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      “I wish that we had Enryn!” Alvana said for what must have been the hundredth time. Saba had rather lost count after the first hour.

      “We’ve got it down to three: Lisbeth, Nevenna, and whatshername. Make a choice.” Saba sat back and crossed her arms.

      “I wish that we had Enryn!”

      “Well, we don’t.” They’d been at this for two hours already. Lunchtime had come and gone. “We have these three. Attend!”

      She watched Alvana drag herself back to the table, pick up the page of scribbled notes, put it down, sigh, and pick it up again, holding it up to the thin, watery light streaming through the drafty window. “I can’t remember which was which.”

      “Lisbeth Hunter. Blond, gorgeous tits; read Pompolo’s monologue from Thera and Kliode.”

      “Mmm,” said Alvana. “She’s too… not Enryn.”

      “Whatshername, Iracena something-or-other. Fake name, obviously trying too hard. Chestnut hair, decent tits—”

      “Enough about their tits!”

      “Can’t help it—decent tits, pretty eyes, a fiery reading of the aubade from Annan and the Sea Nymph, knows some swordplay.”

      “She’s the one that had the snobby accent, right?”

      “The clearly fake snobby accent, yes. Lastly, Nevenna Playne—tall, curly hair, smelled of cinnamon and cardamom. Her parents own that bakery on Trifle Street, I believe. Nearly made me cry with Caelavius’s death scene, which I haven’t done for… what, a decade? Fuck, has it been that long? Lady of Time have mercy.”

      “I notice you don’t have a comment on her tits,” Alvana said darkly.

      “Wasn’t anything to comment on, was there?”

      Alvana sighed and dropped her head to the table. “I just want Enryn.”

      Saba prayed for patience. “We cannot have him,” she said, enunciating carefully. “He’s in prison. Even if he weren’t, we couldn’t cast him unless you wanted him arrested and us, fined. We have,” she rapped on the page, “Nevenna Playne, Iracena whosits, Lisbeth Hunter.”

      “They’re not right for it.” Alvana sat up. “D’you think we could fit Enryn into some sort of disguise—”

      Saba’s laugh was half-snarl. “You want to break him out of prison and disguise him as a woman so that he can play a man? Our Enryn? Over six feet tall, thirty stone if he’s a pound? Half of that is belly and the other half is beard? Can’t even whisper without the windows rattling? That Enryn?”

      Alvana propped her chin on her hand, grumbling at the notes. “Not her,” she said at last, pointing to Lisbeth’s name.

      “I hear what you’re saying, but I’d just like to point out: Gorgeous tits.”

      “I don’t care about her tits!”

      “Oh, please! Liar.”

      “She’s not right for the part!”

      “Fine.” Saba inked the quill and struck a bold line through Lisbeth’s name. “Iracena or Nevenna?” A long silence while Alvana chewed her lip at the page. “Flip a coin if you have to.”

      “Nevenna.”

      “Iracena can fence.”

      “Nevenna. Her Caelavius nearly made you cry.”

      “It did do that. All right, then. Nevenna.” Good. Good to have that settled.

      “I want Enryn for it,” Alvana said.

      “So do I. Hell, Enryn would want Enryn for it. Tough luck. Nevenna will have to do.” Saba would make her do, if it came to that. She stretched hugely and ruffled her hands through her wiry curls.

      “Do you think she can do it?”

      “Sure.”

      “She made you cry.”

      “So we have established.”

      “With Caelavius.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Maybe Iracena is better. She can fence.”

      “You picked Nevenna.”

      “Maybe we should think about Iracena again.”

      “If you like her that much, we can find a part for her. Prince Leonor?”

      “No, I want Lutha for that.”

      “Leonor’s cousin, then.”

      “Then we could move Mabeth to play Felix, freeing up Katre for a swing. She’s good as a swing.”

      “The best.”

      Alvana sighed. “All right.”

      “Is that it?”

      “That’s it.”

      Saba smiled. “Took us long enough. I’ll write up the list and take it to the theater. See if I can get past the ravening hordes without being torn to pieces. Tomorrow, eight o’clock, remember.”

      Alvana nodded absently. “We’ll be fine, won’t we?”

      “Yes. By the boards and backdrops, I swear it,” Saba said firmly. “We’re still afloat. For now.”

      “Barely.”
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      Saba stalked across the wide cobblestone forecourt and under the ornate arch of brass lanterns which gave the Theater of Lights its name, shouldering her way through the anxious crowd of would-be players wringing their hands at the door. She said nothing to them, drew no attention to herself, made no proclamations about who she was or what business she had.

      When she made it to the door, she took a small hammer and two tacks from her pocket. A silence rippled out slowly behind her.

      She withdrew the page that she’d tucked into her doublet, slowly unfolded and examined it, holding it at just the wrong angle for anyone behind her to peek. She smoothed out a crease. Examined it again.

      The tension behind her wound tighter with each moment she delayed.

      She put the paper up against the door.

      Paused.

      Took it down again.

      Someone in the crowd sobbed. Saba stifled a grin.

      A tack at each corner and three taps had the page affixed to the door, carefully set into old holes where other tacks had held other casting sheets. Saba took her time stowing the hammer back into the deep pockets of her faintly threadbare simarre, a knee-length, sleeveless coat in the Pezian style.

      She turned around, still blocking the page, and looked out over the tight-pressed crowd. Their eyes were so round and frightened, bless them. Some of them were crying. She raised her eyebrows and made a shooing motion at them; they scuffled to make a narrow path for her. She stuck her hands in the pockets of her coat, hopped off the front step, and sauntered through the crowd.

      A scuffle erupted behind her as they all flung themselves towards the door at once.

      There were men in the crowd. There had been some at the auditions too. Again and again, she and Alvana had explained to them the reasons why the troupe could do no more than listen politely to their auditions.

      It was the same reason they couldn’t have Enryn anymore. Or Dafyd, for that matter, or any of the others.

      Once she’d made it across the forecourt, Saba turned to watch the carnage.

      More tears. Most of the men were angry, of course, but that’s what had gotten them banned from the stage in the first place. Between the duels and the riots, it was shocking that there were any left alive to want to perform.

      “Pardon,” said a voice like cream. A chill went down Saba’s spine; she turned so quickly that she nearly lost her hat. “Aren’t you Sabajan Hollant?”

      “Aye,” she said, already breathless. The woman standing before her was dressed in the colorful, airy style of Manghar-Khagra—her dress fit deliciously close about her breasts and torso without stays, flaring from her hips to a generously-cut skirt. The fabric—linen, woven in narrow vertical stripes of green and white—hung in heavy, straight folds to her ankles. Pewter buttons ran from neckline to knee; the lower half were open, showing a walnut-brown underskirt. Her sleeves were unbuttoned to the elbow, leaving her forearms bare—her skin was dark bronze, the color of oiled teak, only a few shades lighter than Saba’s own rich brown and of a warmer tone; her hair was black and glossy; her eyes, the startling color of unexpected spring.

      Saba whipped off her hat and bowed. “At your service, my lady. Er. Miss. Madam?” Curse her for a fool! One glance from this beauty and she was fumbling. “Pardon,” she said. “My attention was occupied.” She waved vaguely towards the theater.

      The beauty smiled; Saba nearly swooned. “Announcing your new recruits?” Despite her foreign dress, her accent was pure Avaren—so local, in fact, that Saba could pinpoint nearly to the street where this goddess had spent her childhood. Somewhere near the south-center of the city, a bit off from the Shrine Bridge area, east of Mathenge and north of the Velvets. And oh, that voice—like cream, yes. Cream and honey in a golden bowl.

      “Recruits, at long last, yes. I’m sorry, your name…?”

      “Nazeya mes Akhal.”

      The name rang a very faint bell. “A player?”

      “Not one so accomplished as you. I’ve often hoped to make your acquaintance.” She extended her hand for Saba to shake.

      These lines, at least, Saba had run a thousand times: She caught up Nazeya’s hand and kissed the backs of her fingers. “The pleasure, I assure you, is entirely mine.”

      To Saba’s delight, Nazeya let their hands linger together for a moment before she withdrew. “Congratulations on your return,” she said. “Three months’ prohibition, wasn’t it, same as ours? The city has been so dark without you Lights.”

      “Ah, we’re the Lord Chancellor’s Players now,” Saba said, attempting to puff some pride into her voice, though the admission weighed as heavy as sandbags. “Have been for a couple years now.” And a long and tedious couple of years it had been, too—bowing and scraping to a patron had seemed like a good idea at the time. Less so now.

      “Surely you’re only the Lord Chancellor’s on your playbills and draper’s receipts. To the common folk, you’re a Light and always will be.”

      Saba could have kissed her just for that. She could have been a crone—hells, she could have been a man, and Saba would have kissed her for that.

      “Anyway,” Nazeya continued. “I wished only to greet you and express my pleasure at seeing the Theater of Lights with some life around it again. I don’t mean to keep you. You must have important things to attend to.”

      Saba longed to say, no, of course not, none whatsoever. But it would not do to feign idleness to a lovely woman. They didn’t like that sort of thing at all. “You know how it is.”

      “I do.”

      “I hope,” said Saba before she could help herself, “I hope you’ll be coming to see our performances? We’ll have an old play tomorrow, and a new one very soon.”

      “But of course. Who would miss the opportunity to see the great Sabajan Hollant on the boards again at long last?”

      “And you?” Saba said. “Was your troupe under the prohibition as well?”

      “Yes.” Nazeya winced. “We dragged ourselves out to the country to escape the… you know.”

      “The ’for six months, none of the listed troupes can perform within a day’s ride of the city walls’ bit?”

      “Indeed. But we’ve been rehearsing at our patron’s estate for the last week. We return tomorrow—a new play.”

      “I’ll have to come see you sometime.”

      Nazeya’s skin was too dark to show much of a blush, but she ducked her head and her smile was obviously pleased. “I’ll be honored to have you in the audience. Good day, Mistress Hollant.”

      “Good day, Miss mes Akhal.”

      Nazeya swept by; Saba couldn’t help but watch her go. As soon as the beauty had passed out of sight, Saba’s slumped back against the wall and let out a long breath.

      Well! She crammed her hat back onto her head. Well!

      The burgeoning flush of infatuation froze and withered on the vine. “Oh, fuck me,” Saba snarled. She’d forgotten to ask the woman which troupe she was with.

      Shit. Perhaps someone knew her? Surely a beauty like that commanded everyone’s attention. On the other hand, there were dozens of troupes in the city…

      She sighed heavily and shoved her hands back in her pockets. There was a coffeehouse not too far away; she’d wait there for an hour until the ruckus around the theater abated, and then she’d return and make sure everything was prepared for tomorrow.

      Tomorrow. At last.
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      The following dawn, Saba paid the coffeehouse on the corner a full princess to deliver pots of Zebidian light roast to the theater’s yard at regular intervals—an extremely necessary expense.

      The Theater of Lights was built according to Brassing-on-Abona’s local standard: a stacked ring of galleries surrounding the central yard and the stage, which were open to the sky and the light but for the partial roof—the heavens—that hung over the stage, supported by two brightly-painted pillars. In the very center of the yard, Saba had set two chairs, a little table, a large bottle of ink, enough quills to feather an entire flock of geese, and the first coffee delivery.

      She unbuckled her belt, flung off her simarre and her doublet, kicked off her shoes, peeled off her stockings, and dug her toes into the fresh, clean sawdust. It was still and quiet, a deliciously cool morning in early summer. Saba, in her shirtsleeves and breeches with a fresh pot of coffee and the theater all to herself, was perfectly content.

      Then the players began to arrive—only the new ones, of course. Only they would be so punctual.

      Some of them tried to greet her. Though every one of them was taller than her, she stared them down until they slunk across the yard and stood in a nervous little knot, whispering amongst themselves.

      The clocktower rang eight. Saba stood up, quaffed the rest of her coffee, and hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her breeches. “All right, attend to me!” Her voice echoed off the empty galleries. The newcomers snapped to attention. “I suppose it’s time for us to get to know each other.” She let the last few words drip with poison. It was important for baby players to know their place. Took some of the fight out of ’em. “As you are standing in what we can loosely consider to be my theater, I assume you know who I am. If by some amazing coincidence you don’t, I’m Sabajan Hollant. You may, I suppose, call me Saba. Henceforth, I’m your mother, I’m your father, I’m your general and your priest. Most importantly,” and she let the pause stretch out to its breaking point, “I’m your director.

      “The play, as you know,” she said, pacing slowly around the yard, “is a new one by our esteemed writer, Alvana Stillgrail. It has everything that everyone likes best in a play—true love, wicked betrayal, good death monologues, a mad king, the Lord of Temptation… It is a very good play; I expect you to make it great.” She flung a dagger of a glance at them; they all nodded furiously. “If you haven’t been living under a rock for the last year, you know that by the King’s Edict, men are banned from performing on stage. Some of you are going to have to get comfortable in britches.” She wiggled her hips at them—a less crude way of implying cock than an outright thrust—and bestowed upon them one faint smile.

      “Right! To the casting! Our heroine, Cosima, will be the astoundingly beautiful Artagne Grey, who is not here yet. She is a shareholder in the company and does not have to show up for these preliminary speeches, having had them tattooed on the insides of her eyelids years ago. Are any of you shareholders? No, you are not. Thus, you’ll be on time every day, and we won’t have any trouble in this little family.

      “Our hero, Aucien, will be the very lucky newcomer, Nevenna Playne.” Saba spared the girl a brief nod. “This is an incredible opportunity for you. Don’t fuck it up. We have another shareholder, Lutha Brewer, playing Cosima’s lady-in-waiting. Mabeth Thatcher, a shareholder, as Piero, Cosima’s brother. Iracena du Cassa as Orchilo, Aucien’s cousin!” No one had perked up when she’d said that last name. “Where’s Iracena?”

      No one spoke. Saba let her expression slowly freeze over.

      “I see. In case you’re wondering, Iracena is not a shareholder.” Another silence stretched to the breaking point. “Inneo Selwyne, shareholder, the soothsayer; Ishmeta and Talsyn Bhargava, shareholders, the queen and king, respectively. I’m the Lord of Temptation. You may notice that most of you haven’t been named. There are a few more small speaking roles to fill and many bit parts. If there’s anything you can do that you didn’t mention in auditions—dancing, singing, stage-fighting, et cetera—do let us know about it.”

      The door creaked open and a girl with passable tits entered—ah, Iracena. And not even an ounce of shame showing.

      “Good morning,” Saba said warmly. “Rehearsal starts promptly at eight.”

      “Yes, I know.” Iracena glanced about at the others. “Something wrong?”

      “Is it eight o’clock now?” said Saba.

      “As far as I know.” Iracena was still using the terrible fake accent, trying to pass for snobbier than she was. Probably thought she was better than other people—Saba couldn’t stand her sort.

      Saba smiled sweetly. “It is, in fact, fast approaching fifteen minutes past. You’ve already missed the important announcements.”

      “Could you repeat them?”

      “No.”

      Iracena frowned. “Why not?”

      “Because rehearsal starts at eight.” Dropping her honeyed tones: “You missed hearing what part you were assigned.”

      “I’m only a little late, I couldn’t get out of the house—”

      “A little late? Ten minutes late.” Saba stalked up to her. “Can you imagine being ten minutes late to take your bows? You’d be bowing to an empty theater, chickadee.” Iracena was taller than her by at least a handspan—nearly everyone was. Saba had long ago learned how to act tall. She could loom over someone from a seat on the floor if she wanted. “Your cue to enter the theater is the first toll of the eight o’clock bell. If you’re not here by the time the echoes fade, you can find yourself a different company. Understood?”

      Iracena went scarlet. “Now see here!”

      “Are we understood, Miss du Cassa?” Silly, pompous name to go with the fake accent—she wasn’t even Pezian, but obviously as Avaren as Saba herself.

      “Yes,” Iracena said tightly.

      “You’d better thank me for giving you another chance.”

      “Your generosity knows no bounds.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      A little kerfuffle on the first day was a great gift in the long run. Now they all had the fear of god in them, or at the very least the fear of Saba.
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      Saba had little faith that the newcomers would able to find their own asses in the dark, so she began by drilling them on posturing and projection. Alvana arrived just before nine as Saba shrieked for the hundredth time, “Nevenna, project!”

      “How are they?” Alvana asked breathlessly, dropping a bundle of papers onto the table.

      “Meh.”

      “Coffee?”

      “Help yourself. These the scripts?” Saba pulled them over and flicked through; Alvana stole her coffee cup. “Nevvy, sweetheart, project!” she howled. “I’m a deaf blacksmith at the back of the yard, and my pockets are full of aging vegetables!” She dropped her voice. “How many?”

      “Three copies,” Alvana said, falling into her chair. “We’re not having another repeat of last year.”

      “Good thinking. Better, Nevvy, thank you! Ladies, we have scripts, and I have rules for you about them.”

      “More rules?” said Iracena.

      Alvana made a noise of surprise. “Goodness, who’s that?”

      “The queen of Vinte, apparently,” Saba muttered. “Better known as Iracena.”

      “Who?”

      “Our Orchilo.” Partly to show Nevvy how it was done, Saba projected, “Yes, more rules. They’re even more important than the rules about punctuality.” She held the scripts high above her head. “The scripts, ladies! Three copies, which Alvana has painstakingly copied out in her own hand. Only three, so we’ll be sharing them. You will not take them home with you, and you will not discuss their contents with anyone outside this troupe.”

      “If anyone asks what it is about,” Alvana said, “tell them to come see the play and find out.”

      “Even if it’s a small question, like—”

      “Comedy or tragedy?”

      “Or is it a history?”

      “Do you think it’s good?”

      “What are the costumes like?”

      “What role is Sabajan Hollant playing?”

      “I don’t care if it’s your old granny asking on her deathbed, and I don’t care if someone has a knife to your lover’s throat: You say…” Saba gave them an expectant look, cupping her hand to her ear.

      “Come see the play and find out,” came the response, slow and scattered.

      “Again!” Saba bellowed.

      “Come see the play and find out.”

      “Louder!”

      “Come see the play and find out!”

      “Good! Now, we will be counting the scripts at the end of every day—”

      “And probably at several points during the day,” Alvana added.

      “And then they go home with me or Alvana. If we could padlock them to our bodies, we would.”

      “So we don’t get to take them home… ever,” said Iracena.

      Saba pasted a brilliant smile to her face. “I’m so glad you’ve followed the conversation.”

      “But how will we learn our lines?”

      “You’ll do your very fucking best, chickadee, right there on stage in rehearsal.”

      “If you’re worried about them getting lost, why not print lots of copies?”

      Saba dropped her face into her hands and screamed.

      “It’s not so much that we’re concerned about misplacing the scripts,” Alvana said, as Saba flung herself into her chair and grabbed wildly for their shared coffee cup. “More that they might be stolen. In a print shop, all the workers would see it; customers walking by might overhear the typesetter mumbling to herself. And perhaps one night the printer is balancing their accounts, and the earnings are looking a little scanty…”

      “And a mysterious hooded figure appears in the doorway!” Saba said, gesticulating at an empty patch of air.

      “The figure offers them money.”

      “A lot of money!”

      “A bag of money.”

      “More than they’ve ever seen in their life!”

      “And maybe their spouse is ill; maybe their daughter ran off with a philosopher.”

      “Maybe their cat exploded! There will be funeral costs!”

      “And Maestre Printer thinks, what’s the harm? All the figure wants is—”

      They finished in unison: “A single copy of Alvana Stillgrail’s latest play.”

      “And then we’re fucked,” Saba finished.

      “Explaining the script situation?” said a smoked-plums voice from the door.

      “Hi, Artagne!” Saba said without looking around. “I love you! Run away with me.”

      “Can’t, dear. Supposed to be in a play.” Artagne stopped beside her, dropping a kiss atop her head. “I hear I’ve got the lead.”

      “Breaking my heart,” Saba grunted. “Others?”

      “Nearly here,” Artagne said.

      Saba smelled something, shot to her feet, seized Artagne’s beautiful face, and sniffed her breath. “Beer. Why?”

      “We stopped for a drink on the way over,” Artagne said, giggling faintly. “To celebrate our glorious return.”

      “A drink.”

      “Well, three. Four, for some of us.”

      “Light of my eyes, queen of my heart, it is nine in the morning.”

      “No, it isn’t,” Artagne said. The clock tower began to toll in the distance. “Well, now it is.”

      “Are the others as bad as you?”

      “Mabeth stopped to throw up. The others are holding her hair back. I,” Artagne swayed a little, “came ahead. So you wouldn’t shout at us for being late.”

      “And now I’ll shout at you for being staggering drunk!”

      “I’m not drunk. I had… some drinks. Quickly.”

      “Why by all the gods did you drink three or four beers quickly before nine in the morning?”

      “Didn’t want to be late!” Artagne beamed at her.

      The front door slammed open while Saba was still spluttering at her, and someone—Inneo—cried, “We’re not late!” The remaining five shareholders wove their way across the yard, cackling amongst themselves like a flock of deeply inebriated hens. “Saba can’t shout at us!” they sang. “We’re not late! The clock just stopped ringing! We’re not late!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Right,” Alvana said. “We’ll start from the top, if everyone’s not too drunk to read.”

      Alvana had wrested away control of the troupe. She and Saba had come to the “joint” decision that Saba would go up to the second story gallery and have a bit of a lie-down until the vein in her forehead stopped pulsing.

      When Saba had collected enough of her composure that she was no longer in danger of exploding, she sat up and watched the players slurring and giggling their way through their lines as Alvana flitted between stage and table, muttering to herself and scribbling on the scripts.

      The newcomers weren’t so bad. Nevenna—Nevvy; she was too young for Saba not to petname her, barely nineteen—was quiet and serious and lawyerish. Aucien would need some joy and boldness to him. Iracena had all the braggadocio and fire that Orchilo demanded, but she brought too much of herself on stage. The other newcomers were nothing spectacular yet, but they didn’t need to be. The casting had only needed to fill in the cracks here and there.

      The sun was peeking over the roof by the time they reached the grand entrance of Idunet, Lord of Temptation, the god of passion, greed, and hedonism—and the very best character in the play, in Saba’s opinion. She already had visions of the costume she’d wear, the twisting figures of red and metallic gold she’d paint onto her dark skin until she burned and glittered like a creature of shadow and fire.

      Saba stood on the gallery bench as Nevvy read Aucien’s ritual of summoning; at her cue, she let her voice boom like thunder down to the stage.

      “Who dares call me? Who dares to speak my name? What squirming mortal, blacken’d worm, what faint and trembling soul, milk-blooded, damp with piss?”

      “Hold!” cried Alvana. “Everyone hold!” She put her hands on her hips, looking up to Saba looming above. “The hairs stood up on the back of my neck just then, Hollant.”

      Saba grinned. “Haven’t lost my touch, eh?”

      “Nothing close. Listen, I love having you there. For your entrance?”

      “Here?”

      “What do you think?”

      “And fight my way through the groundlings to get to the stage? I? Sabajan Hollant?”

      “We could fly you over.”

      “It’d ruin the surprise if I sat here with ropes tied to me for the first act. And it’d ruin the magic if I had to fumble them on and off in front of everyone. Also, half of the Lord of Temptation is acted from the crotch.” She thrust her pelvis to illustrate. “I’d prefer to walk it. But not through a few hundred screeching people.”

      “Can we rehearse it this way for now? Find a solution later?”

      “As you like it.”

      “It’s just that I was going to have you spring out from a trapdoor in the stage and—yes, yes, I know,” she said when Saba grimaced.

      “Trapdoors are beneath the Lord of Temptation’s dignity.”

      “I’ll concede that. D’you need a script?” Before Saba could even quirk an eyebrow, Alvana shook her head. “Don’t know why I asked. Continue, Madam Hollant!”

      “Do I need a script,” Saba muttered. “Do I need a script! Please.” She rolled back her shoulders, widened her stance, acted from her crotch. “Who dares!”

      There was a long silence.

      “Nevvy, project,” Alvana said. “Saba didn’t even hear you.”

      “O Lord, magnificent and bright, ’tis I who speak your name. I, Aucien!”

      The Lord of Temptation bristled. “What! You! The merest whelp! A pup of man! Just yesterday a babe in arms, in faith! You starveling would enchain Temptation’s Lord, Dream-plucker, the Seductor of the World? I, who whisper into king’s ears ’til their fingers twitch with greed and strain to raise their weapons or their wits to conquer what those twitching fingers seize? I, who turns a maiden’s eye and plucks her purse until both weep?”

      “No, Lord! I have an altogether different aim! In supplication do I call to you.”

      “A supplication! Now I see! The whelp aspires to a libertine. How many battles hast thou fought, young whelp? I do not waste my gifts on untried swords. And tell me true, how many maiden’s purses hast thou clutched? A supplication must demand some coin.”

      The theater door slammed open, and a voice thundered even louder than hers: “Sabajan Hollant, you’re rattling the windows clear across the street!”

      “Enryn!” Alvana squeaked, flying across the yard and into the first-floor gallery. Saba, jolted out of the Lord of Temptation, floundered wildly to the stairs.

      Enryn caught Alvana in his enormous arms and lifted her clean off her feet. Saba flung herself at him—colliding with his side was much like colliding with that of a great bull. “You scoundrel, you cur!” she cried, throwing her arms around him as far as she could reach. “You’ve ruined all our lives and now you’ve come to sweep up the pieces, I suppose!”

      Enryn set Alvana down and took Saba’s hands. “Aye, Sabajan, my love, and to ask once again, trembling with hope as ever, if your position on menfolk has changed at all.”

      “I’ll have nothing to do with the disgusting creatures! But as you’re a scoundrel and a cur and not a man at all, you will hug me at once.”

      He laughed and swept her up too, squeezing until her spine crackled. By then, the other shareholders were likewise pounding up from the yard and tearfully flinging themselves on Enryn. Saba found herself set gently to the side while he engulfed each of them in turn. “I thought you weren’t supposed to be out for another season!” Artagne said, standing on tiptoe to kiss Enryn soundly on his bristly cheek.

      “I struck a deal,” he said, returning her kiss threefold to both cheeks and her forehead. “I’ve been terribly well behaved, a perfect gentleman—” This made all of them snort, “—and I happened to save a guard’s life when one of the other prisoners tried something stupid. Long story. Anyway, I asked for a favor and managed to come to an understanding with the Lord Warden. I’m to present myself at the prison twice a week and strictly avoid brawling of any kind. If I fail on either count,” he added cheerfully, “then it’s back in for another four months and I pay the Lord Warden three queens for his troubles.”

      “Only you could have talked someone ’round to a scheme like that,” Saba said. “When did they let you out?”

      “Just now. I came straight here.” His expression grew sheepish. “If you weren’t here, I was going to wait and twiddle my thumbs for as long as it took. Wasn’t expecting the whole lot of you, though.”

      “Aha! A guilty conscience! I knew he’d try to avoid us!” Artagne said.

      “No! I just… wanted to talk to Saba and Alvana first. I didn’t know you were already rehearsing.” His voice cracked on these last words. He looked over all their heads at the stage with a sudden desperate sadness that Saba recognized.

      “You can talk to me,” Saba said. “The others are quite busy getting over this morning’s pub crawl.”

      Inneo snorted. “Oh please, it was one pub—”

      “A pub crawl in that you crawled out of the pub,” Saba snapped. “Away with you! Go rehearse! Enryn, with me.” Lutha darted in to snatch another quick hug, which he bestowed with the greatest enthusiasm before following Saba up to her eyrie in the gallery. “I wasn’t really rattling the windows across the street, was I?” she asked.

      “Hah, not quite. I was only standing outside the door, trying to gather my courage to come inside, and I heard you declaiming. Couldn’t make out the words, just your voice.”

      Saba straddled one of the benches. “Gathering courage? You didn’t think we’d be angry with you, did you?” He shrugged. “Oh, sit down, you enormous fool. Have you ever known me to lie to you?”

      “Only about whose turn it is to pay the bar tab.”

      “Damn right. So believe me when I say… I’m slightly miffed with you.”

      “Yes, I thought so,” he said meekly, scrunching as small as such a huge man could.

      “You and the others…” She rubbed her forehead. “It’s not only your fault. It was a whole culture amongst you theater men. Amongst, hell, all you men. So there would’ve been some final straw eventually. Yet from another perspective, it is your fault, because you and the boys went to deal with shit yourselves instead of using the proper channels. That might have gotten us some justice. If you’d given Alvana time to get her papers in order…”

      Somehow, he scrunched even smaller. “And now I can never stand on that stage again. Not me, not any of the others—not even Benji the draper’s son. Little mite was begging to audition last summer. I told him ten wasn’t old enough but that I’d hear him out if he came back in a couple years. I promised.”

      They sat in somber silence for a moment. Below, Aucien traded pleas for barbs with the Lord of Temptation.

      At length, Saba asked, “You wanted to talk about something?”

      “I was wondering if you had anything I could do.”

      “Enryn.”

      “Please. Let me haul sawdust to floor the yard. Or scrub the galleries, or sell sausages to the groundlings, or build props. I’ll learn to sew and make the costumes. I’ll—hell, I’ll stuff myself beneath the stage and crank the mechanisms.”

      Saba gazed down into the yard. “Don’t know if that’s allowed. I’ll have to read the official document again.”

      “You don’t already have it memorized?”

      “Legal language isn’t the same as Alvana’s. But I’ve got most of it.” She sighed heavily. “We were just going to make do ourselves, save some money. If it turns out we can’t have men for the backstage staff either… I don’t know if there are enough theater women in the whole city to supply us and every other troupe. We’ve abridged The Shepherdess of Spring, just to have something to perform today.”

      Enryn gave her a highly dubious look. “Shepherdess? Really?”

      “Really and truly. We’re working with the absolute minimum right now, and Shepherdess is forgiving like that—just bouncing, giggling, being lewd. No musicians or mechanisms required.”

      “It’s not what I’d describe as a glorious and triumphant return for the Lights.”

      “No. But we need the coin.”

      “Fair enough. The smutty plays always draw a crowd. You heard anyone else’s plans?”

      She snorted. “The Lady Exchequer’s Players claim they’re doing ten wholly new plays this month. I’m simply breathless to see how that turns out.”

      “And the Lord Seneschal’s Women?”

      Saba couldn’t help but hiss. “Speak not those words within these walls.”

      “Sorry. The Lord Slanderer’s Gorgons, I meant. The Reds.”

      “Don’t know. They’ve kept their traps shut for months. Hence why I wanted us to start as quickly as possible and get our foot in the door, even if it’s trash like Shepherdess.”

      “I saw someone hanging signs about their new play on my way over.”

      She snorted. “They must’ve found a new writer. We certainly haven’t given them a chance to try any of their old tricks. We even retained a lawyer—Alvana took a copy of the play for him to keep safe, and we all signed a document, witnessed and notarized, so that we can prove that it was ours first if they try anything like last year.”

      “That’s a wise precaution,” Enryn rumbled.

      “An expensive precaution. But he came with glowing recommendations. Wouldn’t have trusted him, otherwise.”

      “Hah. You don’t trust anyone but Alvana.”

      “Cruel and untrue. I trust you.”

      “Do you?”

      “For most things, anyway. I trust you to keep secrets, and to have my back, and to be the greatest fun in bars and the best wingman I’ve ever had. I trusted you when we were on stage together. But I don’t trust you anymore to keep your temper when your friends have been wronged. That’s where I fucked up last year. I took my eyes off you boys for one goddamn second, and…” She gestured broadly. “Here we are.”

      “I’m sorry. Have I said that yet?”

      “Don’t think you have, no.”

      “I am.”

      “I’ll be forgiving you soon.” She gave him a wan smile. “I feel like I’ve thrown myself headlong off a cliff—either we plummet to our deaths, or the wind catches under our wings and we keep flying for another year. If we fly, then I’ll be able to forgive you and mean it. If we fall… Likely I’ll still forgive you, because I love you dearly, in spite of the fact that you’re a damn fool wreck of a man. Not to mention a scoundrel and a cur.” She took one of his hands in both of hers. “For now, I close my eyes and pray for the wind, and I have no attention to spare for forgiveness or condemnation.”

      He squeezed her hands. “If you can find some way for me to help…”

      “I’ll speak to the lawyer.”

      “I don’t even need payment. Buy me a pint and I’ll call that fair.”

      “And how do you expect to feed yourself that way? How do you expect to keep a roof over your head?”

      “If I can’t be in the theater, then it won’t matter, because I’ll be dead and the only roof I’ll have over my head will be the top of my casket.”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Enryn, stop it. If you really have to be on a proper stage, you could go somewhere else—Vinte, Bramandon, Heyrland. Or join a traveling company and tour in the country. The law only applies within a day’s ride of Brassing’s city walls.”

      “I can’t leave. I wouldn’t know what to do with myself anywhere else—I grew up here. Everyone I know is here, all my family.” He gestured down to the yard, to the rest of the troupe.

      “Half of your family has just been kicked out of their profession. They’ll be looking for work too, as soon as they get out of prison. I’m sure they’d be happy to go with you.” Saba laughed suddenly. “You and the boys could start your very own touring troupe and stuff your bodices while we’re here stuffing our breeches, and you could get up to all the brawling and licentious hedonism your little Idunet-loving hearts desire. Only one who’d mind that is Leony Token, right?”

      “Token is terribly fond of his wife, that is true. Poor man just refuses to see the light and kneel in awe at the altar of cock. Anyone’d think you’d get along better with him.” She snorted; he cast her a wry look. A moment later, he said neutrally, “I see Tal’s still here.”

      “Yes. What of it?”

      “He’s allowed to keep performing, is he?”

      “Oh shit, we’re not really going to have this vulgar conversation, are we?”

      Enryn shrugged. “I noticed, that’s all. I don’t begrudge him it. You’re sure you won’t get in trouble?”

      “Hell if I know. Stupid wording in the Edict—they say men aren’t allowed to perform, but they don’t define what they consider a man to be. Do they think it’s about what’s in your trousers? We spent a few evenings wrestling with it, me and Tal and Maddie. We had long, ugly, wretched conversations about what might happen if the Master of the Revels had problems with the two of them.”

      “Fuck. Tal decided it was worth the risk?”

      “He said if the Master of Revels decides it does come down to, ahem, country matters, he’ll just drop trou and show his nothing, and His Lordship will have no choice but to relent. If His Lordship decides the other way, that it’s about concept rather than cock, then Tal says he’ll plead guilty, pay the fine for the company, and call it quits. We decided not to draw attention to ourselves by quibbling over semantics with the king’s lawyers.”

      “And Maddie?”

      “Maddie said she preferred her dignity, thanks, and gave her share to Tal—didn’t sell it to him, gave it. She had a bit of money saved, so we threw her a party and away she went to Heyrland, since people are civilized there about the nuances of a person and she had contacts with a troupe in the capital. According to her last letter, she’s got the lead in their new play and already has a little pack of shy, worshipful, universally adorable admirers who call her ‘Beautiful Madagat’—alliterates in their language, apparently. She said to give you boys her love.”

      Enryn nodded glumly. “I’m sorry to have missed seeing her off.”

      “Ugly, ugly situation. I hate that it’s one more thing that she and Tal had to think about—especially because the theater was always the one place they didn’t have to think about it—and I hate that Tal will have to weigh the risk every time we cast him. No good solutions except to let him and Maddie choose for themselves, and stand with Tal against the consequences if or when they occur, and send Maddie off with a grand party and all the love and pocket money we could pile on her. Nothing else we can do.”

      “There isn’t, no.” He sighed. “Thank you for talking to me.”

      “Dear creature, why wouldn’t I talk to you?”

      “I know I’m asking a lot of you—your time, your attention, your forgiveness. I’m afraid it must be tiresome of me.” He winced. “No, that was clumsily said. Let me try again and make it a gift to you instead of self-flagellation: You’re a good friend, Saba. It would break my heart to lose that friendship, and I’m unutterably thankful to find I haven’t. I missed you every day, and I’m glad you’re still here and still fighting.”

      Her eyes burned; she blinked the tears away and said airily, “Yes, tooth and nail. Don’t know how to stop, really, and I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if I managed it. Peace is an apoplexy.” She clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re a cur and a scoundrel but you’ve got the heart of a bear, for good and for ill. Why don’t you stay for the afternoon? You can teach Nevvy to fucking project!” She bellowed this last at the stage. “And you can watch a lot of drunken women try to focus long enough to perform Alvana Stillgrail’s latest masterpiece, Some by Virtue Fall.”

      Enryn went very, very still. Saba’s blood was already running to ice when he said: “That’s the title I saw on the Reds’ posters.”
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      Saba slammed back through the doors of the Theater of Lights, a torn poster in her fist, Enryn striding behind her with the power of a mountain in avalanche. “He was right,” she thundered. “He was fucking right!”

      Alvana, her fingernails now chewed to the quick, put her face in her hands and began to weep.

      Saba crumpled the paper into a ball and flung it at the stage. “How?” she shouted. “How? How?”

      Inneo dropped off the stage and went to embrace Alvana. Artagne picked up the crumpled poster and smoothed it out, as sober as a cold winter morning. “The Lord Seneschal’s Women are pleased to announce a thrilling and heartbreaking new play by Zitka Yermekov and Verity Dauren, Some by Virtue Fall. A brilliant, tragic romance, to be shown in the Red Theater at two o’clock tomorrow afternoon, the seventeenth instant of Pasture-Month.”

      “They can’t do that,” Iracena said, snatching the poster away from Artagne, who merely raised her eyebrows.

      “Damn right they can’t!” Saba snarled. “We have proof! The lawyer!”

      “Oh, for pity’s sake, Saba,” Alvana sobbed, wrenching herself out of Inneo’s arms. “Who do you think gave it to them? No one else had a copy but him!”

      “Who recommended him?” Saba demanded. “Do you remember?”

      “No!” she wailed, gesturing hugely. “I mean, yes, but—it was several people! Everyone said he was trustworthy!”

      Talsyn snorted. “Anyone remember that play Dauren wrote a couple years back? What was it called? Gold and Greed or something trite like that?”

      “Ah,” said Artagne, her voice growing even more frosty. “You’re referring to the one where the villain pays off some drunkards to celebrate the trustworthiness of a certain priest where the hero can overhear.”

      “That’s the one! But she’s not a priest at all, the hero confesses everything to her, his plans are foiled, and it all comes to ruin.”

      Saba seized the coffeepot and flung it against the wall of the yard. It shattered, staining the sawdust and leaving gritty streaks of coffee-grounds down the paneling. “Fuck. We might as well have had it couriered straight to Yermekov by a cute little boy in livery!”

      “Wait, wait,” Inneo said. “Yes, there’s the parallel with Dauren’s play, but… Are you sure it was the lawyer? It’s not unthinkable that the Reds could’ve gotten the script some other way—breaking into his office or Alvana’s rooms, or going through her trash for drafts…”

      “I never let a piece of paper cross my threshold unless it’s bound up and held in my own hands!” Alvana’s face had gone all splotchy red with tears. “I burn the rest. I won’t make that mistake again!”

      “Look, sobbing and smashing coffeepots isn’t going to solve any problems,” Inneo said.

      “Are you not enraged?” Saba hissed. “Are you not burning right now?”

      “Of course I am! If they’ve harmed us, I want them brought to justice, and properly this time. I want vengeance. But I want it to be precise and permanent.”

      “She’s right,” Iracena said.

      “No one asked you!” Saba snarled. “You’ve been in this troupe for five minutes! What opinion could you possibly offer that would be relevant at this moment?”

      “Don’t speak to me like that. She’s right. You should go to the authorities.”

      “Someone get this self-important little twit out of my theater,” Saba said.

      Iracena looked around at the others; no one would make eye contact with her. “Are you serious? I know people! I can help you with this!”

      “Oh? You know people, do you, little girl? Who? Who do you know, with that fancy accent of yours that absolutely isn’t fake in the slightest? Perhaps you’re bosom friends with the Lord Seneschal’s daughter? Perhaps the Master of Revels is a friend of the family and you grew up thinking of him as an uncle? Who, girl? Who do you know?” Iracena went scarlet and moved back, mumbling something inaudible. She dropped the poster—Saba dove across the yard, snatched it up, and tore it to shreds. “I was already planning on taking it to the authorities. I’m not an idiot.”

      “We’ll have to get another lawyer, if this one’s turned on us. Or if he was never a lawyer to begin with,” Artagne said as she gazed stonily down at the snowdrift of paper at Saba’s feet. “Saba can go see him; the rest should stay here and prepare for this afternoon’s performance. Inneo’s right—this has to be precise. No hotheaded men to charge in and get justice for themselves in bar-fights and street duels—we’ll take the Reds to court, and we’ll win. They’ll have to wait another season to perform again, or they’ll be disbanded, or imprisoned as thieves.”
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