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Mother Fwych

[image: img]Never seen such a beautiful hall,’ the lad said.

‘It’s a roadside inn,’ Mother Fwych replied. ‘Uglier by daylight, inns.’

‘All things are,’ the lad Gethwen said, the fool, and his breath curled up into the night.

Miserable place. But Aifen-the-Tom had lost all lust for the mountains of his forebears and Mother Fwych refused to walk the miserable tracks of a flatland city. A roadside inn were the best place either might stoop to meet each other.

She looked at the flicker of the inn’s windows in the lad’s frost-blue eyes. The lad thinks this pile pretty.

The path to the inn were churned mud hardened by frost, cracking beneath heel and toe. Night sky naked above, her black skin twinkling. Yulenight soon, Mother Fwych thought. So little time left. So little.

Something flickered, a movement along the inn’s white wall.

She stopped. She squinted at where the movement had been. The roof hung lowest there, and the wall’s white paint mottled into moss. A shadowed place. Her eyes, and the powers Father Mountain had blessed her with, insisted upon it. A shadowed spot. There was nothing there that breathed or moved.

‘Mother Fwych,’ the lad whispered.

She ignored him, straining to see into the shadows, to see a flicker there as she had seen it before. She touched the hilt of her shortclaw.

No. Nothing. But her hackles were up. Something were wrong.

‘It’s naught, lad.’ She grinned at him. ‘Mother Fwych is getting old, she is.’ Sixty now. And the rest. How had that happened?

The lad were older too. Mountain’s love, but ‘lad’ were a dead word for him. Twenty summers? A man now, Gethwen, girlish-handsome, with the lip and brow rings of a man. But to Mother Fwych he were still that cursed boy they’d brought her.

‘Be warm inside,’ Gethwen said.

‘I’ll go first,’ she told him.

She turned the iron ring and opened the door inward. Hearth warmth greeted her, the sort that makes men tellers of tales. Yeast and pottage filled her nose, so too the sweat of flatlanders hemmed in like the pigs they kept. She’d no love for these places. None.

The chatter did not stop when she entered. Mother Fwych had never known that to happen. Inns fell silent when mountain folk entered, at least in Mother Fwych’s experience. Silence, then muttering, and then the words. One time they had even tried to scalp Mother Fwych, back when her hair were still red and mountain folks’ red hair fetched a price. She’d taken a scalp or two herself that night. Cask of cider too.

Ten men stood or sat around the room, a young woman behind the bar, and though every one of them glanced a moment, their talk never broke step.

‘Good evenin’,’ the young woman said, approaching. She wore a big daft dress that made her body look too big for her head. Or maybe her body had grown to that, years spent by hearth and spit.

‘My lady,’ said Gethwen, putting on flatland airs. Plainly it weren’t just an inn the boy had hoped to see. Devious boy.

‘Sir.’ The young woman curtsied. ‘I believe you’ve a friend who awaits you. No offence, but might I ask for your blades while you dally here? It is the custom, knives and ale being what they are.’

‘The other guests keep their knives,’ Mother Fwych said.

‘Knives for eating,’ the young woman replied.

‘Three have swords. Must be a stretch to their plate.’

‘Those are regulars,’ the woman said. ‘Please, my lady. I cannot let you—’

‘Fine,’ Mother Fwych said, pulling her bronze shortclaw from her belt. ‘If it keep you at ease.’

She passed the blade to the woman and Gethwen gave his own.

The inn-woman smiled. ‘I’d not seen scythe-swords until this night.’

‘Keep ’em safe,’ Mother Fwych told her. She had another shortclaw tied to her back under her coat, a smaller one in her boot. A mountain mother always kept at least one claw hidden.

‘Your friend is in the snug over yonder,’ the woman said, nodding toward a nook in the far corner. ‘I’ll bring you both some ale, eh?’ With that she grinned and left them, stopping only to let a ginger cat pass.

Aifen-the-Tom were sat in the snug like the woman said, sat on the right-side bench with arms stretched wide across the cracked wooden table, a cup of ale between them.

‘Mountain’s grace, Mother Fwych,’ he greeted her, his voice as cracked as the table and his grin sharper than a shortclaw. Aifen-the-Tom was scarcely younger than Mother Fwych and scant larger. His red beard and hair were wild as a valley forest but his pate was peak-bare. It would have gleamed in the lamplight if not for the black tattoo of a wildcat’s face upon it. ‘Sit, sit.’

‘Mountain?’ Mother Fwych said. ‘When last did you stand within a mountain’s shadow?’ She let Gethwen sit first, upon the bench facing the tattooed man. She sat down beside him and budged him up.

‘Within a mountain’s shadow?’ Aifen-the-Tom said. ‘Must have been younger than this one.’ He tapped Gethwen’s chin with his thumb then reached into his own shirt. He pulled out a necklace. An oval of grey stone hung upon it. ‘But we of the wandering sort all carry a piece of the Spines upon our hearts.’

‘I like that,’ Gethwen said, smiling.

‘We shan’t be staying long,’ Mother Fwych announced.

‘Have an ale at least,’ Aifen-the-Tom said.

Mother Fwych tutted and looked about. This snug offered some protection with its wooden sides, but it also hemmed them in. The wall to their left had no window, no escape. She squinted at the ceiling. A wooden square up there, directly above her. A closed hatch. Now that she did not like. She did not like floors above heads at the best of times. Doorways from floors above to heads below were outright treacherous.

‘Relax, woman,’ Aifen-the-Tom said.

‘Mother,’ she corrected him. She weren’t taken by this way he had, of delighting in others’ discomfort. Not a man in the Spine Mountains would dare as much, not with a mother.

He gave her a pitiful look. ‘You’re in no danger—’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘—Mother.’

‘Let’s be having it,’ Mother Fwych commanded him. ‘Then we’ll be gone.’

Aifen-the-Tom chuckled and reached to one side. He pulled up a small hessian bag and dropped it on the table with a clank.

‘Glad to be rid,’ he said.

‘A most shadowed thing,’ she agreed.

‘A pain in the arse, more like,’ he said. ‘Fleawater’s full of screaming and nonsense cuz of it. Our own “mother”, the dark woman, she’s been churning folks to madness. Was she who had word sent.’

‘So why are you here and not her?’ Mother Fwych asked. ‘And why come here so bloody alone?’

‘I’m headman at Fleawater, not her,’ he answered, waving to the inn-woman to bring more ale. ‘Folk gotta know I’m tough and keen, tougher than, like as not, the next ten men who follow.’ He looked at Gethwen. ‘That’s how it is being a man, boy.’

‘Fool,’ Mother Fwych snapped. ‘With a fool’s vanity.’ She snatched the bag and stood up. Her arm got a queer, numb feeling, like when you bang an elbow. It vanished soon enough. Full of shadow, she thought of the dull weight inside. She passed it to Gethwen.

The inn-woman came toward them, a kind smile on her face and three beers on a tray. Her smile vanished.

‘Now!’ she screeched and she threw the tray at the snug.

Cups smashed against the wall. The tray clattered on the table and Mother Fwych were showered with ale. Gethwen screamed. Her eyes met Aifen-the-Tom’s: he looked as stunned as she felt.

A spear’s tip drove down from above, flashed silver before Aifen’s face and punched into his belly. He stared silent at the pole before him. The spear twisted and pulled out.

Damned hatchway!

Mother Fwych seized the bloodied spear as it lunged for her throat. A face leered down from the open hatchway: a young man, grinning with the strain.

‘Fall!’ Mother Fwych said, using the tongue.

The man dropped the spear and threw himself out of the hatch and on to the table face-first, sending up a puddle of ale. Mother Fwych lifted the spear and rammed it into the man’s spine with all her might.

Her shoulder burst with pain. She yelled and looked. A feathered bolt had torn her furs, sliced her flesh and lodged into the snug. Mountain’s luck it had not hit square on.

She saw the inn-woman reloading a crossbow.

Mother Fwych pulled her smallclaw from her shoe. Four inch o’ bronze. She aimed for the inn-woman.

A man were charging at the snug. One of those ‘regulars’, sword up high, bearing down on Mother Fwych.

‘Hold!’ Mother Fwych tongued and the man froze and stumbled, his mouth wide with confusion, a look she knew well.

The smallclaw found his eye. He dropped upon the tiles and shrieked.

Folks were bolting for the door.

‘Table up,’ she told Gethwen.

They hauled at the table. The spearman’s body slid forward on to the floor beyond the snug. The pain in her shoulder wasn’t so bad now her blood was up. Be a beast soon after, though, she knew that much.

They got the table on its end, blocking off the snug.

‘Ban-hag!’ the man on the floor was screeching. ‘Cunt’s a ban-hag!’

‘You never mentioned a witch, Selly!’ another man yelled at the inn-woman.

‘Shut up!’ the inn-woman, Selly, barked. ‘Just keep mindful her words can take you. That way she’ll have no power.’

The lamps had gone out above and it was dark in the snug now, the only light coming from the space between the table’s edge and the ceiling. Everything stank of ale. Gethwen still had the bag. He were close to weeping.

‘Let me think,’ Mother Fwych told him.

Selly had looked bulky in her dress, Mother Fwych realised, because she’d chainmail beneath. Then there were the men with their swords. Regulars, my arse. Damned pennyblades, that’s what they were. Scum of all flatlands. Scalped mountain folk for coin. Child-killers and rapists and pissers-on-shrines.

She reached out and felt the room. Selly’s mind was too hard and focused to tongue-puppet. She must have tangled with mothers before.

Mother Fwych felt three men: one-eye on the floor and two others across the barroom. One-eye was too pained and anguished to listen, the other two had hardened their minds but lacked Selly’s flint. They’d lose focus soon enough and then Mother Fwych would have her way right enough. But the tongue worked best if they saw her eyes.

‘Lad,’ she said to Gethwen. ‘Tie that bag to your belt. On my say, climb for the hatch above.’ She slapped the table legs; he could use them to climb. Nimble, Gethwen. Quick wits too, though she’d never told him so.

‘Ban-hag,’ Selly the pennyblade called, ‘I’m an artist, banhag. I paint pretty pictures with my crossy here.’ With all Selly’s speechifying Fwych tried to feel out her mind but, Mountain’s balls, Selly kept focused. ‘You’re thinking of that hatch above, ain’t yer? Well there’s a yard’s space between the table edge and the ceiling and that’s plenty. I’ll stick you both like honeyed fucking pigs.’

‘Shut up!’ Mother Fwych yelled. ‘Or Mother’ll pounce and gut you!’

‘And we’ll all thank you for trying,’ Selly said. ‘Savage.’

‘You only scratched me just now, Selly. You missed.’

‘I was just playing,’ Selly said. ‘I like to bleed a bitch.’

Mother Fwych nodded for Gethwen to get back against the wall. She stepped over to Aifen-the-Tom’s corpse and slipped her arms under his armpits. He stank of sweat and ale and his forehead smacked her collar.

She looked over her shoulder at Gethwen.

‘Make for the hatch when I say.’ She thought a moment. ‘Run for the city, lad. The city. They won’t think o’ that. Seek out our folk.’

‘Ban-hag!’ Selly shouted beyond the table’s wall. ‘We just want the crown.’

‘The what?’ Fwych said, acting unaware. She looked at Gethwen again. ‘I’ll be right behind you.’

The lad nodded. He said nothing. She had expected him to plead, say he would never leave her to die, but no. Gethwen was eager to take the only chance he had. It stung Mother Fwych, that. But he was what he was. A tricky-man.

You’ve raised a survivor, she told herself. You’ve done that, at least.

‘We know you have it,’ Selly called. ‘Be happier for everyone if you came out. Hand it over and be on your way.’

‘If that were true you’d have robbed our man when he entered.’ Mother Fwych took a breath – wound be damned – and braced to lift Aifen-the-Tom, his beard scratching at the valley of her teats. ‘You’re getting coin to shut lips.’

‘Stop being daft,’ Selly said. She laughed. ‘I’ll even give you your swords back.’

‘I’ve plenty enough, thank you.’ She lifted Aifen-the-Tom’s body, ignored the pang in her shoulder. She leaned Aifen against the table and his head fell back, his eyes still shocked. A thought came. ‘Hey, Pennyblade!’

‘Yes, witch?’

‘Who’s it paying you?’

A pause. Then Selly said, ‘Interesting fucking story, that. But I ain’t—’

Mother Fwych heaved Aifen-the-Tom up.

‘Now,’ she barked.

A cracking sound and Aifen headbutted Mother Fwych, dark blood pouring from his mouth on to her hair and nose. Selly’s bolt had hit the back of his skull.

Behind her Gethwen clambered up, his boots pushing on the table’s legs and he was gone like a ferret out a burrow, long before Selly might reload.

Mother Fwych dropped Aifen-the-Tom. She reached into her furs and round to her back. Drew out her longest claw, a curved bronze length long as a hand and forearm.

The road brings me here. She had to keep their attention, stop them from chasing Gethwen down. Now she either died or became a living hearth-tale.

Selly’s crossbow would be loaded by now. The fear came to Fwych then. Of the pain. Of Father Mountain’s embrace. Mother Fwych placed her free palm against the upright table. She would scream and push it over. In that confusion she would tongue Selly’s mind and slay her, then the two men.

Well, this were it, then.

‘Ah-lee-lee-lee,’ a new voice said, neither man nor woman. ‘’Tis Red Marie!’

A silence followed in which only the one-eyed pennyblade moaned.

‘The fuck?’ one of the men said. Then he screeched, high as a hawk.

‘You know me, little Selly!’ the voice said. ‘Up from the river I come-come-come, a very wonder of the world!’

‘Please,’ Selly begged.

‘What? You think me a folk tale?’

The table flew sideways like a door on hinges. Mother Fwych was there for all to see but no one cared. One of the men leaned against the bar, clutching the red patch of his trousers where his bollocks had been and staring at where they now were: draped upon Selly’s still unloosed crossbow. Torn and matted and red.

Selly saw Mother Fwych and jolted. For a second Fwych thought she’d get a pair of bollocks in her ribcage. But Selly never loosed her bolt.

Mother Fwych nodded to Selly for truce. Selly ignored her, eyeing every shadow in the room. It only dawned on Mother Fwych then that the table had moved all by itself.

The shelf behind the bar collapsed, cups and tankards rattling. No hand had touched it.

‘Fuck this,’ the other man said, and he ran for the door.

Something flew through the air and hit the back of the man’s skull. His face mashed into the studded oak door. He dropped, leaving a blood flower upon wood and iron.

‘Don’t you want to playyy?’ the voice said, everywhere and nowhere, tinkling like a stream. ‘I put nails in babes’ mouths and sew them shut! I’m Red Marie! I make carnations of spines! Oh, I’m Red Marie!’

The thing that had flown at the man lay on the floor: a severed head. The head of the man whose eye Mother Fwych had taken.

Selly saw it too. She was shaking.

Shaking at that name, Mother Fwych thought.

‘Strength,’ Mother Fwych told Selly. Then to the room: ‘Show yourself, beast!’

The bollock-less man dropped to his knees and collapsed, empty of blood.

Footsteps padded across the room. Tittering.

Mountain protect me, Mother Fwych thought. ‘Show yourself!’

More tittering. Everywhere. It were the thing Mother Fwych had sensed outside earlier, she were sure. Impossible to see when still, too swift to be seen when moving.

‘Selly,’ the voice said, ‘remember the time I danced in your dreams?’ Red Marie giggled. ‘You were so little, Selly.’

Selly was sobbing, clutching her crossbow like a doll.

‘Show yourself!’ Mother Fwych roared with the tongue. ‘Show!’ But her power was spread too thin. She had nothing to look at. She swung her claw at nothing. Again and again.

‘Hello, Mother,’ the voice whispered in her ear.

Her jaw wrenched. It cracked. The softness inside quivered and tore. The world flashed white and tittered.
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Larksdale

Sir Harry Larksdale had a drunk and weeping playwright to deal with. Drunken playwrights were common as sparrows, of course, and weepers hardly unknown, but a drunk and weeping playwright sitting high up on a stage rafter? It was really too-too much. Absolutely and utterly utter.

Well, Larksdale thought, alone upon the varnished stage of the open-air theatre, I do so like a challenge. Which was true, albeit long after it had ceased being a challenge and had become mere story.

‘Tichborne?’ Larksdale called up, his breath steaming in the December air. ‘You’ll find no inspiration up there. In fact, I’m told there’s but a pigeon’s nest.’ Larksdale stroked his beard with a gloved and many-ringed hand. He noted the birchwood ladder lying nearby upon the stage. He gestured at it. ‘Now that’s not clever is it, Tich-o, me-lad? You’ve gone and marooned yourself.’

A clay bottle smashed upon the boards. Quite empty, of course.

‘Piss your breeches, Larksdale,’ Tichborne barked. ‘You’re just the money! Grubby fingers in a silk purse!’

‘You wound me, sir,’ Larksdale said. ‘As only a mortal angel capable of golden verse can.’

‘Up your arse.’

He hasn’t finished our play for Yulenight Eve, Larksdale surmised. Worse, likely not even started. The symptoms were familiar enough: the vulgarity and nihilism, the disregard for flasks.

‘I’ll pass you the ladder,’ Larksdale said.

‘Don’t bother,’ Tichborne replied. ‘I’m soon to throw myself off.’

‘And what?’ Larksdale chuckled, stroked back a stray lock of black hair. ‘Break your ankles?’

‘Not if I dive head first.’

Then you’d likely bounce, fathead, thought Larksdale, but it was an uncharitable notion. The dear fellow was suffering, after all. Larksdale wasn’t eager to scale a rickety ladder, but he wasn’t eager to waste an hour shouting up at an inebriated quill-jockey either. Larksdale had an engagement – a royal engagement at Grand Gardens, no less – to attend at noon. It seemed the time had come for ol’ Harry Larksdale to become a man of action and valour, despite that being the very sort of man he crossed streets to avoid.

‘Tichborne,’ he called up, ‘I’m going to climb up beside you. Please don’t push the ladder away and send me to my death. I’d never say a nice word about you again.’

The playwright ignored him, staring at his own hanging feet.

‘Right,’ Larksdale muttered. He gazed at the ladder upon the floor as if it were a chore he’d been avoiding, which increasingly it was. ‘Right, then.’

The scuffle of boots upon wooden stairs came from stage left and Boathook Marla emerged. For such a slight woman she had an uncanny talent for stomping.

‘Boss,’ she said to Larksdale, ‘it’s all going to shit out there.’ She thumbed behind her, toward the backstage chambers.

‘Wonderful,’ Larksdale said. A thought struck him. ‘Wonderful that you’re here, I mean. Come, sweet Marla, and be my foundations, my rampart, my very rock.’

‘Y’what?’

‘Hold this ladder up.’

She gestured behind her again, toward the wings. ‘But, boss—’

‘To each matter its time, Marla.’

She shrugged and went to pick up the ladder. Like many things in Tetchford borough, ‘Boathook’ Marla Dueng was a wonderful mass of contradictions: a woman who dressed like a dockhand; possessor of a nickname all spoke but none knew the provenance of; her features and complexion that of her Chombod father topped off with her mother’s far more local blonde hair, the ends of which curled and bristled out from beneath her red woollen hat. Exactly the sort of person who’d never be permitted in Becken Keep, of course. Which was precisely why Sir Harry Larksdale enjoyed her company, along with everybody else’s at the Wreath Theatre.

‘Your rump-part and rock’s ready,’ Marla said, her shoulder against the now raised ladder. She had been careful to place its end to one side of Tichborne up on his rafter. ‘Y’alright, me duck?’ she called up to him. Boathook Marla hailed from Hoxham city, which meant she referred to people as ducks from time to time. To each their own.

Tichborne made no reply.

‘He’s in the pit of self-recrimination,’ Larksdale explained to Marla. He began to climb.

The breeze got stronger as he ascended; sea winds from Becken Bay scraping over the theatre’s circular roofs and pulling at his long coat. If anyone but Boathook Marla were holding this ladder he might well have made his excuses. He soon reached the top and, if he hadn’t the courage to sit on the rafter and meet Tichborne eye-to-eye, he could certainly curl his left arm over its varnished oak and meet Tichborne eye-to-thigh.

‘Listen well, playwright,’ Larksdale said, ‘for I will mutter discreetly.’ He sighed. ‘I wish to spare you humiliation.’

Tichborne looked at him, his button nose wrinkling.

‘You’re not drunk,’ Larksdale said. He gave the young playwright a stare he normally saved for enemies and lovers. ‘So drop the damned act.’

Tichborne shuddered. ‘How’d you guess?’

‘It took me some time,’ Larksdale said. ‘I suspected a ruse by the third step on my climb and was adamant by the eighth. Your performance is too-too laboured, my boy. Furthermore, you’ve a love of history I’d overlooked till now.’

‘What?’

‘Kit Kimble pulled this very ruse twenty years past, bless his memory. I was nine years old then but even I heard tale of it. Yes, word reached even Becken Keep.’ He brushed hair out of his eyes. This breeze was a menace, really it was. ‘Kimble’s very public cataclysm atop a rafter earned him extra coin and extra time, both of which he spent down the Carnation inn with hearty aplomb.’

Tichborne gave a coy sort of look that almost rustled Larksdale’s heart. ‘A little of both would not go amiss,’ he said.

‘I’ve neither.’

‘You have money, Harry,’ Tichborne protested.

‘It’s all tied up in mustard right now,’ Larksdale admitted. ‘Figuratively, I mean. A merchant ship at sea. So best we clamber down and act like nothing happened, eh? If we’re seen up here we’ll both be forced to act the drunkard.’

‘Foul buggerers!’ A man’s voice boomed from somewhere in the corridors behind the stage.

‘Boss,’ Boathook Marla called up from below. ‘That other matter…’

‘Noted,’ Larksdale said. He looked up at Tichborne. ‘Come on, me Tich-o.’

‘I’m tired, Harry!’ Tichborne shouted.

The force of it made Larksdale clutch harder to the rafter. It seemed real pain hid behind the fakery of anguish. It shone in Tichborne’s eyes.

‘I cannot write another folk-play,’ he muttered, eyeing below to see if Marla might hear. ‘I cannot repeat the same bloody scenes, the same gang of saints and miracles, the same victories of Neyes the Child and japes of Dickie o’ the Green and villainies of Red Marie.’ He growled. ‘And if I have to write another scene where a sinner is jabbed in the arse with a poker—’

‘Oh, but the crowd simply roars at that,’ Larksdale said. He remembered to shut up. ‘Pray continue.’

‘And every line I write some miserable eye judges – some priest or Perfecti, some ghoul of the Church – and scratches out the slightest word that grasps for the sublime.’

Risky talk, this. Larksdale was happier for the fact they conversed alone and at altitude.

‘Tichborne, I’m aware a folk-play has its limitations, but you are a true talent. Try not to see the medium as a pair of manacles but more as a chessboard, having hard rules that—’

‘I haven’t written your next folk-play,’ Tichborne said. ‘I have written a keep-play.’ He laughed. Shook his head. ‘Isn’t that pathetic?’

‘Pathetic?’ Larksdale smiled sadly. Poor, sweet fellow. ‘Well… not in the sense you mean.’

Keep-plays were a world away from folk-plays and obscured by ramparts and walls. They were performed within Becken Keep, of course, and in nobles’ halls throughout the Brintland and beyond. Keep-plays were cut from the same material as ancient Mancanese drama, full of richly drawn characters and ethical dilemma, hubris and wrecked kings. They were not, convention held, for the common man’s consumption. Not slightly.

‘So you see,’ Tichborne said, ‘I really should throw myself off head first.’

‘No, no…’

Well, here was a moment. Larksdale was at a crossroads, faced with the sort of decision he’d hoped to make a year or more hence. He had not even mentally listed the allies he would need for that next vital step in his great plan, his life’s work, let alone marshalled them. Perhaps, Larksdale reasoned, God or providence pricks me on. ‘Listen to me, Jon Tichborne. You know of Sir Tibald Slyke, yes?’

‘He’s Master of Arts and Revels,’ Tichborne said, squinting, ‘up at the keep.’ Hope lit his features. ‘You are on good terms, you and he?’

‘Pilgrim’s mercy no,’ Larksdale replied, ‘he thinks me a dangerous fool.’ As Tichborne’s hope sank Larksdale pressed on. ‘And the only good thing I have to say for him is he shall retire soon. So rumour has it.’

Tichborne met Larksdale’s gaze. ‘Leaving you to…’ He gestured at Larksdale.

Larksdale gestured at himself. ‘Leaving me. A man with not a single clue as to how to write a keep-play.’

Tichborne chuckled gleefully. Below, Marla muttered in a way that was as much a performance as anything seen upon that stage.

‘It’s certain?’ Tichborne asked. ‘You have our king’s blessing?’

‘Am I not his brother?’ Larksdale said, avoiding the question.

‘One of a hundred bastards.’

‘The old king was prolific, granted,’ Larksdale said.

‘And his work of variable quality.’

Larksdale grinned. ‘I should push you off of here, Tichborne, really I should.’

The two men laughed. An ally is a fine thing, Larksdale told himself. It was as if a weight had been removed. He wanted to spill more, speak of his greater plan, the audacity of it. But he could tell none.

‘One more folk-play, eh, Jon?’ Larksdale said. ‘One more hot poker to a sinner’s rear. That’s all I beg.’

‘For you, Sir Harry,’ Tichborne declared, ‘I’ll sear every buttock in hell.’

Footfall and shouting burst on to the stage below. Larksdale’s boots slipped off the ladder’s rung and he fell. He gripped the ladder’s sides, slowing his descent, and was shocked to find his feet had landed safely upon the floor.

The hullabaloo had cut silent and everyone – some fifteen people or more, mostly the Wreath’s staff – were staring at him. Larksdale realised they all thought he’d purposefully meant to descend so rapidly. He didn’t disillusion them.

‘What ribald hell is this?’ he demanded of the crowd. ‘I’ll permit no drama here.’

Boathook Marla muttered to him, ‘Said it had all gone to shit, didn’t I?’

A burly, whiskered and well-dressed man glared at Larksdale. Two large men – identical twins with curly blonde hair – stood behind him, long-knives at their belts.

‘Well, well,’ the man spat, waving his walking cane at Larksdale. ‘Who is this hawk-nosed popinjay?’

‘Aquiline,’ Larksdale corrected him, pulling a splinter from his gloved palm. ‘The term is “aquiline”, or so Mother assures me. And who, sir, are you?’

‘A gentleman retrieving his property,’ the man said. ‘The name’s Cabbot. I assume you command this chamberpot of face paint and buggery?’

‘I’ve a controlling interest,’ Larksdale said.

‘Thief!’ Cabbot lifted his cane in the air, a fine thing of black lacquer topped with a brass figure. He pointed it at the gaggle of theatre hands. ‘That woman is my wife!’

A screech went up from the mob and the seamstresses of the costume department surrounded one of their number, a frail and sunken-eyed woman whom Cabbot glared at. Larksdale had never seen her before.

‘Seize her,’ Cabbot told his two lackeys.

The large twins looked at one another uncertainly.

‘Lazy sops,’ Cabbot told them. He raised his brass-topped cane. ‘I’ll bloody do it.’

Larksdale strode over and seized the cane from Cabbot.

‘Do not break the king’s peace, Cabbot,’ he told him. ‘For I am his brother.’

One could usually rely on that to quench a common man’s resolve. Not so Cabbot.

‘A bastard,’ he said. ‘I’m no peasant, sir. I’m landlord to half of Fleawater. I’ve friends up at your brother’s keep. I regularly play a few rounds of archery with Sir Tibald Slyke. We are to go into business. That name familiar?’ He looked Larksdale up and down with pointed disdain. ‘I respect a royal bastard but I’ll not be cowed. You’ve no land, no livery.’

‘But I’ve your cane.’ Larksdale wiggled the thing. ‘I note you’re not so forthright without it.’

Cabbot eyes were coals of rage. He was a big man, certainly wouldn’t need his guards to beat Larksdale to a pulp. But Cabbot didn’t know that. Most royal bastards were reared to be knightly killers, after all.

‘I want justice,’ Cabbot hissed as if releasing steam.

‘Then adhere to justice,’ Larksdale replied, ‘and don't threaten folk.’ He broke from Cabbot’s stare and looked to the man’s wife. She looked frailer and more frightened than ever. ‘She’s right to a divorce, should she wish it.’ The woman nodded. Larksdale looked back at Cabbot. ‘Should you accept payment.’

‘From you?’

Larksdale nodded. Please no, he thought. Please. It’s all on The Flagrant Bess with its hold of mustard powder. But he held his expression, trusted he had laid his trap. That he knew Cabbot’s type.

‘I’ll adhere to justice,’ Cabbot whispered with a grin. ‘Happily. Trial by combat.’ He looked over at his woman. ‘Husband and wife.’ He looked at Larksdale again. ‘You can’t buy me, bastard.’

Larksdale feigned slightest shock.

‘It’s the law, is it not?’ Cabbot said and then he laughed, whiskers shaking on his ruddy cheeks. ‘You were all for justice a moment ago.’

Larksdale shook his head. ‘So be it.’

‘I’ll break her and take her back home. As a husband should.’

‘And I’ll preside this trial and tourney,’ Larksdale said, ‘as is a royal bastard’s right.’ He looked for Boathook Marla so as to gesture to her to talk to Cabbot’s wife, whatever her name was, and was pleased to see Marla was already about the business.

‘Fine,’ Cabbot replied. ‘Pick your day, sir.’

‘How about now?’ Larksdale said. ‘How about here?’

‘Trial by combat occurs within a courtyard or field,’ Cabbot replied.

‘This stage has played those parts many times.’

‘What of witnesses?’

‘Good point,’ Larksdale said. He called out to Norton, the Wreath’s fool. ‘Go outside and tell ’em there’s a show, free to all.’

Norton slipped on his boar mask and, running over to the Wreath’s double doors and kicking them open, proceeded to cartwheel and declaim in the square outside.

‘Listen, you,’ Cabbot said, ‘I’ll be no mummer for the public’s folly.’

‘Fine,’ Larksdale said, ‘then I’ll pay for the divorce. A man like me can buy a man like you as he wishes.’

‘How dare you,’ Cabbot raged. He pulled off his coat and slung it at one of his identical bodyguards. ‘I’ve a house as big as this shithole! I’ve a permit to wear finery! I’m officially recognised as a gentleman!’

‘But you are not one,’ Larksdale said, shrugging. ‘Else why mention it?’

‘Give me my weapon, mollyboy!’ Cabbot demanded. ‘Let’s raise the deal too: I beat her and win, then I fight you. What say you to that?’

‘Whatever tickles your fancy.’ Larksdale turned to Cabbot’s two bodyguards. ‘Today’s show is free to enter but I’d be grateful if you could stand by the exit and request a farthing’s donation from all leaving. No threats; mere looming will suffice. Keep one in ten farthings for yourselves.’

The twins beamed. Clearly Cabbot didn’t pay them enough. ‘Thank you,’ the right one said in a falsetto voice.

‘Welcome to show business,’ Larksdale told them both. ‘Any questions?’

‘Why’s that man up in the rafters?’ the left one asked.

‘He’s writing a play.’

The twins nodded and headed for the doors. The Wreath was getting a modest crowd now, some twenty or more. Mainly housewives and children, a few varsity students.

‘Welcome all!’ Larksdale announced, his arms wide. He found Cabbot’s lacquered cane to be a wonderful gesturing tool. ‘Today a husband and wife do battle, one for cruel dominion, the other for freedom. Who will God on high judge worthy?’

Someone hooted in the crowd.

‘You’ll all have seen your share of divorce duels,’ Larksdale continued, ‘and so you’ll know the husband receives a club to defend himself and his wife a stone inside a pair of tights.’

The weapons were handed to the two opponents. Cabbot’s wife could barely hold her tights and stone. She could barely stand, such was her shaking. A crowd-winning performance that, though no performance at all. Cabbot himself had no interest in the growing crowd which only made him more brutish. A most wondrous matinee this, Larksdale thought, just too-too utter, all of it.

‘Right,’ he said to Cabbot, ‘get in the pit, there’s a love.’

‘What?’

‘A question of fairness, sir,’ Larksdale replied. Loudly, so the crowd might hear. ‘The husband stands knee-deep in a pit so as to negate his strength and virility.’ The stage’s left trapdoor – the shallow one – opened on cue.

‘You’re making this up,’ Cabbot protested.

‘No he’s not!’ a woman yelled in the crowd. ‘Get in the pit, you shit!’

‘Get in the pit, you shit!’ the crowd chanted. Their number and enthusiasm were still on the rise. The Wreath would have to make this a regular thing in future.

One figure in the crowd, down near the very front, did not partake of the chant. He seemed startled by the Wreath, his eyes darting left and right.

A young man. Red of hair, dark of eye. He was beautiful, made all the more so by his aura of helplessness. Larksdale had that familiar and powerful urge to help him. He’d been prey to the pleading eyes of lost men and lost women many times. It never ended well.

He shook the feeling off and smiled at the crowd.

‘As a royal bastard,’ he announced, ‘and descendant of St Neyes himself – albeit the lowest sort – it is not in my blood to stand idly by as a woman finds herself in peril. My lady…’ He turned to look at Cabbot’s wife who was calmer now, likely having been advised of matters by Marla, who still stood beside her. Larksdale took a silver coin from his long coat and flicked it over to Marla, who passed it to the wife. ‘Hopefully,’ Larksdale said to the crowd, ‘that should be enough for a champion to fight in her stead.’

The crowd cheered approval.

‘A what?’ Cabbot demanded.

Larksdale turned and looked down to see Cabbot already knee-deep in the trap.

‘A wife can pay for another woman to fight for her,’ Larksdale explained. He nodded and Marla plucked the coin from the wife’s fingers.

‘A champion!’ Larksdale announced to the crowd. ‘Boathook Marla of this borough!’

A few who knew of her reputation clapped.

‘We wanted the wife to fight,’ a man in the crowd shouted.

‘Tough,’ Marla replied, and got a laugh. She took the tights with the stone inside and tested its weight.

Cabbot looked less nervous now; his wife’s champion was confident, yes, but still a girl. A slight one at that.

‘Better get him a helmet,’ Larksdale told Norton the Fool. ‘So that he may yet live.’

Norton was quick about it, fixing a theatrical helm with rabbit ears to Cabbot’s head while the man was startled by Larksdale’s words. The crowd hooted.

‘Let God and his Holy Pilgrim judge!’ Larksdale announced, and a trumpeter signalled the duel.

Cabbot turned in his pit as Marla circled him.

‘Come at me, waif!’ he yelled above the crowd’s jeers.

The waif did. She ran, leaping right over his arcing club and over Cabbot himself. Before he could turn, Marla unleashed her tights. The stone therein cracked against Cabbot’s shoulder. He yelped. He spun, only to receive the stone in his crotch, Marla using the tights’ elasticity to sling and retract. He jack-knifed forward and she booted him in the face. Only then did she signal for the crowd’s applause. She got it.

Boathook Marla kept a lot of occupations around Tetchford, paid champion for women lured into combat trials being one of them.

Marla hopped into the pit with Cabbot and wrapped the tights around the stunned man’s throat. His head went back and blood rolled from his cracked nose, filling his mouth.

‘Yield! Yield!’ the crowd chanted.

The trumpeter played a merry jig and Norton the Fool, dancing across stage in his boar mask, rubbed his voluminous buttocks in Cabbot’s face for the crowd’s delight. Hardly standard legal procedure, admittedly, yet it sped the trial to its conclusion.

‘I yield!’ Cabbot managed to yell out between arse rubbings. ‘Yield!’

The crowd, some sixty or more now, hollered and cheered. It took three men to pull Cabbot out of the pit and he did not thank them for it. He slapped them away and, clutching his bloody face, made a run for stage right, and in all likelihood out of the Wreath and Tetchford altogether.

‘We haven’t heard the last of this,’ Marla muttered later as the audience began to leave and several signed affidavits actualising the divorce had been taken.

‘Doubtless,’ Larksdale replied, studying his newly acquired lacquer cane. ‘Cabbot’s soon to be the talk of the town.’ The cane’s brass head was of some bird, perhaps even a lark. How utterly perfect.

Some altercation was occurring across the half-empty theatre. Whatever its manner, it was blocking people from leaving. Larksdale hopped down from the stage and made his way over, slipping through the crowd that was waiting to leave.

Cabbot’s twin bodyguards – if Cabbot’s they still were – were manhandling the redheaded youth. The young man was a flurry of scratching and hissing and curses of unknown dialect.

‘We just wanted to look in his bag there,’ the left twin said.

‘Wouldn’t give us a farthing,’ said the right.

‘You’re too-too eager, me lads,’ Larksdale said. ‘In future merely look like you’ll manhandle folk.’

The twins squirmed at the rebuke, then just as swiftly realised they had new jobs.

‘Who is this fellow?’ Larksdale said.

The twins let go and the young man ceased caterwauling. The youth was a spineman, though quite unlike those who lived in the city by Fleawater’s riverside. He’d tattoos up his arms like many a fleawet, the bronze rings in his nose and ears too, but his clothes were of some rough woollen material. Of the Spine Mountains, perhaps. A true spineman. He clutched at a hessian shoulder bag.

‘Poor heart,’ Larksdale muttered.

The lad lunged at Larksdale, embracing him, his head buried in Larksdale’s chest. His scent was earthy yet sweeter for all that.

‘Protect me, lord,’ he said. ‘I beg sanctuary in your mighty hall.’

‘Er…’

A crash came from the stage. A scream.

‘It’s Tichborne!’ Marla shouted. ‘He’s broke his ankle!’
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Fwych

Mother Fwych awoke on tiles wet and warm, fingers slipping through blood.

A worm lay before her, red and still.

Her tongue.

Mother no more. Oh, Mountain. Mother no more…

She winced and her jaw throbbed.

She pushed herself on to one side. Still at the roadside inn.

Selly stood nearby, looking down upon Mother Fwych, breathing heavy. Two wide eyes above a ruddy hole. Shorn of lips and nose, Selly, palms pierced together by a crossbow bolt. Blood, dark and lumpen, splattered between her feet like some tragic birth.

Fwych tried to comfort Selly with her eyes. For she’d tongue no more. No more.

Gently, Selly turned widdershins and Fwych realised she did not stand. Selly hung, her boots brushing the floor. A meathook were buried between her shoulder blades, its rope tied to the beam above.

From the shadows, Red Marie spoke.

*   *   *

Fwych felt cold breeze on her face. She were awake. She opened her eyes and the sky blazed white and blue.

She tried moving but only heaved and choked. Something filled her mouth. It were like some round bag of sand or seeds and it stank of flowers.

Fwych were on her back on hard floor. The inn’s floor? Then why did the winter sky beat at her twitching eyes? Why did her stopped-up mouth burn?

My tongue, she remembered again, my tongue. There were no room for it in the stuffed cave of her mouth. She winced. Oh Mountain, Father Mountain…

A twinge in her shoulder where Selly’s bolt had torn flesh. She remembered that. The floor beneath trembled and creaked. She were moving. Fwych lay on a cart’s flat bed.

‘Master Smones!’ A far voice, a man’s, growing louder. ‘Wait, Master Smones! I beg of you!’

A throat grumbled close by, like a slumbering hearth-dog bothered by a child.

‘Squints, Goitre,’ the grumble said. ‘Hold up.’

The creaking ceased and the sky came to a standstill.

Her chance to run. Gethwen in peril, she recalled, the world itself. But she could barely raise her head. Something tight around her wrists too: hemp, dirty and rough.

‘Look at this facker run.’ Foul that voice, rusted and sweet and evil, oozing its way into Fwych’s ears. ‘Too much rich food in that there Abbey.’

‘They’d gobble him up in the city, boss,’ a squeak of a voice said.

A hiss-and-rattle of laughter. ‘Indeed they would, Squints. Indeed they surely would.’

Fwych’s head lay on a sticky cushion. She dipped her chin and the sky gave way to her feet and a man running toward them down a tree-lined path. Robed and half-staggering, he came to a stop an arm’s length from Fwych’s boots and immediately bent at the hips, clutching his knees and panting. His scalp was shaved and he wore a big brown sack.

‘In yer own time, Father,’ the evil voice oozed.

This ‘father’ lifted a hand and, heaving, said, ‘She cannot travel in her state.’

‘And yet she does,’ the voice said. ‘Tough, these ban-hags.’ A hawking of phlegm, soon spat out.

Father looked in the direction of the voice, barely hiding his disgust. ‘Could you at least hide her, Master Smones. Many saw her carried out from that inn, she is the lone witness to—’

‘Do not permit a ban-hag to live free,’ Smones growled and Father seemed to shrivel. ‘That’s a Church rule, ain’t it, Squints?’

‘Life of the Pilgrim,’ the squeaking voice said. ‘Book thirty, verse nine.’

‘It were ban-hags hung him up, wasn’t it, Father?’ Smones continued. ‘The Pilgrim hisself. Hook through his feet and hung from a tree, like in all them paintings. No doubt watched his piss an’ shit roll down his body for days, they did. Filthy fackers.’

Father made a gesture with one hand against his chest and mouthed something. ‘Do not speak so.’

The Pilgrim. Fwych knew that name. The name flatlanders gave the-man-who-bled-the-mountain. They gave prayer to the Pilgrim, the flatlanders, as if a man could be a rock or tree.

‘That what you think, Father?’ Smones said, his words a mocking grease. ‘That Smones’ll get stopped on the road and asked who gave him a facking ban-hag? Think he’ll tattle-tale on you and yer abbey?’

Father shook his head.

A clawed hand flew into Fwych’s sight. No, not clawed. Fingernails clipped to points and painted black. Fingers like a famine, stretched flesh over bone, black with ingrained dirt. A tattered sleeve once patterned so fine.

‘Allow me to instruct you, Father,’ Smones said, ‘how the world works outside your holy house. No one gives a shit. Not a single rancid facking turd. Not for some cunt in a cart.’

Father looked at Fwych a moment and Fwych closed her eyes before he might notice.

‘I wish you did not talk so,’ Father said. ‘These vulgarities…’

‘Apologies, Father. I’d give you my confession.’ He chuckled. ‘But I really don’t think you’d want that.’

Fwych opened her eyes to see Father wince.

That laugh came again, the hiss and rattle. ‘Father, Father…’

Smones came into view. Tall and thin, he were, unnatural so, like those stick-and-grass men flatlanders use to scare birds. He’d a tall and crooked hat. He reached up and cradled Father’s cheek.

‘Let’s part on good terms,’ he said, and reached into his jacket with his other hand. He pulled out five gold coins, which he sprinkled atop Father’s shaved head. ‘There’ll be more, Father.’ He grinned. ‘I’ll be back here. You watch me.’

Father looked forlorn at that, as if he often dreamed of never seeing Smones again.

‘I must not pry but…’ he tried. ‘Where she is going, she will remain unseen, yes?’

‘Oh, she’ll be seen,’ Smones said. ‘Seen by the highest people. People who answer to man or God’s laws only when it suits ’em.’

‘Becken Keep?’ Father said, startled.

‘Indeed. That menagerie-maze they ’ave there. I mean, a banhag in all her pierced and tattooed glory but with no tongue to ensorcel folk? Why, there’s a conversation piece for the finest cloth in our land.’

‘They’d keep a woman in some cage?’ Father said, frowning. ‘Among animals?’

‘There are men of this earth,’ Smones said, ‘so savage they’re worth gawping at through bars. Like our girl there. Entertaining and educational, see? Fetch heckuva price. Trust me.’ And then he tapped Father’s cheek. ‘Now back to yer abbey, there’s a boy.’

Father’s cheek had three black fingermarks upon it. He took one last look at the cart and then squatted to pick up the fallen gold.

‘Move it,’ Smones told whoever were drawing the cart. He looked back down the path. ‘Oi, Father!’

Father stopped picking up coins but did not look up.

‘Next time I come,’ Smones shouted, ‘I’ll bring you another sweetmeat from the Hook. Blonde and silent, father. I know your type.’

Father trotted on down the path, never looking back.

Smones hiss-laughed and followed the cart. His eyes met Fwych’s and he grinned, and Fwych reckoned he’d known her awake all this time. He’d eyeshadow, Smones, and his teeth were brown and black.

His face tore a memory from Fwych. The inn. Another face there, leering from out the gloom. Her sockets black and empty. She’d had nails for teeth.

Red Marie.

You’re nothing now, she had said. Nothing. She had sliced up Mother Fwych’s tongue to mush and tittered as she did so.

And now Mother Fwych was Fwych, and Fwych was nothing. She shuddered and her sight watered and Knucklebones Smones whistled and hawked up more of his strange black spit.
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Larksdale

Every royal occasion was a chance to show off one’s crestmen. Larksdale, a royal bastard, was permitted but one, another of Boathook Marla’s occasional occupations.

She strode ahead of her master, her feathered hat, tunic and hose all sage green and fern: the livery of Larksdale’s house, and so far no one had questioned his presumption in having one. Marla held the royal stave aloft in both hands and every comer proved wise enough to step aside. The crest of Becken and its royal family – a bat with wings outstretched – perched atop the stave. The bat was bronze, an alloy symbolic of bastards.

The young man from the mountains – Gethwen, he called himself – drew closer to Larksdale’s side.

‘You have to keep behind me,’ Larksdale reminded him, gesturing with his newly acquired cane. ‘A step behind and to my left.’

‘Too many here,’ Gethwen said, eyeing the crowds. ‘It’s never safe when there’s too many.’ He tried putting his arm through Larksdale’s.

‘This is too respectable a street for anyone to get stabbed,’ Larksdale said, removing his arm from Gethwen’s. It was too respectable a street to be seen with a pretty lad hanging upon your elbow too. Strange, how holding another man’s hand might not bat an eyelid in a Tetchford alley nor the gilded hallways of the keep, yet in a street of clerks and merchants’ wives it was cause for alarum. ‘You’re quite safe.’ He smiled at him. ‘Absurdly so.’

‘You will take me to my people tomorrow?’ Gethwen asked. ‘I do so hate to ask, sir.’

‘In time,’ Larksdale said with comforting smile. Personally he was in no rush to walk the muddy alleys of Fleawater.

Gethwen smiled back. ‘You are good to me, sir.’

By the Pilgrim, the lad was comely, like a statue of St Mattias made flesh. Giving him the role of page with all the finery and tights had made for a regrettable distraction, but one Larksdale could not help but relish.

*   *   *

Men could be heard at tourney within the giant tent. Even at a distance of a quarter-mile the clamour of violence travelled. No cheering though, despite all the spectators who would be inside. Excitement was the provenance of the more public tourneys, where the common man might watch his betters spar with elan. Brintland nobles watched to learn, and the ladies accompanied the men.

Still, a few ladies were wandering the gardens, dutifully pursued by their maids. A tourney at Grand Gardens was one of the few times one could reasonably expect to be free from husband or family. Larksdale had made pleasant – if foolhardy – use of that phenomenon in the past. Today, however, was rather too cold. Not that that stopped him drinking in the ladies in their ermine-lined winter dresses. One or two of them, Larksdale was sure, drank him in too.

‘What’s the fundamental rule, Gethwen?’ Larksdale said.

‘Keep silent,’ Gethwen answered behind him. ‘And I have been, sir. Really I have. I—’

‘Gethwen.’

Larksdale met the collective warmth of bodies and braziers as he approached the tent’s entrance. He nodded at the four guards in royal livery and passed into the gloom of the tent’s innards. Gethwen tried to hold his arm again, but was dissuaded with a look.

Six men duelled in couples like dancers at springtime. They wore chainmail and crested helms, wielded painted shields and swords of yew. Cowled adjudicates stepped in occasionally, breaking up duellists who had grappled into rough embraces. It reminded Larksdale of his childhood in Becken Keep’s training yards, bruised and sweaty memories he dreaded to recall. It had taken the weapon-masters, grown adults, a year and a half to realise what the eight-year-old Harrance Larksdale could have told them that first morning: that his soul was not tempered for the conventional duties of a king’s bastard. The descent of St Neyes’ blood was not always so straightforward.

Beyond the front line of spectators Larksdale could make out the spired tops of two wooden thrones. His Majesty King Ean would be sitting there, of course, spectating with his newest wife, Third-Queen Emmabelle of Duxby County, who was heavy with Ean’s child.

Larksdale needed to be seen. It was not good to be forgotten, not when the role of Master of Arts and Revels hung for the taking like a game pheasant. One had to keep on the periphery of Ean’s awareness. Larksdale made his way to the front, slipping between the gaps, a genial eel. He hoped Gethwen had the sense to follow.

A space lay between two men and their pages, wide enough for Larksdale to glide into without seeming uncouth. Prime territory. The two men’s silhouettes, caught in the gold light of a nearby brazier, became recognisable. Larksdale considered retreating. But no. A little awkwardness could not dissuade him.

Neither man noticed him standing there, intent as they were on the nearest duel. Resting both palms upon his new brass-tipped cane, Larksdale feigned spectating while he eyed his two peers. To his left, ‘Sir’ Willem Cutbill, captain general of the city guard, his knighthood and position gifted to him on account of no one knowing what to do with a common soldier whose swift rise through the ranks had culminated in him saving the kingdom. Decades past he had ambushed and routed the grand army of Hoxham. Now he hanged the city’s pie thieves and got mocked in whispers at court. Cutbill was still an ox of a man, though fifty or more, with shaved scalp and jet-black beard.

To Larksdale’s right, Sir Tibald Slyke, Master of Arts and Revels. As old as Cutbill but far thinner and exceptionally more acidic. His characteristic wide-brimmed hat he’d even more characteristically not removed, for he’d never cared one jot for anyone behind him. Slyke had a cane, too. Larksdale realised with self-recrimination that Slyke had had one for some months now. Slyke would think the cane Larksdale had acquired from the bully Cabbot was aesthetic theft or, worse, unthinking imitation. Larksdale almost panicked and turned about until he noticed Slyke wore brown leather gloves with one or two gold rings worn on the outside. Pilgrim’s heart. Wearing rings over leather gloves was Larksdale’s thing. Always had been, the only difference being he’d good taste enough for silver rings over black gloves. Damned Slyke. The fellow was just too-too utter. A shameless beast.

Larksdale felt Gethwen’s chin upon his left shoulder. The young spineman was trying to watch the tourney. Larksdale reached behind and pressed a palm against the youth’s belly. Gethwen stepped back. At least he was keeping silent.

The king’s crown shone beneath the tent’s mosaic of lights. Ean, young and vital, had a natural talent for being watched. With his curling blonde locks and triangular beard he seemed St Neyes returned, Neyes the wise, defender of the true Church and saviour of the land. Ean’s new wife, Emmabelle, complemented him well. The same blonde locks and a face for courtly ballad, wide-eyed and guileless.

Can you see me, Ean? Larksdale thought. Your capable servant, your brother. Waiting upon your slightest word.

‘Sir Harrance.’ The voice came from his left. Cutbill. The duels out on the floor had ended and the old warrior had become aware of his surroundings.

‘Sir Willem,’ Larksdale replied. ‘You seem in good health.’ They had nothing in common, he and Cutbill, neither in background nor character. Indeed, Larksdale would wager there were hunters in unknown jungles at the edges of the world with whom he might banter more comfortably. There was one matter they could discuss though, one wholly inappropriate for the time and setting. Trouble was, Sir Willem Cutbill hadn’t the breeding or nuance to realise that. With luck, more duellists would soon take to the floor and hook Cutbill’s attention once again.

‘Your coin and luxuries arrived at Wessel Bridge,’ Cutbill said.

Oh, and there it was.

‘Obliged,’ Larksdale replied.

‘All accounted,’ Cutbill said. ‘You can trust the city guard not to help themselves.’

By God, Cutbill’s talk was forever loud and practical. An intolerable combination.

Larksdale smiled and nodded. ‘Who was your preferred man in the duels just now?’ He gestured at the floor before them.

‘Your two associates are living well indeed,’ Cutbill continued, senseless to Larksdale’s evasion. ‘For the cells of Wessel Bridge, I mean.’

Larksdale could sense Tibald Slyke beside him. Doubtless drinking it all in.

‘Gratifying,’ Larksdale said to Cutbill. Awkward as this scene was, he was pleased to hear the news.

‘Your colleagues from the playhouse?’ came Slyke’s nasal voice. ‘The two in the clink? What you Tetchford folk get up to staggers me. One has to laugh.’

‘Indeed,’ Larksdale replied, ‘my colleagues couldn’t resist a chuckle themselves as the city guard clapped them in irons.’ He turned to Slyke. ‘Hullo Tibald.’

Slyke half-smiled and raised an eyebrow when he spied Larksdale also had a cane. His expression became more circumspect, however, when Larksdale eyed the rings over Slyke’s leather gloves.

Stalemate, Slyke.

‘What was their misdemeanour?’ Slyke said. But he knew perfectly well.

This was grating. He’d promised himself he’d work on Slyke, bring the rivalry between them to some detente even if he could not bear to befriend the wretch. The man had the very job Larksdale wanted most in all the world and, though Slyke was in no position to give it him and Larksdale would never pander, it surely did not help to lock horns with the fellow.

Tolerate him, Larksdale thought, be butt to his barbs. Yet, Pilgrim’s love, Slyke did not make it easy.

‘They had a slip of memory,’ Larksdale answered.

‘Tax evasion,’ Cutbill explained to Slyke.

Slyke chuckled while simultaneously frowning with distaste, a performance Larksdale wished dearly to throw rotten vegetables at. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘that crime of common folk cursed by ambition.’

‘Better than crimes of no ambition at all,’ Larksdale replied, looking at the next set of duellists taking the floor. ‘Did you arrange today’s entertainments?’

Slyke sighed. ‘The king asked for tourneys.’

‘Yes,’ Larksdale said, trying his best to smile with genuine grace. ‘Of course.’ But it came out sarcastic. Why can’t I stop myself? Forever meeting Slyke’s acid with acid, knowing full well the folly. Some people had that effect on Larksdale and always had. First-Queen Carmotta in particular.

Come to think on it, where was Carmotta? The first-queen was not on the stage with her husband and sister wife. Strange she should miss a tourney; Carmotta loved watching dim men fight, armed or otherwise. Her absence wouldn’t go unnoticed by anybody in the great tent, least of all her husband.

‘Count Osrin,’ Cutbill said out of nowhere. He was watching the tourney’s next entrants. Cutbill actually smiled. ‘A killer, Osrin,’ he said.

‘I’m pleased you like my show,’ Slyke answered him. He eyed Larksdale.

Osrin, newly count of Whitecliff and royal bastard of highest standing, was something, all right. He strode on to the floor in naught but hose and belt, his bare torso smooth in the brazier light and striped with shadowed muscle. A smallish man but, like many smallish men, his condition had honed his bearing. So too the scars upon his face: two diagonal lines that made a V, crossing just below his lips. His presence in the king’s tent was as a blaze.

‘The ladies flock to see him duel,’ Slyke said. He looked Larksdale up and down. ‘You’re keen to watch him fight, I see.’

‘I’m thinking he would make an excellent St Neyes for one of our performances,’ Larksdale said, only half-ignoring Slyke’s insinuations. ‘You’ll recall we are both of Neyes’ blood, both sons of the old king.’ He looked at Slyke. Damn being civilised. ‘Or had you forgotten, old man?’

‘Bastards,’ Slyke replied.

‘The honest kind,’ Larksdale said.

Two wooden swords were passed to Osrin, the left shorter than the right.

‘Doesn’t he get a helmet or something?’ Larksdale asked his companions.

‘It would just get in his way,’ Cutbill said.

Count Osrin lifted a sword in salute of the king.

‘Your Majesty!’ he proclaimed. ‘My sacred brother, I salute you and congratulate your queen. With your permission?’ The king nodded and every spectator clapped politely. Osrin turned to the crowd. ‘What you are about to witness is a style of swordsmanship practised upon the commrach isle. Few humans are permitted there. Fewer return.’ He spun the shorter sword around his index finger like it was a sail on a windmill. ‘I spent a year in their gymnasia.’ He gestured at the scars upon his face. ‘They were not shy with their lessons.’

Two men in chainmail and helm, swords in hand, approached Osrin from either end of the floor.

‘Two opponents,’ Cutbill muttered beside Larksdale. He shook his head with a boyish wonder.

‘Finally,’ Larksdale said. ‘Showmanship.’

Cutbill ignored him, appearing embarrassed by the statement. Larksdale eyed Slyke. The Master of Arts and Revels had clearly taken umbrage at Larksdale’s idle comment.

Larksdale ignored them. Neither of these men were his kind of people, and each in their own painful and teeth-pulling way had now forced Larksdale to do the very thing he’d hoped to avoid when coming to this tourney: spectate.

Certainly, Osrin’s promise of two assailants had been distracting, but now they actually fought it was the same old physical malarky. Could have been a hundred opponents and Larksdale wouldn’t have understood the difference. Granted, there was something of a dance to Osrin’s strange style, a fluid motion that made fool of his enemies’ swings, but it just made Larksdale hungry to know about actual dancing styles over on the commrach isle. Whenever he’d a chance to press Osrin on such matters – the sculpture, the murals, hell, the great towers of wrought iron and pewter that were said to loom over that secretive and misty isle – Osrin merely looked at Larksdale like, well, Larksdale watching Osrin fight. Which was like a goat regarding a brick.

Oh, but the men. The men who watched, these gentlemen of arms and violence: they were enthralled. Cutbill and all the rest of them, drunk on Count Osrin and everything he evoked. Larksdale hadn’t seen it before but the reality of it hit him like an arrow from a hedge: Osrin was like his father, the old king, the king of campaigns and red glory, not the king of quiet prosperity who watched others duel from his dais. It dawned on Larksdale with increasing discomfort that if he, a noted popinjay and feather-wrist, could see it then for how long had every battle-scarred knight and ambitious wife here in this tent seen it? And had they ever dared talk to one another on the matter?

Gads, Larksdale thought, this is the last time I take in a tourney.

‘Everyone knows you’re after my job,’ Slyke said. He stood closer now.

‘I’ve never hidden the fact,’ Larksdale replied, surprised at Slyke’s candour. ‘But I’ve never tried to undermine you for it.’ Which was true enough, though he’d often fantasised.

‘No doubt you know I’m to retire,’ Slyke said. One of Osrin’s opponents grunted and fell. ‘It’s a draining, thankless role and I’d happily wish it on you, Larksdale. You deserve to get what you want. But the Crown deserves better than you as Master of Arts and Revels.’

Larksdale thought to mention Slyke’s financial dealings with that wife-beating slime Cabbot. Yet it was uncouth to talk of self-made nabobs at court events. Larksdale would be no better than Cutbill.

‘All I can offer is my all,’ Larksdale said at last. ‘Body and soul.’

‘Farce and disaster,’ Slyke said.

This was becoming intolerable. ‘Sir, why bear such ill will?’

‘Because I love my country and my king. And those two qualities propel me to pray you waste your life away in that tatty theatre.’ He shook his head and for a moment Larksdale was scared he might lay eyes on Gethwen. ‘But it’s no matter. You’ve no chance of appointment.’

Larksdale looked at Slyke. The clatter of wooden blades became more rapid between the two remaining swordsmen. ‘You know something I’m not aware of, Slyke?’

‘I know something simply everyone is aware of. That you’re our king’s procurer, arranger of discreet dalliances and pleasures. It’s how he sees you. How we all see you. Always and for ever.’

Larksdale had no reply to such barbs, for they were mirror to his fears.

‘Sir Harrance,’ a voice said behind him. The two men turned to see a royal page. ‘The first-queen would speak with you in the old ruins.’

‘First-Queen Carmotta?’ Larksdale said with comically feigned surprise. He placed a gloved palm upon his collarbone. ‘With me?’ Then he looked at Slyke and smiled. ‘Must be off.’

*   *   *

Larksdale took the path that led to the ruins, Gethwen in tow.

The Mancan emperors had once ruled from the hill where Grand Gardens now stood and today it seemed Queen Carmotta intended to rule from there too, albeit briefly and with Larksdale her lone subject. Carmotta’s people had never gotten over their fall from domination, that was their problem. Then again, the modern Mancanese were never short of a gargantuan ruin or sprawling canal system to remind them of it. Sad, really, and Larksdale might even have pitied them if only they hadn’t given Carmotta Il’Lunadella to the world.

He stopped upon the path and turned to Gethwen. ‘Actually, a few ground rules. Now, I do not mean to panic you on your first day as page but you’ve had little to no training and you’re about to meet the queen, so—’

‘I’m not really a page, though, am I?’ Gethwen frowned. He clutched at his hessian bag. ‘Please, I just want to meet my people in this city. I need to.’

Larksdale sighed. ‘Gethwen, that’s not the attitude of a page about to meet his queen. Listen, the fundamental rule is to hold silent, like I told you. With royalty, as with nobility, behave as if someone took your tongue.’

Gethwen opened his mouth to reply then closed it and nodded instead.

‘Stand way behind me,’ Larksdale said. ‘Do not look Her Majesty in the eye. In fact, look no one in the eye.’

Gethwen looked down and grasped the strap of his satchel tighter.

‘I mean it,’ Larksdale said. ‘It’s not inconceivable she may address you directly so as to annoy me. Her bodyguard, Dulenci, is an arrogant cockswaggle who may address you directly so as to amuse her. In neither scenario should you reply.’

‘That’s rude, isn’t it?’ Gethwen said. ‘Not replying?’

‘On the contrary, it’s expected. If it’s any consolation, you can reply to her handmaids if they address you directly. But they won’t. They’ll be too scared of me addressing them directly for my own amusement. Any questions?’

‘How do you people fucking live like this?’ Gethwen said, confusion and fear quavering his voice. ‘Sorry sir. I’m all a-panicked I am. Back home folk look in each other’s eyes.’

Larksdale put a palm on Gethwen’s shoulder. ‘It is I who should apologise, Gethwen. I can be insufferable in trying moments. You are a wonderful man, a free and marvellous creature, and I have promised to protect you.’ He recalled something and chuckled. ‘You know, I once overheard a servant say to another, “When you are nervous before the nobility, imagine them all naked.” It levels all ranks, apparently.’

Gethwen looked up. Then, slowly, he looked down again, taking in Larksdale’s body from head to foot.

‘Thank you,’ he said. He met Larksdale’s gaze once more and a grin – half lascivious, half coy – lit his smooth face. ‘My panic fades.’

Larksdale was stunned. His stomach quivered in the most pleasurable way. He remembered where he was.

‘Follow my lead,’ he told his page, and made his way toward the ruins.

*   *   *

The queen sat upon a cracked marble pedestal, swirling a steaming bronze chalice with one hand. The usual pack of catchfarts surrounded her: her cousin Dulenci with his smirks and taffeta and blades, and three handmaidens each wearing a colour of House Il’Lunadella, topaz, cream and indigo. Indigo held a steaming silver jug, its handle wrapped in cloth.

‘Your Majesty,’ Dulenci declared once Larksdale was within earshot. ‘A miscreant approaches. Perhaps I should pat his body down for weapons?’

‘It’s not your birthday, Dulenci,’ Larksdale said with a dutiful smile. He turned to First-Queen Carmotta and bowed. ‘Your Majesty.’

‘Cousin Dulenci,’ Carmotta said, ‘you should know by now our dear friend carries no weapon save that which he keeps in his mouth.’

‘And I only ever use it to disarm, Your Majesty,’ Larksdale said, rising and never taking his gaze from the queen’s own.

Her smile never slipped. Pilgrim’s blood, but the bitch looked ravishing today. Her black hair was braided and wrapped with silver pins and lilac silk, her brown skin moisturised to a honeyed shine. Carmotta was fat, inarguably, but of that plumpness that glows and glides through this world, its buoyancy and vitality swallowing the wits of all men who gazed upon it.

Not this man.

‘I am honoured you require my presence,’ Larksdale said. ‘But I’m at a loss as to why you’d wish me to bear witness to the lost zenith of your people.’ He gestured at the ruins all around.

Even the handmaids looked askance at that. Dulenci rested his palm upon the hilt of his sword.

‘Because a man of your country,’ Carmotta replied, ‘should see what an actual zenith looks like.’ She nodded at her chalice. ‘Mulled wine,’ she explained. ‘I found the very idea an affront when first I came here. That you Brintlanders should take wine and defile it with spice and heat.’

‘An answer to the inferior wines that reach us,’ Larksdale said. He glanced at Carmotta and Dulenci both. ‘Manca does not always send its best.’
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