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I

On the Road to Sova

“No event simply occurs. Each is the culmination of countless factors that trace their long roots back to the beginning of time. It is easy to bemoan an era of great upheaval as a sudden commingling of misfortunes – but the discerning eye of history tells us that there are few coincidences where the schemes of man are concerned.”

JUSTICE (AS HE THEN WAS) EMMANUEL KANE, THE LEGAL ARMOURY: ENTANGLEMENT, NECROMANCY, AND DIVINATION
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“Do you think he’s dying?”

“Sir Konrad?”

“Aye.”

“The way he carries on you’d think so.”

It was a warm, drizzly spring morning in the Southmark of Guelich, and Sir Radomir, Bressinger and I were standing fifty yards from a tumbledown herbalist’s cottage. Vonvalt had been inside for most of an hour, and the three of us were trading bored, tired jibes, trying to get a rise from one another.

“There is certainly something the matter with him,” I said.

Both men turned to me.

“You said yourself the man is easily het up on matters of health,” Sir Radomir said.

“Nema, keep your voice down,” I muttered. Bressinger looked at me chidingly. He had always had a reproachful streak, but since the loss of his arm his humour had worsened. Now his hackles were quick to rise, especially when he felt Vonvalt’s character was being called into question. Once these non-verbal reprimands would have plagued me with guilt. Now I was beginning to give the chastisements short shrift.

“I don’t think anyone can sensibly argue he is not,” I said, glancing at Bressinger. “But this is different. I have not seen him like this in a long time.”

“Aye,” Bressinger murmured eventually, in what was a rare concession. “This is not his usual fussiness.”

I turned back to the cottage. It was a ramshackle place, a daub and timber construction sagging under the weight of its thatch. The place was mostly concealed behind a riot of wildflowers and other plants, and a strong herbal scent, intensified by the drizzly wetness, suffused the air and had led to no end of both human and equine sneezing.

We had been on the road from Ossica for most of the month of Sorpen, and were now but a few days’ ride from the outskirts of Sova itself. Guelich was one of the three principalities that surrounded Sova like the white around a yolk, and was ruled by the Emperor’s third son, Prince Gordan Kzosic. His castle, the fortress at Badenburg, was just visible on the distant horizon, a towering fastness of grey stone that caught the sun – and the eye – from thirty miles away.

Our journey was not supposed to have taken this long. Had Bressinger not lost an arm in Galen’s Vale, we would have left our horses and equipment in that city and then taken the Imperial Relay for a hundred and fifty miles south as far as the Westmark of Guelich. From there we could have simply taken the Baden road due east to Sova itself, for a total journey time of perhaps a week with good weather, or ten days in bad.

In fact, had Vonvalt not insisted on tracking down and then murdering Obenpatria Fischer, we could have simply hired a ship to take us down the Gale, since the river was a tributary of the Sauber which flowed directly to Sova (and which itself was in part a tributary of the Kova). But this is as much a digression as the route itself.

In any event, Vonvalt’s illness had scuppered any plans to make haste. It had come on suddenly one night. He had complained of light-headedness, which we had all attributed to the wine, but it had persisted the following day. Vonvalt, learned as he was in ailments, blamed vertigo – until he began to suffer, too, from a deep-seated sense of dread, which he could not place. The emergence of this second symptom had confused all of us, since fearfulness was not amongst his faults. But the nebulous dread continued, and then, not long after, tiredness, which itself turned into bouts of crippling fatigue.

The Empire was lousy with self-proclaimed medical men, and Vonvalt could pick out a quack – and prosecute them, since displaying the blue star without proper training was a crime – in seconds. But this particular herbalist had a good reputation, and so after our infuriatingly slow journey south, we had diverted another few tens of miles so that our lord and master could be plied with medicines.

“What he needs is a good fuck,” Sir Radomir proclaimed with great sincerity after a period of silence. He took a long draw from his flask, which I knew to contain watered-down wine.

I said nothing. I liked Sir Radomir, but I didn’t really want to engage with such vulgarities.

We continued to wait. There was no way to tell the time beyond our innate sense of its passage; even the sun was obscured by banks of raincloud, each one intent on testing the limits of our waxed cloaks. And then, eventually, Vonvalt reappeared, carrying a parcel no doubt filled with powders and potions. He looked pale and drawn, and his bearing reminded me of the way he looked and acted after a séance.

“The herbalist has found you a cure?” Sir Radomir asked. His voice was gruff, but there was a trace of optimism in it. As with Bressinger and I, Sir Radomir took great comfort from Vonvalt’s stable and predictable temperament, and the man’s abrupt decline had unnerved him.

“We can but hope,” Vonvalt muttered. It was clear the ailment embarrassed him, particularly given that the rest of us rarely took ill.

He swept past us to his horse, Vincento, and stashed the parcel away in one of the saddlebags; then he mounted up.

“Come, then,” he said, sitting upright with some effort. “We’ll make Badenburg tonight with a tailwind.”

The rest of us exchanged a brief look at this absurd optimism; then we too mounted our horses. My attention was stolen by the harsh caw of a rook which had perched on the rickety fence at the boundary of the herbalist’s land.

“’Tis a portent of spring,” Sir Radomir remarked.

“’Tis not a portent if it has already come to pass,” Bressinger said with scorn. He nodded towards the bird. “A single rook is death.”

I scoffed. “I didn’t think you were superstitious, Dubine,” I said. I tried to inject some levity into my voice, for we had become a miserable little band, crushed under the weight of our mission and the doom and gloom it represented.

Bressinger simply smiled thinly, and then kicked Gaerwyn to a trot.

“Nema,” Sir Radomir murmured to me as his own horse trotted past. “He needs a good fuck and all.”
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We did not reach Badenburg until almost noon the following day, thanks in large part to the Duke of Brondsey, our donkey, and the cart full of legal accoutrements and our own personal effects that he pulled. With the benefit of hindsight, it is a burden we should and could have done away with, but I think Vonvalt thought that, like Bressinger a month before, he might have needed use of it as a litter – or worse, a bier. Besides, Vonvalt had long before arranged for a liveried company of messengers to dispatch the ill tidings from Galen’s Vale – and we were hardly the sole source of the news.

The countryside here in the tip of the Southmark of Guelich was a hilly, rocky, forested place, the earth not quite as fractured as the Tolsburg Marches, but nonetheless full of feature. Guelich had long had a reputation as a province of exceptional beauty, filled with fragrant pine forests, clear rivers, and abundant wildlife to which lords from all over the Empire made pilgrimage for an unparalleled hunting experience. The castle of Badenburg reared up into the sky out of all of this beauty like a carbuncle, a jagged, blocky, functional fortress of grey stone. Cast in the unimaginative pre-Imperial style, it lacked all modern gothick ostentation – though what it lacked in beauty it made up for in impregnability, designed and located as it had been to keep the Hauner armies from penetrating into the Grozodan peninsula. Given Haunersheim’s subjugation a half-century before, and the subsequent vassalisation of both Venland and Grozoda, the castle had become all but obsolete as a base for military operations, and now existed mostly as a dwelling for the Emperor’s third son.

By the flags above the keep, however, it was clear that Prince Gordan was not in residence; and by the churned mud of the fields outside the front gates, the wild pigs and foxes rootling for bones in the muck and the unmistakable stench of a mass latrine, it was also clear that a great host had marshalled there until very recently.

“He has gone east, Milord Justice,” the duty serjeant said. “Not a day ago. Left with the 16th Legion.”

“The 16th Legion?” Vonvalt asked. “Nema. Where were they garrisoned?”

“As far as I know, sire, they came from Kolsburg.”

“How many men?”

“Thick end of five thousand, sire. I believe the Prince is to take on siege specialists from Aulen and then make sail up the River Kova.”

“Siege specialists?”

“Aye, sire. They are making for Roundstone, in Haunersheim, and then on to Seaguard. The Emperor has had word that some of the lords in the north have turned traitor. Baron Naumov is one. I believe Margrave Westenholtz is another.”

Vonvalt grimaced at this. “Aye,” he said. He tapped himself in the chest. “It was me who sent the news. We have come from Galen’s Vale directly.”

“I heard the Vale was sacked,” the serjeant said. “’Tis true, then? The Prince could scarce believe it.”

“Indeed,” Vonvalt said absently. He looked up about the battlements. “I need to leave some things here. My donkey and cart, for one.”

The serjeant nodded. “Whatever you need, sire.”

“And you say the Prince is heading east?”

“Aye, sire. Are you heading to Sova?”

“Mm.”

“I daresay you’ll overtake him in a day or two. They are keeping to the Baden road.”

Vonvalt nodded. “Thank you, Serjeant,” he said, and we moved off.
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Despite Vonvalt’s illness, we now rode hard down the Baden road. The evidence of the 16th Legion’s progress was everywhere: farms stripped bare; food waste picked over by scavengers; human, horse, and donkey shit in vast quantities; and of course the sides of the road trampled to stinking, cake-soft mud. Given we were but four people, mounted and riding on a paved road, I expected to reach the tail end of the army within a couple of hours, let alone the day that the duty serjeant had guessed. Five thousand men – around four thousand of them on foot, if the 16th Legion were a typical one – would normally be a cumbersome host, after all, lucky to make ten or fifteen miles a day in rainy conditions.

I was wrong. Vonvalt had often talked about the capabilities of the Imperial Legions, and I had often privately dismissed what I considered to be the more outlandish claims. After all, they might have had a reputation as an élite force, but they were still human beings, with all the fallibilities that came with it.

But we rode for the balance of the day, made camp, struck camp before dawn, and rode on again for another half-day before we caught up with the rearmost section of the baggage train. By that time the countryside had opened up considerably, and we were on the final approach to Sova itself.

Another half-hour’s riding saw us to the head of the host, clearly identifiable by the knot of flag bearers, musicians, and Imperial Guard – and, of course, Prince Gordan himself. We had to come off the road and urge our exhausted horses through the mud to get past the long tailback of dismounted knights and soldiers. I marvelled at how uniformly well equipped they were, with mail, surcoats in the bold red, yellow, and blue Autun colours, and kettle helms for the majority. The knights, a fraction of the total force, all owned plate of varying expense, but did not wear it on the march since they did not want to die of exhaustion or otherwise overburden their horses.

Prince Gordan himself had the classic red hair and beard of the Haugenate line, the former of which was covered over by a flat-topped helmet and crown, the latter close-cropped. He wore a mail hauberk with an expensive-looking surcoat quartered in the colours of the Empire and resplendent with a black Autun rampant. He had a pleasant, handsome face and appeared to be in a good humour as we approached, laughing at a comment or joke from one of his retainers.

“Your Highness,” Vonvalt called out. He drew the attention of Prince Gordan, as well as every man in the immediate vicinity.

The Prince squinted at Vonvalt for a few moments whilst Sir Radomir, Bressinger and I made sudden and energetic obeisance; then his face broke into a grin. “That’s not . . . Konrad, is it? By Nema!”

“The very same, Highness,” Vonvalt said, touching his forehead out of respect rather than requirement – as a Justice, after all, Vonvalt outranked even the Emperor’s third son. Even after years of travelling with Vonvalt, and becoming fully acquainted with every aspect of his practice, it was still easy to forget just how much power he enjoyed.

“Faith, man, it’s been, what, three, four years? When were you last in Sova?”

“About that,” Vonvalt said, nodding in the direction of the capital. “But I make for it now.”

“And not a day too soon,” Prince Gordan replied. His tone was serious, but his face retained its levity. It is easy to forget, having long since met and rubbed shoulders with the highest-ranking nobles in the Empire, that initial sense of awe and fear; but at the time I was near breathless with it. Riding but ten yards from me, after all, surrounded by all the extravagant trappings of state and tailed by an Imperial Legion, was one of the three princes of the Empire.

“You make for Roundstone?”

“Aye,” Prince Gordan said pleasantly. “Baron Naumov has apparently the will to suicide and has chosen a curiously long and expensive way to commit it.” The lords and retainers around him laughed with varying levels of sincerity.

“And then on to Seaguard?”

“Aye, you are well informed.”

“It was me, Highness, who uncovered the treachery,” Vonvalt said, “and sent word to His Majesty.”

“Ah!” Prince Gordan said. “My father did not mention you by name, only that a Justice had tipped him off to the rebellion being fomented in the Hauner lands. You are in his favour, Sir Konrad; you would do well to capitalise on it, for ’tis a fleeting thing!”

More bombastic laughter. I wondered if being the retainer of a prince was exhausting.

“I plan to pay your father a visit soon.”

“Good man,” Prince Gordan said. “Though I wonder if you would not prefer to accompany me? Your reputation as an accomplished swordsman precedes you – and I always have space for wise counsel.”

Vonvalt bowed deferentially. “Would that I could, Highness. Alas it would appear the Order is in some turmoil – and I myself am no spring chicken.”

Prince Gordan gave him an appraising look. “Aye,” he said. “You do look a little green around the gills. Have you eaten something bad?”

“I know not what ails me, Highness – only that it is not contagious.”

He added the last part to assuage the Prince and his men, for armies were far more susceptible to a rampant pox than they were to any enemy action.

“Well, see that you avail yourself of the Royal Physician, sir, though I daresay she will do little more than have half your blood out and give you a good gulp of piss to boot.”

Vonvalt bowed again. “I am grateful, Highness. May I ask, is that the sum of your plans? Has there been any news of further rebellion? Westenholtz is hanged, but Naumov may have drawn others to his banner.”

Prince Gordan shrugged. I could tell in that moment that he was a simple man, capable of commanding a Legion in battle, but someone who did not trouble himself to ask too many questions or seek to understand wider events. I imagined him as one who enjoyed hunting and carousing with a close circle of friends more than the daily burdens of government.

“I sometimes forget that you Justices are lawmen in your bones, with your questions! I know not the intricacies of the traitors’ movements or plans, sir, only to kill them and confiscate their lands.” He waved a hand dismissively, and for the first time in this encounter I saw the stirrings of discontent amongst the Prince’s retainers – an exchanged glance, a raised eyebrow. “You would do better to speak to my father; I have not his shrewdness I am afraid.”

“I am sure that is not the case,” Vonvalt said.

Prince Gordan chuckled. “Well, do not let me detain you further, Justice,” he said. “Give my regards to my father, would you? I imagine it will be a year before I am back in the capital, perhaps longer.”

“I will, Highness,” Vonvalt said, touching his forehead once more. The Prince tapped the rim of his helmet in reply, and then we were back on the Baden road and charging ahead to put some distance between us and the inexorable advance of the 16th Legion.

“Well, that takes the sting out of it,” Vonvalt said as we slowed to spare the horses.

“What do you mean?” Sir Radomir asked.

Vonvalt gestured back down the road. “A Legion to crush whatever remains of Naumov and Westenholtz’s rebellion and restore order in the Northmark of Haunersheim.” Already I could see the effect this piece of good news was having on Vonvalt. He looked calmer and more relaxed – and healthier for it. I wondered then whether his ailment was simply the result of the incredible stresses on him.

“I am surprised it can be spared,” Bressinger muttered.

Vonvalt shook his head, patting the side of Vincento’s neck. “Haunersheim is the spine of the Empire. Were it another province I would agree with you.” He took in a deep, invigorating breath. “There is still plenty to be done, but at least we can stop worrying about this. It is precisely the sort of decisive intervention I had hoped for.”

Vonvalt’s sudden optimism was infectious. I remember looking back at the five-thousand-strong host of Reichskrieg veterans, with their expensive arms and armour and led by one of the Emperor’s own sons, and allowing myself to feel some of that good cheer, too. After all, the Emperor was known to have around fifty Legions of Imperial troops in varying states of readiness across the Empire. What damage could Claver, the Mlyanars, the Templars, or anyone really do against such a weight of numbers?

In fact, it was the last we – and most others – would ever see of both Prince Gordan and the 16th Legion. In a few short months they would disappear into the forests of Haunersheim, and thereafter from the face of the earth.

But I must not get ahead of myself.




II

Master of the Magistratum

“Sova is a marvel to behold, a city without parallel in the known world.”

LORD PREFECT ANSGAR REINHOLD
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Sova.

I could spend several volumes simply on its description and it would still not be enough. I have seen tapestries, mosaics and frescoes from celebrated artists, heard a hundred – no, a thousand – stories and songs of Sova, and read volume after volume on its history, its architecture, its culture . . .

But nothing compares to seeing it. To feeling the hot cobblestones under your feet on a summer’s afternoon; of being in and amongst the people of all different races and creeds, going about their lives without interruption or abuse, united by their common Sovan citizenship; of hearing the thunderous roar of the crowd in the arena; of craning to see the tips of the spires of the huge temples and palaces which seem to clamour for light like trees in a forest.

Thinking back to that first approach on the Baden road, as the vast pine forests of Guelich gave way to the grassy Ebenen Plains, I can remember feeling a sense of sudden, overwhelming awe. Even from ten miles away, perched as we were on an escarpment, the sense of scale of the city was breathtaking. How could anyone pose a threat to such a powerful place? In Galen’s Vale, Westenholtz and his force of five hundred men had seemed unstoppable, a large and terrifying company of soldiers against which the city was helpless. To storm Sova, one would need an army a thousand times larger.

“There it is,” Vonvalt said. He had been to Sova many times – indeed, he had a house there, on the Summit of the Prefects – but I could tell that even he could not keep his wonder in check.

The rolling, golden-green Ebenen Plains stretched away from us, a vast plateau of grassland broken up by the huge, sun-silvered River Sauber, half a dozen major roads, farmland, and a sprawling mass of buildings which had grown around the walls of the city like a vast, smoking lesion. There was activity everywhere in spite of the dark curtains of rain which swept intermittently across the plains: dozens of trading ships on the wharf-lined Sauber, farmhands in the fields, people on the roads . . . I baulked at the thought of how much food the city must import every day.

The city itself rose up like a beehive, with the yolk of it home to the largest buildings in the known world. The towering spires of the temples and palaces in the city’s distant centre seemed . . . impossibly huge. The tallest structure in the Empire was the Tower of Saint Velurian, part of the Temple of Savare, the God Father, and I could see it rising up to the western edge of the centre – a thousand feet tall. A mile to the east was the Imperial Palace, a pyramidal fortress of black marble, festooned with turrets and statuary. Its tallest peak achieved three-quarters of the height of the Tower of Saint Velurian. They were but two of the colossi there; the rest were arrayed about like mighty funeral monuments to princes of the universe.

“Nema’s blood,” Sir Radomir said. Like me, he had never set eyes on Sova. “I never thought I would see it in my lifetime.” He took a drink of wine. “I didn’t know human hands could construct such marvels.”

“They can’t, now,” Vonvalt said, somewhat cryptically. I could vaguely recall Vonvalt having spoken about some sort of ancient magickal infusions which anchored these vast constructions to the bedrock, back when the practice of magicks had been more common – but we had never spoken about it in any detail. “The book-lore remains, of course, somewhere in the Law Library. But the knowledge and means to wield it has long faded from memory.”

We sat atop our horses and drank in the view for a few moments longer, before eventually, Vonvalt said, “Come; let us be about it. Rough deeds await.”
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Sova was surrounded by twenty miles of wall fifty feet high at its lowest, and there were only four ways to get in – a gate at each of the compass points. The Baden road entered Sova from the north, through the largest and most impressive fortification: the Wolf Gate.

“By Nema,” I murmured as we passed beneath it. Here the flanking wall was even higher, sixty or seventy feet, formed into a forbidding gatehouse which in and of itself would have put most provincial castles to shame. But the most impressive aspect was a colossus of the Autun rendered in black stone, its paws gripping the top of the wall, one head looking north, the other to the east. I felt as though it were looking directly at me, and could not suppress a shiver of awe.

It was evening by the time we were urging our horses through the Wolf Gate, the way lit by the honey-coloured light of the fading sun and a dozen bonfire-sized braziers. Armoured guards in Imperial colours and wielding pikes watched from atop the wall, ambling amongst dozens of carriage-sized ballistae. Around us and ahead of us, hundreds of people of all colours and creeds and wearing all manner of outfits bustled – commonfolk, highborn, merchant princes and their retinues, senators in their formal white robes, Southern Plainsmen in their unfamiliar outfits and hairstylings, Neman monks and nuns, Templars, liveried soldiers, and every other type of person one could call to mind. Some were mounted like us; most were not. I had seen a handful of non-native Hauners in the wharf of Galen’s Vale, but here they were as common as Sovans. There was every shade of skin, every colour of hair, every form of dress – and all of them moved about like bees in a hive, the sense of purpose, of sheer . . . activity, overwhelming. I felt like a piece of debris adrift in the centre of a vast ocean, swirled by the human currents.

“I . . . I have never seen so many people in one place,” I said, a faltering attempt at conversation. None of my companions could hear me. The noise was incredible. Conversation filled the air, alongside the clop of horses’ hooves, the rattle and squeal of wagon wheels, the tramp of armoured boots, the shouts and cries of a thousand people.

“Stay close to me,” Vonvalt called over his shoulder as he pressed on through the crowds like the hull of a carrack barging through plates of ice.

Past the forbidding fortifications of the Wolf Gate was a large open space of well-worn flagstones, an unofficial continuation of the Baden road which bridged one of the three branches of the Sauber where the river split in the middle of the city, then ended in front of a gigantic building of Saxan gothick design which I would shortly learn housed the Royal Imperial Courts of Justice. To the left was the city’s main market, now closed for the day but still rife with bustle, whilst beyond it, nestled in the lee of the Estran Wall, was a vast, stinking tangle of buildings and warehouses that housed the city’s unsociable trades district – tanneries, iron foundries, butchers, and armourers.

To our right, the ground climbed up to form a natural plateau around a half-mile squared – with the fortified wall commensurately higher – the top of which was covered in ostentatious, palatial homes of stone, brick, and timber. This was the Summit of the Prefects, where the city’s wealthy upper and governing classes resided, and where Vonvalt himself had a relatively modest manor house and staff.

But we did not travel up the Summit’s broad, tree-lined street, itself gated and guarded. Instead, we carried on down the remains of the Baden High Way – for it was so called within the city walls – and made for the Creus Road which would take us to the Grand Lodge, home of the Order of the Magistratum.

“You mean to announce yourself to Master Kadlec?” Bressinger asked Vonvalt.

“Aye,” Vonvalt replied. I could see his ailment was troubling him again. His good humour, which had followed our encounter with the 16th Legion, seemed to be dissipating. The conversation with Kadlec promised to be a difficult one.

“Are you feeling all right?” I asked him quietly – but not too quietly, since the ambient noise was akin to standing next to a waterfall.

Vonvalt glanced over to me. “Nothing that a good night’s rest won’t rid me of,” he said.

We walked on, now beyond that wide-open space adjacent to the Wolf Gate and into a thicket of shops. Most of the northern quarter of the city seemed to be given over to trades, and the air above our heads was filled with such a tangle of signs that it was like walking through a forest. I was struck by the sheer quantity and diversity of wares on display. I could not help but pause and look through one shopfront of almost completely faultless plates of glass, to see beautiful, colourful dresses with cloth-of-gold inlay, scandalously plunging necklines, and slit thighs. They were modelled on polished wooden mannequins, and there was not a headdress in sight – still a fairly common styling in the provinces, especially for older women.

“Helena!” Bressinger called to me sharply, the gap between us widening rapidly.

I followed, but was soon distracted by another shopfront, this one filled with more dresses, and then another displaying rows of expensive leather shoes and boots, and a third filled to the rafters with riding breeches. The quality and craftsmanship was beyond compare. These goods were like nothing I had ever seen before. Even expensive clothes Vonvalt had bought me from the various merchant towns in Haunersheim and Tolsburg were nothing compared to these.

Looking through the windows, I was immediately reminded of my childhood in Muldau, shivering in the darkness, my feet in cold agony from trudging through drifts of snow in soaking shoes. Now before me were a hundred sets of fine leather galoshes, any one pair of which would have lasted me ten years or longer.

A strange sense of conflict overcame me. Part of me wanted to return to that simple, honest version of myself that I had been in Tolsburg; a much more rational part of me remembered how horrible that life had been, and how lucky I was now. But even though I could comfortably afford almost anything in these shops, for some reason it left me feeling little except resentment.

“Helena!” Bressinger called again. They were well ahead now, over the Baden Bridge and turning onto the Creus Road.

I hurried after them, ducking in and out of the evening shoppers, to catch up with them on the Creus Road.

“That’s the Philosophers’ Palace,” Vonvalt said as I reached him, pointing out a gigantic building rendered in the gothick Saxan style – buttressed, gargoyled, gloomy. It was not unlike the arena in the south-east, except it was covered over in a great copper dome and dedicated to one of the great Sovan civic pursuits: debate.

“What’s that one?” I asked, pointing to a circular building of white marble that was surrounded by a ring of flying buttresses, each one crowned with a statue of some important Sovan noble or gargoyle.

“That’s the Senate House,” Vonvalt said.

“And that one?” I pointed across the river to the east.

“That’s the Temple of Nema, and that’s the Temple of Savare – we shall be paying that a visit, fret you not – that’s the Temple of Creus and that’s the Grand Lodge,” Vonvalt said, picking out a sequence of imposing edifices. “Those are the Royal Courts and that is the Emperor’s Palace.”

The last two were directly in front of us, both impossible to take in in one go without craning my neck up to the cloudy, twilight sky.

“It is something to behold,” I murmured. I had pictured the city of Sova in my mind’s eye for years, since I was a small child. But I had never imagined it to be so . . . frightening. Overwhelming and awe-inspiring, of course, but also a place of such gloom, of such despondent, oppressive gothick architecture. It was like being in an enormous graveyard. Being amongst such great organs of state was wondrous but crushing, like the city was a sabaton pressed against my throat. The constant flow of people, too, did nothing to alleviate that sense of claustrophobia. My senses were being overloaded, and I could not get a grip on my emotions, vacillating as I was between giddiness, resentment, and fear.

“Aye, it is,” Vonvalt said, sighing again, then added, “Give it a month and you will be sick of the place.”

We rode on to the approach to the Grand Lodge. The footfall here was as heavy as mid-morning on market day in Galen’s Vale, except instead of commonfolk and merchants, here were clusters of lawmen in their formal court blouses and robes from a day at the Royal Imperial Courts, as well as so many Justices that there had to have been more in that half-acre of pavement than in the rest of the Empire. These were not, however, the roving Justices that I had become accustomed to, like Vonvalt or Lady August; rather these were jurists, Justices who had become too old or infirm to travel, or who had given up that aspect of the practice for another reason. Few did so voluntarily, for the roving Justices formed the Order’s core, and enjoyed the largest share of the organisation’s esteem.

The Grand Lodge, being the seat of the Order of the Magistratum, was another huge building that was mostly formed of a single square tower several hundred feet high that sat on a box-shaped construction of white stone, honeycombed with lodgings and legal chambers. At the top of the tower was a bell, and above that an Autun colossus, since one of the heads of the Autun represented the common law. The inscription “No one is above the law” in High Saxan was rendered in black iron on the edifice.

I felt a shiver run through me as I took in these imposing words, the colossus, and the Lodge itself. This was the centre of order in the Empire, a monument to the secular common law, and it was a humbling, frightening structure. It was as though it occupied two dimensions, the mortal plane, where it was a simple construction of stone, and the astral plane, where I imagined great arcs of corposant energy flickering and crackling away from it; where law was not just an abstract concept but a physical force, bludgeoning the citizens of the Empire into obedience and submission.

The feeling did not fade as we approached its fortress-like façade, but rather intensified. When taking into account his powers, his swordsmanship, and his authority, Vonvalt could be a frightening man; we were now about enter a building full of such people – and we were anticipating conflict, too. Kadlec was alleged to have been consorting with the Neman Church, giving away its powers for the sake of a quiet life. This had the potential to be a difficult – even violent – conversation.

We entered a small door set inside a much larger gate. For the first time I noticed the other Justices stop what they were doing and look at us – or rather, look at Vonvalt. I had never seen Vonvalt in this, his native environment, and I had no idea how his peers viewed him. But seeing these early reactions, it seemed like no small measure of deference, even awe.

“Sir Konrad is well respected within the Order,” I whispered to Bressinger.

“Sir Konrad is the foremost Justice in the Empire,” Bressinger replied quietly. “You are about to see just how much authority he truly enjoys.” It was with these portentous words that he passed into the Lodge’s atrium.

“The Hall of Justice,” Vonvalt said in wonderment, taking in the height of the tower. I had not imagined the huge boxy pillar of the Grand Lodge to be hollow, but it was. “It has been a long time since I have seen it.”

Bressinger grunted absently. It was easy to forget that Dubine, as Vonvalt’s long-serving taskman, had seen all of this already; that he was just as familiar with the wonders of Sova as Vonvalt was.

“This way,” Vonvalt said, and we all continued on across the chilly marble floor to the other end of the hall. Here began the many offices and chambers of the Lodge’s Justices.

“Who resides here, then?” Sir Radomir asked. “All Justices like yourself, Sir Konrad?”

“Tell him, Helena,” Vonvalt said. “See how much of my lessons you recall.”

“Every Justice has chambers here,” I said, performing a sort of skipping run to keep up with Vonvalt. “Travelling Justices like Sir Konrad are but one part of the Lodge. Those who no longer travel become jurists.”

“Bookmen,” Sir Radomir said, dismissive.

“If you like,” Vonvalt said.

“There will be the head clerk’s office here too. Clerks are responsible for maintaining the Law Library and recording the judgments of the travelling Justices.”

“More bookmen,” Sir Radomir said.

“I fear you are going to find the Magistratum a very dull place,” Vonvalt said.

If only that had been true.

“I think the Imperial Draughtsman resides here, too?” I said, now a little unsure.

“No,” Vonvalt said. “She is in the Palace.”

“What does she do?” Sir Radomir asked.

“She turns the Emperor and the Senate’s decrees into law,”

Vonvalt said.

“So, a scribe?”

Vonvalt let out a small, incredulous laugh, but did not reply. We moved briskly through that ancient warren of hot, woodpanelled corridors that put me in mind of the labyrinthine tunnels of the kloster in Galen’s Vale. There was ostentation here, as one would expect of a wealthy, august legal practice, with busts and gilt-framed oil paintings crowding for space.

“Some of these people wear different robes,” Sir Radomir remarked with a hint of distaste as he looked through what open doors there were. The sheriff seemed to share Bressinger’s disdain for authority, which was ironic given that both of them enjoyed a great deal of it.

“The lay wardenship resides here too – the Sovan judiciary. Not every lawkeeper is a Justice; in fact, the reverse is true,” Vonvalt said. “Crown prosecutors, too, are lay lawkeepers. You will see plenty of them about, here, though there are those who maintain private practices like the defenders.”

“And they do not live here?”

“The defenders?”

“Aye.”

“No. There is a legal district in Sova where you’ll find them. It used to be just Zobryv Gardens, but there is a whole precinct now.”

Vonvalt took us to the rear of the building. Here a second hall opened up. Opposite, flanked by two enormous windows that looked out east across Sova to where the Imperial Palace reared into the sky, was a large staircase which split into two and doubled back on itself twice to a mezzanine. We surmounted the stairs and then went back through another, shorter corridor. Ahead of us was a large door, bracketed by two marble pillars and crowned by the Sovan device.

Vonvalt walked straight up to the door and rapped sharply on it. “Nathan. It’s Konrad.”

We waited for a few seconds. Anticipation gnawed at me. All manner of scenarios played out in my head.

“Enter!”

We went through. Inside was a large chamber which looked out across the city of Sova. At the far end was a huge desk of polished dark wood, and behind it, sitting in a large, throne-like chair, was the Master of the Magistratum, Nathaniel Kadlec.

“By Nema, Konrad,” Kadlec said, standing. A smile split his wizened face. He was a stooped old man, squat and powerfully built, but sagging under the weight of his age, responsibility – and treason. He wore the black robes of a lawman; but expensive ermine linings, ruby-encrusted rings around his fat fingers, and the silver medallion he wore – a displayed codex overlying the Autun rampant – marked him out as a high lord and the Lord Prefect.

It was not what I – or any of us – had been expecting. I thought Kadlec would look cowed, nervous – frightened, even – not this picture of avuncular pleasure.

What surprised me even more was Vonvalt’s behaviour. He also smiled and walked forward to embrace his master and former mentor.

“Nema,” Kadlec said, clapping Vonvalt on the back roughly. “You smell like a horse. Still riding that destrier? What did you call it, Vincento?”

“The very same,” Vonvalt said, turning and gesturing to the three of us by way of introduction.

“Dubine Bressinger, as I live and breathe,” Kadlec said. “How are you, son?”

Bressinger bowed a little stiffly. “I am well, Master. Well enough.”

“I do not know this man. Who are you, sir?”

“I am Sir Radomir Dragić,” he said, also a little uncomfortable. It was frustrating that he and Bressinger did not get on better. They were so alike in many ways.

“Sir Radomir is the former sheriff of Galen’s Vale, and is now one of my retainers.”

“Ah. Of course,” Kadlec said, with the first hint of discomfort. It quickly passed. “And you must be Helena,” Kadlec said, his eyes resting on me.

I felt my nerves jangle. “How—?”

“You did not think Sir Konrad could take on an apprentice – and pay one from the Magistratum’s coffers! – without me knowing about it, did you?” He spoke with a twinkle in his eye, and I found myself completely disarmed by his manner. This was not the difficult confrontation I had anticipated.

Kadlec bade us all sit, and he called on a servant for drinks.

“Well, Konrad. You have been gone from us for well in excess of two years now. I heard of your misfortune in the Southmark,” he said, his eyes flickering over to Sir Radomir. “And I heard of the murder of Resi. A despicable business, and a sign of the times, I am afraid.”

Now Vonvalt’s composure fractured slightly. “Despicable is the right word for it,” he said. I glanced over at him, expecting him to clarify that Justice August was – in a technical sense – still alive, at least in body, and being taken care of in the Galen’s Vale hospice. But he did not.

“Resi warned me that the Order was in trouble. Political trouble,” Vonvalt clarified. “I have heard many rumours.” He paused. It was odd; in spite of the difference in their age and experience, it already felt as though Vonvalt were the master. “A great deal has concerned me, though I am sure there is little enough behind it,” he added with a smile of affected warmth.

Kadlec was about to reply but took advantage of the drinks arriving to gather his thoughts. I myself accepted a goblet of wine, which I drank a little too quickly.

“Yes, well,” Kadlec said. “Life in the capital has been rather thorny this past year or so.”

“Oh?”

Kadlec nodded. I wondered what his powers were. Vonvalt had said he was an accomplished necromancer, and he would be able to wield the Emperor’s Voice like all Justices. Was there a third string to his bow?

“You have no doubt heard that the Senate and Neman Church are arrayed against us?”

“You forget I hanged Margrave Westenholtz,” Vonvalt remarked.

Kadlec chuckled darkly. “Oh I know,” he said. He gestured expansively. “The whole city knows of that. The Mlyanars have been exercising themselves into a fury. They have been making life very difficult for us. And this alliance with the Templars is only emboldening them.”

“I have spoken with a senatorial colleague. He painted a fairly . . . disquieting picture of the Order. It seems less impartial than when I was last in the city.”

Kadlec looked at Vonvalt. Both men were dancing around the issue, trying to be civil in the same way lawmen in the courtroom tried to be professionally courteous to one another.

“Who was the senator?” Kadlec asked, slightly more sharply than I expect he’d intended.

“It matters not. I trust his judgement.”

There was another pause.

“We have had problems, aye,” Kadlec said. His gregariousness had evaporated. “It was the clerks who noticed it first. Inconsistencies in judgments. Undue leniency being granted to Mlyanars, or associates of the Mlyanars – especially in Haunersheim. The Emperor has been taxing lords to fund the eastward expansion of the Legions across the Kova, but you know as well as I do that that is a military endeavour which has failed. Many in the provinces who took the Highmark expected their fortunes and holdings to increase, not to throw away what remaining coin they had on further subjugation. The situation has left a dearth of loyalty in the Imperial hinterlands, and predatory men are being quick to capitalise on it.”

“So, what?” Vonvalt asked. “They have decided to spend their money on the Savaran Templars instead? That is not exactly a cheap venture.”

“No, pay attention,” Kadlec chided. “Many lords across the Empire have stopped paying Imperial taxes. Stopped altogether. That money is funding the Templars in lieu, not as well as the Legions. They are organising a force on the Frontier – you must know this.”

“I do know this. At least, the broad strokes. And the Nemans are getting involved because they want the Draedist arcana back.”

Again, a flash of anxiousness past over Kadlec’s face. “The Mlyanars have realised that being bold has paid off. Before the invasion of the Kova Confederation, the Emperor was untouchable. Now he is pissing away his Legions and his enemies grow in strength every day. The Neman Church has seen the success of the Mlyanars and they want a piece of the action for themselves. An opportunity has arisen for them to secure their own political objectives: as you say, the repatriation of the Draedist arcana.”

Vonvalt sat back and clasped his hands in front of him. “These matters could not have come to pass without the enablement of the Magistratum.”

Kadlec sighed. He did not seem to grasp that he himself was under suspicion.

“There are Justices who are helping them, I am sure of it, but you must remember, Konrad, that we are not the foremost lawkeepers in the Empire any more. Lay lawmen outstrip us ten to one. And it is much easier to bribe and control lay lawkeepers and wardens in provincial courthouses than a Justice. The Empire has expanded too quickly. The ranks of the Magistratum have not kept pace.”

“Who are the Justices who are helping them?”

“I do not know of any individuals. But you know we are not above factionalism,” Kadlec said. “The Cyrillians have always been funny about the canon law.”

Vonvalt despised factionalism, but for all he liked to pretend otherwise, he knew it existed. The Cyrillians were a group of Justices within the Order who believed, in spite of everything they had been taught, that the Natural Law – the idea that certain moral absolutes existed irrespective of man-made rules and ethics, and which formed the bedrock of the common law – itself derived from the will of Nema. I recalled Senator Jansen telling us in Haunersheim that he had heard rumours of Justices recusing themselves from cases, or giving precedence to the canon law. Now the Master of the Magistratum himself was confirming it. The Order was eating itself from the inside out.

“You think they have been assisting the Neman Church?”

“I am certain of it. They treat with patrias and matrias here in the capital. They attend temple. They convene with the Mlyanars. I have even heard rumours that they have been assisting our enemies, training them to withstand the Emperor’s Voice, passing them the secrets of the Order.”

There was a long pause. This was the nub of it. This was what Justice August had warned us about. What Senator Jansen had warned us about. The information was the same, we were just hearing a different slant on it. With so many vested interests, it was becoming increasingly difficult to know who to believe.

“The rumour I have heard, Master,” Vonvalt said carefully, “was that you were responsible for this . . . double-dealing. Personally.”

To our surprise, Kadlec did not seem particularly bothered by this revelation. “Of course that is what you heard! That is what our enemies want people to believe. And they have been very successful in spreading it about. It has certainly driven a wedge between the Magistratum and the Emperor – which was always the point. I have been trying to counteract the disinformation, but we are losing power, Konrad.” He nodded to the door. “Our best and brightest are out there, keeping the peace, enforcing the law. You yourself have not been here for over two years. And we are speakers of the truth. We deal in intellectual rigour, balance, fairness. Our enemies speak mistruths gleefully, even in the most sacrosanct of situations. They lie in the Senate. Words mean nothing to them. And it is working. The commonfolk believe it. Kasivar, the Emperor believes it.” Kadlec took a long draw of wine. “Thank Nema you are back, Konrad. You have always been a favourite of the Emperor. With you here, we can put matters straight.”

Vonvalt smiled, but I could see the insincerity behind it.

“That rogue Justices have been trading away the Draedist arcana is not simply a rumour, Nathan. You have heard of Patria Claver.”

“Yes,” Kadlec said, quickly and without emotion.

“He was able to seize me using nothing but his mind.”

“Seize you? How?”

I watched the Master of the Magistratum carefully. He seemed truly surprised, but that did not mean anything in itself. Emotions could be convincingly faked.

“In precisely the manner I have said. As though he were holding me, using only his mind. I could not move nor speak. He was able to maintain the power for only a short time, but that he had it at all is . . . problematic.”

“I have no idea how he could have gained access to such power,” Kadlec said, turning to look out the window behind him. “Nema,” he added quietly.

“You and I know, of course, that the Magistratum sits upon a vast corpus of magick. Much of it has not been used for centuries; more still will never see the light of day again. We are custodians of those powers, and there is only one known source – the Master’s Vaults in the Law Library.”

“Are you seeking to lecture me, Konrad?” Kadlec asked, his tone suddenly sharpening.

“Nathan, I am trying to tell you how this appears,” Vonvalt said earnestly. “If there has been some misunderstanding, some miscommunication, then I will do everything in my power to assist you in rebuilding the Order’s standing. But if there is even a grain of truth as to your involvement in this . . . ”

Kadlec sighed wearily, as though he had not just been threatened. “I am afraid I am not going to be able to give you the answers you seek,” he said.

Vonvalt frowned, wrong-footed. “What do you mean?”

“I fear I am rather losing my grip on the Order and its machinations. The powers arrayed against us are tenacious and malign. It is taking its toll on me. I do not seek to underplay the significance of these developments, to the contrary. But I fear I have become a foolish old man, ignorant of matters taking place around me. But if what you say is true—”

“It is.”

“—then we are in deeper waters than I realised.”

Vonvalt mulled this over for a while.

“Nothing is missing from the Master’s Vaults?”

“How could it be?” Kadlec snapped, the first real slip of the mask. “I am the only one with access.”

Vonvalt sighed, and then feigned another smile. Clearly, the problem was not going to be solved that evening. “Well, we shall put matters to rights soon.”

“I hope so,” was all Kadlec said.
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