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	Our Revels Now

	By Alexandra Caluen

	


Prologue

	Team chat: Renaissance Frolicke, Six Months Before Opening

	Aja: I know we've kept Courtly Splendor and Dragon's Forge on opposite sides of the site because they're our two highest-rated vendors, yadda yadda, but I can't take the pining anymore

	Felice: OMG so much pining

	Roger: So. Much.

	Mark: if we put them on the same side there'll be a never-ending traffic jam

	Felice: how about in the middle?

	Mark: whut

	Felice: behind the main stage, side by side

	Aja: ooh yeah give people something to browse while they're waiting for the next show

	Roger: could people use the stage's dressing area to try shit on?

	Mark: favoritism guys

	Aja: revenue 'guys,' also 'guys' is an exclusionary term

	Mark: 'people'

	Felice: don't be a dick

	Roger: it wouldn't kill us to shake up the layout. If CS and DF are both at center site, those spots on the outer ring open up for games or food vendors

	Aja: good point!

	Felice: and if being jammed up against each other doesn't solve the situation, we can always split them up again next year

	Mark: for all we know they enjoy the pining

	Roger: Hahahaha

	Mark: if anyone catches them fucking in the dressing area, you're all in big trouble

	* * * *

	Team chat: Renaissance Frolicke, Three Months Before Opening

	Mark: the quote for moving the main stage [link]

	Roger: holy shit

	Felice: eeek

	Aja: good thing we use straw bales instead of an actual fence

	Mark: [frowny face]

	Roger: we can afford it though right?

	Mark: yes

	Mark: fire department said 'this is better'

	Felice: even though it's farther from main entrance??

	Mark: that's what I said

	Roger: oh because of truck access each side of bleachers?

	Mark: they like those gaps if we ever have to move people out the back

	Aja: cross fingers

	Aja: thx for handling, Mark [smiley face]

	Felice: can't wait to see what happens!!

	Roger: LOL

	* * * *

	Team chat: Renaissance Frolicke, One Month Before Opening

	Roger: thoughts on yesterday's site visit?

	Felice: I love the way it smells when the straw bales are fresh

	Aja: yessss

	Felice: also the new pergolas for the picnic stages are really pretty

	Roger: thanks!

	Felice: [smiley face]

	Mark: I think the shade sails should be counted in acreage now not square footage

	Aja: those things are literally life savers. Also: main stage area rocks!

	Mark: thanks, was a ton of work but I like how everything funnels up that way now. All our vendors confirmed?

	Aja: yep! Packages went out!

	Roger: water & sanitation are locked. Still a few entertainers to confirm

	Felice: volunteers have all been referred for their costume. Medics are booked

	Mark: great work, team!

	* * * *

	


Chapter 1

	April 2018, One Month Before Opening

	Lachlan

	The Renaissance Frolicke contract came, as usual, with a site plan. Appended to that was the expected summary of what was new this year, and what was gone. As always: ranks of portaloos in four locations. Four picnic stages, small shelters for the performer (actor, storyteller, puppeteer, or musician) with shaded areas for frolickers to sit on the ground. Three shaded refreshment areas: Ale House, Coffee House, and Ice House (meaning ice cream). Plus, this year we'd have three new teaching vendors. A fiber artist giving spinning and weaving demonstrations, with try-it-yourself stations; a potter doing the same; and something called Mannerly. Had to read the write-up on that one, finding they did interactive sessions on precedence, bows and curtseys, how to serve tea, and the like. All the usual activities--fencing lessons, dancing lessons, archery--and all the usual strolling players, ranging from stiltwalkers to close-up magicians. A reliable blend of pure entertainment and education disguised as entertainment, along with a crafts marketplace.

	Jousting and mounted sword fights were out. I guess someone finally decided that wheelbarrow-loads of horse shit every weekend took historical authenticity too far. Instead, there'd be an outfit doing dog acts. Border collies herding dwarf sheep; an agility course with Shakespearean gags; a dog circus; a comedy act. It'd probably set off a shortage of collie puppies. (I immediately designed several new collie items.) The big change, from my point of view, was in the vendor layout.

	For years I'd been given a vendor stall at the three o'clock position, if you consider the main entrance to be six o'clock. This year, they'd shifted the main stage (which is, to be clear, a grassy paddock with a generous platform at the back) closer to twelve o'clock. The games that used to be at the top of the site were now at three o'clock and nine o'clock; spectator seating replaced the games. And behind the main stage--squarely facing the main entrance, though the site was so big it wouldn't be the first thing people saw--was my space.

	Mine and Taran's.

	Side by side.

	What in bloody hell.

	Courtly Splendor, A.K.A. Taran, used to be at nine o'clock. Directly opposite me on the big oval ring that was the vendor display, completely invisible to me because of all the buggery in between. I knew he was a top draw for the Frolicke; we'd both been booked over and over for years, and I got plenty of feedback about how the two of us were "the best." I didn't take that too seriously. We're both niche artists, and historical cosplay was niche even in the cosplay universe. For all I knew, he had a day job like me and did the Frolicke as a sort of vacation.

	I'd never tried to strike up a friendship. Never asked if he was local. Never looked him up. Never tried to get somebody to cover my stall for long enough for me to cross the site, get over my nerves, and ask him if he'd like to meet me somewhere for a drink after we closed. I didn't even know if Taran was his real name, or if it was a stage name.

	And now we were going to be side by side, all day, for twelve long days.

	Is there a name for an emotion that's half fright and half excitement? Whatever it is, I vibrated with it.

	This was my chance to do more than walk past his stall once or twice a day, on the way to the toilets or to a food vendor. My chance to actually talk to him. I could finally get answers to all my questions. Starting with are you local, moving on to are you single, and penultimately are you gay.

	Maybe you can see why I hadn't tried to ask those questions before. The only privacy the vendors have at the Frolicke (when not in an actual toilet) is before the main gate opens or after it closes, and we're busy then. There's always someone watching and/or listening, everybody has their phone out, and yeah. Not for the faint of heart, which I had uncharacteristically and frustratingly been.

	Even if he wasn't local, wasn't single, and wasn't gay, maybe we could at least be friends. Anybody who worked that hard to get that good at his art had to be good to know. We could watch out for each other. Tag each other on social media. Maybe, who knows, exchange phone numbers.

	For fifteen years, I'd lived and worked in a prosperous pocket of Los Angeles. I dated, then had a boyfriend. After we called it quits, I'd go out cruising in West Hollywood. Aging out of the clubs meant using apps instead, which reduced connection to mere relief. I hadn't met anyone deeply interesting; wasn't sure where else to try. It seemed the men who'd be good for a relationship were already in one, including most of my engineering friends. They were still career-focused, many of them raising children, a thing I'd never wanted to do. And part of me thought I needed to sort this thing out, this intense attraction to a person I'd barely spoken to.

	This year I'd turn fifty-five. Tired of being single, tired of living alone. Whatever the organizers had in mind changing up the layout like this, I was determined to make the most of it. I should be able to wring out a couple of friendly words over the course of twelve long days, and who knows? Maybe Taran had been simply waiting for me to say something. Stranger things have happened.

	* * * *

	Taran

	When I got my contract and saw the new lineup, I was intrigued by the dogs. I'd always thought jousting was a bit medieval to be featured in something billed as a Renaissance Frolicke; maybe somebody agreed. The other new things were interesting too, especially the weaver. I could plan to scope that out at the end of a day. Some of the performers had come to me for costume upgrades before. Now was a good time to reach out and ask if anyone needed anything this year.

	The next attachment was the new site plan. I blinked at it for a few seconds, wondering why this particular change. Was tempted to email the organizers to say thank you. Had someone noticed the way I cruised by Dragon's Forge every chance I got? Which is to say, once or twice a day. How can a person develop an obsession on the basis of momentary eye contact? Well, I managed it.

	I had his Etsy store bookmarked.

	I haunted his Facebook page and Instagram.

	I knew he didn't attend any other Ren fairs, or other arts fairs, or even any cosplay events. The man was made for Labyrinth of Jareth or the Edwardian Ball, but no. One might think he only existed during the Frolicke.

	Maybe he had a day job like me. Or maybe he wasn't local, and this one event was so taxing that it was enough for him. Maybe he only had access to metalworking facilities for a limited time and couldn't produce enough for more than one event. At least I could make everything I sold in my own apartment. The messiest, loudest tool I had was a sewing machine.

	I was full of some emotion halfway between fear and delight. We'd been across the site from each other for four years. The first time I booked the Frolicke, I walked around the whole thing, trying to greet every other artist. This didn't result in any lasting friendships--we only saw each other at this one event, after all--but it gave me a sense of belonging. Everyone seemed excited to be there, which meant I was not a weirdo for being excited. When I got to Lachlan--I wasn't even sure that was his real name!--he had his hands full, making a supple sheet of chain maille, so we'd only spoken briefly. He'd looked startled and shy.

	He'd struck to my heart in that brief encounter, and I never got over it. Graying red hair, cut short, receding. Glacier-blue eyes with a gray rim to the iris. Short, stubby auburn eyelashes; matching eyebrows that would benefit from grooming; sharp features and a Scottish accent. He'd been wearing a sleeveless muslin singlet under a leather apron, and I'd been very distracted by his arms. Wiry, muscular, heavily freckled, and liberally furred with ginger hair. At the time I couldn't tell how tall he was because he'd been seated behind his display case. Since then I'd seen him walking around the site and I thought he was close to my own height (five foot nine on a good day).

	Over the course of twelve long days working side by side, surely we could get acquainted. Surely I could ask, and maybe he'd answer, some of the dozens of questions I had. Maybe he had some questions too. He did walk by my stall every day, at least once, when there were other ways to get wherever he was going. Just as I walked by his, occasionally making eye contact, always wishing.

	My day job involves constant interaction with people. I'm usually good at it, but being attracted to someone messes with my head. If I'm not in a setting that's conducive to a quiet conversation, I get anxious and shy. Afraid of being overheard, afraid someone will witness me being awkward, even though there's no reason on earth why I should care.

	Years two through four were more of the same. Always someone around, someone listening, someone watching. I'd spot Lachlan in the vendors' parking, but with us being on opposite sides of the site, we had to make an actual effort to even wave to each other during the day. It never went beyond glances. Well, we were busy. When I did get away from my stall, it was generally for a physical-comfort reason: food, water, or the potty. When I spoke to other vendors, it was generally at the end of the day, when we started packing out. Lachlan was too far away.

	Now he wouldn't be. He'd be right next to me. Maybe he never approached me before, but there were lots of possible explanations. Maybe one of those explanations was "I don't want to rush this." Maybe all he needed was a setting conducive to a quiet conversation, like me.

	Last year I stopped by on day eleven to ask him to hold a certain cloak-pin I'd spotted in his case, returning at the end of the day to complete the transaction. He smiled when I complimented the work. I was about to say something else, something personal, when another vendor barged in to pick up an ear cuff. Lachlan seemed to regret the interruption as much as I did, but we were both too damn polite, or shy, or afraid to say hold on and make the other person wait. I walked away wishing my almost-fifty years of Shy Asian Queer were not so prescriptive.

	This was my year to stop wishing.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	Week 1, Saturday

	Lachlan

	Loading in and locking down the kit that would stay in my stall for the duration of the Frolicke, plus the goods I had to sell, was not a swift operation. Thus I was at the vendors' gate before they opened on day one. Several of the other vendors were there early too, including Taran. He was out of his car, leaning against it with a travel cup in his hand. I drew in a long, deep breath to screw up my courage, then exited my vehicle.

	Naturally I'd parked at the far end of the row from him. Many of those I passed knew me; we exchanged greetings and handshakes, but I didn't linger. Today I was on a mission. Then of course when I fetched up beside Taran I couldn't think of a bloody thing to say.

	Fortunately, he looked, in a quiet way, delighted to see me. "Welcome back," he said, offering his hand. "I've been meaning to ask, is Lachlan Beattie your real name?"

	"It is," I said, reminding myself to smile. Then reminding myself to release his hand. "Is Taran Kimura yours?"

	"Amazingly, it is. My parents were both born in the US and my mother got my name from a children's book. Did you see the new site map?"

	"Yeah, big change, isn't it?"

	"Huge!"

	"Want to know my first thought?"

	"Mmm?"

	"Finally I've no excuse not to bloody talk to him."

	His smile was brilliant. "You've wanted to talk to me?"

	"Something awful," I admitted.

	"Same." Still smiling, and he'd shifted weight toward me. That was a good sign, wasn't it? Before either of us could say anything else, we heard activity at the gate and turned to look. Morning security was unlocking it, rolling back the panel, leaning inside with an air of suspicion. Then he stood squarely in the gap, pulled a tablet out of his cargo pants pocket, and did something with the screen.

	I said softly, "What's he up to?"

	Taran shrugged. "Maybe they have some new cameras? I know a few of us asked about it last year."

	I had myself, not because I wanted to leave my stock on site overnight but because I'd heard one of the acrobats had a problematic ex-boyfriend. "It'd be nice to leave my OCD in the stall instead of feeling I've got to personally secure the site." I heard a snuffling sort of laugh and turned my head. Taran was grinning at me over his travel cup. I rolled my eyes. "Twelve years in the Royal Air Force," I said. "Never have shaken the security obsession."

	"Ooh," he said, eyes wide. "Were you a pilot?"

	"No, engineer. Mind you, I did spend a fair amount of time in the air." I wanted to keep that impressed look on his face.

	"That's so cool. Are you still in engineering?"

	"Left the field a few years back, been doing an easier day job since. You?"

	"I teach math not far from here. My whole life isn't far from here," he said. "You can practically see my apartment building from the bleachers at the main stage."

	That had to be an exaggeration; the Frolicke site wasn't far from Northridge, but it had a lot of empty hillside around it. "Short commute for you then," was all I could think of to say.

	"Mmm, it's good. I don't like freeway driving. Where do you live?"

	By God, he was interested. Even if he wasn't gay, these were let's-be-friends questions. "Down in West LA," I said. "I work at a jewelry store in Beverly Hills, doing repairs." And occasional design, though I'd leave that self-aggrandizing point for a later date.

	Taran had another question. "Which store?"

	"De Witt. Oh, looks like we can go in." I started to turn away, my brain already running the checklist. Then remembered who I was talking to, and my manners. "Can I give you a hand with anything?"

	Taran gazed at me as he took another sip of whatever was in his cup. Then his gaze dipped, just for a second, as if he were looking at my mouth. When he glanced up again his smile was the tiniest bit wicked. "Maybe later. Let's get this show on the road."

	I think I said something. Did I say something? Christ, I hope I said something, rather than reversing myself like a speechless fucking automaton and jogging off back to my car. Honestly couldn't tell you, though. All that was in my mind was: he flirted with me. Taran Kimura bloody flirted with me. The first time we spoke! First thing in the morning! Me looking as crap as I always did, and him as fine as he always did.

	Heaven help me, he was even better up close. All that black hair, shot with silver, pulled back in a sleek braid. Those bright brown eyes, set between winged eyebrows and high cheekbones, framed with the finest lines. From a few feet away I would've said he was twenty years younger than me. From the distance we'd been talking (less than arm's length) I'd revised that. He might be no more than five years younger; might even be older.

	Though by any measure more good-looking than me, I suppose he wasn't truly movie-star handsome. I didn't care. I had twelve long days to look at him, and look I would.

	* * * *

	Taran

	Was I flirting? Had I actually pulled that off, first thing in the morning, first real conversation, without even one inhibition-lowering beverage under my belt? Did I really do that thing where I glanced at his mouth as if I was imagining a kiss?

	I did.

	I actually did that thing.

	I could feel myself blush at the audacity of it, though fortunately not until Lachlan had jogged off in the direction of his car. Some guys look cute when they blush, getting that sweet pink cheek thing going; I look like a cartoon, red as an apple from my hairline to the top of my chest.

	But I didn't have to worry about it, because my dolly and my garment rack and all my boxes of stock didn't care about my face. They just wanted me to not drop them in the dirt.

	Getting stuff out of the car was by far the easiest part of the day, which was good, because my attention was definitely split. I couldn't get over the fact that Lachlan came to talk to me. I mean, he really honestly obviously came to talk to me, because he passed everyone else along the way and didn't stop for longer than it took to shake hands.

	And I swear, I would've been happy just to make a new friend, but there was more going on than that. I might be shy, but I wasn't the guy who would say oh, he's not really interested in me, why would he be interested in me. We had some important stuff in common, based on the simple fact that we were both artists who exhibited at the Frolicke. I was reasonably certain that we were close to the same age. Now I knew that we both also had day jobs. And that we'd both wanted to get better acquainted. And that we, apparently without even thinking about it, stood closer to each other than any two straight men who were talking for the first time ever would.
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