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The Corpse Thieves







Chapter One


Master, said Ootapi one rainy afternoon. You have been too long idle, and it sours your temper. You require an occupation.
‘Quite,’ said Konrad, with a curl of his lip. ‘Not nearly enough people are being murdered. It is highly inconvenient of everybody to keep breathing in this detestably ceaseless fashion.’
Eetapi drifted closer, her chill, incorporeal presence causing the hairs on the back of Konrad’s neck to rise.  Her voice whispered in his mind, in the mournful tones of funeral bells: Shall I kill someone for you, Master?
Konrad closed his newspaper with a snap. ‘A commendable thought, dear serpent, but you overlook one or two important details. One being that, if I am informed ahead of time as to the identity of the culprit, the search will not occupy me for very long. Two, since you are possessed of neither a body nor, strictly speaking, a soul, my customary response to the crime would not be required. I am afraid the idea, meritorious as it is, will not suit our purposes today.’
Eetapi vibrated with disappointment and slunk away, coiling her ethereal serpentine body into a sulky spiral in the corner of the study. To Konrad’s annoyance, he experienced a flicker of guilt.
Ootapi was in no hurry to relinquish the idea. I will hire someone, he decided. 
‘Excellent thought,’ Konrad agreed.
Without telling you, Ootapi added.
‘Alas, it is too late for that.’
Ootapi lapsed into silent thought, an interlude which Konrad spent in looking out of the window. The sky was full of the brooding, murderous type of clouds which threatened a dramatic flourish of snow every moment, yet succeeded in producing only a feeble drizzle of rain. The conditions reflected Konrad’s mood and predicament nicely, for not only was he insufficiently productive, he felt as grey as a winter morn and twice as cold at heart.
Who would you like to die? Ootapi queried.
Konrad’s lips quirked. ‘Oh, who hasn’t wished a speedy and painless demise upon one’s fellow creatures, at one point or another? Sometimes without the painless part, even.’ His thoughts flitted to Danil Dubin, the acknowledged admirer of his closest friend, Irinanda Falenia. The young man was harmless, for all his occupation as a trader of poisons. Mild-mannered, rather meek, a little on the feeble side. Why he should irritate Konrad so much remained firmly in question, but nonetheless: if anybody of his acquaintance were to meet a swift and untimely death, it had better be Mr. Dubin.
So lost was he in these pleasant, if guilty, reflections, it took him some time to notice that Ootapi had fallen silent, and offered no further enquiries. So uncharacteristic was this of his servant’s usual persistence that he was bemused, and for a moment, concerned. Had he uttered his shameful wishes aloud? 
‘Ootapi?’ he called.
Yes, Master. 
It was inconvenient, sometimes, having invisible ghosts for assistants. ‘Do not kill anyone on my behalf, if you please.’
Yes, Master. 
‘I think you mean No, Master.’
No, Master.
Was that, though, a double negative? Did they cancel each other out, and result at last in a positive? Konrad grappled with the problem for thirty seconds, and then abandoned the question in exasperation.
‘You are right, serpents. I need an occupation. Perhaps I will take up a hobby.’
Ice fishing, suggested Ootapi.
‘Too cold. And dull.’
Gambling! offered Eetapi, apparently recovered from her sulks.
‘Too costly.’
Embroidery? said Ootapi.
Konrad thought of embroidering Dubin’s name in blood red silk, the letters dripping in gore, and struck through with a shiny silver knife.
‘I need a hobby,’ he said again with a sigh.
Drinking! Ootapi enthused.
‘You have the best ideas, Ootapi.’
It was not yet late enough in the afternoon to make drinking respectable, but the members of Konrad’s favourite gentlemen’s club were resistant to such mundane considerations as that. He collected his hat, his stick and his coat and went out into the rain, reflecting with pleasant anticipation upon the state of blissful, untroubled inebriation he would soon enjoy.
The clouds got their act together halfway there and produced snow, in quantity. 
Perfect. 
[image: image-placeholder]For several years, Konrad had felt nothing at all, near enough. His Master, The Malykt, had judged Konrad’s tumultuous emotions obstructive to his duties as the Malykant, and had accordingly stifled them. Konrad had enjoyed — or suffered — only the barest flickers of feeling, easily missed and soon gone. 
He had never fully decided whether he welcomed the interference, or lamented the loss. His role was the bringer of justice, and a harsh justice it was: The Malykt meted out only death, to those who took a life, and it was the Malykant’s duty to administer that punishment. A lack of feeling permitted him to conduct the role more easily, perhaps; he was not plagued with the guilt, the horror, the fear or the revulsion that had often afflicted him before. But he ceased to feel hope or joy or love either, and the price had often seemed a high one.
Now that had all changed.
Irinanda had turned out to be a trusted servant of The Shandrigal, a being who presided over life and the living in the same way that The Malykt ruled over the dead. And by her Mistress’s intervention, Konrad and his emotions had been, at long last, reunited.
It hurt.
It was hard, he thought bitterly, that when at last he became reacquainted with the business of feeling he should overwhelmingly experience those of a negative character. For every flicker of hope, he suffered a crushing weight of despair, self-reproach and terror. Well, terror at least was still familiar; his Master had, so kindly, permitted him to feel plenty of that, on the rare occasions He chose to show Himself. But to live with it day in, day out, was new, and when it came attendant with so many other terrible, soul-destroying feelings, Konrad frequently wondered whether he would not rather return to the blissful, relatively unfeeling state he had existed in before.
Nanda was his best recourse. The Shandrigal had sent her, he had recently learned, to keep Konrad sane. Malykants had gone mad before, their sanity and peace eroded by the horror of their daily job until their minds could take no more. Without Nanda, Konrad felt that he, too, might already have succumbed.
But she was absent from the city of Ekamet, had been for a week. She had gone with Danil Dubin to her home in Marja, a neighbouring realm, and thus was Konrad deprived of the only person he could turn to in need.
He tried not to resent her absence, for she had gone to visit her family, and he did not begrudge her the time. He tried not to resent her choice of travelling companion, either, though in that he failed. Why Dubin! Just because he, Konrad, was not likely to be given The Malykt’s leave to travel — people could not be prevented from being murdered, after all, just because the Malykant was away — that did not mean she had to choose Dubin instead. Dubin! What was the man’s appeal? That he was meek and dull and passive? Who wanted that in a friend?
To drink, then, he turned, knowing all the while that it was the poorest of responses but unable to think of a better. If he had descended so far into misery that he was wishing actual death upon Dubin — an unoffending soul, after all, even if Konrad despised him — then he was sorely in need of something. Whisky would suffice.
When he arrived at the club, he found Nuritov already there. Inspector Alexander Nuritov was a chief detective with Ekamet’s police force, and as such he was not, technically speaking, a gentleman. Such a man would not ordinarily be granted admittance to a club like Zima’s, but his status with the police and his likeable personality had won him an exception. He was a popular member, friends with most of the rest. Konrad had originally met him over a glass or two of whiskey and a card game at Zima’s, and the friendship had served him well since.
Nuritov did not know that the man he thought of as Konrad Savast, idle gentleman of Ekamet, was secretly the Malykant. He thought of his friend as an amateur detective with an interest in the thornier cases that cropped up around the city. If he had noticed that Mr. Savast’s interest tended exclusively towards murder cases, he had never commented on it, and his manner was always congenial.
Konrad sometimes wondered what Nuritov really thought of him.
‘Savast,’ said Nuritov, as Konrad approached his table. He had settled into a deep, wing-back armchair with a stack of newspapers and a pot of coffee, and readily invited Konrad to take the other chair. He made no comment when Konrad ordered whiskey, either, which was gratifying. ‘What do you make of this Sokol business?’
Konrad chugged whiskey, and tried to remember whether he had heard the name Sokol recently. ‘Who, or what, is that?’
Nuritov tossed him a page from his newspaper. ‘Silk trader. Went mad yesterday, tried to kill a rival fabric merchant. Most out of character, by all accounts.’
Konrad scanned the report, though it had little to share beyond Nuritov’s abbreviated version of the tale. Kazimir Sokol, a merchant importing silks from Kayesir, had attempted to decapitate Radinka Nartovich, a rival trader whose wares were, by some, considered superior. Nothing in the man’s character or his life prior to the event had given any hint that he was of unsound mind, etc, and happily the attempt had been unsuccessful.
‘Pressure can affect people in strange ways,’ Konrad commented, returning the paper. 
‘Undoubtedly, but still, this is an unusual response to it. Ordinarily, there is some kind of hint beforehand, some sign that there is the potential for madness. It comes down to a question of time: not will the person snap but when, and what will prove to be the trigger? This unsuspected variety is odd.’
‘Have you talked to him?’ Konrad downed more whiskey, wondering vaguely why Nuritov brought the matter to his attention at all, but already feeling too mellow to care very much.
‘Yes.’ Nuritov put down the paper. ‘Sokol claims to have no memory of the event at all. He would not believe the charges brought against him, not until we had presented him with several eye witnesses. Even now, he refuses to acknowledge responsibility and seems entirely without explanation.’
This was a little more interesting. ‘Do you believe him?’ Konrad asked.
Nuritov took a moment to think. ‘I do,’ he finally decided. ‘He struck me as sincere. And distraught. He has a wife, children, whom he is genuinely anxious about, and I find it hard to believe that he would lightly risk their future over a moment’s homicidal whim — if that’s what it was. Furthermore, when he was told who he had tried to kill, he was utterly taken aback. As was Miss Nartovich, of course. It seems theirs has always been a friendly enough rivalry — no lasting ill-feeling reported on either side, whatever the papers might be implying.’
‘So no motive, no prior history suggesting capability, and no memory.’ Konrad set aside his glass, all thought of drink forgotten. ‘A strange case, to be sure. What do you propose to do?’
Nuritov shook his head sadly. ‘Alas, the fact of Sokol’s attempt stands too far beyond doubt to give me much leeway. He took out a sword — an actual sword, Savast, not merely a long knife or some such blade — and went for Miss Nartovich with clear intent to destroy her. The fact that he had such a weapon with him strongly suggests prior intent, whatever he says to the contrary, and he was observed by half a dozen people. I have to prosecute him for attempted murder.’
The inspector’s regret was clear, and Konrad could well understand his predicament. The case made no sense whatsoever. How could the police comfortably prosecute such a man for such a crime, under such strange circumstances? But how could they let it slide, either, considering that a woman had only narrowly escaped death?
‘I sympathise,’ Konrad murmured. ‘Poor man. Poor woman, too.’
Nuritov nodded his agreement. The quality of his ensuing silence struck Konrad as too casual by half; it bristled with significance.
‘What is it?’ Konrad enquired. ‘I take it you had a reason for mentioning the matter to me.’
‘I did. I wondered if you might be disposed to assist.’
Konrad, half-slouched in his comfortable chair, sat up at this surprising response. Nuritov had been forthcoming enough before, in a few cases that Konrad had (secretly) handled, but he had always done so unofficially. And he was not in the habit of entreating Konrad’s assistance. How could he be? He was the police, while Mr. Savast of Bakar House was a mere dabbler. ‘What would you wish me to do?’
Konrad received in response an appraising look, and Nuritov hesitated before replying. ‘I understand you might be in possession of some… unusual abilities?’ he said at last. ‘And perhaps some useful allies with, um, other unusual abilities.’
This brought Konrad up short. Away went his fond imaginings that Nuritov was wholly unaware of his secret life. ‘I do not know what you mean,’ he said at once, more by instinct than upon consideration. He was used to hiding his service to The Malykt, aware that not everyone would applaud him for it. There were those who felt that the Malykant was no better than the murderers he killed, and would not rest until he had been dispatched in similar fashion. Nuritov might never have given Konrad cause for alarm, but the prospect that he might have learned — or guessed at — Konrad’s other identity sent a spasm of icy terror slicing through his guts.
‘Forgive me, if I have spoken out of turn.’ Nuritov sat back and took up his paper again, a picture of innocuous comfort as he sipped coffee and scanned the remaining reports. He did not look as though he were preparing to remove Konrad from this earth, and the fear lessened a little.
‘Upon what information do you speak?’ Konrad asked, when he had composed himself.
Nuritov glanced at Konrad, and a faint flush rose in his cheeks. ‘You will believe me, I hope, when I tell you I had no intention of, um, spying upon your doings.’
Konrad raised an eyebrow.
‘I have a new recruit,’ Nuritov continued, looking more embarrassed than ever. ‘An apprentice, of sorts, though of an unusual kind. She is a young person, only fourteen winters I believe. Um, her enthusiasm rather exceeded my expectations and she was… intrigued by you.’
‘She has been following me?’ Konrad’s breath left him in shock, and he did not remember to breathe for half a minute. 
Nuritov nodded. ‘I have only just learned of this side project of hers, and of course I asked her to stop at once, but she had already uncovered too many details about your habits and, um, relayed them to me.’
‘Let us be clear at once. What have you been told?’
‘Sometimes you go abroad in different guise,’ Nuritov said, glancing meaningfully at the fine, gentleman’s suit Konrad currently wore. ‘You go out into the Bones, gather poisons. You have a hut there to which you sometimes retreat. You have a close association with Miss Irinanda Falenia, a known servant of The Shandrigal. And of course, I know myself that your interest in murder cases is more acute than might be considered ordinary for a gentleman of your position. I thought you merely interested in the puzzle, in a distant way, but you investigate much more actively than I previously realised.’
Konrad heard all this in growing dismay. How sloppy had he been! That some snippet of a girl had been tailing him about for, seemingly, weeks without his knowledge, had observed so much! It was small comfort to him that she had not, apparently, witnessed him actually carrying out his Master’s justice, but small matter that. Nuritov was more than bright enough to put such pieces together as he had received.
He noted in passing the curious point that Nanda’s association with The Shandrigal’s Order was considered known. Konrad had not known it, not until recently, for Nanda had been very secretive. If Nuritov knew, then Konrad had been blind as well as sloppy, and for years. And he had just learned that he could develop murderous feelings towards unoffending people, too. 
Today was not shaping up well.
‘This apprentice,’ he said, trying to ignore the sinking feeling in his stomach. ‘Tell me about her.’ Because the girl had not only evaded Konrad’s notice; the serpents had failed to spot her, too. Watching Konrad’s back was a large part of their job, and they were good at it. 
But Nuritov had little light to shed. ‘Her name is Tasha, no known family name. Orphan since early childhood. We took her in recently.’
If there was more to this Tasha than met the eye — and there had to be, Konrad was sure of that — then Nuritov knew nothing of it. ‘I would like to meet her,’ Konrad said.
Nuritov nodded. ‘Ah… are my surmises correct?’ he said, diffident but by no means willing to be put off.
Konrad was grateful that the club was so empty, and that Nuritov had chosen to sit in a secluded corner, out of earshot of the few other members in residence. Nonetheless, to admit to being the Malykant at all did not come easily to him. To do so in public went sorely against the grain. 
‘You understand that I cannot confirm any such surmise,’ he said.
‘Do you deny it?’
Konrad felt torn. Ordinarily, his policy was always one of complete secrecy. The only exception he had made was in Nanda’s case, and he had lately discovered that she had known all along; indeed, his status as the Malykant was why she had entered his life at all. So in effect, he had never entrusted anybody with that secret, never thrown his fate into the hands of another person, never learned whether he could do so in safety.
Which was sad. And Nanda’s point was true, and chilling: the isolation of the Malykant’s life, combined with its daily horrors, had sent past incumbents quite mad.
Konrad did not wish to become one of them.
‘I don’t deny it,’ he said, and it cost him much to speak those words. The consequences of uttering them came swiftly: a fever of doubt, the worst of premonitions, and vicious self-reproach.
But Nuritov merely nodded. ‘It does explain much.’ He sipped coffee, eyes wandering back to his newspaper, looking unaffected by the revelation.
Konrad sat feeling like a man awaiting his execution, but nothing came. No questions, no judgements, no reproaches. Nuritov said nothing, refraining from even looking Konrad’s way. His coffee and his paper absorbed him utterly.
But it was not the avoidance of distrust, or revulsion, or reproach. The silence was peaceful, and Nuritov was as relaxed as always as he read. Konrad realised that he understood some part of the feelings Konrad was now suffering under, and probably the fears, too. He was, with the utmost sensitivity, giving Konrad time to adjust and to recover his composure.
That realisation brought another with it: Nuritov was not just an acquaintance, not merely a colleague or a fellow member of the same club. He was a friend.
And Konrad felt a rush of warmer, kinder feelings than those he had lately experienced. Since they brought with them an unfortunate moistening of his eyes, he was half inclined to wish them away again.
He took a deep breath, and when he was certain he had himself under control, he spoke up. ‘In the matter of Sokol. You understand that my involvement in such cases only ever comes after someone has been… er, successful in such an endeavour. My particular arts may not be of use to you.’ He was adept at an odd array of things: communing with ghosts, coaxing recently-slain corpses to talk, unlocking doors at a touch. All useful, in the usual way of things, but of little probable assistance in an attempted murder case.
Nuritov absorbed this with unruffled composure. ‘Still, I would be glad if you would talk to him. I fear the truth behind Sokol’s actions will prove strange indeed, and I think we are out of our depth with him.’
By we he presumably meant the Ekamet Police. And he had a point. Konrad had encountered many oddities during his eight or nine years as the Malykant, many of which passed the ordinary citizen of Ekamet by entirely.
And then, of course, there was Nanda. She was a Reader, which meant that she could sometimes discern thoughts, feelings, memories and such of another person, if she touched them. Absent she may be, but the day of her probable return rapidly approached. Konrad would not admit that he was counting the days — or more honestly, the hours. Entreating her assistance with Nuritov’s case would give him an excuse to seek her out at his earliest opportunity, supposing he needed one.
And to extract her from Dubin’s company without a moment’s delay.
‘I will do what I can,’ Konrad promised.
He was rewarded with a smile of gratitude, and perhaps a touch of relief. ‘Thank you, Savast.’
Konrad wanted to thank Nuritov, too. For accepting his secret without condemnation, and for keeping it in the future, as he felt (reasonably) certain he would. For being a friend to him, whatever his reasons might be. But he was unused to uttering such heartfelt reflections and could not find the words.
‘Tasha,’ he said instead. ‘I would like to meet your spy.’ And find out two things: how she had come to evade the notice of his serpents, and whether she was likely to prove as trustworthy as Nuritov when it came to keeping his secrets.
‘I will send her to Bakar House this afternoon,’ Nuritov promised.
Konrad stood, and found himself a little unsteady on his feet. ‘Better make it tomorrow morning,’ he suggested, frowning in irritation at his empty whiskey glass as though his inebriated state was the glass’s fault.
‘Morning it is.’ Nuritov grinned as Konrad wandered off, and kindly made no comment upon the swaying character of his walk as he did so.
And so it was proved, that friends could be more soothing to the spirits than alcohol. How remarkable. Konrad reflected upon the merits of Nuritov and Nanda as he made his way home, and barely noticed the heavy snowfall, or the biting cold. For the first time in years, he felt warm at heart.




Chapter Two


Tasha appeared a few minutes before Konrad had planned to sit down to dinner, and she did so in a more literal sense than he was fully comfortable with.
He ventured down the stairs of Bakar House, dressed for dinner, moving with more care than usual considering his inebriated state. The hall was empty, as it should be, but halfway between the bottom of the staircase and the door to the dining parlour the hallway felt significantly less empty.
Master, said Eetapi. You are observed.
Konrad turned. A girl stood just inside the front door, hands behind her back, waiting patiently to be noticed. She looked to be about fourteen winters old, and she was dressed in the neat, nondescript clothing one might expect of a ward of the police. Her dark hair was trimmed short, half concealed beneath a black cap. She watched Konrad with an air of composure he found a trifle unsettling in so young a person.
‘You were supposed to arrive in the morning,’ he admonished her.
‘No time like the present,’ said Tasha, with no trace of apology.
Konrad squinted in her general direction. He had not heard the door open or shut, and he ought to have done, considering he was standing barely five feet away from it. ‘How did you get in?’
‘Kitchen window.’
‘And you contrived to travel from there to my front door without my noticing you.’
‘You’re drunk and complacent.’
‘You mean to imply that it was easy to evade my notice.’
Tasha inclined her head.
‘Fair. But my spies. They are neither drunk nor complacent, or they had better not be. How did you avoid them?’
Tasha hesitated, perhaps wondering whether or not to admit to full knowledge of the incorporeal, invisible serpent spirits who were presently engaged in wafting in lazy circles a few inches below the ceiling. But her eyes betrayed her: a quick upward glance, hastily corrected. 
‘So you have spirit vision,’ Konrad commented. ‘Are you a ghostspeaker?’
‘Not exactly.’
‘Then what are you?’
Tasha took a moment to consider her answer. Konrad expected a verbal response, but instead Tasha opted for the more dramatic approach of keeling over stone dead.
‘Interesting,’ he murmured, and allowed his own spirit vision to overlay his normal sight. His elegantly decorated hallway faded to stark black and white, and lo, she reappeared: a hazy, flickering outline of a girl traced in charcoal and snow, hovering over the corpse stretched out upon his hall floor.
I am a ghost, she said, and the words reached directly into his mind, the way his serpents’ did. 
Konrad’s lips quirked with amusement. ‘That explains a thing or two.’
Tasha drifted towards the ceiling and grabbed Ootapi’s tail, then swooped after Eetapi. Konrad experienced a moment’s alarm: had she any intent of harming his servants? But she dragged them both into an exuberant hug, ignoring their squirming indignation. 
‘They are so adorable,’ she said. ‘But so easy to evade. You should be more careful, snakies.’
Easy! shrilled Eetapi. Master, we take the utmost care!
In watching the living, Tasha agreed. Not so much the dead. Don’t you think we might be interested in the Malykant, too?
Ootapi expressed his appreciation for Tasha’s affectionate criticism (or critical affection) by unleashing a tearing hiss, and writhed violently until he unstuck himself from her embrace. She smells odd, he complained as he shot to the other side of the hall.
‘All right, leave my poor snakies alone,’ Konrad ordered. ‘Let’s all be corporeal again for a bit, shall we?’
Tasha regained the floor obediently enough. Her ghost vanished, and her body twitched and began, once again, to breathe.
‘When you say you are a ghost,’ he ventured. ‘Do you mean you are lamaeni?’
Tasha got to her feet, and grinned. ‘We were amused that it took you so long to figure us out.’
Hmm. Lamaeni were a kind of vampire, but not the blood-supping variety. These were dead souls, but able to reanimate their own bodies at will. Konrad had encountered them for the first time a few months previously, when he had investigated a death at the famous circus that visited Ekamet every year for the Festival of the Dead. Lamaeni drew upon the life energies of those around them in order to feed themselves, which was tiring for the living people involuntarily providing sustenance.
‘No feeding on me,’ Konrad ordered. 
‘Can’t promise.’ 
Which was probably fair, for if the lamaeni went too long without feeding, the tenuous links between their souls and their bodies could be severed forever, and they would die.
Konrad sighed. Was his headache growing worse, or was it his imagination? ‘Who sent you?’
‘They made me promise not to say.’ She beamed angelically and added, ‘No one wishing you harm!’
‘Listen here, girl,’ said Konrad in a dire tone. 
He was brought up short by a peal of laughter from Tasha, who said in between bouts of mirth, ‘You sound just like my grandpa.’
If eight years as the Malykant followed by far too much whiskey of an afternoon were not enough to make Konrad feel about a century old, this was more than sufficient to finish the job. He glowered darkly at the still-giggling girl and tried again. ‘No feeding,’ he repeated. ‘And since you have been spying upon me and reporting my actions to the police, you will excuse my persistence when I ask you again: who sent you?’
But Tasha shook her head. ‘Don’t be worried. I’ve done you no harm. With your copper in on the secret, he’ll be much more use to you. And he weren’t too concerned at finding out the truth about you.’
Nuritov was sharp enough to have suspected before, of course; Konrad had realised that a long time ago. Probably Tasha’s news had merely confirmed his suspicions, and had come as no surprise. He felt a little shamed by her words, for he ought, perhaps, to have trusted Nuritov before, and confided in the inspector himself. It was true that the need to maintain his secrecy had placed obstacles in the way of his and Nuritov’s being of full use to one another before.
He did not altogether appreciate Tasha’s taking that decision out of his hands, however, and managing the business herself without reference to him. Nor did he enjoy the idea that some third party had been responsible for sending Tasha, perhaps with this very errand in mind. He was growing tired of mysterious people taking an interfering interest in his business.
‘Was it my Master?’ he asked. ‘The Malykt?’
Tasha stared back at him, expressionless. ‘No.’
‘The Shandrigal again?’
‘No.’
‘The lamaeni? Myrrolena?’
‘No.’
Her face did not change; not so much as a muscle moved. She was far too good. Konrad abandoned his attempts at guesswork with a sigh, and surrendered himself to fate in the same breath. ‘Very well. It is hardly as though I can prevent you from trailing me around, after all. But know this: my serpents are alerted to you, and you will find them much harder to evade in the future.’
‘I know,’ she said cheerfully. 
‘If you cross me, I will burn your body.’
That gave her pause, albeit brief. ‘Understood,’ she said, and tipped her little black cap to him.
‘Very good. Then pray go away, and leave me to enjoy my dinner and my headache in peace.’
Tasha bowed. ‘Don’t drink too much more. It’s always best to stop while you can still walk in a straight line.’ She watched his moderately unsteady progress towards the dining parlour with a critical eye for a moment, and then added, ‘Almost, anyway.’
Konrad ignored that with magnificent dignity, and retired to his dinner.  
[image: image-placeholder]The next day dawned brighter, for it was the day of Nanda’s proposed return. The weather had not received the news, or perhaps it existed simply to be contrary, for it presented Ekamet with a fresh load of heavy snow. Konrad spent the morning alternately worrying about Nanda’s journey through such conditions, and marvelling at himself that he was once again capable of feeling anything like anxiety.
Nanda had promised to dispatch a note to Bakar House the moment she reached home, in order to assure Konrad of her safe return. But after a few uncomfortable hours of failing to focus upon the newspapers Gorev brought and forgetting to drink his tea, he abandoned his efforts to appear composed and unconcerned and set off for Nanda’s shop.
He trudged through the freezing snow with cheerful determination, much better pleased by the chilly discomfort of activity than he had been by the warmth and idleness of his parlour. His serpents sailed overhead, riding the whirling currents of the winds with unseemly shrieks of glee. He tried once to recall them to a sense of dignity but soon abandoned the project, for though Eetapi’s squeals of delight threatened to split his mind in two, he so rarely saw them engaged in anything that might be called fun that it seemed a shame to call an end to it.
And in spite of appearances it did not interfere with the performance of their duties, for halfway to Nanda’s house Ootapi announced: Master. Tasha follows behind.
I do not see how she would follow in front, Konrad replied.
Ootapi was briefly silent. A fair point, he conceded.
‘Good day, Tasha!’ Konrad called aloud.
He felt a flicker of amusement shiver across his mind in reply, and her light voice said: Good morning, Malykant. I see your snakies are more alert today.
Konrad wondered whether the serpents’ noisy and obvious enjoyment of the weather might have been designed to persuade Tasha of their inattention, thus encouraging her into careless behaviour. He made a mental note not to underrate their deviousness in the future. ‘To what do we owe the pleasure?’ he continued. He could not sense Tasha himself, so he directed the question to the empty air, trusting that she would stay close enough to hear him even over the howling winds.
Today is a momentous day. I wanted to be around for it.
‘Oh? What is supposed to happen today?’
Irinanda Falenia returns!
‘That is an event of some moment to me, certainly, but I fail to see why it should prove of such absorbing interest to you.’
You will see.
Konrad did not like the mystery of this, for it seemed to him to bode ill. But he shook off such feelings. He was worried, and unused to the state. It was making him jumpy, and gloomy, and superstitious, seeing impending disaster around every corner. 
‘As you say,’ he replied, with a mental shrug, and went on his way.
He arrived at Nanda’s shop weighed down with fallen snow, and took a moment to shake out his hat and cloak. The shop — the best and most popular apothecary’s establishment in Ekamet — was closed, of course, but he went around to the back door with some hopes of finding Nanda already returned.
She was not. The door was locked, no lights shone inside. Konrad weighed up his options for twenty seconds before deciding that the snow probably would not kill him, if he were to wait a little while.
Three hours later she appeared.
‘You are late,’ Konrad told her, his words emerging oddly through his frozen lips.
Nanda tilted her head in her characteristic expression of bemusement. She had often looked at him that way. ‘What are you doing waiting outside my house? You look like you have been here for a week.’
‘I have.’
‘Liar.’ Nanda was so swathed in layers of hat, scarf, coat and cloak that he could discern little of her face or figure, but her voice was so soothingly familiar. It warmed him to the heart, even if his body remained sadly frozen. She put down her two travelling bags by the door and unlocked it, ushering him inside first. ‘Go, before you shatter to pieces.’
Konrad went. The house was as cold as the street outside, but within a few minutes Nanda had divested herself of her outdoor garments and lit the fire in her kitchen grate. She and Konrad huddled before it together, shivering in tandem.
So delighted and relieved was he to find her hale and well and returned that his wits had gone to sleep, for it was only then that he noticed two things.
Firstly, that Dubin had not accompanied her home. Any kind of friend or gentleman ought to have been eager to ensure that she reached home safely, particularly in such weather. Konrad would have done so himself. What manner of wretch was Dubin, to leave her to walk home alone?
Secondly, Nanda’s demeanour was decidedly not pleased. But Konrad did not think it was merely the displeasure of having no attendant. In fact, she was contrary enough to resent such solicitude if it was offered. She stood in silence before the fire, with no news to share and no enquiries to make of Konrad. Her pale eyebrows were furrowed in a deep frown, and her thoughts appeared to be elsewhere.
‘Are you well, Nan?’ he said, some small part of his earlier worries unfurling once again.
She refocused her ice-blue eyes upon his face, vaguely, as though she had forgotten his presence. ‘There was some trouble,’ she replied. ‘I was deciding whether or not to inform you of it.’
He blinked. ‘Why would you hide it from me?’
She sighed, and ran her hands through her white-blonde hair. The gesture arrested Konrad’s attention, for she was not usually prone to such fidgets. ‘Because it concerns Danil, whom I am well aware you do not like.’
Danil Dubin. Konrad sighed inwardly, and put aside any fond hopes he might have been harbouring that he would not have to think about that young man again for a while. ‘What has gone awry with him? He may not be a prime favourite with me, but I would not wish harm upon any friend of yours.’ He spoke the words with total sincerity, only belatedly remembering that he had, only the day before, been cheerfully wishing death upon the man.
He put this inconvenient recollection firmly aside.
Nanda hesitated, her face sad and grim, and a horrible thought occurred to Konrad.
‘He… is alive, yes?’
Nanda arched one brow. ‘Of course.’
Konrad let out a quick sigh of relief, and mentally blessed Ootapi. The serpent had not been fool enough to carry through his cheery offer of murdering the poison trader, then; for an instant, Konrad had been heart-poundingly afraid.
But his relief was short-lived, for Nanda added: ‘For now.’
‘Um.’ Konrad took a moment to absorb these words. ‘You mean he is alive… for now?’
‘Yes. It cannot last long, I am afraid.’
‘He fell ill on the road. Oh, Nanda, I am sorry.’ Konrad realised, to his own surprise, that he really was sorry. For all his vicious, gloomy wishes of the day before, he did not truly feel that the man deserved to die, and Nanda’s pain always cut him.
But Nanda shook her head again. Finally she turned away from the fire and set about making tea and a meal. Konrad assisted her in silence, aware that she needed to gather her thoughts.
Halfway through their silent repast, Nanda finally spoke.
‘Danil killed someone.’
Konrad choked upon a mouthful of hot tea. ‘I beg your pardon.’
‘Danil,’ Nanda repeated with slow emphasis, ‘killed somebody.’ She swallowed half of her tea in one go, not appearing to notice its heat, and set down her cup. ‘A few hours ago. We travelled home a little early, hoping to avoid the worst of the weather, and reached the outskirts of Ekamet early this morning. But as we came through the gates, Danil saw someone he knew. A man called Kovalev. And he… snapped, somehow. He took a knife out of somewhere — and I have never before known him to carry a weapon, Konrad — and stabbed Kovalev seven times before he was hauled off him, and subdued.’
Konrad heard all this in utter disbelief, and did not interrupt.
‘Kovalev died, of course, and Danil is taken into custody. But, Konrad… he cannot explain to me what he has done, or why. He doesn’t appear to know. He talks of Kovalev as some kind of rival for a girl he once courted, and appears to hold him in contempt. But not murderous contempt! And he cannot remember having killed the man! He sees the blood on his clothes and frets, because he does not know how it came to be there, and he will not believe anybody when he is told how he came to be in police custody.’
Konrad felt colder and colder as he listened, his mind making too many chilling connections for his comfort. Between Dubin’s fate and that of Sokol, for a start — no reassuring pattern, that. And Dubin’s relationship to Kovalev struck him as far too similar to his own relationship to Dubin. That realisation could not enhance his tranquillity either.
Nanda applied herself to her food, and at last it struck Konrad that her composure was strained, her apparent calm only a semblance of it. 
‘There can be no doubt that he is guilty of the crime,’ she said in a low voice.
Konrad was late to arrive at the conclusion poor Nanda had probably been tormenting herself over for hours.
Dubin had murdered someone, in plain sight of many witnesses. Whether he knew what he had done or not, whether he remembered, whether he could explain it: he was a killer. 
And that meant it would be Konrad’s unhappy duty to kill him.
Konrad’s heart smote him at the idea, and he swallowed sudden bile. He had never imagined that his deplorable duty would someday oblige him to dispense with somebody Nanda cared for. 
‘Nanda,’ he said. ‘Nan. I promise you: I will do nothing… permanent... until we have unravelled this mystery and learned the truth of Dubin’s behaviour. There is more to this story you do not yet know.’
She kept her eyes upon her food for the first part of this speech, but raised them to his face at last with the news that there was more for her to hear. ‘Tell me,’ she said, and he detected a flicker of hope in her eyes that had not been there before.
He related everything Nuritov had said about Sokol. She was as quick to recognise the similarities between the two cases as he, and she visibly revived with every word. 
‘Where is Dubin now?’ Konrad asked in conclusion, filled with a restless energy to begin upon the case at once.
‘The police have taken him somewhere. They said he is a danger to the public, which may very well be true, for if he could kill under such conditions once, might he not do so again? I am glad he is safely away. Oh, but Konrad, he knows his life is forfeit. He knows he waits for the Malykant. He is in a sad way.’
She did not quite meet his eyes as she said this, and Konrad realised the answer to a question that had been bothering him. Why had she not come to him right away? Why had she sent no word? If he had not been here awaiting her, he would still be oblivious to Dubin’s fate — or he would have heard of it from some other source. 
‘You do not believe me, Nan? You think I will have Dubin dispatched by tea-time.’
Nanda sighed, and rubbed at her eyes. ‘I do not know what to think. I know you would not lightly destroy anything of mine, but I am also aware that your duty is all that you live for. Can you say that you have ever hesitated to deliver The Malykt’s Justice, in the past?’
Never for long, certainly. But most of the cases Konrad had lived through had been fairly clear-cut. Murders had been committed by those of questionable morals (or sanity), for reasons that clearly benefited themselves at the expense of their victims. In such cases as that, Konrad felt no compunction about ushering them out of the world. He did not have to question either his right to deliver such a punishment, or the rightness of his doing so.
But that did not mean that he killed without thought, without judgement or without consideration. At his secret heart, he was petrified of the day that he committed a mistake — killed someone who did not deserve that fate, whatever reason they might have to claim exoneration. He always took great care.
He had thought that Nanda had come to accept him fully, at long last, as her friend, irrespective of the horrific things he often had to do. That she trusted his humanity, and accepted that he was not all horror. But his status as the Malykant could still override any other impression he might give, it seemed, and her fear of the brutal side of his nature could still overwhelm her affection for his finer characteristics.
The realisation cost him a pang, but he set it aside. He would just have to prove himself to her — again. It did not matter. If he had to prove himself worthy of her friendship a hundred times over, so be it.
‘I swear,’ he said to Nanda, making sure that she met his eyes. ‘I will do nothing to harm Dubin until, or unless, we are both fully satisfied of his full guilt in this matter.’
She winced a little when he said until, and he sighed inwardly. She wanted a promise that he would never harm Dubin, but that he could not give. If the little poison trader lied, and had killed the man Kovalev in cold blood, then he merited the usual consequences. And Konrad would be forced to deliver them, however he personally felt about the matter.
He had given the best reassurance he was able to offer. All that remained was to investigate, and to fervently hope that Dubin was as essentially innocent of wrong-doing as he claimed to be.
Nanda pulled herself together, and when Konrad rose from her little kitchen table she followed suit. ‘I will come with you,’ she announced.
She meant to do so in order to keep an eye on him, obviously, but Konrad was happy to accept the offer. ‘Have you Read Dubin yet?’ 
‘I have not had the opportunity,’ Nanda replied. ‘He was kept from me, while he remained armed, and soon afterwards taken away by the police. Nobody would let me near him.’
Her tone was bitter; she obviously resented that interference. But Konrad could picture the scene all too well in his mind, and privately applauded whichever passersby had contrived to keep trusting Nanda away from an apparently mad, homicidal maniac, armed with a knife and covered in the blood of the man he had just stabbed to death in the street.
‘We will do that first,’ Konrad decided. ‘Afterwards I would be grateful if you would do the same for Sokol. It seems likely that both speak the truth, when they claim no memory of the event: it would be odd, and too much of a coincidence, for two unconnected men to commit similar crimes almost at the same time, and both claim forgetfulness. But I would like to be certain.’
Nanda nodded once, and set about readying herself to depart. Konrad regained his own cloak and hat, his thoughts turning busily upon the conundrum.
The matter of Sokol had been in the papers, of course, but Dubin had only just returned from Marja. The chances that he had read of the case, and been motivated to mimic Sokol’s response to his own crime, did not seem high. Besides, there was the apparently random nature of the meeting — happening to bump into Kovalev at the gates, just as Dubin was passing through himself, would be a difficult thing to arrange ahead of time, supposing the murder both intentional and premeditated. 
But then why had the peaceful Dubin carried a knife?
The matter was complex, and Konrad blessed Nanda and her abilities now more than ever.
As they left the house, a stray thought drifted into Konrad’s mind: Tasha. She had told him today would be momentous, and she could not possibly have been referring to anything other than the very problem he now faced. How had she found out about Dubin’s crime before he had?
The only possible explanation was that she was watching Nanda, too — she or some colleague of hers. The thought angered him, and he made a mental note to interrogate the interfering little lamaeni at his earliest convenience. 




Chapter Three


Tasha, of course, made herself scarce just when he wanted her. That or she was ignoring his attempts at attracting her attention, which was possible. The serpents could not locate her either, and Konrad soon gave up. Tasha could wait.
He and Nanda went straight to Nuritov. Konrad judged it their best course of action; they would benefit from having the Inspector’s visible presence and support if they wanted to visit the two condemned men. 
Konrad also thought it high time that he introduced his two friends to one another. Being able to number his friends in the plural felt odd, but good, and he felt a need to somehow cement the agreeable situation by making them known to one another. Particularly if they were to be united, for a time, in investigating the strange cases of Sokol and Dubin.
Nuritov did not seem surprised to find Konrad at his door. Nor was he much puzzled by Nanda’s presence. He ushered them both inside with his usual quiet courtesy, and made his bow to Nanda with particular friendliness. ‘Miss Falenia. It is a pleasure to welcome you.’
Nanda curtseyed. ‘I wish it had been possible to meet you under better circumstances.’
Nuritov’s friendly smile became a frown. ‘Indeed. Your friend Dubin is in a poor way, I am afraid. He will be glad to see you. And we are happy indeed to have your services. Do you know how rare Readers are?’
‘I have some idea, considering that I have rarely ever encountered another.’ 
‘Shall you mind practicing your arts upon Sokol, as well?’
‘Mr. Savast and I are eager to visit both gentlemen. It seems clear that the two cases are connected.’
Nuritov glanced at Konrad, and nodded. ‘I believe they must be, indeed, though it is impossible to say how. Dubin and Sokol have never encountered one another before, so I understand. You are not aware of any connections between the two?’
Nanda declined any knowledge of such, as did Konrad, and Nuritov nodded thoughtfully.
‘It is well to ask the question. Never mind. Let us proceed to Dubin.’
Konrad and Nanda followed him out of his office, whereafter he led the way down a great many corridors and a few sets of staircases. Konrad judged that Dubin and Sokol were being kept somewhere far beneath the police headquarters, probably in an area designed to be far removed from other prisoners — or, indeed, their jailers.
Nuritov confirmed this surmise when he finally came to a stop. He paused before a stout door of solid oak and iron, at the end of a corridor which featured no other doors at all. He said, with an apologetic air, ‘It has been necessary to confine them with the utmost security, I am afraid. Though neither appears to be harbouring any violent tendencies now, the extremity of their recent behaviour is such that we cannot take any chances.’
Nanda looked grim. Konrad felt the same as they passed through the stout door into a small sequence of cells, each one iron-barred and comfortless.  Most of them were empty.
Dubin sat, alone and disconsolate, at the back of his cell. His hands were in heavy manacles. His blood-stained clothes had been exchanged for the nondescript grey of a prison uniform, and he looked unkempt. He did not look up as Nuritov stopped at his door. 
‘Mr. Dubin,’ said Nuritov, his tone friendlier than Konrad might have expected. ‘I have brought visitors.’
‘I will see no one,’ said Dubin.
Nuritov coughed slightly. ‘One of them is Miss Falenia.’
Dubin looked up at that, though he did not seem at all delighted by the prospect of Nanda’s near presence. ‘No!’ he cried. ‘Of all people, I would least like to see her!’ He shuddered, and corrected himself. ‘Or of all people, I would least like her to see me.’
Nanda stepped forward, her face grimmer than ever. ‘I saw everything, Danil, but I have come anyway. Does that not tell you that I do not condemn you?’
Dubin covered his thin face with his hands, as though he could block out the fact of Nanda’s presence along with his sight of her. The gesture was childlike and oddly heartrending, and Konrad felt deeply uncomfortable. ‘You should go,’ said Dubin, his voice muffled behind his hands. ‘Please.’
‘I need to remain,’ said Nanda gently. ‘We are here to help you. You must permit us.’
‘No one can help.’ Dubin removed his hands at last, though he could not meet Nanda’s gaze. He sat looking at the floor, and Konrad could not tell whether he had registered the fact that Nanda was not his only visitor. ‘Do you not understand?’ he continued. ‘I am told there is no possible doubt. I was seen to kill, by many witnesses. Yourself among them! I am a murderer! And there is only one fate that awaits murderers in Ekamet.’ He gave another, strong shudder. ‘If I have indeed killed, then it is the fate I deserve.’
‘You remember nothing?’ Nanda enquired.
‘Nothing,’ Dubin repeated. ‘I was passing through the gate with you, cold and hungry and ready to be home at last. Then I was restrained, held down by people I could not see. Everybody was upset, afraid, shouting. My clothes were bloodied. The police came and took me away, and only later, much later, did I learn why.’
Konrad’s heart twisted, a feeling he deeply resented considering the object of it, but he could not help it. Poor Dubin. His confusion was palpable, and Konrad could well imagine his terror at the treatment for which he could find no explanation, and the reason for which was not made clear to him until he had had plenty of time to suffer under it. And when he was told what he had done, what then? How must that have felt?
Nanda looked ready to cry, and Konrad wanted to comfort her. But he knew she would not welcome such a gesture under the circumstances, so he held his peace. 
‘Danil, please give me your hand,’ she said.
Dubin looked up at last, surprise making him incautious. He flinched as he met Nanda’s gaze, and saw there the pain she was suffering on his account. Though perhaps the lack of condemnation gave him courage, for he swallowed and got to his feet. He wore manacles around his ankles, too, and his gait was awkward as he approached the barred door. He slipped one hand in between the bars, which Nanda immediately took.
‘I do not doubt you,’ she told him gravely. ‘But my arts will confirm everything you have said, for the benefit of the police.’
Dubin shook his head. ‘It is not the police whom I fear. It is the Malykant who now holds my fate in his hands, and can either of us suppose that any testimony in my favour will invoke mercy from him? I am a doomed man, Nan, and you waste your time.’
She did not reply. Her eyes were closed; she was lost in her perusal of Dubin’s mind, gathering every possible glimpse of his recent memories, his thoughts, his impressions. Konrad knew that the art was imprecise; Dubin’s mind was not fully laid open to her. She could not read his every thought, access his every memory, understand his every action. But she could reap some clues: his most powerful feelings, his most persistent memories. The memory of a recent, violent murder ought to be at the top of that list, if he held any such recollection.
The silence gave him plenty of time to reflect upon Dubin’s words. The man’s impression of the Malykant echoed Nanda’s, though he could have no idea that he stood in the Malykant’s presence at that moment. If he had, his terror would have been palpable. Konrad knew that the Malykant’s public image as implacable, ruthless and unavoidable was carefully cultivated by the Order. It had to be, if his existence was to serve as a deterrent. But he recoiled from this vision of himself: heartless, without conscience or will of his own. A tool for killing, and nothing more. 
Should the day ever come when his own behaviour matched and justified such an image, he hoped that somebody would be obliging enough to kill him. And that The Malykt would be merciful enough to let him die.
Nanda opened her eyes at last, though she did not release Dubin’s hand. She held it still, though her intention seemed more to comfort him than to Read him, for she laced her fingers through his and held tight.
‘No memory whatsoever,’ she said, more to Nuritov and Konrad than to Dubin. ‘The events of this morning are clear enough, but it is as though... there is a gap, where the murder should be. His mind remembers just as he has said: he got down from the stagecoach outside the gates, and came through them with me. We exchanged a few words. The next instant he remembers himself in the grip of strangers, frightened and covered in blood, but with not the smallest idea how he came to be so. It is as though everything that happened in between has been neatly sliced out.’
Confidently though she spoke, Konrad knew that her testimony alone would not be enough to save Dubin. She was an acknowledged friend of his, a close friend. She had been travelling with him when he committed the crime. No third party could possibly accept her account as unbiased.
But it meant much to Konrad. He knew she would not lie to him, not even to save Dubin. If she truly suspected that her friend had knowingly, willingly, committed such a crime, she would not try to cover for him. Her principles were too unbending for that.
It was a shame that The Malykt was unlikely to accept such an argument.
‘What of the knife?’ he murmured. 
That brought Dubin’s attention upon him at last, and the young man’s face darkened. ‘Savast?’ 
Konrad nodded politely, unsure what to say of his presence there.
Dubin did not appear to know what to say either, but his joy at seeing Konrad was not profound. He stared at Konrad’s face for a time, searching, perhaps, for some clue as to his intentions in accompanying Nanda. Finding none, he looked away. ‘I am glad Nan has someone with her at this time,’ he muttered, a little ungraciously, but the sentiment seemed sincere.
‘No memory of the knife at all,’ Nanda replied, letting the brief exchange pass. ‘Not a one. Judging from his memories alone, I would have said there was no knife.’
‘In point of fact,’ murmured Nuritov for Konrad’s ears alone, ‘Witness reports all agreed about the knife, but we never found it. Or the sword either.’
That little oddity brought a frown to Konrad’s face. Both weapons had gone missing? 
‘I do not carry weapons,’ said Dubin. ‘Not ever. If I had ever wished to kill, I possess much more expedient means.’
This was news to Konrad. ‘How so?’
Dubin looked down at the grey clothes he wore, and sighed. ‘I cannot show you now, but if you inspect my old clothes — wherever they are — you will find three cloth pouches sewn into the seams. They are there for self-defence. If ever I was threatened as I went about my business, or if somebody accompanying me was in danger, they were my recourse. They each contain a virulent poison which, if thrown, will cause successively greater discomfort and inconvenience to an assailant. The first would cause partial, if significant, loss of sight. The second would burn the lungs if inhaled, leading to the kind of coughing one does not lightly suffer through. If these two proved insufficient and my need was great enough, the third would cause death.’ His jaw tightened and his eyes grew wintry in expression. ‘I have never had reason to even think about using that third one, but believe me: if I had wanted Kovalev dead, that is how I would have accomplished it. A knife? How clumsy, how dangerous, how unsure a weapon! It is the last thing I would have chosen.’
Konrad was surprised to hear mild, meek Danil Dubin so coolly outline his preparations for violence at need, though a small part of him was impressed. He ruthlessly suppressed that part. 
The argument was persuasive. Dubin was a poison trader; what else would he choose, by way of a weapon? His story could easily be verified. Nuritov looked electrified, and would, no doubt, ensure that a search of Dubin’s clothing would be conducted the moment they returned to ground level.
Where, then, had the knife come from? How had he come to be carrying it at all? How had he known to reach for it when presented with an opportunity to kill Kovalev, if he had not known that he had it, and was much more inclined to reach for his poison packets?
Konrad thought of Sokol, and the sword he had used in his attempt upon the life of Radinka Nartovich. A sword was a strange weapon for a silk merchant to carry, too. 
‘Dubin,’ said Konrad. ‘If you had to find an explanation for what has happened to you, what would you conclude?’
‘There is none.’ Dubin returned Konrad’s stare with a look of impatient resentment.
‘Think.’ 
Dubin withdrew to the back of his cell and sat down on the bare bench there, his manacles clanking. He sagged against the wall and stared at Konrad from beneath lowered lids. His attitude was suggestive of despair, but Konrad suspected that he was thinking deeply. Nuritov and Nanda stayed quiet, the former watching Dubin with an air of mild fascination blended with sympathy, the latter staring after him with naked concern.
‘It would be difficult,’ said Dubin at length. 
‘Undoubtedly.’
‘Perepin’s Arrow. It is a rare poison, usually prepared for inhalation. It is mesmeric, sometimes used in low doses as an aid to hypnosis. Combine a careful dose of that with something like amberleaf, which can cause loss of memory in sufficiently high doses…’ He tailed off, shaking his head. ‘It would be difficult,’ he said again. ‘To administer both poisons to the same target in precisely the right doses to have the desired effect, and without detection, would be virtually impossible. And then, they would not produce all of my… actions unaided. Perepin’s Arrow prepares the way, but the intervention of a powerfully skilled hypnotist would still be required to implant the desired suggestions in my mind, and strongly enough to compel me to act upon them. Especially when those suggestions run so contrary to my nature.’
Too many drawbacks. Besides, why Dubin? Why Kovalev? Why would anybody go to such lengths to compel a man like Dubin to slay a rival, if the process was so delicate, so likely to result in failure? Surely there were easier ways to dispose of a Kovalev undetected. Konrad could think of three or four off the top of his head.
Still, Dubin’s train of thought was interesting, and he may have hit upon some part of the truth, if not the whole. ‘Is there any way to detect whether Perepin’s Arrow or amberleaf have been used?’ He was familiar with both poisons himself, as poison collecting was one of his stranger hobbies. But he could not pretend to equal Dubin’s expertise.
‘Not really. A little coughing, perhaps, in the case of the Arrow. The amberleaf is ingested. Its milder effects include confusion and dizziness, neither of which I remember experiencing. But I might, of course, have forgotten all that as well as the rest.’
Konrad looked to Nanda, wordlessly asking her the question: had Dubin been coughing?
She understood, and shook her head.
Nuritov had been silent, letting Nanda work and Konrad question. But at last he spoke up. ‘Mr. Dubin. How did you know Mr. Kovalev?’
‘In my youth,’ replied Dubin (which struck Konrad as absurd, considering the man could not be much more than five-and-twenty), ‘There was a girl. Inna. Kovalev and I both courted her for a time, though she would have neither of us. I thought him a fool and disliked him very much, of course. Since then I have occasionally passed him in the street or encountered him in a shop, or some such. We both forgot Inna long ago, I believe, and our exchanges were brief but civil enough. That is the extent of my acquaintance with him.’
A bland story. Nanda would say, later, whether or not his professed feelings about Kovalev matched anything she had drawn from his memories or thoughts. For now, he had nothing further to ask.
Neither did Nuritov or Nanda, so they soon took leave of Dubin. Nanda lingered over the task long, clearly reluctant to abandon him to the cold solitude of his cell. He was equally unhappy to see her go, and Konrad averted his eyes from their anguished leave-taking.
He waited with Nuritov a few feet away, their backs discreetly turned. 
‘What do you think?’ murmured Nuritov.
‘I think him sincere.’
Nuritov nodded agreement. ‘Somehow, the notion that he could be compelled to commit such a crime against his will and without his recollection seems less far-fetched than the notion that such a man could behave so by his own will, and with so little reason.’
‘I have known him some little time. I do not think he has it in him.’ 
Nanda joined them, her face drawn and too pale. Konrad felt an impulse to take her hand, touch her, anything that might comfort her. But having witnessed her hand-holding with Dubin the gesture struck him as misplaced, and he did nothing, only signalling sympathy with his eyes when she glanced at him.
This she ignored. ‘Sokol?’ she prompted.
Nuritov led the way.
Sokol proved to be a rotund man in his forties, with greying hair and the kind of face that had probably been fixed in cheerful lines until recent events. He watched his visitors’ approach with anxious intensity, and hope flared in his eyes.
‘Is it over?’ he said. ‘Am I to be freed?’
‘Ah… not yet,’ said Nuritov. ‘This is Miss Falenia and Mr. Savast, associates with the police. They are here to assist with the investigation.’
Sokol’s face fell, and he shrank away from his cell door. ‘More questions! I have answered your questions, over and over, and here I still am.’
‘Miss Falenia is a Reader,’ said Nuritov. ‘That means that she is able to access your thoughts and memories in a limited way, if permitted to touch you. She will be able to verify some parts of your story.’
This was an interesting test, for a man truly innocent ought to jump at the prospect. A guilty man would find a reason to refuse, for Nanda would surely see that he lied.
Sokol all but threw himself at the bars and thrust a hand towards Nanda. ‘Read, then, and you will know I speak the truth.’
Nanda took his hand, and spent her usual minute or two in quiet concentration. When she opened her eyes, she released Sokol’s hand with a reassuring smile. 
‘Much the same,’ she said, meaning much the same as Dubin. ‘He and Miss Nartovich were engaged in a civil conversation about the state of the silk markets. The next thing he remembers, he was in custody.  He certainly has no memory of trying to harm Miss Nartovich. Or of any kind of weapon, knife or sword.’
‘Thank you.’ Sokol looked ready to cry.
Konrad hoped the poor man had not concluded that Nanda’s testimony exonerated him. Many assumed that if one had no memory of an action or event, then one could not have committed or experienced it. In fact, the mind and the memory were far trickier than that, as Dubin’s theory suggested. There were ways to interfere with memory. And then, the mind sometimes interfered with itself, and opted not to remember things it had far rather forget… 
‘You do not own a sword?’ Nuritov enquired.
Sokol shook his head, growing frustrated. ‘I have said this over and over. I have never owned a sword! Why would I? I am a family man, and a peaceful man. I could have no use for such a weapon. I own a small dagger, which I keep with me sometimes when I am abroad, for there are dangers on the road. That is all. I do not know how to use a sword.’
Which, Konrad noted, was an interesting point of potential enquiry. A sword was a specific kind of weapon. It was not like using a knife. Dubin might never have picked up a knife in his life, but a simple blade like that was not hard to employ if one’s intention was merely to stab blindly at a target. A sword, though, required more precision, more skill. Particularly since the newspaper report had spoken of an attempted decapitation. To take someone’s head off with a sword was no small task, and usually required a conveniently stationary target. Konrad assumed that Nuritov had checked into the merchant’s activities already. If there was any evidence that he knew how to wield a sword, the inspector would have mentioned it.
‘Did you have the dagger with you at the time?’ asked Konrad.
Nuritov nodded at once, so presumably the weapon had been found among Sokol’s clothing. So far, so good for the confirmation of his story.
The tale so far put him in line with Dubin. He had his own, preferred, familiar weapon to hand; why use a sword?
‘And Miss Nartovich?’ Konrad asked.
‘An old friend. A rival, sometimes. We have disagreed on occasion, but never seriously. We have even helped each other once in a while, when one of us struggled. I would never harm her, or she me.’
Nanda nodded. ‘The look on Nartovich’s face, in Mr. Sokol’s memory. It is of utter shock. I cannot think that she had ever anticipated such violence from him.’
That could be checked when he spoke with Miss Nartovich, but Konrad trusted Nanda’s assessment.
So. Konrad was satisfied, for the present, that neither man appeared to be guilty of their crimes in intent. He was not altogether satisfied that lack of memory equated to lack of action, for it was distantly possible that both had repressed such horrific, violent memories. But it was a shaky surmise, and the weapons were the problem with that theory. It simply made no sense, that both men should choose weapons unfamiliar to them for so grave a purpose. 
In Konrad’s not inconsiderable experience, when a person set out to commit a murder, they typically did so with two primary aims: One, to succeed in their goal. Two, to escape without being detected or caught. Controlling the outcome of the endeavour was deeply important, and that meant sticking as much as possible to ideas and methods that made the perpetrator feel comfortable, powerful and unassailable. Picking a weapon one has no familiarity with and no affinity for was the kind of mistake made only by the stupid, and Konrad did not think either Sokol or Dubin merited that word.
So, then: something else was behind the two incidents. Or perhaps someone. Dubin’s theory  merited investigation, for if neither the silk merchant nor the poison trader had planned these murders, then who had? And if they had only been physically responsible for carrying them out, who had been pulling their strings?
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