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The Rostikov Legacy







Chapter One


The Bone Forest at night is a dangerous place to be. The ground is marshy, spread with silent pools of water waiting to catch the steps of the unwary. A permanent fog shrouds the air in the colder months; in winter little can be seen of the landscape save the twisted trees looming out of the dark, their branches reaching into the sky like stripped bones. 
Once in a while, though, the moon shines briefly from between layers of heavy black cloud and the mists gleam bone-white in response. And even more rarely, a flicker of ghostly white near the black earthen ground begs to catch the eye: a glimpse of a marsh spectre, so easy to miss.
The marsh spectre is not, as might be inferred, a spirit but in fact a flower. It grows in only the wettest of marshes; were its delicate petals to dry out it would crumble and fade into the wind like a wraith. 
It crouches low to the ground, its foliage ash-grey veined with silver. It is rare. The conditions for its growth are specific; a particular temperature, a significant degree of moisture, not too much light. Without these it will never thrive and its coveted blossoms — only one per plant —  will never appear. 
On one particular frosty night, few souls were abroad to witness the delicate white glow of the marsh spectre as it unfurled its petals. Coveted as it was, few could brave the dangers of the night-shrouded Bone Forest with impunity. Konrad Savast was one such, and as he navigated with care through the dripping fog a bright glow caught his eye, blazing briefly but powerfully in the grey forests that ringed the city of Ekamet. It was a light he recognised, for he had set out on this cold, wet night in search of this very blossom.
Swirling his long, dark coat out of the way of his legs, he was on his knees in an instant, heedless of the ice-touched, waterlogged mud staining the thick fabric of his trousers.
But he was not the first. He swore at finding himself too late; too late to prevent this most virulent of poisons from being harvested, processed, sold and above all, used. The centre of the flower was gone; only a few petals remained.
Konrad sat back on his heels, disturbed. Whoever had harvested this particular specimen was not a professional poison master; the drooping, bruised state of the few surviving petals spoke of the rough lack of care with which the valuable parts of the flower had been removed. 
When amateurs played at poison craft, the results were never good. 
He closed his eyes and let his consciousness shift into the spirit-world. In his mind’s eye the landscape drained further of colour, becoming a faded tableau in hazy white. He could see the wind streaming through the trees, feel the faint traces left by the passage of wraiths through the aether.
‘Eetapi,’ he murmured. ‘Ootapi.’ 
An answering whisper touched his thoughts, and then a second close behind. Twin phantoms twined through his senses like a persistent cold wind, making him shiver. 
Yes, Malykant, they both said together. 
Search the aether, he told them silently. Bring me news of the unquiet. 
 His companions caught the ribbons of the wind and sailed away. He opened his eyes and watched them go, their long serpentine bodies fading into the mist. They had been brightly coloured in life, their beaded hides advertising their venomous natures in vivid purple and red. In death they were moon-pale, insubstantial and cold as winter. 
Abandoning the broken marsh spectre, Konrad straightened and continued on, picking his way expertly through the sluggish pools of water that saturated the forest. He threaded through the hillocks of drier land that dotted the landscape, ignoring the steady trickle of dampness that ran off the brim of his hat and flowed down the waxed cloth of his coat. After some minutes his workshop materialised out of the fog, a wooden structure raised on stilts high above the stagnant water. A rope ladder served as the only means of entrance; he climbed up it to his trapdoor entrance and let himself in.
The pockets of his coat were stuffed with folded cloth packets. He drew these out one at a time, storing the fruits of his ramblings in the jars and boxes that crowded the shelves in his one room. Dark purple inkwort he had found in plentiful quantity, and sunbane and weak orange pepperroot. He’d even discovered a pocket of ashleaf sheltering on the lee side of one of the taller hillocks, hidden behind a mess of tall, prickly grass. Were it not for the loss of the marsh spectre, he would have considered it a fruitful day’s work.
Harvest stored, Konrad shrugged out of his coat, stepped out of his tall boots and removed his hat. He flopped gratefully onto the rude and untidy bed, yawning. He had been walking all night and most of the day, covering many miles of the marsh in his search for the materials of his trade. 
 But he would not sleep yet. Not until the serpents brought him the news from the spirit lands.
He sensed their return as he framed this thought. They came billowing through his open door, bringing a renewed chill with them. He sensed agitation, some manner of disturbance in the normally placid minds of his familiars.
‘Peace, Eetapi,’ he said to soothe them. ‘Ootapi. What have you discovered?’
An unclean death, a hissing voice replied. One of your kind, Malykant. He recognised the melodic tones of Eetapi, her voice like the tolling of funeral bells.
We sense the displeasure of The Malykt, added Ootapi, in a voice like splintering ice.
Konrad tensed. The Malykt was the spirit Overlord who presided over the transition from life to death, and incidentally he was also Konrad’s master. Years ago now, The Malykt had made Konrad His chief servant, granting him the serpent-seers as his aides. As the Malykant, head of the Order of Death, Konrad’s duties were clear.
That the Overlord was displeased by this particular death did not bode well. It meant that it was time for Konrad to go to work.
Show me, he instructed, and the serpents complied, seizing his mind and carrying it away, back out into the marsh. Along the aether they sped, weaving through the ghostly trees, their essence mingling with the mist. 
Less than a mile from Konrad’s workshop a wide hillock rose out of the fog like a barrow, and here they stopped. The patch of ground was dry and largely bare of trees, clothed in short, half-frozen grass. Atop it lay the corpse, shreds of its soul still lingering at the scene of death. Konrad sensed the Malykt: the Spirit Lord had been here, drawn by the dank and acrid aura of defilement that polluted the air. 
An unclean death indeed. Konrad felt The Malykt’s anger and shuddered under it.
As he took note of these details Konrad was distantly aware that his body followed where his mind had already gone, drawn inexorably through the trees until consciousness and physical form merged at the splayed feet of the corpse. He stood motionless for a moment as his mind and body merged once more, waiting until the dizziness faded away. When he felt stable, he opened his eyes.
The corpse was a woman, and a young one, perhaps in her twenties. Her dark hair was decorated with jewels and she wore a fine gown. A knife was buried in her torso, a small weapon with a plain handle. But her blue tongue and blackened face told him that the stab wound had not killed her.
Poison, he judged, and he could guess which: marsh spectre. A blade coated in that sticky substance would have killed her within five, maybe ten minutes. That was far too long a time to suffer the vicious pain that this type of poison inflicted. 
Konrad frowned and crouched by the woman’s side. Agony had distorted her features, but he recognised her. She had been a prominent figure in the city of Ekamet, owning a fine house in the centre and much property besides. She had also been a popular society hostess. 
His frown deepened. What had Lady Navdina Rostikova been doing out in the Bones? Wearing her finery, no less, and as far as he could tell not a jewel was missing.
‘Eetapi,’ he whispered. ‘Ootapi. Bind her.’
They did as he ordered, collecting the flickering shreds of her spirit and binding them together. There was not much of her soul left; most had already fled into the Deathlands. He would be lucky to get anything out of her at all.
The Serpent Seers dived into the corpse, dragging the sundered and shredded soul with them. The corpse choked, racked with violent shivers. Then Lady Rostikova’s eyes opened and stared blankly at the sky. 
‘Speak,’ he commanded.
‘Rostikova,’ the corpse gasped. ‘I am Lady Rostikova.’
‘I am aware of your name. Who killed you?’
‘Rostikova,’ the corpse repeated. ‘I am Lady Rostikova.’
‘That has been established. I ask the name of your killer.’
The corpse shuddered and said nothing.
‘Very well. Why were you here?’
‘I was meeting…’ The dead eyes blinked. ‘Rostikova,’ it said again. ‘I am Lady Rostikova.’
Konrad said nothing further. He was too late; her distressed spirit had already fled too far. She was too confused and disoriented to be of use.
‘It hurts,’ the corpse gasped, shivering more violently than ever.
‘Release her,’ he ordered. The serpent-shades streamed out of her and the corpse collapsed back into inanimate silence, its borrowed breath escaping in a long sigh. Lady Rostikova’s spirit frayed into ribbons and melted away.
Recognising his duty, Konrad bowed his head.
‘I am in the service of The Malykt,’ he said to the wind. ‘I do his bidding with respect and honour for the dead.’ He clasped his bone talisman as he spoke, protecting himself from the malignant influence of unquiet souls.
Then he drew a long and wickedly sharp knife from his boot. Kneeling by the side of the corpse, he laid his blade to her torso and cut down. Layers of clothing parted and fell away, revealing her dead white skin. This too he carved through, cutting with strength and efficiency until he could see the wet gleam of her bones.
Another few moments were all he required. With practiced movements he extracted one of the largest of her rib bones, wrapped it in cloth and stored it in his coat. Later he would clean it and sharpen its ragged edges. Until he had found Lady Rostikova’s killer, this piece of her body would remain with him at all times. 
‘For The Malykt’s Justice,’ he said to the still night air. A gust of wind howled in response, brief and unnatural and very, very cold.




Chapter Two


Konrad went back to the city. He returned to his house discreetly, entering through a rear door that nobody else was permitted to use. He went straight to his dressing room and began the transformation from the Malykant, unkempt and smelling of the marsh, back into Konrad Savast, gentleman of Ekamet. 
He bathed, taking care to scrub all of the blood and mud from his olive skin. He washed and styled his black hair, and anointed it with scent. He donned a fine linen shirt, a dark green silk waistcoat and black trousers. His best black coat went over the top, and lastly he covered his head with a tall top hat.
When his carriage came round to his door, no sign remained that Mr Konrad Savast had done anything with his day save enjoy the privileges of the wealthy. 
A servant handed him his favourite silver-headed cane as he left the house. He found that it gave him an air of refinement and authority, and so he carried it with him everywhere, at least when he was in the city. Nobody had ever asked why the top was wrought into the shape of a serpent’s head.
‘To Rostikov House,’ he directed his coachman as he got in. 
The carriage drew up a short time later in front of a large, detached mansion, somewhat over decorated according to Konrad’s taste, but he knew it was the fashion at present. As he had hoped, the house appeared quiet. Nobody yet knew of its mistress’s fate. He stepped up to the front door and rapped smartly on it with his silver-headed cane.
‘Her Ladyship is not at home,’ said the butler on opening the door. 
‘That’s all right,’ he replied gravely. ‘I’ll wait.’
‘Her Ladyship left strict instructions that no callers are to be admitted.’ The butler started to close the door, but Konrad inserted his cane into the opening. 
‘I said I’ll wait,’ he repeated, and he allowed a little of the chill of the Bone Forest to enter his voice. He pushed his way into the house, shed his coat and handed it to the manservant.
‘If you’d please to follow me, sir, I’ll conduct you to the drawing-room,’ said the butler, his tone frigid with disapproval.
‘I prefer the study.’ Konrad made his way there without awaiting a response. He’d attended enough parties at the Rostikov House to be able to find it himself.
‘Shall you require any refreshment, sir?’ 
Konrad waved a hand in dismissal. ‘Nothing, thank you. Just peace and quiet.’
The butler withdrew, his back stiff with offence. Konrad stood in the centre of the room and surveyed Navdina Rostikova’s private study.
He knew that her husband had been a reading man, but apparently Navdina did not share that interest, for very few books graced the shelves. Instead they were crammed with ornaments and trinkets, many of them expensive but most in poor taste. It was a wasted room, all space given over to the frivolous and vulgar instead of intellectual pursuits or business.
The desk, though, that was a more interesting prospect. The top was well-dusted and completely empty, but what of the contents? Konrad claimed the chair that sat before it and began opening drawers, quietly so as not to attract the notice of the servants whose footsteps he occasionally heard passing the door. Most contained nothing of interest: bills for household goods and invitations to parties. In one he found a stack of personal correspondence, and he devoted some minutes to perusing these, but found them useless; most were mere vapid notes discussing gossip and fashion and new gowns. 
The bottom drawer was locked. Unconcerned, he touched icy fingers to the keyhole. Metal twisted and turned and the lock slid open. In a matter of seconds he had the drawer open and was browsing the contents.
In it lay a single note, worked in handwriting that matched none of the other letters he had found.
There is but one way to settle this matter to my satisfaction. On new moon night, meet me at the South Gate at the tenth hour of the night. Do not think to bring an escort, for you will not need one.
 Konrad turned the note about in his hands, thinking. It bore no address or direction, so presumably it had been delivered by hand. Had Navdina been the intended recipient, or had she intercepted this note and entangled herself in someone else’s business? Either possibility may have led to her demise. 
He pocketed the note, closed the drawer and stood up. A search of the rest of the room revealed nothing of any further interest, only more tasteless, gilded ornaments. He waited until the hallway outside the study was quiet, then slipped out of the room.
His coat hung on the coat rack near the front door. He retrieved it, shrugged it on and left the house, quietly closing the front door behind him.
‘Home, Aktso,’ he said to his driver. 
Once there, he went straight to his desk and composed a note of his own. He used plain block letters rather than his own handwriting, and he did not sign it. He wrote a single name on the front: Nuritov.
This note was marked URGENT and dispatched with all due haste to Ekamet’s police office.
[image: image-placeholder]Konrad received the day’s papers in bed the next morning, as was his custom. He read them at a leisurely pace, revelling in the comfort and luxury of a real bed after his three days and nights out in the Bone Forest. With his head cushioned by several pillows and a tray of hot chocolate and pastries at his elbow, he perused the primary headline of the day with considerable interest.
A Mysterious Death
The popular society hostess Lady Rostikova was found dead last night. Her body was discovered more than a mile from the south gate, inside the treacherous marsh-ground of the Bone Forest. It is not known why her ladyship so far departed from her usual habits as to travel out into the Bones, a place wisely avoided by most good citizens of Ekamet.
The cause of death is reported to be a knife wound in her ladyship’s torso. Her torso was also split open and a bone taken, a known sign that the mysterious figure known only as the Malykant has already attended the scene. The murderer or murderers had better look to themselves, for the justice of The Malykt is swift and absolute…
 Konrad was not surprised that the police investigation had missed the signs of poisoning, or missed their significance. But it was this element that most interested him. Properly positioned, the knife alone would have been sufficient to kill the victim; why use poison as well? And why choose such an agonising one? The method had been chosen to inflict a slower, painful death upon the Lady Rostikova. And that suggested that the crime was personal in nature.
But had Navdina been the intended victim, or had she taken the poison meant for someone else? He needed more information.
He glanced regretfully at his breakfast, only partially finished. He would like to enjoy his morning a little more thoroughly before he went out again, but The Malykt was an impatient master. Swift and absolute, indeed. Konrad would certainly ensure that the murderer’s punishment was absolute, but the swiftness required a little more effort.
With a sigh, he folded up the paper, laid it aside, and threw back the covers.




Chapter Three


What Konrad needed was informants. He had not known Navdina well himself; he could not hazard any guesses as to her close associates. But she had family. A second branch of Rostikovs resided within the city of Ekamet: Amrav Rostikov was cousin to Navdina, and quite newly married. Since the dead woman had no children, this cousin would now inherit the title.
Konrad’s analytical brain lost no time in noting that point as a possible motive for the killing.
Amrav Rostikov was not a secretive man, and Konrad had no difficulty gleaning all the relatively sparse information that was available about him. The new lord had already been wealthy before inheriting the Rostikov estate; that alone was interesting. If he had been involved in his cousin’s death, then, it had not been about money. Was he the sort to value the title itself highly enough to kill for it?
Even if he was, that did not explain the peculiar note found in Navdina’s desk. Konrad frowned as he stepped from his carriage into the street outside the lesser Rostikov house, where Amrav still resided until after his cousin’s funeral. The matter was already too complex; a simple explanation would not suffice.
He rapped on the door with his silver-headed cane. It was answered by a manservant, somewhat less grand than the Rostikov butler but hardly less exalted in attitude. 
‘Lord Rostikov is not at home,’ the man informed him. 
Konrad sighed inwardly, disliking the sensation of repetition. ‘Where has his lordship gone?’ he enquired.
‘I am not at liberty to reveal that information,’ came the reply. ‘If you would like to leave your card?’
Irksome, but very well. Konrad handed his visiting card to the officious manservant and walked away. At the end of the street he paused and closed his eyes.
‘Eetapi,’ he murmured. ‘Ootapi.’
On twin gusts of wind they came, leaving a pattern of frost on his skin as they twined about him.
Yes, Malykant.
The new Lord Rostikov, he said to them silently. Find him.
 He opened his eyes. The serpents, so vivid in his mind’s eye, were barely discernible in the light of the weak winter sun. Mere puffs of smoke they seemed as they streamed away, scattering themselves on the wind. He waited, drawing his coat closer around himself to keep the cold out. It would not take them long to locate their quarry.
A summons wormed its way into his thoughts. Ootapi called him.
 He followed it on foot, ignoring the people he passed. His companions drew him to a small park a few streets away from the house, where several families were strolling the ornamental gardens or sitting on ironwork benches under the trees.
Eetapi guided his consciousness to the right group: a tall man wearing a tall top hat, walking arm-in-arm with a woman expensively dressed in wide, impractical skirts. Konrad stood back for a moment, watching as the man tilted his head to listen to something his pretty wife was saying.
Konrad approached slowly, swinging his cane, ostensibly taking a stroll himself. When he collided with the lady, it was of course an accident.
‘My apologies,’ he said with a low bow, picking up the gloves the lady had dropped. She and her husband were both pale and dark-haired. She wore a fur coat and matching hat; very expensive, he noted. They certainly had not been short of money. 
Konrad looked for a moment at the gentleman, then affected a double-take.
‘Mr Rostikov, is it not?’ He bowed. ‘Ah — pardon me, I do of course mean Lord Rostikov.’ 
The lady smiled at this amendment, but Rostikov’s face registered confusion. ‘Have we met?’
‘Oh, once or twice I believe, at some gathering or other. Not for some time. My name is Konrad Savast.’ He bowed again.
And waited, while understanding dawned in their eyes and their manner became suddenly more welcoming. 
‘Naturally we know of you, Mr Savast,’ said the newly-elevated lord; and even though he was a lord, he bowed rather low to Konrad in return.
Konrad flashed a brief smile. He was no social leader, but he had a reputation for riches far greater than he really deserved. The Order of The Malykt had seen to that. The only social advantage greater than aristocratic blood was obscene wealth, and his certainly opened doors for him.
 ‘May I condole with you on your loss?’ Konrad said politely.
‘Thank you, Mr Savast.’ Rostikov glanced down at his clothes uncomfortably. Konrad understood: they were not wearing mourning clothes. But then, they must have received the news only yesterday; there had not yet been time to assemble a wardrobe of suitably fashionable mourning attire.
‘And also I congratulate you on your good fortune,’ Konrad continued. 
The lady looked uncomfortable at this allusion, but her husband smiled. ‘Never thought it quite right, a woman holding the title like that. Not speaking ill of the dead, of course,’ he amended as his wife frowned at him.
‘Of course not,’ Konrad said blandly, watching the reactions of both. He often wished that the serpents were as sensitive to the thoughts of others as they were to his. It would never be possible, of course; his mind had been bound to those of his companions by The Malykt Himself, and he had been a consenting party to the business. He could hardly expect the Overlord to perform this task on request, upon any individual whom Konrad suspected of foul play.
But it would make his task so much easier. 
Teeth nipped at his ankle, distracting him. He looked down to find a small but very pugnacious dog attached to his foot.
‘Oh, Pikat,’ sighed the lady, and bent gracefully to pick up the dog. It was an utterly repugnant creature but she petted it as if it was a thing of extraordinary beauty.
‘I am sorry,’ she remembered to add.
Konrad fixed the dog with a cold stare, not gracing its mistress’s perfunctory apology with a reply. ‘Excuse me,’ he bowed as the dog began to whine. He left the park at a quick pace, his purpose accomplished. He had seen Amrav Rostikov and his wife; he had shown himself to them in friendship. When their next meeting came, he intended that it should be at their invitation.
[image: image-placeholder] Konrad waited until the sun had set, and then he ventured out into the city on foot. He walked without hurry, his coat buttoned high on his throat against the chill of the night. Snowflakes drifted down out of the darkened skies, glowing eerily in the light of the gas lamps that illuminated the streets.
Eetapi and Ootapi streamed along behind him, catching snowflakes in their insubstantial mouths and absorbing the frigid water.
He was approaching the south gate, beyond which the Bone Forest spread. Lady Rostikova had met someone here, not three days ago, and that someone had lured her out into the heart of the wetlands. This element of the mystery intrigued him: why had it been necessary, or desirable, to conduct the killing so far outside the city? But now was not the time to investigate the killer’s probable path. He bypassed the city gate and directed his steps instead towards a small shop that nestled beneath the city wall in the south-east sector. The position of this establishment was no accident: its owner was an apothecary, a poison master and, on occasion, an alchemist. Like Konrad, she spent much of her time out in the wetlands. 
The shop was closed up at this hour, but Konrad was unfazed. He slipped around to the rear of the building and tapped on the door with his serpent-headed cane.
No answer, but he could hear the apothecary muttering inside. 
He unlatched the door and went in. He took care to make at least a little noise, but still he remained unobserved; Irinanda was working. She stood over a workbench that rested in the centre of the floor, her clothes covered by a grubby coat and her exquisite pale blonde hair tied into a loose bun. 
‘Snake blood powder,’ she muttered, and a chittering patch of golden fur streaked away to the shelves that lined the walls. It leaped again, back to the tall bench that dominated the room. The monkey offered a small glass jar to the apothecary, who grabbed it, wrenched off the lid and shook a quantity of dark red powder into a bubbling pot.
She set the jar down and the tiny monkey picked it up, replaced the lid, and leapt energetically back to the shelves.
‘Ashleaf,’ she said next, and the monkey brought her a phial containing the pale white dust of the ashleaf plant. 
‘Quiet now,’ said the apothecary, and the monkey sat down on the bench, tucking its long tail around itself.
Irinanda took a small measuring spoon from a pocket and dipped it into the neck of the phial.
‘One,’ she counted, dumping in a spoonful. ‘Two.’ With each spoonful of dust the liquid in her mixing pot bubbled higher and harder, threatening to explode out of its confines. ‘Three.’ 
Konrad blinked. Three measures of ashleaf? This would be a volatile potion. 
‘Fou…’ Irinanda’s head suddenly whipped round to stare at Konrad, who stood as still as he could in the shadow of the door.
‘Four,’ she repeated, returning her attention to the pot.
‘That’s five,’ Konrad corrected. ‘You added four already.’
He could hear the frown in Irinanda’s reply even though the apothecary stood with her back to him. ‘Four,’ she insisted, adding the fifth spoonful. She capped the phial and handed it off to the monkey.
‘Inkwort,’ she instructed.
The pot bubbled and foamed and began to spit.
Konrad waited.
The apothecary swore. 
‘Down, Weveroth!’
 The monkey instantly leapt off the bench and took refuge beneath it. The apothecary was not so fortunate. The pot exploded and the contents spilled over the surface of her workstation and onto her coat.
‘Sorry,’ Konrad said. ‘I did try.’
Irinanda muttered something. She spent several minutes cleaning up the bench and the pot and the floor. Then she left the room. When she finally returned, she was wearing a clean coat and most of the annoyance had gone from her face.
‘You’re a liability, Konrad,’ she muttered. 
‘Marsh spectre,’ he replied without preamble.
Irinanda fixed her glorious but cold blue eyes on him. Her face was expressionless but he didn’t miss the gleam of avarice in her eyes.
‘Where?’ was all she said.
‘Already harvested,’ Konrad added.
‘Damn you.’
Konrad leaned his cane against the door and took off his hat. ‘Not by me, more is the pity. I think that an amateur was involved.’ He described the condition of the blossom, watching Irinanda’s reactions as he spoke. She hardly moved.
‘It was not me,’ she said when Konrad had finished.
‘Of course it wasn’t you,’ Konrad replied coolly. ‘What I want to know is whether you’ve heard anything. Any new poisoners in the city? Any customers with too much interest in marsh spectre poison?’
Irinanda turned from him and began roaming around the room, briskly setting things to rights. ‘Not recently,’ she said.
‘Recently meaning?’
‘Not in the last few weeks.’ She collected a bowl of nuts from a cupboard and began feeding them to the monkey.
‘All right,’ Konrad said, taking a seat on one of her uncomfortable high stools. ‘How about before that?’
‘There was one man,’ Irinanda said, watching with rapt attention as the monkey devoured a walnut. ‘Six months ago or so. Turned up after hours asking for my inventory of virulent poisons. He wanted “the painful sort”.’
Konrad lifted his brows. ‘Did he mention marsh spectre?’
‘No. I did. I told him it was the most suitable type for his requirements.’
‘Did he buy some?’
‘Would have if I’d had any at the time.’
‘Maybe he went elsewhere.’ 
Irinanda shrugged. ‘He might have, but I doubt he would’ve had any better luck. Wrong season. And I doubt he had the right paperwork.’
Konrad nodded. Nanda’s business was legal, but she couldn’t sell virulent poisons to anyone without a permit to trade in them. ‘Did you tell him that?’
‘Of course.’
‘And you haven’t seen him since.’
‘No. I wondered if he might come back when winter started, but he didn’t.’
So he’d either found someone else to supply him with the poison, or he had gone in search of it himself. Konrad suspected the latter. A few months was plenty of time for him to learn about marsh spectre — how to find it, how to identify it and how to harvest it. 
‘You didn’t get a name, I suppose?’
Irinanda snorted. ‘He as good as told me he was planning to kill someone. You think he’d leave a name?’
Konrad grunted. ‘True. Damn him. Describe him for me.’
She turned back to Konrad at last and looked him full in the face. ‘Yskani stock,’ she said. ‘Black hair and eyes, dark skin. A lot like you, in fact.’
Konrad mulled that over. His colouring wasn’t that rare; a number of people in Ekamet had a little bit of Yskani blood somewhere in their family tree. But it helped to narrow it down. 
‘Any other unusual sorts coming in for marsh spectre?’
Irinanda shook her head. ‘I’ve some regulars but they know what time of year to call.’
Regulars. He knew the sorts of people she spoke of: he dealt with them himself on occasion. Most of them were traders, taking the poisons to far countries where the symptoms wouldn’t be so easily recognised, identified and traced back to the source. Using marsh spectre on a prominent target within Ekamet’s own wetlands was unwise: not something a professional was likely to do.
He’d be willing to bet that this mysterious customer of Irinanda’s had something to do with the death of Lady Rostikova.
‘Thank you,’ he said, standing up and collecting his hat. He drew a pouch from the inside pocket of his coat and tossed it to the poison master by way of payment.
Irinanda sniffed it and her eyes widened.
‘Ijgaroot,’ she murmured. ‘Generous.’ She tucked the pouch away quickly, as if fearing that he would change his mind.
But when Konrad turned to leave, she spoke again.
‘Is this about the dead aristocrat?’
Konrad turned around again slowly, pondering his response. Why would she expect him to be investigating a murder? He’d wondered before whether Irinanda had guessed about his other identity. It wasn’t the first time that he had asked her for information, and she was an intelligent woman.
‘Yes,’ he said simply, searching her face.
She nodded. ‘Do you think it’s true? That the Malykant is after the killer?’
Konrad thought of the rib bone that rested inside his coat, cleaned and sharpened and ready for use. ‘It must be,’ he said slowly. ‘Unless someone else in this city has a penchant for collecting ribs.’
Irinanda looked him over, as if wondering where he kept the bones. Konrad stood still, enduring her scrutiny without expression.
But all she said was, ‘Have you got any sunbane? I’m running low and I have an order to fill.’
‘I can spare a little.’ He had some in his coat pocket, in fact; he always carried it when he had a case to solve. It would make things much easier when he found the killer. But he allowed Irinanda to take the little packet from him and empty out a little of the powder. 
When she handed back the packet, her fingers brushed his. It was the merest feather-light touch, but it felt, in a strange way, profound. Irinanda’s eyes closed for an instant; when she opened them again her gaze had become speculative. 
‘Thank you,’ she said.
Konrad blinked. Was that it? He’d expected something different, though he wasn’t sure what. 
Irinanda’s white teeth flashed in a sudden grin. Lifting a hand in farewell, she wandered out of the workroom. Her voice came floating back after she had passed beyond his sight.
‘Lock up, will you? I don’t want any more visitors tonight.’
Konrad left without replying, his mind busy. He had no notion what had just happened, but that Irinanda knew or suspected a few uncomfortable things about him was indubitable. That was an alarming thought, but then again this was Irinanda: his friend, or so he hoped. Would it be such a bad thing for her to know? 
The answer to that, he supposed, depended on what she planned to do with the information.
[image: image-placeholder]Navdina’s funeral took place the next day. Konrad attended, placing himself at the rear of the temple where he could watch the behaviour of the other guests.
The new Lord Rostikov and his lady sat in the first tier of seats. They were the only family Navdina had, but they did not choose to participate in the ceremony. Instead Navdina Rostikova was given into the hands of The Malykt by priests, their faces hidden behind the traditional spirit masks. Konrad bowed his head, murmuring the familiar words of devotion along with the congregation as Navdina’s pyre was lit. The smell of smoke mingled with the thick fragrance of incense, the combination quickly turning acrid. He lifted his eyes to the open roof, watching as the smoke sailed into the sky. 
The service passed without interruption. There was no sign of the dark-skinned man that Irinanda had mentioned; all those he saw with such colouring were people he recognised, people Irinanda would probably recognise too. Only one guest caught his attention: an elderly woman, her grey hair disordered and her dark mourning clothes hastily assembled. She showed far more emotion than anybody else in that gathering, stifling soft sobs in her handkerchief throughout the proceedings. He did not recognise her.
He lingered afterwards as the surviving Rostikovs stationed themselves outside the temple doors. They received the condolences and thanks of the funeral guests with the utmost graciousness. Konrad shook the hands of his and her ladyship in his turn, watching their faces. They were both pale but composed, and perfectly courteous.
His duty thus discharged, he retreated into the shadows cast by the setting winter sun. Concealed within the portico of the building opposite to The Malykt’s temple, he watched until every funeral guest had offered their condolences and departed. 
The grey-haired woman was not among them. That confirmed one of his suppositions: her shabby clothes proclaimed her to be a servant and this omission offered further evidence of her station. She did not emerge at all, in fact, and he guessed that she had been obliged to use the lesser entrance at the rear of the temple.
It was unusual for servants to be permitted at the funeral of so high-ranking a person. Why had she been present? And who was she?
Only when the Rostikovs had also departed did he move from his hiding place. He crossed to the now deserted temple and sat in the tall tiers at the back. 
He fixed his gaze on the faintly smouldering remains of Navdina’s pyre. He spent most of the night there, savouring the chilling presence of his master, The Malykt, and thinking.




Chapter Four


The new Lady Rostikova had been quick to furnish herself with visiting cards. A fresh one lay on his hall table when he returned the following morning. It was a prim little rectangle of card, printed with her new title and her address in gilded lettering. The address in question was Rostikov House, already given into new hands.
 The lady had left a note for him along with the card, and an elegant invitation scribed in gold ink. She was returning his visit, she said, and would he do them the honour of attending their little gathering on the thirteenth? 
The invitation was no surprise; he’d known it would come, as soon as he had introduced himself to them at the park. His acquaintance was worth having to a newly aristocratic couple, anxious to establish themselves in their new position.
And in keeping with that wish, the opulence of the invitation told him this event would be no “little gathering”. They were flaunting their new status, proving their suitability for the highest echelon of Ekamet society. 
He knew that few people would blame them for it.
They weren’t wasting any time, either. The thirteenth was just two days away. They were gambling on their terrific rise in status to bring guests at such short notice. It was a gambit that would probably work. 
Konrad wrote his reply immediately and handed it to a servant to deliver. 
In one respect, this news was disconcerting. If Rostikov House had already been claimed by its new owners, they would have stripped it out. No further clues as to its former mistress’s fate were likely to be found there. But his most promising leads were people: the poison-seeking man whom Irinanda had described, and the old woman at the funeral.
It seemed indubitable that the woman was connected to Navdina in some way; closely connected, given her distress. It was quite possible that she herself still resided at Rostikov House, at least for the present, and the upcoming party would give him the perfect opportunity to look for her.
He rang the bell. Within moments, footsteps approached and Mrs Orista, his housekeeper, bustled in and bobbed a curtsey. 
‘I’m expecting someone,’ he told her. ‘Make sure he is shown into the parlour as soon as he arrives. Without delay, please. And send someone in with tea, and something edible.’
‘Of course, sir.’ She smiled — the woman was always beaming — and left in the direction of the kitchen.
[image: image-placeholder]Nuritov arrived as the clock struck eleven. He was always punctual, thought Konrad approvingly as he rose to greet him.
‘Ten minutes only,’ the man said to Konrad as they shook hands. He perched on the edge of a chair, not even pausing to remove his coat and hat. ‘Baris has me jumping this morning.’
Baris was Artoni Baris, chief of Ekamet’s police, and Nuritov was one of his inspectors. Konrad paid him to share findings with him. Sometimes he paid in money, and sometimes he paid in information. Nuritov knew him only as a somewhat eccentric amateur sleuth.
‘Rostikov case, I’m guessing?’ Nuritov accepted a cup of tea and drank half of it down in one gulp.
Konrad lifted a brow.
‘It’s the big one at the moment,’ Nuritov explained. ‘Everyone’s talking about it. Thought it would be up your street.’
‘Do you have anything for me?’ Konrad selected a cake and began delicately pulling it to pieces.
Nuritov nodded emphatically. ‘The victim’s servants have been talking. Said Navdina went all to pieces a few weeks ago. Cancelled most of her social engagements and started spending all her time locked up in the house.’
Konrad leaned forward. ‘Does anyone know why?’
Nuritov produced a piece of paper from a pocket and thrust it at Konrad. It was a transcript of the note he had already seen.
‘We think there were more,’ Nuritov said as Konrad pretended to read the page. ‘Footman says he saw the lady throw a note into the fire once. She was upset. And the butler told us she used to tremble whenever the post was delivered.’
Konrad frowned. The destroyed notes doubtless contained the missing information, such as what precisely she had been accused of. Why had she destroyed those and kept this one?
‘This meeting,’ he said, tapping the note. ‘At the South Gate. Did she go?’
Nuritov refilled his tea cup and drank that down too. ‘Apparently not. Instead she locked everything up, barricaded herself inside the house. But a maid heard voices in her room around midnight: her mistress’s and someone else’s. Another woman, she thinks. There was no sign of how she got into the house.’
A woman? Konrad would have expected it to be Irinanda’s unidentified customer, if anyone.
So now he had two people involved.
‘Did anyone see this mysterious visitor?’
‘No. Everything was quiet again at one when the maid went to bed.’
‘Nobody was surprised to find her absent in the morning?’
‘They were, but they assumed she’d gone out. The front door was unbarred on the inside.’
So nobody had wondered where she was; no one had raised the alarm, not even under such unusual circumstances as these. Poor Navdina. 
‘Anything else?’ he asked Nuritov.
The inspector shook his head, hastily swallowing a mouthful of cake. ‘That’s it. May be more later.’
Konrad nodded and stood up. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘You’d better go. But I’ve a tip for you before you do.’ He gave the inspector Irinanda’s name and the address of her shop. He wasn’t afraid of the consequences: her poisons trade was perfectly legal.
‘Ask her about marsh spectre,’ he finished.
Nuritov’s brows rose. ‘Is she involved?’
‘Doubtful. But she has information that may be relevant.’
Nuritov grinned. ‘You should join the force. I know you don’t need the work, but we could use you.’
Konrad shook his head. ‘I prefer to work alone.’
[image: image-placeholder]When Konrad returned to Rostikov House for the party, he hardly recognised it. Gone were Navdina’s collections of ornaments, the gilded trinkets and the clutter. In their places stood expensive antiques and pieces of new art; and books, books of the sort to be looked at rather than read. The effect was much more tasteful, though it lacked character to Konrad’s eye. He could have walked into the home of any aristocrat in Ekamet and seen examples of the same kinds of things.
The affair was, of course, splendid. Everything about the party dripped money, from the clothes of his hosts and fellow guests to the food laid out in the dining room. Lord Rostikov and his lady sparkled with pleasure and affability as they greeted their guests, but he paid them only the briefest of courtesies before moving on. It was not the hosts he was interested in speaking to this evening.
He was looking for the shabbily-dressed servant, the one who had wept so hard at Navdina’s funeral. She wouldn’t be among the party guests; her prim black drabness and grey hair would not fit among the sparkling birds of paradise that flocked through Navdina’s hall, dining room and ballroom. But perhaps she was somewhere else in the house.
He paused a moment longer where he was, watching the revelry. He kept his disgust hidden behind his mask of stone indifference, the face that nobody knew how to read. They had no respect for the dead, these preening gentry. They swarmed over her house, dripping in silks and jewels, laughing and courting one another’s favour, their faces smiling but their eyes calculating and hard. They would have danced on Navdina’s own grave with as much abandon.
Konrad endured the fawning attention of his hosts with cool indifference. He was obliged to endure still more, as every one of the Rostikovs’ friends was brought forward to be introduced. When at last they let him alone, repelled and puzzled by his blank countenance and bland manner, he allowed himself to meld into the milling crowd and made his slow way towards the stairs.
He slipped up one flight, and then two, welcoming the gradual cessation of the brittle chatter and laughter of the party. He paused briefly on the second storey, thinking again about the weeping woman. It was likely that she had been Navdina’s servant, inherited along with the house. The new mistress would have brought all her own staff with her when she moved in; where might she have placed an unwanted extra?
Further up, he decided. The attic.
He climbed to the top storey and began opening doors. They were all empty, their owners busy serving at - or cooking for - the party that proceeded at a busy hum some way below.
At the back of the house he found a small, mean room, smaller than all the others. It was barely more than a cupboard. On the narrow, hard bed sat the woman he sought, so still that Konrad wondered if she was asleep. Then, slowly, her head turned and her eyes focused on him.
He stared at her for a moment, contemplating her features. She was younger than he had thought: her hair was grey but her face was relatively unlined and there was no frailty about her figure. Konrad guessed her to be in her fifties.
‘I saw you at the funeral,’ he said. ‘I wanted to speak to you.’
A faint flicker of interest registered in her blue eyes. ‘Who are you?’
‘A friend of Navdina Rostikova.’ 
He watched in silence as her face crumpled and she began to sob.
‘And that’s why I want to speak to you,’ he added. ‘Because of the way you cried at her funeral.’ A single, hard chair rested next to the bed. He took it, passing her his handkerchief as he did so.
‘It’s as though she was never here,’ said the woman at last. ‘They dance and dance in her house, drinking and carousing like they were… they’ve already forgotten her.’ She began twisting his handkerchief in her hands, binding it into a tight knot. ‘Every little piece of her life has been stripped out of this house. Thrown away, like it was rubbish. She did that, the minute she set foot in here.’
‘Who are you?’ Konrad asked.
The woman sighed deeply. ‘Etraya Marodeva. I was Navvy’s nurse. I knew her from the day she was born.’
‘You were very attached to her.’
‘She was a sweet child,’ Etraya said with a wobbly smile, ‘and she grew up to be a fine lady. Not stuck-up, like some of those others you meet.’ Her lips quivered again. ‘I should have done better for her, protected her somehow.’
‘From what?’ Konrad kept his voice low and his posture still. He wanted her to forget he was there, to keep on talking.
‘I was almost a mother to her,’ said Etraya tearfully, without answering his question. ‘It’s a mother’s job to protect her child.’
‘What of her own mother?’
‘Died,’ she said. ‘She was never well after the birth; only a few weeks after Navvy was born, she was gone.’
‘And you’ve been part of her household ever since?’
She nodded, eyes glittering. ‘She said she couldn’t part with me. I was to be nurse to her own children, whenever she married.’
‘And now?’
‘I’ve been given notice.’ Twist, twist went her hands with the handkerchief. ‘She needn’t have bothered. I’d no intention of staying.’
‘I take it by she you mean Lady Rostikova.’
Etraya pulled a face of disgust. ‘They didn’t get on,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t seem right that she’s here, taking over Navvy’s space after… well, after…’
After someone had stabbed her to the heart with a poisoned blade and left her to die alone in the middle of the Bone Forest. Well, indeed. 
Konrad watched her, thinking. She had so much to say about the Rostikov family, but she’d skirted the topic of the murder. She was obviously heartbroken by Navdina’s death, but in like circumstances most people asked questions. Why her? Why us? Why did this have to happen?
Etraya hadn’t asked any of those things.
‘Ms Marodeva,’ he said slowly. ‘Do you know why Navdina was murdered?’
Etraya’s tears stopped. She looked back at him, and he detected a trace of fear in her cool blue eyes.
Fear, and something like guilt.
‘Of course not,’ she said. Now she looked at him with suspicion. ‘Who are you really? Why do you ask these questions of me?’
Her defensiveness was interesting. He made a note of it.
‘Just a friend,’ he said, standing. ‘Thank you, Ms Marodeva.’
He left the room, quietly closing the door behind him.
Several things about her manner interested him, but the most pressing question in his mind was the reason for the nurse’s tears. Was it grief that had made her weep so at the funeral? Or was it remorse?




Chapter Five


I want to see you.
 The note said nothing else, and it was not signed, but Konrad knew who had sent it.
The fog still hadn’t lifted, and the trees were dripping wet when he stepped beyond the city gates into the marshlands. Beads of dew twinkled on the branches, and half-frozen water sloshed and splintered underfoot, eerily loud in the hush. He strode through the hazy atmosphere, sure of his path, unconcerned by the fact that he could see only a few hand spans in front of him. 
The serpents glided into position on either side of him, coalescing out of the mist like puffs of steam. 
Be gone, he told them silently. I go where you must not follow.
You go to meet the apothecary, said Eetapi.
You think she does not know? Said Ootapi.
She might guess, he conceded. But I do not wish for her suspicions to be confirmed.
 Eetapi flicked her tail derisively and vanished. But Ootapi lay around his neck like a scarf, and would not be moved until Konrad had almost reached the house-on-stilts in the woods.
Go, he urged, and Ootapi melded back into the fog.
Irinanda was already inside when he emerged through the trapdoor in the floor. She was cleaning, dusting and organising the bottles and jars on his shelves. She knew he had arrived; he read it in the way she turned her body to avoid appearing to notice him. He smiled inwardly and sat down on his makeshift bed, waiting for her to finish.
‘This place could be so pleasant,’ she said at last, still without looking at him.
He shrugged. ‘Why should I keep it tidier? The mice and the birds and the insects will still find their way in to put all my preparations in disarray. And this space is not intended for entertaining.’
She sniffed. ‘I dislike your city house. I dislike you when you are in the city. You become an insufferable prig.’
He smiled openly. ‘Because I wear a nice coat and a top hat? You like me better in these things, perhaps.’ He glanced down at the waxed great-coat he wore, the tall boots splashed with mud, the trousers and shirt of thick, unpretending cotton.
‘Yes,’ she said firmly. ‘You are more real.’
‘Are you saying that Mr Konrad Savast of Bakar House is fake?’
‘Quite fake,’ she said, turning a severe gaze upon him. ‘You’ve better things to do than hobnob with the social butterflies.’
‘Some of them are quite amusing.’ 
She frowned at that and turned away again, removing an imaginary speck of dust from a nearby jar with the cuff of her coat sleeve.
‘I tease, Nanda. I assure you, the social butterflies are as much in my poor graces as they are in yours today.’
‘He came back,’ she said, abruptly spinning around. 
He sat up, alert. ‘Who?’
‘The poison man. The one looking for marsh spectre.’
He patted the seat beside him. ‘Come here, and tell me everything.’
Irinanda folded her arms and remained where she was. ‘He came in yesterday. He tried to flirt with me.’
Her indignation made him want to laugh. He stifled it. She didn’t like to be laughed at.
‘I suppose he liked you,’ he said mildly. ‘It’s not impossible that people might, once in a while.’
She narrowed her eyes. ‘If he hasn’t already committed murder he’s planning to. He makes me sick.’
Konrad sighed inwardly. He agreed with her about this person, but she tended to say similar things about everyone. No matter how minor their crime.
‘Just tell me what happened.’
‘I thought he’d come back for the marsh spectre, but he didn’t say anything about that. He was looking for a slow-acting poison this time, something that would take a few days to kill a person. And he wants it to look natural.’
‘That’s an interesting change of direction,’ he mused. Two possibilities occurred to him at once: either the poison-man, as Nanda called him, was a killer-for-hire and had moved on to another assignment, or he was still involved in the Rostikov case. If the latter, his new target must be related in some way to Navdina’s death. 
‘What did you tell him?’
She donned her most evil smile, an expression that always made him shiver a little. ‘I gave him maricus.’
‘Oh? But he might have educated himself since the last time you spoke to him. He may know what maricus is.’
Her smile became scornful. ‘Naturally I told him that it was ijgaroot. When powdered, they are similar enough to fool anyone who is not an expert like myself.’
He nodded sagely and her smile turned cat-like with satisfaction. She had been clever, indeed. Ijgaroot was a poison of the type the man was looking for: when ingested by its victims it caused a sickness that lasted for three or four days. The symptoms were similar to a number of common ailments, so its use was rarely detected.
Maricus, on the other hand, was not fatal. When ingested it caused a violent rash: uncomfortable but not particularly dangerous to the victim. 
Said rash was also nice and visible.
‘You are perfectly amazing today,’ he smiled. He was really grateful: if her mysterious customer was still involved with Navdina’s case, she might have given him a strong lead. 
Instead of returning his smile, Irinanda stared at him, her expression hostile. ‘What do you do with your time?’
He blinked. ‘What?’
She gestured at the pungent room with its crowded shelves and general lack of furniture. ‘What is this for? Why do you need it if you’re a gentleman of Ekamet? Why does a gentleman of Ekamet involve himself in the poison-and-herb trade? How in the world does it make sense to waste half your time going to parties and spend the other half solving murders?’
‘I don’t often go to parties.’
‘You went to one the other night.’
His eyes narrowed. ‘Have you been watching me?’
She lifted her chin, undaunted. ‘I hear things.’ 
He stood up. She wasn’t a short woman by any means, but he was quite a bit taller. He stepped closer, forcing her to look a long way up into his face.
‘Stop hearing things,’ he said quietly. ‘My business is my own, and none of yours.’
She stared back at him, her pale blue eyes wintry. ‘You keep things from me.’
‘And why shouldn’t I? Who are you to demand my secrets?’
‘So you admit that you have some.’
‘Answer my question.’
She drew herself up, a futile gesture in the face of his superior height. ‘I’m your friend,’ she said coldly. ‘Unless I’m much mistaken, I am your only friend. It isn’t right that you keep important things from me.’
He stepped back and gestured invitingly at the trap door. ‘Thank you for your information.’
She shot him a look of hatred. ‘Tell me if anything comes of it. If it isn’t too much trouble.’ 
He inclined his head and opened the trap door, holding it while she made her way down the ladder in a few long, graceful movements and disappeared.
He closed the door again and returned to his seat on the bed. Nanda was difficult when she got hold of an idea. How far would she carry her suspicions?
Part of him wanted to tell her. She was right: he had few real friends, and there was nobody in whom he could confide about his life as the Malykant. It could be lonely. 
But a larger part of him had no intention of telling her. Solving the murder was only part of his job; the other part was much worse. Would she understand, or would she despise him too? He couldn’t risk it. Because without Nanda’s friendship, he really would have nobody at all.
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 The sibilant voice whispered through his dreams, drawing him towards consciousness. He opened his eyes to complete darkness, or near complete; a hazy phantom hovered near his face, pale and faintly glowing.
‘Eetapi,’ he murmured. ‘What’s afoot?’
Death is on the wind, the serpent replied. 
Konrad was out of bed in an instant, groping blindly for his clothes. It took him a few moments to dress and then he was down the stairs and out into the street, Eetapi gliding ahead of him and Ootapi trailing behind. 
The night was cold and very, very dark; the sky was free of clouds and empty of moonglow, for the moon was in its dark phase. Stars glittered coldly above as Konrad hurried through the streets of Ekamet, fumbling with the buttons of his coat to fasten the wool closer around his chilled throat. The city was silent and empty at this hour, and his footsteps rang in the quiet.
Eetapi was leading him northwards through the city, past the centre and into the richest quarter. A premonition twisted his gut as he realised where they were headed: directly, unerringly towards Rostikov House. Had Irinanda’s gambit failed? Had the poison-man succeeded after all?
Death is within, Eetapi whispered as they stopped outside the front door of the house. The building loomed, dark and imposing and firmly shut against the world. He slipped around to the back. Nothing stirred; all was undisturbed, as far as he could tell in the darkness. 
A servants’ entrance stood at the rear of the house, a sturdy wooden door with a small window and, he doubted not, strong bolts on the inside.
He brushed his fingers against the lock. The metal grew chilled under his touch and he heard the faint sound of the well-oiled lock pulling back, clicking open. Another moment, and a faint squeak of metal told him the bolt had withdrawn itself also.
Konrad opened the door just wide enough to pass through. He stepped into a small rear kitchen, a utility area that was, thankfully, empty of inhabitants. 
Eetapi, he said in the silent way. Lead me. 
The serpent materialised in his mind’s eye, keeping her semi-corporeal form hidden. He followed her lead out of the tiny room, through the main kitchen in which a single maid snored, and through at last into the more opulent parts of the house.
Eetapi stopped at last outside the study. Its door was ajar, and a light burned within.
Is there danger?
 He felt the serpent’s negative. No living soul is within, she confirmed. There is only death.
 He pushed open the door, slowly so it wouldn’t creak, and stepped inside.
The corpse lay near the window. It was partially hidden behind a wing-back chair that sat near the fireplace, so Konrad couldn’t see the face. But the clothes told him this was a man, and not a servant. He crossed the room in swift strides and knelt by the side of the body. 
With a shock, he recognised Lord Amrav Rostikov. He lay on his back, hatless and without his cravat, waistcoat or hat: he wore only a loose shirt and trousers. His throat had been cut.
Serpents, he said immediately. Bind his soul.
 They did so, weaving the scattered shreds of it together and binding it to the corpse with the strength of their Master’s will. Rostikov’s mouth opened and his eyes widened in shock. Or was it fear?
‘Tell me what happened,’ Konrad ordered, pitching his voice low. ‘Quietly.’
The corpse’s mouth worked but nothing emerged. 
‘Who killed you?’ Konrad said.
Rostikov grunted, and his arms flailed.
‘Who killed you?’ Konrad repeated. ‘Tell me quickly.’
The corpse grunted again, an inarticulate, urgent sound. He shivered and tears leaked out of his eyes. 
Suddenly understanding, Konrad knelt and pried the man’s lips apart.
The corpse’s tongue was missing. 
He sighed. Release him, he ordered the serpents. They obeyed, and Lord Rostikov’s corpse settled back into the stillness of true death.
Konrad retrieved his knife, working quickly. He’d already been in the house for too long. He cut into the corpse’s torso, opened it, and carved away the flesh that coated his ribs. He chose one of the sturdiest of the rib bones and extracted it, wrapping it in cloth and storing it in his coat.
This done, he paused to examine the room. Everything appeared to be in order; nothing was broken or upset, and the room did not appear to have been robbed. He did not find the weapon that had been used to cut Rostikov’s throat.
He left the room, leaving the door ajar as he’d found it. He strode back through the house, past the maid that snored, beautifully oblivious, in her place by the cold kitchen fire, and back out of the rear door. The locks and bolts slid smoothly shut again at his bidding, and silence returned to the Rostikov dwelling.
He could think of only one reason why the killer would remove Lord Rostikov’s tongue after he was dead. That the culprit knew he was hunted by the Malykant was no surprise: everyone knew what the missing rib bones meant. But the specifics of his methods were not, and should not, be known. 
Someone knew about his reanimation of Navdina Rostikova. Someone knew that corpses could still speak, were they encouraged by the right means. And that person had taken steps to ensure
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