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CHAPTER 1

 

Tergan

 

To kill or not to kill.

If only, thought Sander, he had a choice in the matter. He didn't. Decisions had been made a long time ago. Now he had to live with their consequences. 

The assassin sent to dispose of the Lady Evadne circled the room with the stealth and attentiveness of a stalking elec. He approached the tapestry. Sander, standing in the nook which it concealed, could see his outline through the weave. He hoped that the man would not look down. The tassels did not quite reach the floor, and though Sander had shrunk as far back into the nook as far as he could, a glance at the floor…

The assassin paused in his progress. 

Sander stopped breathing. 

The assassin resumed stalking. 

Sander exhaled softly.

To kill…

The action had to be decisive, final. The assassin must not live to report that Councillor Sander had taken the side of the Lady Evadne; that he was willing to do whatever it took to ensure her survival. This intelligence would instantly render all Sander's efforts futile—and make him into the target of assassination attempts as well. Such were the ways in the courts of Tergan. 

Sander grimaced. He detested having his hand forced. But events in Keaen had precipitated corresponding upheavals in Tergan. Everything was in a state of flux; a situation both dangerous and full of potential. All pivotal periods in history were like this. Always had been and always would be.

Procrastination would not solve the problems he faced. Sander activated the weapon in his right hand and raised it into a firing position. His left hand reached out and slowly pulled aside the curtain and aimed the weapon. 

From the rod suspending the tapestry came the faintest of creaks. The assassin whipped around and stared at the Sander, distracted for a fatal moment. His right arm jerked up. Too late. Sander performed a minute correction of his aim and pulled the trigger. A soft hiss. A half-second spurt of tiny, almost invisible, needles impacted on the assassin, penetrated his clothing and his skin, buried themselves in his flesh, and released their poison. 

The assassin stood still. Sander waited impassively. The dosage of poison carried by ten needles or more was invariably fatal. The assassin had received maybe twice that.

Thus I am compounding my crime, Sander thought. The technical term was 'active interference'. 

If they knew…

Sander shook off the thought. It was done. His only hope was to have it all done before his sins were finally discovered. 

The assassin collapsed into an untidy heap. Sander stepped out from behind the curtain, went across, hunkered down to search the body. Two wrist-knives, their projectors' springs cocked. A belt holding throwing knives hidden under a loose jacket. A long thin dirk, its blade mottled with poison. Another dirk, this one with a wicked double serrated edge. A strangling cord. Three five-pointed throwing stars. 

All that to kill one woman?

Sander smiled grimly. He considered the man's face, slack in death, open eyes staring vacantly. Number two, he thought. I wonder how many more they're going to send? Though the pockets of those wanting to get rid of Evadne were deep, high-class assassins like this one didn't come cheap. Vexation at their failure would surely cause many a sleepless night and mutual recriminations. How could it be that such competent killers were disposed of with such efficiency? What agency might be responsible? Ample cause to nourish distrust and suspicion. 

Sander pondered the disposition of the corpse. It would leave the room the same way he'd come in; through the window. When they found him in the morning they'd wonder yet again. Death would be attributed to the long fall. The needles were too small to be detected and left no marks obvious to those who did not know what to look for.

Sander gripped the corpse under the arms and started to drag it toward the open window. He rested the upper torso onto the sill and bent down to take the legs, ready to heave it out.

A sound at the door.

Sander dropped the legs and spun around. The door opened a fraction. Sander saw the green of Evadne's flowing skirt. Her face was turned away as she spoke to someone outside. A tinkle of laughter, sounding faintly artificial. Probably dismissing Gizel, who would have followed her like an eager puppy all the way from the ceremony to her quarters. A dangerous puppy, Sander reminded himself. 

Gizel's pathetic desire to bed Evadne masked the less savory aspects of his personality; scheming, treacherous, opportunist backstabber, climber. He might even be one of those who had paid for the assassins. 

Evadne's efforts appeared to have been successful. Footsteps faded away. She turned around, stepped into the room—and froze.

“What?…”

Sander raised a warning finger to his lips. A brief flash of anger flitted across her face. Sander, despite his predicament, felt a flicker of amusement. Evadne wasn't used to being ordered around by a Councillor. The situation was so novel that she'd probably take a moment to adapt. For a breath or two they stared at each other. 

Evadne opened her mouth. Sander pointed at the corpse and shook his head. Her mouth snapped shut. Sander signaled her to close the door. A minute hesitation, then she complied. She leaned her back against the closed door.

“What are you doing in my quarters? What is this man doing here? Is he dead? Did you kill him? Why?”

Sander sighed. His carefully laid plans were about to be disrupted by contingency.

“I would like you to look at this man.”

She raised a questioning eyebrow, detached herself from the door and stepped closer. Sander watched her approach, his face carefully impassive. The damage had been done. Now she needed to be told at least some of the truth. As she came closer he thought—again—that she was not only Tergan's best hope for peace with Keaen, but that she also happened to be beautiful. A finely chiseled face, untainted by the blemishes and distortions created by inbreeding; a presence that surrounded her like an aura; hardened by the necessities of survival in the unforgiving environment of the Tergan court; repeated rape by her cousin Gervase and his father. Yet she remained unbroken; and something told Sander that the rape had not been forgotten, and that one day there would be a reckoning.

Evadne stopped beside Sander. He opened the man's garments and pulled back his sleeves to reveal the hidden armory. Evadne's eyes widened; her face tightened. 

“He came here to kill me,” she said tonelessly.

“He was the second,” Sander told her.

Her head whipped around; her dark-brown eyes, now hard as flint, bored into his.

“What do you say?”

Sander shrugged. “And, like the other, he failed.”

Her features softened a trifle, but did not lose their vigilant mien. 

Good, he thought. Don't take anybody at face value. Not even those who claim to have saved your life.

“You?” she said.

He motioned at the corpse. “May I continue what I started?” 

Evadne nodded, distracted. Sander took hold of the legs and heaved the body over the window sill. He looked out and saw it lying twisted on the battlement below. 

“I'll have to go down there,” he said to Evadne, “and drag it out of the way. When they find it, it would be better if it weren't under your window.”

“Quite.”

“So, if you'll pardon me.”

Again she gave him a stare that tried to probe right into his soul.

“I wish to speak with you when you're done with—” She grimaced.

“Of course.”

“Then you may go.”

“Thank you, Mylady.”

He could feel her eyes on his back as he walked to the door. He opened it a slit and peered out; saw nobody and slipped into the corridor. Around a few corners, down a passage, through a guard's access tunnel, and onto the battlement outside. 

Nobody here either. Sander stepped into Caravella's bright light and sauntered over to where the corpse lay. He raked his gaze over the tops of the walls, the visible windows, the courtyard below him. He saw nobody, bent down and dragged the body about twenty steps further along the battlement. He peered over the parapet. Below lay a passage connecting two internal courtyards. A couple of grooms leading horses passed by below. He waited until they were out of sight and pushed the corpse through an embrasure; watched as it impacted with a sickly thud on the pavement below. He stood for another moment, ascertaining that his act had remained unobserved. From her window he saw Evadne's face looking down. Sander returned to the small access door and reentered the castle.

 

~~~

 

Evadne was awaiting him. She had changed from her ceremonial dress into a simple gown of pale-blue gauze, with a thin, red sash around her waist. The outfit accentuated the contours of her figure: lithe, toned, with breasts provocative enough to make her into a prime object of desire for every male around the castle and beyond. Sander noted that she wore nothing underneath the gown. 

Haste or design? Knowing Evadne, Sander suspected the latter. She wanted him off-guard when she questioned him. Nothing more than that. Councillors were too far down the hierarchy to be attractive to those in the lofty realm where the Lady Evadne lived. But Councillors were men, and if Evadne had learned anything it was that men were easily distracted by the appropriate stimuli. And there she stood, hoping to befuddle him; not knowing that this was his game. 

“I suppose I should thank you,” she said thoughtfully. She sat down on a chaise-longe. The act was calculated for maximum effect and would, by itself, have hopelessly confused an unfocused male.

Sander bowed politely. The best thing was to tell her as much of the truth as he possibly could.

“You were protecting me,” she declared.

“That Mylady, is my mission.”

“Who instructed you to do this?”

“That I cannot reveal,” he said—quite truthfully. To admit that he acted entirely under his own initiative would not have been productive. Not yet.

“Could you at least give me an indication?” Evadne's tone and facial expression suggested, ever so subtly, that the act of providing such 'an indication' might be of a nature as to incur her everlasting gratitude and whatever that might imply.

“The intent is benign,” he assured her. 

“Truly?” She didn't believe a word of it. 

“Truly. How could it be otherwise?”

“I have been used before,” she said, making it sound like an exchange of confidences. “I will be used again. What else could motivate anybody in this place?”

No need to win me over. I'm already on your side.

“Whoever instructed me has plans for you.”

A brief flicker of surprise, immediately suppressed. Her eyes turned flinty.

“Plans,” she repeated.

“There are those,” he said carefully, “who would like to see you on Tergan's throne.”

She stiffened and sat up. “What? Why?”

“Because they don't want to war with Keaen. Because they think that you don't want to either.”

“Why would they think that?”

“They have not seen fit to communicate this to me.”

“I see.” She considered him from narrowed eyes. The seductive mien had disappeared. “And why did they choose you?”

Sander shrugged. “They trust me to carry out their wishes.”

She nodded. “And you seem to be very adept at it.” 

She gazed at him for another moment, and he thought that, for an instant, her eyes had warmed, before shrouding themselves again.

“How did that man die?” she asked.

She was far too observant!

“He allowed me to get too close.”

“A professional assassin,” she mused. “And you? What did you do? I saw no injury. Did you break his neck? Because he let you get too close?” She eyed him shrewdly. “Then who are you?”

“I used to be someone else than I am now,” he said obliquely.

She took a deep breath. Her chest heaved enticingly. It was, Sander realized, done without intent. But when she exhaled again, then she knew what she was doing. The guarded, calculating look returned to her eyes. Watching for his reaction. Trying to catch him out. Waiting for a lingering look on her breasts maybe; or a flash of desire behind his carefully controlled countenance. Still trying to find a way to weaken his resistance and make him reveal more than he should.

Keep trying, he thought. Truth is, I enjoy watching you.

“I am not meant to know about all this,” she guessed.

“No,” he admitted.

“And now that I do?”

He grimaced. “They don't know that you do. And I'm not going to tell.”

“It would not reflect well on you,” she guessed. That was a motivation she understood. Never admit your mistakes—unless it is beneficial to do so.

He shrugged, admitting it. Let her think that she had found a weak spot.

“What now?” Evadne wondered.

“I shall continue to fulfill my assigned duty.”

“Until what happens?”

“Until they give up trying to kill you.” He looked at her meaningfully. “Which may or may not be soon.”

“Or they may not give up.”

“Then, sooner or later, they will make a mistake and reveal themselves. Once their anonymity is shattered, they themselves become vulnerable.”

Her face lifted. “So,” she gave him a wintry smile, “I'm being used to bait a trap.”

“No.”

“No?”

“No.”

“You know this? You? A Councillor? What do you know of your masters' true intentions?”

“They are not my masters.” 

Careful! Watch what you say.

“I am in their employ,” he amplified. “That doesn't mean they own me—nor that I am ignorant of their goals.” He bowed perfunctorily. “And now, with your permission, I must leave.” 

Before I say too much.

She favored him with a dyspeptic smile. 

“You have my permission.”

“Before I go though—if I may make a suggestion?”

“Suggest away. You're a Councillor after all.”

“As if that mattered,” he said, giving her a wry look.which she returned with raised eyebrows.

“Anyway, I have two suggestions. First, it is essential that my role in this matter remains a secret. Only in that way can I remain effective. Secondly, I believe that—in order to provide you with some extra security—you would benefit from some kind of martial instruction.”

“I carry a weapon.” 

“I am aware of that,” he admitted, suppressing a smile at her astonished face. She'd been certain that nobody knew about the little dagger strapped in a sheath to her left leg. “But this may not be sufficient. The carrying of a weapon and its effective use are two very different things.”

“Unfortunately instruction in such matters would make my enemies aware of my alertness to their plans,” she pointed out.

“True,” he admitted, apparently regretfully. “Anyway, it was just a thought.”

“Unless, of course,” she continued, as if speaking to herself, “I did this secretly.”

He hesitated, as if the notion had not occurred to him. “That, too, is correct. Still, there is another problem I had not considered. Almost all of those qualified to provide such instruction are…how can I put it delicately…”

“Suspect?” she suggested.

“Precisely.”

She shifted on the chaise longue. “As a member of the royal family I'm entitled to take a personal Councillor from the pool,” she mused idly. “I have never done so, because,” she shrugged, “what possible use could a Councillor be to me?”

She eyed him speculatively. “On the other hand, it has just occurred to me… You're not attached to anybody.” 

He thought it appropriate to feign reluctance. 

“Mylady, I'm not sure this is appropriate.”

“Why not?” she inquired.

“I'm just a Councillor.” 

“Yes, I can see that,” she retorted sarcastically.

“I'm not really qualified to be your instructor.”

“You killed two assassins,” she said crisply. “That's qualification enough for me.” She made a dismissive gesture. “The decision has been made. Consider yourself my Councillor—and personal instructor and protector—as of now.”

Sander made a point of looking uncomfortable. Evadne's face broke into a smile.

“Come! Surely, there are worse things,” she said.

“It's not that.”

“Then what is it?”

“There are considerations of propriety.”

Evadne laughed. It was the first time he'd seen her laugh; and it lit up the room like a thousand candles. 

She caught her breath. “Tamar has Delfis,” she said.

“Indeed,” he retorted dryly. The sexual antics between Evadne's aunt and her Councillor had long been the subject of extensive scandal-mongering around the castle.

Evadne sat up, all laughter draining from her face. “You will do this?” This time it was a plea.

He nodded. “I will.”

Evadne released a small pent-up breath. “Good. I shall attend to the organizational issues associated with having you assigned to me. It will probably take a few days, as I have to contrive some reasons to make it look better.” A wry twitch of the mouth. “To give it propriety.”

“Very good,” he agreed. He inclined his head. “With your permission—”

“You have it,” she said graciously.

He left the room, careful to keep his face indifferent. The situation had developed much better than he'd dared hope when she had surprised him.

 

~~~

 

The door had closed. Evadne remained in an attitude of deep thought. 

What exactly happened just now?

The fact that she was asking the question was bothersome. The whole interview, this whole situation—it had left her in complete confusion.

Confusion? About what?

About—well, everything. Her sexual stratagems had been totally ineffectual. Apart from a slight gleam of interest toward the end, her revealing attire had had no effect on Sander.

Sander.

A major source of confusion. He probably thought that, until she'd found him in her quarters trying to dispose of a corpse, she hadn't even been aware of his existence. He would have thought that, because he was astute enough to know the conventions governing the court and its complex web of interactions; and because he didn't appear like a man who was easily deluded by his own self-importance.

Which was refreshing. 

And it troubled her.

The other Councillors, twenty four in all—this being the unchanging size of the 'pool' since time immemorial—were mostly deluded, pompous fools, inflated by an excessive sense of their own importance. They were at best moderately influential and at worst completely irrelevant. They were also a bunch of conniving cretins, whose gowns of office barely concealed middle-aged overweight bodies that you wouldn't want to touch with a prodding stick, let alone anything else.

Except for Sander, of course. Not only was he the youngest of the lot, but his gown hid what Evadne had always suspected to be a very flexible and probably not unattractive body. Now it appeared that it was also quite lethal. She ruefully admitted to herself that this added to the attraction. And then—finding him in her quarters in such compromising circumstances, and what he'd revealed during their subsequent conversation—that made him even more interesting. 

Interesting, yes. But troublesome, too. Because something was not right. It wasn't just his lack of a suitable response to her charms either, though that in itself was vexing enough.

Maybe he preferred boys? 

It was possible. A lot of Tergan men did; why Evadne had never really understood.

But then she remembered a tiny moment when the disinterested mask had slipped. 

No! Not boys. Just a mind kept in careful check; unwilling to allow himself to be dominated by the urges of his nether regions; or his heart, for that matter. Focused on the task at hand. 

Which was… What?

Evadne rose, stretched, rubbed her stiff neck.

What was Sander's task?

Superficially to protect her. But nothing was ever what it appeared to be. There were other plans, intentions, levels of meaning and purpose. And she would find out what they were. Which was why she'd used his suggestion that she acquire more martial skills to her own advantage. Having him as personal Councillor—and instructor—should prove very interesting indeed. In the long run he would weaken to her charms. She would find out just what exactly motivated him. 

Evadne froze in the midst of her self-ministrations when a thought struck her. Step one on her new quest. Find out more about Sander of Orgond. How did he get to be a Councillor so young? His father or an uncle must have held the same position; this was the tradition.

Uneasy about something she could not define, Evadne paced back and forth, then stopped in front of a mirror of Nacra crystal in the far corner of her room, beside the massive wardrobe. She dropped her hands to her sides and stood still; watched the woman in the pale-blue gown looking back at her; tried to see her as someone else than herself. 

Who likes you?

Why was the other woman asking her that? She, of all people, knew that Evadne didn't even much like herself.

A knock on the door. Evadne jerked.

“Who is it?”

“Arguitte, Mylady.”

Her abigail, returning from errands.

Evadne sighed. “Come in.”

Arguitte entered and curtsied. “Mylady.”

Evadne considered her abigail. She suspected Arguitte to be one of Silas's many spies. If she was, however, she had always been careful not to provide Evadne with any evidence to support such a hypothesis. In any case, it did not matter. Everybody at court was a spy for somebody. It was inconceivable that things could be different. Intrigue permeated the castle's corridors like a vile stench that clung to everything and everybody and would never go away; but everybody was so used to it that its presence was almost unnoticeable.

“Did you get the lotion?”

Arguitte nodded and stepped forward. She undid the string from the purse in her hand and extracted a small, capped glass jar, which she handed to Evadne. “This,” she said, “and more.” A hand went into the purse and came out with another jar. “The apothecary gave me this unguent and suggested that Mylady try it. Its effects are wondrous. or so I was told.”

“Charging you an exorbitant price, no doubt,” Evadne said dryly.

Arguitte shook her head. “He charged me nothing.”

“Did he not?” Evadne uncapped the jar and sniffed at the white, slightly oily-looking, substance inside. A faint scent of wertberries, mixed in with just a notion of jasmine. 

“What does it do?” she asked Arguitte.

“It tones the skin and makes it more supple and radiant.”

Evadne reflected that it was time to change apothecaries; but maybe not the time to tell her abigail. Or maybe, and this was a real possibility, it was time to change abigails as well.

She took the other jar off Arguitte and nodded. “I might try these—tonight.”

Arguitte smiled. “Would Mylady like me to help her select a dress for the reception tonight?”

Evadne shook her head. “Not yet. I'll call you when I'm ready. You may leave now.”

Arguitte hesitated for a minute instant. “Of course, Mylady. I'll be in my cubicle.” She curtsied again and left.

When the door had closed behind her, Evadne stood for a while, contemplating the jars in her hand. She went over to her dressing table and placed them to one side, away from her other cosmetics. She would not use them until someone whose competence and intentions she could trust had tested them and declared them to be safe. If they had been willing to send assassins to dispose of her, they might also have engaged an apothecary to prepare lethal ointments, which a vain young woman might carelessly smear onto her skin, thereby disposing of herself.

Evadne paused. 

Someone she could trust? 

The notion was almost an absurdity. There was no such somebody; only those she distrusted less than others. 

Unless…

The image of Sander standing over the body of the assassin came unbidden. Whatever Sander's schemes, whoever his masters, the simple fact was that he had saved her life. It was also a fact that she had believed him when he'd said that it was the second such emissary of death. He had no reason to lie about it. 

Braggadocio?

No. He did have a credible motive. He would have studied her carefully and know what impressed her and what didn't. 

Evadne walked over to the window and looked out over Sacrael, wondered what it would be like not to be who she was, but one of those teeming tens of thousands of people who knew little or nothing of the intricacies of intrigue and treachery at the Junco court. She grimaced ruefully. 

She would never know.

Her gaze traveled down to the castle grounds. Down by the fence the guards lock-stepped in their interminable rut. Along the main accessway two men stood talking; one of them wore the prim, black-and-purple uniform of the Castle Guard; the other…

Evadne squinted against Caravella's bright glare. 

Sander! 

Now he patted the guard on one shoulder; a gesture like that of an old friend or maybe a confidante. 

Evadne smiled cynically. Sander seemed to go out of his way to become familiar with the lowest ranks of servants and guards. An eccentricity that on the surface seemed quirky and pointless, but which just might turn out to be more devious than anything the other Councillors chose to devise.

 

~~~

 

Sander left Evadne's quarters and headed for the lower levels and the exit. Apart from a few guards, stationed at certain strategic junctions, the passages were empty. Evadne's rooms were situated on the fourth level in the western quarter of the roughly circular, tapering structure that was Sacrael Castle. Beneath her, in somewhat more expansive rooms, resided her aunt. Human traffic on levels four and three was mostly confined to servants and a few guards. On the second level it was a different matter. Here lived and worked Roi Hengiste. Here also were the quarters of Hengiste's de-facto successor, Gervase.

Sander descended to the second level, but kept to those passages assigned for use by servants. Right now he had no taste for meeting Hengiste, Gervase or any of their Councillors. 

The servants who passed Sander greeted him with nods of easy familiarity. Nobody wondered why this Councillor should use such lowly thoroughfares. Sander was different from the others. Everybody knew that. Less powerful, of course, than Toffel or Jago; maybe a bit odd as well. But they'd gotten used to him.

As he stepped out of the narrow stairway from the second to the first floor he almost bumped into Arguitte, a somewhat corpulent young woman, with a round face ringed by drooping curls of muddy-red hair. Arguitte was Evadne's abigail. She was also in the employ of Silas, Hengiste's Spymaster, and reported about Evadne's doings to one of Silas's underlings once a day.

Arguitte curtsied. She kept her eyes averted. For some obscure reason she appeared intimidated by Sander, no matter how much he'd tried to put her at ease.

“What have you been up to?” he asked her lightly.

“Running Mylady's errands and getting Mylady salves and tinctures,” she replied, her eyes unable to meet his. With anybody else Sander would have instantly understood this as an indicator of a guilty conscience. With Arguitte he expected it—and so he silenced the tiny nagging voice inside him, which told him that something was not totally as it should be. 

Was it sabér? It was difficult to tell. The symptoms of sabér bore a close resemblance to anything from anxiety attacks to unfounded—and possibly quite mistaken—intuitive processes. After decades of carrying this gift around with him—sometimes thinking of it as a talent, sometimes more like a curse—he still could not tell the difference. Besides, sabér was a fickle companion. Often enough it had deserted him when he really needed it. At other times he had confused it with any number of other inklings; the kinds that ordinary people might have as well. 

But if something was not totally as it should be, nothing at the Tergan court ever was. Its denizens counted among them a veritable parade of psychopaths; Machiavellian schemers; self-delusional, inbred half-wits. With the exception of Evadne, who was half Keaenean; the result of a union that caused a not inconsiderable stir around the palace when it became public. Only the political acumen of Prince Bartle, Evadne's father, had prevented him and his wife—Myria of Kint province—from becoming ostracized. Of course, they'd both been discreetly assassinated some years later. 

“Well,” Sander said to Arguitte, “you'd better run then.”

She curtsied again. “Thank you, sir. Mylady doesn't like to be kept waiting.” She hurried past him and disappeared into the stairwell. 

Sander stared after her and shook his head. Evadne could be difficult. A lifetime's exposure to Junco habits of living, thinking and acting had left its marks. 

Sander left the castle through the main entrance; on foot, as he always did. An idiosyncrasy, which continued to attract snide remarks on his eccentricity, but which he maintained, because it gave him the opportunity to get to know the faces of the guards—and, more importantly, for them to get to know his. Thus familiarity was created, maintained, and fostered. Sander had made a point of stopping and talking to them; causing them to look at him askance, with perplexity and suspicion. Councillors did not behave in such a manner; and deviations from the norm around the Castle needed to be treated with utmost circumspection. However, after years of patiently maintained habits, they had begun to be at ease with him, feeling free eventually to share news and gossip. They even forbore to ask him for his papers of admission, something they were obliged to do with everybody below a certain level of significance. Even Councillors were not exempt, some of them having had their access permits withdrawn by capricious royalty, usually for limited periods and as punishment for real or imagined transgressions. However, with Sander most of the guards didn't even bother to look at the pass he waved at them. He could have used a blank piece of parchment to the same effect.

But Sander seldom just passed through; and today, too, despite being in a hurry, he made it a point of pausing to chat. He inquired about the health of the son of the sergeant commanding this watch. Sander expressed his delight when he found out that the boy had not had a recurrence of the ailment which had almost killed him some months ago. He had lived only because Sander—following not so much sabér as a compulsion born out of compassion, occasioned by the obvious distress of the guard, then not a guard, but just a desperate father—had intervened to heal the boy; providing a flimsy and entirely fictitious explanation of how he had been able to do it. 

It had been a dangerous move, and Sander had often asked himself what could have prompted him to have been so reckless and risk exposure. Still, the boy lived, and that was a reward in itself. The guard—a certain Keran—was pathetically grateful and assured Sander yet again that he was forever in his debt.

Sander clapped him on the back. “Think nothing of it. Your son's well. That's what matters.”

“A debt is a debt,” Keran insisted.

Sander grinned. “I'll collect on it one day.”

He excused himself and left, nodding at a patrol lock-stepping along the endless iron picket fence as he left the castle grounds. Before him stretched Sacrael, Tergan's sprawling capital, enveloping the castle like a protective barrier. Sander paused at a stray notion and looked back at the tapering shape of Sacrael Castle. He located the window to Evadne's suite. A pale shape filled the dark rectangle. Sander wondered if she was looking at him.

He turned away. The notion was curiously unsettling. 

He refocused his attention on other matters; like Fridswid. Sander sighed. He would have to deal with Fridswid, who was becoming somewhat of a nuisance. His factotum's putative absence to visit relations in Pruid Fair had, in truth, been an extended debriefing visit to Roi Hengiste's Spymaster Silas. The fact that Silas should have seen fit to summon Sander's servant to such a visit indicated an unhealthy increase of interest in his person. 

Sander paused. 

Something—sabér? anxiety? other unknowable impulses?—urged him to return to the castle. Other considerations advised against such a course of action. 

Evadne was an extremely observant woman. It had taken more than just luck and Sander's protective umbrella to survive the massacres at the court which had decimated the ranks of her cousins over the last few years. He would require an excellent reason for his return so soon after he had excused himself. He had none. 

Sander turned away, continuing on toward the city. He entered the alleyways of Sacrael, choosing a route deliberately different from any he'd taken in the last days or weeks. Some routines were dangerous. He had enemies aplenty. Every Councillor had them; even Sander, who tried to keep himself out of the fray as much as possible. Once Evadne openly proclaimed him to be her personal Councillor, his carefully cultivated insignificance would evaporate. The incentives to dispose of him would escalate to grotesque proportions; as would his value to those who preferred the more venal approach. So far, attempts to bribe him had been few and far between, perpetrated mostly by outsiders who did not appreciate his unimportance. That would change soon.

Sander cast furtive glances at the buildings around him. The dark rectangles of the windows stared back at him, concealing whatever might wait in their cover. He could be waylaid just like anybody else; and a hit by a crossbow bolt in the head would kill him just the same as it would any ordinary man. 

He immersed himself in the afternoon crowds thronging Upanish Square, and headed for the eastern exit. His residence, a comparatively modest two-story edifice in a wealthy part of the city, lay just a few minutes' walk beyond. He had just crossed the square, when he felt like something had jolted him. 

Sabér! 

No doubt this time! 

Sander froze. Someone behind him bumped into him and cursed. 

“Get out of my way!”

Sander made a polite gesture and stepped aside. The man behind him—a sailor of unidentifiable origin, surrounded by a halo of the rancid stink of one who hadn't washed for days or weeks—was not mollified. He was also intoxicated and, not being Terganese, failed to recognize the color and cut of Sander's garments.

He gave Sander a one-armed shove. Sander reeled back. A hollow pit had formed where his stomach used to be. A sure sign of sabér. Sander fixed the sailor with a stare. The man was several inches taller than himself, making the efficacy of the gesture dubious.

The sailor took a step forward. Sander held up a hand.

“Wait.”

The sailor stopped in mid-stride, a perplexed frown on his coarse face. 

Sander took stock of the situation. The sailor was not going to be placated; his frown was turning to a nasty sneer. Sander, however, could not afford to be distracted. The choice, once more, had been preempted.

He took a quick step toward the sailor, feigned with his left, and, as the man reacted instinctively, brought up his right and drove the knuckles into a nerve node just underneath the man's left ear. The sailor stood immobile for a moment, his face frozen into a sneer. Then his legs gave way and he collapsed.

Ignoring the stares of the people around him, Sander stepped back into the crowd and pushed his way through as he hurried back toward the castle.

 

~~~

 

Without bothering to summon Arguitte, Evadne tried on several dresses for the evening's event. She discarded the gown she'd put on for Sander's benefit and held the dresses this way and that, inspecting herself in the mirror of polished crystal; actually stepping into some and doing them up as much as she could, then turning around to examine their appearance from all angles. 

Evadne made a vexed sound. None of them truly pleased her, but there was no time to commission another. Besides, she had no idea what she would like to be wearing right now. Something to impress and befuddle; put them off-guard, so that she might derive the best advantage from whatever interactions would ensue.

 Evadne shook her head. Futility. Wasted time. Another evening wasted away in pointless posturing.

If only there were somebody to be befuddled…

The notion occasioned an involuntary grimace of distaste. The thought of the only two candidates likely to respond to her sexual allures invoked instant revulsion. 

Gizel: a repellent fop, with the conscience of an elec and all the attraction of a slime-fish. 

Gervase: the very name occasioning a wave of intense, hot hatred. The memory of the rapes was as alive and vivid as if they had taken place yesterday. And yet she was compelled to dissemble every day; to bury the loathing under a carefully crafted mask; to have to speak to this monster!

A rap on the door. Evadne jerked; almost dropped the dress she was holding up.

“What?” she snapped.

“I wish to speak with you.” Gervase's voice. 

Evadne swayed. She felt like being ill. Was that all it took: a thought? 

What was she to do? She looked around. The room was a mess. Garments lay strewn across the bed. She was wearing next to nothing. The thought of his eyes feasting on her made her want to retch. The notion of him being alone with him… Unthinkable!

Sending him away: the most desirable course of action. Implausible though. He would wait. He would see her. He had the right to do so, and the arrogance to insist on it. He was the first in line to the scepter; the eldest son of the eldest brother to Hengiste. With the demise of Hengiste's own children and Gervase's older brother, he was the implicit successor. 

She could not just send him away. Or push him out of the window. That was the stuff of dreams—and equally unrealistic. Gervase was strong and agile. Always had been. 

His hateful face above her, contorted in agony. Blood dripping from his mutilated nose into her face. The vile taste of his blood in her mouth as she spat the severed tip of his nose back into his face. His contorted visage. A scream of pain and rage. Narvin, Gervase's father, looming above them, reaching down to…

The matter had been covered up as an unfortunate accident during weapons training; but everybody around the castle knew what had really happened. The girl Evadne became somebody to be wary of. It suited her well.

Her gaze fell on the bell cord.

“Wait!” she said aloud. She pulled the cord. Hard.

She went back to the bed, swept up the garments, threw them into the wardrobe, picked out a simple, gray, one-piece dress and pulled it over herself. A quick look in the mirror crystal. Far too revealing! Her breasts—he would leer and drool. He might even become ardent; forget his clipped nose, and, after all these years, try again. Maybe this time…

She remembered Sander's suggestion of training in the martial arts. Suddenly, the wisdom of it was so obvious that she couldn't understand why she hadn't done it of her own accord. 

She rummaged through the wardrobe and came out with her riding outfit: a two-piece garment, consisting of a sturdy, gray, short-sleeved vest that buttoned up at the front, and partially concealed what lay underneath; and a pair of moderately tight-fitting ankle-length linen trousers—very unfeminine and generally disapproved of by just about everybody. 

Evadne slipped out of the gray dress, put on a white blouse, the riding vest, and the trousers.

Another, impatient, rap.

“Just wait!” she called out. “Or come back later.”

There was no reply, but the doorknob moved. 

Evadne smirked to herself. She had driven home the inside latch. Years of habit, born of justified suspicion and distrust.

She completed dressing by putting on her riding boots, closed the wardrobe door, glanced at herself in the mirror crystal, took a deep breath, went to the door, and opened it.

“What do you want?” she snapped.

Gervase raked her up and down with one glance and pushed past her into her room. He turned around to face her.

“Going anywhere?”

“What does it look like?”

He said nothing, but looked around the room, as if suspecting somebody else to be lurking near. Finding nobody he turned back to her. Evadne composed her face to conceal the emotions that roiled inside her. The sight of his nose, the tip an irregular flap of skin, brought memories and savage satisfaction. Above it, a pair of black eyes, set too closely together under thin eyebrows. A willful forehead, bordered by thick, straight, dark-blonde hair, cut in a sharp horizontal line.

She was going to ask him again what he wanted, but stopped herself. She turned away from him and moved over to her dressing table. His gaze was like a clammy physical presence on her back.

“I have a proposition,” he said.

She did not turn around. “About what?” she asked.

“About resolving certain matters. Presenting a united front.”

“What are you talking about?” 

She finally turned around to face him. He took a step toward her. She forced herself not to flinch or try to back away.

“The succession,” he said. 

Despite herself she was intrigued. “Why would you have a problem with that?” she said acidly. “You're the first in line.”

“One of three,” he reminded her. 

Three indeed. And once there were fifteen…

…most of them murdered by their own relatives—with the notable exception of Hoegen, who had fallen to the sword of Armist of Keaen.

“So?”

“I want to avoid further needless conflict. The dynasty is thinning to the point of there being no one to carry it on.”

“I still don't know what you want,” she said curtly.

“To marry you,” he said.

The words at first did not sink in; didn't make sense; refused to give a coherent meaning.

When they finally did, she found herself speechless.

“It would help to continue the dynasty,” Gervase said. “It would also discourage Gizel from persisting with his attempts to change things.”

Translation: try to murder those in his way; especially Gervase.

“Take a leap off a cliff—and make it a tall one!” She pointed at the door. “Get out of here. Now!” At this point she didn't care about status, tradition, or the consequences of her actions.

Gervase stood still. 

Evadne shrugged. “You're not going? Then I am.”

She took a step toward the door. Gervase moved to block her way and slammed the door closed, leaning his back against it. Evadne stopped abruptly, a step or two away from him.

Gervase grinned. The tip of his mutilated nose pulled slightly downward. 

“I think you will change your mind.”

“Never.”

“Then you will die.”

“We'll see about that.” 

She backed off a couple of steps. Gervase smirked crookedly.

“Waiting for your abigail? I've sent her on an errand. You're waiting in vain.” A look of anticipation flitted across his features. “It's been a long time, Evie.”

That's what he used to call her when she was little. The most terrible memories of her childhood were associated with that name.

Gervase pushed himself away from the door.

“Think of it,” he said. “It could be like it was. For the rest of your life.”

“No.”

He took another step.

A rap on the door.

Evadne's heart jumped with relief.

“Come in!” It didn't matter who it was.

The door handle moved.

“Stay out!” Gervase commanded.

The door opened. Gervase took a quick step toward it and reached out to slam it closed. From the other side, somebody pushed hard. The door slammed into Gervase's face. He reeled backwards, holding his hands to his newly battered nose, his assailant still hidden from him by the bulk of the door.

But Evadne saw Sander. Already she had collected her wits. She shook her head and made a quick gesture, indicating for him to back away. If Gervase saw him, the consequences would be severe. 

Sander nodded and stepped back into the corridor and out of sight. Evadne heaved a sigh of relief at his alacrity. She wondered if he'd known just who had been at the other side of that door. 

Gervase straightened, a hand still over his face. Blood dripped onto the floor. Evadne kept a carefully neutral face.

Gervase stumbled toward the door and peered into the corridor. Evadne held her breath.

Gervase whipped around. “Who was it?” he said, his face twisted in pain. The blood seeped over his lower jaw.

Evadne shrugged. “I have no idea.”

He advanced on her.

“You lie!”

He took his hands away from his face. His nose was slightly twisted to one side, a dark discoloration spreading from the point where the cartilage had broken. He advanced another step toward her, reaching out with a bloodstained hand. Evadne stepped back nimbly.

A movement at the door. Sander. In his hand he held a small instrument which he pointed at Gervase. There was a tiny sound. Sander lowered the instrument and stood, watching alertly. Gervase paused as if to listen, began to turn. His eyes unfocused and glazed over. He took another halting step and stumbled against a chair, only to collapse in a limp mound on the floor.

Evadne looked up at Sander. The audacity of the Councillor's action took her breath away. This, after all, was Gervase.

“He'll come to in a little while,” Sander said casually. He pushed himself off the doorjamb, came into the room, pulled the door close behind him and engaged the latch. Curiously enough—or maybe it wasn't so curious at all?—she felt no alarm at his action; despite a notion that Sander was potentially far more dangerous than Gervase could ever be. 

“What did you do?”

“I administered a harmless poison, Mylady,” he assured her as he stepped close and knelt by Gervase's body. He turned it over, so he could see the face, pulled up the eyelids, and performed an inspection of sorts. Apparently satisfied at the result, he rose.

When he looked at her, Evadne suddenly became aware of a disconcerting fact: Sander was far more than he appeared to be. Behind the assumed air of measured subservience lurked…

What? 

Power. The knowledge of power. A willingness to use it.

She started to say something, but stopped herself. Maybe this was not the time to push too hard. Maybe the illusion had to be maintained. For a while at least. 

Sander straightened. “Mylady,” he said softly. “Are you well?”

She nodded slowly. “Yes, thank you.”

He glanced at Gervase. “I think it would be good if—”

“Nobody will know,” she assured him. 

He appeared relieved. “Thank you, Mylady.”

“Think nothing of it,” she replied, attempting a lofty, though benevolent, air. 

Sander nodded at the body. “He will be displeased at his situation.”

Evadne was unsurprised at Sander's evident concern.

“True,” she admitted.

“He—” Sander hesitated.

“We were arguing,” she said. 

Sander gave her a glance which told her that he had a fair notion of what had really happened. 

“He will be wondering how he got to be in this position.”

“I'll contrive a plausible story,” she said.

Sander nodded, plainly unconvinced. Evadne found the response irritating. No matter what he had done for her, how dared he to even think of doubting that she would do exactly as she said?

“Another remedy suggests itself,” Sander said quietly.

For a moment she thought that he was going to suggest killing Gervase right there and then. 

Sander must have read her mind. His lips twitched in a quickly suppressed smile.

“If he could be made to forget what happened…”

She looked up in surprise. Sander made a small gesture. “I have access to potions which will produce that effect.”

Another apothecary. Truly?

She went over to her dressing table and picked up the jars Arguitte had brought back earlier. 

“If you know so much about potions and unguents,” she said to Sander, “do you think you could find out if these contain anything unsalutary?”

He took them. “I can try.” He pointed at Gervase. “What would you have me do with him?”

“No memory at all?”

Sander nodded. “He will not recall anything that's happened since he went to sleep last night.”

“You have ready access to this remedy?”

Sander chuckled. “A remedy it is, indeed. It so happens that I carry it with me.”

Really? The man was a bottomless repository of surprises.

Sander shrugged at her questioning look. “One must be prepared for eventualities.”

“He'll wonder what he's doing in my quarters.”

“We could carry him into the corridor. Maybe deposit him at the next junction.”

“It would be risky.”

“Life is a risk. Your cousin took a risk when he came here without an escort.”

“He didn't think so.”

“Evidently not.”

Evadne came to a decision. “How do you administer the poison?”

Sander smiled. “That, with all due respect, is a secret of the trade, so to speak. If Mylady would look away while I attend to the matter.”

Impertinence!

Evadne hesitated—then shrugged with feigned disinterest, turned away and, as Sander knelt beside Gervase, moved toward the window. There was a scraping sound as Sander got up again.

“I may need your help,” came his voice.

She turned around.

“It is done,” he said to her surprised face.

What else was he going to come up with? 

She stepped closer. “You will be my Councillor?” she half-stated, half-asked.

“If Mylady wishes it.”

“I do.”

“Then, of course, I will obey.”

“Good,” she said crisply. “And I accept your offer of tuition in the martial arts. We will begin tomorrow at first light.”

He nodded, but kept his face studiously unmoved. Despite this, she sensed an underlying amusement. 

More impertinence!

Sander pointed at Gervase.

“Let us be quick about this.” 

Evadne refrained from a snappy comment on his assumption of command. 

Sander went to the door, unlatched and opened it, peered out into the corridor. He disappeared, only to return almost immediately. He lifted Gervase under both arms and waited. 

Evadne froze. 

Was he expecting her to assist in this? 

Apparently he was. She drew in a sharp breath and, overcoming her reluctance, bent down to pick up Gervase's feet. A quick glance at Sander's face. Emotionless but for a slight twitch around the mouth. Evadne suppressed a vexed mutter. If he even thought of laughing at her! Which, she admitted ruefully, he probably did.

They paused to listen for footsteps, but encountered only silence and the sounds of their own breathing. Together they carried the limp man into the corridor. Again Evadne had a fleeting notion of the ludicrous nature of the whole enterprise. How completely undignified and simply unthinkable that she should be doing this. And yet she was.

Twenty steps along the passage they arrived at a junction, where they propped the body against the wall. They hurried back to Evadne's quarters. When the door closed behind them they stood for a few moments, looking at each other. Evadne noted with detachment that Sander made no effort to even appear subservient.

“He wanted to espouse me,” she said; and wondered why she was telling him this.

“Truly?”

“He meant to…” She stopped herself, unsure of why she was even contemplating…

Sander nodded. 

“If Mylady will excuse me,” he said. “Important matters have been left unattended.”

Evadne considered Sander for long, thoughtful moment. What was going on behind that high forehead of his?

“Tomorrow morning,” she reminded him.

“Of course.”

 

~~~

 

Sander arrived at his residence. Fridswid was in attendance, installing fresh candles into the holders around the house. With Fridswid away they had burned down over the previous two nights. Sander paused before the man could notice him approaching and observed his activities. Again he wondered if it was wise to admit to his knowledge of Fridswid's clandestine agenda. The conclusion of his thoughts was the same as it had been several times before: Fridswid had to go—if for no other reason but to send Silas a signal that he, Sander, would not tolerate such intrusions into his privacy. Now that he was about to make his association with Evadne official, the time was probably as good as any.

He made a noise. Fridswid turned around; his gaunt, pale face settled into an obsequious mien.

Sander motioned for Fridswid to follow him and continued on into his study. He operated a secret latch below the rim of his wooden writing desk—a latch, he was certain, wasn't 'secret' to Fridswid at all. There had been many occasions when Sander's cunningly placed telltales had revealed that his desk had been searched. Sander pulled open the now-unlocked drawer and withdrew a purse, from which he extracted a hexagonal caret, a medium-sized unit of Tergan currency. He turned to Fridswid, who stood in an attitude of discreet disinterest, his face averted from the desk.

“It has come to my attention,” Sander told him, “that your interests and mine do not coincide.”

Fridswid looked up, his face quizzical. 

“Sir?”

“This situation is no longer tolerable,” Sander amplified. “You have served two masters for too long.” He handed Fridswid the coin. “As of now you are no longer in my service. Consider yourself fortunate indeed in that I don't deal with you in a harsher manner.”

There was a pause as the meaning of his words registered.

“But—Sir!” Fridswid's gaunt face carried an expression of frightened perplexity. For an instant Sander's resolution wavered. Fridswid, having failed in his assigned task with Sander, could expect to have his other employer deal with him in a suitably unpleasant manner. 

Maybe there was another way?

There wasn't. This man was a spy, whose interests went contrary to his own. They always had.

Sander held out his hand. “The key.”

Mutely, Fridswid reached into a pocket and took it out, handed it to Sander.

Sander motioned at the door. “Leave.”

The factotum's lips worked but no sound came out. His slightly protruding eyes were wide with shock.

Sander took a step forward. Fridswid jerked back. Sander caught a fleeting glimpse of a flicker of the real Fridswid; teetering on the brink of—what? For an instant he leaned forward; his hands clenched and unclenched spasmodically. Sander felt the frisson of an unexpected disturbance. 

Without a word, his face now twisted into an appalling rictus of despair and hatred, Fridswid turned on his heel and fled the room. The sounds of his footsteps faded. The front door slammed against the jamb. 

Sander stood still, composing himself. Unexpected indeed! Who would have thought that Fridswid, who had always projected himself as a composed individual, could harbor such unexpected passions. What he had just seen was fake malevolence.

Sander shook his head. He hoped he had not made a mistake. It was difficult to decide exactly what had to be done at a time like this. Things were in disequilibrium and flux. It didn't take sabér to know this. The air in Sacrael was crackling with the tension of an impending thunderstorm, just before the first lightning lashed across the sky. Gervase wanted to espouse Evadne. Others—maybe even Gervase himself?—were trying to kill her. In Keaen, the Tegels of Caelar were about to secede from the Union of the Covenant. Young Armist had his hands full just keeping his nation together. The ramifications of the instability were felt as far as Sacrael. Hengiste smelled an opportunity to expand Tergan influence and his own glory. Others wanted a share of that glory, too. In Sacrael Castle, blood would be shed; the various factions swept away by events they mistakenly believed were under their control.

Sander squared his shoulders. 

What next?

He considered his options. Above all, he needed a reliable servant; someone not in Silas's employ, who would look after Sander's house and fill Fridswid's place. For a Councillor needed a personal servant. This was a given. Though Sander felt no personal need for an attendant, it was required. The adjuncts of status must be attended to, if only for appearances.

Where to obtain a reliable man—one who was not already in the employ of Hengiste's Spymaster? 

Sander went to the front door and looked up and down Juno Close; an irregular row of self-contained houses, many of them two- or even three-storied, constructed mostly from brick or mortared stone work; some of them surrounded by small gardens. The street was fully cobbled, with a channel to carry off waste water along each side. 

A two-wheeled conveyance, drawn by a single horse, the driver perched on a high jack board that swayed to and fro, rattled over the irregular stones. As it passed, Sander, he saw the single passenger: Delfis, Councillor—and paramour—to Tamar, Evadne's aunt. 

Delfis saw Sander and gave him a negligent wave. Sander nodded in response and watched as the conveyance pulled up outside Delfis's house, just a stone's throw away. Delfis's factotum came rushing out and helped his corpulent master climb down to the road. 

Fridswid's absence would be noted very soon. Yes, Sander thought, he definitely needed a servant. And he had an idea where he might find someone to help him with the task of obtaining one.

 

~~~

 

When Gervase came to, he was being carried on a pallet into his quarters. The contrivance was borne by a pair of guards. His Councillor, Jago, walked beside him. 

Gervase made a vain attempt to collect his thoughts and fight the dizziness and disorientation. What was he doing here? Why the pain?

The last thing he remembered: the hard nipples on Kalinda's big breasts looming above his face as she rocked forth and back, uttering small sounds of, possibly faked, abandon.

How did he get from there to this?

He reached out and grabbed hold of the sleeve of Jago's tunic. The Councillor turned around. The relief on his face was palpable.

“Mylord.”

“What's happened to me?” Gervase muttered weakly. His nose was a focus of stabbing pain. He had to breathe through his mouth.

Jago made a curt gesture. The guards stopped.

“Can you get up, Mylord?”

“Of course I can!” Gervase tried to get himself into a sitting position; found that it was more difficult than he had anticipated.

“Help me,” he commanded Jago.

The Councillor hastened to obey. 

“My nose,” Gervase tried to touch it. His hands jerked away; the pain was excruciating. 

“What happened to my nose?”

“Mylord—” Jago started.

“Get me a quack!” Gervase rasped.

Jago snapped an order at the guards carrying the pallet. They left quickly, taking the pallet with them.

Gervase stood on shaky legs. He looked around the room. The rays of late-afternoon Caravella slanted in through the windows.

Afternoon?

He turned to Jago. “What happened?” His voice sounded dull; his damaged nose, clogged with congealed blood, created strange resonances in his head.

Jago made a gesture indicating his puzzlement. “Two guards found you at a junction on level four. They summoned me. I came and found you propped against the wall, as if resting.”

“Level four? What was I doing on level four? And why is it almost evening? Have I been unconscious most of the day?”

Jago looked at his master with open perplexity. “Mylord, we spoke this morning. In this very office.”

“I have no memory of such a meeting!”

“It took place, Mylord, I assure you. As to your presence on level four; you were going to visit the Lady Evadne—with the express intent of suggesting marriage.”

“I was?” 

Jago nodded. “Yes, Mylord. We discussed the matter at some length. You agreed with my assessment that such a union would produce a suitable realignment of the current power structure.”

Gervase moved to the rightmost window with ginger steps, still not quite trusting his sense of balance. He stood, looking out at the city beyond, bathed in Caravella's yellow light. 

“You are certain of this?” 

“Absolutely, Mylord. You declared your intent to attend to this matter immediately.”

Gervase turned around. “I have no such recollection.” He raised his right hand and felt his head. If he had been clubbed there should be a trace. He found nothing. The only other possibility was—

“Poison,” he whispered.

“Mylord?”

“It is the only explanation.”

“It would seem that way,” the Councillor agreed.

“She must have done it.”

Jago wagged his head. “The Lady Evadne is resourceful, but I doubt that she could have accomplished such a thing by herself.”

“Who would dare to ally himself with her? What could he hope to gain?”

Jago inclined his head. “Mylord, I shall find out.”

“You'd better,” Gervase agreed grimly. He frowned. “If Evadne is indeed in league with elements who would do such a thing—” 

A surge of sudden, livid anger.

How dare she? 

Despite the agony in his face, images returned to titillate and arouse him. Years ago; a much younger Evadne, still a child and yet almost a woman, her blouse torn open to expose pert breasts, her skirt slipped up high, his father holding her ankles, forcing her legs apart so that his son might satiate himself on her. The blazing fury in her eyes—even then. Already she had been beautiful, only to grow more so with the years. The promise of youth had been fulfilled. If he wanted anything as much or maybe even more than the throne, it was to have her squirming and twisting underneath him just like that—helpless, yet fighting with an unexpected strength; but no match for him as he took her, and she screamed in pain and anger, and his father laughed and told him that he was doing well.

Then, as usual with these daydreams, the inevitable letdown; the preposterous nightmarish impossibility of what happened next; the searing pain as she bit down on his nose; his own screams; the unfulfilled promise of the burning in his loins; his father pushing him aside, smacking his fist across her face until she bled, heedless of his injured son shouting imprecations at her, and then spreading her legs again to finish what his son had been unable to accomplish.

Thus the father completed the son's humiliation.

As he was to be humiliated yet again. The reception for the Duke of Brys was tonight! Nothing short of severe illness or death could excuse him from attendance. Hengiste would have his hide if he failed to attend. And he, the heir apparent to the throne, had to show up like this!

His thoughts returned to Evadne. Always Evadne—whose face pursued him into his dreams. This time there would be no Narvin. This time she would be his, subjugated without aid. This time he would do what he hadn't been able to get himself to do for all those years. Either that or she had to die. But it seemed that she led a charmed life indeed. 

Gervase found that he couldn't breathe. He gasped for air; forced himself to calm down.

What had happened earlier this afternoon? Which ingrate had dared to help her violate him thus? Allowing her to see him humiliated, incapacitated, dragged out of her quarters—because that's where it must have happened—and dumped in a corridor like a sack of discarded offal.

Did she have a lover? She couldn't have. He would have known. 

He whipped around to face Jago.

“I want him!” he hissed.

“There may be more than one, Mylord.”

“I don't care!” 

Jago bowed. “Of course, Mylord,” he said deferentially. “I will attend to it immediately.”

Gervase nodded curtly. “Go.”

Jago departed in haste, leaving Gervase alone to himself and his fury, and his dreams of Evadne's ultimate subjugation. 

 

~~~

 

“Keep your hands off me!” Zygie snapped. She swatted the groping fingers out of the way and moved back from the bar. The man, a middle-aged hostler, still reeking from the day's work in the stable, his watery eyes unfocused from the effects of too much alcohol, slumped across the bar, his arms outstretched in a coarse intoxicated supplication. The men sitting close beside him backed away to a safe distance; leering now; sniggering and not bothering to hide it either. Here was something that just might disrupt the monotony of the evening and add a touch of voyeuristic excitement.

Zygie gave a vexed hiss. Tonight of all nights this slug had to decide to become amorous. She looked along the bar and caught the eye of Taide. The blonde girl gave a shrug. Coald was a massive man and, devoted employee though she was, she wasn't going to tangle with him—even if Zygie was the employer. Such things were the responsibility of Galahad, who, by some perverse quirk of fate, had been feeling poorly, and was now resting in a bed somewhere. Zygie had contemplated engaging a temporary stand-in, but then decided to risk doing without for the night. She should have known better.

Despite her vexation she didn't blame Taide for her reluctance to come to her aid. The sight of Coald's massive torso draped across the counter, his thick, unwashed fingers now grasping convulsively at thin air, was intimidating. He was not really violent, but his sheer bulk would give pause to just about anyone.

Zygie decided to leave Coald where he was. Let him get bored with the whole affair; whereupon he would probably depart, as he did most nights well before darkfall. She wagged an admonishing finger at him.

“Bad boy. You know the rules.”

“Wha-a-t…rools…”

Zygie grimaced. “You don't touch the girls,” she said testily. “You know that, don't you.”

“Don't - touch - the - girls—” he repeated slowly. His mouth creased into a smile exposing his rotting teeth. A choked sound; probably laughter. He burped eruptively. Zygie backed away further as a bolus of haliolitic fetor engulfed her.

“You!” Coald levered himself into an upright position and pointed a finger at her. “You!” he declared, “No girl.” Another chortle shook his massive frame. Tickled by his own wit he guffawed mightily. 

If you only knew, Zygie thought wryly. A 'girl' she definitely was not.

“A creak, loud enough to be heard above the din in the bar. Zygie's attention was diverted toward the side-entrance to the bar. She'd really have to get someone to lubricate those hinges.

Three people entered the taproom. A man in the soiled garments of a blacksmith; a whore, who appeared to be in his company; and, behind them, Sander.

Sander?

It had been some time.

She saw him look at her and grinned crookedly. He cast a brief glance around him, as he always did. Sizing up; classifying; figuring out who was who. He was wearing a plain gray chemise over a pair of loose pantaloons; nothing to indicate his exalted status. He always came like this; understated, bland, almost unnoticeable. 

Sander completed his inspection. Apparently satisfied, he headed for the bar. He gave Coald a fleeting look and tried to steer past the hostler. Zygie saw his lips twitch in ill-concealed amusement.

Coald, unsteady on his legs, at that moment chose to lose his balance and tumble right into Sander's path. Sander tried to dodge, but he was surrounded by bodies, and there was nowhere to dodge to. Coald bumped into Sander. He looked down at the Councillor, who was over a head shorter.

“Watch where you go,” Coald grumbled.

Sander raised his hands in a gesture of benevolence.

“Your pardon.”

Coald nodded and, in his slow, drunken way, started to turn back to the bar. Sander tried to slip past him.

Coald stopped his motion, as if struck by a sudden thought. He turned around. A hand shot out and clamped down on Sander's arm.

Uh-oh, Zygie thought.

Coald bent down until his face was a hand's breadth from Sander's.

“No,” he declared.

Zygie wondered if Sander was holding his breath. For his own sake she hoped he was.

Sander's eyes rested on Coald's blunt visage, flicking across to her briefly. She made a small apologetic gesture.

Coald saw the look. His head whipped around, his bulbous eyes fixed on her. Sander took advantage of the occasion to take a breath. Coald turned back to Sander. The fist clamped around Sander's arm and jerked the smaller man around.

“Who do you think you are?” Coald roared.

Zygie saw the look in Sander's face. She'd seen it before.

Poor Coald. Despite the big man's peccadilloes she felt sorry for him.

A movement at one of the street windows attracted her attention. A face pressed against it from the outside. A brief inspection of the room. The face withdrew. Zygie shook off a feeling of unease. Just a harmless passerby. What else could it be?

Events in the taproom claimed her attention again. Coald was about to be taught an interesting lesson. Sander twisted; reached out with his free arm; made another movement, too deft and quick for the eye to follow. Suddenly the roles were reversed. Sander held one of Coald's hands between his own in a complicated grip, twisting fingers and wrist. He jerked. Coald roared with the pain and doubled over, his arm now sticking out at an odd angle from his side.

“Let - me - go!” he shouted, his face an agonized grimace. His free arm flailed about in a vain attempt to reach Sander, who stood, holding onto Coald's other hand. The circle of watchers widened as people pushed back to get out of the way. Sander made a small movement. Coald doubled over and ceased all attempts to defend himself.

Sander said something; too low for Zygie to hear. Coald, breathing jerkily, nodded mutely. Sander hesitated for an instant, then let go and took a step backward, alert and prepared.

His vigilance proved unnecessary. Coald, his humiliation complete, and without daring to look at his comparatively diminutive opponent, turned away. A corridor formed as people pushed back to let him reach the door; which creaked and slammed closed behind him. The crowd, moderately disappointed at missing out on what had promised to be a possibly bloody spectacle, reformed into the previous configurations of individuals. Eyes followed Sander as he approached the bar. The corridor accorded to him was even wider than Coald's.

Sander leaned on the bar and gave Zygie a faint grin. 

“What is it with people today?” he muttered.

“Things not going your way?” she said archly.

He pulled a face. “It's been a trying day,” he admitted.

“Drink?”

“The usual.”

Zygie retrieved a stein from a rack and drew a draft from a wooden tap. She placed the stein in front of Sander.

“What's the matter?” Zygie asked, knowing that here was one man from whom she could expect an honest, non-self-serving reply. Sander was fully aware of who and what she was—and she had an inkling of his role in the greater scheme of things as well. 

“I need help,” he admitted.

“Help? You?” She considered him as he took a sip of the brew. “What can I do?” There was no doubt that she would do whatever she could. She owed Sander. Besides, he was her friend. Maybe her only one; with the possible exception of Ailin. 

A pity that Sander couldn't be more. But he was not the One; and never would be. Just a friend whom she would trust with her life, if it came to that.

“I need a new factotum,” he said. “One I can trust not to report every one of my movements to Silas—like the one I've just dismissed.”

Zygie shook her head. “You may be asking the impossible.”

“You think so?”

“I know so,” she said. “Even those who are not corrupted when you employ them will be shortly after you do. Everyone has some family or other.”

He looked at her shrewdly. She gave a tiny shrug, tacitly agreeing with his unspoken retort. Not everybody. She didn't.

Sander's gaze softened. Compassion sneaked in.

“If it's just a matter of getting someone to clean your house, I could help with that.”

“It's more than that,” he said.

“I know. But it can't be done. This is Tergan.”

Sander took another thoughtful sip from the stein.

“You may be right,” he mused. “Still, even so.”

“Jolie could do it,” Zygie suggested. “If it would make you feel better, I could do it with her; just to make sure.”

He looked at her gratefully. “Would you? For a little while at least? Until I've figured something out.”

Zygie grinned. “Figure soon. Being a wielder of brooms and mops has never been my ambition.”

A patron slammed his stein on the counter beside Sander. 

“Fill it up,” he ordered. Then, becoming aware of who sat talking to Zygie, he hastily retrieved the vessel. “I beg your pardon,” he muttered and made his way further down the bar.

Sander shook his head. He drained his stein in a series of long draughts and put it down.

“I have to go.”

“Short visit.”

“Affairs have reached a point of instability. It's not prudent to divert one's attention for too long. I almost forgot the reception for the Duke of Brys.”

“Don't tell me you were invited.”

“Ha! A Councillor? Never.” He paused thoughtfully. “Invited or not, I should be at the castle.”

“You're concerned about her.”

“Very.”

“You cannot be there all the time.”

“Indeed, I cannot. This is what worries me.”

“You worry too much.”

“I wish I were. As it is, I sometimes suspect I don't worry enough.”

“You will become old and gray with all that worry.”

Sander's dark-blue eyes crinkled at the corners. “Unlike you.”

“Sshh.” She lowered her voice.

He grinned. “Just a man paying a compliment to an attractive woman.”

Despite herself she could not help but smile. “You're bad.”

He placed a hand on hers. “Be careful.” He always told her that.

“You first.” She always said that, too.

She looked after him as he made his way through the other patrons until the creaking door swung had shut behind him. Sander, she reflected, had not aged one iota since she'd met him, more than ten years ago. But he was not a Magice; and, being male, certainly not a Sareen either.

So, what was he?

I'll find out someday, she promised herself.

 

~~~

 

Fridswid saw Zygie look up. He jerked back from the window. Not now! 

Had she seen him? More than that; had she recognized him?

He told himself that it wasn't likely. Even then, in Keaen, so many years back, she had owned an inn—down in the harbor district, where it was the only tavern without a brothel attached to it—and he'd just been one of many patrons. That she should recall his face—especially when he'd been so very careful not to show it here all the times he'd followed Sander to the Stag—was unlikely. 

He leaned against the wall just beside the window and cautiously looked in; followed the humiliation of Coald at the hands of his former employer; marveled enviously at the ease with which Sander handled the big man. Sander knew arts and techniques that betrayed him as maybe even more dangerous than Silas suspected. His acquaintance with Zygie, who had lived in Keaen—had been born there, for all he knew—only added to Fridswid's suspicions. 

Not that he had ever communicated these things to Silas. Such snippets were held in reserve for the unfortunate day when they might be required to prove his usefulness because other things had gone awry, as they usually did. Fridswid considered himself a cautious man who planned ahead, and now congratulated himself on his foresight. The day had indeed come. Silas would not be pleased with recent events; unless Fridswid could come up with intelligence that would prove even more useful than the scraps he'd been able to accumulate during his tenure in Sander's employ.

The door of the Stag flew open with a crash. Coald emerged. The spring-loaded door slammed shut behind him. Coald stood for a few moments, breathing in the night air, before slinking off along the alley; a humbled man, his slouched posture betraying his defeat. It was dangerous to cross Sander of Orgond. 

Fridswid remained where he was, peering in occasionally, observing the exchange between Sander and Zygie. That they were friends was glaringly obvious. Maybe even lovers. It might not appear that way now, but who knew what had been; or might even now, when Sander disappeared during the night without a word or warning. 

Presently, Sander left the taproom. Soon he would appear at the entrance. Fridswid hurried to the corner of the building and hid in the narrow passage between it and the next edifice. He shrunk into the darkness as hurried footsteps approached, passed by, and presently faded away.

Fridswid cautiously stuck his head out from his concealment. Sander passed under one of the few street lamps that flickered smokily in the cool night breeze.

What was he to do? Should he follow his former employer—possibly just back to the house? Or should he make use of this opportunity to—

The moment for decision came and went. Sander was lost in the darkness with the few other passersby. Fridswid emerged from the passage and squared his shoulders. He might have to wait a while; possibly until closing time. But he had nothing better to do. 

Though, why waste his time? She was going to know soon anyway, and now that Sander was gone, what did it matter if she recognized him? Fridswid grinned wolfishly. He'd imagined this scene many a time. Time to make it real.

He entered the taproom and ensconced himself at the bar, contriving to find a place where Zygie herself served him. Nothing in her demeanor gave him any reason to believe that she recognized him. Fridswid emptied his stein, asked for another, working himself up into a pleasant state of courage. 

Another wench arrived, relieving Zygie of the need to play barmaid. Fridswid waited until the woman had disappeared through a door behind the bar, then exited through the creaky side door and turned left. Another door led into a small lobby which acted as a reception of sorts for guests who might wish to use board at the Stag.

Fridswid rang a small iron bell, attached to a piece of cord to discourage casual pilfery.

A moment passed. Zygie appeared through a door. She saw Fridswid and paused, maybe remembering him from the taproom.

“Yes?” The voice was strong, unexpectedly so. Guarded, too. A combative glint in her eyes. Fridswid decided to dispense with the elaborate game he'd planned. 

“The years have been kind to you,” he said. 

The change in her face was instant and remarkable. Pugnacity was replaced by an inert, impassive mask that gave nothing away. Fridswid, who considered his ability to read faces and demeanor to be superior to most people's, was surprised at the change. He had expected something else.

Zygie said nothing, forcing him to elaborate. “The last time I saw you, you looked just like this.” He paused significantly. “And you ran a tavern very much like this one. In Keaen.” 

The words hung in the air.

She started to say something, but decided against it. Fridswid was disappointed. He'd expected her to tell him that she didn't know what he was talking about.

Her reaction was vexing. Surely, she must realize that he held her fate in his hands. It looked like she wasn't as bright as he had always assumed.

“Silas's men will not look kindly upon the presence of a Keaenean spy in Sacrael—and even less kindly upon one who consorts intimately with one so close to the powers as Councillor Sander.”

She heaved a deep breath. For the briefest of instants her face revealed something he could not put a name to, because it vanished so quickly. Instead, she issued a tiny, almost contemptuous, smile.

How dare she?

“What do you want?” she asked.

“Why should I want anything?”

“What do you want?” she repeated. “Don't waste my time. You've come here because you want something. What is it? Money? Sexual favors? Free drinks?”

Fridswid saw his tactical advantages slipping away from him. What a harridan!

He straightened a trifle. “Nothing so crass,” he said.

She raised her eyebrows. “What then?”

“Information,” he told her.

She chuckled. He realized with some dismay that he had not intimidated her in the slightest. Whatever advantage he'd had in the early stages of the exchange had been ephemeral and now had vanished irretrievably.

“Information?” she echoed mockingly. “From me?”

Fridswid decided to retrieve some measure of control over the conversation.

“So far, nobody knows who you are,” he said. “I'm the only one who knows about your past.” He grinned. “And your friend Sander, of course.” He paused and considered her. “Does he not?”

She shrugged. “What is it to you?”

“At the moment, nothing. However, the Councillor is an important man. If he were found to consort with a Keaenean spy, this might have consequences.”

Her face had set into a mask again. Good. He was touching on sensitive issues.

“Do you understand what I'm telling you?” he asked her.

“I understand that you're trying to coerce me into doing things I have no intention of doing,” she said. “I just don't understand what you actually want; what I could possibly tell you that you'd consider 'information'.”

“Oh, but that's simple. I just want to know whatever there's to know about Sander.”

Her eyes hooded. She knew a lot about Sander! Fridswid congratulated himself on his perspicacity. Silas would be very pleased. He might even forget about his dismissal; possibly an advancement lay in the future.

He could see her thoughts falling over themselves in their haste to adapt to the new situation.

She regarded him coolly. “Sander,” she said, “we used to be lovers. That's all.”

Not all, I'm sure.

“Former?” Fridswid echoed. “Then what was he doing here today?”

“Asking for my help.” 

“With what?”

She shrugged, as if the matter was insignificant. “He asked me to help him find a new manservant. He dismissed the old one because of unsatisfactory performance.” 

Unsatisfactory performance? 

Fridswid opened his mouth but shut it again immediately.

“Anything else you'd like to know?”

“Why would he ask you?”

“I'm someone he can trust not to foist a spy upon him,” she grated. 

“There's more to it than that,” he insisted brusquely, trying to cover his discomfiture. 

“If there is, I don't know what is it,” she retorted. She motioned toward the door. “And now, I think you ought to leave.”

“You're in no position to issue demands.”

“Leave!” Her voice cracked like a whip. Fridswid flinched. 

“How dare you?”

The words died in his throat. For the second time today he was faced with the galling realization that he was weak.

He could feel her stare on his back as he walked out of there, trying his best to put on an appearance of dignity.

 

~~~

 

Zygie stared at the closing door. Her throat was still closed up with the surge of panic that always came when she suspected or knew that her identity and nature had been exposed to those who must not know. Her days in Sacrael were numbered! If this cretin knew, it was the end of a comparatively extended, halcyon period of anonymity.

And what now? Where would she go next? Where could she go? The longer she lived, the greater the danger of exposure, especially in a 'public' profession such as hers. Female tavern owners weren't exactly common, and she was not exactly plain, and people were bound to remember. Like this man had.

Who was he anyway? One of Silas's spies? Almost certainly. But it also seemed that he had an agenda of his own. 

And what was his interest in Sander? 

Zygie came to the inevitable conclusion. She returned to her quarters and retrieved a woolen poncho from her wardrobe. She went into the taproom and told the girls there that she would return soon. Then she hurried off to find Sander.

 

~~~

 

Evadne appeared at the reception. Her entrance, as always when she wanted it to, made a definite impact. The hundred-odd guests in the banquet hall ceased their conversation when the maître banged his staff on the black tika floor. Evadne, all false smiles, swept into the hall. Her one-piece gown of green-and-pink silk molded itself to the contours of her body, revealing as much as it possibly could have to attract everybody's attention, and yet not so bold as to provoke justified complaints about excessive exposure. In other words, a gown to devastate the male guests—quite unlike the voluminous, flouncy pink or white meringues worn by the other ladies, almost all of whom were either older or uglier or both.

Everybody stared. Politely, but stare they did. Which was the intention, and Evadne was gratified. No doubt there would be heated discussions behind her back; but this worried her little or none. The opinions of women at the court of Tergan accounted for little; even those of her aunt, Tamar, who eyed her with ill-concealed disfavor.

Roi Hengiste, King of Tergan, her uncle, had been in deep conversation with a paunchy individual of royal bearing, but whose mostly bald pate, pasted as it was with stray ringlets of disappearing hair, severely detracted from the impressive appearance he intended to project. His dress also was unflattering, and maybe even ridiculous; an austere black jacket, worn over a white, frilled silk shirt, with dark-blue breeches, white socks that ended in dainty shoes fit more for a woman than a man. He reminded Evadne of a human pingo. Not that she'd actually laid eyes on a pingo, though she had seen depictions of the creatures, which were purported to live in the cold waters of the far north and apparently never ventured as far south as the Valley.

And here, Evadne thought, was a human parody of the kind. Evadne bit down on her incipient smile.

Her entrance disrupted the deliberations of the two leaders, conducted somewhat apart from the main throng of attendees.

So this, Evadne thought, is Lacynth, Duke of Brys. What a laugh. Next to her uncle, the king, he looked pathetic. And yet it was said that he was a powerful man indeed. 

Hengiste stepped forward, the Duke in tow. “My niece,” he said, “the Lady Evadne.”

The Duke took her proffered hand and bent over it. Evadne felt his lips brush the fine hairs on the back. She hated it when they did that. Hiding her dislike she smiled. 

“I'm delighted to finally meet you,” she breathed. 

From the corner of her eyes she saw Gervase, standing between two ladies far beyond his age, with whom he'd been making polite conversation. Across the distance he caught her regard. His mouth turned up into a cold, almost predatory, smile. Then it was gone, and the face was indifferent again. His nose, she noted with amused detachment, exhibited all the expected after-effects of the bruising it had taken. Some cosmetics had been applied to conceal the worst of it, but there could be no doubt that Gervase's pride was severely damaged. If he thought that people—behind his back of course—commented on his condition at great length, he was probably right. And not to know how it had happened; that must surely be even more vexatious.

“The pleasure is all mine,” crooned the Duke. “If I may be so bold as to request your company at the banquet table?”

Hengiste's face distorted into a brief grimace of annoyance, which went as fast as it came. No doubt the Duke's inconsiderate request had ramifications for the seating arrangements. She had, it seemed, again succeeded in disrupting everybody's carefully laid plans. What a terrible shame.

“I would like nothing better.” She gave the Duke the full benefit of the most radiant smile she could get herself to fake and heaved a deep breath. As expected, the Duke's attention was immediately riveted to the visible expanse of her cleavage. He averted his gaze almost immediately, but she saw that he was breathing faster than he had been.

Hengiste noticed it, too. He shot her a venomous look, which she countered with a smile of such limpid innocence that even he found it difficult to maintain his disapproving mien. He shook his head minutely and took pains to conceal his sentiments. The Duke offered Evadne his arm and stepped aside to chat to her about inconsequentialities. Evadne, not entirely pretending her interest, enquired about Fontaine, and found that, despite herself and the ridiculous company, she was actually enjoying herself more than she had for a long time. Far away places fascinated her, and this Duke, with his odd, though easily understood, accent, was a real person from a far-off land.

From a corner of her eyes she saw the king signal to a footman and give terse instructions. The footman hurried off. 

A short time later Hengiste clapped his hands; the signal that the banquet was about to start. The guests moved aside to make a passage for the King. The Duke and his charming impromptu hostess followed Hengiste into that part of the hall where stood the huge tika table used for such occasions. On the way they passed by Gervase—who, as the heir presumptive to Hengiste, would normally have been seated long before Evadne, but who now, by the same protocol, actually would have to wait until she and the Duke had taken their places. 

He concealed it well, she thought, but she felt the loathing behind the facade. When he and the woman at his arm fell in behind them, his presence was like a physical prod in her back. She turned to the Duke and whispered a jocose remark into his ear. Lacynth laughed uproariously. Pompous jerk! But he served her purpose, and so she humored and charmed and befuddled him, and the banquet passed without incident. 

Much later it was done. The company had split into male and female groupings, each gravitating toward opposite ends of the banquet hall. A massive curtain had been drawn between the table and the party. Behind it, the discreet noises of servants removing—and probably consuming—the detritus left over from the feast.

The Duke had parted from Evadne with evident regret. Before releasing her into the company of the women he had even seen fit to drop hints about his availability to continue their association later on in the night; going so far as to be very specific about the location of his quarters. Evadne had smiled sweetly and said nothing. 

She did not even bother to feign interest in staying around to hear the ladies chatter and gossip. Now that the men were away and Evadne's admirer safely at a distance, Tamar gave her a severely disapproving look; even issued a brief remark to the effect that she had no right to go against propriety and fashion as she had done. Evadne bent closer to her aunt and told her that she was being tiresome beyond belief. Then, before Tamar had recovered from the shock of her insolence, Evadne swept out of the room. There would be consequences, but right now she didn't care. The evening had been as much of a success as she possibly could have thought. If anything, even better!

Evadne stopped as the big door swung shut behind her, cutting off the party noises. Two guards stood at attention beside it, their halberds held at a precise angle with stiff arms, their blue and green uniforms pressed and clean for the occasion. Hengiste was very fastidious about the appearances he presented to his guests. The servants attending to the organization of the banquet would have sullied the stately dignity of the occasion. There was no sign of them. Indeed, the hall in which she found herself was almost devoid of people; looking and feeling empty, despite the ornaments and grandiose paintings, the gilded brocade wall hangings and the semicircle of mar-stone statues; lit by a ring of hundreds of candles, set in holders along the walls. Underneath her feet, a lush carpet in red, yellow and mauve swallowed all sound and contributed to the almost surreal air of silence. 

Evadne reflected that the Duke must be an important man. Hengiste had gone to some length to make the occasion festive, even colorful; to the extent of engaging a large troupe of performers and musicians to provide suitable entertainment for the Duke's retinue on the following day. Fontaine, of course, built warships; sleek two-masted galleys, that could outrun anything in the world, hold hundreds of soldiers, and whose low profile lent them the stealthy quality of a stalking elec. Hengiste, his ambitions piqued by the unrest in Keaen, might indeed evince interest in such vessels, which he might need at very short notice indeed. Here, no doubt, were to be found the motivations for Hengiste's attention to the Duke's whims.

Evadne crossed the hall and ascended the broad stairway. From the landing at the top she looked back down. The door to the banquet hall opened again. Evadne, following an urge from her deepest subconscious, ducked out of sight behind a pillar and cautiously peered around it. Gervase stepped forth and paused, his gaze raking across the hall. Even from this distance, his injured nose was an obvious and grotesque disfiguration. Evadne felt a savage satisfaction. It was nothing compared to what she was going to do to him one day. 

Gervase's head turned to face in her direction. Evadne shrank back behind the pillar. Why was he coming out so soon after her? She held her breath and waited.

From below, muted voices. Evadne peered around the pillar again. From somewhere Jago had appeared, now conversing with his master. The Councillor pointed. Evadne ducked out of sight. 

Jago! Had he been watching, concealed somewhere out of sight? Waiting for her? 

Time to leave! Evadne turned away and hastened to gain the next flight of stairs. She crossed a patch of bare parquet floor. The hard soles of her dress shoes scraped over the bare wood. Evadne froze and listened. A moment of panic. Then she thought of the obvious, albeit undignified, solution. She bent down, removed the shoes, and, carrying them in her hand, continued up the stairs with increased urgency. 

Level three. Level four. Even the sound of her dress on the stairs seemed too loud, betraying her to those she was sure were following her.

Evadne gained the fourth level. The hallways and corridors here were dimly lit. As it happened, the route she'd taken had no guards. Regular patrols passed through here only once every hour. 

Evadne hurried as much as she could in her impractical garments. She turned around a bend. Another, just ahead, and she would be safely in her quarters. She would summon Arguitte to keep her company. Anybody but nobody.

She turned the last corner. Her headlong rush stopped. A figure blocked the passage. The light was dim. It might have been anyone. As Evadne stood frozen the figure moved. Evadne turned to flee.

“Mylady?”

Evadne exhaled explosively. She peered at Sander, who had stepped out into the circle of light cast by one of the guttering oil-lamps.

“What are you doing here?” she hissed.

“Is anything the matter?” he enquired. 

Evadne, her legs weak, leaned against the passage wall, breathing hard.

“Gervase,” she panted. 

“What did he do?” Sander snapped.

Despite her condition Evadne noted the tone and regarded him in surprise.

“Mylady?” Sander's voice was carefully neutral again.

“I think, he's following me here. He and Jago.”

Sander nodded. “Gervase is persistent,” he said softly.

Suddenly he froze in an attitude of concentration. He made a sharp motion with his hand. Evadne started to say something but an imperious gesture shut her up. Then she heard it, too. 

Footsteps; hurrying closer. 

Slowing down.

Evadne looked at Sander, who had placed his finger on his mouth. “Trust me,” he whispered. 

“What is it?” she whispered.

“Don't move!” he said, so lowly that she could hardly hear him. And then again, “Trust me or suffer the consequences.”

Evadne was confused. Sander backed away out of the circle of light. He held up a hand; signaling her to stay where she was? 

How could she?

She looked back whence she'd come. The footsteps were close. She looked around at Sander.

He was gone.

What?

Too late!

Around the corner came Gervase and Jago, hurrying, but cautious. When they saw her they stopped and looked at her. Astonishment metamorphosed into triumph.

“Well,” Gervase intoned, his voice sounding hollow. He nodded to Jago, who moved a few steps away, into a position designed to block the other route of possible escape. The passage to her room was a dead end. The trap had closed.

Gervase approached another step. Evadne pushed herself off the wall. No point in facing him like a frightened infant. Whatever happened—where was Sander?—she had her dignity. Especially in front of them.

“What do you want"? she said curtly.

Gervase peered at her. His breathing came heavy through his mouth. He indicated his damaged proboscis. “What do I want?” His voice was distorted by the injury. “I want to know who did this!”

“Another victim of your unwanted attentions maybe?” she suggested.

Gervase took another step forward.

“Something very strange happened to me today,” he spat.

“Freaks tend to have strange things happen to them,” she pointed out.

He ignored that. “I lost my memory today.” 

Evadne frowned. “Your memory? Lost it?” She pretended to consider the issue. “Isn't your statement intrinsically contradictory? If you have no memory of something, how can you know that you've lost it?”

“Spare me your witticisms,” he retorted. “I want to know who helped you.”

“Helped me with what?” Evadne laughed. “Really, Gervase, you are becoming excessively tiresome.” She made as if to turn away. “Now, if you don't mind, it's been an arduous evening. I'm really very tired.” 

Gervase took a quick step to one side, effectively blocking the way to her room. On a signal from him Jago approached her from the other side. 

“You're going to tell me who is helping you with whatever it is you're hatching,” Gervase grated. 

“That won't be necessary.” The voice came from her left.

Sander!

He stepped into the circle of light. Jago uttered a soft hiss. 

“You? What are you doing here?” His eyes widened as understanding began to form.

Sander took another step.

Gervase glanced at Jago. “How did he get into this?”

Jago shrugged. “Mylord, I do not know. But I will find out.”

“I doubt that very much,” came Sander's voice.

“Cretin!” Gervase regarded him with detestation. “Ingrate. I'll have you flayed and executed for treason!”

“How's the nose?” Sander enquired sardonically. Evadne noted the complete absence of deference in his tone. 

Even in the dim light, Evadne saw Gervase's face assume more of the coloration of his bruised proboscis.

“Not that it matters,” Sander added. He raised his hand, which held the same device she'd noticed this afternoon. Sander pointed it at Gervase. A tiny hiss. Sander pointed at Jago. Another hiss. Sander stood still, brooding.

Gervase and Jago collapsed within a breath of each other. Sander pocketed the weapon—for a weapon it had to be, though Evadne had never seen its like.

“Nothing is ever straightforward,” Sander mused, almost as if to himself. “I wonder why that is so,” he said, smiling faintly.

Evadne tore herself out of her paralysis. “He knew,” she said.

“I neglected to take Jago into account,” Sander admitted. “Memory is not just contained in our own minds, but in the recollections of those around us.”

“What are you going to do?” she wanted to know. 

Sander considered the sprawled bodies. His face was somber and thoughtful. “Killing appears like the simplest and most expedient of solutions.”

Indeed! The end of Gervase. Just like that. Maybe not the revenge she'd hoped for, but dead was dead.

“By all means.”

Sander shook his head. “I'm not a murderer.”

“When they come to, they will have no such qualms,” she retorted.

Sander grinned and fumbled in the pocket of his jacket. He came out with a small vial, which he hefted thoughtfully.

“This shouldn't be administered more than once a day,” he mused, “but I suppose in this case we'll make an exception.”

“What is this? More poison?”

He held up the cylinder of polished metal.

“It is a potion that prevents the things we remember for hours or maybe even a day from becoming things we remember forever. It is during periods of sleep and profound relaxation that this transfer of memories takes place. But when I administered the substance Gervase and Jago will forget everything they've learned since they rose this morning.”

Sander knelt down and rolled over Gervase's body until his mouth faced up. He unscrewed the top of the vial, held open Gervase's mouth, poked in a finger and did something there, before allowing a few drops to fall into it. 

Fascinated despite her revulsion Evadne stepped closer.

“It is absorbed by the tissue underneath the tongue,” Sander explained.

Evadne grimaced and stepped back again.

Sander repeated the procedure with Jago. He got up, tightened the vial's lid, and slipped it back into his pocket. “We'll have to drag them well away from here. Maybe down to the next level; to remove suspicion of any connection between their condition and yourself.”

She stared at him. “What manner of secret lore do they practice in Orgond?” 

Sander smiled. “Not all of Orgond, Mylady, is versed in these arts,” he said lightly.

“So you say.”

“It is the truth.”

“But your masters know of this lore?”

“They taught me all I know,” he admitted.

“I see,” she said softly. The truth was that she didn't see, but, again, this man had acted as her protector. As much as it galled her, something told her that this was not the time to probe and prod. 

“I'll need your help,” he told her.

Evadne shook her head. For the second time today she was going to act as an accomplice, not only in an act of effective treason, but also of preposterously menial labor. 

What had she come to? The Lady Evadne, in a stunning gown, but no footwear, carrying bodies through the halls of Castle Sacrael.

Evadne sighed and bent down to take Gervase's legs. Sander grabbed him under the arms. He stood for a moment in an attitude of listening; then nodded. Together they dragged her cousin along the hallways, down the first flight of stairs; to deposit him on the landing at the bottom. They hastened back to repeat the procedure with Jago. 

“And now, Mylady, it is probably safe to return to your quarters,” Sander told her.

“Where are you going?” she wanted to know.

Sander grinned wryly. “I'd better leave the castle. It is not my habit to be here at this time of the night. Someone might take notice.”

“Why did you come here tonight?” she wanted to know.

Sander shrugged. “I had a notion that I might be needed.”

“You skulked around my quarters? On a hunch?”

He smiled crookedly. “Something like that.”

 

~~~

 

Sander returned home when Janus was high up in the sky. He was tired and felt like he could sleep for days. 

The house was dark; a reminder that there was nobody to take care of the small everyday tasks; to light the candles, stoke the fireplace in the cold season, stock the larder, prepare his occasional home-meals.

Sander inserted the key into the lock of his front door. 

The rush of quick steps. Sander whipped around, prepared to defend himself. He relaxed when he saw who it was.

“What are you doing here?”

“I had a visitor,” she told him. “After you left.”

He opened the door and let her inside. They sat down in the lounge and Zygie told him what happened after he left her.

“That was Fridswid,” Sander said musingly. “I wonder why and I wonder how.”

Odd. Very odd.

“What am I to do?” Zygie wondered.

“Nothing. I will take care of him.”

“He knew me in Keaen. He noticed that I hadn't aged.”

“I'll take care of it,” he reiterated. “I don't know how yet, but I will. I've got more than enough worries as it is; but I will keep him out of your life.”

She stood. “Thank you.”

Sander hugged her. She was his only friend in this place; the only one he could trust. The relationship was mutual. He would do what he could to protect her. Whatever it took. If Fridswid became an issue requiring serious attention, that would be Fridswid's misfortune.

“I may have to pack up anyway,” she said, pulling back from him. “I've been here for over ten years. People will notice. Maybe they already have.”

“We'll see. Don't do anything precipitous.”

She agreed, albeit reluctantly. He accompanied her to the Stag and waited until he saw her appear behind the bar in the taproom. He returned home and prepared to go to bed, when he spotted the two containers Evadne had given him earlier in the day.

The sight of them renewed his anxieties. He could not protect Evadne all the time. This was a fact. If they were going to poison her using such devious means as an apothecary could devise, this signaled a significant determination and increased persistence.

What could he do? 

He considered the tools he had at his disposal; beginning with his innate talent; sabér—apparently a gift as natural and unpredictable as Sareen-dom. Then there were the Restorers in his bloodstream; which kept all disease at bay and would heal just about every possible injury without so much as leaving a scar or ill aftereffects.

Then there was the needle-projector; and a device that, so his father had told him, was called a 'biosyn', the purpose of which it was to produce more Restorers—for Sander's own offspring, when the time came.
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