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Mystery, Sans Murder

Cian Baker found his son unconscious at the very edge of the family wheat field, bruised and bloodied. The boy lay on his side, curled into a loose fetal position as if he'd lost the fight against senselessness while he tried to protect his belly. He was naked as the day he was born and his skin was sick pale under the gray of dried mud. 

Horror grew in Cian’s chest as he pushed the boy over with one booted foot, flopping him onto his back. More blood, more bruising, and the source of all that gore: a wide, open gash across the throat right under his chin, ear to ear. 

Pelting back to the house, Cian shoved his way through tall golden stalks, screaming all the while for help. His wife, Florin, emerged from the doorway, still drying her hands on a white cloth as she pushed startled chickens out from under her skirts with her foot. Her brows knitted together with alarm. 

“There’s been a crime.” He clutched his chest as if it would help his overworked lungs. “Get the healer. I'll go for the constable. We'll need help to get him inside.” 

And so it came to pass that a group of Wheat Sprite elders trooped muddily across Florin Baker's clean floors, then out through the yard and across the acre-square field, though they were more careful of the field than the floor. 

Litan Healer and her wife, Daklo Miller, arrived alongside Pog Constable. Cian and Florin Baker stayed, as it was their wheat field. They found the boy exactly where they'd left him, lying on his back, breathing so shallowly his chest hardly moved. 

“You said a boy,” Daklo observed. “I thought to find a child.” 

This was an adolescent or a very young man, someone only just come of age. 

“The poor thing,” Pog said. “Why would anybody do something like this?”

“Must have been wearing nice clothes,” Florin observed. “Stole them right off his back.”

“Maybe it was a punishment,” Gunnah Merchant, who was taking his turn as mayor, said. “Someone must have been angry to do something this terrible.”

Daklo snapped, “Why isn't the point. The point is that the child needs help and we can't give it to him while he's nude in a field. We need more hands and we need them now.”

Cian didn't bother to note aloud that the miller had changed her tune despite her customary brusqueness. This was a child in her heart now, no matter how old he was, and she'd love him like family until he didn’t need her anymore.

Six more Wheat Sprites trekked full speed across Florin’s much abused tile. When they were twelve deep, they lifted the lad with burdened grunts while Litan breathlessly entreated them to “Be careful!” They lugged him through the wheat field into the house, then placed him into Cian’s own bed. Dirty bare feet dangled into space where he was too long. Someone brought in a chair to prop them on. 

The wheat field was worse for wear after all that, with nearly ripe plants crushed flat and mangled around where the young stranger had been dumped. Someone went outside to revive the broken stalks without asking if they should. The citizens of Hamlet could count on each other when things were bad. 

When the boy was safe inside, Litan got to work. She had a bright, clear singing voice, like most magi. Normally, a village this size would have a witch, not a real magus, but it just so happened Litan was born here and came back after her training. She sang magic until it pooled like shimmering light in her palms, then applied this to the stranger's skin, first to the awful gash on his throat where it still gaped, then to the worst of the bruises. 

There was internal bleeding, she found, and an ugly head wound with a concussion crouching around it. She worked past the edge of her ability, until the wound closed to a nasty red scar she hoped would fade with more magic. 

She shook and her teeth chattered. Daklo forced her to come away with gentle, calloused hands on her elbows. Florin wrapped the healer in a blanket before handing her a cup of chicken and barley soup with a piece of Cian’s cloudlike bread. 

When she'd recovered enough, Litan said, “I'll never guess the point of hurting somebody this much. What might they have been trying to accomplish?”

No one else knew, either. They all shook their heads sadly. 

“Do you think he'll wake up soon?” one of the Butcher twins, still dressed in a splotched apron, asked.

Litan cleared her mouth of good bread and fresh butter. “I don't know. I've never seen anything like it.” 

Pog said, “There isn't even a name for a crime like this.” Nobody wondered whether it really was a crime. It was heinous enough they'd have to think of a law to go around it now they'd seen it. 

The men took water, tallow soap and clean rags into the bedroom, closing the door to keep nosy womenfolk out. They opened it again to take dirty water buckets out to the yard and to bring clean water buckets in from the well. When the boy was bathed as thoroughly as he could be, given the circumstances, Cian wrapped a bed sheet tight around his waist before calling Florin in to look at the stranger in their marital bed. 

It was very clear he wasn't a Wheat Sprite.

He was big but in no way clumsy looking; he had elegant long limbs and elegant long fingers. He wasn’t as heavy with muscle as a farm lad his age would be, which added to the illusion of physical grace. He wasn’t soft, either, but instead built for some other kind of work no one here knew how to do. 

His ears were pointed, like a Tylwyth Teg but shorter, or like an Elf but more delicate. His skin glowed enough to throw off a bit of silvery light in the gloom, but that wasn’t as unusual as it might have been either, as they’d had a winged bard from the Flower Court at the Harvest Festival not three growing seasons past. No, the thing that marked the lad as something unusual was his face.

He was...beautiful, to say the least, but not in the usual way. There were beautiful lads and lasses all the way through Hamlet, but those were beautiful for the normal, innocent uses of beauty: pretty enough to draw a mate, then to have pretty, healthy children. This was something else entirely. 

He was almost violently beautiful, more terrifying than alluring, the type that made one suck in one’s breath and avert one’s gaze, both of which Florin did now. Surely some magus was responsible for this, a magus whose intention was to leave their mark on the world by the creation of this...this...whatever he was. 

Gunnah said, “He looks like somebody was trying to prove a point.”

Nobody answered that, but they all silently agreed. 

Some few minutes later, Pog said, “What do you suppose he is?”

Not one Wheat Sprite in all of Hamlet had ever seen anything like him. 

Florin said, “I’ll tell you what he is. He’s alone. And he’s hurt. And he’s here now, and we’re not the kind of Folk who turn someone away because he’s peculiar to look at.”

This garnered murmured agreement. Over the next few days as the boy lay unconscious in Cian and Florin’s bed, Litan came every day to heal him until she could barely sit upright to eat her bread and soup. Herfli Tailor showed up with a stack of his portly son’s clothes he’d taken the hems from and adjusted out, which was a relief. Cian’s clothes certainly wouldn’t do; he was not large by even Wheat Sprite standards. He didn’t have anything to clothe the boy in but still more wrapped sheets. The Butcher twins brought a box full of cured bacon and two big pork roasts, claiming that when their new lad was able to eat he’d surely have an appetite to match his youth and his size.

There was no question in anybody’s mind the stranger would stay with the Bakers. He was a bit old for an adoption, but it was a widely known fact that Cian and Florin had been trying to have a child for much longer than this lad had been alive, and they’d built an extra room onto their house many years ago when they thought one was still coming. 

The boy would wake with his own business, and he’d want to be on his way back to wherever he’d come from or on to wherever he’d been going. But there was no conversation about his leaving of the Baker’s home until he made it clear he wanted to, even though others had more room and more resources. 

And then, one day nearly a week later, he woke up. 

Florin was churning butter when a very faint sound reached her. She stopped to listen, but as she hadn't heard it clearly in the first place, she decided it was her imagination and went back to work. It wasn't long before a moan in a man's voice reached her. Fear struck like a thunderbolt and she stiffened upright. 

For the first time she realized Cian had left her alone with a strange fey larger than she could fight off, and there was a real possibility he was a violent, criminal sort who had somehow deserved the mistreatment he'd been given. 

At that thought, Florin took herself in hand with a firm mental shake. No one deserved mistreatment like that. He was only a boy, big or not, and she was going to behave as if he were an injured Wheat Sprite until she had reason to believe he was something else. 

She scooped up some of her fresh broth and an earthen jug of clear well water, placed it on a tray, and carried it into the bedroom she hadn't slept in since the stranger appeared. 

He'd curled himself into a ball as if to protect his midsection. At the sound of her
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