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Chapter One


A knock came at the door of Bakar House.
Konrad, ensconced in the best parlour with Nanda, did not move so much as a muscle. He had a butler for a reason. Hopefully the caller would prove inconsequential, and easily fobbed off; Gorev was good at that kind of thing. At three in the afternoon on so foul a day, sleet driving down from the skies in great torrents, and the streets awash with the half-melted snows of early spring, he rather wondered that anybody had troubled to travel to his door at all.
‘It seems our reverie is at an end,’ said Nanda. Resonant footsteps were indeed approaching the parlour; Konrad heard them as clearly as she, though he toyed briefly with denial. 
‘Come in,’ he sighed, when his butler’s discreet tap sounded at the half-closed door.
Gorev entered, and bowed with an apologetic air. ‘It’s the inspector, sir. He’s—’
Konrad sat up. ‘What? Well, let him come in! He need not stand on ceremony.’
Gorev cleared his throat. ‘I meant to say, sir, that the inspector has sent someone. A policeman. Shall I say that you are at home?’
‘Is it Karyavin?’
‘That was the name given, yes.’
‘Send him in, quickly.’ If the inspector had sent a human being rather than a note, then the matter was of some urgency. If he had not come himself, doubly so. 
Gorev withdrew, and a moment later Karyavin came in. A young man, he was high in the inspector’s good graces, a consequence of his quick wits, level head and obliging nature. Konrad rather liked the man himself. He was everything Konrad might have liked to have been in his own youth. ‘Sir,’ said Karyavin, with a bow for Konrad and a smile for Nanda. ‘There’s been an, ah, incident…’ Karyavin’s eyes wandered about the parlour for a moment, dwelling on the majestic carved fireplace with its enormous mirror, and travelling to the silk-upholstered couch and armchairs. He had not, perhaps, expected to find Konrad surrounded by such extravagant splendour.
‘Nuritov sent you?’ Konrad prompted.
‘Yes, sir. He’s down by the river. He asked that you come as soon as possible. And,’ the young man added, his gaze turning on Nanda, ‘Miss Falenia as well, if you’re at leisure, ma’am.’
Nanda, slouching in her chair in a half-doze, blinked and awoke. ‘Me? He asked specifically for me?’
‘Yes, ma’am. The incident is of an unusual nature, and he thought perhaps your unique abilities might be of use.’
Nanda exchanged a look of mild disquiet with Konrad. ‘Just what is the nature of this incident?’
‘There’s been a death.’
That got Konrad’s attention. A death? Murder? No. Were it murder, surely he’d have heard by now. The serpents were vigilant about that kind of thing. But if it were a natural death, or some accident, why summon Konrad?
Serpents? Konrad called. Have there been any murders in the city today? The kind that I ought to know about? 
No, Master, they chorused.
Yesterday? Last night?
No, Master.
Konrad, at a loss, asked no further questions. He set aside the book he’d been pretending to read, and rose. ‘Give me a moment to change, Karyavin, and we will be with you.’
‘I’ll await you in the porch, sir.’ Karyavin, discomfited perhaps by the grandeur, made his bow and withdrew.
‘Curious,’ said Nanda.
‘Before you ask, no, the serpents are aware of no murders.’
‘Can they be wrong?’
‘I haven’t known them to be.’
‘Right.’ Nanda hauled herself out of her chair, causing Konrad a moment’s concern in the evident effort it cost her to do so. Last night had been especially difficult for her, he judged; not from anything she had said, but from her pallor when she had arrived at the breakfast-table, and the air of heaviness and lethargy she’d displayed all day. Her unwelcome entourage had subjected her to a special depth of torment, he supposed. Nightmares of the very direst. 
He had his serpents scouring the spirit-lands at every opportunity, seeking out the wretched fae with claims upon Nanda. When they found them, his displeasure would be… violently expressed. The errand had distracted them, possibly, from their regular duties, for the spirit-lands were wide and complex, and the search occupied a great deal of their energy and time. He may arrive at the river to find that the case was one of murder after all.
But still, the serpents were not given to mistakes. Their purpose was a simple one, and they performed that duty with enthusiasm.
Why, though, was Nanda also summoned? That was the most intriguing part of the business. 
To his own surprise, he felt his disinclination to leave the house — and to engage with another horrific murder case — lifting a little in the anticipation of an interesting problem. The worst part of Assevan winters, arguably, was the utter boredom of it all.
[image: image-placeholder]Half an hour later, Konrad ducked under the dripping frame of Parel’s Bridge, and inched his way underneath. The river’s waters were on the rise, swollen with melting snow and sleet. A strip of sodden earth only a few feet wide served as the bank, upon which Konrad found the inspector. 
‘Savast,’ said he grimly. ‘I wouldn’t have wasted your time, or Nanda’s either, only we’ve… got a problem.’ 
Konrad tried to see past him, to whatever it was he’d been guarding. But the daylight was fading fast, the underside of the bridge was not illuminated, and Alexander seemed to be trying to block his view of whatever it was. 
‘Well,’ said Nanda, coming up behind him. ‘What is it?’
‘What it is, chiefly, is messy,’ he replied, and stepped aside.
Konrad moved forward, stooped over, but managed to strike his head against the damp, oozing boards of the bridge anyway. ‘Ow,’ he muttered, but the slight pain in his head vanished from his thoughts upon beholding Alexander’s “problem”.
A man lay there, or so Konrad supposed from the figure’s general proportions. Few identifying features were left, for the body had been brutally savaged. Half the face was missing, dissolved into a bloodied pulp; the deathly pallor of the rest was marred by great, blood-soaked gouges. The rest of the body was in much the same condition, the chest broken open, and the inner organs lacerated. Konrad had not light enough to determine whether any were missing, but he thought not. This had not been done with the precision of an organ-harvester. This was a frenzy of pure violence.
That did not preclude the possibility of someone or something’s having… eaten them, however. 
Something indeed, for nothing about the man’s state suggested that ordinary mortal weapons had been used. ‘Those look like claw marks,’ he said.
The inspector nodded. ‘Or— or teeth.’
‘Nothing human, anyway.’
‘That’s what I thought,’ Alexander agreed. ‘But is it an ordinary beast, either? I cannot think of any dog or — or even a wolf or something, that could have done this kind of damage.’
 ‘Is there something else?’ Konrad asked, for nothing that he’d seen or heard yet explained the inspector’s insistence on Nanda’s presence. Given the choice, Konrad himself would rather have protected her from such a sight.
‘Karyavin?’ said Alexander.
‘I was the first one on the scene, sir,’ said Karyavin. ‘A beggar found the body, and came to the police house to report it. When I got here, the corpse was thick with crows. Feasting, as you’d imagine; it is their nature. Only, they didn’t fly away.’
‘They aren’t here now,’ Konrad said, confused. ‘What do you mean, they didn’t fly away?’
‘They… dissolved, sir. Vanished. Faded out like shadows at dawn. I don’t quite know how to express it.’
Konrad drew in a breath. ‘You mean either that they were not ordinary corporeal crows, or that they departed by some means more ethereal than physical?’
‘I don’t know as to which of those might be the truth, but yes. Something of that kind. I’d swear to it.’
Konrad believed him. The young policeman was steady, and had never given any sign that he was prone to wild imaginings. And Alexander relied enough upon his testimony to bring Nanda and Konrad running.
‘Nan?’ said Konrad. ‘What do you think?’
Nanda had ceased to examine the unfortunate victim, and instead wandered along the width of the overarching bridge, running the fingers of one hand lightly over the boards. ‘The old stories say that bridges are places of crossing,’ she said. ‘Not just from one side of a body of water to the other, but in other ways, too. Crossing from one realm to another. One land to another. Long ago, the spirit-witches of Ekamet used to keep a close watch on Parel’s Bridge, for it was once known as the source of many a strange, creeping thing bent on causing havoc in the city.’
‘Not now?’ Konrad asked.
‘Their vigilance was such that the bridge fell increasingly into disuse, at least for that purpose. So it’s said, anyway. And so, they ceased to watch it so closely. This, perhaps, is the result.’
‘You think something has used the door,’ said Konrad.
‘So to speak, yes. Those crows certainly did. Whether they came out of the spirit-lands in the first place, or merely fled that way when disturbed, one thing we can conclude is that a door was recently wrested open at this bridge, and something has used it.’
‘Is it closed now?’
‘Now it is,’ said Nanda, with a brief smile for Konrad. ‘I’ve made sure of it. I can’t say, though, that another might not be created. This is the kind of place that lends itself to such portals.’
‘Do they open up on their own,’ said Alexander, ‘or does someone have to make one?’
‘The old stories say they do open on their own, at certain times of the year,’ said Nanda. ‘I’m not sure that is true, however. It’s my belief that the barriers grow thinner, if that is a fair way of describing it, but they do not disappear altogether, only to obligingly reform themselves the next day. I think the formation of any portal has to be, at the least, helped along.’
‘So someone has done this.’ The inspector stood looking down at the ravaged corpse, an expression of bleak distaste on his usually mild-of-expression face. 
‘That is hard to say. Someone made a door here, yes. Whether they did so in order that something capable of this should come through it, I couldn’t say.’
‘Do we know who this man is?’ Konrad asked.
‘The beggar identified him,’ said Karyavin. ‘A friend of his. Known only as Matenk. If he had a family name, or indeed a family, our informant knew nothing of it.’
Konrad had already surmised his beggar status, judging from the filthy and ragged state of his shredded garments. Many such folk used the shelter of the bridge at times of inclement weather, though it was riskier to do so at this time of year, with the waters rising. ‘Not murdered, exactly,’ he mused. ‘At least, not by a human hand. Which counts me out, in the regular way. This is not in my purview.’
‘Konrad,’ said Nanda severely. ‘If you mean to say that you’re going straight to bed and leaving Alexander to deal with this alone, I’d think that impossibly shabby of you.’
‘While I can’t deny that I am tempted by the idea, no. What I was actually doing was congratulating myself on the prospect of—’ He was going to say, of not having to slaughter someone at the end of this, but remembered Karyavin’s presence just in time — not to mention the other two police officers he did not know, both stationed some little distance away. ‘Of an unusual and intriguing problem,’ he finished.
Nanda gave him a wry look, which declared her perfectly aware of what he was actually thinking. ‘I’m minded to brush up on my folklore,’ she said. ‘I cannot immediately think of anything commonly dwelling in the spirit-lands that might make this kind of a… mess.’
‘Or want to,’ said Konrad. ‘Spirit-fae and the like have found their way here before. They may make mischief, and sometimes they’re known to cause harm, but what they are not known to be in the habit of doing is running rampage like this.’
‘Which is a horrid thought,’ said Alexander. ‘Is it running rampage? Shall there be more such victims?’
A good question. Had the thing vanished back whence it had come, along with the disappearing crows? Or had it attacked this unfortunate soul, and then ventured out into the city?
Was it somewhere out there, preying upon more of Ekamet’s unsuspecting citizens? Or had it come here with some other errand in mind, and this frenzy of violence was not like to be repeated?
The latter questions could only be answered with time; sadly, little could be done but wait, and hope there came no reports of further such incidents.
Unless.
‘Nan, you can’t trace it, I suppose?’
‘I have no way of doing that.’
‘Nor your… er, friends?’
Nanda gave him a sour look. ‘My friends have enough of a claim on me already, wouldn’t you say?’
‘I would,’ he hastily agreed.
‘I don’t believe they can help, though. They cannot magically sense each other’s passage any more than humans can.’
Serpents? Konrad tried. Anything?
No answer came from Ootapi. He had gone back into the spirit-lands himself, Konrad supposed, in pursuit of that other errand. But Eetapi answered. I sense nothing, she reported. If it is neither dead nor human, I am not interested.
Or capable, I take it.
Silence.
You have spent much time in the spirit-lands lately, Eetapi. Have you seen anything there that could do this?
She took her time in answering, and Konrad felt a faint chill as she wafted down to inspect the remains for herself. No, Master, she finally decided. Not quite. But— there may perhaps be— 
Yes? He prompted, when she fell silent.
I will investigate, she said, and faded away. Back, presumably, into the spirit-lands, by some door ever-available to her. The Malykt’s gift. Konrad enjoyed such privileges himself, though rarely used them. The spirit-lands were no pleasant place to while away the time. 
Konrad wanted to investigate, too, but could not do so while Karyavin and the other policemen stood there. His presence here at all might occasion remark, for who was he to advise the police? His friendship with the inspector might prove explanation enough, just about, for Alexander Nuritov was known to value his insights (such as they were). But if
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