitched as I strained to sort through the scents surrounding us.
Odors don’t have clear edges; they stream like liquids, pooling and
drifting. Yes, there it was, a trace of a smell that didn’t belong
here. Something old and stinky.

“It must be the seed. It’s growing!” My
cousin squatted close to the ground. Due to her goat nature, she
has excellent night vision, like me.

“Be careful!” I extended my arm as a
precaution.

“It’s not likely to grow that fast... Oh,
rot!” Priti fussed as a stem shot skyward.

I caught my cousin’s shoulder, although I’m
not sure which of us I was supporting. In a burst of grapefruit
aroma, the new stalk vroomed to about a dozen feet in height, shook
itself, and popped out stubby branches that glistened with a
luminous sheen.

“I wonder if we could climb it, like Jack and
the beanstalk?” I mused.

“It wouldn’t like that.” Priti folded her
arms. “It has a hostile vibe.” Plants communicate with her, which
helps her brew healing teas and detect poisons.

“It’s dangerous?” Why would my mother have
possessed such a kernel?

My grandmother, who used to collect rare
seeds, had entrusted some of them to Mom for safekeeping when we
fled after Dad’s death, more than six years ago. We’d been afraid
that whoever killed him would come after us.

In front of me, the new plant continued to
transform. Triangular leaves sprouted along the branches, each
traced with a black-and-white diamond on its upper side. They
reminded me of a skull and crossbones, signaling danger.

Priti shivered. “I’ve never met a plant like
this before.”

“Maybe it senses that people ripped up the
green fuzzy one and it’s protecting itself,” I suggested.

“Could be.” Tentatively, Priti reached toward
one of the leaves. Whap! A branch smacked her wrist. “Ow!” She
jumped back, cradling her arm.

“Does it hurt?” Unfortunately, my special
talents don’t include healing.

“I’ll put something on it later.” Deep
breath. “It stopped smarting already.”

“I guess we don’t have to worry about
guarding it from sticky-fingered villagers.” Despite my light tone,
disappointment arrowed through me. “And I can’t imagine it would
consent to us brewing a brain-enhancing tea, either.”

My cousin’s thin face squinched in
concentration. “Who can tell? It has a complex nature. More
intelligent than most flora.”

On a puff of air, the strange smell reached
me again, and it wasn’t emanating from the plant. Neither was the
sudden thud that resounded in my ears.

“Somebody’s prowling in the graveyard.” Who
and why? A vandal intent on damaging gravestones? Mischievous kids?
“Hey! Show yourself!” I yelled, although whoever it was would have
needed to stride in our direction and push open the intervening
gate.

Priti slapped my arm. “They might be
criminals!”

“I’ve got claws.” As tension rippled through
me, my fingers curved and my skin bristled with incipient fur from
my wildcat zmena.

“Yes, and I could kick them with my hooves,
unless they brought clubs and knives,” my cousin snapped. “Quit
being such a hothead.”

“You’re right.” Sucking in cool air, I
ratcheted down my instinct to shift.

It’s worth noting that, although guns aren’t
unknown in Loobly due to a modest amount of river trade with
outsiders, both dealers and weapons are heavily regulated. Plus,
even the police rarely use guns because you never know who has
deflection magick that can ricochet a bullet straight back at
you.

Crackling sounds from beyond the fence told
me the perp was fleeing. Any harm they’d caused was already done,
if it existed. “We should go investigate.”

“We could wait until morning.” Always the
sensible one, my cousin.

My nose wrinkled as a breeze brought the
unpleasant odor again. “I almost recognize that.”

The plant shivered. “It doesn’t like whatever
this is,” Priti said.

“Maybe Whackina’s just mad because we’re
ignoring her.”

“Whackina? You named the plant?” She shook
her head. “As you said, I guess we don’t have to worry about
leaving her unguarded. It would be hard to steal those leaves.”

“Well? You coming?” I asked.

She sighed. By now, my cousin was growing
accustomed to my impulsive behavior. “Oh, all right.”

We approached the low, vine-draped gate.
Pushing it open, Priti led the way into the burial yard. With her
goat senses, she’s more likely to detect a snare or other trap than
I am.

Nothing moved inside the cemetery, which
consists of gently rolling greenery irregularly punctuated by
headstones. Moonlight played across the arches and bevels, while a
semi-circle of slender trees at the far side sheltered us from
public view.

A trace of the nasty smell wafted from our
left. I identified it now as the remnants of animal fat and urine
that lingered inside the town’s print shop. It clung to the walls,
a relic of earlier centuries when leather book bindings were tanned
and processed the old-fashioned way instead of by magick.

It also apparently clung to whoever had
barged into the graveyard. Or to whatever they’d left here.

I hoped it was simply a bag of old books from
the printer’s archive. Highly unlikely, though, considering the
human size of the dark shape slumped over a weathered headstone. It
was the grave marker of my most famous and controversial ancestor,
a wizard named Moudry Muz.

Was this a puppet designed to mock him, a
prank by students at the university? Moving cautiously toward it, I
hoped so, because otherwise...

Priti let out a goatlike shriek. “It’s a
woman! I think she’s dead.”

It was a female form. “Take nothing
for granted.” Holding my breath, I reached for a dangling arm. No
pulse. In my former life in California, I’d taken classes in
forensics and investigative procedures that still informed my
behavior, which meant I should also check her carotid artery.

“Let’s move her onto the ground! She looks so
uncomfortable.” My cousin, who is strong despite her small size,
hoisted the body before my shout of “Wait!” could stop her.

Best not to cause unnecessary damage. Too
late, I thought as I regarded the female flopping onto the soft,
cushiony grass.

“Are you okay?” I asked her, which is what
you’re supposed to do before trying to resuscitate. No response.
The fact that I felt no pulse in her throat, either, and that she
hadn’t so much as twitched while being hauled off the tombstone
reinforced the sad truth.

Priti made a face. “Ooh! I think she’s
released, you know, bodily fluids. That means she’s definitely
dead, right?”

I couldn’t answer. Stunned, I stared at the
red hair spilling out in the moonlight, framing an aristocratic
face with a prominent nose. Also a mouth that, in life, usually
twisted with disdain as she sneered at me.

It was Dalva Teta, my enemy. Now my dead
enemy.

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


A cold moonbeam revealed fixed and dilated
eyes, eerily open and staring into eternity. Dalva Teta had been
silenced, but by whom? And why was her body dumped here?

This was the Selekt snob who had stolen my
identity papers and forged a will in an attempt to rob me of my
birthright. She had aided and abetted her sister, who’d poisoned my
grandmother with death-cap mushrooms.

For her crimes against me and my grandmother,
Dalva had been deprived of her magical abilities and sentenced to
labor on a farm. However, I’d learned, she’d persuaded the
authorities to reassign her to low-level tasks at the print shop,
where she’d formerly served as Koncil liaison to the newspaper and
other publications.

Only lightly supervised, she’d had
opportunities during the past few months for self-serving mischief
and worse. What exactly was she mixed up in and who had she
angered?

Neither my cousin nor I sensed anyone
lingering nearby, although we’d both heard an intruder. The person
who’d delivered this unwanted package presumably had fled.

“Do you feel safe to stay here while I call
the police?” Priti asked.

“Absolutely.” No sense risking damage to the
corpse from birds, animals or others. Besides, I refused to be
intimidated on my own property.

My cousin hurried toward the cottage and its
wall-mounted button that can send an alert in case of fire or a
serious crime. It can also summon a messenger service run by a
family with levitation magick, who deliver notes while skimming
around town as if on invisible skateboards.

Cell phones don’t work here. I’d stored mine
in a drawer soon after arriving.

While remaining on guard for danger, I
crouched for a closer look at Dalva’s corpse. There was a trace of
clotted blood on her temple. The injury didn’t look severe, but I
couldn’t tell what damage a blow might have done internally.

When we moved her, she’d felt cool, but not
cold. If rigor mortis was setting in, that must mean she’d died
between two and six hours earlier, based on what I’d learned in my
forensics class.

This might or might not be a murder. But when
people die of natural causes or by accident, their bodies don’t
usually get deposited in secret by someone who runs away.

Had the perpetrator intended to bury her,
hoping that one more body in a cemetery would pass unnoticed? Was
the point to threaten or frame me? Or to warn me about
something?

I recalled the old saying, “the enemy of my
enemy is my friend.” Unlikely that it applied in this case.

A soft sound and some low grumbling drew my
attention to a bush. It shook slightly, disgorging two felines.
Moonlight silhouetted my black tom Kafka and his Meechi pal Tripp,
a calico female who used to be partnered with my grandmother.

They padded up to Dalva. While Tripp began
sniffing, Kafka laid a mouse by the victim’s head.

“What’s that for?” I asked.

He shot me a cat version of an eye roll. “An
offering.”

No sense in pointing out that he hadn’t liked
the woman. A certain respect is due to the dead, I supposed, and
besides, Meechi have their own customs.

Tripp wrinkled her nose at the mouse. “You
ate part of it.”

“So?” Kafka said. “She won’t care.”

Before arriving in Loobly, I couldn’t
interpret my cat’s comments, although he’d tried for years to get
through to me. To most people, Meechi meows sound like typical cat
noises. For me, my brain filters them into recognizable words, much
as it does with ancient languages and coded documents.

Another of my rare gifts is to understand all
the Meechi, not just my own. As a rule, they’re only comprehensible
to each other and to their human partners.

Tripp stiffened. “Dog coming.”

I caught the sound of shoes slapping the
stone surface of the nearest street, and inhaled a familiar
canine-tinged scent. A man was running toward us, a man whose zmena
was a German Shepherd.

“Police dog,” I clarified, and called, “Back
here!”

A minute later, Detective Nik Kouzel loped
through the gate. It was the first time I’d seen him out of
uniform. Long, cargo-style trousers and a loosely woven,
open-throated shirt emphasized his muscular build.

“Are you all right?” His black eyes swept
me.

“Fine.” How touching, that he’d raced to my
aid. Also, I relished the thick tan-streaked dark hair and the
scent of his exertion, despite his doggy aura. Nik had won my
respect by refusing to accept my grandmother’s death as accidental,
and my friendship by helping me stand up for my rights.

“You shouldn’t be out here alone,” he said,
still breathing hard. He must have run all the way from the
station.

“She isn’t alone,” Tripp protested.

Since Nik couldn’t understand, I translated,
adding, “As you’ll recall, the cats have powers.” They’re able to
raise a shieldlike buffer, especially if several of them combine
their abilities.

“I wouldn’t rely on that against anyone with
real power.” Nik transferred his attention to the body. “So this is
why we were summoned.”

“She’s definitely deceased,” I said.

After rubbing his hands together, he held
them palm-down over the body, producing a glow. I hadn’t been aware
he could do that, but then, it isn’t wise to let people know more
than necessary about one’s abilities. “By the mages, it’s Dalva
Teta! A member of the Selekt.”

“A disenfranchised one,” I reminded him.

“All the more trouble, since she was under
the jurisdiction of the Koncil.” He played the light along her
body. “Who’s touched her?”

“Priti and I moved her. We thought she might
still be alive.” I chose to share the responsibility for disturbing
the body. “No pulse and no breathing.”

Nik’s examination paused at the dead mouse.
“Was that here before?”

“No.”

“My contribution,” Kafka said proudly. There
seemed no need to translate, until he added, “Aren’t you going to
interview me?”

“Why would he question you?” I asked.

Tripp swished her tail. “Kafka’s jealous. The
police dog interviewed me about Karo.” As my grandmother Karolina’s
Meechi, Tripp had provided a clue to her poisoning, from having
accompanied her on what turned out to be a lethal food tasting.

I explained her comment to Nik. “Did either
of the cats see or hear or smell anything suspicious tonight?” he
asked.

They both shook their furry little heads. In
the glow from his magick, their purple eyes glinted.

“Then I’ll pass on interviewing them.” Nik
deactivated his light and stood whiffing the air. His zmena, like
mine, brings special sensory attributes.

“Was anyone else found like this recently?” I
ventured.

When he didn’t immediately reply, I figured
I’d overstepped. Over There in California, police keep information
under wraps. Things operate more loosely here, so it was worth a
try.

Nik’s eyes narrowed as he drank in the sounds
and scents of the night. Then he bestirred himself to answer.
“Murders are rare in Loobly. If this was a murder.”

I thought of my father and grandmother. “Not
rare in my family.”

“Sadly not,” he agreed. “Otherwise it’s
mostly domestic disputes.” Dragging his attention away from his
sensory probe, he added, “And smugglers get into fights over
territory and profits. Once in a while, a body washes up.”

I’d learned that limited trade with the
outside world was conducted along the Pona River. Like the rest of
this region, the limits of the waterway are safeguarded by a
mind-numbing fog called the Halm. Memory potions enable exchanges
on a small island, which accounts for the presence in Loobly of the
occasional modern product.

According to what I’d heard, trade is
regulated to preserve local customs, maintain public safety, and
protect the environment. “What do they smuggle?” I asked.

Nik frowned toward the garden, as if
expecting an arrival. Since whoever was coming apparently hadn’t
sprinted here as he had, no one showed up yet.

With a touch of impatience, he said, “They
compete to smuggle the most in-demand items, which of course are
the most dangerous. Primarily drugs that people believe can augment
their magical abilities. Rarely weapons.”

“Do any of these potions work?”

“Not as far as we can tell,” he said. “Not
only are they ineffective, but they’ve poisoned people.”

The rattle of a cart approached through the
garden. Nik seemed pleased; this must have been what he was waiting
for.

“Ugh! Noisy people!” Tripp hissed, and the
cats scampered off.

“Watch the edge of that wheel!” Priti’s voice
commanded from the far side of the low wall. “The plants are
sensitive.”

“Sorry, Miss Volk.” Three voices blended into
a chorus, as if singing.

I crossed my arms and watched for this crew
to appear from the shadows. Clearly, they’d arrived on police
business. “Crime scene technicians?” I guessed.

Nik strode over to admit them. “Yes. Members
of the Heldash family are specially gifted and trained.”

Through the gate emerged a rotund person,
salt-and-pepper hair mussed as he pulled the handle of a covered
cart. Behind it, pushing, followed an almost identical fellow,
while a third tech, female judging by her ruffled skirt, produced a
cone-shaped glare of illumination from upraised hands.

The two males wore puffy pants gathered at
the ankles, and all three sported short-sleeved shirts. “Hello,
Detective Kousel,” they chorused.

“Watch the wheel!” snapped Priti, bringing up
the rear.

“Sorry, Miss Volk.”

While the female transferred her lighting
ability to a pole-mounted gadget on the cart, her fellow techs set
up a perimeter around the body. Combined with the full moon, it
allowed for an excellent view.

Nik introduced them. Ulbrecht, who supervised
the operation, was able to receive telepathic information from the
others, he explained. Younger brother Ulmer had a photographic,
incorruptible memory that was admissible in court testimony,
although he would also later transfer it to a record for others to
access.

Uta, who had begun a written account of
everyone present as well as the weather and time of night, was
well-organized, plus expert at identifying signs of magick and
illusion. She logged Priti’s and my identities.

“Meechi were here,” she said. “I feel
them.”

I explained about the cats arriving and
departing. Uta jotted that as well, along with Priti’s and my story
of how we’d heard the intruder and in what direction he or she had
fled.

From my studies, I recalled the principle
that you can’t enter a scene without leaving or taking something.
Who had been here? How skilled had he or she been at hiding from
magically enhanced detection?

In truth, much of real-world— Over There
—forensics, from fingerprinting to DNA analysis, might have
appeared magical to someone from the earlier era in which Loobly
originated. Plus, in both realms, there was plenty of just plain
police work to do, from studying the condition of the victim’s
shoes and clothing to preserving evidence under Dalva’s
fingernails.

As the techs went methodically about their
tasks, I shuddered. Although my class had included a trip to the
morgue, none of the deceased had been acquaintances. This detached
treatment diminished Dalva as a once living, breathing person,
albeit an obnoxious one.

“Are you all right?” Nik moved to my side.
“Sit down if you’re feeling faint.”

Nearby, Priti tapped her foot. “I’m a little
upset too.”

“My apologies.” The detective’s gaze traveled
between us uncertainly.

“She’s just yanking your chain,” I said.

“My...?” His hand went to his throat as if he
wore a literal collar. “Oh. One of your expressions.”

“I’m fine,” Priti said. “And you can tell the
techs I’ll send a bill if they damage any of the gravestones.”

“We heard that,” replied the Heldash
siblings.

“While they do their job, we need to talk.
You first, Chess.” Nik indicated a tree-shaded area outside the
perimeter.

“You okay if I leave, Priti?” I asked.

“Sure. I’ll keep an eye on— hey! That’s a
grave you’re stepping on!” she bleated at one of the trio.

“I’ll be more careful, Miss Volk,” the
offender replied.

Nik and I headed for the secluded area. In my
former land, I supposed he’d haul me down to the police station and
stash me in an interview room. I was glad things operated
differently here.

When we were seated on a mossy stone bench,
he produced a pad and ran through a series of questions. They
included more details about what I’d seen and heard before
discovering the body.

Also, where had I been earlier? In the
afternoon, straightening, organizing and inspecting the library,
which had been damaged during a moderate treseni quake two months
ago. Since my arrival in Loobly, I’d been working there daily,
familiarizing myself with the known sections and taking note of
secret rooms, as far as I was able to perceive their faint
outlines. That was another of my newfound abilities.

Afterwards, I’d eaten dinner in the cottage
with Priti and our housekeeper, Zeanni.

“When was the last time you saw Dalva?” Nik
asked.

I searched my memory. “A few days ago. She
was distributing copies of the Loobly Journal to the
library.” That had been one of her new duties for the print
shop.

“Did she say anything to you?”

“No.” Although I’d heard plenty of her
insulting comments about me and my family, none had been uttered in
my presence.

They’d been repeated to me by the print shop
owner, Yarl Pizar, a friend of my late grandmother’s. He’d
complained about the woman’s rudeness and about having to supervise
her work.

However, I had no desire to bring Yarl into
this narrative. If disliking Dalva was a motive for dispensing with
her, half the town would be arrested.

A stir from across the cemetery, along with a
loud male voice demanding an update, yanked us from our discussion.
“What’s he doing here?” Nik grumbled, getting to his feet. “It’s
not the captain’s job to investigate in the field.” As we headed
toward the scene, he answered his own question. “But the victim is
Selekt. I suppose that’s why. And because it involves you.”

I had a bad feeling about this. The only
police captain I’d encountered, briefly and at a distance, was a
member of a family who held a grudge against mine. They blamed my
ancestor Moudry Muz for something or other— I wasn’t sure what —and
the passage of three centuries hadn’t softened their resentment
against his descendants.

Ahead of us, the tech team’s magick imparted
a faint blue glow to areas radiating from the body, perhaps
indicating where they’d searched. At one side, my cousin stood with
arms folded and narrow chin lifted, scowling at the solidly built
man across the scene.

In his mid-forties, Jaron Fletis had an
arrogant tilt to his blond head. Despite the late hour, he was
decked out in his silver-and-black uniform and captain’s insignia.
Probably he’d delayed arriving in order to dress to distress, I
thought.

This man had obstructed Nik’s probe into my
grandmother’s death, which had initially been ruled accidental. I
also believed that, years ago, he’d helped frame my father for
alleged misuse of magick.

There was something odd about him, I observed
as we drew closer. Nik had described Jaron as Krizen, a mixed
breed, which meant he should have a zmena. Yet I perceived only a
ghostlike aura surrounding him.

That didn’t tally with anything or anyone
else I’d observed in Loobly. I wasn’t sure whether other people
noticed, since, to my knowledge, no one but me could detect dormant
zmenas. Best not to mention it until I learned more.

“Any progress?” he was demanding of the
techs.

They shook their heads. “There’s a blurry
footprint, as if the perp wore covered shoes,” said one of them. It
might have been Ulbrecht.

“Fingerprints? Hairs?”

“Only from those who discovered the body,”
the rotund fellow replied.

The captain’s sneering gaze fixed on
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