
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Spirit of Solstice

(The Malykant Mysteries, Book 6)

 

by

 

Charlotte E. English

 

Copyright © 2017 by Charlotte E. English

 

All rights reserved.

 

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold.

 




Chapter One

The eve before Winter Solstice arrived; heralded, as ever, by a flurry of snow and a bone-aching chill. Konrad welcomed the joys of the season by going to bed straight after dinner — alone. He took a book, three hot bricks and a glass (or two) of brandy with him, a combination which seemed to him to encompass all a gentleman could possibly wish for on such a night.

So deliciously comfortable was he in his four-poster bed, nightcap firmly warding off those errant wisps of draught which found their way around his heavy bed curtains, that he was not best pleased to be disturbed by a frigid whisper shivering through his mind like a sudden, icy wind.

Master.

If he ignored it, would it go away? Konrad tightened his grip upon his book, slithered fractionally further beneath his blankets, and read on.

Maasssssteeeer!

‘Begone, foul fiend,’ he muttered, without hope.

Master! Pleeeeaassssse.

Konrad sighed gustily, and closed his book. Yes, what is it?

We have a gift for you!

The serpents materialised before him. There were two of them, a brother and a sister (or so they had been in life): Ootapi and Eetapi, his personal plagues. Assistants, actually, bestowed upon him by The Malykt Himself. Their appointed duty was to help him with his task of delivering justice to the killers of the city of Ekamet, but they seemed to take their unofficial duty every bit as seriously — that being, to make constant nuisances of themselves.

A gift, how lovely. Konrad tried to sound as though he meant it. Really, Winter Solstice was such a trying time. Everyone expected such a total change of attitude! Cheer must abound! There must be love, joy and happiness wherever one ventured! And really, it was such an unnatural state of being. Konrad did not know anybody who managed to maintain the Solstice Spirit for the whole of the season.

Personally, he did not trouble himself to maintain it for more than a day or two. Today not being one of them.

You will love it. Eetapi’s melodic, mournful voice carried a hint of smugness.

Konrad tried, briefly, to imagine what a pair of long-dead ghost snakes might decide to present him with for Solstice, but soon abandoned the effort with a shudder. Nothing he would love, he was fairly sure.

What has inspired this sudden fit of largesse? I do not recall your ever giving me gifts before.

Serendipity! proclaimed Ootapi.

A fortunate accident. That sounded… worse. Konrad braced himself. You’d better tell me.

It is a surprise! Eetapi carolled.

That was another thing about Solstice. Surprises. Who liked surprises, truly? Most of them were unpleasant. No surprises, just tell me!

Eetapi drifted closer to his face, until her ice-white, translucent manifestation was all that he could see. Her eyes blinked slowly. Will you come with us, or shall we persuade you?

That did not bode well. One of his serpents’ more useful (and chilling) talents was the ability to bind the souls of others, for a time. If the person in question still lived, it had the effect of immobilising them until the serpents were pleased to release them — or until they fought their way out, which sometimes happened.

They had done it to Konrad in the past, the little dears. Once or twice, they had used it to good effect — when Konrad was about to do something oblivious and foolish, for example. Usually, though, they did it to torment him. The experience was appalling: it was like being wrapped in chains and then immersed in a frozen lake. He was not about to volunteer himself for a dose of that tonight.

It is only Solstice Eve, he tried. Can it not wait for tomorrow?

It will not wait, and neither will we!

Stifling a groan, he threw back his blankets and left the warmth and comfort of his bed. The cold bit into his shivering limbs as he stepped beyond the protection of the bed curtains, and his mood soured a little more. Damn the serpents. Could they not see that permitting Konrad to rest comfortably abed made for a far better Solstice gift than anything else?

How far are we going? 

Not far, said Ootapi.

Probably not as far as the Bone Forest, then, in which case he would not need his most robust attire. He chose heavy black trousers and a thick cotton shirt, a woollen waistcoat to put over it, and his favourite crimson-lined winter coat. Fine black boots, a long cloak and his top hat completed the ensemble, and he was ready to depart.

Lead on, he said briefly, not troubling to disguise his lack of enthusiasm.

The serpents sailed away, and Konrad fell into step behind them. He paused only to snatch up a pair of black wool gloves on his way out of the house, and then they were away into the streets of Ekamet, exposed to all the delights of a dark night enlivened by a persistent snowfall.

It is cold, Konrad informed his detested servants, wishing that he had thought to pick up a scarf.

Try being dead, Ootapi suggested. We do not feel the cold at all!

A fantastic suggestion. 

Ootapi, as impervious to the nuances of sarcasm as he was to the cold, rippled with pleasure.

I cannot help suspecting that our Master would be displeased, however, Konrad continued. A dead Malykant is of little use to anybody.

When you have finished being the Malykant, then, Ootapi amended.

We will kill you ourselves, if you like, Eetapi chimed in. It will not hurt at all!

If this is your idea of helping, I dread to imagine your notion of a gift.

You will love it, Eetapi promised again, and Konrad sighed.

You said it was not far? They had traversed several streets already — curiously bustling streets, considering the lateness of the hour and the season. Should not all these fine people be in somebody’s home, sitting by a roaring fire and indulging in too much food? Or tucked up in bed with a book and a glass of brandy…

The serpents swerved left without warning, so rapidly that Konrad almost overshot the turn. He hastily adjusted his direction, and found himself ducking under the lintel of a shop. A liquor shop, he soon observed, which seemed to add insult to injury, for had they truly dragged their poor master away from the fine brandy he had already been enjoying in order to acquire more?

So absorbed by his grievances was he, it took a moment for him to realise that it was far too late for the shop to be open, especially at Solstice. A second look revealed that the door had been forced open.

Then the serpents began to emit an eerie, pallid glow, lighting up the dark shop, and there stretched out upon the counter was a man.

He was a decade or so Konrad’s senior, as far as could be judged under such conditions: perhaps in his mid-forties, his cheeks mottled with the reddish hue of a regular drinker. He was plump and bald, dressed in a rather luxurious wine-red silk waistcoat, full-sleeved shirt and brown wool trousers.

He was also very dead, judging from the fact that half of his throat was missing.

When you spoke of a gift, Konrad said, I did not imagine that you meant another job. This is work!

Talk to him! Eetapi frisked about in the air over the man’s rigid corpse, gambolling like a delighted child. He is wonderful!

She did not wait for his response. She and Ootapi instantly caught up the unravelling shreds of the man’s sundered spirit and bound them back into his body. A shudder went through the corpse, and he blinked once.

Konrad stood over him, trying not to look too closely at the mess of the man’s torn-out throat. ‘Good evening,’ he said gravely.

The dead wine merchant smiled. The movement caused his broken throat to sag horribly, leaking blood, and Konrad hastily averted his eyes. ‘Evening! Come for a spot of toddy to warm up the night, have you? I’ve got everything you could want, sir, everything! You’ll probably want the best, I should think.’ The merchant folded his hands comfortably over his blood-soaked waistcoat and beamed at Konrad.

‘I haven’t come to make a purchase,’ said Konrad, mystified. Did the man not realise he had died?

‘Just as well,’ said the merchant, with unimpaired cheer. ‘I would have trouble assisting you like this, wouldn’t I? I’d better not get up. Ain’t proper to make your acquaintance like this — ought to stand up, oughtn’t I? But I’d hate to bleed on your cloak.’ The man touched a finger to his torn throat. ‘Has it stopped bleeding?’

‘Almost,’ murmured Konrad. The man was probably mad, he decided. Nobody reacted so cheerfully to their own death. ‘What is your name?’

Normally he had to compel the recently deceased to speak much; they were in too much shock to co-operate without interference. But the merchant said jovially: ‘Illya Vasily. Proprietor of fine wines, spirits, liquors of all kinds — the finest in Ekamet! Ask anybody!’

Konrad cleared his throat. ‘And, um, Mr. Vasily… how did you come to be deceased?’

‘There I can’t help you.’ Vasily drummed his fingers against his silk-clad belly, and hummed a few bars of a popular ditty. ‘Man came in earlier tonight, just as I was about to leave. All locked up and everything. Wanted to make a last-minute purchase, he said, for a Solstice gift, and who was I to refuse? It’s Solstice! So I made to get him a bottle of Kayesiri claret — that being what he’d asked for — and… now I’m as you see me.’

There were a few details missing from the story. Konrad began his questions. ‘What did this man look like?’

‘Couldn’t tell you. He was wrapped up even tighter than you, all bundled up against the cold. Red scarf around his neck, covered half his face. All dark clothing.’

‘What did he do to you?’

I don’t know, sir. Can’t rightly remember.’

A shame, but not unusual. It was the mind’s way, sometimes, to erase from its records anything it found too shocking, too traumatic, too difficult to cope with. Violence resulting in death certainly qualified. ‘How did you come to be laid out upon the bar, like this?’

‘Can’t tell you that, either!’ Vasily smiled ruefully, and shrugged his meaty shoulders. ‘I wasn’t rightly aware of much until you woke me up. Good of you, by the way.’ He nodded to Konrad, and — more interestingly — to the serpents who floated above. Usually they terrified people, especially the newly dead, but Vasily was as cheerfully unconcerned by their eerie, frigid presence as he was by his own demise.

‘It was not done as a service to you,’ Konrad felt obliged to admit. ‘I am charged with finding your killer.’

‘The Malykant, is it?’ Vasily regarded Konrad with new interest. ‘Never thought I would meet you, that’s for sure! But pleasure, pleasure! Good to make your acquaintance! I hope you find him.’

‘I will,’ Konrad promised. Let him go, he ordered the serpents.

But Vasily seemed to sense that his brief revival was over, for he held up a plump hand. ‘May I make a request? Seeing as it’s Solstice.’

Konrad sighed inwardly. He probably wanted to be brought back to life, somehow; it wouldn’t be the first time a newly expired ghost had asked for that. And it was Solstice! Of course, he would be asked such a thing on such a day, when it was especially sad to have to refuse.

‘I couldn’t… stay, could I?’ said Vasily. ‘I shan’t mind being dead, but I’d rather not be parted from my shop, all the same.’

Konrad was too surprised to speak right away. Here was a new request. A ghost who wanted to remain a ghost? Who preferred to linger, sundered from his mortal body? Usually they were in a hurry to move on; to leave behind a world they could no longer share in, a world they were otherwise condemned to drift always upon the edges of, always cold, always alone.

‘You do not wish for justice?’ Konrad finally said.

‘Yes I do! Deliver that justice, by all means, and my thanks for it! Only don’t send me away!’

‘I… will see what I can do.’ Here was new territory; Konrad was not at all sure he could contrive to do both at once. But it was Solstice…

Illya Vasily beamed upon him. ‘Talk to my cousin,’ he recommended. ‘I don’t know why, but I feel she could probably tell you something about all of this.’

A vague and unlikely lead, but better than nothing. ‘What is your cousin’s name?’

‘Kristina Vasily. She owns a couple of warehouses by the docks. I use her premises all the time.’

Vasily. It occurred to Konrad, belatedly, that it was a name he was not unaware of. ‘Big merchant family, yours?’

‘Oh, yes! Quite the network! You’ll find out, I’m sure.’ Vasily winked at Konrad. ‘All right, I suppose my time is up, isn’t it? Solstice greetings to all of you! Enjoy your fires, your dinners and above all, your wines! Enjoy them double, for me!’

The serpents released Vasily’s soul, and his corpse went back to being just a corpse. Konrad regarded the inert body with regret.

Isn’t he wonderful? sighed Eetapi. No one is ever so cheerful about death!

How did you know? He said himself, he has been insensible since the moment of his death until now.

It’s the way his spirit resonates, Eetapi answered incomprehensibly. Such merry vibrations! Never have we seen the like!

Konrad judged it best not to enquire further. Eetapi, let Nuritov know about this, he instructed. Ootapi, with me. Inspector Nuritov would not be best pleased to be interrupted on such an evening, but somebody had to deal with poor Vasily’s corpse, and that was a job for the police.

His job was a little different. Steeling himself, for he had never before had to carve open the body of so friendly and chatty a ghost, Konrad applied his knives to Illya Vasily’s vacated corpse and extracted a single, thick rib bone. This he carefully wrapped, and stored inside his coat for later use.

Finding a way to dispatch Vasily’s killer without also dispatching Vasily’s ghost into the Malykt’s care would be impossible; the two had to occur together. But he had not had the heart to admit that to Vasily.

So your idea of a Solstice gift is an unusually challenging job, with next to no leads. Konrad made for the door, donning his gloves once more.

No! Eetapi sounded disgusted with him. A man who is not afraid of death! Who can greet his own demise with equanimity, and optimism! Is that not an example of true Solstice cheer?

The serpents could do with an education about Solstice, Konrad thought. Somehow, he did not feel that their interpretation of Solstice Spirit was likely to be much taken up.




Chapter Two

Konrad tried to convince himself that he was free to postpone the next stage of the investigation until the morning. It was Solstice Eve, after all. Not only was he entitled to revel in the joys of the season himself; those whom he needed to speak to were likely to be busy doing exactly that. Would they welcome a visit from a stranger bearing ill-news, on such a night?

He could not carry these ideas very far. For all that his fireside and his bed might beckon, a man had died tonight, and violently. Could he be certain that the person responsible had now completed their brutal errands, and had no further targets in mind? Of course he couldn’t. Proceed he must.

But how? Vasily had not appeared to know of anyone who might wish him harm; he’d had no notion whatsoever as to the identity of his killer. What had he meant by pointing Konrad in his cousin’s direction? He could not mean to imply that Kristina Vasily might have had something to do with his death, surely? If she had, she had not carried out the crime herself. Illya Vasily had described a man… though could he be certain of that? Yes, for the person had spoken, ordered claret. It would not be easy to mistake a woman’s voice for a man’s.

I wonder, thought Konrad vaguely, what became of the claret?

Warehouses by the docks. Kristina Vasily would not be at her warehouses at such a time of night, surely? She would be at home, with her family. Konrad could not follow her there. Having no official, public role as an investigator had its drawbacks; he was not part of the police force, he could not simply present himself on somebody’s doorstep late at night and expect them to co-operate with him. Nor could he be the person to share the news of her cousin’s death with Kristina Vasily, and therefore, how could he ask her if she knew anything about it?

He would relay this suggestion to Nuritov. The Inspector knew of Konrad’s identity as the Malykant, as of recently. To Konrad’s surprise, and secret pleasure, Nuritov had altogether failed to baulk at the news, or to condemn Konrad for it. Instead, he had accepted this insight into Konrad’s life with a mixture of calm unflappability and characteristic curiosity. True, the fact that Konrad interested himself in murder investigations was not news to him; this was how they had become friends in the first place. But he had taken the rest well.

It was useful as well as reassuring, for now Konrad could share the burdens of his investigations more freely with Nuritov, and vice versa. It was almost like having a partner.

So, Kristina Vasily was Nuritov’s territory. What did that leave for him?

Ootapi? Have you suggestions?

Yes, said the serpent promptly.

Konrad waited, but nothing followed.

Well? 

The snake was behaving oddly, floating back and forth over the door of Vasily’s shop like a streamer caught in the wind. Konrad watched these antics for a few moments, until Ootapi let his manifestation fade into nothing, and vanished from sight.

There is a trail, he finally reported. A scent, a vibration.

A what?

A disturbance in the aether. Something has torn through here…

You did not notice this on the way in? Konrad growled something inarticulate. If this “trail” had been left by the person who slew Vasily, they should have followed it at once. They might have caught up with him already!

It was not here earlier, replied Ootapi, and that brought Konrad up short.

You mean this was done while we were in the shop?

Yes.

Hm. Then it was either unrelated, or… Vasily’s killer had lurked outside while Konrad was within.

Let’s follow it, shall we? Lead on.

Ootapi gave a mental salute and took off, and Konrad fell into step behind, musing. This disturbance in the aether, what did that mean? It certainly was not usual for any killer to leave such a trail behind, or to have any such effect upon their environment. If this was the doing of Vasily’s killer, he might be unaware that he was doing it at all. If he was, and he had indeed lingered outside the shop… perhaps he intended that Konrad and Ootapi should follow.

Suspicion and paranoia… Konrad was becoming far too adept at both. He dismissed the idea from his mind — mostly. It would not hurt to take some care.

Ootapi gathered speed, soaring overhead with the swiftness of a bird. Konrad hoped that the trail might lead them away from the centre of Ekamet and its busier streets, but no such luck: he was forced to push and dodge his way through crowds of smiling, red-cheeked passersby, and felt in danger of losing Ootapi any moment. The serpent was excited, deaf to Konrad’s pleas to slow his pace.

‘Konrad?’

The voice was familiar, and dear. Konrad stopped dead, Ootapi forgotten, for Nanda stood before him. She was wrapped in a warm blue coat, a dark scarf encircling her throat, a woollen hat covering her pale blonde hair. She held a bag bulging with parcels in one hand.

Konrad grabbed her free arm and set off once more. ‘There’s trouble!’

‘But it’s Solstice—’

‘Season of Joy and Cheer, I know. But not everybody can keep it up quite all the time.’

‘There’s been a killing?’

‘You don’t truly believe people will refrain from hacking each other to pieces just because it’s Solstice, do you?’

‘I suppose not.’ Nanda trotted along behind him in silence after that, leaving Konrad to wonder why he had dragged her along. Some mad impulse. Poor Nanda, he ought to let her get back to her celebrating. Just because he had to be out chasing killers all nigh—

He stopped, because a woman lay sprawled in the street and he had almost run over her. Her enthusiasm for the season had perhaps got out of hand, for she was decked in sprigs of holly and everything about her was red: her coat, her hat and shawl, her gloves, dress, shoes… and the blood that soaked the front of her clothing, from her torn-out throat down to her waist.

‘Oh!’ Nanda came to an abrupt halt beside him, her toes only inches from the woman’s out-flung arm. She stared down at the body in wide-eyed horror, and Konrad bitterly regretted whatever whim had prompted him to bring her along.

‘Sorry, Nan,’ he sighed, and knelt by the woman’s head. The blood still flowed; she had not been dead for long. Ootapi, bind her up.

Nanda collected herself and approached the crowd of horrified onlookers who were beginning to gather; Konrad heard her soothing people, asking if anyone had seen anything. His feelings turned about again, and he was glad he had her close. She was eternally reliable.

Of course, the crowd was slightly inconvenient. He couldn’t very well compel a visibly slaughtered woman to start talking, not with such an audience at hand. Not if he wanted to maintain the secrecy of his position as the Malykant, anyway, and that was vital.

He would have to do it the more difficult way.

Ootapi, keep her mouth shut. 

The serpent obeyed. The woman’s eyes lost the staring look of death, filling with character and a semblance of life once more, and fixed upon Konrad. He gazed back, taking note of the lines about her eyes and mouth, her grey hair: she was older than Vasily, much older.

Speak, he ordered her. Not aloud. What happened to you?

She blinked slowly, twice, and tried to move, but Ootapi had her bound fast. I do not understand. Is something amiss? Have I fainted?

Konrad winced inwardly. Once in a while, he encountered someone whose death had come upon them so swiftly, so unexpectedly, they failed to realise it had happened at all. He did not relish having to break such news. He never knew how to do so gently.

You are dead, he told her.

So much for gently. Her eyes filled with tears, and a suppressed shudder racked her body.

Then, to his immense surprise, she smiled — if not with her mouth, then with her eyes. Oh, thank goodness. The words formed in his mind, wreathed in relief and joy.

I… I beg your pardon? 

But she would not speak another word. A breath, two, and she was gone from his mind, inattentive; deaf to his pleas that she would return, tell him her name, anything.

You can let her go, Konrad said at last to Ootapi.

Konrad got to his feet, trying to ignore the stares of the people around him. He did not look as though he had any right to be taking such an interest in the corpse; he was obviously neither a doctor, nor a member of the police force. The other, obvious alternative was that he was the person who had inflicted the wound, and he could see that conclusion forming in the minds of some of those nearby. They stared in growing horror, and began to back away.

Good, let them take themselves off. They were only in the way.

He toyed with the idea of sending Ootapi to Nuritov in his sister’s wake, but abandoned the thought. The news would travel by itself, and fast.

That trail, Ootapi. Does it continue?

Yes, Master.

Then we follow.

This was no time to collect a bone from her; that would have to wait. Konrad paused only to collect Nanda, who was talking to a sobbing woman a few feet away.

‘We go,’ he told her, voice pitched too low to be overheard. ‘There may be more.’

Nanda awarded the afflicted woman a parting smile and a friendly squeeze of the arm. ‘The police will be here soon,’ she said. ‘I am sure there is no danger now.’

Then they were away once more, leaving the dead woman prostrate in the snow behind them. ‘She knows nothing,’ Konrad said as they walked, Ootapi riding the winds ahead. ‘Nor would she tell me her name.’

‘I gleaned little from the onlookers,’ Nanda admitted, pulling her cloak closer around herself as a strong gust of wind blew through the street. ‘No one recognised her. Some of them described the attacker, though. A tall man in a tall hat, shrouded in a dark cloak.’

Konrad grunted, remembering the frightened, accusing stares of some of those who had been close to him. ‘Are you sure they were not talking about me?’

‘Possible.’

Then again, the description was not inconsistent with Vasily’s recollections of his final customer, either. A tall, dark man. What a fine cliche it made.

Some ten minutes passed. Ootapi forged ahead, oblivious to the freezing wind and the driving snow. Konrad and Irinanda followed, considerably more afflicted by both. They covered a significant distance in the time, moving as fast as they could down the snow-laden streets, and Konrad began to relax. Perhaps there would be no more deaths tonight; perhaps the bloodthirst was slaked, the killing over…

The streets were growing dark, now, most of the shops closed for the night. Streetlamps shone upon shut doors and shadowed windows, and the crowds were dissipating at last. But one window up ahead glowed with the welcoming, flickering light of lit candles. The sight ought to have been inviting, but Konrad felt a sense of dread, for the door was wide open…

Sure enough, Ootapi swerved, and dived inside.

The establishment proved to be a cheese shop. Its proprietor had been prevented from closing it up, in all likelihood, by the attack that had made a bloody ruin of his throat. Unlike Vasily, he had not been laid out upon the counter. He lay in the middle of the floor, a slight man dressed in a black coat patched at the elbows. His dark hair was swept back in a shaggy mane, all askew and spattered with blood. His dark, vacant eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling, one discoloured with a blood-red stain.

Ootapi, quickly. Bind!

The snake flew to obey, and within moments the slain man’s body began to shudder. He coughed and gagged, and could not seem to stop.

Konrad realised, with shock, that the man was laughing.

‘Speak,’ he ordered.

The man continued to chortle, wheezing and hacking and spluttering in helpless mirth.

‘Please, stop laughing,’ Konrad said, aware that he sounded both plaintive and weary but unable to help it. ‘We are not blessed with an abundance of time.’ There was a killer tearing through the streets of Ekamet and if Konrad was to have any hope of finding him, he needed information soon. ‘Who killed you?’

The man was giggling now, his lips spread in a rictus grin. ‘Charming fellow. Dark cloak, hat, all that. Scarf over his face, couldn’t see much.’

‘Why do you say he was charming? I do not see the humour.’

‘You w-wouldn’t, would you?’

Konrad exchanged a look with Nanda. She looked as disturbed as he.

‘Nan. That Reader thing you do. It doesn’t work on corpses, does it?’

Her eyebrows rose. ‘It… oddly enough, I have not had occasion to try it, very often.’

‘Don’t handle corpses much, hm?’

‘Not especially often, no. It might work tonight, since he’s in residence. So to speak.’ Nanda knelt beside Konrad, gingerly avoiding the pool of sticky, congealing blood spread across the floor, and wrapped her fingers around the giggling man’s wrist. Konrad gave her credit for doing so unflinchingly.

After only a few seconds, she released him with a gasp. ‘I think his mind’s slipping. There’s nothing but laughter!’

‘Nothing?’

‘All I can discern otherwise is a lack of familiarity for this place. He isn’t the proprietor.’

‘What? Then where is the shopkeeper?’

Nanda shrugged.

Konrad made one last effort. He gripped the lapels of the laughing corpse’s coat and tugged, forcing the man to return his gaze. ‘Tell me who you are.’

An answer came, but so smothered in laughter that Konrad couldn’t understand a word.

He gave up. Time pressed; their quarry was out there still, somewhere in the city, possibly slaying someone else while Konrad wasted his time trying to talk to a dead madman. Release him, Konrad ordered, and Ootapi shot free of the man’s soul with a strangled noise of disgust.

He is mad.

We noticed that.

Out into the street they hurried, hats and hoods pulled close against the snow. But the chase ended abruptly, and in disappointment, for not twenty steps beyond the cheese shop’s door, Ootapi came to a dead halt.

What is it? Konrad watched, bemused, as the serpent turned in agitated circles overhead.

The trail ends here.

Ends? Just like that?

Just like that! It is gone.




Chapter Three

Konrad stood nonplussed, unsure how to proceed. How could so clear a trail vanish without trace? You are certain?

Ootapi did not deign to respond, but he expressed his opinion of Konrad’s doubts clearly enough by way of a few disgusted flicks of his sinuous tail.

All right, I apologise.

He thought of Eetapi, and Nuritov. Had the inspector caught up yet? Perhaps he was even now attendant upon one of the earlier victims.

Konrad shared this notion with Nanda, and she, for lack of a better alternative, swiftly agreed to retrace their steps.

They found Nuritov by the side of the murdered woman. The inspector wore his usual wide-brimmed rain hat and long coat; he had a pipe in his hand, which he could not possibly hope to keep lit under such wet, windy conditions, but perhaps merely holding the familiar object was of comfort. He greeted Konrad and Nanda kindly, if a trifle abstractedly. ‘Thought I might see you two turn up.’

‘We were here earlier,’ Konrad said.

Nuritov transferred his gaze from the dead woman’s visage, to Konrad’s. ‘Oh?’

Konrad drew him aside, for though the inspector’s men had largely dissipated the earlier crowd, there were still far too many people nearby for public conversation. In a low voice, he related all the events of the night thus far.

Nuritov’s gravity deepened with the tale, especially at the news of a third victim. ‘Eetapi brought me word of the wine merchant, but the cheese shop, I hadn’t heard about.’

‘All we know of the man is that he’s not the shopkeep. No sign of him or her.’

Nuritov put his unlit pipe into his mouth and sucked upon it, his gaze distant. ‘That could be suspicious.’

‘Could be.’

‘You don’t think the shopkeep might be responsible for all this?’

Konrad shrugged. ‘I can’t yet say, but I… tend to doubt it. All the descriptions of the culprit point towards a large, powerful man, and we know he is capable of brutality. Those who spend their lives quietly vending produce do not often display those characteristics.’

‘True.’

‘Then again, sometimes they do.’

‘Also true.’ Nuritov fell silent again, and Konrad allowed his thoughts to wander. His steps, too; he drifted back to the side of the fallen woman, and indulged in a leisurely, more considered examination than he had previously had time for.

She looked peaceful, he thought, looking once more into her face. How often could he say that, of the bodies he tended to encounter? The victims of violent deaths, all of them; slain against their will and before their time. Except, apparently, for this one. Grateful to find herself dead, however violent the means of dispatch. How odd. He had never encountered its like.

‘Who is she?’ Konrad asked, wandering back to Nuritov. ‘Did you find that out?’

‘Mm.’ Nuritov removed the pipe from his mouth, glancing at it in a vague, puzzled way. ‘Her name is Albina Olga Narolina. Wife of Sergei, deceased. If she has living relations, we have not yet discovered who they are.’

‘Vasily, though. The cousin. Have you spoken to her?’

‘Not yet. I was waiting for you.’

‘You… you were?’ Konrad tried not to feel ridiculously pleased, like a girl asked to dance against all her expectations.

Nuritov’s wry smile suggested that he guessed at Konrad’s feelings. ‘Your insights are always of interest, and frequently of use.’

‘Thank you.’

‘In addition to which, if I did not take you along, I would only have to fill you in later. Saves time.’

‘How practical.’

Nuritov gave a tiny bow. He leaned closer and said in a much lower voice, ‘I see you have not… taken anything, from the body.’

He referred, of course, to the rib bone. ‘Too busy,’ Konrad replied. ‘I will do so later.’

‘Ah. Then I may have her transferred to the morgue?’

‘Please.’

Nuritov absorbed this, then looked to Nanda. Nan had declined to participate in their conversation, choosing instead to wander the environs of Mrs. Narolina’s body, her watchful gaze fixed upon the crowd. ‘Will Miss Falenia be joining us?’

‘Yes.’ He had not asked her, of course, but he intended that she should. She had once reproved him mightily for leaving her out, excluding her, keeping secrets from her. Actually, she had done so more than once. They had moved far beyond those days, now; frequently of use to one another, their lives and duties were increasingly bound up together. And he had grown to trust her. Far from wanting to keep her away, he now sought to keep her close — by any means necessary. He’d beg if he had to.

Fortunately, he was not driven to such lengths this time. Nanda serenely took it as read that she was invited along, and did not wait for anybody to assure her of it. She fell into step in between Konrad and Nuritov as they departed, and took the opportunity to say in an undertone: ‘I could not read her. She is gone.’

‘Thank you for trying.’ Konrad was not surprised. Albina had been broadly unresponsive even when Ootapi had held fast her spirit; now that she was released, there could be little hope that Nanda’s talented touch would encounter anything but dead flesh.

 

Kristina Vasily lived unusually close to the docks. Those who owned property typically preferred to distance themselves from the more unsavoury aspects that sometimes came with it; while owning a warehouse or two was undoubtedly advantageous for anybody with mercantile leanings, these structures were almost universally situated in the insalubrious docks area.

This did not appear to matter to Kristina. Her house was a mere three minutes’ walk from the docks, situated upon a street of only modest pretensions towards gentility. Not that she herself suffered from any such shortcomings. When Nuritov, Konrad and Nanda presented themselves at her door, it was swiftly opened by a nicely-dressed manservant who did his best to repel them at once. Upon finding Inspector Nuritov most insistent, he reluctantly summoned his mistress.

Kristina Vasily did not lack for money; that much was immediately obvious. She was swathed in fine velvets and adorned with gems, though perhaps the season had something to do with her choice of attire. The noise from within the house indicated that some manner of gathering was underway.

She did not invite them inside. Looking down upon them from her admittedly impressive height — an effect exacerbated by her elevation several inches above street-level — she said in forbidding tones: ‘What is it?’

‘Madam,’ said Nuritov politely. ‘I am Inspector Nuritov, of the Ekamet Police, and—’

‘I have been informed of your name,’ she interrupted.

‘Mm. Well, I do of course apologise for calling upon you at such a time, but I am afraid I have bad news.’

‘What…what kind of bad news?’

‘The worst, I’m afraid.’

Madam Vasily’s gaze travelled to Konrad, to Nanda, and back to Nuritov. The prospect of ill tidings robbed her of some of her importance, and she invited them inside rather more cordially. She led them to a tiny parlour — ‘I apologise, all the better rooms are in use this evening’ — and waited with an air of ill-suppressed anxiety.

‘Are you close to your cousin, madam?’

‘Which cousin? I believe I have at least seven, at last count. First cousins, I suppose you mean?’

Nuritov hesitated. ‘Ah… I speak of your cousin Illya.’

‘Cheerful fellow,’ said Kristina. ‘Not one of the family’s brightest stars, but he’s done well for himself.’

He had owned a popular and apparently successful shop in an expensive part of town, and that made him only modestly successful in his cousin’s eyes? The same cousin who lived a stone’s throw from her warehouses on the docks? Konrad made a note to look into the Vasily family’s holdings.

Nuritov began the delicate process of explaining to Kristina that her relative had been murdered. Konrad did not listen closely to the words. He watched Kristina’s face, alert for any expression, any betrayed thought, that seemed out of place.

He was disappointed. She was not devastated by the news, but her indifferent attitude in speaking of Illya Vasily had prepared Konrad for that. There was no sign of satisfaction, however, nor any attempt at feigning a grief she clearly did not feel. She was shaken by the news, disturbed, but not distraught.

‘We do not appear upon your doorstep by happenstance,’ Nuritov ventured, once Kristina had been permitted a few minutes to accustom herself to the news. ‘Illya… indicated that you may have some idea of…’

Nuritov trailed off, at a loss. And well he might, for he was trying to find a way to inform Kristina that her dead cousin had named her as a possible source of information about his murderer. Konrad’s abilities in that direction were not exactly common, and few held such sway over the likes of Eetapi and Ootapi. Talking corpses were somewhat out of the ordinary.

Typically, Konrad found it best to skip over such details as why he had chosen to interrogate a particular person. It was always virtually impossible to explain. Nuritov was a novice at this; he would learn.

Konrad stepped forward a little. ‘Madam. Do you know of anybody who might have wished your cousin ill? Anyone who might have reason to harm him?’

He asked the question without much hope of a useful response. If Illya Vasily had been the only victim, questioning the family for precisely such details would probably have been his first action. But with three victims to investigate, apparently chosen at random, he held out faint hope that Kristina would be of any use at all. With so few leads to follow, however, he had little choice but to try.

Kristina did not seem as quick to dismiss her own usefulness as he had, however. She frowned, and thought. Konrad imagined he detected a trace of concern in her eyes. ‘Do you know anything about our family?’ she finally asked.

‘Biggest merchant family in Ekamet, no?’ said Nuritov. ‘Vasily? Own about a quarter of the shops in the city, sell most everything, fleets of trading vessels and caravans.’

‘And warehouses,’ said Kristina, with a faint smile. ‘Quite.’ Konrad revised his opinion of her affluence: she was probably mistress of rather more than a couple of warehouses. ‘Such dominance makes enemies, of course. There are those who resent our success, who would give a great deal to see us fall.’

Undoubtedly true, but unhelpfully general. ‘Do you know of anyone in particular?’ Konrad prompted. ‘Has anybody made threats? Perhaps especially towards your cousin?’

Kristina shook her head, impatient. ‘Illya did well enough for himself, but he was no star of the Vasily clan. I do not see why anybody would target him in particular. He was revoltingly well-liked for a Vasily. If he has been killed, I would wager it is part of a broader attempt to damage us.’

Which explained her air of anxiety. Probably she was picturing a spate of such killings, and possibly attacks of other kinds.

It made for an interesting point. Konrad had no intention of revealing that others had died tonight, not unless — or until — they proved to be a part of this “Vasily clan” as well. ‘Again, madam. Do you know of anyone in particular, who might have cause to wish your family harm?’

Kristina regarded him in thoughtful, worried silence for some moments, and he despaired of her ever answering his question. But at last, she spoke up. ‘Iyakim.’

Konrad repeated the word to himself, but it did not resolve into anything more meaningful. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Iyakim. They are a vast trading family, from Kayesir. Our main competitors in that region, and… they have been making forays into Ekamet, this past year. Competing with us at every turn, jostling us, applying pressure, shelling out bribes, subverting our best connections. It has swiftly become… tense. If someone attacked Illya because he’s Vasily, it was one of them.’

She spoke with deadly certainty, a flat hatred bleeding into every word. “Tense” would appear to be an understatement. ‘That is a grave accusation, ma’am,’ Konrad said quietly. ‘Are you certain?’

‘Certain that they’re capable of it? Yes. They have used violence against us before, though they have stopped short of murder until now.’

Konrad recognised a fierce personal hatred in action, the kind that blinded a person to reason, to rationality, to evidence… everything. He might have been inclined to dismiss the idea, or at least to treat it with extreme scepticism.

Except that the Iyakim family were from Kayesir. What had Vasily said?

I made to get him a bottle of Kayesiri claret — that being what he’d asked for.

A tenuous link, but Konrad had learned to pay attention to every connection that offered, however distant, however faint. Illya Vasily’s killer had arrived at his shop with a very particular request, and Konrad would not ignore the implications of that.

‘Thank you,’ Konrad said, allowing his tone to indicate that the interview was at an end.

‘Do you…’ Kristina hesitated, and looked pleadingly at Nuritov. Her manner could not be more different from her earlier pomposity. ‘Do you think we are in danger, Inspector?’

‘I hope not, ma’am, but it cannot hurt to take one or two extra precautions.’ Nuritov bowed. That he did not offer any kind of protection or police support suggested to Konrad that he did not find the notion of a vendetta against the Vasily family especially compelling. But he did add: ‘If you have reason to feel concern, or if you should remember anything that might be important to the case, I do invite you to come by the station.’

Kristina was forced to be contented with that. She accepted the dismissal with good grace; her family was more than wealthy enough to protect themselves, after all.

Nanda, hitherto a silent, watchful presence, now metamorphosed into a vision of warmth, kindness and sympathy. She extended a hand to Kristina in sisterly invitation, saying in her softest, most winning way, ‘Such news to receive on Solstice Eve! A grave affliction for your family. I am so very sorry for your loss, my dear. I feel deeply for you.’

Privately, Konrad felt that Nan might have overdone it a little. But Kristina’s eyes actually filmed with tears, and she took Nanda’s hand in a trembling grip. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered. Her emotion was probably derived more from fear than grief, but nonetheless, Nanda achieved her object: a lingering touch, her bare fingers entwined with Kristina’s for the few moments necessary to catch a glimpse of her thoughts.

Then it was over. Nanda released her victim, Nuritov and Konrad excused themselves, and soon all three were returned to the street outside. The snow had stopped at last, Konrad was pleased to note, though the wind howled on, unabashed. ‘Well?’ said Konrad.

‘When people speak with such conviction, I sometimes wonder whether they are affecting it. The Iyakim family look like an awfully convenient scapegoat, to me. But no! She was utterly sincere, hates them with a passion, and genuinely believes them to be responsible for Illya’s death. What’s more, she’s now developed a certainty that the Iyakim family intend to achieve dominance by way of murder, and mean to carve their way through Vasily after Vasily until they achieve their goals. She is petrified.’

Konrad felt a stab of remorse, for she was almost certainly exaggerating the danger, and now she was condemned to spend Solstice in a fever of fright. But he could have no control over that. She had invented the threat herself; no one had suggested it to her. They had not even informed her of the other two deaths…

…which was an interesting point. ‘Why didn’t you ask her about the others?’ he enquired of Nuritov. ‘She might be able to tell us if they’re connected to the family.’

‘She might, but she leapt to ideas of grand danger quickly enough as it was. We have other ways to find out more about Albina Olga Narolina, and we still do not know the other gentleman’s name. Speaking of which, thither we must now go. My men will, I hope, have gleaned something of use from the scene.’

Master! Ootapi’s voice shattered his thoughts like an axe through glass. You are observed!

Konrad tensed at once, every sense alert, though he took care to give no obvious sign of it. He walked on beside Nuritov, Nanda on his other side, Nuritov’s man — a bodyguard in effect, if not in name — keeping step a few paces behind. Where? Who?

A tall, dark man, Ootapi whispered gleefully. He has a thick scarf around his throat. End of the street, behind you.

Electrified, Konrad strove hard to stifle his impulse to leap into action. He wanted to chase the man down, he wanted to—

Well, and why should he not? The man was a murderer, a fugitive. Konrad had a job to do.

He whirled, and tore off down the street back towards Kristina’s house. He allowed his stride to lengthen impossibly, until he was covering several yards of distance with each overlong step — another advantage of the Malykant, and one he often employed. Konrad arrived at the corner of the street in seconds, searching every shadow for the dark-cloaked man.

He is gone, hissed Ootapi.

No! He cannot be!

The serpents dutifully searched, but no sign of the watcher could they find.

Konrad took two deep breaths, until he had brought his frustration under control. You did not imagine him, I suppose? 

I saw him, too! Eetapi chimed in with girlish glee.

Konrad sighed.

‘Something the matter?’ said Nuritov, as he and Nanda caught up.

‘No. A false alarm.’




Chapter Four

Konrad parted ways with Nuritov and Nanda soon afterwards. The inspector returned to the third crime scene, Nanda choosing to accompany him. Konrad sent Ootapi with them.

He and Eetapi went to The Malykt’s temple, and the morgue that lay beneath. Albina Olga’s body had arrived. She lay, cold and still, upon one of the narrow tables, laid out ready for burial.

Konrad surveyed the vacated corpse with mixed feelings. She made for a pitiful sight: by all appearances a kindly old woman, carried away with holiday spirit, a cheerful figure in her jaunty red clothes. But the ragged mess of her throat, the dried blood staining those same garments she must have donned with such joyous anticipation this morning… it was impossible to feel that her death was anything but a tragedy, whatever her own feelings about the matter might be.

‘Why were you so happy?’ Konrad murmured. The three of them made his job unusually difficult, tonight. Illya Vasily, and his merry refusal to be cast down by the news of his demise; Albina Olga and her relief; the unnamed man in the cheese shop, and his uncontrollable mirth. Delivering the most brutal vengeance upon foul murderers had never been easy, precisely, but in the usual way of things, the principles were clear-cut. Somebody lay dead, when they should be alive. Some severed, traumatised soul heaped opprobrium upon the head of their murderer, and welcomed Konrad’s justice with a sense of relief. The victim was avenged, the killer was punished, and that was the end of it.

But Konrad had trouble believing that Albina Olga would feel that way. If anything, she seemed more likely to heap praise and thanks upon her murderer’s head than to call for his demise. And here he stood upon the point of extracting a bone from her, obliged to perform his duty however he or Albina Olga felt about any of it.

‘I wish you’d had just a few more words for me,’ he sighed as he set about the unpleasant task. ‘Just one more sentence, maybe two, and I might have some idea of how to proceed.’

Master, Eetapi announced from somewhere over his head, You complain too much.

Konrad brandished his sharp, sharp knife, stained now with Albina’s blood. ‘Really? I would like to see you do my job.’

Eetapi sniffed. I would like to see you do mine.

‘I am not dead enough for your job.’

I am not self-pitying enough for yours.

‘Harsh, Serpent.’ Konrad stored Albina’s bone with the one he had taken from Vasily. ‘What happened to Solstice Spirit?’

Someone has to be honest with you, and we can no longer rely on Irinanda to perform that service.

That was true. Nanda had been less critical of him lately. ‘Maybe she likes me, a little bit.’

The mad cannot help being so.

‘Are you referring to the lady, or to your master?’

The lady. My master is not afflicted with madness, merely a lamentable fragility.

‘It is sometimes known as having feelings, Eetapi. I know you are not accustomed to witnessing anything like emotion from me, but you will have to get used to it.’

Eetapi heaved a mournful sigh, and faded into the aether.

In spite of Eetapi’s harsh words, Konrad left the temple in good spirits. He was even smiling, at least until he once more encountered the snow, the driving wind, and the impenetrable darkness of the night. The Malykt had separated Konrad from his emotions for many years, judging them obstructive to the performance of his Malykant’s duties. He had recently relaxed that grip. While the effects were frequently unpleasant — Konrad knew fear, doubt, anxiety, shame and sadness every day — he would not willingly give up the beauties of it, either. Like the indescribable joy of knowing himself to be accepted, by somebody he respected and admired.

Nanda doesn’t hate me!

Could anything be equal to so profound a blessing as that?

Your expectations really aren’t high, are they?

‘Eetapi,’ he sighed. ‘Go away. Come back when you have discovered the true meaning of Solstice.’

Then alas, for we must part for all of time. Farewell, Master.

‘Good riddance! With friends like you, who needs the grinding misery of daily life as the Malykant?’

As I was saying about self-pity…

‘I jest, serpent.’

Silence.

You made a joke?

‘Yes! I, Konrad, jest sometimes!’

Master. Eetapi’s mental voice vibrated with fulsome emotion. I am proud.

‘Now you mock me.’

I do.

‘I seem to remember telling you to go away.’

Or do I?!

Konrad consulted his pocket watch. The hour was much advanced: well past eleven, and midnight rapidly approached. The city was quiet; Konrad thought wistfully of the fine denizens of Ekamet, tucked up warmly at home with all their loved ones near. ‘Enough. We have work to do.’ He had not yet secured a bone from the body of the laughing man, and that had to be his next duty.

Yes, Master.

‘We return to the cheese shop. Stay alert, Eetapi. If any trace of our killer lingers, inform me at once.’

Yes, Master.

Well. The creature may be insubordinate, insulting and totally devoid of anything describable as human feeling, but at least she was obedient. Occasionally.

 

Konrad found Nuritov and three officers of the police still occupying the cheese merchant’s shop, together with a man he did not know. The latter resembled Illya Vasily in his rotund figure, soft features and genial demeanour. He appeared to have only just entered the shop, for his hat was still covered in melting snow. There was no sign of Nanda.

‘But I do not understand!’ the stranger was saying. ‘Nothing is amiss, save that I must have forgotten to lock the door. Foolish of me, eh? But Solstice luck! No one has robbed me, and all seems well. I won’t be so careless again, Inspector, I assure you.’

Nuritov nodded to Konrad and said in an undertone: ‘Proprietor.’

‘Vasily, by any chance?’

The cheese merchant took instant exception to this question. ‘Vasily! No indeed! Got nothing to do with them, save that I sell some of their imports. No choice, no choice.’

‘Iyakim?’ Konrad hazarded.

That merely won him a puzzled frown. ‘A what?’

‘Never mind.’ All right, so the shop had nothing to do with the Vasilys, but what about the murdered man?

Nuritov cleared his throat, and said to Konrad: ‘Ah… may I talk to you for a moment?’

Konrad allowed himself to be led to the far side of the shop, away from the shop’s proprietor. ‘Something wrong?’

Nuritov murmured, ‘This is the right place, I suppose?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where you found the giggling man?’

‘Yes, this is the shop. Why?’

Nuritov looked around. ‘Do you, ah, happen to see him anywhere?’

Konrad blinked, and focused anew upon the empty stretch of floor where the man had lain. ‘He… you have not had him removed?’

‘No. When we arrived, the place was as you now see it. Door open, lanterns lit, empty.’

On a long, long sigh, Konrad muttered, ‘It is always so entertaining when they wander off.’

‘They who?’

‘The dead people.’

‘Ah.’

Silence for a space, as each gentleman turned the problem over in his own mind. It was not the first time such a thing had happened; not long ago, Konrad had presided over a case wherein all the corpses had proved to be curiously perambulatory, on account of their being not so much dead as undead. He did not think that was the case here, but perhaps he was wrong.

‘Vasily?’ he enquired.

‘Was where you left him. No oddness there.’

No “oddness” with Albina Olga, either.

‘Ah well,’ said Nuritov. ‘Hard to examine a missing body.’ He signalled to his men to depart.

‘Nothing of note in here, I take it?’ Konrad asked.

‘Some blood.’ The inspector indicated the cheese merchant with a nod: the man, sceptical that anything untoward had occurred in his apparently peaceful establishment, had been confronted with the blood stain upon the dark wood-panelled floor. His flow of good spirits was quite unable to withstand such a blow, and he stood regarding the evidence of violence in appalled silence.

Konrad regarded him with narrowed eyes. ‘No reason to think him involved?’

‘Not so far. We will keep an eye on him.’ Nuritov stood with his hands in the pockets of his coat, his pipe in his mouth, deep in thought. ‘Time,’ he said around the stem, ‘to learn more about Madam Narolina.’

Konrad nodded, but his thoughts were running along different lines. ‘There is one thing the three have in common, and that is the mode of death.’

Those throat wounds were… unusual. Study them though he might, Konrad had not been able to determine how they were inflicted. They were messy, imprecise, brutal, the throat torn away as though a reaching hand had grasped the flesh and ripped it free. But that made no sense, and it certainly could not be reconciled with the vision of the dark-clad man he had received from multiple sources. What man could rip out a throat with his bare hands?

How had the laughing man’s body vanished?

Why had he been so amused?

‘If you can,’ said Konrad, ‘Find out why Albina might have wanted to die.’

‘Mm.’

A young man entered the shop, his cloak emblazoned with the police insignia. He made straight for Nuritov and put a folded page of newsprint into his superior’s hands. ‘This the one you wanted, sir?’

Nuritov unfolded it, and nodded his approval. ‘Very good. Thank you.’ He handed the page to Konrad.

And there, sketched in sombre black lines, was the face of the laughing man. His grizzled features were harsh, craggy, his swept-back hair wild and unkempt. There was nothing of mirth about this portrait; his face was set in hard, angry lines.

‘Is that him?’ said Nuritov.

‘You are a wonder,’ Konrad replied. ‘How did you find this?’

‘The description you gave was distinctive. That’s from last week.’ He indicated the newspaper in Konrad’s hands with a nod. ‘Thought the hair seemed familiar.’

‘Mm.’ Konrad read the brief article through, his eyes skimming eagerly over the headline and the story that followed. ‘You mean to tell me,’ he said when he had finished, ‘That our mirthful murder victim is also a thief.’

‘That’s right.’

‘And he robbed… a library.’

‘Mm.’ Nuritov lit his pipe, and puffed thoughtfully.

‘The article doesn’t say who he was.’

‘Fugitive. Not apprehended.’

‘Or what he took.’

‘A book, we may presume.’

‘Yes, but it must have been a significant book. Nobody robs a library at random. For that matter, nobody robs a library! The whole point is that the books can be borrowed.’

‘If one is a member, and invariably one is expected to return the volume by a specific time.’

‘So he was not a member.’ Konrad referred to the article again. ‘The Volkov Library. I haven’t heard of it.’

‘It is a tiny place, devoted to myth and folklore. Not many people know of it.’

Myth and folklore? The words sparked a thought, but the idea dissipated before Konrad could take hold of it. ‘Do you know which book he took?’

‘No. Their librarian has yet to establish what’s missing. They know that something was taken, for he was seen fleeing the building with a book in hand. But there are thousands of volumes in their keeping. It will take some time for them to discover which book it was.’

So. Their mystery man had a taste for obscure academic works, and was either unable to secure a membership to the Volkov Library, or in too much of a hurry to do so.

‘You’ve known about this for a week, but no one has identified this man?’ Konrad jabbed a finger at the scowling portrait.

‘No one has come forward, or at least, not with any credible information. I suspect he had not been living in Ekamet for long.’

An outsider, a stranger, who travelled into the city in order to procure… a book of folklore, by any means necessary. Who ended up dead in a cheese merchant’s shop on Solstice Eve, only a week later, and who seemed to find the whole sequence of events terribly amusing at that.

A wine merchant, also slain, with the same horrific wounds in his throat. A man who did not want to pass into The Malykt’s care, as everyone ultimately did; who pleaded to remain with his shop, dead though he might be.

And an old woman, found alone in the snow, who was relieved and thankful to die.

‘None of it makes any sense,’ Konrad sighed. ‘But that’s normal enough.’

‘Quite,’ agreed Nuritov.

‘It’s not boring.’

‘Never that.’

Nanda appeared at Konrad’s elbow. He felt her warmth, discerned a trace of her familiar scent upon the air, and a knot of tension eased. ‘Somebody mention a book?’ she murmured.

Nuritov removed his pipe from between his lips. ‘Have you found one?’

‘Something of that nature.’ She held out her gloved hands. Nestled in her cupped palms was the charred remnant of a slim, leather-bound volume, its pages burned to ash. Only the spine remained, and that was blackened almost beyond legibility. Unwilling to touch it, Konrad craned his neck, trying to read the obscured letters.

‘It says “folk” and “of”,’ Nanda reported. ‘That is all I could read.’

‘Folkore, probably,’ Konrad sighed. ‘Of somewhere. Damn.’

Nuritov regarded the forlorn, blackened spine with interest. ‘Why would he burn it?’

‘Where did you find that, Nan?’

‘Storeroom upstairs. Doesn’t look like anybody uses the place much. There is a grate, dusty but otherwise clean, save for the remains of a single fire. And this.’

‘I wonder if he had anywhere to stay?’ Konrad mused. Finding himself regarded with puzzled curiosity by Nanda and Nuritov both, he realised his leap of intuition had not been universal. ‘Well, Nuritov thinks he was not local, and consider the circumstances. Our proprietor, eager to get home for his revels, forgets to properly secure the door. But it does not seem likely that he also left lanterns alight, and a fire burning in a storeroom upstairs. Laughing man is looking for somewhere to go for the night, finds the door unlocked…’

‘Possible,’ said Nanda. ‘But does it matter?’

‘Yes, because if he lacked a residence that makes him part of the street flow. And we may be able to use that to learn more about him.’ Konrad looked to Nuritov. ‘Still have Tasha in your employ?’

‘She’s around.’

‘What do lamaeni do at holidays?’ Nanda murmured.

‘Same things as the rest of us, probably,’ said Konrad. ‘I’ll have to interrupt Tasha’s party.’

Nuritov smiled faintly. ‘She won’t be happy.’

‘Life is pain.’




Chapter Five

Tasha presented herself at the station with decidedly ill grace. ‘Yes?’ she said, slouching into Nuritov’s office with her cap pulled so low over her face, Konrad saw nothing but her nose and lips.

‘Nice to see you again,’ said Konrad.

She lifted her chin, and cast him a most unfavourable look. ‘You couldn’t have chosen a better time, I suppose? It had to be tonight?’

‘Murderers are not usually considerate about things like holidays.’

Tasha brightened at the word “murderer”, her resentment fading a little. Wretch. Lamaeni she may be, but she was only fourteen. ‘You are far too young to be so bloodthirsty,’ Konrad informed her.

‘Oh yes? At what age did you begin?’

Nuritov intervened. ‘Please try to be vaguely polite to our associates, Tasha.’

She flashed Konrad a swift grin, and doffed her cap in acknowledgement of the inspector’s words. ‘You have a job for me, I take it?’

‘One of our victims was on the streets for a while,’ said Konrad. ‘We need you to find out about him.’ He described the laughing man as minutely as he could, though he left out the mirthful part. Better not encourage Tasha’s macabre side too much.

‘Ivorak,’ she said immediately.

‘What?’

‘That’s his name. Ivorak.’

‘You know him.’

Tasha took off her cap and stuffed it into her pocket, tousling her flattened hair with her fingers. ‘He made himself memorable. Prowling around the city all night long, asking for volk, volkov. His Assevi was decent but sometimes uncertain and he spoke with a thick accent. Nobody took the trouble to understand him, so no one knew what he was after. Until he robbed that library.’

Nuritov was disapproving. ‘You told me nothing of this.’

‘You didn’t ask,’ replied Tasha with a shrug. ‘And it was not relevant, before. I have no more idea than you do why he robbed the library, or which book he took. I never saw him with a book.’ She paused, and added, ‘Come to think of it, I haven’t seen him since that robbery.’

‘Apparently he found volkov,’ Konrad said. ‘Or specifically, the Volkov Library. He had no further need to go looking.’

‘Maybe.’ Tasha frowned, and seemed about to say something, but she changed her mind and remained silent.

‘He spoke with an accent?’ Konrad prompted. ‘So he was foreign. Do you know where he was from?’

‘I didn’t recognise the accent, but I don’t as a rule.’

Konrad mulled that over, but his thoughts did not carry him far. Ivorak. It was good to have a name for him besides Laughing Man, but it was of little help. And they had already known that he was interested in the Volkov Library. ‘Think, Tasha. Did he ever say anything that might hint at what kind of book he was looking for?’

To his disappointment, Tasha shook her head immediately. ‘He hardly said anything at all, at least in my hearing.’

Konrad sighed. ‘I have a feeling that Ivorak is the key to this whole business, and it’s damned thin.’

‘Why, Konrad?’ said Nuritov.

‘Because we had three killings in quick succession and then… nothing. It’s been hours. After Ivorak, it all stopped.’

‘It might be a bit soon to conclude that,’ Nuritov pointed out.

‘Let us hope not.’

‘The burned book.’ Nuritov uttered only those three words, then stopped. He sat in his chair, pipe in hand, gaze fixed upon nothing.

‘What of it?’

‘We assumed that Ivorak burned it, but what if his killer was the one who threw it on the fire?’

‘That is possible,’ Konrad conceded.

‘Perhaps it contained something the killer did not want Ivorak reading.’

‘Something to do with folklore?’ Konrad could not keep a note of scepticism out of his tone.

‘Too far-fetched?’ Nuritov restored his pipe to his mouth and puffed. ‘Mm. Could be.’

It did seem unlikely, but Konrad tucked the thought away anyway. In his line of work, the unlikely frequently proved far more likely than he would prefer.

The remains of the book in question lay in a drawer in Nuritov’s desk. Konrad wanted to take it to the Library to see if anybody recognised what was left of it; a long shot, but the attempt must be made. It would have to wait until morning, however. Nobody would be at the library tonight.

Then again, nobody would be at the library in the morning, either. It was Solstice.

Konrad heaved himself out of his chair, his limbs protesting at the effort. It was past midnight, and who knew when he would be able to go to bed. He stubbornly suppressed his weariness. ‘Excuse me,’ he murmured. ‘I am going to break in to a library.’

‘I will pretend I did not hear that,’ said Nuritov.

‘Good point. Perhaps one ought not to announce such intentions to the police.’

‘All in a good cause.’

Konrad bowed. Tasha had turned for the door; he caught the back of her coat before she could leave. ‘Tasha. You’re with me.’

She sighed deeply. ‘Why? Cannot you manage to get into a poorly secured building by yourself?’

‘Oh, yes. But I am going to need help searching, and I can hardly ask the Inspector to come along.’

‘Why not? I bet he’s brilliant at trespassing, and if you get caught, who better to have along?’

Konrad ventured an enquiring glance in Nuritov’s direction, but the Inspector shook his head. ‘With regret, I must decline. Going a bit too far, there.’

‘That’s why he needs people like you and me,’ Konrad said to Tasha. ‘Come along. If we hurry, we might be finished by sunrise.’

Tasha slouched into the folds of her heavy dark coat, a vision of abject misery, and Konrad briefly felt guilty.

He suppressed that feeling, too. Tasha was an official police employee, albeit one they did not widely advertise. Sometimes work required sacrifices.

‘Albina Olga?’ he said to Nuritov on his way out of the door.

Nuritov nodded and hauled himself to his feet, with about as much enthusiasm as Konrad had shown. ‘I am working on that.’

 

Tasha was not such congenial company as Nanda, and Konrad was ungrateful enough to wish for an exchange, as they walked to the Volkov Library in sullen silence. But Nan had left a houseful of guests behind at her home, and Konrad had not had the heart to detain her from them any longer.

‘Cheer up,’ he said to Tasha. ‘Worse Solstices have been had.’ Fittingly, a flurry of wind blew a spiral of air around his face as he spoke, and he received a mouthful of snow.

Tasha merely grunted.

‘What were you doing, before?’

‘Street folk were gathering at Parel’s Bridge. There was wine. Vasily’s gave out a couple of kegs.’

‘Vasily’s? You mean the wine merchant?’

‘I don’t know. Probably?’

How she could fail to see the connection flabbergasted Konrad — until he realised that their questions had centred around Ivorak. Had they remembered to mention Vasily at all?

‘He was killed tonight,’ Konrad said.

Tasha stopped. He felt her gaze on him, though he could not see her face in the darkness of the street. ‘Same case?’

‘Yes. Died the same way. Almost certainly the same killer.’

‘Hmm.’ Tasha walked on, and said nothing more.

‘Were you there long? Did you see Vasily bring in the kegs?’

‘No, I showed up late. I didn’t see him, I just heard people repeating his name. It was impressive largesse. Good wine, not slop.’

‘I take it you did not see Ivorak there, either?’

‘No. But he might have been there, before I arrived.’

Konrad abandoned the questions, permitting himself a brief sigh. This particular picture was coming together fraction by fraction; pieces kept dropping into his lap but none of them seemed to fit together. If Ivorak and Vasily had both been at the Parel’s Bridge gathering, what did that mean? Did it matter? Perhaps it was only a coincidence.

‘Did you see an old woman dressed all in red?’ he hazarded.

‘No,’ Tasha said sourly. ‘Something else you haven’t told me?’

‘Third victim. Or second, in order of killing. Albina Olga Narolina.’

‘I don’t remember anyone like that but as I said, I was late.’

Konrad thought quickly. ‘How would you like to go back after all?’

‘Huh? I thought you wanted help storming the library.’

‘I do, but I also want help scoping the bridge party before it’s over.’

‘Sounds like my kind of work!’

‘I thought so. Ask around, see if Ivorak was there. If he was, I’d like to know when he left and why, if anyone knows. Same question about Vasily. And see if anybody remembers Albina being there.’ The latter was improbable, for he had no reason to think that Albina Narolina was homeless. But it was worth a try.

‘On it!’ said Tasha enthusiastically, and darted away.

‘Try not to get too drunk!’ he called after her. Only belatedly did he remember that lamaeni did not precisely consume food or drink the same way he did; they dined upon the raw energies of the living. Could they get drunk on wine? She would probably be feasting upon the living guests, instead. A little sip from each of many guests would cause no harm, though he hoped there were not too many lamaeni at the bridge.

‘Wouldn’t dream of it!’ Tasha carolled back, and he smiled.

 

The Volkov Library was unassuming in character. Situated on a residential street, sandwiched between rows of moderately prosperous brick houses on either side, it looked like a private dwelling itself. Only its grand stone portico hinted at its higher calling.

Konrad veered around to the rear of the building, and applied his talented Malykant’s fingers to the icy-cold lock. A soft click  sounded as the mechanism bowed to his will, and the lock sprang open. He stepped inside.

Light, please, serpents, he asked — speaking silently, just in case anybody lingered at the library. He did not think he had company. The building had a reassuring air of emptiness, a heavy silence that suggested he was as alone as he could wish.

Eetapi and Ootapi exuded their faint, horrible glow. It was pallid and sickly and quite disturbing, especially when encountered as the sole source of light in an empty, pitch-black building well after midnight. But at least he could see.

The back of the library housed a series of storerooms, Konrad soon discovered. Boxes and boxes of books, neatly labelled, lined wall after wall in chamber after chamber, and the sight made Konrad blanch. How could anybody find anything in here? He gave up after a while, and walked straight through to the main hall. This proved to be small, and not at all imposing, but its walls were lined with handsome shelves filled with dust-free, leather-bound books, as a library should be. Near the front was a desk, and inside that desk was a huge tome. Konrad hauled the massive volume out and spread it open.

What are we doing here, Master? 

‘We are checking the library catalogue, Ootapi.’

A short silence. Reading a book?

‘Yes. What else does one do at a library?’

A longer silence followed. There is nothing dead in here, is there. 

‘I doubt it. Maybe a mouse or two.’

Mice. The serpent’s tone was heavy with disgust. Not a single corpse! Nothing.

‘Just books.’

Ootapi heaved a great, slithery sigh and sank a foot or two in the air, until his sinuous, incorporeal body hovered barely a few inches over Konrad’s head. His eerie glow took on a dejected green colour.

‘Ootapi. I cannot read if you are going to sulk right in front of my face like that.’

Good.

‘Which means we will be here for much longer than necessary.’

Amid much muttering, the serpent rectified both his posture and his hue.

‘Keep your brother in line, Eetapi, if you please,’ sighed Konrad. ‘This task is trying enough as it is.’

Yes, Master, but you should know that I hate you as well.

‘Your objection is acknowledged.’

The book was truly vast, Konrad was disheartened to observe. It was two feet tall and almost the same again in width, its pages a few inches thick. What’s more, there was a second, matching volume still in the desk.

His plan had been to browse the library’s catalogue in hopes of matching the fragmented title against the records. He had found another stack of smaller volumes containing lists of books currently checked out; it was his hope that, by cross-referencing the two, he might be able to discover the title of the burned book, or at least to narrow it down to a list of possibilities. The Volkov Library was small and obscure; surely their catalogue could not be unmanageably huge? But he began to realise why the librarians had yet to identify the missing book, even after a week.

‘Neither of you can read, I suppose?’ Konrad said to the serpents.

No, they said in chorus.

‘Curses.’ Konrad relinquished this faint hope with a stab of regret, and settled in to read.

 

Much later, he had a headache, a crick in his neck, a throbbing pain in his lower back, and a short but growing list of titles which appeared to match the fragmented words gleaned from the spine of the burned book.

He was halfway through the first volume.

So long had he sat in silence, unbroken even by the complaints of the serpents, that when a voice spoke from the depths of the darkness he almost expired of fright on the spot.

‘You look bored,’ said Nanda.

Konrad jumped violently, and a tiny tearing sound split the silence anew. He’d ripped the page he had been in the process of turning. ‘Hello, Nan,’ he said weakly. ‘Um, what are you… doing here…?’

‘Ootapi fetched me. He said his life is in danger.’

Konrad blinked in confusion. He could barely see Nanda, as she stood beyond the pale circle of ghost-glow. ‘He lied.’

‘I know. He does that a lot. But he may have stumbled over more truth than he realised, for the tedium looks likely to carry you off before too much longer. What is it that you’re doing?’

Konrad explained. The plan that had seemed so promising hours before now struck him as foolish in the extreme, and he fretted over how much time he had wasted on the pursuit. Two hours at least, surely?

‘Madness,’ Nanda said firmly, and his heart sank a little. ‘What did you mean by embarking upon such a task without help? You should have called me sooner.’

‘You were busy.’

‘Do you have any idea what time it is? My guests left some time ago, or they are asleep.’

‘You should be asleep, too.’

‘So should you. What is your excuse?’

‘Um. Murder and mayhem?’

‘That should suffice for both of us, shouldn’t it? Hand me that book.’

Nan, of course, proved to be far more skilled at the task than he. She had a way of skimming lightly over the page, her eyes gliding past title after irrelevant title and only pausing when she encountered the word folklore. Her pace far outstripped his, and by the time he had laboured his way to the end of the first volume, Nanda had gone through the whole of hers. Her company, too, seemed to speed the process along, for her mere presence leavened the heavy, hushed atmosphere of the deserted library, and made Konrad forget his headache and the pain in his back.

Their list, when finally compiled, consisted of more than fifty titles. Nanda immediately took up her pen again, and began skimming through that, too, crossing off title after title.

‘What are you doing?’

‘These do not fit. Look at the book. Not every single volume containing the word “folklore” could be a match. It has to be a short title, and “folklore” must be the first or second word — and if the second, the first word could only be something short like “the”.’ She crossed off a few more with thick, decisive black lines.

‘You put me to shame,’ Konrad said. ‘I wouldn’t have thought of that.’

‘You probably would have, if you were not so tired, or thinking of twelve other things at once.’

Kindness in her, but Konrad knew it was not the truth. In many ways, Nanda was simply smarter than he. Particularly about anything remotely scholarly; it was not Konrad’s strength.

‘Nineteen left,’ Nanda said when she had finished. ‘Now let me at the list of checked out books.’

Once the cross-referencing was complete, Nanda presented him with a final list of only eleven titles. The other eight were listed as on loan at the time of the robbery, so they could not have been the book that Ivorak took.

Konrad browsed through them, uninspired, until he reached the title second from the end of the list.

Lost folklore of Kayesir. 

‘That one,’ he said, indicating it with a forefinger.

Nanda’s brows rose. ‘Why that one?’

‘Because…’ Konrad sought for a way to put his vague thoughts into words. ‘Because Kayesir keeps coming up. The killer asked for Kayesiri claret at Vasily’s wine shop. The Vasily family’s main rivals are the Kaysiri family, Iyakim. I would be willing to bet that the wine Vasily gave out to the Parel’s Bridge gathering was Kayesiri, too.’

‘It is a rather thin list of associations,’ Nanda pointed out.

With which observation he could not argue, because she was right. But his instincts told him not to discount the links, however tenuous they appeared to be.

He put the whole list into his pocket and stood up, wincing as the cramped muscles in his neck and back stretched. ‘I won’t discount the rest,’ he promised. ‘But I think the Kayesir connection should be explored first.’

‘Very well, I have no argument to make there.’ Nanda smiled tiredly at him, and followed it up with a vast yawn. ‘Do you suppose we have time to sleep a little?’

Konrad thought about that. ‘You do,’ he decided. ‘And I hope you will. I want to go back to the station. Nuritov must have more information about Albina Olga by now, and Tasha may have returned with her report about Parel’s Bridge.’

Nanda gave a soft, barely audible sigh, then straightened her shoulders manfully. ‘You know I will not leave you to manage alone.’

‘I can manage alone! I have been doing so for years.’

‘Badly.’

‘That’s not—’ Konrad broke off, sentence incomplete, for a faint sound caught his ears: the sound of a soft footfall.

Serpents! he snapped. Who or what approaches?

They were asleep, the slithering wretches. They came awake with a start, gabbling excuses.

Hush! Find out who brings us company!

He did not truly require their aid, for his heart and his gut told him exactly who had entered the library. The confirmation came quickly.

It is him! The man who followed us to the docks!

The killer, stalking Konrad again. And Konrad had Nanda by his side.




Chapter Six

In an instant, Konrad threw off all the wards and guards he kept up day by day; the mask that hid his true nature as the Malykant, that allowed him to pass for an ordinary gentleman. He grew taller, stronger, more formidable by the second, and an icy, implacable resolve filled his heart.

He let The Malykt’s chill, deathly energy fill him until he shook with it, his mind and heart focused with brutal clarity on the need — the duty — to kill.

Then he went after the shrouded killer.

He let his senses and his instincts take over, followed them with blind single-mindedness. The footfalls had echoed from the back of the building and thither Konrad walked, implacable and unstoppable. Eetapi and Ootapi flanked him, their glow dampened, twin terrors on the hunt.

A shadow loomed out of the near total darkness, and the serpents dived as one.

He is ours! 

Konrad leapt after them, found his hands filled with the cool, snow-dampened wool of a winter coat, the scent of aromatic, unwashed man filling his nostrils. His captive thrashed, but the serpents inexorably tightened their grip until they had him bound fast. The man had only time for a few gasped syllables before he crashed to the floor like a felled tree, and lay there in stiff immobility. ‘No!’ he cried. ‘Please — you must—’

The words seemed odd, out of place. Not fitting for the man who had complacently hacked his way through three victims tonight.

Light him up, Konrad ordered.

Ootapi glowed with delight. Do you mean set him on fi—

No! Make it light in here! Illuminate him!

Oh. Crestfallen, Ootapi obeyed, and a pale light lit up the felled man’s features.

‘Ivorak,’ said Konrad.

The man could not move, not even to nod his head. He stared back at Konrad, his eyes wide, his hair a wild mess. His coat was still stained with the blood that had gushed from his torn throat, only a few hours ago.

More lamaeni. That was Konrad’s first thought, and he growled with irritation. He was running into those irksome, undead nuisances far too often of late, and he wished they would mind their own business and get out of his way.

But no. His sense reasserted itself, and he pushed his annoyance aside. The lamaeni were undead, but when body and soul were melded as in life, they did not look it. To look at Tasha, one would not guess that she dined not upon cheese and wine but upon life energies; that she could, at will, divide soul from body and roam Ekamet as a ghost.

Ivorak did not look nearly so dead as he ought to, considering the state in which Konrad had discovered him. But nor did he look alive. His skin had the pallor of death, the lines deepened around his eyes and mouth. His hair was rapidly turning grey. And there was an air of… of savagery about him, of wild brutality, that had nothing to do with humanity.

Ivorak stared at Konrad, breathing deeply and sharply through his nose. Reading in his eyes both horror and terror, Konrad realised belatedly that he still wore his Master’s energy like a mantle. In this state, he was a study in contrasts, all death-like pallor himself and night-black shadow, his eyes blazing ice-white: a reaper, a vision of death itself come to deliver souls to his Master’s care.

Konrad took a breath and let the energy fade. When the usual warm brown colour was restored to his skin, his eyes an ordinary dark once more, he quietly ordered the serpents: Loosen up. Not too much.

They did, and Ivorak began to shudder violently. He gasped and panted for breath, shaking like a frightened animal, and the horror in his gaze did not lessen one bit.

‘Who are you?’ he croaked.

That surprised Konrad, for everyone in the realm of Assevan knew of the existence of the Malykant, even if they did not know who occupied the role. He had assumed that this knowledge had travelled beyond its borders as well, but perhaps his fame was not as widespread as he imagined.

It might work to his advantage here. ‘That does not matter,’ he replied. Let Ivorak come up with his own theory about Konrad’s identity; if he was frightened enough, hopefully he would co-operate. ‘Who are you? What are you? How is it that you died tonight, and now you live?’

Ivorak shuddered harder, and icy tears crept down his cheeks. ‘This,’ he choked, looking with wretched horror and sadness at his trembling limbs. ‘This is not living.’

‘Nor is it death.’ Konrad waited, inflexible.

But Ivorak’s suspicion and distrust only grew. ‘Are you one of his?’ he spat.

‘I do not know who you mean.’

‘You know. You are. Only one of them could — could—’

Could what? Ivorak did not finish the sentence, for he grew wild and frenzied in his fear and began to thrash.

Hold him— Konrad warned, but he was too late. Ivorak, crazed with horror and terror, was frighteningly strong, and his sudden fight had taken the serpents by surprise. He broke free of their grip; moving faster than Konrad would have believed possible, he fled the corridor.

After him, Konrad snapped, but he knew it was hopeless. He had heard the rear door open and slam. Ivorak had vanished into the night.

 

Nuritov slumped in the well-worn armchair in his office, a vision of weariness to rival even the dark shadows under Nanda’s eyes. It was three in the morning. Konrad and Nanda occupied other, less comfortable chairs nearby, and if Konrad’s own state was anything to judge by, nobody felt like moving again for the rest of the night. A tray of tea, coffee and biscuits occupied one corner of Nuritov’s desk, though where it had been spirited up from at such a time of night, Konrad could not guess.

The serpents hovered near the ceiling, livelier by far than they had any right to be.

‘Albina Olga,’ said Nuritov. ‘Narolina by marriage, but Voronina was her birth name. She had one son, who died in infancy. No husband or children living.’

The name Voronina disappointed Konrad; he had been hoping for something else. ‘No connection with the family Vasily?’

‘Her mother was the daughter of Boris Belyaev, who is a cousin of the Vasily family on his mother’s side. A second cousin, I believe.’

So there was a link, but a flimsy one. Was the connection strong enough to matter? He wanted to cling to the theory; it was the only one he had.

Nanda, as ever, appeared to read his thoughts. Reader she was, but Konrad felt that her abilities were not limited to the direct flashes of insight she sometimes received upon touching another’s skin. She was gifted with an unusually profound intuition, too. ‘It is probable that much of Ekamet can trace some part of their heritage back to the Vasily family. They are numerous, after all.’

True, true. Konrad sighed, and gave up the idea, for he could think of no reason why, of all Vasily, these two might have been singled out.

He and Nanda had already related their night’s adventure, and the product of their research. Nuritov had no light to shed upon the possibility of a connection with Kayesir, and he seemed as unconvinced of its relevance as Nanda. Which left Konrad at a loss, for with his Vasily theory demolished and his hunch about Kayesir dismissed, what did that leave?

‘Is Tash—’ he began, but as the girl herself entered the office before he had finished enquiring after her whereabouts, he was not obliged to finish the sentence.

‘I have news!’ she said, beaming.

Her lethargic audience did not greet her announcement with as much enthusiasm as she was hoping, for her face fell and she sighed. ‘Good work, Tasha! You’re wonderful! What would we do without you?’

‘Tell us the news,’ said Konrad wearily, ‘And we will duly decide how wonderful you are.’

She aimed a kick at his leg, stretched as it was across her path. ‘Yes, your lordship. All three of them were at Parel’s Bridge.’

That did interest Konrad. He sat up a little, a flicker of hope ignited. ‘Go on.’

Tasha shrugged. ‘That’s it, really. Albina Olga was there, giving out hand-made gifts that nobody much wanted. Sweet of her, but largely useless. Ivorak was seen by a few people, prowling around and scowling and generally upsetting everyone. And Illya Vasily delivered the kegs of wine himself.’

‘Were they all there at the same time?’

‘I don’t know. Those who linger at Parel’s Bridge aren’t over supplied with toys, if you follow me. Timekeeping isn’t their best art.’

Konrad abandoned that line of questioning. ‘What kind of wine was it?’

Tasha blinked, nonplussed. ‘That is a question I did not ask.’

Ah well. Supposing she confirmed his hunch and it was Kayesiri, would that help him? Not much.

‘So our killer must have been at Parel’s Bridge,’ he concluded. ‘Early in the evening. He may have chosen his victims there, for reasons we cannot yet imagine. Perhaps he followed them, when they departed.’

‘Could be.’ Nuritov did not speak with conviction, but his manner was more thoughtful than dismissive. He had his pipe lit again; the aromatic smoke wreathed around his chair, mesmerising Konrad’s tired mind with its gentle, hypnotic swirls. He averted his gaze.

He realised he was at a loss for a next step. Where could they now go? The Vasily connection hardly seemed worth pursuing, and he would not know how to investigate further anyway…

…no, he could. If Kristina Vasily was right, then some member of the Iyakim family was involved somewhere. That meant either that there were Iyakims living in Ekamet, or that one or more of them had recently arrived.

There was also the question of Ivorak; not merely his bizarre revival from death, but also from whence he had appeared in the first place. He was not a native of Ekamet, or even of Assevan. Konrad would have staked his best hat on the likelihood that Ivorak was Kayesiri, and that was something he might be able to find out.

And why had Ivorak returned from the dead, but Albina and Illya had not? What made Ivorak different?

‘I need to go back to the docks,’ he said.

‘At this time of night?’ Nanda cast him a worried look.

‘Yes. I need to check the immigration records for anyone with the name of Ivorak, or the surname of Iyakim. I want to find out if any Iyakims have entered the city this past week or so, and where it was that Ivorak came from.’

‘If they arrived by boat,’ Nanda put in.

‘If. But I think they did. Who travels overland through the Bone Forest in the dead of winter? And besides, I think both of them came from Kayesir. Water is by far the most efficient way to make that journey, and also the safest.’

Nanda nodded agreement, and got up from her chair with a creditable display of energy. She downed her cup of tea in one swallow, stuffed two biscuits into her mouth, and donned her coat. Unable to speak around her overlarge mouthful of confectionery, she jerked her head at the door.

‘Coming,’ sighed Konrad. His egress from his own armchair was considerably less energetic, and embarrassingly graceless.

‘There is one more thing about Albina,’ said Nuritov, which brought both Konrad and Nanda to an abrupt halt.

‘Oh?’

‘She was very sick. Dying. Probably she had only a few months left, at most.’

Ahhh. ‘She knew it?’ said Konrad.

‘Oh, yes. She had been receiving regular medical care.’

‘That might explain her attitude to her own death. Perhaps she had been in a lot of pain.’

‘I believe she was.’

‘Poor woman,’ said Nanda.

‘Mercies arrive in the strangest of ways,’ murmured Nuritov, with an emotion which took Konrad aback. He wanted to enquire as to its source, but hesitated. The question seemed intrusive.

The moment passed. ‘We go,’ said Nanda. Grabbing Konrad’s arm, she hauled him bodily towards the door.

‘I’ll be… here,’ said Nuritov. ‘Tasha, please go with them.’

Tasha did not even complain, which spoke eloquently of how much fun she had enjoyed at Parel’s Bridge. And, probably, how much she had partaken of the bright, happy energies of those around her. ‘Yes Mister Boss, sir,’ she said, with only minimal cheek, and fell in step behind Konrad.

 

Konrad’s motive in returning to the docks was actually twofold. His reasons were as he had told Nanda, in part: if there was evidence to support his hunch about Kayesir, he wanted to dig it up.

There was also the matter of Ivorak. The murdered man had tracked him to the Volkov Library, and it was probably also Ivorak who had followed him to Kristina Vasily’s house. What he wanted with Konrad remained unclear, but he seemed to prefer to approach in dark, deserted places.

Well, Konrad was happy to oblige him there.

Some part of him hesitated over taking Nanda along, when he half expected trouble. But Nan had long since proved herself to be far from helpless, and he would not anger her by behaving as though she needed his protection. And the presence of Tasha soothed him. Young she might be, but she was lamaeni, and had wandered the streets of Ekamet for years. He suspected she was both more powerful and more ruthless than she appeared.

Considering that his purpose was to attract the notice of Ivorak, if he lingered near, Konrad did not trouble to employ a great deal of stealth as they approached the docks. He did not expect to encounter any other trouble, or certainly nothing they could not deal with.

‘You’re going the wrong way,’ said Tasha, with withering disgust. ‘Immigration office is this way.’

Oh. Konrad allowed himself to be led, smothering faint feelings of embarrassment.

‘It’s all right,’ said Nanda soothingly, with another of her flashes of insight. ‘No one would expect Mr. Konrad Savast to be familiar with the docks. What business do the gentry have down here?’

He could not decide whether she was being genuinely sympathetic or subtly mocking, and so vouchsafed no reply.

The office’s nightly defences yielded as easily to Konrad’s touch as those at the Volkov Library, and all three ventured inside. The records of passenger arrivals for the past two weeks were not difficult to find, and Konrad and Nanda fell to perusing them as quickly as possible.

‘Keep watch please, Tasha,’ he instructed. You too, serpents.

None of the three were delighted with the assignment, but none argued. Tasha slouched away to stand at the door, and the serpents trailed miserably outside.

Ivorak Nasak. 

The name leapt out at Konrad, and his heart quickened with excitement. He’d been right! ‘He’s here,’ he said to Nanda. ‘Arrived almost two weeks ago, from Alakash, Kayesir.’

‘I think you’re onto something,’ she murmured. ‘Good work.’

Konrad smiled, basking in the glow of Nanda’s approval. ‘Iyakim, Iyakim,’ he murmured, leafing through page after page. ‘There has to be someone of that name here…’

But he found nothing, no passengers of that name arriving in months. ‘Maybe they travel under different names,’ he hazarded, without much conviction.

‘Why would they do that?’

‘Rivalry with Vasily, travelling incognito. I don’t know.’

Nanda’s look told him clearly enough how unconvinced she was; she did not need to speak. ‘Ah well,’ he sighed, and returned the books. ‘It was worth a try.’

His other purpose in coming appeared to be useless, too, for there had been no sign either of intrusion or pursuit. Neither the serpents nor Tasha had spotted anything untoward.

Konrad decided to push his luck. As he and Nanda left the immigration office, he called loudly to the night air: ‘Ivorak! Ivorak Nasak! If you are here, show yourself.’

His words echoed in the silence, but no response came.

‘Ivorak!’ Konrad tried, one last time.

Nothing. Wherever Ivorak was, he had no further interest in tailing Konrad.

He looked at Nanda and shrugged. ‘Worth a try.’

‘We’d better leave, though,’ she said coolly. ‘You might not have attracted Ivorak’s attention, but you certainly announced our presence to anybody else who might be loitering.’

‘And loiterers are, by definition, suspect,’ Konrad agreed.

‘Certainly those who loiter around darkened dock areas past three in the morning.’

‘At Solstice.’

‘At Solstice.’ Konrad collected up Tasha and his serpents, and they departed with haste.




Chapter Seven

Nanda and Tasha were bound for Nuritov’s, to report the minimal successes of the venture to the docks. Konrad, however, excused himself, for he had another errand in mind.

‘I cannot take you with me,’ he told the two ladies firmly.

‘Why not?’ Nanda spoke the words, but Tasha’s belligerent posture and angry glare eloquently expressed her opposition to being left behind.

‘Will it be dangerous?’ said Tasha, the words dripping sarcasm.

‘Not in the slightest. I go to visit a lady, without an invitation.’

That silenced them both. ‘Oh,’ said Nanda finally.

‘And if it is rude to call upon a lady uninvited at nearly four in the morning on Solstice Eve, it must be considerably more so to bring along two other, equally uninvited guests.’

Nanda’s eyes narrowed. ‘What might you be doing, calling upon said lady at such an hour?’

‘Asking questions.’

‘And alone,’ added Nanda, as if her words had not been enough in themselves to convey the direction of her thoughts.

‘Asking questions,’ Konrad repeated.

‘I do not see why her identity must remain a secret, if all you intend to do is ask questions.’

‘I want to borrow a book, too.’

Nanda’s glare deepened.

‘I shouldn’t share everyone else’s secrets as well as my — oh, forget it. It’s Mrs. Halim.’

‘Kavara Halim?’

‘Yes, that one.’

‘The Jewelled Lady?’

‘The… the what?’

Nanda grinned, swift and satisfied. ‘That’s what they call her, outside of the gentry circles. We all know her. Very well indeed.’

Konrad folded his arms, matching her stubborn posture. ‘All right, why do you non-gentry folk know Kavara Halim so well?’

‘She collects secrets. Where do you think she gets most of her information?’

Interesting. ‘Why The Jewelled Lady?’

Nanda shrugged. ‘No idea. Probably because both she and her house are so covered with coloured shinies. It is the most easily memorable thing about her, and one that everybody who talks with her tends to recall.’

‘Very well. If you will excuse me, I go to talk with the Jewelled Lady. I hope she may have some useful information for us.’

‘I wish you luck in your endeavours.’ Nanda made him a grave curtsey, all exaggerated formality.

Konrad returned the gesture with a bow equally as mocking, and kissed Nanda’s hand. ‘Thank you. I wish you the safest of travels back to Nuritov House. Do convey my warmest regards to Lord Nuritov.’

‘I shall invite him to take tea with us next week.’

‘Pray enquire how he enjoyed the snuff that I sent him. It is my finest mixture.’

‘Of course. And the snuff box! Could anything be finer. But did it have to be diamonds, Lord Savast? And so many? Such a display could be termed vulgar, you know.’

Konrad was betrayed into a grin, and he swept Nanda another bow, this one sincere. ‘I will see you soon,’ he promised.

Tasha witnessed this exchange in silence, her glower gradually giving way to confusion. ‘What was all that about?’

‘Nothing,’ said Nanda lightly. ‘A little savage mockery between friends, that is all.’

‘A vital component of any relationship,’ Konrad added.

Tasha eyed them both, and then pointedly turned her back.

‘Scorn!’ said Nanda. ‘And exasperation. Why, Konrad. She fits in perfectly.’

Tasha muttered something inaudible.

‘What was that?’ Konrad enquired.

‘Nothing.’

 

Kavara Halim had been an acquaintance of Konrad’s ever since her arrival in Ekamet, three years before. He had felt drawn to her at once, for she shared the gypsy heritage that had given the brown colour to his skin, the deep black to his hair and eyes. Such colouring was unusual in Assevan, and particularly so among the gentry. Mrs. Halim, with her grey-threaded black hair and velvet-black eyes, appeared to him as something of a kindred spirit. She was about the age his mother would have been, had she lived. Rather than suppressing her cultural roots in favour of the fashions of Ekamet high society, as many would have done in her position, Mrs. Halim had woven the two together. Konrad always enjoyed visiting her house, though he did not always approve of the company he found there. The bright silks and coloured jewels she favoured in both her dress and her decorating spoke to him, on some level he rarely communicated with.

Unfortunately, Mrs. Halim herself had proved more difficult to deal with than he had hoped. She was, indeed, a secret-keeper, as Nanda had said. Her every waking minute was devoted to collecting information, and in speaking to her, Konrad always felt wrong-footed and uncomfortably exposed. She had a way of looking at a man as though she could read all the secrets of his heart with a glance; and considering Konrad’s acquaintance with such as Irinanda Falenia, he could not even discount the possibility. She might be a Reader, for all he knew. He had taken care not to let her touch him, just in case.

She had also proved to be a ghostspeaker — one who could commune with departed spirits, and even control them, to a certain extent. Another similarity with Konrad, but in this, her talents were not profound, and the use she made of her limited abilities often chilled him.

His feelings about Kavara Halim were mixed, all told, and he did not relish hazarding a visit to her under such unusual circumstances. She knew nothing of his secret duties, or so he hoped; to her, he was merely Mr. Savast of Bakar House, an idle gentleman of society. How he would explain his presence at such an hour he did not know, and the question occupied his mind all the way to her house.

Konrad still had not come up with anything by the time he arrived. He stood for a little while outside her front door, thinking, but was at last obliged to abandon the effort.

He had two choices. He could walk away, seek the information he needed somewhere else, and hazard nothing. Or he could take a risk, and… hope.

He was no more talented at hopeful optimism than Mrs. Halim was at communing with ghosts, but time pressed. All might have been quiet across the city for a few hours now, but the spate of brutal murders troubled him in ways that most such cases did not. His instincts told him to hurry. The same sensation affected Nuritov and Nanda, he supposed, for neither had advanced any suggestion that the case be postponed until the morning, in favour of sleep.

It would have to be risk, then.

The house was shrouded in darkness, as he had expected, and he hesitated to ring the bell. She must be asleep. But as he lingered on the doorstep, doubting, a flicker of golden light caught his eye from the storey above.

He looked again. There: the faintest glimmer, shining from in between a crack in the curtains. Someone was awake.

Serpents, see for me. Is that Kavara Halim?

They wafted through the walls like smoke, and their voices chimed in his mind a moment later. It is she. She sits in a chair with a book, though she does not read. She stares.

Eschewing the clamour of the bell, Konrad made use of the door knocker. Tap tap, tap. The sound was more than loud enough, in the deep silence of the night.

He waited.

So many minutes passed that he began to give up hope. Either she could not hear the door knocker, or she had chosen to ignore it. Should he tap again?

She is coming, whispered Ootapi.

Konrad waited, trying to ignore the nervous flutter of his heart. When the door opened, Mrs. Kavara Halim was revealed, wearing an amethyst-coloured gown and a loosely draped shawl. Her hair was unbound; of course, she had expected no further visitors tonight.

Why was she not asleep?

‘Mrs. Halim,’ he said softly, and bowed. ‘I apologise profusely for my rudeness in calling at such an hour. Can you forgive me, and consent to grant me a few minutes of your time? It is urgent, or I would not so presume—’

‘How did you know that I was awake?’ she said. She spoke as softly as he had done, but a thread of steel ran through the words.

‘I saw the light.’

She inclined her head and stepped back, opening the door wider to grant him entrance. Konrad followed her inside, and the door clicked softly shut behind him.

Her house was mostly in darkness. She carried a single lamp in her hand, the lantern casting a warm, flickering glow over the stairs as she led him up to her drawing-room. Konrad had been there more than once, but never at night, and never had he contrived to catch Mrs. Halim alone. The room seemed different at this hour, the bright colours muted, the shadows deeper and faintly menacing.

Konrad took the seat she indicated, and watched as she arranged herself once more in her own armchair. Her movements struck him as studied: her manner, her demeanour, was a performance. He wondered what the intended effect was supposed to be.

Kavara Halim did not speak, but merely watched him, and waited. Konrad knew she would not help him freely. He would have to offer her something, first. A secret.

Very well, then.

Eetapi, he called silently. Ootapi. Show yourselves.

They hesitated. Master, hissed Ootapi. Are you sure?

No, but needs must.

Gradually, Ootapi shimmered into view. He appeared directly before Mrs. Halim’s face, his sinuous body shimmering eerie ice-white in the gloom of the drawing-room.

Eetapi joined him, her own manifestation threaded with glinting green.

Mrs. Halim watched this display with impassive interest, her gaze flicking from one to the other.

‘Ghostspeaker,’ she said at last.

Konrad inclined his head.

That cat is here again, hissed Eetapi with deep disgust. The mad one.

Konrad did not need to be told, for the creature had flickered into view. Whether it had been prompted to appear by the twin manifestations of the serpents, or whether its mistress had instructed it to do so, Konrad could not guess. It sat curled in Mrs. Halim’s lap, and Konrad eyed the spirit with distaste, for it made a fine display of its mistress’s ineptitude. The binding had been poor indeed, and the ghost was wretchedly decayed. Where his two serpents were bright, vibrant and radiating energy, the cat was a thin, feeble, pallid thing, vacant-eyed and barely visible.

Mrs. Halim’s hand moved, stroking over the cat’s incorporeal head as though she petted it. The cat purred, a strangely chilling sound.

‘You have seen Kish before,’ said Mrs. Halim.

‘I have not,’ Konrad replied. ‘But the serpents have.’

Mrs. Halim nodded. He recognised the nod as an acknowledgement; he had paid the asking price of her attention. ‘Why did you come to see me?’

‘Forgive me for the personal nature of this question,’ Konrad began. ‘But I think you are not a native of Assevan. Is that correct?’

‘It is not.’

‘Oh.’

She smiled faintly, the barest upturning of her lips. ‘But your instincts are not wholly misguided. I was born Assevi, but my grandfather was from Kayesir.’

Konrad leaned forward, encouraged. Now for the real reason he had come to see Mrs. Halim. Her interests were broad and varied, and they included a taste for old stories, for lost tales and myths and lore. He had lent her texts from his own library on occasion, on topics such as these. He took the charred spine of the ruined book from his pocket, and offered it to her. ‘I come to consult you about this book.’

Kavara Halim gingerly took the fragile leather, and turned it over in her fingers. ‘What of it?’

‘Do you perchance happen to recognise it?’ The question was not so far-fetched; burned though the book may be, its surviving leather was of a distinctive crimson tint, an unusual shade for a binding. And the fragment of the title may be clue enough…

Mrs. Halim was a woman who valued her heritage, and who loved stories in all their forms. If he was right — if the book was a collection of Kayesiri lore — then maybe she would know it. Maybe.

She scrutinised the book anew, paying more attention to the half-legible words than she had before. Konrad waited in hope.

‘Excuse me,’ she murmured and rose from her chair, the wan shade of Kish vanishing into smoke with her movement. ‘One moment.’ She lit a second lantern and took it with her as she left the room, leaving the first on the table at Konrad’s elbow.

This was more promising than Konrad had dared hope, and he hardly dared hope now. He waited in painful suspense as minutes ticked by in darkness and silence, an insistent weariness beating at the back of his mind.

She hasn’t run off, has she? Eetapi’s question slithered through Konrad’s thoughts like a chill breeze, and he shivered.

Why would she run off? hissed her brother. This is her house. 

Ootapi, go and check.

You go and check! 

‘Silence,’ muttered Konrad.

Eetapi grumbled something slithery and mutinous, but fortunately it was pitched too low for Konrad to hear. He chose to pretend that he had heard nothing at all.

Mrs. Halim came back into the room, her arrival taking Konrad by surprise, for he had heard no footfall announcing her approach. She moved silently indeed in her soft cloth slippers. She said nothing, but put a book into Konrad’s hands as she passed, and returned to her chair.

Konrad’s heart beat faster with hope. The volume was slim, the leather smooth beneath his fingers. He held it up to the low lamplight: crimson-red binding, deeply engraved lettering.

Lost Folklore of Kayesir.

Konrad clutched the book tighter, lest the sudden tremor in his hands cast it tumbling to the ground. ‘This is more than I imagined possible,’ he whispered. ‘Thank you.’

He knew the question was coming, of course. ‘Why do you seek this book?’ said Mrs. Halim. ‘And what became of the other copy?’

Konrad spent a few silent moments in thought. How much should he tell her? Hers was a sharp mind; if he tried to lie, she would soon spot the holes in his story. But how much of the truth could he afford to reveal to her?

‘Did you hear of the robbery of the Volkov Library, last week?’ he began.

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Of course.’

‘This is the book that was taken.’

‘And subsequently burned.’

‘Yes. It was destroyed by the man who took it, though I do not know why.’

To his surprise, Mrs. Halim shook her head, her lips tightening. ‘No. Ivorak Nasak would never have burned that book.’

Konrad was too surprised to speak. He could only stare, flabbergasted.

‘Yes, I knew Ivorak,’ she continued, answering one of his several unspoken questions. ‘He came to me in search of this book, but I did not give him my copy. He tried to take it, but found my house harder to rob than he had imagined. I did not see him again after that. When, two days later, the Volkov Library was robbed, I was not surprised to see Ivorak’s face in the paper, and it was not difficult to guess which book he was looking for.’

‘Did he say why he wanted the book?’

‘Not in so many words. But he was afraid, and angry. He spoke of a threat, a danger thought lost but as alive as ever. I believe he expected to find some manner of evidence for it in the book.’

‘He was from Kayesir,’ said Konrad slowly.

Mrs. Halim merely nodded.

‘You have read this book, of course.’

‘Long ago. I read it afresh, after Mr.  Nasak’s visit.’

‘Do you know what was the danger he spoke of? Is it discussed herein?’

Mrs. Halim’s confidences appeared to be at an end, for she regarded Konrad narrowly and did not answer. Instead she said: ‘You are most insistent upon this topic, Mr. Savast, and the significance of the unfashionable hour of your visit has not escaped me. You spoke of urgency.’

‘Why was this book burned?’ he countered. ‘If Ivorak did not destroy it, who did?’ He had not forgotten Nuritov’s theory that the killer had burned it instead, but he wanted Mrs. Halim’s ideas.

‘Mr. Nasak was afraid,’ she repeated. ‘He imagined himself followed. Hunted. Whether there was any truth to his fears, I do not know.’

‘He is dead.’

Konrad had hoped to surprise Mrs. Halim with so blunt a statement, to shake her impeccable composure. He succeeded, to some extent; her next words died on her lips, whatever they might have been, and her lips parted in shock. ‘How did he die?’ she said, so softly he could barely hear her.

‘He was found with his throat torn out.’

He received the impression that this piece of information did not surprise her at all. Rather, it confirmed a fear; he had said exactly what she was hoping he would not say. Her eyes closed briefly, and she swallowed. ‘Poor man,’ she said at last.

Konrad did not mention the laughter. Considering the absolute lack of mirth Ivorak had displayed at the library, Konrad could not readily account for the laughter. Perhaps it had been hysteria.

Mrs. Halim watched him carefully. She appeared to sense that there was more to the story; she awaited it with, he thought, some trepidation.

‘I saw his corpse,’ Konrad continued. ‘And I saw him once more, after that. For a dead man, he was unusually talkative.’

Konrad was certain he did not imagine the flash of fear he saw in her eyes. ‘He rose?’ she whispered.

‘He was perambulatory, chatty. Decidedly lively, for a murdered man. And, I would say, in utter despair.’

‘Where is he now?’ Mrs. Halim spoke calmly, but she gripped the arms of her chair so tightly that her hands shook.

‘I do not know. I encountered him at the Volkov Library; I believe he followed me there. I have not seen him since.’

Kavara Halim visibly composed herself. Kish reappeared in her lap, purring brokenly, and she lifted one hand to caress the cat’s decaying, incorporeal head. ‘Read that book, Mr. Savast,’ she said softly. ‘I direct you in particular to the sixth chapter. Read it quickly, and soon.’

‘Will you not tell me what you fear?’

‘The book will tell you, far better than I can.’

Konrad nodded, and rose from his chair. He bowed to Mrs. Halim, and tucked the book into his pocket. ‘I will return your book,’ he promised.

‘I am more concerned that you should stop the… man, that pursued Ivorak Nasak. And killed him.’

Konrad regarded her thoughtfully. ‘I shall do my best,’ he promised, aware that in doing so he was confirming her unvoiced suspicion: Konrad Savast, of Bakar House, was no mere idle gentleman at all. ‘Do you know anything else that might assist me? Anything about Ivorak?’

‘Ivorak was made prey, but he was a hunter first. He sought to prove the existence of this so-called “lost” threat, and in so doing, he drew its notice. Be very careful, Mr. Savast.’

He bowed. ‘I am no prey,’ he assured her, and withdrew. Mrs. Halim did not follow.

Eetapi dashed ahead of him to the door. That was a good parting line! 

Thank you, said Konrad modestly. It was, wasn’t it?

Ootapi’s shimmering tail lashed with disapproval. Over dramatic.

Sweet, delicious drama, said Eetapi on a dreamy sigh.

Konrad let himself out of Mrs. Halim’s house, and gently shut the door behind himself.

Immediately he encountered a problem. Snow had been falling, softly but steadily, ever since the sun had set on Solstice Eve. While he had been in Kavara Halim’s house, the snowfall had become a blizzard, and a deep drift of snow was beginning to pile up around the steps.

‘Great,’ Konrad muttered. ‘To think I could be home in bed right now, fast asleep.’

He had not gone more than three steps from the door when Tasha appeared, looming out of the snow-struck darkness so abruptly that Konrad nearly screamed. She was moving at a dead run.

‘Nuritov sent me,’ she panted. ‘Tavern near the Darks. Two dead.’

Konrad did not need to wait for more details. Two with their throats torn out, killed while he sat chatting with Mrs. Halim. ‘Which tavern?’

‘Crow’s Foot.’

We go, Konrad called to the serpents, and away they flew.

Cloak clutched close against the driving snow, Konrad followed as fast as he could, Tasha by his side.




Chapter Eight

The Crow’s Foot was more improved than otherwise by the heavy snow cover, for the thick, pristine white hid the general decay of its exterior. Approaching the building at as near to a run as he could manage against the force of a driving, snow-choked wind, Konrad found his mark by way of the tavern’s creaking sign, displaying a glossy black crow with only one leg.

He threw open the stout oak door and dashed inside, Tasha quick upon his heels.

The scene inside was horrific. Most of the tavern’s patrons had, presumably, fled. The two remaining lay in the centre of the floor, throats torn open, their torsos soaked in crimson blood. They were both men, middle-aged: labourers, judging from their weather-roughened faces and hands.

Inspector Nuritov stood with Nanda a little ways off, some two or three of his men around him. And there was another woman, Konrad belatedly noted. She wore the same calibre of clothing as the two dead men, coarse cotton much patched up. Her face was wet with tears, and she trembled with fright. The barkeep stood behind his bar, ashen-faced.

‘Revelry was going on late,’ Nuritov said to Konrad in lieu of a greeting. ‘The season, you know. A man came in, ordered ale, but sat a time without drinking it—’

The barkeep interrupted. ‘He tried it. Took a sip an’ spat it out again. My ale ain’t that bad!’

Nuritov nodded acknowledgement of the interjection. ‘Sat a while with his drink and then… went mad.’

‘Savage, like a wild beast,’ said the teary-eyed woman, and she wrung her shaking hands together as she spoke. ‘Went at Yegor and tore out his throat with his hands, just like that, and then Iosif, too. And then…’ She could not seem to continue, fell silent with a gulp.

‘And then?’ prompted Konrad, as gently as he could.

‘You will think me mad,’ she whispered.

‘Then the gent will have to think both of us mad,’ said the barkeep. ‘I saw it, too. Turned into some kind of beast, he did, but it weren’t no living animal. You could see right through it.’

‘A wolf,’ whispered the woman. ‘A ghost wolf. It — it drank blood from Yegor and Iosif and then howled, the most horrible sound I ever heard. Then it ran out the door, and we never saw it again.’

‘Konrad,’ said Nuritov. ‘It was Ivorak. The man they are speaking of was Ivorak Nasak.’

Ivorak was made prey, but he was a hunter first.

Konrad dragged the book from his pocket, fumbled through the pages. Sixth chapter, sixth chapter…

There. Ilu-Vakatim. Nightwolves. The chapter was short; he read it in haste, and the pieces came together at last.

‘Konrad?’ said Nanda, bemused. ‘You are… reading?’

‘It’s the book,’ he answered absently. ‘The one that was burned.’

Nanda was at his side in an instant, demanding sight of the text. He handed it over. ‘Ivorak came here hunting something,’ Konrad told Nanda, Nuritov and Tasha. ‘Someone. A person afflicted with what the Kayesiri call the moon curse. As the moon waxes, such a person experiences changes to their physique. Subtle at first: a lengthening and sharpening of the teeth and nails, a growing hunger that no food can satisfy. At full moon, a total transformation occurs — into a nightwolf, a ghostwolf, a feral creature with no thought for anything but to devour blood and flesh. Preferably human.

‘I think that Ivorak knew such a person. He followed him here, perhaps hoping to destroy him. Instead, he was killed — and turned. He’s a nightwolf himself, now, and out of control. That’s what happened to these two men.’ He stared an instant at the lifeless, bloodied shapes upon the floor, and amended his ideas a little further. ‘I think he killed the others, too. Nightwolves are said to enjoy enhanced senses of all kinds, in particular to be able to discern the relative health of a living human body. Probably in order that they can choose the liveliest, healthiest targets, but I think Ivorak did the opposite. He was at Parel’s Bridge, he saw Albina there. He sensed that Albina was dying; that’s why he chose her, crazed for food as he was. Maybe Illya was sick, too.’

‘Yegor weren’t sick,’ said the tearful woman. ‘Iosif neither.’

‘He is losing his grip on himself, I fear.’ The picture they had painted of Ivorak was of a man in despair, and losing control of himself. He ought not to have come to the Crow’s Foot at all, but he had, and he had left two slain men behind when he’d fled.

Konrad looked at Tasha. ‘Where would Ivorak go, if he wanted to get away from people? Was there somewhere he lived, in any sense? Somewhere he felt safe?’

‘I don’t know! I hardly knew him!’

‘It’s important, Tash. Think.’

With a short sigh, Tasha tore the dark cap off her head and turned it distractedly in her hands. ‘He was at Parel’s Bridge so much, I wondered if he ever really left the area. If he lives anywhere, I’d bet it’s somewhere near the bridge.’

‘Good, Tasha. Thank you.’ He looked at Nanda, who was still intent upon the book. ‘Nan, I think we will need you.’

She tucked the book into a pocket of her coat, and nodded. ‘I’m with you.’

Konrad raised an enquiring brow at Nuritov, who hesitated. Then he gestured with his pipe towards the door. ‘Your territory, not mine. I’ll clean up here.’

He was right: with no supernatural powers of any kind to draw upon, Nuritov would have little to contribute, and he would be in considerable danger. ‘Wise,’ Konrad said. ‘I’ll report soon.’

With that, he went out the door and back into the night. The blizzard had lessened somewhat, to his relief; even the heavy cloud cover had cleared in patches, revealing a glimpse of a fat, silver moon…

‘We’d better run,’ said Konrad. ‘Will you run with me?’

They knew what he meant; they had witnessed it before. Both women nodded, and Konrad took their hands in his own.

Then he cast off his guards once more, let his mask of sober gentility fade, became the Malykant in all his terrible might. Setting his face to the frigid wind, he began to walk. His strides lengthened and lengthened, until his legs ate up an impossible stretch of ground with every step.

When he ran, he outpaced the wind.

 

Five in the morning, and the revelry at Parel’s Bridge had finally run its course. The bridge itself was lost in shadow, but a scattering of inert figures lay prone in the snow around it, some mere inches away from falling off the bank and hitting the frozen river beyond. Breathless, Konrad ran from person to person, shaking them, brushing snow from their blue faces. They were only drunk, unconscious, not dead. He was relieved, but his relief was short-lived, for if they were not dead yet, they would die of exposure before long.

He hesitated, torn. He could not leave them, but Ivorak was a more pressing problem.

‘Go,’ Nanda said. ‘Find Ivorak. I will deal with these, and follow soon.’

Konrad and Tasha ran on, Eetapi and Ootapi riding the swirling currents of the winds overhead. Parel’s Bridge was one of the oldest in Ekamet, and it had not been well maintained. Konrad could hear its aged timbers creaking as he approached, could almost see it swaying under the onslaught of the weather. Few were fool enough to try to cross it.

‘We’re going over,’ Konrad said to Tasha.

‘In this weather! Are you crazy!’ She had to shout to make herself heard over the wind.

‘The river is frozen,’ Konrad yelled back.

Tasha eyed the dark, looming shape of the bridge with clear misgivings. The river was wide here, and the bridge arched up high… ‘It’s a long drop! I may be undead but I can still hurt.’

‘Then we will have to be intrepid, won’t we?’ Konrad sent the serpents on ahead, with instructions to scout for gaps, missing planks or other dangers. Then he mustered his courage — for Tasha was right, crossing such a bridge on such a night, when he could barely see two feet in front of his face, was foolhardy — and stepped onto the bridge.

The experience would not rank as one of his better decisions. The snow-laden wood was slippery, and though he clung tightly to the railing, his feet often threatened to slide out from under him and dump him into the snow. He could see very little, even with the glowing, dual presence of his serpents drifting just ahead. Tasha gamely trudged along in his wake, though he could hear her cursing in a fluid stream of vulgar language.

Halfway across, when they had inched their way almost to the apex of the bridge and it poised ready to sweep downwards to the far shore, Konrad found what they were looking for.

A little shanty-hut had been built against the side of the bridge — wrought, probably, from planks of wood taken out of the bridge structure itself. It was crude work, but it provided meagre shelter from the wind and snow. If Konrad had nowhere better to go, he supposed he, too, would find it adequate enough.

‘Ivorak!’ he shouted. ‘Ivorak Nasak! Come out, we are here to help y—’

‘GO!’ The word roared forth from the darkened interior of the little shack. ‘Stay away! I hurt you, I cannot help it, you must leave.’

Konrad approached the shack and stood directly outside it, his back turned to the wind. ‘You won’t hurt us. Tasha’s dead already and it’s not easy to cause me any harm. Come out.’

Whether it was the prospect of relative safety that drew Ivorak forth, or whether his curiosity was roused by the notion of Tasha’s being as undead as himself, Konrad could not tell. But Ivorak Nasak crawled forth from the dubious shelter of his tiny shack, and stared up at Konrad — resplendently deadly as the Malykant — in stark terror. Eetapi and Ootapi’s sickly ghost-glow dimly illuminated his face. He looked better than he had at the library: healthier, less… dead. He had fed, of course, copiously. He kept his mouth shut and his hands hidden from Konrad’s sight.

‘Show me,’ Konrad said, quiet but firm.

‘Who are you?’ Ivorak whispered. He looked away from Konrad, to the dark, silent shape of Tasha just behind.

‘Not one of his. I am the Malykant. Do you know what that means?’

In silence, Ivorak nodded. ‘You here to kill me.’ He withdrew his hands from their concealment, and displayed them for Konrad’s scrutiny: blue with cold, sinewy, each finger tipped with a vicious claw.

‘It is my duty to do so,’ Konrad replied.

Ivorak bowed his head, trembling. ‘Good. Do it now, please.’

‘I do not want to kill you, Ivorak. I need your help. Who did this to you?’

‘My… my brother.’ Ivorak shook his head. ‘He kill you. Even you.’

‘I doubt it. I am not easy to kill.’ Konrad spoke the words with confidence, and tried to expel from his mind the occasions upon which he had been slain in the course of his duty. More than once… but Ivorak did not need to know that.

‘Konrad!’ Nanda’s voice, close by. He cursed himself, for he had not thought that she would follow, would brave the bridge alone and without the serpents’ aid. He went to meet her, took her cold hands and led her to the tiny shack. Konrad felt strengthened by Nanda’s presence at his side.

‘Where is your brother?’ Konrad resumed.

‘I know not! I follow him here, to the city. Where we come from, Kayesir, is full of ilu-vakatim. Too many. Harder to hide, and some people, they remember the old stories — hunt us, kill us. My brother, he go looking for new place. Assevan, say he, not many vakatim there. I go, take this new place, kill many. Feed much.’ Ivorak’s face turned grim. ‘I follow him. Look for way to kill him — knives not work, water, nothing. At library they say, who are you, can’t have book. I take it. Book say, silver kills vakatim. Where I get silver knife? Then my brother find me, with book. He know what I try to do. He kill me, he… make me like him… and he burn book. Say, now no one know how to kill us, and you like me now. We the same. And then he go, vanish, and I no see him since.’

‘You are not the same as he,’ Konrad said. He tried to speak reassuringly, but the words emerged as cold as ice. ‘You were hungry. You had to feed. What did you do?’

In answer, Ivorak leaned nearer to Konrad, his eyes unfocused. ‘You living,’ he said. ‘But not. Not sick, not well. Other. And she—’ His gaze swerved to Tasha, who looked up, blinking. ‘She dead, like me but not like. I see. I see sickness, health. Old woman, man with wine. Both sick, nearly dead, though he not know it. I choose them.’ His head drooped, and he took a great sob. ‘I have to. But the others—’

‘Why did you go to the Crow’s Foot?’

‘I felt… right again, after old woman, and man. Felt good. Wanted ale, but when I taste, it make me sick. I stayed, should not have. Got hungry.’ He began to cry in earnest, his whole body shaking. ‘Kill me, then I no kill others.’

‘I will not kill you,’ Konrad said firmly to Ivorak. ‘You have not deserved such a judgement.’ Someone had to pay for the deaths of Albina Olga and Illya Vasily, and Yegor and Iosif from the Crow’s Foot. But in Konrad’s opinion, the responsibility for those deaths lay with Ivorak’s brother; it would be he who would pay.

‘What if he lies?’ whispered Nanda, her lips so close to Konrad’s ear he was certain no one but he could hear.

‘Then I will kill him later,’ he whispered back, with a mirthless smile. But the threat was an empty one. Ivorak’s story fit his behaviour perfectly; he had neither said nor done anything to imply that he might be lying. ‘Will you help him?’

‘I will,’ she agreed, without hesitation.

Nan was of the Shandrigal’s Order, a being as devoted to life as The Malykt presided over death. Nanda’s Order might find use for a person who could literally sniff out sickness, could sense death taking hold of a living person’s body. And who better than they to help a beleaguered, desperate nightwolf learn to control himself? With the right help, Ivorak need never kill again.

As for penance for the damage he had already caused, the man’s obvious torment was punishment enough. He had been brave beyond words, to go after his brother as he had. Many another man would have waved farewell with delight, thinking himself well rid of so dangerous a sibling. Ivorak had risked everything and lost everything. Such courage, such commitment, also fit him perfectly for the life of a Shandral.

Whether The Malykt would agree was another matter. Konrad decided to worry about that later.

He needed to explain none of this to Nanda; she reached the same conclusions as he without speech.

‘What is your brother’s name?’ he said to Ivorak.

‘Hakir,’ whispered Ivorak.

Somewhere in Ekamet, Hakir Nasak prowled the night, looking for… what? He did not seem to be killing. If Ivorak had come here in pursuit of his brother, Hakir must have arrived at the same time, or even earlier — in other words, more than a week ago. Four had died since, but all four killings were committed by Ivorak; why was his brother so restrained? If he came to Assevan in search of an untapped source of food and freedom to kill at will, as Ivorak described, why had he been so quiet?

On the one hand, this boded well for Ivorak: clearly, the nightwolves could feed without killing, as Konrad doubted that Hakir Nasak had spent the past week or two fasting. Perhaps he was choosing to feed discreetly, so as not to draw attention to the presence of ghostwolves in Ekamet. But he had turned his brother and then let him loose, left him alone. He must have known that Ivorak, new to the state, ravenous and frightened, would be unable to help himself from killing his first victims.

So, Hakir’s restraint probably had nothing to do with discretion. That suggested that his true purpose was not quite as Ivorak imagined. What might he be doing in Ekamet, if he did not come expressly in order to feed and kill at will?

My brother, he go looking for new place. Assevan, say he, not many ilu-vakatim there.

‘Ivorak,’ said Konrad slowly. ‘In Kayesir. Do the ilu-vakatim have… structure? Are they loners, I mean, or do they have society, a hierarchy?’

‘Some alone. Some not. Live in… um, live together. Groups.’

‘Wolf packs.’

Ivorak nodded. ‘Three big ones, some small.’

‘Did your brother ever lead such a pack?’

‘No. He try, leader almost kill him.’

Konrad sighed. His hands were so cold he could barely feel them; he dug them deep into his pockets, shivering.

‘He’s building a new pack,’ said Tasha in awe. ‘That’s what he’s doing here!’

‘I’d say so,’ Konrad agreed. ‘What better way than to construct a pack from scratch, filled with people he has personally turned into vakatim? The only pack in Ekamet, maybe the whole of Assevan!’

‘I wonder how many he’s already turned?’ said Nanda.

Konrad nodded grimly. ‘We need to find him, and fast. Ivorak, think. Anything you can tell us will be helpful. Where would Hakir go?’

‘He like good things,’ said Ivorak promptly. ‘Expensive things, rich people. So I come here, to this bridge.  He hate… all this.’ Ivorak gestured at the decaying bridge, the decrepitude of his little shack, the total lack of any kind of comfort. ‘Maybe I safe here, from him.’

‘Snob,’ said Tasha with contempt. ‘Is he rich himself?’

Ivorak nodded. ‘He older than me, inherit all father’s money.’

‘So he’s off cosying up to Ekamet’s elite,’ Tasha concluded. ‘Konrad, you gentleman, look how useful you are! Where do the likes of you hang around?’

Konrad said nothing. He barely heard Tasha, for Ivorak’s words had sparked off a series of thoughts.

At Lady Goraya’s Solstice ball, ten days before: a new arrival. Sleekly handsome, his black hair oiled, dark beard perfectly trimmed. Dressed in Kayesiri silks, the man all smiles and well-bred charm. He had not been introduced as Hakir Nasak; the name he had given was…

‘Vakatim,’ Konrad said aloud. ‘That’s the name he gave.’

‘What, Konrad?’ said Nanda. ‘Who?’

‘There’s a newcomer from Kayesir. He arrived a couple of weeks ago, has shown up at all the best balls since. I saw him at Zima’s once or twice, too. Calls himself Mr. Vakatim, but I heard it spoken only once or twice, thought nothing of him…’

‘How obvious can he be?’ asked Tasha.

‘There is a reason the book is called lost folkore of Kayesir. The nightwolves have done a fine job of talking themselves out of existence, as far as people in general are concerned. And they have never really been a part of Assevi culture. He relies on our knowing nothing of them, having no way of making that connection.’

‘That’s why he burned Ivorak’s book,’ said Nanda. ‘It gives the Kayesiri name for the nightwolves, vakatim.’

‘I think so,’ Konrad agreed.

‘And it says how to kill them,’ added Tasha.

Konrad nodded. ‘Silver.’ He thought a moment. ‘I don’t know where Hakir has set up house, but it won’t be hard to find out — in the morning. Which gives me a couple of hours to find a silver knife.’

‘I have one,’ Nanda murmured.

‘You… you do?’

Nanda nodded once.

Apparently she did not wish to engage with the implied question, that being: why in the world do you have a silver knife, and what is it for? ‘May I borrow it?’ he said instead.

‘If there is so much as a speck of blood on it when I get it back, I will have your head.’

‘That’s fair.’

‘Then you may.’




Chapter Nine

Nanda’s silver knife acquired, and Ivorak shepherded off into the care of The Shandrigal’s Order, Konrad tried to sleep. Thoughts of the so-called Mr. Vakatim kept him awake, as exhausted as he was. The nerve of the man was incredible. He had penetrated Ekamet high society with ease, effortlessly passed himself off as a natural among the aristocracy, purporting to be a man with as much right to the drawing-rooms of Ekamet’s finest as he had to breathing air. Konrad had not liked him, on the one or two occasions they had met. He had come across as cold, even calculating. But Konrad had set him down as an opportunist, a social climber, a man with an eye to his position and a desire to rise.

The truth was far worse. There could be little doubt that he intended to populate his new wolf-pack with people of refined bloodlines; an aristocracy of nightwolves taking root in the very heart of Ekamet. Hakir Nasak certainly had ambition, and more than enough nerve to act upon it.

What role he envisioned for his tormented brother in this bright new future of his, Konrad could not guess. Ivorak seemed discarded altogether, but a man with so organised a plan was unlikely to leave that kind of a loose thread dangling. Nanda had taken Ivorak away, to be tended by her Order. Konrad’s strictest instructions to take care had gone with her, exhortations she had returned with equal force. Eetapi had also gone with her, at Konrad’s insistence.

‘What am I going to do with her?’ Nanda had asked.

‘Nothing. She’s going to play lookout for you.’

‘I am not in need of her assistance.’

I told you, said Eetapi.

‘Take her along anyway,’ he’d said, and added more tenderly, ‘Please.’

Grudgingly, Nanda had relented. Konrad and Ootapi had returned to Bakar House, minus Tasha, who went first to the station to apprise Nuritov of developments. She appeared in Konrad’s bedroom an hour or so later, interrupting his latest attempt to drop into an exhausted doze.

‘Nuritov says hello,’ she announced.

Konrad lay inert, staring at the bed curtains in despair. ‘How polite of him,’ he mumbled.

‘He also says that Vakatim lives on Tatav Circle. Number twelve. Big place, gilding, all that.’

‘I know the house.’ The choice of address fitted with the profile Ivorak had made of his brother: all pomp and show. Konrad threw back the blankets and tore off his nightcap, exhausted with the effort to sleep. ‘Are you up for a fight, Tash?’

‘Always.’

‘Me too. Forget waiting for morning. Let us go and explain one or two things to Mr. Vakatim.’

 

Considering the lateness of the hour, Konrad expected to find Number Twelve, Tatav Circle dark and quiet. Instead, lights blazed in most of the windows, and the sounds of music and raucous conversation were clearly audible even from the street outside.

‘Mr. Vakatim likes to party,’ Konrad murmured, staring up at the silhouettes of well-dressed figures passing behind the drapes that covered the house’s long windows.

‘Inconvenient,’ Tasha observed.

Highly. Konrad thought for a moment. Ootapi. Find Mr. Nasak, if you please. Softly, softly. We do not know what manner of help he may have. 

Ootapi did not deign to respond, and Konrad felt disgust and affront rolling off the serpent in waves as he drifted through the wall, vanishing into what was probably the house’s drawing-room.

Sorry, Konrad said belatedly. You are always careful, of course.

It was not strictly, absolutely true, but it mollified Ootapi. The serpent’s icy disdain lessened, which hopefully meant he was concentrating more on his appointed task than on his feelings about Konrad.

While you are in there, Konrad called after him. Take note of who you see, please, and if there are other nightwolves among the company, inform me at once. How promptly had Nasak set about turning others to ilu-vakatim? His snobbishness might encourage him to take care; to be selective, elitist, and wait to act until he had forged links with the cream of Ekamet society. Or so Konrad hoped. But perhaps he would rather begin by recruiting a few lesser beings to his cause, men and women who would help him in establishing himself.

He was relieved when Ootapi reported, distantly: No vakatim, Master.

None? Konrad wanted reassurance.

None at all, Ootapi confirmed. Not one.

Oh. Literally none? 

Yes, Master. Ootapi spoke with exaggerated patience. Literally not a single one.

Not even Hakir Nasak was there? Mr. Vakatim himself was absent from his own house party? Konrad stood, briefly dumbfounded.

‘He is not there,’ he relayed to Tasha.

‘Mister Nightwolf? Huh.’ Tasha surveyed the house thoughtfully, as though a closer scrutiny of its stone walls might offer some clue. ‘I wonder where he is.’

‘Yes,’ Konrad said, a trifle testily. ‘I was wondering that, myself.’

Tell me what is going on in there, Ootapi, he commanded. He needed more information, a way to picture the situation inside the house. Perhaps he would then be able to guess at Nasak’s whereabouts.

Everyone is drunk, Ootapi reported. Mixed company. No undead, no ghost presence —

Wait. Mixed company? How so?

Gentry. Occasional aristocracy. And it is my guess that some of these are prostitutes.

Konrad blinked. Prostitutes? At snobbish Hakir Nasak’s elite Solstice celebration? That did not fit with his brother’s account of his tastes.

For that matter, so raucous and inebriated a party did not fit the refined picture Ivorak had painted of Hakir’s preferred lifestyle, either.

Konrad felt a flicker of doubt.

Is there nobody presiding? 

No. All is chaos.

‘We are going in,’ Konrad said to Tasha. He needed to see what was going on for himself. If he encountered anybody he knew, well, he could claim to be a late-arriving guest. But from Ootapi’s account, he did not think anybody would pay him much regard.

He dutifully lifted the knocker upon the front door and rapped. It was worth keeping up appearances, if he wished to pass for a guest, but in the tumult of the party he did not think anybody would hear the knock. And so it proved, for after a minute’s waiting no one came to the door.

Konrad turned the handle, and went inside. Tasha silently followed.

The scene within was as Ootapi had succinctly described: chaos. Revellers crowded every chamber, and Konrad had to force his way from room to room as he scanned the company for any sign of Hakir Nasak, for faces he knew, for anything that might assist him. But he saw little of use. Some of the guests were known to him, at least by sight, but their presence cast no light whatsoever upon the problem of Hakir Nasak. And as he pushed and shoved his way through the ground floor and then up the stairs, he had to conclude that Ootapi had been right about everything: the company was very mixed, and the so-called Mr. Vakatim was not there.

An unsettled feeling grew, and Konrad’s thoughts began to race. His reflections were unpromising. Ivorak Nasak had given a clear picture of his brother, Hakir, but Konrad saw little that agreed with it. Hakir had certainly introduced himself to Ekamet’s high society; Konrad could vouch for that, for he had encountered “Vakatim” himself. But the man who could throw such a riotous, raucous, absolutely unelitist Solstice party was not the would-be social leader Ivorak had described. And while Konrad had been relieved to learn that there were no nightwolves among the company, that fact, too, sat uneasily alongside everything they thought they knew about Hakir Nasak. If he had come to Ekamet in order to feed and kill as he pleased, as Ivorak had said, why had he not done so? And if he had come in order to establish his own pack, why had he not already begun? Konrad’s notion that he preferred to reserve his attention for the cream of society was decidedly belied by his choice of house guests.

And where was he? Why would a man fill his house with revellers on Solstice Eve only to disappear, leaving his drunk, out-of-control guests in unsupervised possession of his property?

Konrad fought his way back out of the house and regained the street, desperate for a moment’s respite from the noise and the crush. He needed to think.

‘Konrad,’ Tasha panted as she ran after him. ‘What—’

‘Hush,’ he said softly. ‘Please.’

Tasha subsided, and Konrad closed his eyes against the drifting snow. He tried to remember the man who had been introduced to him as Mr. Vakatim, wishing now that he had paid closer attention. He had treated the introduction with indifference, disliking the man on sight, and now he struggled to recall his face in any detail. Shiny black hair, neatly groomed beard. Fine clothes. That was all.

Oh, but Ivorak…

‘You and I,’ Konrad said after a while, ‘have been set up.’

Tasha gave him a stare of blank incomprehension. ‘What?’

Hakir Nasak. They only Ivorak’s word for it that the man had ever existed — or that “Ivorak Nasak” did, either. Which persona was invented? Perhaps they both were. He and Nanda had not found Hakir Nasak’s name in the immigration records, but they had not looked for it, for they had not known of the name at the time.

He could go back and look for it now, but Konrad would bet his house that the name was not there.

Because no such person as Hakir Nasak had entered the city lately — or ever. He conjured his memories of Hakir and Ivorak Nasak and compared the two faces, trying to see past the superficial differences — the exquisite neatness and luxuriousness of the one, the shabby, unkempt wildness of the other — and felt satisfied: they were one and the same.

‘There is no brother,’ Konrad told Tasha. ‘Ivorak and Hakir Nasak are the same man. I do not know which of those names is his true one, if either is.’

‘But…’ said Tasha slowly. ‘But Ivorak — the laughing man — you found him murdered!’

‘I found him pretending to be murdered. I think I happened upon him at an inopportune moment, and somehow or other he got my measure right away. He had killed Vasily and Albina Olga, and heard — or sensed — my approach. The serpents, perhaps, gave me away. As ilu-vakatim, perhaps he senses spirits in ways most people do not; and who wanders the city with a matched pair of ghost-serpents in tow? He knew he was in trouble. Those claws. He tore out his own throat, made me believe he was dead. After that, he followed us, Nanda and I — more than once. He wanted to know how close we were, I think, to figuring him out. He knew we were checking the immigration records. He’d used the name Ivorak Nasak when he arrived in Ekamet, and he invented a persona around it on the spot — made up a brother, too — in order to confuse us. To camouflage himself. And it worked! Oh, it worked beautifully.’ Konrad felt such bitter self-reproach he could hardly breathe for the weight of it. How quick he had been to believe Ivorak’s show of remorse, to sympathise with him, to find any reason whatsoever not to kill him! ‘As I said, he certainly got my measure.’

Were they wrong about everything, quite? What was Ivorak (or Hakir) Nasak doing in Ekamet, after all? Had he come to feast, or had he come to build a kingdom? Perhaps both. Had Vasily been sick, as Ivorak had claimed? Perhaps not. Albina had probably fallen victim to simple hunger; after a week of feeding but lightly, Ivorak had been ravenous. He had killed her, followed Illya to his shop and killed him, too. But had he killed them, or turned them? Were they dead and gone, or would they revive as ilu-vakatim?

And there was Nuritov. I’ll clean up here, the inspector had said, standing over the slain bodies of two labourers. Were the four victims dead, or were they… in transition?

‘I think I am wrong again,’ Konrad said slowly. ‘He did not fabricate Ivorak in order to confuse us — couldn’t have. He was giving out that name while wandering Ekamet as one of the street people. He’s been playing two parts all along, and why would he do that? Why pretend to be Ivorak of the streets some of the time, and Mr. Vakatim at the top end of society the rest?’

‘Same reason you do,’ said Tasha promptly.

‘What.’

‘You pretend to be Konrad Savast, society gent, but you’re also Konrad the wanderer, with that hut in the Bones and a penchant for poisons.’

‘Maybe one of those is the real me,’ Konrad protested, injured.

‘Maybe one is the real Ivorak, too, or Hakir. Either way, by adopting two personas he has access to lots of different kinds of people. “Mr. Vakatim” couldn’t walk among the street people and expect to be taken seriously, and neither could shabby Ivorak walk into the best houses in the city without being thrown straight out again.’

Hmm. ‘I do it because, when I am searching for something — or someone — I can access all levels of society at need.’

‘Exactly.’

‘So what is he looking for?’ Konrad asked the question rhetorically, not expecting a response, but Tasha immediately spoke up.

‘People don’t volunteer information lightly,’ she said, in a conversational tone which briefly befuddled Konrad, for her choice of topic seemed a complete side-step. ‘And when pressed, the stories they tell are influenced by what’s on their mind at the time, even if they’re making things up. So, Ivorak told you a great deal. Some of it may be discounted as manipulative, designed to bring you in line with the version of events he wanted you to believe. But he said more than he needed to. Like, he offered an explanation as to his choice of victims.’

‘Illya Vasily and Albina Olga. Yes. But he wanted us to believe he had chosen them because they were sick, because he didn’t want to hurt anybody. All part of his poor-Ivorak routine.’

‘Why, though? With the other two, he merely said he had lost control. He could have said the same about the first two. We know nothing about the ilu-vakatim, we would probably have believed him. Why invent a different story for Vasily and Albina?’

‘Because something about them was on his mind?’

‘It’s my belief he told us more truth than we might imagine right now — good liars do. The more truth to your tale, the more likely you’ll be believed. But I think he told us more truth than he meant to. I think he probably did lose control at the Crow’s Foot, or he was content enough to allow himself to. We know that Albina Olga was dying, and I think Illya Vasily was too, and he may have known it, even if his family did not. That’s why his attitude about his death was so resigned.’

‘So Ivorak did choose the first two because they were terminally ill. But why would he?’

‘Think about it. You’re a man with delusions of grandeur, convinced that you deserve to be of supreme importance in the world, and consumed with dissatisfaction that you aren’t. So much so that, even when your leadership bid fails so badly it almost kills you, you are not deterred. You leave behind everything you know to come to a new place, where there is no competition, where you can start afresh with no real obstacles. What do you want to do next?’

‘Build the greatest, the most powerful kingdom of nightwolves possible. Outdo the achievements of those who defeated and scorned you.’

‘Yes — and make sure nobody can seriously challenge you again, or better yet, make sure nobody wants to. What kind of people are you going to choose? Ivorak led us to believe that “Mr. Vakatim” only wanted rich and influential people, but that seems unlikely now. He has been seeking possible recruits across all levels of society; social status has nothing to do with his selection process.’

Finally, Konrad caught her drift. ‘He is choosing those who are dying, because they are about to lose everything and he can give it all back to them.’

‘Mhm. How would you feel about the man who had given you a new life? One free of the sickness that had tormented you for months or years, which was going to kill you?’

Konrad pictured a growing army of nightwolves, all desperately grateful to Ivorak Nasak. Fanatically grateful? ‘I have trouble picturing Albina Olga enjoying such an existence.’

‘The plan may not work out entirely as he intends, indeed. Some would rather die, than live such a life. But such a possibility may not occur to Nasak.’ She added, after a moment’s thought, ‘Though people can surprise…’

‘The book said nothing about how a person becomes a nightwolf,’ Konrad observed, with a short sigh. ‘There seemed nothing amiss with Illya or Albina. They were dead, we talked to their ghosts…’

‘I’m guessing it takes some time.’ Tasha smiled faintly. ‘It is not that easy to make a non-dead person undead, you know.’

‘Time, and maybe… something else. I wonder if those corpses are still at the morgue.’

‘And I wonder where Ivorak is right now.’

‘He is…’ Konrad’s heart froze. ‘He went with Nanda.’ To The Shandrigal’s Temple, the heart of the Order. What would he do there? At best, he would simply evade Nanda at his earliest opportunity and escape, perhaps leaving some tearful tale behind himself to explain his disappearance.

 

But, no. The Shandrigal’s Order comprised a great many healers and doctors; one of their prime duties was to tend to the sick. And Konrad had obligingly given them Ivorak. To help.

He groaned. ‘I’ve been such a fool. He wasn’t following me. He was following Nanda.’

‘Or both,’ Tasha put in.

‘And I left her with him,’ Konrad continued, ignoring that. ‘Think. Where would she take him?’

‘To the Shandrigal’s Temple?’

‘At this hour?’

Tasha looked blankly at him. ‘Where else, if not there?’

‘You know Nanda’s habit of taking in stray folk?’ He did not speak lightly. She had adopted Danil Dubin, a fellow apothecary, all the more enthusiastically since his public fall from grace. And there was Arina, a woman who had become catastrophically mixed up in the same bad business, and whom Nanda had immediately taken under her wing as well. And others. There were always others.

‘She took him home?’

‘Of course she did,’ Konrad sighed. ‘She is Nanda.’ He took a moment to breathe, to try to quiet the flurry of panic that overtook his heart. Nanda was not defenceless, and as dangerous as Ivorak undoubtedly was, he had no reason to want to harm her.

Even so. Nanda was alone at home with a monster and he, Konrad, had made it happen.

He grabbed Tasha. ‘I’m going to run,’ he warned.

‘Go,’ Tasha said.

Konrad ran.

 

He did not know, as he travelled, what manner of scene he might encounter when he arrived at Nanda’s house. Would Ivorak maintain the facade of innocence he had adopted, so convincingly, at the bridge, or would he throw it off? Would he be brute enough, fool enough, to threaten her? Would he try to hurt her, or even turn her? Would Nanda figure him out, as Konrad finally had, or did he fool her still? As the minutes passed, his fears grew, and the visions of likely scenarios his mind helpfully provided grew more and more catastrophic.

Konrad mustered every shred of will and energy he possessed, and quickened his already flying pace.

When Nanda’s modest house came into view, her shop beneath and her apartments above, he suffered a tumult of mixed feelings: part relief, part utter panic. Was she even still alive?

Eetapi! he bellowed the moment he was remotely within range. Tell me all is well.

Master? Brother? What are you doing here?

Tell me all is well,  Konrad repeated.

I do not care for their choice of tea, Eetapi replied. The aroma is offensive.

Tea? Konrad hurtled up to Nanda’s front door, all bemusement and fright, and dragged it open so forcefully he almost tore it off its hinges. He wanted to scream for Nanda, assure himself instantly that she was well, but some buried instinct prevented him. If Ivorak yet maintained his pretence of innocence, Konrad may not wish to instantly reveal his knowledge of the deception. And Eetapi rambled about tea…

He crossed the shop floor in three great strides, his boot-heels ringing sharply upon the hard wooden floor. The tiny door at the back divided the commercial premises from Nanda’s workroom behind, and her living quarters above; he tore through it, and straight up the stairs.

The scene he encountered was the very opposite of anything he had expected. In Nanda’s little parlour sat the lady herself, on one side of the worn but elegant oaken table that dominated the room. Opposite sat Ivorak, wrapped in one of Nanda’s coats and with a ceramic hot brick balanced upon his lap. They were indeed partaking of tea, or at least, Nanda was. The cup before Ivorak looked untouched.

‘Konrad,’ said Nanda in greeting, her pale brows rising in surprise. ‘I thought you gone to bed.’

‘I was,’ he said. He did not know what to add, so wrong-footed by the placid scene was he. Did Nanda know? She could not possibly, or she would not look nearly so relaxed. He looked hard at Ivorak, but if he expected to observe any tell-tale clue in the man’s appearance, or some trace of guilt in his eyes, he was out of luck. Ivorak returned the stare with a hesitant, rather shy smile, perfectly in keeping with the character he had adopted, and Konrad could find nothing at which to object.

‘We were discussing Mr. Nasak’s future with the Order,’ Nanda said, and got up from her chair. ‘You will join us for tea, of course? And Tasha?’

Ivorak’s reaction to Tasha’s appearance was the first sign of something amiss, for he watched her with the wary alertness of a cat faced with a mouse — or, perhaps, vice versa. Tasha grinned at him, and slouched down in the chair immediately adjacent. ‘Tea would be nice,’ she said to Nanda.

Konrad took the final unoccupied chair, bemused. Here he had run in a fit of raging fury and panic, only to engage in an odd out-of-hours tea party with the person he loved best in the world, with Nuritov’s odd, undead apprentice, and with the man he had come here to kill. Nanda set a steaming cup before him, accompanying it with one of her special, warm smiles, and he only felt more confused. She looked excessively tired, and he felt smitten with remorse at having dragged her into this mess when she could have been peacefully asleep on Solstice night.

Ivorak was watching him. Konrad felt the weight of the other man’s gaze, but as soon as he returned it, Ivorak returned to staring into his tea.

A show of discomfort, however subtle. Very well. He was troubled, then, by Konrad’s abrupt and unannounced reappearance. Did he guess, that Konrad knew?

‘What have you decided, then?’ Konrad asked. ‘About Mr. Nasak and the Order.’

Nanda sat down again, and took a gulp of tea. ‘Mr. Nasak is eager to be of use, and I am eager to ascertain the extent of his abilities. I have hopes he will be of great assistance in determining the source of a sickness, and its extent, in ways we have yet been unable to achieve.’ She smiled at Ivorak as she spoke, but there was a tension about her that Konrad did not understand. Was she aware of his deception, or was it something else?

‘How generous he is with his time,’ said Konrad, unsmiling, with a hard look at Ivorak.

Ivorak said nothing.

Konrad’s temper began to fray. He had been up all night, dragging himself around frozen Ekamet on a night when, above all others, he — and Nanda, no doubt, too — would prefer to be comfortably at home. Ivorak had killed, deceived, lied, led him around by the nose, and now sat there looking as innocent as a summer sky. Why were they wasting still more time on this absurd pretence? Konrad decided to be more direct. ‘We were unable to find your brother,’ he said coldly. ‘It seems he had somewhere else to be tonight, in spite of hosting a houseful of guests.’

‘I not know where he is,’ said Ivorak instantly. He was brazen enough to meet Konrad’s gaze as he spoke, unflinching.

‘But I do,’ said Konrad, very softly. He held Ivorak’s deceitful gaze and, slowly, smiled.

He could almost see the wheels turning in Ivorak’s head. Should he try to brazen it out, deny everything, rely on Nanda’s soft (sort of) heart and Konrad’s rather better hidden sympathetic side to save him? Or accept that the game was up, abandon the deceit, and… and what? What would he do?

Ivorak looked from Konrad to Tasha to Nanda, the latter of whom continued to sip her tea with a show of placidity which convinced Konrad she knew everything he had guessed. She hadn’t reacted at all to Konrad’s revelation that he knew where Ivorak’s so-called “brother” was.

Ivorak’s eyes glittered, and his mouth twisted in a malicious smile. ‘She is sick,’ he said, indicating Nanda with a tilt of his head. ‘Very sick. You do not know it, I think.’

Konrad’s eyes flew to Nanda’s face. ‘She… she’s what? Nan? Is this true?’

Nanda met his eyes only briefly and then stared into her tea, her lips forming a grim line. Oh, she looked desperately tired, but so did Konrad himself, no doubt; probably the shadows under his own eyes were a match for hers. But was she paler than usual? Was her air of weariness merely the product of a long, long night, or was it something more?

Konrad stared long, his heart sinking like a rock. ‘You lie,’ he snarled at Ivorak, and he hoped fiercely that it was so. Ivorak had lied about virtually everything; why not this, too?

But he knew it to be false hope. Nanda’s tension was now explained. She would not meet his gaze, and she did not even try to dissemble. She merely sat, defeated, bitter, staring sightlessly into her cooling cup of tea.

Ivorak beamed at Konrad. ‘You are welcome,’ he said. ‘I cannot tell you how delighted I am to be of use.’

Then he moved. Konrad, fixed as his attention still was upon Nanda’s wan visage, realised the man’s intention too late. Ivorak shot for the stairs, moving with unthinkable speed, and within seconds he was gone.

But Tasha had been ready for him. Neither so distracted as Konrad, nor so slow, she barrelled after the fugitive, supernaturally fast herself. The room emptied of them both, and Konrad still sat in his chair, flummoxed, unable to catch his breath for the sudden weight of fear.

He had time for only one last, anguished, reproachful look at Nanda, and then he, too, was gone.

 

Konrad reached the street several seconds behind Tasha, too late to see where she or Ivorak had gone.

Master, hissed Eetapi from somewhere overhead. This way.

He could not see her. The night was too dark, the full moon hidden once more behind great banks of clouds. Snow blew into his face, stinging his eyes, and the street’s lamps had long since burned out.

But he could sense her: some way above his head, a few feet in front of him. That way. She set up a glow, exuding that faint, sickly ghost-light, making a beacon of herself.

She sped away, and he followed. Ootapi raced in from who-knew-where and fell in by his sister’s side, and Konrad set off after them both, his stride lengthening to impossible speed. Buildings melted away around him as he hurtled through the streets of Ekamet, noting distantly that they were not headed for Parel’s Bridge or for Tatav Circle. They were making for the west gate, and he was not surprised when his serpents led him out into the Bone Forest. Ivorak was far from the only killer to seek shelter, concealment, amongst those gnarled, craggy trees, who thought that the twisting, tangled branches and swirling snow would obstruct his pursuer.

Fool. The Malykant was at home out in the Bones; more so, in some respects, than he was among all the comforts and luxuries of Bakar House.  He found a way through the maze of trees with ease, strode over the dips and hillocks and frozen marsh-puddles without missing a step. The snow he simply disregarded, for he did not precisely need his eyes, not out here. His serpents shone in the darkness ahead of him, twin wisps of deathlight half-glimpsed with every step. They shone in his mind, too, beacons to guide him safely down a death-trap of winding, treacherous pathways.

He caught up with Tasha, grabbed her in passing. ‘You should not be out here alone,’ he hissed.

Tasha writhed in his grip, seething. ‘I may look like a kid, but I’m as dangerous as you are.’

‘No one’s as dangerous as me,’ Konrad said, but the chill ebbed from his words, and he spoke them more with regret.

Tasha merely snorted. ‘Anyway, I am not alone, because here you are. Inevitably.’

‘I apologise, if my appearance disappoints you.’

‘Maybe I wanted to catch the killer.’ Tasha gave up fighting — realising, perhaps, that their joint progress was indeed rather faster than hers had been alone — but her annoyance did not lessen one whit.

‘You will help me to catch him.’ Konrad stopped speaking, for Eetapi and Ootapi had sung out in victory, their twin voices sounding like frozen bells in the darkness. There! How he runs!

Konrad saw him, too: a dark figure darting through the trees ahead, moving with all the speed of fury and terror but not fast enough, for Konrad was almost upon him.

Ivorak looked back, once, and oh, he was afraid now.

Konrad leapt, Tasha an instant after. Together they crashed into the fleeing figure of Ivorak Nasak, bringing him sharply to the hard, icy ground. Konrad felt a thrill of victory, and of malicious glee, the latter of which he tried to suppress.

‘Hold him a moment,’ he said. He did not know if he spoke to Tasha or to his serpents, but they all obeyed, binding Nasak to immobility with their array of supernatural arts.

Konrad retrieved the bones he had harvested from Ivorak’s victims, and carried about with him all the night since. They fell into his hands as he opened their bundle of cloth, stained with blood and delightfully blunt.

Also, he took up Nanda’s silver knife.

‘Turn him,’ he whispered.

The motionless body of Ivorak Nasak flipped in the air, turning face-up. His eyes met Konrad’s, full of desperate fear. His teeth were gritted, and he fought. They would not hold him long.

Konrad lunged — but too late. The human, solid figure of Ivorak Nasak shimmered and transformed, and a ghostwolf leapt away into the night. What a vision he made! Thrice the size of the living creature, all rippling ghost-light, nothing of him wan or sickly like Konrad’s serpents. He shone bright and true, like the moon, and waves of fury rolled off him like mist.

But Tasha had been ready for that, too. Her body — the slim figure of the fourteen-year-old girl she appeared to be — fell lifeless into the snow with a sickening thud, and her lamaeni spirit-form shimmered into being beneath the trees. She was as bright and glorious to the eye as Ivorak, and she burned with an awe-inspiring strength. She shot after the fleeing nightwolf, Eetapi and Ootapi in her wake.

It did not take long. Tasha caught him in seconds, and after that… Konrad could not tell what followed. Battle raged, swift and fierce, the four spirits merging into a flurry of ghost-light so bright-burning that Konrad could barely stand to look. Rage and terror poured off them. In the two or three seconds it took Konrad to catch them, it was over. The light ebbed and faded, and Ivorak Nasak lay once more on the frozen ground, human and inert and furious.

Konrad wasted no time. He took the bones of Illya Vasily, Albina Olga, and the two labourers, and punched them through the shrinking chest of Ivorak Nasak, one-two-three-four, ignoring the creature’s howls of fury and pain.

Then the knife, the silver knife, its blade biting deep. Only then did the light in the man’s eyes die, and he lay with the stillness of death, blood seeping from the five wounds in his chest.

Konrad knelt in the snow, watching in fascinated horror as Ivorak Nasak died. He would never, ever get used to it, no matter how many he killed, nor how much they deserved to die. So profound was the alteration from living to dead, so permanent, so appalling. He did not know, would never understand, how those such as Ivorak could deal out death so freely and with such insouciance — indeed, some actively took pleasure in it. The thought made Konrad shudder with a crawling revulsion.

‘He deserved it,’ said Tasha.

Konrad sighed deeply, and wearily uttered: ‘I know.’ It didn’t help all that much, and it never would.

But his duty was performed. Ivorak Nasak would kill no one else. He was dispatched into The Malykt’s merciless care, there to atone for the lives he had taken, his soul irrevocably bound to the souls of those he had killed until he had done so. And they would not treat him kindly.

Nanda wanted her knife back. Konrad eyed the hilt sticking out of Ivorak’s chest with misgiving. He did not want to remove it, did not want to touch the corpse again at all, if he could help it. As far out in the Bones as they were, he could and would simply leave it here, let it rot, let the crows devour its revolting flesh.

But Nanda wanted her knife back. Konrad steeled himself and wrenched the blade out of the ruined chest, averting his eyes to the sticky mess of blood. He wrapped the knife in his handkerchief, resolving to clean it later, and return it to Nanda.

Nan. Who waited at home, her terrible secret revealed against her will, waiting perhaps with dread for  Konrad’s return. He got to his feet slowly, wearily. ‘Thank you,’ he said to Tasha. ‘But for you, he might have escaped.’ He did not really think it was so; no one could outrun the Malykant, not for long. But it might be true, and Tasha swelled with pride to hear it.

And thank you, Konrad said to his serpents. You have served me well.

They were too surprised to respond, though eventually a shiver of Eetapi’s approval crept down his spine. As it felt like a sliver of ice inching its way down his shrinking skin, he did not altogether appreciate it.

‘Time to go home,’ he said, and turned his steps back towards Ekamet. Slowly, trembling with fatigue, he made his way home, Tasha and his serpents by his side.




Epilogue

Upon arrival at Bakar House, Konrad wanted nothing more than to collapse instantly into bed. But he could not — not without first seeing Nanda. He would change his clothes, settle Tasha somewhere comfortable, and return to Nanda’s shop.

But when he stepped into his hall he was met, rather to his surprise, by his butler.

Gorev bowed. ‘Miss Falenia is waiting in the drawing-room, sir.’

‘Ah,’ he said, dripping melted snow onto the pristine tiled floor. ‘Thank you.’ He wanted to go in to see her at once, but a glance at his sodden, blood-stained clothes convinced him to reconsider. Nanda was wonderfully tolerant and virtually unshockable, but still, it would not be civilised to appear before her in such a state, especially if she was primly ensconced in the drawing-room. Besides which, he could not stop shivering. ‘Thank you,’ he said again. ‘Will you find dry clothes for Tasha, Gorev? Anything warm will do. Raid my wardrobe, if you have to.’

‘I am sure something can be found, sir.’ Gorev had kindness enough to smile at Tasha, in spite of her bedraggled street-rat appearance. Tasha looked too bemused to know how to respond.

Gorev, of course, looked impeccably neat and exquisitely groomed, as always. It occurred to Konrad that this might be considered odd. ‘Gorev. Why are you out of your bed at this hour?’

The butler gave a slight cough. ‘It is rather past the seventh hour of the morning, sir.’

Ah. What a fine sight his master made, returning to his house at so late an hour, having spent all night away, his clothes torn, soaked through with melted snow and stained with blood besides. But Gorev remarked upon none of it, nor did he seem at all nonplussed. ‘Shall I draw you a bath, sir?’ was all the comment he had to offer.

Konrad took a moment to appreciate his blessings, Gorev’s merits chief among them. ‘A little later, please. I ought not to keep Miss Falenia waiting.’

‘Very good, sir.’

‘Serve refreshments, will you? I may be a few minutes.’

‘I have already taken the liberty of serving tea to Miss Falenia, sir, together with an assortment of delectables.’

‘Good man. Tash, come to the drawing-room when you’re dry.’

With that, he wearily climbed the stairs and wandered into his dressing-room, grateful beyond words that he did not have to go back out into the snow tonight. His limbs were so numb with cold, his hands would barely function, and it took him much longer than usual to change his attire. But at length he was able to return downstairs, clad in fresh, deliciously dry clothing, cleaned of blood and snow, his hair brushed and warmth gradually seeping back into his frozen body.

Nanda sat before a blissfully roaring fire, and Konrad saw at once that when Gorev had described an assortment of delectables he had rather understated the case. The table was piled high with pies, cold meats, wedges of cheese, cakes, pastries, tartlets, fruits both fresh and dried, nuts, bonbons, and several jugs and pots containing, apparently, several varieties of beverage. There was also a gigantic teapot whose spout steamed most promisingly, and decanters containing wine, whiskey and brandy.

‘Your obliging butler appears to have received the impression that I am wasting away,’ Nanda informed Konrad with a suspicious narrowing of her eyes. The plate before her contained the wreckage of some few of the delicacies, and Konrad felt oddly relieved to see the evidence of her having made a respectable repast.

‘I haven’t said anything,’ he protested. ‘I only just returned home. He is merely being bountiful.’

‘Then it must be that he likes me,’ Nanda replied with vast satisfaction, and took another biscuit with a complacent smile.

‘You are easy to like,’ Konrad offered, collapsing into a chair.

‘I am, quite,’ Nanda agreed, and proved it by ministering to Konrad’s exhaustion with cheerful solicitude. She collected a heap of what Gorev called delectables upon a plate and set it before him, following it with a cup of tea, a glass of wine and a glass of whiskey. Konrad watched all this with a mixture of pleasure and concern, unwilling to admit that his eyes traced every feature of Nanda’s face, alert for signs of ill health. Was it weakness that made her hands slightly tremble, or was she merely as tired as he? Did she return to her chair a little too soon? Were her legs weak, did she lose her breath and need to rest?

‘I am not dying, Konrad,’ Nanda said at last, waspish, when he continued to stare at her and ignore the feast she had painstakingly prepared.

‘Sorry.’ Konrad pulled himself together and attacked the food. He was famished, he found, once the more immediate discomfort of cold had receded, his exhaustion somewhat mitigated by the comfort of his seat. But he paused halfway through a shredded beef pie, unable to maintain the silence. ‘Is that true?’

Nanda rolled her eyes. ‘Would I lie?’

‘If failing to tell me important things is lying, then yes.’

‘I didn’t want to tell you.’

‘Why not?’

She eyed him.  ‘Because I knew you would fuss over me like a mother hen.’

Konrad opened his mouth to deny it, then remembered the anxious solicitude with which he had been fancying signs of weakness only moments before. It had cost him something to remain seated and let her serve him, instead of jumping up and taking the task off her.

‘I am not frail,’ she said firmly. ‘And I don’t want you clucking and flapping about me.’

Konrad sighed, and took another large bite of beef pie. He chewed slowly and swallowed, carefully gathering his thoughts. ‘Will you tell me what’s amiss?’

‘I would rather not talk about it, today.’

That suggested she might talk of it another day, so Konrad tried to be contented with that. But it was hard. ‘You aren’t—’

‘I am pretty certain you will die before I do,’ Nanda interrupted. Her lips twitched, and she amended, ‘Not that that means much. When was the last time you died, again?’

‘Stop deflecting!’

‘It is a fair reflection!’

‘Tell me you’re not fatally sick.’ She was trying to defuse Konrad’s concern with levity, but he would not permit it. He pinned her with a long stare, and he made no attempt to conceal his feelings: let her see the depth of his fear.

‘I… hope not,’ she said, softly. ‘More than that, I cannot yet say.’

Konrad took a deep breath, the shivery kind that held suppressed tears somewhere behind it. He nodded, took a sip of tea and another breath. ‘You’ll tell me, whatever I can do.’

Nanda looked briefly forlorn, and he cursed himself for forcing the subject. But then she smiled, collected another biscuit, and bit into it with relish. ‘Course I will,’ she said with her mouth full. ‘Can’t waste the opportunity to make use of you. I’ll have you waiting on me hand and foot, attendant to my every whim—’

‘But no clucking,’ Konrad agreed. ‘Got it.’ He flapped his arms, and was rewarded with a grin.

Tasha entered the room upon a cold draught, sighing with satisfaction.

‘Shut the door!’ Konrad said, shivering mightily.

‘Oops.’ Tasha sent the door sailing shut with a well-placed kick and then sagged into a chair. She was wearing a mismatched assortment of clothing, most of it wool, and she was pink in the cheeks.

‘Enjoyed your bath?’ Konrad said.

Tasha grinned. ‘How can you tell?’

Konrad touched his fingers to his cheeks, and Tasha instinctively mimicked the gesture, testing the heat of her own face.

‘Well, Gorev seemed eager to draw you a bath. I couldn’t let it go to waste.’

‘A crying shame,’ Konrad agreed.

‘I take it you succeeded?’ Nanda said, and Konrad nodded furiously, his mouth too full of cranberry jelly tart to reply right away.

‘Killed him dead,’ Tasha offered. ‘He sprouted like a hedgehog, bones and knives everywhere.’

Nanda winced, her eyes rolling ceilingward. ‘Good. My knife?’

‘I have to clean it,’ Konrad said. ‘And polish it and cuddle it and then I will give it back.’

‘Cuddle it?’

‘It’s had a difficult day. It performed its terrible duty with panache, however.’

‘Doubtless. It is mine.’

The door opened again, to Konrad’s bemusement, for he had not rung for service. But in the doorway stood Inspector Nuritov, hatless and diffident and looking at Nanda.

Konrad cast a questioning look Nanda’s way.

‘I invited him,’ she said, beaming. ‘He’s had a hard night, too.’

‘Perfect idea,’ he said, and meant it. He ought to have thought of it himself. He realised that Nuritov was awaiting his invitation, as host, and was quick to give it. He also realised that the sheer sumptuousness of the surroundings at Bakar House was unnerving the inspector. Konrad came from poverty; the house and all its luxuries were merely one of the trappings of his job, and its one real perk. But Nuritov couldn’t possibly know that. Once suitably plied with good things, however, he began to relax.

Konrad could not, for an appalling thought occurred to him far too late and he all but leapt out of his chair. ‘I forgot. The bodies — Albina and Illya — what if they aren’t dead? They could turn. I have to go back.’ His heart beat quick with panic, for he had left them lying unguarded in the morgue beneath The Malykt’s temple. If they woke down there, alone and confused and ravenous, what harm might they do before they could be found, and stopped?

‘Konrad!’ Nanda said, and he realised she had already said his name a few times. ‘Sit. Be calm. I have already taken care of it.’

Konrad blinked stupidly at her. ‘What? How?’

‘The possibility occurred to me, too, so I went there before I came here. The two labourers are dead, I am certain of it. The other two… I am less certain. I have had them moved to The Shandrigal’s temple where they are under supervision. If they should wake, they will be tended to, and contained, and no damage will be done. Sit down again.’

Konrad sat, so overcome with admiration for her quick mind even in a state of exhaustion — and relief, that his absent-mindedness had not caused a catastrophe — that he folded limply into his chair like a bolt of cloth and lay in a fog of mixed feelings, most of them warm ones. Nanda was fortunate that she was not presently close enough to be hugged upon.

‘I am eager to hear the details,’ Nuritov offered.

Konrad was eager to sleep like the dead, but he owed the inspector an explanation. Before he could begin, Tasha leaned towards him.

‘I am famished,’ she confided.

Konrad cursed himself again, for forgetting that none of the delicacies Gorev provided could offer sustenance for a lamaeni guest. Looking at her, he saw that all the flush of colour had drained out of her cheeks; she looked wan and thin and… ravenous.

‘You may take a little from me,’ he whispered back. ‘Just try not to send me to sleep.’

Tasha beamed at him with real gratitude, a reaction which thrilled Konrad, for it suggested that she found him perfectly edible. Or in other words, perfectly alive enough to feed upon.

‘Not Nan, though,’ he added, glancing at Nanda sidelong. ‘She needs to conserve her strength.’

He had thought himself safe to make such a comment, for Nanda was deep in conversation with Alexander Nuritov, filling him in on all the details of the case which he had missed. But he received a swift, sharp kick to his shin, efficiently informing him as to the extent of his error.

‘Ow,’ he muttered.

Nanda cast him a look of withering contempt, and returned her attention to the inspector.

‘When she said no clucking and flapping,’ Konrad said to Tasha, ‘she really meant it.’

A vague feeling of discomfort finally filtered through to his awareness: a protruding shape underneath his legs. He discreetly felt around beneath himself until he encountered the culprit: a small, rectangular object, very solid indeed, which he discovered to be wrapped in paper. It had a bow neatly tied around it in ribbon.

He raised an eyebrow at Nanda.

‘What?’ she said, all innocence.

A dangling label read: Konrad. He checked the reverse, but the name of the giver did not appear.

‘Yours?’ he asked Nanda.

‘I deny all knowledge.’

‘Hm.’ Konrad tore off the paper, and a neat little leather-bound book fell into his hands. It was a beautiful thing, tinted dark rose-red, with glossy gilded lettering.

The title read, The Scarlet Petticoat.

He opened the book, and scanned the first few lines. ‘This,’ he said slowly, ‘is a romance.’

Nanda’s smile turned seraphic. ‘Why, yes. Yes it is.’

His eyes narrowed.

‘Are you not pleased?’ said Nanda, her face falling in mock dismay. ‘But I consulted Eetapi and Ootapi about your literary tastes. I was sure we’d got it right.’

Konrad noted the author’s name, discreetly printed in small type on the inside front page: Lady Balov, who was a favourite of his. But he would rather have died than admit it, especially in such company, for Nuritov looked faintly amused and Tasha was openly grinning.

Nanda leaned towards him. ‘It’s new,’ she whispered. ‘Published last week.’

Konrad gave a tiny sigh, and hid the book away again. ‘You could not have given it to me more privately?’ he whispered.

‘Where would be the fun in that?’

Konrad rolled his eyes, grabbed Nanda’s hand, and bestowed upon it a flourishing kiss. ‘Very well, then. Thank you, good lady.’

‘You are very welcome,’ she replied, beaming broadly. Then she added, in a loud whisper, ‘I hope it is steamy.’

Too afflicted with sudden coughing to form words, Konrad could muster no reply.
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