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Prologue



To be Hanged on a Summer’s Morning


“Culpability is born of intent.”


FROM CATERHAUSER’S THE SOVAN CRIMINAL
CODE: ADVICE TO PRACTITIONERS
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I remember watching a man being hanged once. It was in a small town, ten miles north of Leyenswald, and all I could think about was how cruel it was to be executed on such a warm and pleasant summer’s morning.


The man – whose name escapes me, along with that of the town we were in – had been found guilty of murder. It was one of those ridiculous things: an argument over something in the street which should have been brushed off a few hours later in a tavern. Instead, hot words had become reckless deeds, and he had stabbed his victim in the chest. Then he had fled, though Bressinger had tracked him down less than a day later, hiding in a tree, of all places.


I was sitting with Vonvalt in a private chamber in the upper floors of a tavern, watching a work gang, under the supervision of the town’s carpenter, construct the gibbet. Vonvalt was sitting at a desk, leafing through some papers, one of which was the formal indictment. The man himself languished in the town gaol with a local Neman confessor.


“Why do you need all of that, anyway?” I asked, gesturing vaguely to the papers.


Vonvalt looked up. He did not look annoyed at the interruption; he normally welcomed an opportunity to teach me something, even if I had been rude or insolent.


“What do you mean?” he asked.


“The papers. That . . . ”


“Indictment.”


“Indictment. Why bother with it?”


I knew immediately I had made a mistake when Vonvalt sat back, and pulled out his pipe and lit it. A faint smile played across his lips. “You have a problem with the procedure.”


“If that’s what it is.” I shrugged. “It just seems like a waste of time. You are going to hang him anyway. The result is the same. Why go to these . . . administrative lengths?”


Vonvalt considered this in his irritating, slightly amused way, as he did when he was in a generally good mood.


“Let us think on it a moment. What happened?” He nodded to the window, indicating the murder in question.


My features creased in confusion. Vonvalt knew what had happened. “A murder. A stabbing. They had an argument over, Nema, some tools or something? One stabbed the other, the victim died, and so it is murder. Plenty of people saw it, so there were lots of witnesses. The whole thing is beyond question.”


“Aye, that it is,” Vonvalt said quietly. He took in a long draw of smoke and exhaled. “All right. Then what happened?”


“The murderer ran away and Dubine caught him.”


“And what then?”


I made a frustrated noise. “You questioned him. You used the Emperor’s Voice and he admitted it. And rather than taking his head off, you are in here, writing things down and putting everybody to the time and effort of constructing a scaffold which tomorrow shall have no use whatever!”


Vonvalt smiled at my petulance.


“Let us imagine for a moment, then, that I had not been here,” he said. “That I had not been able to use my Voice on him, and so extract a confession. What would have happened then?”


“The townsfolk would have beaten him to death.”


“Be serious!” Vonvalt said, so sharply that I started.


“There would have been a trial,” I said after a moment.


“Indeed. He would have been questioned by lawmen, and probably the warden, too. Now, let us imagine for a moment that during the course of that questioning, it transpired that the perpetrator had lost his wits. What then?”


I opened my mouth, then closed it again. Already I was on uncertain ground. “Well . . . that’s different.”


“Indeed. Does the common law make allowances for the insane?”


“Yes.”


“Why?”


“I know not.”


“Think on it!”


I thought on it. “Because it is not their fault.”


“Precisely. Culpability is born of intent. ‘A man who knows not the nature of his actions cannot be held to the same standard as the man who does.’ Caterhauser. It is the same reason we do not indict children, or dogs.” He tapped the side of his head. “They know not what they do.”


There was a moment of silence whilst I considered this.


“What about if the victim had murdered the perpetrator’s wife?” Vonvalt asked.


“What do you mean?”


“I’m saying, what if the man who was murdered had himself that morning murdered the perpetrator’s wife? Or perhaps his child? What if the perpetrator was acting in retaliation? What then?”


“Then . . . well, he has still committed murder.”


Vonvalt smiled and nodded approvingly. “Yes. But: is it now fair that we hang him?”


I thought about this, and eventually shook my head. “No, I suppose not.”


“No, it isn’t. So, what else can we do?”


“Send him to gaol?”


“We might send him to gaol. We might send him to gaol for the rest of his life; we might send him to gaol for a handful of years. He might even not be convicted. I think you would be hard-pressed to find someone in Denholtz who would begrudge a man for slaying his wife’s killer, no?”


“It seems unlikely,” I agreed.


Vonvalt sat back. He smoked quietly for a moment. “How quickly that an ostensibly straightforward case of murder becomes a tangled one. If we had carried away the perpetrator the moment he had stabbed his victim, and taken his head off by the river without having ever troubled ourselves to ask why, would justice have been done?”


“No, obviously not,” I said, feeling ungracious as I often did after Vonvalt’s lessons.


“No, it would not,” Vonvalt said. He extinguished his pipe and pocketed it, and examined the indictment one last time. Satisfied, he folded and pocketed that too, and then stood. “I know that procedure seems tedious, and dry, and pointless – often, in real terms, it is. But it exists for a reason. And especially when we are dealing with matters of life and death, it is all the more important. Who knows what will come out in the wash?”


“I take the point.”


Vonvalt nodded. “Good. I know that the law seems boring to you, Helena, but trust me when I say: there are few things more important in this world than procedure.”


I snorted before I could stop myself. Vonvalt looked at me sharply, but the anticipated reprimand never came. Instead, he watched out the window as the work gang finished construction of the scaffold. It truly was a beautiful day.


“Come on then,” he said, sweeping towards the door. “Let us be about it.”










I



The Natural Order of the World Begins to Degrade


“Life has no meaning. Forget the Neman Church: there is no one, or thing, to judge you save those about you and you yourselves. Be defined by your deeds this day. Few of us linger in the halls of human memory for long.”


LORD WOLF OF WARINSTADT, ADDRESSING THE 1ST LEGION ON THE EVE OF THE BATTLE OF RABSBACH
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I was dreaming of Muldau when the attack came.


No – dreaming is the wrong word. It was a nightmare. We had all been having nightmares, for days by that point. Sometimes we all shared the same nightmare, and those visions were freighted with portent; other times, they were simply nonsensical horrors. But they were consistent, and consistently frightening. Decades later I pray for a quiet and dreamless night’s sleep. Those prayers are seldom answered.


I had been dreaming about Muldau. I did not care to think of Muldau often. The first seventeen years of my life were largely unhappy ones, characterised by cold and hunger, danger and loneliness. But there were flashes of good, even if I did not appreciate it at the time.


Muldau had its fair share of temples, and those temples had their fair share of charitable ventures. Many were predatory organisations, little better than places through which illegitimate money could be laundered; but there were some, like the Order of the Temple of Saint Grimhilt, which cleaved to their stated purpose.


I was availing myself of their services, as I sometimes did. I took a few turns with a broom around the ambulatory, knocked the dust out of the altar cloths, polished some of the silverware, all in exchange for a hot meal and a cot for the night. In the dream, the matria, a woman whose name has long faded from my memory, took me aside whilst I was eating to teach me the Cardinal Virtues.


Except she kept forgetting them. She would sit in silence, thinking fruitlessly, whilst I would grow increasingly impatient. I wanted to eat my food in peace. Listening to the woman was bad enough; listening to her sit there and say nothing was even worse.


After a while I began to prompt her, but still she said nothing. My prompting became more insistent; then I began to shout, then scream, and rave at her like an insane person, but I got nothing from the woman except the blankest, most incoherent stare, as though a thick fog had enshrouded her mind.


The woman began to cry as her rational brain dissolved into nothingness, as no single lucid thought could be conjured from it. As I ranted at her to tell me the Virtues, she was consumed by the most profound horror, unable to think of anything, let alone one of the tenets of the Neman Creed. As the essence of her spirit dissipated like steam from boiling water, she looked at me with eyes wide with panic and terror. And then she began to scream, to rail against the injustice of her insanity, her impotence and powerlessness in the face of her abrupt, terminal decline. She screamed like an animal, or a babe, a thing with no sense of self or place in the wider world.


The dream faded after that. I have had it many times since that first time, and it ends in more or less the same place: the matria screaming, me screaming, and then I wake up screaming.


I do not know what the nightmare meant. I still do not know. Decades of reflection have not yielded up any intellectual insight.


But I still think about it. I think about many things from that time.
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It was Sir Radomir’s hand that was clamped over my mouth and nose. His glove smelt of old leather and spirits.


“Silence, girl, in the name of Nema,” he whispered. His breath was rank with wine. He had long used it to dull his nightmares, but this fresh crop of arcane visions was too much even for him.


I was quiet. Instinctively, I tried to press myself up to sitting, but Sir Radomir held me down.


“No,” he whispered, shaking his head. He looked about the hall. There was a little moonlight, and I could see the whites of his eyes.


The hall creaked and groaned in the wind.


Through the gloom, I could see the Templar margrave, Severina von Osterlen. She was armoured in mail, and clad in a black and white Templar surcoat. She lay half-propped against the wall next to the hall’s entrance, hand on the hilt of her short sword, her face a grimace of anticipation.


I turned, slowly. On the other side of the hall was Vonvalt, similarly poised. But where von Osterlen looked anxious, Vonvalt looked calm, almost meditative. I wondered what he was thinking.


Sir Radomir slowly moved away from me and back into his corner. I realised then that I had been the only one asleep.


The four of us lay in silence. Outside, the wind moaned through the trees, whistling through the branches and rustling the leaves. The timbers of the hall creaked like those of a ship at sea, like rigging swollen with saltwater. The cold air whispered through the thatch above, dislodging dust and debris.


Something was moving amidst the noise.


My blood sang in my ears as I strained to listen. Whatever it was moved slowly and carefully. That it waited for the wind to pick up, trying to disguise its footsteps against the susurrus of rustling grass, suggested an intelligence that set it apart from, say, a passing doe.


My brow furrowed. My head bent to one side. Now there was a curious . . . trickling sound, though it had not rained, and there was no water in the hall. I looked around, but could see no leaks, and no one else seemed to have heard it either. It was like a patter, as though wine from an upturned goblet was seeping through the planks of a table and dripping on to the floor.


Ramayah.


The word came from nowhere, unbidden, rising from the depths of my mind.


And then I was distracted once again. Something brushed against the timbers of the far wall where Vonvalt sat, causing him to stir from his contemplation.


My hand went to the pommel of my short sword. The others tightened their grips. I looked between Vonvalt, Sir Radomir, and von Osterlen, but there was nothing to say, nothing to do except continue to pretend to be asleep and so perhaps surprise our attackers in return.


There was a gentle thump against the side of the hall that could not be accounted for by the weather. Three interlopers? Perhaps four? Or merely the advance scouts at the head of an entire army? In the best case, it was a few bandits looking to rob us; in the worst, it was some manifestation from our nightmares. There was no way to know. Charging through the door and out into the darkness was insanity. All we could do was wait and pray.


There were more noises now at the door, some scraping sounds, like claws against wood, and snorting like the snuffling of a boar. For a hopeful second, I thought that that was precisely what it was, and our fear and paranoia had finally overtaken us. I turned to look at Vonvalt, preparing to flash a wry grin, a rolling of the eyes and perhaps a knowing wink. In turn, he would smile, release the handle of his sword, and gesture for me to return to sleep.


He did one of those things, which was to release the handle of his sword. But then he brought out his Oleni medallion, which had been in his pocket, and placed it around his neck.


My heart leapt with great violence. “No,” I breathed.


“What? What is it?” Sir Radomir demanded in a whisper.


I looked at the door. The clawing, pawing was more insistent now.


I looked back to Vonvalt. He met my eye, gently shook his head. His face was grim set.


“What?!” Sir Radomir hissed.


“I think we might be about to die,” was all I could say.


Then the doors smashed open.
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The following morning was a crisp one. The sky above was clear blue and still, the air fresh and cold. Our breath streamed away from our mouths in great clouds of vapour, and we pulled our cloaks about us.


We emerged from the hall, exhausted, shaken, but physically unharmed. Outside, there was no sign of any interlopers; no footsteps in the dew-laden grass, no broken stalks of wildflowers, no disturbed barrels or crates. The hall was unmarked, save for the marks we had left.


The village was a typical one for this part of Haunersheim. I do not remember its name, only that it was about twenty miles north of Hofingen, the last major settlement before one was faced with the vast, desolate emptiness that the Northmark was infamous for. In the distance to the east, the mountains of Hasse were reduced to the foothills of Leindau, though still high enough to be dusted with snow. To the west lay the beginnings of a network of huge ancient forests which stretched to the North Sea and the Tollish coast.


In front of us was a cluster of perhaps fifty houses, with thatched roofs so steep and tall that they were more roof than house. Of the villagers, there was no sign.


“Sir Radomir,” Vonvalt said.


“Aye?”


“Fetch the baron, would you.”


“Aye.”


Vonvalt, von Osterlen and I stood waiting as Sir Radomir walked to one of the larger houses about a quarter of a mile away and disappeared inside. A moment later he returned, this time with a handful of men, foremost of whom was an old lord who reminded me of Sir Otmar from Rill – stooped, ailing, and who had probably been the lord of this place since his twenties and outlasted several generations of his peers.


Eventually, the old baron reached us, flanked by his retainers.


“Our problem is solved?” he asked.


Vonvalt was quiet for a moment. “I believe so,” he said.


The baron grunted. “Will you take some victuals before you leave?”


“Aye,” Vonvalt said. “That and the information you offered me.”


The old baron winked at me, though I was in too sour a mood to give him the smile he expected. He did not seem bothered. “Come. Let us eat, and I will tell you what I know.”


The retainers set out a trestle in the hall, and fetched some bread to break our fast. They also brought a flagon of wine, which we divided eagerly between the four of us. The baron took none.


“So, Sir Dovydas,” the baron said, addressing Vonvalt. “You have some idea of what manner of beast has been terrorising my people?”


Vonvalt nodded slowly. “I believe a rare type of wild cat – rare here, in the Hauner Vale. They are much more common over the Kova, in the northern parts of the Confederation.”


“A large wild cat?” the baron asked. A note of scepticism freighted his voice.


“Aye,” Vonvalt said mildly. “A Gevennan swordfang. They are difficult to spot thanks to the colouring, and they hunt exclusively at night. We all of us saw it.”


“Yes, we heard the noise,” the baron said. He looked pointedly at the smashed bar which had hitherto provided a lock for the great hall.


Vonvalt inclined his head. “It is a fearsome beast, to be sure. But I have two pieces of good news. The first is that there will only be one, given they are solitary creatures. The second is that we are likely to have frightened it off forever.”


“Why do you say that? How can you be sure?”


“My experience of the creatures is that they attack opportunistically, preying on the vulnerable. They will quickly abandon a hunting ground if they are challenged. It is likely you will never see it again.”


The baron appeared to accept this fabrication with relief. “Well! Here’s to that!” He raised his goblet. “I am indebted to you, Sir Dovydas!”


Vonvalt smiled thinly, lifting his goblet the barest amount. “I should be grateful, now, sir, if you would share with me the information you have.”


The baron nodded. “Aye, you have earned it,” he said. He turned to his right, and called out to the door, “Anthelm! The information!”


Vonvalt frowned as the door to the hall was opened once more. Only this time, a group of five strong-looking men, variously armed with melee weapons, entered.


“What the fuck is this?” Sir Radomir demanded, pressing himself to his feet. Von Osterlen and I did the same, each of us drawing our swords.


Vonvalt remained sitting. He gestured to the newcomers. “You could not have used these men to tackle the swordfang?” he asked wearily.


“Only there was no swordfang, was there? Justice Sir Konrad Vonvalt?”


Now Vonvalt did look up sharply. He stared at the old baron. “So. You know who I am.”


The baron laughed. “Thought I was just some provincial idiot, hey?” He grinned. “I never forget a face, Sir Konrad.” He stabbed a thumb into his chest. “I was in Sova for your investiture. Aye, we were both younger men then, eh?”


Vonvalt could not contain his surprise. “That was over twenty years ago.”


The man tapped the side of his skull. “And yet I remember it as though it were yesterday.”


Vonvalt’s expression turned sour. “And so what? Your plan is to kill me, is it?”


“You are in disgrace, Sir Konrad. You think the news from Sova has not reached us out here in the Northmark? Every lord in the land is looking for you. There is a healthy bounty on your head. Enough to keep this village in victuals and trade for years to come. That will be my legacy; no man will say that I did not provide, nor that I was not faithful to the Autun.”


There was a lengthy silence. “I had hoped there would be no bloodshed here,” Vonvalt said quietly.


The baron laughed again. “There will not be any. I have just told you, you will be taken captive and returned to the capital.”


“I did not mean our blood.”


The baron snorted, making a show of looking at us. “A sot, a woman, and a stripling maid. Your reputation as a hero of the Reichskrieg may precede you, Sir Konrad, but even you cannot take on five men. And certainly not with this shabby collection of persons. Drop your weapons – and the pretence that you are anything other than condemned.”


“You miserable old cunt,” Sir Radomir said, spitting a gob of phlegm on the floor. When he spoke, he did so with a weary, disappointed anger. “What a waste of time, and lives. Must we really kill all of you now?”


“We are going to have to,” von Osterlen said, displeased. She nodded to the baron. “He knows who Sir Konrad is.”


For the first time the baron’s composure fractured. “Enough of this! Drop your weapons, or I shall be forced to have you drop them. And you would do well to remember—” he added, pointing at me, Sir Radomir, and von Osterlen “—that it is only Sir Konrad I am interested in capturing.”


“Are you ready?” Vonvalt asked us over his shoulder, ignoring the baron. “When I do it, you must move quickly.”


We each nodded, spacing ourselves out and bringing our swords into a classic Sovan guard.


“What in the name of Nema are you talking about?” the baron demanded, anger and confusion in his voice. “Blood of gods, Anthelm! Get them!”


“Drop your weapons!” Vonvalt thundered in the Emperor’s Voice.


The five men immediately divested themselves of their weapons, as though their arms were strung to a common puppeteer. They watched in horror as they did so, mouths agape, eyes wide, staggering as though drunk. Clubs, hatchets, a crude morning-star, clattered to the boards.


It was over quickly. I had barely moved by the time Sir Radomir and von Osterlen had killed two men apiece, stabbing ruthlessly, repeatedly, hacking as though cutting through a thicket. For my own part, I stabbed my opponent in the forearm, where he’d had the presence of mind to try and block my sword, and then again directly in the eye as he recoiled. I had not meant to stab him in the face particularly – rather the more vulnerable neck; but my short sword slid smoothly into his brain, the blade’s razor edge unhindered by the bone of his eye socket, and he collapsed dead so suddenly that my weapon was nearly pulled from my hand.


Sir Radomir pushed past me and cut the man’s throat as well, then wiped his sword on the man’s clothes. It was butchery. Vast quantities of blood flooded the floor, leaking from gaping wounds like red wine from a spilt bottle. Someone was screaming, long and loud, over and over again with every breath, and it took me a moment to realise it was the baron.


Vonvalt had not moved from the trestle. He continued to not move, nor speak, until the baron had stopped his lunatic screaming. I wondered whether one of the slain men was his son.


“You asked me a moment ago whether I thought you were some provincial idiot,” Vonvalt said. “The answer is yes, I did. Nothing you have done here has disabused me of that notion.”


“How could you – what have you done? How could you? What have you done?!” the baron shrieked stupidly.


Now Vonvalt drew his own short sword, with great purpose, and laid it on the table in front of him.


“The information. The matters we discussed yesterday. I would now like the answers. You know I am capable of drawing them out of you whether you want me to or not, so spare me the time and the energy.”


Vonvalt sat patiently for a long time until the baron calmed himself enough to speak sensibly. “Why should I tell you anything?” he asked eventually. “You are going to kill me whatever I do.”


“I am. You have committed the crime of incitement to murder. The penalty for that crime is death.”


“You do not have the authority to execute me. You are not a Justice any more. There are no Justices any more.”


“I have not been formally divested of my power.”


“You are a traitor!” the baron spluttered.


“Accused of treason,” Vonvalt said, as though these petty corrections would change the man’s mind. “You are wasting my time. Must I use my Voice on you? I assure you it is an unpleasant experience.”


The baron looked utterly wretched. “You want to know about ‘pagan armies’?” he said with sudden venom. “Draedists and northmen bandits marauding about the woods? And all led by a warrior witch? Aye? That is what you wish to know about?”


“You told me that you had heard about such matters. That you had knowledge on the subject.”


“Aye, I have heard about it. Everything I have just told you is what I have heard.”


“I am looking to discover the precise nature and location of this warband.”


“I have no idea where it is. I have no idea if it even exists! It all sounds like complete nonsense to me.”


Vonvalt frowned. “You told me—”


The baron gestured violently through the open hall door. “I told you because I wanted whatever it was that was terrorising the village to be killed, and I knew if anybody had the means to do it, it was you, Justice. A skilled swordsman with magickal powers – even if you are a traitor to the Crown – it was too good an opportunity to pass up.” He cast an eye over the corpses on the floor, his expression somewhere between forlorn and venomous. “Now I see it was little more than a cursed coincidence.”


Vonvalt sat back. I could tell he was struggling to contain his anger. “You have no information. You merely dangled a lure. To use me.”


The baron shrugged. Behind me, I heard both Sir Radomir and von Osterlen let out angry, exasperated noises.


Vonvalt stood. He picked up his sword. “If I were you, sir, I should not wear my loyalties to the Autun so visibly on my sleeve. Not any more.”


“I took the Highmark. I’ve no love for the Two-Headed Wolf,” the baron sneered. “But I know the value of money. I would have turned you in for the bounty and nothing more.”


“It is just as well. With Seaguard ungarrisoned, I expect it will be to this ‘warrior witch’ that you will shortly owe your allegiance. And certainly there are few enough men to be drawn from Hofingen to protect you.”


The baron shook his head in confusion. “Seaguard is not ungarrisoned.”


Vonvalt gripped the handle of his sword, ready to slay the man. “It is. Not that it matters. Do you have any more to say? Every word you spill to assist me is another few moments of life.”


The baron shook his head, but it was in confusion, not defiance. “Seaguard is not ungarrisoned. The Sixteenth Legion is there. Prince Gordan himself led them in.”


Vonvalt paused. “The Sixteenth Legion, and Prince Gordan with it, was slain to a man but a few weeks ago.”


The baron shook his head again, more vigorously this time. “I know not what to tell you. But the Legion has not been slain. They have taken up residence in the fortress.”


Vonvalt considered this for a moment. He lowered his sword, and I thought he was going to spare the old man; but then he battered him repeatedly with the Emperor’s Voice, over and over again, questioning him about the rumours of the pagan warrior queen, the nature of the entity attacking the village, on what news had reached the village from Sova about Vonvalt and Prince Gordan, and many other things besides.


The baron may have been a deceitful man, but he had been telling us the truth – at least as regarded his lack of knowledge. He knew nothing beyond the same rumours that we had heard. But he remained adamant that Prince Gordan and the 16th Legion had not been killed.


In the end, the questioning, rather than the sword, was the death of him. His throat worked in silent excruciation, his eyes rolled back into his head, and he slumped forward, his heart stopped.


Vonvalt wiped the perspiration from his forehead with a gloved hand. He regarded the baron for a moment, then slid his sword back into its scabbard, and stood.


“Come,” he said, and, stepping over the corpses of the slain men, he walked out of the hall.


We followed. I paused only briefly, to look at the small rune of banishment he had carved into the door frame.
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“Quite the tally you have now,” Sir Radomir said to me.


We had recovered our horses and were heading north on an old path nearly overgrown by briar. Vonvalt had not spoken since the baron had died.


“What do you mean?” I asked irritably. I was exhausted, and cold, and still frightened from the events of the night before.


“Of men you have slain,” Sir Radomir said. He took a long drink from his skin, which he had refilled with wine from the baron’s stores.


“What an odd thing to say,” von Osterlen said from behind us. “Do you keep score?”


Sir Radomir shrugged. “I mean only that Helena has cleaved to her high-minded ideals in the past. She is quick to judge those who perform the act of killing.”


“Enough,” Vonvalt called out from the front of our caravan like a weary schoolmaster.


“I can speak for myself,” I said.


“Aye,” Sir Radomir said, as Vonvalt merely shrugged. “That you can.”


“There was nothing unlawful in what we did. They would have taken us captive.”


“Ah!” Sir Radomir said, pointing a finger at my face. “But they were acting within the confines of the law. There is a lawful bounty on Sir Konrad’s head, issued by the Emperor.”


“It was self-defence,” von Osterlen said, her voice level.


“Was it? Or was it the butchery of a group of lads seeking to enforce the common law? Certainly that is no longer our purpose.”


I felt a surge of anger wash through me. I threw my hands up in the air. “What are you doing? What is the point of this? So, what? We should have allowed ourselves to be captured, arrested and taken to Sova, there to be publicly executed whilst Claver launches his attack? Blood of gods, keep your thoughts to yourself if their only purpose is antagonism. Nema knows our lives are difficult enough.”


Sir Radomir was quiet for a moment; then he smiled, a lopsided, disingenuous grin. “Just wanted to get my sword red on some legal debate. I thought you all enjoyed it.”


“Enough, Sir Radomir,” Vonvalt said again, wearily.


We rode in silence for a little longer. I found my thoughts turning to Bressinger, as they often did in those days. With Vonvalt and von Osterlen taciturn, and Sir Radomir being a quarrelsome prick, I missed his easy manner more than ever. True, the man had been surly and withdrawn, though his moods were often a foil to those around him. When Vonvalt was quiet, Bressinger would sing; when Vonvalt was dour, Bressinger was garrulous. Had he been with us now, he would have been trying to make multilingual puns – his favourite pastime – or playing word games with Sir Radomir, or trying to provoke von Osterlen to smile. He would have done it, too. Bressinger could be – had been – irrepressible.


I smiled at my favourite memories of him, biting my tongue so as not to weep. I missed him so very dearly.


Perhaps half of an hour passed before any of us said anything. My thoughts had drifted back to the night before, and the hall we had slept in. Slowly, a question formed on my lips, but for a long time I was too disquieted to voice it. “Will they come back?” I asked eventually. I felt Sir Radomir and von Osterlen stiffen up. “Those . . . creatures? From last night?” I tried not to think of them. They were horrors, like those Sir Radomir and I had seen in Keraq.


Horrors that appeared to be following us.


“Demons, more like,” Sir Radomir muttered.


“Aye,” von Osterlen agreed quietly.


Vonvalt turned briefly. His face looked tired and grey. “No. Not there, anyway.” I thought of the rune he had carved into the door frame, and the way the creatures had shrieked as they encountered it – as though they had suddenly been hosed with boiling pitch. “But . . . there is something at work in the Northmark. I can feel it. The fabric between worlds is thin—and thinning. And for as long as it is, I fear we shall see more of those . . . ‘creatures’.”


“Never mind that,” Sir Radomir said, eager to talk about something else. “What about this talk of the Sixteenth Legion? Every person from here to Sova agrees it was destroyed. How is it they have taken up residence in Seaguard?”


“I assure you, Sir Radomir,” Vonvalt said, turning away. “I intend to find out.”
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We rode on a little further until the countryside began to open up again. After a while the briar receded, as did the farmland that it hemmed, and we approached a vast expanse of marsh. The clouds had drawn in, and the countryside looked bleak and grey in the late morning light.


Before we left the outermost environs of the village, we came across a sorry sight half lost in a gorse thicket. It was an old shrine to Nema, but the altar was askew, the deer’s skull had fallen to the floor, and little more than a rime of melted wax marked the stones. From the look of the overgrowth which had wrapped itself around the altar’s base, it had clearly been neglected for a long time.


“We should have the villagers repair it,” von Osterlen said.


Vonvalt glanced at the shrine. “Why the hell should I care?” he muttered, and urged his horse on into that desolate, unforgiving country.










II



Considering the Alternatives


“The healthiest thing for any human mind is a willingness to change it.”


FROM CHUN PARSIFAL’S TREATISE, PENITENT EMPIRE
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It would be the last time I travelled to Seaguard.


It was a place that had only ever been a symbol of fear, of corruption and treachery, of violence and death. Once the seat of Margrave Waldemar Westenholtz, now months hanged, it had passed into the hands of a caretaker master in anticipation of the arrival of Prince Gordan Kzosic, the Emperor’s third son, and the 16th Legion.


We had run into Prince Gordan briefly on the Baden High-Way, on our way to Sova, and he had struck me as a pleasant man who did not care much for the vicissitudes of Imperial politics. The prince had been tasked with taking up the margraveship of Seaguard ahead of the summer fighting season, a time when the North Sea was calm enough to allow for raids from the northern kingdoms.


Since then, rumours abounded of the destruction of both the prince and the 16th. We had first been told of this by Senator Tymoteusz Jansen, in secret in the Hauner fortress town of Osterlen; but we had heard it spoken of in almost every place we had been since.


The Legions had a certain aura of mystique about them. This had of course been eagerly cultivated and propagated by the Sovans, but quite needlessly. The evidence of their effectiveness as a fighting force was everywhere. Certainly in my life I had never known a Sovan Legion to be bested. And prior to the ill-advised invasion of Kòvosk, and the ascension of blackpowder as a weapon of insurgency and sabotage across the Confederation, one would struggle to find a record of a Legion suffering any meaningful defeat in the preceding half-century.


There were many reasons for this, which I do not need to go into in this account. Training, equipment, strategy and tactics, zealotry, and a lack of coordination and cohesion amongst their many enemies, all played their parts. At that time, therefore, it was unthinkable that a Legion could be defeated, let alone beaten so thoroughly that not a single man had survived. But, as with many things in the Sovan Empire, the supremacy of the Legions was on the wane. Blackpowder and its use was becoming the predominant force on the battlefield, and the Sovans, unlike their enemies, were slow to adopt it – wedded as they were to the short sword and the outmoded heavy cavalry charge.


To hear, then, that not only had the 16th Legion not been destroyed, but that Prince Gordan had in fact arrived safe and unharmed at Seaguard as planned, aroused within us a curious mixture of emotions. It fit with our own view of the natural order of things that the Legions were invincible, and was therefore a strange comfort; and, to the extent that the preservation of the Empire, or at least the lawful peace which it had brought about, remained our goal, the news was a boon.


But at the same time, there was something . . . odd about it. It was widely accepted – by many people who were not naturally credulous – that it had been destroyed. This apparent reversal, therefore, did not feel like good news, but something inherently wrong, something inauspicious.


And it was, in many ways.


But I shall come on to why shortly.
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We approached Seaguard from the south-east. The journey was long and arduous. We could not avail ourselves of the few good roads that cut through this part of Haunersheim, for fear of discovery, and instead had to rely on a succession of ancient paths which led through the forests and marshlands of that desolate country.


Eventually we reached the coast. Here the air smelt of salt water and a frigid wind cut across the sand, rustling the banks of desiccated razorgrass there. The going was quicker thanks to the lack of thick forest to pick through, but without the trees, the squall was unforgiving.


We spent most of the journey in silence. Vonvalt was sullen and melancholic, as was to be expected, whilst Sir Radomir’s drinking frequently rendered him insensible. I was beginning to wonder why he kept with us. He was a simple man, more suited to law-keeping in small towns than navigating these great machinations of state. The nightmares and arcane visitations frightened him more than he let on, too. But, like Vonvalt, he had been a soldier in the Reichskrieg, and had seen the effects of unfettered warfare first hand. Perhaps he persisted in order to prevent a return of those evil days. He was a tenacious sheriff, after all, his ethical code as black and white as von Osterlen’s surcoat.


As for the Templar herself, I wondered whether she, too, regretted hitching her wagon to Vonvalt. I was glad that she had, for she was level-headed and pragmatic, and a doughty fighter to boot. But she was not immune to the gloom which had infected us. The enormity of our task was overwhelming, and she was pious, and had taken her mission in Südenburg seriously.


But, for all that, I did not think she would leave. She knew the nature of the threat posed by Bartholomew Claver. And whilst the Empire of the Wolf had many flaws, and was built upon a bedrock of blood and bone, having a zealous tyrant on its throne was hardly an improvement.


“What is your plan?” she asked as we made camp for what would be the final time before we reached Seaguard. We sat at the extremity of an ancient and dark forest, itself but a stone’s throw from the landward edge of a wide, windy beach. Our horses cropped the razorgrass tentatively, as unhappy as we were.


“We shall have to approach carefully,” Vonvalt replied, idly poking at the fire with a stick. “I suggest Helena and Sir Radomir scout out the area first. They are the least likely to attract attention.”


“What is it we are looking for?” I asked.


“What do you think? I want to see if the Sixteenth Legion is in residence.”


“How will I know?”


“It is five thousand men!” Vonvalt said. “You would do well to get half that number inside.”


“There is no need to take that tone.”


“Aye. But I have taken it.”


“Nema, you cannot be a surly git as well,” Sir Radomir said. “That’s my job.”


We shared a muted laugh in spite of ourselves, but a lengthy silence followed.


“I am troubled by this,” Vonvalt said eventually. “It vexes me.”


“That old baron could have been wrong. Surely that is the most likely explanation?” von Osterlen said.


Vonvalt shook his head slowly. “No. He was telling the truth, or at the very least he thought he was. Right up until the end.”


“End is the right word for it,” von Osterlen muttered. “His heart gave out, I take it?”


“Hm,” Vonvalt grunted.


“You told him you were still a Justice.”


Now Vonvalt looked up and fixed her in the eye. “I am still a Justice.”


“No, you are not. And I am no lawkeeper, but last I checked ’tis not a crime to contradict you.”


There was another long silence.


“All right. I can tell this is something that has been bothering you for some time. Let us have it out, here and now.”


Von Osterlen sniffed. “We have a mission, aye. An important one. I know that. I have put great faith in you, Sir Konrad, at great cost to my own reputation – and career, I might add. But let us be clear: rightly or wrongly, you are no longer an agent of the Crown. If we are to defeat Claver – and I agree his designs must be thwarted – then we must not adopt his methods. Claver is a wretched, deceitful man, and he twists the Neman Creed to suit his own ends. No one who cleaves to the Creed could act in the way he has. In wielding the Draedist arcana to your own ends – nay, in killing men with it – you are no better than him. You act as a brigand. And I shall not have it.”


Vonvalt listened patiently until she was finished. “Will you think on something for me?” he asked.


Von Osterlen frowned. “What do you mean?”


“I want you to think on something for me. I want you to think about an Empire in which Claver is the Emperor. What is it you think he will do?”


Von Osterlen thought for a moment, but eventually shook her head, unwilling, rather than unable, to engage.


“He would slay his enemies,” Sir Radomir muttered.


“Aye,” Vonvalt said. “There would be a great purge in Sova. I expect every member of the former Magistratum and every law-keeper beholden to the Royal Imperial Courts would be killed. Anyone or thing connected to the administration of the common law would be dismantled and destroyed. What else?”


“Senators,” I said.


“Senators. Every Haugenate would be imprisoned, tortured, and murdered. Every member of the Royal Imperial household would be put to the sword, including children. So, thousands of lives extinguished, and that is just in the first couple of days. After that, Claver would reassert the supremacy of the second head of the Two-Headed Wolf: the canon law. The Neman Church would be given its old powers back, as well as – gods forbid – the Draedist arcana. And where Justices have gone before, now Neman Inquisitors go. Do you know what punishment the canon law stipulates for heresy?”


“’Tis death,” von Osterlen said.


“It is burning,” Vonvalt corrected, “the worst death. Do you know what the punishment for adultery is?”


Von Osterlen shook her head.


“That is to be blinded. Theft?”


“I take the point.”


“To lose one’s hands. Blasphemy?”


“I said I have taken the point.”


“To have your tongue pulled out. To insult a Patria?”


Von Osterlen said nothing.


“They will confiscate your home. To miss the sacrament? Confiscation of livestock. To fornicate before marriage? Drowning. And—” he pointed at her “—it will not just be those accused of a transgression. Think on your rights. What can you do now? Under the common law, you may go wherever you please, speak to whomever you will, marry whomever you will. You can eat whatever you want, drink wherever you want, insult whomever you want. The Neman Creed is the official religion of the Empire, true, but what is the punishment for heresy? A fine, aye, and a cheap one at that. Avowed heresy remains burning, but every Justice I know would go to great lengths to avoid it. You may go about your business freely, and knowing that you are entitled to your freedom; that even if you commit a crime, your innocence is presumed until proven otherwise. The worst you can expect for most crimes is imprisonment, which is as it should be.” He snapped his fingers sharply, making von Osterlen start. “All of that would disappear. Overnight. If you think what came before the Autun was bad, wait until you see what comes after it. And that is assuming that Claver will even adhere to the established tenets of the canon law, rather than govern entirely by his own whims. ‘Beware the tyrant – he clothes himself in the armour of ignorance’.”


“Aye,” von Osterlen said, “every man is subject to the same processes and procedures. Even you, Sir Konrad.”


“Indeed. So, I have told you what will happen if Claver succeeds – and believe me, that is the very best case. What then is an acceptable price to avoid it?”


“I am not a jurist. I think you can twist facts and arguments to suit your own ends and make anything seem good and honest.”


“I would not be much of a lawkeeper if I couldn’t.”


“I am being serious.”


“As am I. Come, Severina. This is important.”


She sighed and rolled her eyes. “I am cold, and tired. Finish your lesson so I can go to sleep.”


“Think about the common law. Think about your rights and freedoms. Let us pretend, for a moment, that the Sovans conquered to impose the common law as an end in itself. Would you say the Reichskrieg was an acceptable price for that?”


“Thousands died.”


“Aye, but thousands more lived. And now their lives are better. So, to look at it in the round, more people have benefited from the Reichskrieg than have suffered under it.”


“You can make that argument if you wish. Many would disagree with you. Not least the subjugated.”


“Do not resist me so stubbornly, Severina. Use your mind. Think. The truth of what I am saying is patent.”


“I believe that you believe it to be.”


The first time in the conversation – if it could so be called – I could tell Vonvalt was getting annoyed. “Now think about the alternative. An absolute theocracy, governed by a lunatic. Tens, perhaps hundreds of thousands of people will die, and probably more than that. It is a bleak, black future, where millions live in fear for their lives, terrified that the slightest transgression could lead to their mutilation and death. What price should be paid to avoid that? One death? A thousand – ten thousand?”


Von Osterlen shrugged dramatically and with great exasperation. “What is it you want me to say?”


“I do not give a jot what you say. It is what you understand.” Vonvalt held out his hand like he was holding something between his thumb and forefinger. “It does not matter if I wield the Draedist arcana. It does not matter if one provincial baron dies. It does not matter if five lads are slain in a great hall. I could have burned that village to the ground and everybody in it and it would still be acceptable collateral. Do you see? We have not even begun to approach the lowest foothills of the threshold of what is acceptable in order to prevent Claver from attaining the throne.” Vonvalt took a deep breath, and a deeper draw of ale from his skin. He stared at the fire as he spoke. “Sometimes we must act outside the bounds of the law to safeguard it. You are right that Claver is a deceitful and wretched man, but you are wrong to say that I am no better than him. I am better than him. I will always be better than him. Claver breaks the law to see that it remains broken; I break it only so that it may be saved. The time for high-minded ideals is gone. We have dark deeds ahead of us. If you have not the stomach for it, leave now.”


“’Tis better to die in service of the law than serve a regime that does not uphold it,” I whispered.


“Blix,” Vonvalt muttered, catching my eye.


Von Osterlen looked at me askance. “I liked you better when you sat there in silence.”


“I could say the same of you,” I shot back. Sir Radomir snorted, and the snort turned into a chuckle. The chuckle turned into a laugh, and then soon we were all laughing again, pleased for the break in tension.


Vonvalt sighed. “Sleep, all of you. I shall keep the first watch. Tomorrow, we shall see if we can find out what happened to the Sixteenth Legion.”
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Sir Radomir and I made the approach to Seaguard. We posed as commonfolk, which at that time I suppose we were.


Seaguard, that gigantic, obsidian-black castle built in and amongst the rocky cliffs of the North Sea, reared into the grey morning sky. At its roots was an illegal township, a bustling fishing and trading outpost which had long stood in defiance of Imperial ordinances. But, like a tenacious wart, it could not be budged, and a succession of margraves had long abandoned any attempts to shift it.


The place was cold and damp, and smelt strongly of brine and fish. Seabirds trilled above constantly. Normally a forest of masts could be seen in the harbour, too, where the huge Imperial fleet of war carracks lay at berth. But on that day, there was no sign of them.


We tried to approach with the nonchalance of people who had nothing to hide, but nonetheless I found myself gripped with nervousness as the township came into view. We had agreed that we would knock about the place for a little while, asking about salted brittlecut and how we might source an ongoing supply for an unnamed Sovan merchant. But there was no one on the outskirts of the township, and we had to delve much further into the settlement than we had wanted to.


The trouble was, there was no one there either.


“Where the hell is everyone?” Sir Radomir muttered, looking about.


I had been to Seaguard twice before in my life, and both times this settlement, small though it was, had bustled with life. But now, like much of the rest of the Northmark, it was desolate. There was no sign of an army encampment either, where the excess numbers of men from the 16th Legion should have overspilled the walls of Seaguard and into the surrounding countryside.


“I do not know,” I muttered back. We looked at the buildings of the settlement, haphazard structures that had undergone a slow shift from temporary to permanent. Some were brick and timber, more were wattle and daub. All were empty.


I looked up at the tall, black walls of Seaguard. There was no one there either, no soldiers on patrol backlit by the morning’s weak grey light. It was as though the place had been ravaged by some pox, cut off from the rest of the Empire and left to rot.


“This place is dead. Whatever happened here, I think we missed it,” Sir Radomir said, idly kicking at the debris which littered the pathway. There was no sign of struggle, no burn marks or sword cuts or blood spatter. A raid I might have understood, though it would take a huge force many months – years, even – to defeat Seaguard, more than I had ever heard make it across the North Sea. “I don’t like it. We should head back. It is as we thought; the Sixteenth was destroyed. The old baron was mistaken.”


I shared his unease. It was not just that the place was deserted; there was something else at work here. The same creeping feeling, of being watched, of wrongness, of malevolent, arcane forces at work, filled the air around us. Only part of it could be put down to our highly strung nerves.


Ramayah.


I turned sharply. “Did you hear that?” I asked.


“Hear what?”


“A whisper. Something whispered in my ear. Did you not hear it?”


“I did not hear it,” Sir Radomir said, irritation concealing his fear. “Come. Let us go. There is nothing to be divined here.”


I wholeheartedly agreed, and was about to turn tail and leave back down the pedlars’ path we had come in by, when something caught my eye.


“There!” I said, pointing to the curtain wall.


There was a long pause as Sir Radomir followed the line of my finger, squinting against the bright grey sky. “Aye,” he muttered, but the fear remained.


It was a soldier, judging from the silhouette. He walked the length of the wall, looking neither left nor right, then turned at the mural tower and walked north so that he was lost from sight. The wall was too high, and the soldier too far away, to discern anything more than the fact of his existence; but it was an odd walk, rhythmic and unnatural, like a march. A few moments later he returned and continued his circuit. He made no attempt to call down to us, in spite of the fact that we were the only visible people in the township.


Sir Radomir and I stood in silence for a long time. I noticed his hand was on the hilt of his sword.


“Come on,” he said, not taking his eyes from the battlements.


“Who is that?” I murmured. I tried to make out the colours of the man’s surcoat; they looked like those of the Royal household, the red, yellow and blue of the Autun, but it was impossible to discern more, framed as he was against the sky.


“I know not, but someone has taken up residence in the castle,” Sir Radomir said. “That is the information we sought.”


I wanted to leave as much as the sheriff, but some strange compulsion kept me there.


“We do not know who it is.”


“They are Autun. Perhaps not the Sixteenth, but they are Imperial – and therefore no friends of ours.”


Another long silence passed between us as I watched the castle. “All right,” I said. “Let’s go.”


Then the gates opened.


They were enormous thick planks of oak strapped and studded with iron. They creaked and rumbled as they swung inwards.


“Helena, come!” Sir Radomir hissed at me, grabbing my upper arm.


“No,” I said, not taking my eyes off the gate. There was no one coming, no patrol exiting the castle, no force moving to intercept us as interlopers. The gates moved like the soldier had; slowly and automatically, compelled, rather than controlled.


“Come on,” I said, walking towards the fortress.


“We should fetch Sir Konrad,” Sir Radomir said.


I shook off his grip on my arm. “Go, then.”


“Helena, you cannot go in there. You will be killed.”


I shook my head. “No. If they wanted us dead, we would be dead. We are a hundred paces within bowshot.”


Sir Radomir fixed me in the eye. “Helena, something is wrong. I don’t like this. Come with me, now. We shall fetch Sir Konrad and the Lady von Osterlen.”


I broke his gaze, and resumed my slow walk towards the gates of Seaguard. “You go. Bring them here. I shall meet you inside.”


I did not wait to hear his response, nor did he follow me.


“Helena!” he shouted.


I entered the outer bailey.


“Helena!” Sir Radomir shouted one last time.


The gates, unmanned, rumbled closed behind me.
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I was not greeted. No one met me. The inside of Seaguard was as empty as the township beyond its walls.


I felt both anxious and afraid, but not enough of either to remain inactive. I headed for the stone steps that led to the top of the wall, and ascended them briskly. As I reached the top, I looked over the battlements to see Sir Radomir in the distance, making his way back to where Vonvalt and von Osterlen were hiding. I was surprised at that; for all his unease, I still thought he would have stayed close by.


The soldier was there, at the eastern extremity of the south wall. He turned once he reached the mural tower and then resumed his walk towards me. This part of the wall was perhaps fifty yards long, and the man, clad in armour and a surcoat, strode its length as though being pushed by an invisible hand.


“Hello?” I called out to him. His face did not even twitch. He did not blink. He stared directly ahead of him as though his eyes were fixed to lengths of thread. His arms hung limply by his side, and he walked in a bizarre, unnatural gait.


I drew my short sword and held out in front of me. “You there!” I shouted to him.


He would have walked straight into me if I had not moved. He continued on to the next mural tower, then turned, and continued on there as well until he reached the northern extremity of the walls. A strange stink wafted from him as he passed me. I had seen this behaviour once before, from the possessed nuns in the passageways of Keraq. But whereas that woman had spoken to me, attempted to interrogate me – even attacked me – I sensed nothing except a profound vacancy about this soldier. He was more like a glamour than a thrall.


“Helena,” someone said. I whirled around. The voice sounded as though it had come from directly next to me, but there was no one there. There was no one in the bailey, either. I shivered. The whole castle felt empty, and that in spite of the man tramping about the walls, for there was no sense of consciousness to be discerned from him.


“Helena. The great hall.”


The same voice again, that of a woman. It sounded familiar, though I could not place it.


The fear returned. A sense of deep dread took root in me as I descended the stone steps and made for the inner gatehouse, passed under the portcullis, and into the inner bailey. A familiar set of wooden steps to my left led up to the only entrance to the keep, and I ascended them and walked through a small, stout door into the disarming room. But there was no one to take my sword, and I kept it strapped about me.


The reception chamber was empty. I walked through it, having enough knowledge of the interior layout of Sovan castles to guess where the great hall would be. But as I approached, the sense of dread grew. My guts churned, and my skin broke out in goose-flesh. I felt sweat trickle down the small of my back. I felt drawn to the great hall, but at the same time, I knew intrinsically that it was not a place I wanted to be.


Nonetheless, I entered it. It was typical of those of its type; high arched windows, large hearth, tapestries, rugs, and an abundance of dark wood panelling and hunting trophies. The furniture had been cleared, leaving it an empty, draughty space. At the top of it was a dais, upon which sat an ornate wooden chair, where the margrave would hold court.


And in it, sat an old woman.


“Helena, welcome. It has been a long time,” she said.


It was Lady Karol Frost.










III



Fruit of the Poisoned Tree


“Information does not exist in vacuo; it is a curated product of human minds. It cannot – and should not – be disentangled from its source. Information obtained through unlawful means is akin to plucking the fruit of a tree which has been poisoned. The only proper thing to do is disregard it.”


FROM CATERHAUSER’S THE SOVAN CRIMINAL
CODE: ADVICE TO PRACTITIONERS
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“’Tis not possible,” I breathed.


I walked towards her slowly, tentatively. I had seen Lady Frost in my dreams many times, always, it seemed, throttling the life out of a two-headed wolf. But alive, and in the flesh? Not since before Rill had been burned – and, as far as I was concerned, her along with it.


“You were killed, by Claver. By Westenholtz.” I felt sick with shock. I had seen séances in which the dead had been conversed with. I had seen the souls of the recently deceased lingering on the Plain of Burden. But I had never seen a dead body restored fully to life before.


“No. I was not. Come closer.”


I approached. She looked appreciably different to the old witch I had seen in the forest near Rill. Yes, she was an elderly woman – as I am now, grey-haired and wrinkled – but there was no frailty to her. To the contrary, there was a conspicuous physical strength to her, in spite of her age. Her body was visibly bulkier, as though she had bridled her contempt and transmuted it into muscle.


Indeed, she was everything except burned, as she had been in my visions. Her skin was not cracked and blackened, her teeth were not split, her eyeballs were not cooked white. She looked hale and healthy. The only marks on her skin were tribal tattoos, lines of dark blue around the eyes and mouth. Those, too, had been absent from my visions.


“What happened?” I whispered. “Here. Where is everybody?” But I knew. Seeing Lady Frost sitting there, as imperious as any Hauner lord, it dawned on me. The 16th Legion had indeed been destroyed.


“You are the warrior witch. The pagan queen everybody has been talking about. It is you.”


Lady Frost smiled thinly. “Your master approaches. I shall tell you all when he is here.”


[image: Illustration]


The most surprising thing about the encounter was how unsurprised Vonvalt seemed to be.


“So,” he said, as he entered the hall along with Sir Radomir and von Osterlen. His face was grim. “You are not dead.”


“No,” Lady Frost agreed.


I looked at Vonvalt, unable to conceal my surprise. “You knew? About this?” I gestured to Lady Frost rudely.


Vonvalt shook his head. “No. But I have long suspected. Your descriptions of your encounters with Justice August in the Edaximae – the way she has spoken of receiving assistance from ‘others’. There are other things, too, which have been troubling me for a while, and which have only just now achieved clarity.” He turned to Lady Frost. “You tried to speak to me, through Helena. In Linos.”


I remembered the terrible nightmares I had had in that small fishing village in Kormondolt Bay, and waking up to see Vonvalt sitting at the end of my bed, Oleni medallion in his hand, grimoire necromantia at his feet. That night, trapped in a nightmarish fugue state, I had tried to kill Justice Roza – or rather Basia Jask, the half-Kòvoskan spy.


“You tried to get me to kill Roza,” I said, the revelation making me giddy. “You knew she was a traitor and you tried to get me to stop her.”


“Would one of you mind explaining just what the fuck is going on?” Sir Radomir asked. “Exactly who are you?”


The corner of her mouth quirked as though tugged by a length of gut. “I am Lady Karol Frost. I do not go by that name or title any more, but let us stick with it for now. The waters are muddy enough already.”


“I’ll say,” Sir Radomir growled.


“Sir Konrad,” von Osterlen said. “Is there some significance to this woman?”


Vonvalt sighed. “I have told you this story before, though not in detail. A long time ago we came upon the village of Rill in northern Tolsburg,” he said. He explained to von Osterlen what had happened: the discovery of Lady Frost and the Draedist ritual in the woods; the fining of the villagers; the burning of the village and its inhabitants by Margrave Westenholtz’s men at the behest of Claver.


Von Osterlen nodded to herself. It was difficult to know how she felt about it. She was a Templar, after all, and though many Templar margraves were political appointees rather than zealous warrior monks, there had still been plenty of the latter. I had not spent enough time with von Osterlen to know where she came down on the matter, but years of dealing with pagans on the Frontier had certainly hardened her heart to the plight of the Draedists, and she was more religious than most. Certainly she disdained the practice of magick, which she considered to be witchcraft. The interposition of Lady Frost into Vonvalt’s affairs would strain her relationship with him, I was certain of it.


“I am very keen to understand how you came to be here,” Vonvalt said.


“Yes, I rather expect you are.”


“How did you avoid being killed in Rill?”


“A simple matter of not being there at the crucial time,” Lady Frost replied. “No . . . ‘pagan magicks’ involved.”


“Your husband—”


“Otmar was murdered, yes. I have no desire to speak about it, and certainly not with you.”


“Very well.”


“You are Entangled,” Lady Frost observed.


“As are you,” Vonvalt said.


“Aye.”


“I have dreamt of you. We have all dreamt of you.”


“I am flattered.”


“Do not jest with me,” Vonvalt said impatiently. “Portents. Visions of things to come. Of the end of the Empire.”


Lady Frost inclined her head. “I am not surprised. I have had similar dreams.”


There was a silence which stretched.


“Why do you speak so guardedly?” Vonvalt asked eventually. He gestured about the great hall with both hands. “We were clearly predestined to meet.”


Lady Frost gave Vonvalt a long, appraising look. “Because, Justice Sir Konrad Vonvalt, I do not know where you stand. And,” she added, cutting across him before he could speak, “I do not think you know where you stand either.”


“Nonsense,” Vonvalt said with contempt.


Lady Frost shook her head. “No. There is conflict in your heart.” Now she nodded at me. “There is something else, too. Something has its hooks in your girl.”


Everyone turned to me. I wished the flagstones of the great hall would open up and enfold me.


“What?” I breathed. My immediate thought was of the Muphraab. It made my flesh crawl.


Lady Frost gave me a long, penetrating stare. “Bare your breast,” she said eventually.


There were a few moments of stunned silence, swiftly followed by enthusiastic outrage.


“By Nema, what is this?” von Osterlen demanded.


Lady Frost rolled her eyes. “God Mother give me strength, I said her breast, not her breasts.”


“Why should she? To what end?” Vonvalt demanded.


“’Tis all right,” I muttered, hoping my compliance would put an end to these Sovan histrionics. I unbuttoned the top few buttons of my blouse and pulled my kirtle down slightly, revealing a very unsexual four inches of breastbone. Sir Radomir and Vonvalt ostentatiously averted their gaze.


“Blood of Creus,” von Osterlen remarked, looking at the skin I had exposed. Sir Radomir and Vonvalt immediately turned back. I, too, looked down.


“Prince of Hell,” I gasped.


“No, not Kasivar,” Lady Frost said, also looking at the mark of the two-headed snake that had manifested itself on my breastbone. “Aegraxes.” She looked up, her finger on her chin, her expression curious, thoughtful.


“The mark of the Trickster is indeed upon you.”


[image: Illustration]


If I had hoped to avoid histrionics, I was to be disappointed. Eventually, after everybody had calmed down, we moved out of the great hall and upstairs, into a chamber that had once been Margrave Westenholtz’s private solar. The place was much as I remembered it, its greatest asset the commanding view of the North Sea – itself afforded by a dual aspect of latticed glass windows. We arranged ourselves more comfortably, and Vonvalt, the least outwardly perturbed of us, pulled out his pipe and began to smoke thoughtfully.


“When we first met, Lady Frost, I had you for a charlatan. Yet it is clear that you are well versed in the Draedist arcana.”


“What high praise,” Lady Frost said with sickly sweetness. “Imperial.”


“I am not an Imperial,” Vonvalt said. “At least, I am no supporter of the Emperor.”


“But you do support the ongoing existence of the Empire,” Lady Frost remarked.


“I believe that its ongoing existence is significantly better than the alternative. Patria Claver must be stopped.”


“Oh, on that we can agree,” Lady Frost said, waving a hand dismissively. “That man is a puppet of chaos and death. And worse,” she added with a mutter. “But I am afraid I cannot countenance the survival of the Empire.”


“What are you talking about?”


“You have come here to enlist my help,” Lady Frost said. “To make common cause. And I am telling you that the precondition for my assistance is the dismantling of the Empire of the Wolf.”


Vonvalt reclined, and released a great cloud of smoke from his mouth. “And what is your alternative? Another Reichskrieg?”


“Of course not. Only that each nation be left to govern itself.”


Vonvalt scoffed. “Why? Such does not benefit you. Haunersheim might as well be named ‘Greater Sova’. Most living Hauners have known nothing but the Empire. You think this place will magically revert to some . . . Draedist paradise?”


“Draedism is illegal in Sova. It was not so under the laws of the Hauner Vale. Nor under the laws of Tolsburg.”


“So that is it, is it? Dismantle half a century of integration? You think it will simply end there? Give Haunersheim back to the Hauners, Tolsburg back to the Tolls, Jägeland back to the Jäglanders – and everybody will just rub along?”


“Yes.”


Vonvalt scoffed. “With respect, Lady Frost, that is asinine.”


“That was not respectful.”


Vonvalt rolled his eyes. “Are you a student of history? I assure you, Tolsburg was far from a unified nation before the Sovans pitched up. Nor was Haunersheim. Nor were any of these countries. They are each in and of themselves miniature empires, accretions of disparate peoples which have formed over centuries. Hell, Rill and Kolst were at one another’s throats, two villages barely a stone’s throw apart.”


“Your father took the Highmark; ’tis no wonder you see things through the lens of the Autun.”


Vonvalt shook his head slowly. “The Reichskrieg killed many thousands of people, and the majority of those were not soldiers. Let us be absolutely clear; it was a sequence of bloody conquests, of which the common law and the secular rights of the individual were extremely welcome by-products – though by-products they were. But simply because they came about in such a manner does not make them intrinsically evil. In fact, they are intrinsically good. Dismantling the Empire is little better than installing Claver on the Imperial throne. The outcome is the same: death, destruction, devastation, a time of evil words and deeds. A chaotic transition from a flawed but functional institution to a decidedly dysfunctional and malevolent one is no choice at all.”


“There are those who would say that good cannot ever come from evil; that it is tarnished.”


“Such people lack intellectual nuance,” Vonvalt said, and I knew him well enough to know that that was one of his greatest insults.


“So.” Lady Frost sat back. Her disappointment was palpable. “You do fight for the Empire.”


“I fight for what is right! If the Empire is what it takes to preserve the rights and freedoms of the majority, then that is worth fighting for.”


“And how far will you go? To fight for that? To maintain the status quo? Many would welcome bloodshed if it meant self-governance.”


“I will go as far as I have to. Until the balance shifts. I serve the natural law, natural justice. If that means I have to operate outside the niceties of the common law, then so be it.”


“I believe that you believe that,” Lady Frost said. Vonvalt let out an exasperated noise. “You can be as angry as you like, Sir Konrad, but it seems to me you have missed a fundamental truth. There is peace, and there is justice, and these are not the same thing. And whilst the Empire has brought peace, where is the justice for those who died to bring it about?”


“Now you equate justice and vengeance.”


“Sometimes they are one and the same.”


“Nema’s fucking slit!” Sir Radomir exploded. “Are we in the fucking Philosopher’s Palace?” He gestured to Lady Frost. “Who the fuck are you? Where the fuck is the Sixteenth? Why is there a magickal tattoo on Helena’s breast? And why, the fuck, are we being tormented by fucking demons at every turn?! I am sick to my death of it. Let us have some answers, and not spar like pubescent law students. Blood of gods!”


There was a pause. Lady Frost looked impassive, though Vonvalt glowered, chewing on his pipe as he did when challenged. After a long time, Lady Frost said, “You and I do not see eye to eye. You have become less like the man I knew in Rill. That is a shame. But,” she added, again before Vonvalt could speak, “we both know Claver must be stopped. And to that end, I believe we can and should make common cause.”


“Aye,” Vonvalt said. He could appreciate realpolitik if nothing else.


“So. Some answers, then, before your brains boil. The question of what happened to the Sixteenth Legion can be answered very easily. They are killed. We ambushed them in the Velykšuma. We took their uniforms and equipment and marched into Seaguard unopposed. Then we slaughtered the garrison and burned the docked ships.”


We sat in stunned silence. What she was describing was impossible. A Legion could not simply be slaughtered; a gigantic, impregnable fortress like Seaguard could not simply be taken; the largest Imperial fleet of ships could not simply be burned to ashes and left to rot on the sea floor.


But we were sitting in the testament to the truth of what she said.


“How?” Vonvalt asked. “I’m not denying it – such is patent. But few succeed against an Imperial Legion, certainly not to such an extent. And the Prince Gordan – he is slain?”


“The wolf cub is dead, aye. And the Legion was not bested merely by skill at arms. I shall not pretend otherwise.”


“Magicks, then?”


Lady Frost inclined her head. “Your ‘demons’, Sir Radomir. It has been much easier to breach the fabric between our plane and theirs in recent weeks. It has thinned, and thins by the day. Our shamans have spoken on it at length.”


“You have more than one wielder of the pagan arcana?”


Lady Frost snorted. “Aye. It has always been the case.”


“If the fabric is thinning, that would explain the visions we have been having, and the . . . experiences,” Vonvalt said.


“I do not doubt it. Doubly so, thanks to your Entanglement.”


“What is ‘Entanglement’? What are you talking about?” von Osterlen asked.


“Think on how things come to pass,” Vonvalt said. “Prince Gordan, the Emperor’s third son, has been slain. Why?”


Von Osterlen gestured to Lady Frost. “Because he was ambushed in the Velykšuma.”


“And why?”


Von Osterlen sat back, her expression one of displeasure. She had little patience for Vonvalt’s method of tutelage, which was often condescending. “Because he was sent there by the Emperor to take up the margraveship of Seaguard.”


“And why?”


“Because Margrave Westenholtz is dead.”


“And why?”


“I could list reasons going back to the beginning of time if that is the only question you are going to ask me.”


Vonvalt leant forward. “Precisely. Chains of causation that stretch back to the beginning of everything that we know. Kane described how these temporal currents move like rivers through time and space, and, like rivers, they can be branched, diverted, or dammed. Large, world-shaping events are like wide and deep rivers. They pass through the country, dividing mountain ranges, eroding the soil, wearing down rocks, flowing to the sea unhindered. But like any river they can be affected; it is just that it takes more energy and effort to do so, and the outcome is more difficult to control.


“As matters stand, we are at the nexus of several cataclysmic events, any one of which would pose a threat to the existence of the Empire. The currents of time are in a state of great and violent flux. And we, through our actions, have become entangled in them, able to move and shape them in ways that are significant. I expect it is why we have drawn the attentions of some of the entities of the afterlife.”


“That you have,” Lady Frost said.


I felt the marking on my chest pulse painfully for a few moments. I wanted for all the world to examine it, but, for all my affected lack of concern earlier, a strange sense of modesty was preventing me from doing so.


“You said you have had visions, run-ins with the creatures of the afterlife,” Lady Frost continued. “Tell me the nature of these.”


We spent some time explaining the various encounters we had had. I told her of the time I had spent with Aegraxes in that bizarre floating castle in the afterlife, where he had taken the form of a Southern Plainsman. Even Vonvalt, whom I had expected to be tight-lipped, spoke at length of his own recent experiences – including that with the Muphraab. It was not because Vonvalt felt beholden to Lady Frost, nor particularly impressed by her. Rather, it was because he suspected that she already knew most of it. She had been playing her own part in the holy dimensions for months now, helping Justice August avoid Ghessis the Hunter, trying to steer the hand of Fate to her own ends.


“Thank you for being so open and honest with me, Sir Konrad,” Lady Frost said. “I know, of course, about your troubles at the Ziggurat of Ambyr.” She spoke of the home of the Muphraab. “And of Miss Sedanka saving your life. Justice August and I did what we could to assist.”


“That was you,” I breathed. “In the Myočvara.” I thought back to the Plain of Burden, after I had saved Vonvalt from the Ziggurat of Ambyr. Something had attacked us – and then something had saved us. I realised now that that latter something was Lady Frost.


Lady Frost inclined ahead. “It was. Not alone, of course.”


“Who? Who are you working with?” Vonvalt asked.


“Who else but Aegraxes himself?”


Vonvalt looked sceptical at this, but Lady Frost waved him off. “But, even working in concert, the truth of the matter is we are being overtaken by events. Something is happening in the afterlife. It is true that Aegraxes has long taken an interest in the affairs of men, but he is the exception that proves the rule. No longer. I am worried – and not a little frightened – that Bartholomew Claver is receiving assistance from some entity in the astral plane. A malevolent one.”


“He has boasted of receiving aid from something powerful,” Vonvalt said. “He has said as much to me directly.”


“Indeed,” Lady Frost said thoughtfully. “He managed to command the Prince of Ambyr – one of the foremost chieftains of Hell. Could it not be him?”


“That moth-headed soul-sucker?” Sir Radomir grunted.


The shadow of a smile played upon Lady Frost’s lips. “Well put.”


“There is tarring me with a hex, and there is securing patronage. Surely the Mu—” he caught himself before he could say it. He cleared his throat. “That parasite has better things to do than tutor Claver in death magicks.”


Lady Frost thought for a moment. “What does he want? Claver? What is driving him? He could enjoy a life of extraordinary wealth and privilege simply as he is, without ever stepping foot in the Hall of Solitude, let alone attaining the Imperial throne.”


“I used to think he just wanted the repatriation of the Draedist arcana to the Neman Church,” Vonvalt mused. “Then I expect when he achieved the backing of the Church and of the Templars, he began to buy into his own myth. Now he has designs on the Imperial throne. The question is, who benefits? Certainly Claver and his cronies. Perhaps the Templars will push even further south and claim the riches of the Southern Plains for themselves? But that was inevitable even under Haugenate rule.” He shook his head. “And then there is this question of entities of the afterlife. To what end do they manipulate the Empire of the Wolf so? If Claver is being backed by some malign entity, then it is clearly of benefit to that entity, for my experience of the inhabitants of the holy dimensions is that they are too vast and alien to be truly concerned with the affairs of mortal men. What does it gain from patronising Claver?”


“They can see things which we cannot,” Lady Frost said. “The temporal pathways flow differently for them. We can only perceive of events after they have passed; entities in the afterlife can perceive of events that have not yet happened, and direct the present time accordingly.”


“The Trickster has some plan for me yet, then?” I asked.


“I expect so.”


“What is your plan?” Vonvalt asked. “And what means do you have to enact it? You say you have magickal practitioners.”


Lady Frost was quiet for another long moment, still weighing up whether to bring Vonvalt into the fold.


After a long while she said, “Come with me. There are some things that I must show you.”










IV



Pagan Magicks


“Overconfidence is a contemptuous quality, but underconfidence is worse. The sufferer of the former is quick to be dismissed as a charlatan; but what intellectual fruits does the latter withhold from mankind?”


JUSTICE VILEN VAŠEK MASTER OF THE MAGISTRATUM AND LEGAL PREFECT
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I did not know what to expect, but a half-day’s journey south across cold, desolate countryside, huddled under our waxed cloaks, shielding ourselves from the persistent drizzle, was not it. By the time we approached what appeared to be the outer perimeter of Lady Frost’s pagan army encampment, night was falling, and I was fixated on my growling stomach and soaking wet clothes.


The forest looked vast, ancient and uninviting, a dark tangle of wet wood and moss that stretched for hundreds of miles in every direction. This was the Velykšuma, an ancient Hauner word the Saxans had not bested, and which meant something absurdly prosaic like “big dark forest”. But what it lacked in poetry it made up for in aptness.


If I had felt a nebulous sense of unease before, then here in the Velykšuma the essence of that fear was distilled and my blood suffused with it. And it was not just the crude, animal masks and tribal warpaint of the encampment’s guards, though that would have been intimidating enough; rather, it was the eldritch whispering, the shadows at the edges of my mind, the sense that, but a few ill-chosen words, the gates to the afterlife would be flung open. If, as Lady Frost had put it, the fabric of the aether between the mortal plane and that of the holy dimensions was thinning, then here in the woods it was held intact by a single frayed thread.


Now there was no chance of turning back. The journey between Seaguard and the outer parts of the Velykšuma had been characterised by open, if bleak countryside, and had presented plenty of chances to – well. Not escape Lady Frost, for she had no hold over us; but certainly to part ways. Aligning ourselves to her cause, though expedient, still did not necessarily feel like the right thing to do. There was no question that Claver had to be stopped; but there was a question of how we did it. Like I had once considered Vonvalt to be, perhaps I, too, was being high-minded and naïve.


However, if I was being those things, then I was not alone in it. Sir Radomir, an old drunk veteran and Hauner nationalist, disliked Tolls and hated pagans – not because he was an adherent of the Neman Creed, but rather because the only pagans he knew existed in Hauner folk tales, and they were a bloodthirsty group of baby snatchers. To ask him to cast aside his prejudices and throw in his lot with a group of people who he detested was asking a lot of a man who saw the world through a very narrow lens. Sir Radomir was the type of man who wanted to stop Claver, but he wanted to stop him at the head of an Imperial army, not this heretic rabble.


Von Osterlen’s concerns were similar, but born of a different mother. I was sure that von Osterlen was at least moderately Neman, against the use of the Draedist arcana, and certainly opposed to the activities of the pagans here in Haunersheim. Lady Frost’s people, her army, were for all intents and purposes identical to the pagans on the Frontier. The Frontier pagans were not Draedists – they were Saekas – but they were offshoots of the same branch, and only distance prevented them from making common cause. Von Osterlen had spent years fighting the Saekas; now Vonvalt was asking her to assist in bringing a group of Draedists all the way south to Sova.


We were taken down a path into the forest. Occasionally I caught sight of a pagan warrior, a man or woman clad in mail, their armour decorated with trinkets, their faces tattooed or painted. In the gloaming they were an imposing, frightening presence, still as statues, only their eyes following the passing of our little group.


Lady Frost led us into a glade. Here was a collection of tents made of overlapping swathes of sturdy, treated fabric, and camouflaged with branches. There were no fires outside, nothing to illuminate the army of pagans which surrounded this place. Squinting and looking carefully revealed dozens of only slightly unnatural-looking mounds in the forest, which must have been other camouflaged tents, but the full extent of the force amassed here could not be divined. I marvelled at their discipline; without fires, there was no warmth, no light, no hot food or drink. Just a miserable, damp and dark evening to be spent.


Lady Frost took us inside the largest tent. Inside was clearly some sort of headquarters, comfortable and well appointed with soft furnishings. For all Lady Frost was a hard woman, she was still an old one. She required a little more than the soldiers under her command.


Two people were waiting for us, sitting on chairs. Neither stood as we entered. The first was clearly some kind of pagan shaman, his skin so extensively tattooed that he looked as though he had been dipped in a vat of dark blue dye. A black band of ink circled his head at eye level, and more black markings had been wrought on his face and scalp over the blue. He smelt strongly of herbs, so strongly it filled the chamber with a sweet, cloying musk.


The second person was a woman of early middle age, armoured in an ornate, lacquered black breastplate chased with bronze over a coat of mail. Her once vibrant red hair was fading like autumnal leaves, and an unsightly scar wound from the middle of her chin to the back of her jawbone – what looked to be a failed attempt at opening her throat. She put me immediately in mind of von Osterlen.


“This is Kunagas Ulrich,” Lady Frost said, indicating the shaman. I knew “Kunagas” to be a title, rather than a name, the equivalent of “patria” in the Neman Church.


“Hm,” the shaman grunted. He took stock of us all, but his gaze settled on me. It lingered long enough to make me uncomfortable.


“Io restas proksime de ŝi,” he muttered, not taking his eyes off me.


“Jes. Ankaŭ mi sentas ĝin,” Lady Frost replied.


“Kiu portas la kronon de sango?”


“Ni esperu ke ne.”


“You hear it?” Ulrich asked in Saxan. It took me a moment to realise he had asked me.


“Hear what?” I asked back.


Ulrich waggled his fingers as though mimicking a tiny waterfall. “Drip, drip, drip?”


I looked at Vonvalt uncertainly, but his expression was one of distaste. “No.”


Ulrich shrugged. “Hm,” he said again.


“Who is this?” Vonvalt asked impatiently, gesturing to the warrior woman. She sat at her ease, reclining, one leg loosely crossed over the other.


“Captain Llyr ken Slaineduro,” Lady Frost said.


Captain Llyr eyed us. “Seen dier wolfen?” she asked Lady Frost.


“Aye,” Lady Frost replied.


“You are from the northern kingdoms,” Vonvalt remarked.


“You are from the southern kingdoms,” Captain Llyr said in thickly accented Low Saxan. I realised that for the first time in my life that I was meeting someone from across the North Sea. She may as well have come from the surface of the moon. The Sovan Empire was a place so geographically vast that it was easy to lose oneself in it and its matters entirely, without ever thinking of those other empires and kingdoms that existed beyond its borders. After all, the Sovan Empire was but a tiny slice of the world – though it was my entire world – and that made it easy to forget that the Sovans were but one people amongst many.


Or rather, many people amongst many.


“How large a force have you assembled here?” Vonvalt asked, turning to Lady Frost. “I shall not assist an invasion.”


Lady Frost tutted as Captain Llyr snorted. “Here? Half a thousand. A sixth of our full force. Most every man and woman under my command is a Hauner or a Toll, born and bred. Though I daresay we have more in common with the Brigalanders than the Sovans.”


“I daresay you are right. But I am here to prevent a slaughter, not start one. The northern kingdoms have spent decades raiding Haunersheim – including plenty from Brigaland.” He pointed rudely to Captain Llyr. “You and I are not friends.”


The woman launched to her feet, but before she could do anything, von Osterlen stepped forward and pushed her roughly back down. “Stay down or I will put you down,” the Templar snapped.


Captain Llyr snarled, and yanked a knife from about her waist.


“No!” commanded Ulrich. A noiseless thunderclap burst through the tent. My eyes widened. We as Vonvalt’s retainers could resist the Emperor’s Voice, but it surprised us enough to have much the same effect.


There was a silence as everybody took stock. If there had been any question of whether or not the Draedists could truly wield the arcana, then it had just been answered.


“Sir Konrad, you speak and act with great insolence, considering your position,” Lady Frost said. “You of all people know what it will take to stop Claver. Persons skilled in wielding the arcana, yes, but you still need fighting men and women to defeat his Templars here, on the mortal plane. I am offering to work with you, to assist you in defeating your greatest enemy. Claver is the moon to your sun, the night to your day. Fate has brought you here, I am certain of it. Would you not like to tip Her hand in your favour?”


“Aye,” Vonvalt said, warily. “But I will not achieve that end at any price. I will not stop Claver only to install some . . . Hauner pagan or northlander upon the Imperial throne instead. I am looking to achieve a peaceful disassembly, not a bloody coup.”


“I have told you, that is not my goal. The Sovan rump state will be left intact, to bicker and squabble and govern itself as it will.”


“And do you speak for Captain Llyr ken Slaineduro?” Vonvalt asked, looking at the Brigalander.


“I speak for myself,” Llyr said, still furious at the shove she had received from von Osterlen. “I am here to safeguard the arcana, and the holy dimensions, and to see that only those who are respectful and worthy are afforded the opportunity to divine its secrets. Claver is a menace. The Neman Church is an abomination. It will take many of us working in concert to prevent his and its ascendancy. And as for the Imperial throne?” She spat on the floor. “You can put a hundredweight of dogshit on it for all I care. Once Claver is dead, I intend to return home.”


Not for the first time, there was a long silence; but, for the first time, I could sense Vonvalt softening. I should not have been surprised he was so standoffish in the first place. Vonvalt was a vain and proud man, and his disinvestiture had wounded him greatly. That he was being forced to treat with these people at all – people who he should by rights have been prosecuting – galled him.


“So. You have three thousand men-at-arms. And—” he gestured to Ulrich “—a number of shamans. What powers have you, besides the Emperor’s Voice? Claver has two dozen warrior priests who can wield it just as effectively. Probably more, by now.”


Ulrich looked at Vonvalt disdainfully. “We do not call it such, and nor should you.”


“This is not the time to debate nomenclature,” Vonvalt said sharply. “Come, what else?”


I watched as Ulrich and Lady Frost exchanged a look. They tolerated his rudeness only because he was integral to their plans – much more integral than first appeared, as I shall come on to later in this account. But at the time, their subservient manner was a curious thing to behold.


“There is something I would show you. It regards the nature of our powers, and how we propose to fight this war on both the mortal plane and in the spirit dimension – for this war shall – unquestionably – require both.”


“All right,” Vonvalt said, gesturing to the woods at large. “So show me.”
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We delved further into the Velykšuma. The drizzle collected on the many thousands of leaves overhead, formed larger balls of water, and fell as fat raindrops that pattered throughout the forest. The effect was compounded by the creaking of branches and skittering of creatures – deer, foxes, rodents – as though the whole forest were a giant skeleton rousing itself from the earth.


I could see now that the mounds were indeed tents, covered over with earth, leaves and sticks. Occasionally I heard the odd snatch of muttered conversation, but although I could hear it, I could not understand it. The Draedists spoke their own language – really the main reason why the Sovan Empire had outlawed the practice of Draedism – a sort of proto-Saxan but with a much more poetic, song-like lilt.


We passed through the encampment. After a while, the ground began to rise and fracture, and we were picking our way upwards, clambering amongst moss-covered rocks and over slippery wet tree branches.


My sense of dread persisted, expertly stoked by Kunagas Ulrich in the tent, for now I heard dripping constantly – though of course, it was only the rain. But my curiosity was piqued, too. Clearly Lady Frost did not mean to murder us, for such could have been achieved a thousand times over in the time we had been here. What, then, were we about to be shown? In spite of the circumstances I could not help but wonder.


Eventually, we reached a hilltop clearing. Here the wind was unforgiving, driving the rain into us from the side, and the trees thrashed about as though in the throes of a seizure.


In the centre of the clearing was a frame of stone.


The sculpture filled me with a deep sense of unease – for a sculpture it was, wrought from human hands and no natural rock formation. It was nonetheless crude. Runes had been cut into the frame, and nothing grew within several feet of its base. I saw, littered amongst the bare soil, tiny animal bones.


Even Vonvalt looked uneasy. “Is that what I think it is?” he asked.


“If you think it is a dreadport, then yes,” Lady Frost said.


Vonvalt looked at her sharply. “It cannot be,” he said.


“It is.”


“What is a dreadport?” I asked.


Vonvalt did not answer me straight away, instead eyeing the ancient structure. “They were supposed to have been destroyed. A very long time ago.” He took one tentative step forward to examine it. “A gateway to another plane of existence,” he murmured.


“The afterlife?” I asked.


Vonvalt shook his head, but it was Lady Frost who spoke. “Another place. A place between dimensions, a liminal plane known as the Izmyesta.”


Vonvalt looked back to Lady Frost. He gestured to the dread-port. “You have not been using this, have you?” he asked.


Lady Frost’s composure fractured. “We were using the arcana long before the Empire of the Wolf stole it from us,” she snapped.


“Lady Frost, when first we met, you were going to use a length of black thread on a hidden pulley to frighten your flock of followers into doing your bidding,” Vonvalt said, giving voice to something I had been thinking about for a while.


Lady Frost sneered her displeasure at that. “You know nothing of what was to take place that evening,” she snarled, suddenly conscious of Kunagas Ulrich and Captain Llyr standing next to her. “There are many things that can go wrong with these rituals. But just because they can be interrupted, or spoiled by entities making mischief, does not mean the afterlife is not a real place, filled with real gods. The thread was a way of . . . making sure. That if the ritual was to go wrong, the villagers would not lose their faith.”


“Merchant assurance? Is that it?”


“I have no idea what that is. Liken it to whatever you will.”


We all looked at the dreadport in silence. “I do not know much about these,” Vonvalt confessed after a while. “I do know that they are dangerous if misused.”


“Calm yourself, old wolf,” Ulrich said. “We have been practising for many years; our people for many hundreds. It is not your business to be concerned about it. We do you an honour, showing you these things.”


“Not to mention a bloody great favour,” Captain Llyr spat.


“Peace, Captain.” Lady Frost gestured to Kunagas Ulrich, who turned, with not a little reluctance, to the dreadport. I watched as the shaman began to incant the words that would activate the gateway. Shortly after he had begun to speak, the runes etched into the stone frame glowed a dull pink, and the skin of the air began to alter, shifting and swirling and resolving into a plate of obsidian blackness which spoke of an absence of all earthly material.


That infernal whispering, a susurrus of malevolent enticements and demented babbling, scratched at the corners of my mind. The air changed too; whereas before the wind had been constant and strong, driving the rain into us, now the clearing was utterly calm.


I looked around me. Vonvalt was watching the incantation and manifestation of the gateway through a slight squint, his face a mask of displeasure, though he did not move to prevent the ritual. Sir Radomir and von Osterlen looked markedly unhappy, which was to be expected. Even Captain Llyr, a practising pagan, seemed uneasy.


Ulrich stopped his chanting once the gateway was stable. He turned, and nodded to Lady Frost, who in turn looked to us.
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