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I was surprised when Captain Jarn Theffig of the Vothan Riders came to see Tunk and me at the Madwitch Inn, where we had been staying during our time in Skunnik. Jarn, second in command of the Skunnik constabulary, didn’t care much for defense advocates like me. Truth be told, I didn’t care much for members of constabularies—or prosecutors, judges, or sheriffs, come to that—but I respected Jarn, who was dedicated and honest.

The four of us were sitting at a back corner table in the Madwitch’s common room enjoying a breakfast of honey-topped flauns, salted stringfish, and strong tea. Four of us because the sorceress Astil was there as well, seated across from Jarn. She owns the Madwitch Inn and is a special friend of the captain’s. A former criminal with a supernatural ability to track and find people, Astil was coerced into helping him with an investigation a few years back. She must have enjoyed it because she never returned to lawbreaking and still helps Jarn on occasion. She has also aided Tunk and me with some of our legal cases. Whenever an adventure or intrigue is afoot in or around Skunnik, you’ll usually find Astil in the middle of it.

Halfway through the meal, Jarn cleared his throat and looked at me.

“You must be wondering why I came to see you.”

I nodded. “I confess you’ve sparked my curiosity.”

“I know you believe I don’t like you, but I’ve learned that defense advocates—good ones like you, anyway—have their proper role to play in the quest for justice.”

“Thank you. I’ve come to understand—thanks to you and Bleuek and Commander Lahgoh and your other partners—that there are honest constabularies to be found.”

Astil rolled her eyes so far back I thought they might spin all the way around and reappear from under her lower eyelids. “I’m glad we got that out of the way,” she said. “For a moment, I was in danger of breaking down weeping. Now, Jarn, out with it. What’s going on?”

Jarn took a breath and began. “One of my cousins—his name is Zhev Theffig—is in some legal trouble in Brythyn.”

That got my attention. “What kind of legal trouble?”

“He’s accused of murdering a wine factor named Artho Bonjjer. He’s being held in the jail in Sporro.”

“What’s the evidence against him?”

“I don’t know much, only that he’s innocent. Zhev wouldn’t hurt a flea. And I can pay. I’ve collected money from his father—my brother—as well as others in my family. Will you help?”

Of course, I’d help. Defending those in legal trouble was my reason for being.

“I’ll do it,” I said.

Jarn let out a breath. “When can we leave?”

I looked at Tunk, my young protector and partner. “What do you think?”

Tunk shrugged. “Today. Now. No point wasting time.”

I looked at Jarn. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Jarn smiled for the first time since we’d gathered at the table. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

“I’m coming, too,” Astil said. Of course she did.

* * *
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We left soon after breakfast. Astil had her cook supply loaves of dark bread, a wheel of hard cheese cut into quarters, and a sack of the dried and salted stringfish we’d enjoyed at breakfast. Those were for the road. We would stay and eat at fine inns along the way, all paid for by Astil—the wealthiest woman in the known world. As much as she loved gold, she was generous with her wealth, at least to her friends. Tunk and I were lucky to be counted among her friends.

Jarn told us more about his cousin Zhev. Not yet twenty, the youngest of three sons, Zhev was a good lad but too trusting. He was a strong, strapping fellow, according to Jarn, who compared him to Tunk, one of the largest and strongest men I’ve ever encountered. Tunk has saved my life on more than one occasion, once or twice by his mere presence. Few men cared to pick a fight with Tunk or with me when Tunk was nearby. Though a man of few words, Tunk is smart, smarter than many advocates and most judges and prosecutors. He’d make a fine defense advocate himself, but unlike me, he has no desire to wage legal battle in a courtroom in front of judge, jury, and spectators. He’s too reserved for that.

But back to Zhev. As the youngest of three brothers, there wasn’t much for him to do in the family leather shop in Rualgar, the Vothan capital. So, as with many young Voths, he lit out for other realms, thinking he’d spend a year or so seeing the known world. Then he would return to Rualgar and join the Vothan Riders, the Voths’ cavalry. The Vothan Riders, including Jarn Theffig, also served as the constabulary in the city of Skunnik.

According to Jarn, Zhev got only as far as Sporro, a town in Brythyn, the realm that lies just north of the territory once known as the Acrinite Realm. The Acrinite Realm is now controlled by the Voths.

In Sporro, Zhev met a woman—how many stories begin like that? The woman, named Onya Bonjjer, was the wife of a wine factor named Artho Bonjjer. They lived in a house on the edge of Sporro. The wine factor was assumed to be traveling on business, which he often did, until his dead body was discovered in a shallow grave in a wooded area behind the Bonjjer house. The local constable found Zhev with a shovel in his hands standing over the shallow grave and the dead body, while Onya, bound by rope to a nearby tree, looked on, screaming.

The case didn’t sound promising, but I didn’t say so to Jarn. I believed him when he said Zhev wouldn’t hurt a flea, but I had defended more than a few upstanding young men whose tempers or passions had gotten the better of them in the heat of a moment. I even won two or three of their trials. I didn’t want to think about how many I’d lost.

* * *
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It took four days of steady riding to reach Sporro. Good weather accompanied us, cool but pleasant in the mornings, agreeably warm in the afternoons, with friendly white clouds huddled against a blue sky. On the way, we stayed in fine inns and ate delicious meals. I enjoyed the trip, but until I learned more about the evidence against Zhev, I couldn’t create my “story” of the case. 

My story of the case must align with the facts of the case. It’s supposed to be everyone’s duty to present the facts—the truths and realities pertaining to the matter at hand. Facts, however, can be bendy. Nevertheless, I must present a plausible story that explains them. The prosecutor would offer a different story to explain the same facts. But both stories would be, or should be, based on the same evidence. A point in my favor is that prosecutors have the burden of proving to a jury that the accused is guilty. My job is to create doubt in the minds of the jurors.

When we reached Sporro, we found a modest but clean inn, the Golden Hawk, and took rooms. Jarn, Tunk, and I shared a room, and Astil took the best one for herself. Though we didn’t know how long we’d be in Sporro, Astil paid for fifteen days, letting the innkeeper know we might stay longer. She flirted with the man, whose name was Bennsin, so aggressively that I believe he would have let her stay without charge for the rest of her life.

Then Jarn and I headed for the sheriff’s office, located in the town hall, and Tunk and Astil headed for a nearby tavern to glean gossip. 

Tunk is a master at collecting information from local citizens. People are naturally drawn to him, and he’s a patient listener. He can hold his own in a conversation but doesn’t crave attention. Folks share information with him that they wouldn’t share with the likes of me. It’s uncanny. Most gossip is, of course, useless, but Tunk sometimes uncovers a nugget of factual gold.

As for Astil, people are often drawn to her as well. She’s strikingly beautiful, with dark hair that’s shorter than customary—the better to ride and fight, she says—angular features, a tall stature, and trim figure. She has an aura of mystery and intrigue that fascinates people without even knowing why. For some, however, that aura of mystery and intrigue includes a hint of danger, even threat. I would have enjoyed seeing her and Tunk together in gossip-gleaning action.

The weather had turned a bit, with dark clouds obscuring the sun, cooler air, and the scent of coming rain. The town hall, on the west side of the town square, is a rectangular building made of red brick, around 45 yards by 55 yards, with an inner courtyard. Each wing has a deep cellar supported by huge stone columns, and the sheriff’s office was in a corner of the north wing’s cellar. 

We explained our business to the sheriff, a short, thin man named Jace Weston. Jace was not happy to see Jarn, who wore his Vothan Rider uniform of leather and brass. He wasn’t happy to see me, either, but I smiled and nodded and treated the arrogant little drudge with undeserved politeness and deference, trying not to grind my teeth. After asking us a number of stupid questions, Jace told a deputy to take us to Zhev’s cell.

It was like a hundred other cells I’ve seen—and occasionally occupied. Stone walls, no windows, thick iron bars in front, a door with the same iron bars, a narrow cot. It was not as bad as a typical dungeon cell, a bit better than many local lockups. 

Zhev was, indeed, around Tunk’s size, tall and well built, no doubt strong. He had dark hair, like Jarn, but an open face, despite its sorrowful expression. The lad was happy to see Jarn, who introduced us and explained why we had come. Zhev pulled his cot closer to the front of the cell and sat. I had questions.

“Tell us what happened the night you were arrested.”

Zhev took a deep breath and began. “Earlier on that day, Onya—Mistress Bonjjer, I mean—came to the little gardening shed behind their house—that’s where I’d been staying—and asked if I might do her a favor.”

He hesitated, frowning and looking at me as if I might judge him for being asked a favor by a married woman.

“Go on,” I said. “What was the favor?”

“She told me she had some gold coins from before she was married. They were in a box. She said she’d buried them in a little clearing in the woods behind the house. Said she wanted to have something of her own. For fear that ... for fear that ...”

“For fear that her husband might turn her out one day?” I asked.

Zhev nodded. 

“What was the favor?”

“She wanted me to dig up the box the gold coins were in, just to make sure it was still there.”

“Did she say what she’d do if the box was gone?”

“Said if it was gone, she’d take whatever she could manage that was valuable and travel to Rynland. She, ah, she hinted that I might go with her.”

His innocent face reddened.

“What did you say to that?”

“I said, ‘But you’re married. You have a husband.’ She told me that if he had stolen her gold, he was no husband of hers. But I didn’t think that was right. She looked disappointed, but she still wanted me to look for her box of gold coins. I didn’t want to disappoint her—I know that was stupid—so I agreed to dig up the box, if it was still there.”

“Go on.”

Zhev looked miserable, but he cleared his throat and continued. “The place where she wanted me to dig, where the tree line behind the house curves inward like a bay, looked as if it had been recently dug up. I thought she hid her gold years before, but then I figured she must’ve only just done it.”

“Did you think she had buried the gold herself?” Jarn asked.

Zhev shrugged. “I wondered about that, too. If she had buried the box, why did she need me? I began to get a bad feeling, but I had promised her the favor, and so I continued
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