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I



The Witch of Rill


“Beware the idiot, the zealot and the tyrant; each clothes himself in the armour of ignorance.”


FROM CATERHAUSER’S THE SOVAN CRIMINAL CODE: ADVICE TO PRACTITIONERS
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It is a strange thing to think that the end of the Empire of the Wolf, and all the death and devastation that came with it, traced its long roots back to the tiny and insignificant village of Rill. That as we drew closer to it, we were not just plodding through a rainy, cold country twenty miles east of the Tolsburg Marches; we were approaching the precipice of the Great Decline, its steep and treacherous slope falling away from us like a cliff face of glassy obsidian.


Rill. How to describe it? The birthplace of our misfortune was so plain. For its isolation, it was typical for the Northmark of Tolsburg. It was formed of a large communal square of churned mud and straw, and a ring of twenty buildings with wattle-and-daub walls and thatched roofs. The manor was distinguishable only by its size, being perhaps twice as big as the biggest cottage, but there the differences ended. It was as tumbledown as the rest of them. An inn lay off to one side, and livestock and peasants moved haphazardly through the public space. One benefit of the cold was that the smell wasn’t so bad, but Vonvalt still held a kerchief filled with dried lavender to his nose. He could be fussy like that.


I should have been in a good mood. Rill was the first village we had come across since we had left the Imperial wayfort on the Jägeland border, and it marked the beginning of a crescent of settlements that ended in the Hauner fortress of Seaguard fifty miles to the north-east. Our arrival here meant we were probably only a few weeks away from turning south again to complete the eastern half of our circuit – and that meant better weather, larger towns and something approaching civilisation.


Instead, anxiety gnawed at me. My attention was fixed on the vast, ancient forest that bordered the village and stretched for a hundred miles north and west of us, all the way to the coast. It was home, according to the rumours we had been fed along the way, to an old Draedist witch.


“You think she is in there?” Patria Bartholomew Claver asked from next to me. Claver was one of four people who made up our caravan, a Neman priest who had imposed himself on us at the Jägeland border. Ostensibly it was for protection against bandits, though the Northmark was infamously desolate – and by his own account, he travelled almost everywhere alone.


“Who?” I asked.


Claver smiled without warmth. “The witch,” he said.


“No,” I said curtly. I found Claver very irritating – everyone did. Our itinerant lives were difficult enough, but Claver’s incessant questioning over the last few weeks of every aspect of Vonvalt’s practice and powers had worn us all down to the nub.


“I do.”


I turned. Dubine Bressinger – Vonvalt’s taskman – was approaching, cheerfully eating an onion. He winked at me as his horse trotted past. Behind him was our employer, Sir Konrad Vonvalt, and at the very back was our donkey, disrespectfully named the Duke of Brondsey, which pulled a cart loaded with all our accoutrements.


We had come to Rill for the same reason we went anywhere: to ensure that the Emperor’s justice was done, even out here on the fringes of the Sovan Empire. For all their faults, the Sovans were great believers in justice for all, and they dispatched Imperial Magistrates like Vonvalt to tour the distant villages and towns of the Empire as itinerant courts.


“I’m looking for Sir Otmar Frost,” I heard Vonvalt call out from the rear of our caravan. Bressinger had already dismounted and was summoning a local boy to make arrangements for our horses.


One of the peasants pointed wordlessly at the manor. Vonvalt grunted and dismounted. Patria Claver and I did the same. The mud was iron-hard beneath my feet.


“Helena,” Vonvalt called to me. “The ledger.”


I nodded and retrieved the ledger from the cart. It was a heavy tome, with a thick leather jacket clad in iron and with a lockable clasp. It would be used to record any legal issues which arose, and Vonvalt’s considered judgments. Once it was full, it would be sent back to the Law Library in distant Sova, where clerks would review the judgments and make sure that the common law was being applied consistently.


I brought the ledger to Vonvalt, who bade me keep hold of it with an irritated wave, and all four of us made for the manor. I could see now that it had a heraldic device hanging over the door, a plain blue shield overlaid by a boar’s head mounted on a broken lance. The manor was otherwise unremarkable, and a far cry from the sprawling town houses and country fortresses of the Imperial aristocracy in Sova.


Vonvalt hammered a gloved fist against the door. It opened quickly. A maid, perhaps a year or two younger than me, stood in the doorway. She looked frightened.


“I am Justice Sir Konrad Vonvalt of the Imperial Magistratum,” Vonvalt said in what I knew to be an affected Sovan accent. His native Jägeland inflection marked him out as an upstart, notwithstanding his station, and embarrassed him.


The maid curtseyed clumsily. “I—”


“Who is it?” Sir Otmar Frost called from somewhere inside. It was dark beyond the threshold and smelled like woodsmoke and livestock. I could see Vonvalt’s hand absently reach for his lavender kerchief.


“Justice Sir Konrad Vonvalt of the Imperial Magistratum,” he announced again, impatiently.


“Bloody faith,” Sir Otmar muttered, and appeared in the doorway a few moments later. He thrust the maid aside without ceremony. “My lord, come in, come in; come out of the damp and warm yourselves at the fire.”


We entered. Inside it was dingy. At one end of the room was a bed covered in furs and woollen blankets, as well as personal effects which suggested an absent wife. In the centre was an open log fire, surrounded by charred and muddy rugs that were also mouldering thanks to the rain that dripped down from the open smoke hole. At the other end was a long trestle table with seating for ten, and a door that led to a separate kitchen. The walls were draped with mildewed tapestries that were faded and smoked near-black, and the floor was piled thick with rugs and skins. A pair of big, wolf-like dogs warmed themselves next to the fire.


“I was told that a Justice was moving north through the Tolsburg Marches,” Sir Otmar said as he fussed. As a Tollish knight and lord, he had been elevated to the Imperial aristocracy – “taking the Highmark”, as it was known, for the payoffs they had all received in exchange for submitting to the Legions – but he was a far cry from the powdered and pampered lords of Sova. He was an old man, clad in a grubby tunic bearing his device and a pair of homespun trousers. His face was grimy and careworn and framed by white hair and a white beard. A large dent marred his forehead, probably earned as a younger man when the Reichskrieg had swept through and the Sovan armies had vassalised Tolsburg twenty-five years before. Both Vonvalt and Bressinger, too, bore the scars of the Imperial expansion.


“The last visit was from Justice August?” Vonvalt asked.


Sir Otmar nodded. “Aye. A long time ago. Used to be that we saw a Justice a few times a year. Please, all of you, sit. Food, ale? Wine? I was just about to eat.”


“Yes, thank you,” Vonvalt said, sitting at the table. We followed suit.


“My predecessor left a logbook?” Vonvalt asked.


“Yes, yes,” Sir Otmar replied, and sent the maid scurrying off again. I heard the sounds of a strongbox being raided.


“Any trouble from the north?”


Sir Otmar shook his head. “No; we have a sliver of the Westmark of Haunersheim between us and the sea. Maybe ten or twenty miles’ worth, enough to absorb a raiding party. Though I daresay the sea is too rough this time of year anyway to tempt the northerners down.”


“Quite right,” Vonvalt said. I could tell he was annoyed for having forgotten his geography. Still, one could be forgiven the occasional slip of the mind. The Empire, now over fifty years old, had absorbed so many nations so quickly the cartographers redrew the maps yearly. “And I suppose with Seaguard rebuilt,” he added.


“Aye, that the Autun did. A new curtain wall, a new garrison and enough money and provender to allow for daily ranges during fighting season. Weekly, in winter, by order of the margrave.”


The Autun. The Two-Headed Wolf. It was evens on whether the man had meant the term as a pejorative. It was one of those strange monikers for the Sovan Empire that the conquered used either in deference or as an insult. Either way, Vonvalt ignored it.


“The man has a reputation,” Vonvalt remarked.


“Margrave Westenholtz?” the priest, Claver, chipped in. “A good man. A pious man. The northerners are a godless folk who cleave to the old Draedist ways.” He shrugged. “You should not mourn them, Justice.”


Vonvalt smiled thinly. “I do not mourn dead northern raiders, Patria,” he said with more restraint than the man was due. Claver was a young man, too young to bear the authority of a priest. Over the course of our short time together we had all had grown to dislike him immensely. He was zealous and a bore, quick to anger and judge. He spoke at great length about his cause – that of recruiting Templars for the southern Frontier – and his lordly contacts. Bressinger generally refused to talk to him, but Vonvalt, out of professional courtesy, had been engaging with the man for weeks.


Sir Otmar cleared his throat. He was about to make the error of engaging with Claver when the food arrived, and instead he ate. It was hearty, simple fare of meat, bread and thick gravy, but then in these circumstances we rarely went hungry. Vonvalt’s power and authority tended to inspire generosity in his hosts.


“You said the last Justice passed through a while ago?” Vonvalt asked.


“Aye,” Sir Otmar replied.


“You have been following the Imperial statutes in the interim?”


Sir Otmar nodded vigorously, but he was almost certainly lying. These far-flung villages and towns, months’ worth of travel from distant Sova even by the fastest means, rarely practised Imperial law. It was a shame. The Reichskrieg had brought death and misery to thousands, but the system of common law was one of the few rubies to come out of an otherwise enormous shit.


“Good. Then I shouldn’t imagine there will be much to do. Except investigate the woods,” Vonvalt said. Sir Otmar looked confused by the addendum. Vonvalt drained the last of his ale. “On our way here,” he explained, “we were told a number of times about a witch, living in the woods just to the north of Rill. I don’t suppose you know anything about it?”


Sir Otmar delayed with a long draw of wine and then ostensibly to pick something out of his teeth. “Not that I have heard of, sire. No.”


Vonvalt nodded thoughtfully. “Who is she?”


Bressinger swore in Grozodan. Sir Otmar and I leapt halfway out of our skin. The table and all the platters and cutlery on it were jolted as three pairs of thighs hit it. Goblets and tankards were spilled. Sir Otmar clutched his heart, his eyes wide, his mouth working to expel the words that Vonvalt had commanded him to.


The Emperor’s Voice: the arcane power of a Justice to compel a person to speak the truth. It had its limitations – it did not work on other Justices, for example, and a strong-willed person could frustrate it if on their guard – but Sir Otmar was old and meek and not well-versed in the ways of the Order. The power hit him like a psychic thunderclap and turned his mind inside out.


“A priestess . . . a member of the Draeda,” Sir Otmar gasped. He looked horrified as his mouth spoke against his mind’s will.


“Is she from Rill?” Vonvalt pressed.


“Yes!”


“Are there others who practise Draedism?”


Sir Otmar writhed in his chair. He gripped the table to steady himself.


“Many . . . of the villagers!”


“Sir Konrad,” Bressinger murmured. He was watching Sir Otmar with a slight wince. I saw that Claver was relishing the man’s torment.


“All right, Sir Otmar,” Vonvalt said. “All right. Calm yourself. Here, take some ale. I’ll not press you any further.”


We sat in silence as Sir Otmar summoned the terrified maid with a trembling hand and wheezed for some ale. She left and reappeared a moment later, handing him a tankard. Sir Otmar drained it greedily.


“The practice of Draedism is illegal,” Vonvalt remarked.


Sir Otmar looked at his plate. His expression was somewhere between anger, horror and shame, and was a common look for those who had been hit by the Voice.


“The laws are new. The religion is old,” he said hoarsely.


“The laws have been in place for two and a half decades.”


“The religion has been in place for two and a half millennia,” Sir Otmar snapped.


There was an uncomfortable pause. “Is there anyone in Rill that is not a practising member of Draedism?” Vonvalt asked.


Sir Otmar inspected his drink. “I couldn’t say,” he mumbled.


“Justice.” There was genuine disgust in Claver’s voice. “At the very least they will have to renounce it. The official religion of the Empire is the holy Nema Creed.” He practically spat as he looked the old baron up and down. “If I had my way they’d all burn.”


“These are good folk here,” Sir Otmar said, alarmed. “Good, law-abiding folk. They work the land and they pay their tithes. We’ve never been a burden on the Autun.”


Vonvalt shot Claver an irritated look. “With respect, Sir Otmar, if these people are practising Draedists, then they cannot, by definition, be law-abiding. I am sorry to say that Patria Claver is right – at least in part. They will have to renounce it. You have a list of those who practise?”


“I do not.”


The logs smoked and crackled and spat. Ale and wine dripped and pattered through the cracks in the table planks.


“The charge is minor,” Vonvalt said. “A small fine, a penny per head, if they recant. As their lord you may even shoulder it on their behalf. Do you have a shrine to any of the Imperial gods? Nema? Savare?”


“No.” Sir Otmar all but spat out the word. It was becoming increasingly difficult to ignore the fact that Sir Otmar was a practising Draedist himself.


“The official religion of the Sovan Empire is the Nema Creed. Enshrined in scripture and in both the common and canon law. Come now, there are parallels. The Book of Lorn is essentially Draedism, no? It has the same parables, mandates the same holy days. You could adopt it without difficulty.”


It was true, the Book of Lorn did bear remarkable parallels to Draedism. That was because the Book of Lorn was Draedism. The Sovan religion was remarkably flexible, and rather than replacing the many religious practices it encountered during the Reichskrieg, it simply subsumed them, like a wave engulfing an island. It was why the Nema Creed was simultaneously the most widely practised and least respected religion in the known world.


I looked over to Claver. The man’s face was aghast at Vonvalt’s easy equivocation. Of course, Vonvalt was no more a believer in the Nema Creed than Sir Otmar. Like the old baron, he had had the religion forced on him. But he went to temple, and he put himself through the motions like most of the Imperial aristocracy. Claver, on the other hand, was young enough to have known no other religion. A true believer. Such men had their uses, but more often than not their inflexibility made them dangerous.


“The Empire requires that you practise the teachings of the Nema Creed. The law allows for nothing else,” Vonvalt said.


“If I refuse?”


Vonvalt drew himself up. “If you refuse you become a heretic. If you refuse to me you become an avowed heretic. But you won’t do something as silly and wasteful as that.”


“And what is the punishment for avowed heresy?” Sir Otmar asked, though he knew the answer.


“You will be burned.” It was Claver who spoke. There was savage glee in his voice.


“No one will be burned,” Vonvalt said irritably, “because no one is an avowed heretic. Yet.”


I looked back and forth between Vonvalt and Sir Otmar. I had sympathy for Sir Otmar’s position. He was right to say that Draedism was harmless, and right to disrespect the Nema Creed as worthless. Furthermore, he was an old man, being lectured and threatened with death. But the fact of the matter was, the Sovan Empire ruled the Tolsburg Marches. Their laws applied, and, actually, their laws were robust and fairly applied. Most everyone else got on with it, so why couldn’t he?


Sir Otmar seemed to sag slightly.


“There is an old watchtower on Gabler’s Mount, a few hours’ ride north-east of here. The Draedists gather there to worship. You will find your witch there.”


Vonvalt paused for a moment. He took a long draw of ale. Then he carefully set the tankard down.


“Thank you,” he said, and stood. “We’ll go there now, while there is an hour or two of daylight left.”










II



Pagan Fire


“The vainglorious and boastful initiates should be weeded out of the Order at the earliest opportunity. To be a Justice is to be a patient and rigorous administrator of the law. Tales of swordfights and horseback chases, while loosely rooted in fact, are to be discouraged and dismissed as rumour.”


MASTER KARL ROTHSINGER
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Within a few minutes we were back outside in the cold and rain while a lad fetched our horses. Then we rode on into the fading light. I pulled my waxed cloak around me, trying to keep the worst of the rain off my clothes, but neither Bressinger nor Vonvalt seemed to be bothered by it. Claver, hunched in his saddle, looked bedraggled and wretched, but he was clearly savouring the prospect of frightening the local pagans.


In spite of what Sir Otmar had said, we did not make for Gabler’s Mount. Instead Vonvalt took us directly into the woods, down an old huntsman’s path half-lost under the ferns.


“Sir Konrad?” I said. My voice sounded meek and aristocratic, and I hated myself in that moment. Despite years of hard travelling, I had still grown soft. Gone was the feral refugee growing up on the streets of Muldau. I was turning into one of the nobles I had despised for so long.


He turned. The black beard which he wore in the colder months of the year glistened with rainwater.


“What is it?” he asked. His horse, a big Guelan war destrier called Vincento, plodded to a halt.


“Isn’t Gabler’s Mount to the north-east? This is north-west.”


Vonvalt nodded. “I know,” he said.


“The old man was lying,” Bressinger said. “Sending us off in the wrong direction.”


“Doubtless to be ambushed.” Claver sneered.


“Oh, I don’t think so,” Vonvalt said mildly. “Misdirection, rather than murder. He hasn’t had the time – and certainly doesn’t have the gall – to organise anything like that. No.” He gestured to the ancient, mossy trees. “The Witch of Rill is in these woods.”


We moved on, into that groaning, hundred-mile forest. The last of the light had long drained from the sky. I shivered as the cold sought out my damp clothes and sapped the last of the heat from my bones. I was desperate for a fire for some warmth – or, more importantly, light – when my silent prayers were answered. Ahead, perhaps a quarter of a mile away, was a flicker of orange.


Vonvalt and Bressinger were talking in low voices ahead, so I called out to Claver instead. “Did you see that light?” I asked.


“I saw it,” he said, and sneered. “Pagan fire. Draedists have always been drawn to its corrupting influence. They dance around it like lunatics. ’Tis a shabby practice.”


I could see people moving around the fire as we approached. Vonvalt made no attempt to conceal himself or otherwise approach subtly. Instead he rode on with purpose. I could see now that there were maybe fifteen or twenty peasants encircling the fire, which itself burned in the centre of a small glade. Near the fire was a stone altar which was sheltered by the overhanging branches of a nearby tree. Behind the altar was the witch, an elderly woman wearing a crude wooden mask and some dark, threadbare robes. She stood so motionless that I thought in those first few moments that she might be a statue.


“Madame witch,” Vonvalt called to the woman. “Kindly remove your mask.”


Screams penetrated the chilly night air. The pagans whirled to face us with expressions of exaggerated shock. Whatever ritualistic dancing had been going on before was brought to a sudden, dramatic stop.


I thought that the witch would defy Vonvalt, but she brought her hands up to the wooden mask and removed it, and set it carefully down on the altar. I had half been expecting the mask to conceal a monster’s face, or at the very least someone grotesquely disfigured, but I was simultaneously disappointed and relieved to see that she was simply a regular old woman. Her expression was neutral as she eyed us. It was in that delicate moment of inaction that Claver decided to assert his religious credentials.


“You desecrate the Creed of Nema!” he erupted. No one had been paying the holy man much attention, but now he had a glut of it.


Vonvalt whirled about in his saddle, his expression thunderous.


“That’s quite enough, Patria,” he snapped.


“Justice Vonvalt, these people are heretics!” Claver continued, genuinely baﬄed. He exercised himself into a fury. “Avowed apostates! Look at this pagan nonsense! This cultish ritual! It makes a mockery of the laws of Sova!”


“I, and I alone, will decide what makes a mockery of the laws of Sova,” Vonvalt said. His tone was as cold as the evening air. “Kindly be quiet, or I will have Bressinger take you back to Rill.” He turned back to the peasants and gestured to the fire. “You all know it is illegal to practise Draedism,” he said. “The law is clear.”


“How did you find us?” the old woman asked. Her reserve had hardened to defiance. It heartened her flock. I watched their bodies subtly recalibrate from flight to fight.


“It is the eve of the month of Goss,” Vonvalt said. He pointed to a break in the clouds, where the moon waned to a thin crescent.


“We do not recognise the Imperial calendar,” the old woman said.


“But the Book of Lorn demands this . . . ” Vonvalt gestured to the fire “ . . . ceremony on the eve of Goss, yes? The fire of Culvar burns and by its light and heat the Trickster is banished.”


“You use the names of the false saints. The saints of the Autun. The Book of Lorn is a simulacrum of the Book of Draeda. A poor one at that.”


“But the ritual is identical,” Vonvalt remarked, as if he might convert her on the spot. He shrugged. “In any event, it is how I found you.”


A stand-off ensued. The old woman would not – could not – fold and abandon her beliefs simply because Vonvalt had told her what she was doing was illegal. She knew it was illegal. And of course, Vonvalt was bound by his oaths and the law to prosecute her – but he, too, was unwilling to do so.


“Sir Otmar has already agreed to pay your fine,” Vonvalt said eventually. “Simply renounce Draedism and I will leave you all in peace. No one need die here tonight.”


“Otmar would never renounce his beliefs,” the old woman said harshly.


Claver exploded. “You damn him with your words! He is a Draedist!”


“Be quiet!” Vonvalt snapped.


“This whole village should be burned to the ground and its heretic peasants along with it!”


“Nema’s blood, man, will you shut up!” Vonvalt shouted. “Dubine, get him out of here.”


“With pleasure, sire,” Bressinger said, and pulled his horse – a large brown courser called Gaerwyn – around.


“I do the Goddess’s work!” Claver shouted. “Do not touch me! I will see Nema’s work done here!”


Bressinger pulled up alongside the priest and snatched the reins from his hands, leading the horse away back down the huntsman’s path. I half-expected Claver to dismount and charge back into the fray. Instead, faced with Bressinger’s unshakeable impassivity, the priest lapsed to silence.


Vonvalt turned back to the old woman. “You are Sir Otmar’s wife,” he said.


“Lady Karol Frost.”


“My lady, are you aware of the consequences – the consequences which the law forces me to put in motion – if you refuse to renounce Draedism?”


“I am aware.”


“You would consign yourself to death?”


“I would.”


“You would consign these people to death?”


“Every man and woman here can make their own decision.”


Vonvalt sighed, annoyed. He was about to speak again when something remarkable happened: the wooden mask began to rise up off the altar and levitate in the air.


I shrieked. The peasants gasped. The mask, an ugly, roughhewn thing, rose smoothly and stopped a fathom above the altar. It hung there, the firelight dancing off its features, watching proceedings with an unmistakable hostility.


Everyone froze. For a few moments I was unable to catch my breath. The old pagan gods, furious at this Imperial interruption, were here in the glade. A horrible sense of vertigo washed through me. Murderers, thieves and rapists, Vonvalt could deal with; the wrath of the elementals, he could not.


Vonvalt pulled his short-sword from its scabbard. The blade sang in the night air. Lady Frost screamed, for despite her stern comportment and staunch belief in the old gods, even she could not help but be terrified by the cold gleam of steel.


Immediately the closest peasants surged forwards, a trio of burly men who shouted and jabbered in the ancient Draedist tongue. They reached out with frantic, grasping fingers, trying to get to Vonvalt’s leg to pull him down from his horse.


“Get back, damn you,” Vonvalt said, more irritated than angry. Vincento reared up, front legs cycling. The big black destrier planted a hoof directly into the chest of one of the Draedists with enough power to crack his breastbone and sent him flying. A second pagan lost his left arm below the elbow to Vonvalt’s sword. The idiot screamed, wide-eyed, and fell backwards, clutching the spurting stump.


The third Draedist was in the process of rethinking this ill-advised course of action entirely when Bressinger’s horse battered him to the floor from the side. The man tumbled in between the creature’s hooves, dazed and beaten, but not killed.


“Stop this at once!” Vonvalt roared. This time he used a hint of the Emperor’s Voice, and immediately the commotion died away. Lady Frost remained by the altar. The three peasants who had attacked Vonvalt lay on the floor, groaning and whimpering. Bressinger was already dismounted and was tending in his rough and unsympathetic way to the man who had lost his lower arm. The other Draedists stood in a loose, horrified gaggle. Some way off, I was aware of Patria Claver, watching these sorry proceedings from where Bressinger had left him. After a little while the priest turned away and headed back to Rill. I wish with all my heart that I could say it was the last we saw of the man.


Vonvalt’s face was a mask of displeasure as he surveyed the scene. After a few moments, he gently urged Vincento over to the altar and stopped there. Then he whipped his sword through the air in a wide arc. The mask dropped out of the air, clattered off the old stone and fell unceremoniously into the mud below.


“Thread,” Vonvalt said. “Black thread, anchored to a hidden pulley.” He sheathed his sword with callous indifference.


The spell was broken. Whatever further mischief the peasants had been about to mount in the name of religious fervour died along with the illusion.


Lady Frost looked wretched. She began to sob. I didn’t feel bad for her. It was a damnable thing to do, a spectacle which she had evidently planned for later on in the evening’s festivities.


“Go back to your homes, now,” Vonvalt said to the assembled pagans. “Every person here will come to me in the morning and renounce, or so help me it’ll be the noose for the lot of you.”


The peasants practically fell over themselves as they dispersed, scattering into the cold, dark woods.


“How is he, Dubine?” Vonvalt called down to Bressinger.


Bressinger shrugged. “With a decent surgeon he might live.”


Vonvalt looked at Lady Karol. “You will arrange for this man’s care,” he said. “If he dies, I will hold you to account.”


The woman nodded, her eyes flicking between the armless pagan and Vonvalt.


Vonvalt sighed and shook his head, then pulled Vincento around so that he was facing me. He absently patted the horse’s neck. “Helena, back to Rill,” he said quietly. “I want to prepare for court tomorrow morning. It’s going to be a busy day.”
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We rose early the following morning. Again, it was cold and grey, and I wondered if the sun ever touched Rill.


We unloaded our equipment from the Duke of Brondsey’s cart: ledgers, statute books, a quill and ink, fresh rolls of parchment, a collapsible trestle table, Vonvalt’s wing-backed leather armchair, fresh wax and stamps, a shield-sized device of the Sovan Empire mounted on a five-foot pole, and various warrants of office that people were entitled to inspect. We set them up in the centre of the public square.


The village slowly rose with the sun, and the smell of cook fires filled the cold air. For most of the peasants, breakfast would be a thick porridge flavoured with whatever was to hand, and a mug of ale, though there was a distinct smell of frying bacon emanating from the Frosts’ manor. Vonvalt, Bressinger and I had eaten a few cold crusts of pie in the inn, and my stomach was already growling.


“Our friend the priest left, then?” Vonvalt asked as he settled himself into his armchair. I sat on a small stool next to him. As his clerk, my job was to take down a note of what was said during proceedings.


“Aye,” Bressinger replied from his right. “Some time in the night, though not before giving me an earful.”


“Thank you for not waking me.”


“He is not happy with the way you are dealing with the Draedists.”


“It is not his business to be happy about it.”


Bressinger gave Vonvalt a reproachful look. “His interest in it was unnaturally keen.”


“His interest in the entirety of my affairs has been unnaturally keen since he joined us. I am glad to see the back of him. The only thing that vexes me is that he did not leave us earlier. He is clearly capable of travelling alone.”


“You do not think it odd?” Bressinger said.


“Of course I thought it odd. But the man is odd.” Vonvalt shrugged. “I expect he will beat us to Seaguard, then? Off to persuade the margrave and his men to part with their lives on the Frontier.”


“I expect so.”


“He is a fool, Dubine. Put him from your mind.”


“A dangerous fool.”


“Indeed.”


“And with powerful friends, if he is to be believed.”


“If he is to be believed,” Vonvalt said. He was about to say more when the day’s first customer approached the table, a peasant of middling age, wearing rough homespun clothes and a wool cap. He shuﬄed over to Vonvalt, intimidated by our little temporary court, though to me it looked very shabby.


“I’d, uh,” he started, and then snatched off his cap. “By your leave, my lord, I’d, uh, like to . . . ” He leant in close. Vonvalt, with infinite patience, for he was on official duty now, bent forwards accommodatingly. “I’d like to, uh . . . renounce?”


Vonvalt nodded sagely. “I accept the renunciation.” He opened one of the heavy ledgers and began writing. He took and noted the man’s details. In the margin, he wrote the fine, which was a penny and which he would collect from Sir Otmar. “Do you have any grievances for the Emperor?”


The man shook his head vigorously. “No, my lord, nothing.”


Vonvalt nodded again. “Then that is everything.”


It went much the same with the remaining villagers. One by one, those we had seen in the forest – and some others, too – approached us and quietly renounced. It was the only business of the day. Usually we dealt with all sorts, especially since it had been years since the last Imperial Justice had passed through. There were always thefts and assaults to deal with, as well as more serious crimes – murders, rapes, treason. But on that cold, wintry day in Rill, there was only the quiet rejection of pagan faith.


Vonvalt closed his ledgers for lunch and sent me off to get him and Bressinger some bread, cheese and ale from the inn. When I returned, I was stunned to see Lord and Lady Frost standing in front of the table. Sir Otmar had a bag of coins in his hand. I hurried back in time to hear the last of the charges Vonvalt had decided to indict them with: incitement to blasphemy.


“We’re not guilty of the charge,” Lady Frost said in that sneering way aristocrats – even minor ones – do. “We pay the fine only to protect our people.”


I sat back on my stool and began to furiously scribble the words down.


Vonvalt took the bag of coin from Sir Otmar and passed it to Bressinger, who began to count them.


“I will make a note that the next Justice to pass through Rill should find a shrine to Nema. Somewhere prominent,” Vonvalt said dourly.


“And how exactly shall we do that?” Lady Frost asked.


Vonvalt nodded towards the woods. “There are plenty of deer in those woods. Send a hunter today. Keep the skull. Have it blessed by a priest. Fashion an altar in the Imperial style. It is very simple.”


Bressinger finished counting the coins. “There’s five marks here if there’s a groat,” he said quietly.


Vonvalt looked at the Frosts. There was a long silence. “The fine is a penny per blasphemer,” he said. “Or would you like me to add a charge of attempted bribery to this ledger, too?”


Sir Otmar, reddening, snatched back a handful of the coins. His wife cuffed him sharply.


“Fool,” she muttered, and stalked off.


Once she was out of earshot, and the correct fine had been paid and stored away carefully in our strongbox, Vonvalt addressed Sir Otmar.


“Sir Otmar, I like to think I am a fair man. The Empire grants me a great deal of discretion in dealing with matters such as this.” He paused, thinking of the right words. “I hope you realise that this could have gone very differently. A different Justice on a different day . . . ” He let the words hang. Sir Otmar, who had half the fire of his wife, nodded meekly.


“I know, my lord. I am indebted to you.”


Vonvalt waved him off. “I am not a fool, Sir Otmar. I know full well what will happen when I leave this place. What I am telling you is, you must be more careful.”


“I appreciate the candour, my lord,” Sir Otmar said, and bowed.


We watched him go in silence. Then, when it was apparent that the day’s business was done, Vonvalt closed the ledger.


“I have a bad feeling about this place,” he muttered, and stood. “A bad feeling indeed.”










III



Galen’s Vale


“With the crime of murder, one must be sure of the security of the conviction before the sentence – that of execution – is carried out. To take a life is severe; to take a second in recompense is doubly so.”


FROM CATERHAUSER’S THE SOVAN CRIMINAL CODE: ADVICE TO PRACTITIONERS
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The rider found us a few miles outside of Galen’s Vale, a large and wealthy merchant town in the Southmark of Haunersheim – being the country that lay to the east and south of my native Tolsburg. Rill was now a distant memory, several hundreds of miles, two handfuls of towns and a month and a half of travel away.


The air was colder and drier down here than it had been in the shadow of the Tolsburg Marches, and swirled with flakes of snow. Bressinger had tried to lift our spirits with an old Jägelander folk song he must have learnt off Vonvalt, but I couldn’t join in because I didn’t understand the words – he sang neither in Old Saxan, being the common dialect of the Empire, nor Tollish, my native tongue – and Vonvalt didn’t join in because he was prone to silence on these long journeys. He sat hunched in his saddle at the head of our caravan.


The rider was a young lad of the town watch, muscular and full of cocky self-regard. I was immediately self-conscious of my shabby appearance, hunched as I was under my waxed cloak and smelling like the Duke of Brondsey. In the event, I needn’t have troubled myself; he didn’t spare me a second glance.


“Lord Sauter said there was a Justice coming down the Hauner road,” I heard him call out to Vonvalt. He wore a mail hauberk and coif that framed a face ruddy from the cold, and was capped with a kettle helm. His surcoat was blue crossed with mustard-yellow and embroidered with the Galen’s Vale device.


“Justice Sir Konrad Vonvalt,” he said, no longer bent over in the saddle. “This is my taskman, Dubine Bressinger, and my clerk, Helena Sedanka.”


The guardsman touched his helmet. He looked distressed. “Sires. Miss.” My heart leapt as he briefly locked eyes with me. “Your timing is opportune. There’s been a murder, not two days ago. Lord Bauer’s wife. Half the town is up in arms.”


“And the other half?” Bressinger murmured to me.


“Be silent,” Vonvalt snapped. He turned back to the lad. “It is a rare thing for a lord’s wife to be killed.”


“’Tis unheard of in the Vale, sire. And neither hair nor hide of an explanation.”


“It was not Lord Bauer?” Vonvalt asked. It was a fair question. It was normally the husband.


“As far as I know, the man is not under suspicion.”


“I see,” Vonvalt said, rubbing his chin. “Strange.”


“Aye, sire, ’tis that. When we saw your caravan from the Veldelin Gate, Lord Sauter commanded me to escort you in with all haste.”


Vonvalt turned back to me, and briefly took in the sorry bedraggled sight that I was. The Duke of Brondsey snorted and hee-hawed behind me, trembling with the cold.


“I will ride ahead with you,” Vonvalt said to the watchman, then turned to Bressinger. “Dubine, take Helena into town. See the horses are stabled and sort our lodgings.”


“Sire.”


“Where is the body of Lady Bauer?” Vonvalt asked the lad.


“In a physician’s house – Mr Maquerink. He attends to official medical matters.”


“I will see the body first, before it ripens too much for anything useful to be deduced.”


“As you wish.”


They sped away ahead, their horses kicked to a canter. I watched them go.


Bressinger turned his horse and covered the gap between us. He must have been able to read my mind, because he said, “A boy like that is no good for you, Helena.”


My face flushed. “What are you talking about?” I asked hotly.


Bressinger smirked. “We’d best get moving before the weather closes. Remember what I taught you about cloudreading?”


I nodded to a bank of low, dark clouds to the east. “Snow,” I said, sulking.


“Come on then. And this time join in with my singing.”


“I don’t know Jägen,” I said.


Bressinger paused with such deliberate drama that I had to laugh. “Nema’s blood, Helena, you’re as deaf as a timber. That wasn’t Jägen; it was Grozodan. I hope you’re not confusing my country of birth with that of our esteemed master.”


“No,” I said, chortling away. “Not with a poncy name like Dubine, anyway.” I deliberately pronounced it the way Vonvalt pronounced it, Du-ban, rather than the way everyone else did outside of Bressinger’s native Grozoda, Du-bine.


“I’ll cut that tongue out of your head if you don’t mind it,” he said. “Now, listen in, or the next couple of miles are going to go very slowly indeed.”
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We arrived at the town itself at midday, entering through the Veldelin Gate, which watched the southern approach. Galen’s Vale was in Haunersheim, though Tolsburg and Guelich had both tried to claim it over the course of its tumultuous history. It was a town that was very much a product of its location, both geographically and politically. Guelich, after all, was the realm of Prince Gordan Kzosic, the Emperor’s third son, and any large town within striking distance of a royal invariably functioned as both a fortress and a temporary palace.


It was a large walled town, built into the slopes of the Tolsburg Marches and cut in two by the River Gale. The surrounding foothills, long and shallow tracts of green, were fertile and well cultivated, and produced enough cabbages, peas, broad beans, onions and potatoes to feed the town and generate a trade surplus – though that was not the real source of the place’s wealth. The River Gale was both wide and deep, and ran all the way to Sova itself, albeit circuitously. It made Galen’s Vale a busy trading hub, and generated enough in merchant tax revenue to provide for a decent town watch, well-kept and patrolled roads, a large temple to Nema the God Mother (that had once been a temple to Irox, the bovine pagan god) and an impressive, fortress-like kloster that occupied a commanding position further up the hill.


The streets thronged with merchant traders, guildsmen, watchmen, commonfolk, lords and ladies. We picked our way through them, anonymous even as we sat high above them on our horses. I noticed that the ground was cobbled for the most part, though still muddy, and the roads had closed shit-ditches, one of the better Sovan imports that was yet to reach much of the outer Empire. Fortunately the cold, as it had in Rill, helped keep the smell to a minimum, though the familiar stench of woodsmoke, piss, offal and shit still managed to pervade the air.


The town’s buildings ranged from thatched daub cottages to towering brick-and-timber town houses. The temples, of which there were dozens, were rendered in large yellowing blocks of stone, stained by generations of woodsmoke and festooned with crude idols. Flowers and other trinkets lay scattered about their steps, most trampled into muddy oblivion. Beggars wailed into the cold air, refused alms and sanctuary in equal measure.


By virtue of his position, Vonvalt was entitled to be hosted by the town’s most senior councilman. This was usually the mayor or the local justice of the peace, but could often be the town’s most senior priest, or some other lord or knight. Without express instructions as to where to take up lodgings, Bressinger decided to make for Mayor Sauter’s residence, which turned out to be a huge brick town house with attractive timber framing.


“Think this’ll do,” he said gruﬄy as we pulled our horses to a stop outside its iron gates. We both dismounted, and Bressinger approached the guardsman posted by the entrance.


“Yes?” the guard asked in a manner befitting his trade. He was clad in the same armour and surcoat as the other town watchman had been.


“I am Dubine Bressinger,” he said. “This is Helena Sedanka. We are employees and associates of Justice Sir Konrad Vonvalt.” Bressinger showed the man his Imperial seal.


“Ah, yes, sire,” the guard said, bowing. “We’ve been told to expect you. I’ll have the boy take your horses and mule. Are you both well?”


“We’re fine, thank you. We’re looking for the town physician’s residence,” Bressinger said.


“There’s more than one, though I suspect you’re after Mr Maquerink,” the guard said. He pointed back the way we had come. “Apothecary Street. Two roads down, on your right. You’ll see the signage easily enough.”


“Thank you,” Bressinger said. The ostler, a filthy boy redolent of horse shit, appeared and began to lead our animals away.


“Lord Sauter said you were to be provided with victuals on arrival,” the guard called after us uncertainly. “Will you not take some food or wine?”


“Later, thank you,” Bressinger said. I felt my spirits sink. My stomach felt as empty as a sacked granary.


“As you will,” the guard said, nodding, and we made our way on saddle-sore legs to find where Vonvalt had got to.


[image: image]


The physician lived a comfortable existence on Apothecary Street, surrounded by other learned medical men, barber surgeons and astronomers. The road here was cobbled, too, but not rutted like the traders’ roads that branched off from the market square. Mr Maquerink’s house was marked out by a large wooden sign daubed with a blue star, which was the common Imperial mark for a licensed physician. Bressinger pushed his way in to the front room, where the smell of blood and death hung heavy in the air. Through the translucent windows at the back of the house I could hear wild pigs rootling through the physician’s trade waste.


“Dubine?” Vonvalt called from somewhere below. We both turned to our right and saw a staircase descending into the bowels of the residence.


“Sire,” Bressinger called back.


“Come downstairs.”


We obliged, and found ourselves in a single large room which spanned the length of the house. A number of stained trestles were lined up, with more stacked against the walls. Candles – wax, not tallow – burned with a herbal scent that was completely powerless against the smell of decay. Vonvalt and the physician were stood next to the only occupied trestle at the far end of the room, the former with a kerchief of lavender pressed to his nose.


“Mr Maquerink has just been explaining to me how the body was found,” Vonvalt said as we approached.


“Yes, well, Tom Bevitt’s boy found her by the Segamund Gate outflow, caught on a sunken root,” the physician said. He was a stooped old man, grey-haired and moustached. It was as though a lifetime of caring for others had drained his own life force. He was beggar-gaunt, a far cry from the plump physicians and apothecaries I’d seen before. “’Tis a miracle in itself; the undertow is powerful. Few things that enter the Gale are seen again.”


“Who did he tell?” Vonvalt asked.


“He didn’t need to tell anyone. The screaming raised half the eastern closure. The town watchmen fished her out. Brought her here.”


“And no one has touched the body?”


“No one, milord. Save myself, of course, but that was just to arrange her.” He gestured. “And to take a look at that wound.”


I looked where the physician pointed, compelled by morbid curiosity. Not that the sight of a corpse particularly fazed me; I was an orphan of the Reichskrieg, after all, well-acquainted with the sight of the dead. Although Tolsburg was vassalised by the Sovans before I was born, it wasn’t until I was perhaps ten that the after-effects of the war – the shortages of food, the infighting, the last of the uprisings – had calmed down enough that some semblance of normal life could resume. There had been plenty of fighting and death to go around in those early years of my life, and that was not just in Tolsburg. In my nearly two decades, three large countries – the kingdom of Venland, and the duchies of Denholtz and Kòvosk – had all been tamed by the Sovan Legions. Taking into account Vonvalt’s native Jägeland, which sat to the west of Tolsburg, and Bressinger’s native Grozoda to the south, both absorbed thirty years before when those men were adolescents, as well as the original Sovan territories – Sova, Kzosic Principality, Estre and Guelich – it was the largest the Empire would ever be, with nearly a hundred million Imperial subjects living under the watchful eyes of the Two-Headed Wolf.


The woman on the table was probably in her early forties, death-grey and clad in a green dress with expensive cloth-of-gold piping. The water that she had been fished from had not been kind to her remains, but even my unpractised eye could tell she hadn’t drowned.


“That’s a serious blow,” Bressinger remarked, “and not with a bladed edge.”


“You have a good eye for corpses,” the physician said. I watched Bressinger and Vonvalt exchange a brief look.


“Quite,” Vonvalt said dourly.


We all stood in silence for a few moments.


“Who is the sheriff?” Vonvalt asked.


“That would be Sir Radomir Dragic´,” the physician said.


“He knows of this?” Vonvalt asked.


“Of course,” the physician said. “All of Galen’s Vale knows about it. Lord Bauer is a well-known man; his wife was well-liked.”


“Is Lord Bauer popular?”


The physician hesitated. “Well-known,” he confirmed.


“And what is the sheriff’s reputation?”


“An effective lawman, though as sour a man as you are ever like to meet – and a drunkard to boot.”


“I am yet to meet an effective lawman who was not so,” Vonvalt remarked as he edged closer to the corpse. I saw how he was careful not to get close enough to contract a pox. Corpses were known to exude noxious vapours in the same way a fire emits smoke.


“A single blow to the side of the head,” he murmured. “Applied with some considerable force.”


“Yes, milord,” the physician said. “A killing blow for certain. Look how the skin has split and parted, and the skull has broken. A club or some other blunt weapon, wielded by a strong arm.”


“How can you tell it was not done with a blade?” Vonvalt asked. It was a question he certainly knew the answer to. He was simply testing the old physician.


Mr Maquerink gestured to the wound with his index finger. “A sword or axe would have cut the skull as surely as the skin, and with a clean incision. This has been smashed like a block of granite. You can see from the pattern of the fractures in the bone, and the way the skin is burst open, rather than hewn.”


“You have experience of such wounds?”


“You’ll be hard-pressed to find any medical man in Galen’s Vale who has not had first-hand experience of such, thanks to the Reichskrieg.”


Vonvalt nodded. We all stood looking at the corpse, as if staring at it for long enough would yield up its secrets. But it was clear there was little more to be divined. Lady Bauer had been struck a vicious blow that had probably killed her outright. As the most senior Imperial lawman, it was within Vonvalt’s gift to conduct the investigation, and subsequent trial, by the Sovan Law of Precedence.


“Is there anything else remarkable about the body?” Vonvalt asked quietly.


“Nothing, milord,” the physician confirmed. He gestured again to the wound. “Ve sama horivic.”


It is as you see it. The words he spoke were High Saxan, the language of the governing classes, but it was a common enough phrase that no one needed a translation.


“Murder, then,” Vonvalt said.


“Aye,” Bressinger said quietly next to him.


Mr Maquerink looked nervously at Vonvalt. When he spoke, his voice was pregnant with worry. “Will you use . . . your power, on her? I’ve heard it said some Imperial Magistrates can converse with the dead.”


Vonvalt eyed the corpse. He shook his head gently. “No,” he said. He looked up and down the length of Lady Bauer’s body, sadness in his eyes. “The body is too decayed. Dead too long.” He paused, thinking for a moment. “Stand back,” he murmured, and everyone quickly obliged. He held out a hand, his fingers splayed, his arm pointing at Lady Bauer’s head. His face took on a slightly pained aspect as he assessed the chances of a successful séance. After a few seconds, his hand dropped. “No. No, I will not even try it.”


“Who knows what manner of things have their claws in her now,” Bressinger muttered.


Vonvalt looked at him sharply. “Guard your tongue. That is not for bandying about.”


Both Mr Maquerink and I exchanged a look of alarm. Before anything more could be said, Vonvalt spoke. “Thank you, Mr Maquerink,” he said. He took a few steps back. “I am finished here. You may have the body prepared for consecration and burial.”


“Aye, milord.”


“You will write a report? To document your findings.”


“Aye, milord.”


“Very good. Dubine, where are we lodging?”


“With the mayor, sire.”


Vonvalt turned back to the physician. “Will you have the report sent to me there?”


“As you wish.”


Vonvalt took one last look at the body. There was a pause. “All right. We shall leave you be.”


We left the physician’s lodgings and stepped out into Apothecary Street. The clouds had drawn in since we had been inside the physician’s house, as if our collective mood had pulled them down on top of us. They formed a low ceiling of grey, leaving the town in an uneasy twilight.


“I want to meet Sir Radomir,” Vonvalt said, eyeing the clouds. He added, not entirely convincingly, “There is still plenty of daylight left.”


“I’ll warrant he’s in the town watch house,” Bressinger said. “We passed it on the way in, near the Veldelin Gate.”


“I remember,” Vonvalt said, nodding absently. “This way, then. Keep up, Helena!”


Vonvalt walked quickly. It was one of his habits. Given his powers, and his conspicuous bearing and badges of office, he tended to draw lots of attention. The Emperor’s subjects were a superstitious mob, and we would almost always amass a following wherever we went. Some sought justice of a kind Vonvalt could not provide; others wanted him to channel his powers so that they could speak to lost loved ones. More still were simply caught in his thrall. Vonvalt exuded an otherworldly aura that some were more sensitive to than others. These people often formed a motley collection that trailed us like camp followers shadowing an army. They normally kept twenty or thirty paces back, shambling after us in various states of anxiety and catatonia. If we spent any length of time in a building we could expect to find various trinkets left on the threshold as offerings: flowers, candles, idols. Vonvalt had long since grown used to this; indeed, I’m not sure he even noticed it any more. For my own part, even after two years, I still found it disconcerting.


We were fortunate in that Galen’s Vale was a merchant town, and that lords and moneyed men of business moved through the streets wearing all the trappings of wealth. It meant Vonvalt was less conspicuous than he might otherwise have been. Nonetheless, we walked with purpose.


The watch house was in the southern closure. Galen’s Vale, like most other towns in the Empire, was segregated along traditional guild lines. The watch house was in the district given over to the maintenance of law and order, which meant that it shared a street with the courthouse and the town gaol. It was a two-storey building, framed with old black timbers and fronted by an extravagant number of latticed windows. A pair of large chimneys belched black smoke into the frigid air. In front was a stockade, currently unoccupied thanks to the Wintertide amnesty.


We passed a haggard and miserable-looking guard standing by the front door, and entered. Vonvalt immediately strode to the front desk, jolting a bored serjeant out of his reverie.


“I am Justice Sir Konrad Vonvalt of the Imperial Magistratum,” he announced.


“An E-Emperor’s Justice?” the serjeant stuttered, touching his forehead. The man’s jaw worked for a few moments in silent excruciation. “I-I’d heard rumours but I didn’t believe it. We’ve not had a Magistrate here for years. You’ve come down by the old Hauner road?”


Vonvalt grunted. “I want to speak to Sir Radomir.”


“Y-yes, of course,” the serjeant said. “I’ll have one of the lads fetch him.”


“No need,” Vonvalt said. “He is upstairs?”


The serjeant swallowed. “Top floor, milord.” He looked uncomfortable. “He’s . . . not a man who will take well to being interrupted. May be best if I have you announced.”


Vonvalt smiled thinly. “I shouldn’t worry, serjeant,” Vonvalt said. “He will not mind being troubled by me.”


We walked up the creaking stairs. Candles lit the way, dozens of them – some wax, most tallow. Given I was clad in heavy woollen clothes and a thick cloak, I soon began to sweat. Sir Radomir’s chambers were on the top floor, easily identified by the “Sheriff” painted on the door in Saxan. Vonvalt rapped sharply on it.


“I said I was not to be disturbed,” came a severe voice from beyond.


“Open this door in the name of the Emperor,” Vonvalt said loudly.


I heard a muﬄed “Nema’s blood,” then footsteps. A bolt was withdrawn, and the door pulled open. Air, rank with alcohol fumes and carried on fire-heated air, gusted out.


“You must be the Justice we’ve all heard so much about,” Sir Radomir sneered. He was a tall man, as tall as Vonvalt, with stern, gaunt features and cropped, greying hair. His face was marred with a livid wine-stain birthmark. He wore white breeches and a blue-and-yellow doublet, and a small dagger was strapped about his waist.


“I am,” Vonvalt remarked. His face was a mask of distaste.


“Lord Sauter has hurried you into the town, I see.”


“He has.”


There was a pause.


“I am a busy man, Justice,” Sir Radomir said impatiently.


“Then it is just as well that I do not require a great deal of your time.”


Another pause. Sir Radomir’s hands were as bound as anyone else who faced off against an Imperial Justice – but, as with many others, that did not mean he had to like it. And, like everyone else, he was wary of Vonvalt’s powers. Even in somewhere as metropolitan as Galen’s Vale, it was hard to completely rise above the old wives’ tales and silly peasant rumours that followed Justices everywhere like a cloud of noxious vapour.


“Who are these two?” Sir Radomir asked, indicating us with his chin.


“This is my taskman, Dubine Bressinger, and my clerk, Helena Sedanka.”


“A Grozodan and a Toll,” the sheriff said with a sneer.


“What of it?” Vonvalt asked sharply.


Sir Radomir jabbed a thumb at his own chest. “I fought the Tolls for two years in the Marches.”


Vonvalt made a show of looking down at me, then back to the sheriff. “My clerk wasn’t born when the Reichskrieg reached Muldau, Sir Radomir. Or is it in your nature to fear nineteen-year-old girls?”


The sheriff shrugged, not taking the barb.


“Sir Radomir,” Vonvalt said through his teeth. “I appreciate that my presence in Galen’s Vale may not be welcome. But I am here to see justice done, as surely as you yourself.”


Sir Radomir sighed theatrically. He dallied for a further few moments before relenting. “I suppose you’d better come in then – before you let all the heat out.”


We followed the man into his chamber. It was surprisingly well-appointed, with expensive-looking wooden furniture, a large, only slightly mouldy rug, and a cast-iron fireplace where a large log fire burned. The fittings did not suit Sir Radomir, who looked like he had come from very humble beginnings. I wondered what his story was, and how he had come to be ennobled.


We decloaked in the fierce heat and sat before the desk, opposite Sir Radomir himself.


“Lord Sauter has tied himself up in knots about Lady Bauer’s death,” the sheriff said. He gestured to a pair of pewter tankards in front of us, though there was wine on the desk. “Will you take some ale?”


“We’re fine,” Vonvalt said. “Was Lord Sauter close to the Bauers?”


“Lord Sauter is close to those who would make him wealthy,” the sheriff said, though he appeared to regret his candour. “Which would explain how he was able to spend any time with Lady Bauer. She was poor company for sure.” He sighed again, picked up his goblet and took a long draw of wine. “I will speak plainly with you, Justice.”


“I fear you already have,” Vonvalt said.


“She used to be a fine woman. Then she lost her son to a pox and her daughter to the kloster and she changed. Her mind changed. She was melancholic and ill-tempered. People will say kind things about her now that she is dead, but by Nema was she sour.”


Bressinger stirred. Vonvalt spoke quickly.


“Losing a child is a cruel thing to endure,” he said. “Arguably the cruellest. You cannot fault her that.”


“I know that,” Sir Radomir replied dismissively. “This was different. I don’t know. It did not seem to be just that. She was preoccupied, and not solely with grief.”


“What do you mean?”


Sir Radomir thought for a moment. “No. I do not know. Call it a lawman’s intuition. I never got to the bottom of it. Probably never will, now she is dead.” He sighed mightily. “’Tis no good for a lady to be murdered – I realise that is as obvious a statement as you’re ever likely to hear.”


Vonvalt inclined his head. “I take the point.”


“Half the town is up in arms. The commonfolk die or are killed frequently, of course – it is normal in a place such as this. But a lord’s wife . . . this news will reach Baron Naumov in Roundstone, if it hasn’t already. Perhaps beyond. If it crosses the Guelan border and reaches the Prince’s ears, we’ll be in real trouble. Last thing I want is a royal snout rootling about the town. Nema knows we have enough wild pigs off Apothecary Street.”


“You would do well to guard your tongue,” Vonvalt said sharply, but the sheriff waved him off, unfazed. Vonvalt pursed his lips. “What more do you know? Have you spoken with Lord Bauer?”


Sir Radomir gave Vonvalt a sour look. “I’ve been keeping order in Galen’s Vale for ten years, Justice. Yes, I have spoken to Lord Bauer.”


“What has he said?”


Sir Radomir took another long draw of wine. His lips glistened in the firelight as he set the goblet down. “The man was convinced a business rival is responsible for the crime.”


“Is that so?”


“It is.”


“He has named the man?”


“He has.”


Vonvalt cleared his throat, as he sometimes did when he was trying to control his temper. “Sir Radomir, I would assist you with this matter.”


“Justice, the Emperor already has a faithful subject right here in the Vale capable of investigating this matter. That subject is myself.”


“I might have guessed.”


“I do not like being usurped.”


“Do not exaggerate. You are not being ‘usurped’,” Vonvalt said. “The Law of Precedence accords me the right to take over the investigation. It is a matter of legal administration, not an indictment of your abilities.”


“I am still not happy.”


“Few ever are, Sir Radomir; take solace from the fact that, like all others before you, you have no choice in the matter. I can present you with my warrants of office if you so wish.”


Sir Radomir grimaced. I had not seen a lawman so unhappy to release a case before. Many were pleased to be rid of the burden of investigative work, much of which was thankless and, ultimately, fruitless.


“I would have you assist me closely,” Vonvalt said. “You are clearly a man who takes pride in his work. I have no desire to make an enemy of you.”


“You will share the credit? If we find the man?”


“And accept sole responsibility should the investigation fail.”


“That is a rare concession.”


“I am not a vain man, Sir Radomir. I am only interested in seeing justice done.”


Sir Radomir eyed Vonvalt, wrong-footed.


“We shall see.”


“Tell me the name of the man, Sheriff. I’ll not ask again.”


“Zoran Vogt,” Sir Radomir said. “Bauer’s business rival. The pair have a long history. They are like squabbling children.”


“A criminal history?”


“I have suspected the pair of them of misdeeds in the past, but I have not been able to prove anything. Many use the Gale for illicit trading. The river flows to Sova itself.”


“They work together?”


“Apparently, though you’d not know it from the way they carry on. They are all alike, these new lords. ‘Merchant princes’, people call them. They or their fathers profiteered from the Reichskrieg and earned themselves knighthoods in the process. Now they consider themselves above the law.”


“De jura nietra iznia,” Vonvalt murmured in High Saxan.


“‘No one is above the law’,” Sir Radomir said. “Do you seek to impress me with your grasp of courtly language, Sir Konrad?”


“Enough!” Vonvalt snapped, his voice booming through the room like a thunderclap. I looked sharply at him. He had used the Emperor’s Voice, or a hint of it. Bressinger looked alarmed. Sir Radomir visibly blanched. His throat worked for a second as he tried to speak. His eyes widened as he cast them about the room, visibly panicked that he seemed to have lost the power of speech. He looked for all the world like a man who has just realised he is drowning.


“Nema’s blood, Justice,” the man rasped after a few moments. He absently pressed a hand to his heart, and steadied himself with the other against the table. “Faith, that is quite a power.”


“And one I seldom have cause to use,” Vonvalt said, his voice steel. “I am tired, Sir Radomir, and I am not a little weary of your insolence. I have given you all the slack I am prepared to, given you are clearly a man who champions the cause of justice. But I will not brook further disrespect. I have told you I am here to assist. A woman, a lady, no less, has been murdered. You would do well to remember that. I am not your enemy here.”


Sir Radomir took a few moments to gather himself, which largely involved several large mouthfuls of wine. He refilled his goblet and set it down.


“What else would you like to know?” he asked, his voice a little hoarser.


“Tell me about Bauer and Vogt’s relationship. You say they have a history?”


Sir Radomir nodded. “Vogt filed a report with us a few years ago. He complained that Lord Bauer had deliberately sabotaged a large shipment of grain that he was sending downriver. Vogt had purchased the grain on credit; the loss of it left him in a precarious position.”


“He has recovered?”


“He has. But he believes the incident cost him a knighthood, on top of a significant amount of coin.” Sir Radomir snorted. “He may well be right.”


Vonvalt thought for a moment. “But the complaint is a number of years old?”


“The incident with the grain shipment is certainly at least two years past. We keep records, per Imperial ordinances. I can have them retrieved from the archive.”


“That would be helpful, thank you.”


“Other than that, Lord Bauer cannot conceive of who would want his wife dead.”


“Except perhaps Lord Bauer himself,” Vonvalt said. “In my experience, where a woman is murdered, the blame often lies with her husband.”


“Aye, that is my experience too. I have cautioned Lord Bauer that he has not escaped my suspicions. But for all I do not like the man, instinct tells me he did not commit the murder.”


“No?” Vonvalt asked.


“As I said, Justice, I have kept order – or something approximating it – in Galen’s Vale for ten years. I was a lawman up at Perry Ford before that, and I’ve been a soldier.” He nodded to Bressinger. “You and your man here, you fought in the Reichskrieg?”


“We did,” Vonvalt said.


“Then you will know what killing does to you. How it changes your mind. You cannot kill another human being and fail to be affected by it, even if they are an enemy. Lord Bauer may have a grim countenance, but he is no murderer. He hasn’t the manner.”


“I see,” Vonvalt said. Despite their initial and mutual dislike, I could see Vonvalt was beginning to respect Sir Radomir.


“Of course, I do not have your powers,” Sir Radomir said.


“No, but I find that professional instinct is often more than enough,” Vonvalt said. “Did Lady Bauer have any enemies that you are aware of? Had she had an affair, perhaps? Or maybe she came across some information she shouldn’t have?”


Sir Radomir shrugged. “If she did, not a whiff of it has crossed my desk. I have tasked my men to keep an ear to the ground, but . . . ” He shrugged again. “ . . . I confess, Justice, I am not hopeful. There is no explanation for it. It vexes me no end.”


“I can well imagine,” Vonvalt said absently. I could tell that already the matter was troubling him. He rose after a while. “That is all for now. Thank you for your time, Sheriff.”


Sir Radomir stood. “’Tis no matter. I hope we can shed some light on it soon. I have not come across a killing like it in all my years as a lawman. Not even in Perry Ford were lords’ wives killed.”


“It is a rare enough thing in Sova itself, Sheriff,” Vonvalt said, “and when it does happen, one cannot take two breaths before the culprit is turned out.” He looked out the window. Darkness was closing in rapidly. He looked back to Sir Radomir. “Two days since Lady Bauer’s murder and nothing to show but an overripe corpse. We must act quickly if we are to get to the bottom of this.”










IV



Lord Bauer


“Only a Justice may compel a man to speak where it is not in his interest to do so.”


FROM CATERHAUSER’S PILLARS OF SOVAN CIVIL LAW


[image: image]


We left the watch house and made our way to Lord Sauter’s residence. The clouds had finally broken, and the air swirled with snow. I was grateful for the town’s wealth, and its cobbles; wading through muddy slush with cold, soaked shoes was a miserable business.


“He’s a hard man,” I heard Bressinger say to Vonvalt.


Vonvalt grunted. “I did not care for his manner,” he said, “and he is a sot to boot. But he speaks plainly. There is value in that.”


We walked quickly through the cold. The market had closed at some point in the past hour and the streets had all but emptied, leaving only the odd watchman to amble across the cobbles. One challenged us as strangers; the rest recognised Vonvalt for what he was. By the time we reached Lord Sauter’s residence, the light had all but faded and the temple bell was tolling, signalling the beginning of the curfew and the closing of the town’s gates for the night.


“Sir Konrad,” the guard said, stumbling to his feet as we approached the residence. It was fronted by a fence of wrought iron, the only entry a large gate secured by a pair of brick pillars. “Lord Sauter sends his regrets; he has been called away on an urgent matter and cannot attend you tonight. He has made arrangements for you to be taken care of in the meantime.”


“Very well,” Vonvalt said as we were admitted through the gate. I could tell he was secretly pleased; the idea of making polite conversation – or worse, talking shop – for another few hours was not a pleasant prospect. For Vonvalt it was wearying, but for me, a junior clerk who was expected to sit in silence but still look interested, it was almost fatally boring.


We were taken through the front door and shown into a large entrance hall. The interior of the house was as impressive as the exterior. What little light there was filtered through stained-glass windows, littering the floorboards with random spots of colour like flame flickering through a handful of jewels. The heat was almost oppressive and suggested a number of stoked hearths burning in multiple rooms. The walls were thick with tapestries and the floorboards were piled with rugs. The furniture looked expensive; indeed, some of it had clearly been imported from foreign lands, judging by its style. It was a house of ostentatious wealth.


We were shown by servants to quarters on the top floor. Vonvalt was given a large bedchamber with a dual aspect in the corner of the building. One window looked out over the river in the distance and the other down a wide guild street, though there wasn’t much to see of either. The snow was falling thickly, and the darkness seemed to overwhelm the town’s street lanterns as though it were black smoke.


Bressinger and I were given a room down the hall to share which was separated from Vonvalt’s by another locked chamber. I was disappointed to see that there was only one bed in our chamber, though unsurprised; Bressinger and I had had to share in the past, and for all I liked the man, he was a loud and fidgety sleeper. In the event, he left to go whoring not long after we had arrived, and he did not return until the morning.


I was looking forward to a hot meal and then getting my head down for some sleep, but Vonvalt bade me join him in his room shortly after we had settled. My heart sank. Over the course of the past year I had grown increasingly weary of our lives on the road and disillusioned with my apprenticeship as a Justice’s clerk. I was in no mood for one of our evening study sessions.
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