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Cynric Sigar – Death in the Mountains

 


A wooden carriage, drawn by two small spotted horses,
descended the last slope of Lenmor Mountain. The steep incline and
loose gravel forced Seaxbur, a young human, to drive the car
slowly, fearing a fall into the deep cliff to her right. Beside
her, Cynric Sigar, her half-elf master, stared down into the valley
below, where Lergor, the village they were headed, was located.
Knowing Cynric and his team's reputation as great detectives, the
King had sent them there, to one of the kingdom's farthest corners,
to investigate a strange murder.

The carriage rocked and shook for another few hundred
yards until it reached the base of the mountain, where the road
became better. A short time later, they finally entered the
village. Awaiting them was almost the entire population, who must
have seen them on the slopes sometime before. Cynric looked around.
As would be expected of a village that subsisted thanks to the
felling of trees, the twelve houses that constituted it were made
of wood. Apart from these, nothing else occupied that artificial
clearing, surrounded by the trees of Werder Forest, save a huge
stump that decorated the village's center and had become famous
throughout the kingdom.

Seaxbur stopped the carriage a few yards after the
first house and announced, “Come people of Lergor! Come see the
incredible Cynric Sigar and his fabulous team, who are here to help
you. Come. Come.”

The population needed no encouragement, as they began
to surround the carriage before it had even entered the village
proper. The girl, however, liked to make her announcements and
amplify the enthusiasm that the group of detectives' arrival
already tended to arouse.

With a proud, some would say haughty, smile on his
lips, Cynric climbed down from the carriage. Moments later, a
muscular human, as nearly every man in the village appeared to be,
pushed his way through the crowd to join him and introduced
himself, “I'm Quenfus, the governor of this village.”

Cynric broke his smile and became serious almost
instantly.

“What can you
tell me about the crime we came to investigate?” he
asked.

“We have a small
feast waiting for you,” replied the governor. “And I would like to
show you the accommodations we have prepared for you.”

“I prefer not to
waste time with formalities in these cases. It might be enough for
the killer to claim more victims.”

“The killer has
already made one more victim since we sent the message to the
king,” Quenfus replied. “Three nights ago.”

“Did you keep the
bodies?”

“The first one
no. It became too rotten and we had to bury it. But the second is
still in the mortuary house. It's also getting very decayed. I was
going to have him buried tomorrow morning if you didn't
arrive.”

“Sigebér,” called
the detective.

Hearing him, an old elf with long white hair, who had
just come out of the back of the carriage, approached.

“Examine the body
in the mortuary house and see what you can find. Then exhume the
other,” Cynric asked.

“I'll just get my
equipment and start working right away.”

Quenfus asked one of the villagers to point the
mortuary and the cemetery to the celebrated doctor.

“Now tell me
everything you know about these murders,” Cynric asked.

The governor immediately laid out everything he had
learned about the deaths, giving the detective a sense of what had
happened. About two weeks earlier, during the night, someone or
something entered the home of a human logger named Sigered and
killed him. His brother found the body the following day, and,
after a quick analysis by the local undertaker, it was discovered
that it had no blood, as it had apparently been drained through two
holes in the neck. Later, just three nights ago, the entire
population found a second body laid on top of the village's famous
stump. In it were discovered marks similar to those of a wolf's
claws, but much larger.

“A vampire and a
werewolf?” said Seaxbur, who had joined her master in the
meantime.

Cynric had to admit that, upon hearing Quenfus'
story, his first thoughts were the same as his apprentice. After
all, it was the most logical and immediate deduction. Yet, he
couldn't help but find it strange that, in a village where murders
were unheard of, there had been two in a row perpetrated by
creatures so rare and different from one another. Either way, there
was no need to jump to conclusions. Only when Sigebér had completed
his analysis would they be more certain as to what had caused the
deaths.

“Osulf, come
here, please,” he called.

The last member of the detective team, a pale
doppelgänger with the indistinct form that was characteristic of
his race, didn't even hear him as he was busy chatting with some of
the village girls. Cynric walked over and placed a hand on his
shoulder to get his attention.

“See if you can
also talk to some of the men and find out if anything strange has
happened here lately.”

“Yes, of course,
don't worry,” Osulf replied absentmindedly.

Cynric had known the doppelgänger long enough to know
that, despite his apparent lack of focus, he was more than capable
of carrying out the task, so he left him without another word.

The detective rejoined his apprentice and Quenfus and
asked the latter to take them to the places where the bodies had
been found. First, they went to the stump, where some blood could
still be seen, although it was already dry. Cynric and Seaxbur
immediately abandoned the idea of looking for footprints or any
other kind of tracks, as the dirt ground had been heavily trampled
in the meantime, and decided to examine the wood itself, where they
found some claw marks.

“Was there any
blood trail leading here?” – asked the young human.

“No. At least
none we have noticed,” Quenfus replied.

“I'm not
surprised,” Cynric noted. “The victim was killed here and, judging
by these marks on the stump, he put up some fight. Now, why he
didn't scream for help, or why no one heard him, is an intriguing
question.”

The detective and his apprentice meticulously studied
the stump and the surrounding terrain. In addition to what they had
found at first sight, they discovered only a small tuft of fur,
which they both agreed appeared to belong to a canid. Whether this
was connected with the murder, or simply belonged to one of the
village dogs, they had no way of knowing with any degree of
certainty.

“Now take us to
the first victim's home,” Cynric Sigar asked at length.

The governor did so, and shortly afterwards the three
entered one of the square huts that made up Lergor. Cynric
immediately went to the bedroom, where the victim had been found,
while his apprentice searched the small kitchen and porch for
clues. Quenfus, for his part, waited by the door, not wanting to
interfere with the two detectives' work.

In the bedroom, Cynric found no signs of struggle or
blood, indicating that the victim had been caught sleeping,
consistent with a vampire attack.

Suddenly, Seaxbur ran into the room and announced,
“There was a dwarf hiding in the porch. I tried to catch him, but
he disappeared into the forest.”

“Let's go,” said
her master. “We have to find his trail.”

The detectives and the governor exited through the
back door, which connected the kitchen to the porch, and Cynric
Sigar had no difficulty finding the dwarf's footprints and
following them. These entered the forest and, after making several
detours, probably in an attempt to lose the pursuers, returned to
the village, where they disappeared into another hut.

“This is Oswiu's
house. He's one of my aides,” said the governor. “He's a
dwarf.”

“If it's the same
person Seaxbur saw, we'll have to… talk with him,” Cynric said,
looking at his apprentice with a smirk.

They approached and knocked on the back door. It
opened after a few moments, revealing a dwarf dressed in blue pants
and a red coat. He ran a shaky hand through his short black hair
and squeaked, “Why are you bothering me?”

Cynric looked at Seaxbur, and she nodded, confirming
that this was, indeed, the person who had fled the murdered man's
house. The half-elf detective responded with a wink. Then, the
young human began to growl like a dog and approached the dwarf,
baring her teeth. Oswiu was startled and backed up a few steps.
Seaxbur followed him. The governor was about to intervene, but
Cynric held up a hand, indicating that he should do nothing.

“Why were you at
Sigered's house?” the detective asked the dwarf.

“I… I haven't
been there in months.”

Seaxbur came closer to his face and growled
again.

“You're lying,”
continued Cynric Sigar.

“No… no… I'm not.
Now get this crazy girl out of here. She should be in an insane
asylum.”

“Where do you
think I found her? Now tell me the truth or I'll goad her
on.”

Seaxbur emitted an even more violent growl than
before and pressed her nose against Oswiu's face. He took another
step back, cornering himself against a wall.

“Okay, okay, I'll
tell you everything, but get her off me.”

“Speak first,”
replied the detective.

“I just went
there to look for the gold medallion he found in the mountains a
few years ago. It was the most valuable object in the entire
village. But I swear that was it, I didn't kill him. Now get her
off me.”

Cynric looked the dwarf in the eye for a moment.
Finally, he said, “Let's go, Seaxbur.”

To Oswiu's relief, the girl walked away. However,
just before leaving the hut, she turned around and growled at the
dwarf, who fell backwards with the shock.

“A dead end,” she
said when she joined her master outside.

“Maybe not,” he
replied. “Someone could have murdered the victim because of the
medallion Oswiu talked about.”

“It's possible.
But they didn't take it.” The governor took from his pocket a gold
medallion that hung from a chain of the same material. “I found it
shortly after the murder and confiscated it to prevent it from
being stolen.”

“You decided to
'confiscate' it and not even one of your aides knew about it?!
Interesting,” Cynric noted.

The governor didn't respond to the detective's
insinuation but fell silent.

“Let's go to the
tavern,” said Cynric. “I'm sure Osulf is there, and I want to know
if he found out anything. Thank you for the help, Governor Quenfus,
but, for now, we won't need you. I ask you, however, not to 'lose'
the medallion. We may need to check it later.”

“It's my job,”
Quenfus replied, once again ignoring the detective's insinuation.
“If you need anything else, I'll be at home.”

After a quick farewell, Cynric and Seaxbur made their
way to the village's center and entered the only one of the several
huts whose door was crowned by a plaque. This one showed a drawing
of a pine painted red, so the detective and his apprentice deduced
that the establishment was called Red Pine.

As soon as they got inside, they spotted Osulf, who
was chatting happily with some local women, constantly changing his
face.

“Do you see the
benefits of becoming intimate with someone who can change their
face and body shape as they wish?” they heard the doppelgänger say
as they approached.

Upon noticing Cynric's presence, he immediately
changed to his natural form.

“Did you find
something? Or did you let yourself be distracted by the local
attractions?” said the half-elf in a joking tone.

“Cynric, you know
me. I don't get distracted from my work that easily. It appears
that, in the days before their deaths, the two murdered woodcutters
went to the pine forest supposedly to cut down some trees, but they
came back empty-handed. And that seems strange to me.”

“Me too,” Seaxbur
agreed.

“It's a curious
discovery, no doubt,” said Cynric. “We'll have to examine the area
of the forest where they said they were going. But for now, let's
see if Sigebér found anything on the bodies.”

“If you don't
mind, I'd rather stay here in the tavern,” said Osulf.

“Come with us
immediately!” Cynric said. “You need to be familiar with the entire
investigation.”

Annoyed, the doppelgänger followed his two companions
to the village's eastern end. As they walked, they brought him up
to date with what they had discovered.

Finally, the three entered a small hut built beside
the cemetery.

“You arrived just
in time,” said Sigebér when he saw them. “I just finished analyzing
the first corpse.”

“And what did you
find out?” asked Cynric.

“The governor was
right, all the blood was drained from the victim, and that was the
cause of death. But it doesn't look like the work of a vampire,
though. The wounds are too far apart to have been made by a
creature with teeth as small as the ones that caused them. Not to
mention that the punctures are too straight. They look more like
they were done with very large needles. As for the second body, my
conclusion is similar. It has claw marks, but these are not
consistent with those caused by any animal or creature I know of. I
think the wounds were made with fake steel claws.”

“So, someone
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