



[image: Cover Image]





THE BRAVE FREE MEN


Jack Vance


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Chapter I


In a chamber high under the dormers of Fontenay’s Inn, Etzwane stirred on his couch. He had slept but little. Presently he arose and went to the window, where the stars had paled on the violet dawn. The far slopes of the Ushkadel showed only the occasional green sparkle of a street-lamp; the Aesthete palaces were dark.


In one of these palaces, thought Etzwane, the Faceless Man had slept no better than himself.


He turned away from the window and went to the wash-stand. A carbon-fume mirror gave back his image, a face altered both by the gloom of dawn and the umbral quality of the mirror. Etzwane peered close. This unreal, somewhat menacing, person might well be himself most truly: the face sardonic, drooping of mouth, hollow of cheek; the skin sallow with a leaden sheen; the eyes dark holes, punctuated by a pair of glittering reflections. He thought: here stands Gastel Etzwane, first Chilite Pure Boy, then Pink-Black-Azure-Deep Greener, now a man of enormous power. He spoke to the image: “Today is a day of important events; Gastel Etzwane must not allow himself to be killed.” The image gave back no reassurance.


He dressed and went down to the street. At a booth on the riverbank he ate fried fish and bread and considered his prospects for the day.


In broad essence his job was simple. He must go to Sershan Palace and there compel Sajarano, the Anome of Shant, to do his bidding. If Sajarano demurred, Etzwane need merely press a button to explode his head, for now Sajarano wore a torc and Etzwane did not. It was work of stark and brutal simplicity—unless Sajarano divined his solitary condition, his lack of ally or confederate, in which case his situation became precarious.


With his breakfast finished there was nothing to deter him; he set forth up Galias Avenue. Sajarano, he reflected, would desperately be seeking to escape from his intolerable predicament. Etzwane asked himself: what, in Sajarano’s place, would be his own response? Flight? Etzwane stopped short. Here was a contingency he had not considered. From his pouch he brought the pulse-emitter, once Sajarano’s basic tool of law-enforcement. Etzwane encoded the colors of Sajarano’s torc. The yellow button would now—if necessary—detonate the torc, thereby removing Sajarano’s head. Etzwane pushed the red ‘Seek’ button. The box hummed, the sound fluctuating with change of direction. At maximum the box pointed toward Sershan Palace. Etzwane proceeded, more thoughtful than ever. Sajarano had not taken to flight. He might have evolved a strategy more active.


Galias Avenue terminated at the Marmione Plaza where a fountain of milk-white water played over artifacts of purple glass; the Koronakhe Steps opposite, constructed by King Caspar Pandamon, rose toward the terraces of the Ushkadel. At the Middle Way Etzwane left the steps and proceeded eastward, around the sweep of the Ushkadel. The prismatic Palace Xhiallinen rose above him; here lived Jurjin, the Faceless Man’s ‘Benevolence’. Among a dozen other mysteries, this: why had Sajarano selected so conspicuously beautiful a girl for his deputy?… The mystery, in this case, might be more apparent than real, so Etzwane speculated. The Anome, like any man, could suffer the pangs of love. Jurjin of Xhiallinen perhaps had reacted coolly to the attentions of Sajarano, who was neither handsome, dashing nor distinguished. Perhaps she wondered when the Faceless Man had ordered her into his service, and had commanded her to take no lovers. In due course the Faceless Man might have ordered her to look kindly upon Sajarano. So Etzwane conjectured…He came to the Palace Sershan, neither more nor less splendid than any of the others. Etzwane halted, to review all circumstances. The next half-hour would determine the future of Shant; each minute carried more weight than all the days of a normal man’s life. He looked up and down the façade of Sershan Palace. Columns of crystal, more lucid and transparent than air itself, fractured the beams of the triple suns; the violet and green domes beyond sheltered chambers where sixty Sershan generations had lived, celebrated their festivals, and died.


Etzwane trudged forward. He crossed the loggia, approached the portico, and here he paused. Six doors of inch-thick glass, each fifteen feet high, barred his way. No light or movement appeared within. Etzwane hesitated, uncertain how to proceed. He began to feel foolish, hence angry. He rapped on the glass. His bare knuckles made little noise; he pounded with his fist. He saw movement within; a moment later a man came around the side of the palace. It was Sajarano himself.


“These are ceremonial doors,” said Sajarano in a mild voice. “We seldom open them; would you come this way?”


In glum silence Etzwane followed Sajarano to a side entrance. Sajarano motioned him within. Etzwane halted and searched Sajarano’s face, to which Sajarano returned a faint smile, as if he found Etzwane’s wariness amusing. With his hand on the yellow button Etzwane entered the palace.


“I have been expecting you,” said Sajarano. “Have you breakfasted? Perhaps you’ll take a cup of tea. Shall we go up to the morning room?”


He led the way to a sunny chamber with a floor of green and white jade tiles. The wall to the left was shrouded in dark green vines; the wall to the right was clear white alabaster. Sajarano motioned Etzwane to a wicker chair beside a wicker table, then at a sideboard served himself a few morsels of food and poured tea into a pair of silver-wood cups.


Etzwane carefully seated himself; Sajarano took the chair opposite, his back to the ceiling-high windows. Etzwane studied him with somber calculation and Sajarano once again gave back his faint smile. Sajarano was not an imposing man physically; his features were small; under a broad high forehead his nose and mouth seemed almost immature; his chin was a nubbin. The Anome of popular conception was vastly different from this mild, reasonable man.


Sajarano sipped his tea. Best to take the initiative, thought Etzwane; he spoke in a careful monotone: “As I previously mentioned, I represent that segment of the public which is seriously concerned in regard to the Roguskhoi. We believe that if decisive steps are not taken, in five years there will be no more Shant—only a great horde of Roguskhoi. As the Anome it is your duty to destroy these creatures; such is the trust the people of Shant repose in you.”


Sajarano nodded without emphasis, and sipped his tea. Etzwane left his cup untouched. “These considerations,” Etzwane continued, “forced my friends and myself to extreme lengths, as you know.”


Sajarano nodded once more: a kindly reassuring nod. “These friends: who are they?”


“Certain persons who are shocked by the acts of the Roguskhoi.”


“I see. And your position: you are the leader?”


“I?” Etzwane gave an incredulous laugh. “By no means.”


Sajarano frowned. “Would it be fair to assume that the others of your group are known personally to me?”


“It is a matter which really has no bearing on the issue,” said Etzwane.


“Perhaps not, except that I like to know with whom I am dealing.”


“You need deal with no one; you need only muster an army and drive the Roguskhoi back into Palasedra.”


“You make it sound so simple,” said Sajarano. “A further question: Jurjin of Xhiallinen spoke of a certain Ifness, who demonstrated remarkable abilities. I confess to curiosity regarding this Ifness.”


“Ifness is a remarkable man indeed,” said Etzwane. “As to the Roguskhoi: what do you propose to do?”


Sajarano ate a slice of fruit. “I have considered the matter carefully, to this effect. The Anome is what he is only because he controls the lives of all the people of Shant but is himself exempt from such control. This is the definition of the Anome. It no longer defines me; I wear a torc. I can take no responsibility for acts or policies not my own. In short I propose to do nothing.”


“Nothing whatever? What of your normal duties?”


“I resign them all to you and your group. You wield the power; you must bear the burdens.” Sajarano laughed at Etzwane’s glum expression. “Why should I go into a hysteria of effort over policies whose wisdom I doubt? What nonsense this would be!”


“Am I to understand that you no longer consider yourself Anome?”


“That is correct. The Anome must work anonymously. I can no longer do this. You, Jurjin of Xhiallinen, others in your group know my identity. I am no longer effective.”


“Then who is to be Anome?”


Sajarano shrugged. “You, your friend Ifness, another member of your group. You control the power, you must accept the responsibility.”


Etzwane frowned. Here was a contingency for which he had not prepared. Obduracy, threats, scorn, anger: yes. Supine relinquishment: no. It was too easy. Etzwane became wary. Sajarano’s subtlety far exceeded his own. He asked cautiously, “You will cooperate with us?”


“I will obey your orders, certainly.”


“Very well. First, a state of national emergency is to be proclaimed. We will identify the danger, then make it clear that an effort of major proportions must be made.”


Sajarano made a polite sound. “So much is easy. Remember, however, that the population of Shant is over thirty million souls; to cry emergency to so many is a serious affair.”


“Agreed; no dispute here whatever. Second, women must be evacuated from all areas adjacent to the Wildlands.”


Sajarano gave him a look of polite bewilderment. “Evacuated to where?”


“To the coastal cantons.”


Sajarano pursed his small mouth. “It is not all so simple. Where will they live? Will their children accompany them? What of their homes, their ordinary duties? The cantons affected would number twenty or thirty. That is a large number of women.”


“Which is precisely why we want them moved,” said Etzwane. “That number of women impregnated by Roguskhoi means a vast horde of Roguskhoi!”


Sajarano shrugged. “What of the other difficulties I mentioned? They are real.”


“Administrative detail,” said Etzwane.


“To be handled by whom? Me? You? Your group?” Sajarano’s tone had become patronizing. “You must think in terms of practicalities.”


His strategy becomes clear, thought Etzwane. He will not oppose, but he will not help, and will do all in his power to induce indecision.


“Thirdly,” said Etzwane, “the Anome, by executive order, must call into being a national militia.”


Etzwane politely waited for Sajarano’s objections; Sajarano did not disappoint him. “I regret the role of the carper, the defeatist; nevertheless I must point out that it is one matter to issue fiats; it is quite another to implement them. I doubt if you realize the full complexity of Shant. There are sixty-two cantons with nothing in common but language.”


“Not to mention music and color-lore*. Additionally every citizen of Shant, with the seeming exception of yourself, hates and fears the Roguskhoi. The cantons are more united than you think.”


Sajarano gave his little finger an annoyed jerk. “Let me recite the difficulties; perhaps then you will understand why I have drawn back from an intolerable confusion. To integrate sixty-two distinct militias, with sixty-two versions of life itself, is a stupendous task. An experienced staff is necessary. There is only myself and my single Benevolence—a girl.”


“Since you consider my proposals inept,” said Etzwane, “what were your own plans?”


“I have learned,” said Sajarano, “that not every problem requires a solution. Many apparently urgent dilemmas dwindle and disappear if ignored… Will you drink more tea?”


Etzwane, who had drunk no tea, signaled in the negative.


Sajarano leaned back in his chair. He spoke in a reflective voice: “The army you propose is impractical for yet another reason—perhaps the most cogent of all. It would be futile.”


“Why do you say that?”


“It is really obvious. When any problem must be solved, when some irksome duty must be performed, it is referred to the Faceless Man. When folk complain of the Roguskhoi—have you heard them?—they always call on the Faceless Man to act! As if the Anome need only issue an ordinance to abate all and any nuisances! He has maintained peace for two thousand years, but it is the peace of a father upon a household of children.”


Etzwane was silent for a period. Sajarano watched him with peculiar intensity. His gaze dropped to Etzwane’s cup of tea. An idle thought drifted into Etzwane’s head, which he rejected; certainly Sajarano would not attempt to poison him.


Etzwane said, “Your opinions are interesting, but they argue only for passivity. My group insists that definite steps be taken: first, a declaration of national emergency; second, women must be evacuated from regions surrounding the Hwan; third, each canton must mobilize and train a militia; fourth, you must designate me as your First Aide, with all the authority you yourself command. If you are finished with your breakfast, we will issue these proclamations now.”


“What if I refuse?”


Etzwane brought out the metal box. “I will take your head.”


Sajarano nibbled at a wafer. “Your arguments are convincing.” He sipped his tea and indicated Etzwane’s cup. “Have you tasted it? I grow it at my own plantation.”


Etzwane pushed his cup across the table. “Drink it.”


Sajarano raised his eyebrows. “But I have my own cup.”


“Drink it,” said Etzwane in a harsh voice. “Otherwise I will believe that you have tried to drug me.”


“Would I attempt so banal a ploy?” demanded Sajarano in a brassy voice.


“If you believed that I would discount such a trick as banal, then it becomes subtle. You can refute me by drinking.”


“I refuse to be hectored!” spat Sajarano. He tapped his finger on the table. From the corner of his eye Etzwane saw the dark green ivy tremble; he glimpsed a glinting trifle and jerked back. From his sleeve he brought the wide-effect tube he had taken from Sajarano and pointed it at the ivy. Sajarano emitted a terrible screech; Etzwane pushed the button. From behind the ivy sounded an explosion. Sajarano sprang across the table at Etzwane. “Murderer, murderer! Oh, the horror, the murder, the blood of my dear one!”


Etzwane struck Sajarano with his fist; Sajarano fell to the rug and lay moaning. From under the ivy a red puddle began to well out across the jade.


Etzwane fought to control his stomach. His mind twisted and reeled. He kicked Sajarano, who looked up with a yellow face and a wet mouth. “Get up!” cried Etzwane hoarsely. “If Jurjin is dead, the fault is yours; you are her murderer! You are my mother’s murderer as well; if you had controlled the Roguskhoi long ago, there would not be this trouble!” He kicked Sajarano again. “Get up! Or I take your head in the bargain!”


Sajarano uttered a sob and staggered to his feet.


“So you instructed Jurjin to stand behind the ivy and kill me at your signal!” said Etzwane grimly.


“No, no! She carried an ampule gun, to drug you.”


“You are insane! Can you imagine I would not have taken your head? And the tea—poisoned?”


“A soporific.”


“What purpose does drugging me serve? Answer!”


Sajarano only shook his head. He had totally lost his poise; he pounded his forehead as if to subdue his thoughts.


Etzwane shook his shoulder. “What do you gain by drugging me? My friends would kill you!”


Sajarano mumbled, “I act as my inner soul dictates.”


“From now on I am your inner soul! Take me to your office. I must learn how to communicate with the Discriminators* and the cantonal governments.”


Sajarano, round shoulders slumping, led the way through his private study to a locked door. He touched code-keys, the door opened; they climbed a spiral staircase to a chamber overlooking all Garwiy.


A bench along the far wall supported a number of glass boxes. Sajarano made a vague gesture. “This is radio equipment. It sends a narrow beam to a relay station on top the Ushkadel, and cannot be tracked. I press this button to transmit messages to the Office of Proclamations; by this, to the Chief Discriminator; by this, to the Hall of Cantons; by this, to the Office of Petitions. My voice is disguised by a filtering device.”


“What if I were to speak?” asked Etzwane. “Would anyone know the difference?”


Sajarano winced. His eyes were dull with pain. “No one would know. Do you plan to become Anome?”


“I have no such inclination,” said Etzwane.


“In effect this is the case. I refuse all further responsibility.”


“How do you answer the petitions?”


“This was Garstang’s job. I regularly checked his decisions on the display board. Occasionally he found it necessary to consult; not often.”


“When you use the radio, what is your routine? What do you say?”


“It is very simple. I say: ‘The Anome instructs that such an act be accomplished.’ That is the end of it.”


“Very good. Call now the Office of Proclamations, and all the rest. This is what you must say:




‘In response to the depredations of the Roguskhoi I proclaim a state of emergency. Shant must now mobilize its strength against these creatures and destroy them.’”





Sajarano shook his head. “I cannot say that; you must do so yourself.” He seemed disoriented. His hands twitched; his eyes jerked from side to side, his skin showed an ugly yellowish tint.


“Why can’t you say it?” asked Etzwane.


“It is contrary to my inner soul. I cannot participate in your venture. It means chaos!”


“If we don’t destroy the Roguskhoi it means no more Shant, which is worse,” Etzwane said. “Show me how to use the radio.”


Sajarano’s mouth trembled; for a moment Etzwane thought that he would refuse. Then he said, “Push that switch. Turn the green knob until the green light glows. Push the button of the agency you choose to call. Press the purple button, to signal the monitor. When the purple light flashes, speak.”


Etzwane approached the bench; Sajarano drew back a few steps. Etzwane pretended to study the equipment. Sajarano darted for the door, passed through, swung it shut. Etzwane hurled himself into the opening; the two struggled. Etzwane was young and strong; Sajarano thrust with hysterical frenzy. Their two heads, on opposite sides of the opening, were only inches apart. Sajarano’s eyes bulged, his mouth hung open. His feet slipped, the door swung back.


Etzwane said politely, “Who lives here beside yourself?”


“Only my staff,” muttered Sajarano.


“The radio can wait,” said Etzwane. “First I must deal with you.”


Sajarano stood with sagging shoulders. Etzwane said, “Come. Leave these doors open. I want you to instruct your staff that I and my friends will be taking up residence here.”


Sajarano gave a fatalistic sigh. “What are your plans for me?”


“If you cooperate, your life is your own.”


“I will do my best,” said Sajarano, in the voice of an old man. “I must try, I must try…I will call Aganthe, my major-domo. How many persons will be coming? I live a solitary life.”


“I’ll have to take counsel with them.”




Chapter II


Sajarano lay drugged in his bed-chamber; Etzwane stood in the hall. What to do with the corpse? He did not know. Unwise to order the servants to remove it. Let it stay then, until he had organized matters…Lovely Jurjin! What a waste of beauty and vitality! He could summon no more fury against Sajarano; such emotion seemed stale. Sajarano clearly was insane.


Now: the proclamation. Etzwane returned to the radio room, where he wrote what he considered a succinct and emphatic message. Then he manipulated the array of dials and buttons as Sajarano had instructed. He first signaled the Office of Proclamations.


The purple light flashed.


Etzwane spoke. “The Anome orders dissemination throughout Shant of the following proclamation:


“In response to the dangerous presence of the Roguskhoi in our midst, the Anome proclaims a state of emergency, effective immediately.


“For several years the Anome has attempted to deal with the invaders on the basis of peaceful persuasion. These efforts have failed; we now must act with the total force of our nation; the Roguskhoi will be exterminated or repelled into Palasedra.


“The Roguskhoi exhibit an unnatural lust, from which many women have suffered. To minimize further episodes of this type, the Anome orders that all women depart those cantons adjacent to the Wildlands. They are to travel to maritime cantons, where the authorities must prepare safe and comfortable accommodations.


“Simultaneously, the authorities in each canton shall organize a militia of able men, to the number of at least one man for each one hundred persons of population. Further orders in this regard will be forthcoming. Cantonal authorities, however, must immediately start the process of recruitment. Delay will not be tolerated.


“The Anome will make additional proclamations at an appropriate time. My Executive Aide is Gastel Etzwane. He will coordinate the separate efforts and speak with my voice. He must be obeyed in all regards.”


Etzwane called the Chief Discriminator of Garwiy and once again read his proclamation. “Gastel Etzwane must be obeyed as if he were the Anome himself. Is this clear?”


The Chief Discriminator’s voice returned: “Gastel Etzwane will be accorded full cooperation. I may say, your Excellency, that this policy will be welcomed throughout Shant. We are pleased that you are taking action!”


“It is not I,” declared Etzwane. “The folk of Shant are taking action. I only direct their efforts. I alone can do nothing!”


“This of course is correct,” came the response. “Are there further instructions?”


“Yes. I want the most able technists of Garwiy assembled tomorrow at noon in the Corporation Offices, in order that I may take advice upon weapons and weapons production.”


“I will see to this.”


“For the moment, that is all.”


Etzwane explored Sershan Palace. The staff watched him askance, muttering and wondering. Never had Etzwane imagined such elegance. He found richness accumulated over thousands of years: glass columns inlaid with silver symbols; rooms of pale blue opening upon rooms of old rose; whole walls worked into vitran* landscapes; furniture and porcelain of the far past; magnificent rugs of Maseach and Cansume; a display of distorted gold masks stolen at fearful risk from the interior of Caraz.


Such a palace, mused Etzwane, could be his own if he desired. Absurd that Gastel Etzwane, casually fathered by the druithine Dystar upon Eathre of Rhododendron Way, should be—why not admit the situation?—effectively Anome of Shant!


Etzwane gave a melancholy shrug. During his youth he had known penury; each florin he could save represented the fifteen-hundredth part of his mother’s freedom. Now the wealth of Shant lay open to his hand! It held no appeal… And what to do about the corpse in the morning room?


In the library he sat down to ponder… Sajarano seemed not a villain, but a figure of doom. Why could he not have expressed himself frankly? Why could they not have worked together? Etzwane reviewed the dismal circumstances. Sajarano could not be kept drugged indefinitely; on the other hand he could not be trusted in any other condition—except dead.


Etzwane grimaced. He longed for the presence of Ifness, who seemed never to lack resource. In the absence of Ifness, allies of any sort would be welcome.


There was always Frolitz and his troupe: the Pink-Black-Azure-Deep Greeners. A ridiculous idea, which Etzwane rejected at once…who else? Two names entered his mind: Dystar his father, Jerd Finnerack.


Essentially he knew little of either. Dystar was not even aware of his existence. Etzwane nevertheless had heard Dystar’s music, and had been provided evidence as to Dystar’s inner self. As for Finnerack, Etzwane remembered only a sturdy youth with a determined brown face and sun-bleached blond hair. Finnerack had been kind to the desperate waif Gastel Etzwane; he had encouraged Etzwane to attempt escape from Angwin Junction, an island in the air. What had become of Jerd Finnerack?


Etzwane returned to the radio room. He called the Chief Discriminator’s office and requested that information regarding Jerd Finnerack be solicited from the balloon-way office.


Etzwane looked in upon Sajarano, who lay supine in drugged slumber. Etzwane scowled and left the room. He summoned a footman to the great parlor and sent him to Fontenay’s Inn, where he was to find Frolitz and fetch him to Sershan Palace.


In due course Frolitz arrived, at once truculent and apprehensive. At the sight of Etzwane, he stopped short, jerked his head back in suspicion.


“Come in, come in,” said Etzwane. Waving away the footman, he led Frolitz into the great parlor. “Sit down. Will you take tea?”


“Certainly,” said Frolitz. “Are you about to divulge the reason for your presence here?”


“It is a queer set of circumstances,” said Etzwane. “As you know I recently submitted a five hundred florin petition to the Anome.”


“Of this I am aware; more fool you.”


“Not altogether. The Anome had come to share my views; he therefore asked me to assist in what will be a great campaign against the Roguskhoi.”


Frolitz gaped in astonishment. “You? Gastel Etzwane the musician? What fantasy is this?”


“No fantasy. Someone must do these jobs. I agreed; additionally, I volunteered your services in this same cause.”


Frolitz’s grizzled jaw dropped even further. Then his eyes took on a sardonic gleam. “Of course! Precisely what is needed to send the Roguskhoi scuttling: old Frolitz and his savage troupe! I should have thought of it myself.”


“The situation is extraordinary,” said Etzwane. “Still, you need only accept the evidence of your senses.”


Frolitz gave a qualified assent. “We seem to be sitting like Aesthetes in an uncommonly luxurious palace. What next?”


“It is as I told you originally. We are to assist the Anome.”


Frolitz examined Etzwane’s face with renewed suspicion. “One matter must be clear beyond any reconsideration: I am not a warrior; I am too old to fight.”


“Neither you nor I will actually wield a sword,” said Etzwane. “Our duties are to be somewhat clandestine and—naturally—profitable.”


“In what regard and to what degree?”


“This is Sershan Palace,” said Etzwane. “We are to take up residence here: you, I, the entire troupe. We will be fed and lodged like Aesthetes. Our duties are simple, but before I tell you more I want to learn your opinion of this appointment.”


Frolitz scratched his head, working his sparse gray hair into a bristle. “You spoke of profit. This sounds like the Gastel Etzwane of old, who nurtured each florin as if it were a dying saint. All else carries the flavor of hallucination.”


“We sit here in Sershan Palace. Hallucination? I think not. The proposal is unexpected, but as you know, strange things happen.”


“True! The musician lives a startling life…I certainly have no objection to occupying Sershan Palace, for as long as the Sershans permit. This would not be your idea of a prank, to see old Frolitz hauled off to Stonebreakers’ Island, protesting innocence all the while?”


“Absolutely not, I swear it. What of the troupe?”


“Would they ignore such an opportunity? What then would be our duties—assuming the matter not to be a hoax?”


“It is a peculiar situation,” said Etzwane. “The Anome wants Sajarano of Sershan kept under observation. To be blunt, Sajarano is to be held under house-arrest. That is to be our function.”


Frolitz grunted. “Now I am beset by another fear: if the Anome starts to employ his musicians as jailers, he may decide to use the displaced jailers as musicians.”


“The process will not go so far,” said Etzwane. “Essentially, I was instructed to recruit a few trustworthy persons; I thought first of the troupe. As I say, we will all be well paid; in fact, I can requisition new instruments for everyone in the troupe: the best wood-horns, blackbirk khitans with bronze hinges, silver tipples, whatever may be needed or desired, and no thought for expense.”


Frolitz’s jaw dropped again. “You can do all this?”


“I can.”


“If so, you may count upon the cooperation of the troupe. Indeed, we long have needed such a period of relaxation.”


Sajarano occupied chambers high in a tower of pearl-glass to the back of the palace. Etzwane found him primly at ease on a green satin couch, toying with a beautiful set of puzzle ivories. His face was drawn; his skin showed the color and texture of old paper. His greeting was reserved; he refused to meet Etzwane’s gaze.


“We have acted,” said Etzwane. “The force of Shant is now committed against the Roguskhoi.”


“I hope that you find the problems as easy to resolve as to create,” said Sajarano curtly.


Etzwane seated himself across from Sajarano on a white wood chair. “You have not altered your views?”


“When they derive from earnest study over a period of years? Of course not.”


“I hope however that you agree to desist from adverse actions?”


“The power is yours,” said Sajarano. “I must now obey.”


“So you said before,” noted Etzwane. “Then you attempted to poison me.”


Sajarano gave a disinterested shrug. “I could only do as my inner voice dictated.”


“Hmmf… What does it dictate now?”


“Nothing. I have known tragedy and my only wish is for seclusion.”


“This you shall have,” said Etzwane. “For a brief period, until events order themselves, a company of musicians with whom I am associated will ensure this seclusion. It is the minimal inconvenience I can impose on you. I hope you will take it in good part.”


“So long as they do not rehearse or indulge in destructive horseplay.”


Etzwane looked out the window toward the forests of the Ushkadel. “How should we remove the corpse from the morning room?”


Sajarano said in a low voice: “Push the button yonder; it will summon Aganthe.”


The major-domo appeared. “In the morning room you will find a corpse,” said Sajarano. “Bury it, sink it in the Sualle, dispose of it as you like, but with all discretion. Then clean the morning room.”


Aganthe bowed and departed.


Sajarano turned to Etzwane. “What else do you require?”


“I will need to disburse public money. What procedure do I follow in this regard?”


Sajarano’s lips twitched with bitter amusement. He put aside the ivories. “Come.”


They descended to Sajarano’s private study, where for a moment Sajarano stood in cogitation. Etzwane wondered if he planned another grim surprise, and ostentatiously put his hand into his pouch. Sajarano gave the slightest of shrugs as if dismissing from his mind whatever idea had entered. From a cabinet he extracted a packet of vouchers. Etzwane cautiously came forward, finger on the yellow button. But Sajarano’s defiance had waned. He muttered, “Your policies are far too bold for me. Perhaps they are right; perhaps I have buried my head in the sand… Sometimes I feel as if I have been living a dream.”
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