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			Chapter 1

			Rabbit, Rabbit

			Everyone has a talent, and these days, mine is running. So superb is my aptitude for panicked flight that it almost makes up for my less admirable traits, which include cowardice, poor fencing skills and a regrettable tendency to forget those faults while making bold threats against brutish thugs who suffer no such deficiencies of their own.

			‘Run, Rabbit, run!’ my pursuers cheered as they chased me through bustling streets and abandoned alleyways, over one crowded canal bridge and across the next. ‘Run down your warren, run up the hill! Run from the Vixen before she makes her kill!’

			The Vixen. Of all the sobriquets adopted by professional duellists in the city of Jereste, surely Lady Ferica di Traizo’s was the most apt – and the most terrifying.

			I dived under a fruit-­seller’s stall, rolled up to my feet on the other side and kept on running. What had possessed me to go and challenge the deadliest fencer in the entire city to a duella honoria?

			‘Faster, Rabbit, faster! You’re the one she’s after!’

			Damn their tune for being so catchy. Merchants shuttering their shops for the night sang along. Scampering children trying to run between my legs giggled their way through their own mangled lyrics. I had to shove aside two young lovers out for a romantic stroll as they hummed the melody while gazing soulfully into each other’s eyes.

			I dashed through the overcrowded square and into an equally congested courtyard, doing my best to avoid those among my fellow citizens who saw it as their duty to stick out a foot to trip me in anticipation of witnessing a good beating before I was dragged back to court. I’d been keeping up a goodly pace thus far, but I was tiring, and my tormentors knew it.

			‘Hide, Rabbit, hide!’ the black-­shirted bravos chanted as they closed in on me. ‘She’s searching far and wide!’

			When I dared glance back, I caught the flickering light of the brass street lanterns glinting off the metal orchid emblems on their collars. The Iron Orchids called themselves a citizen militia, determined to rid the city of petty criminals and other undesirables, but mostly they were street toughs who sold their services to anyone looking to settle a grudge. Alas, Jereste’s notoriously feckless constabulary did little to curb their activities.

			An orchestra of swashing and clanging accompanied my pursuers as the small buckler shields slung low on their leather belts banged against the scabbarded steel hilts of their rapiers and sideswords. The thump of booted heels on the loose cobblestone streets added an ominous rhythm section.

			Saint Ethalia-­who-­shares-­all-­sorrows, I swore silently, help me escape these mercenary thugs! They’re going to haul me back to court and dump me in the duelling circle so that fox-­faced lunatic who calls herself the Vixen can stick her blade through my heart before mine even leaves its scabbard!

			The Iron Orchids were herding me deeper and deeper into the narrow alleys of the Paupers’ Market, apparently determined to keep me from the Temple District where I might beg sanctuary. Fortunately for me, I’d no intention of sleeping in a church tonight.

			 

			‘Run down your hole, Rabbit, run up to the sky!

			Run a little faster, or else you’ll surely die!’

			 

			‘Coming through!’ I shouted to a pair of street ­cleaners wrestling a stinking refuse cart across the street. Grinning in reply, they pushed all the harder to cut me off. No doubt they were hoping for a reward from my pursuers; a coward fleeing a lawful duel always means plenty of coin to go around for those who help bring the fugitive to justice.

			Desperation lent my legs the extra ounce of strength I needed to leap high enough for my right foot to reach the top of the wagon’s iron-­banded wheel. My left found purchase on the edge of the coffin-­sized refuse box – but as I jumped across, my toe caught on the opposite edge and I tumbled headlong towards the cobblestones below. Luck more than skill sent me into a somersault that saved my skull, but it came at the cost of a numb shoulder and an unsettling twinge in my ankle.

			I started for the nearest alley, my chest heaving now. If any Iron Orchids thought to circle round and beat me to the other side, I’d be trapped. But I had more pressing problems, as it turned out, because my next step had me hissing through my teeth and the one after that tore a howl from me. I’d sprained my ankle and my race was done.

			 

			‘Rest, Rabbit, rest. It’s really for the best!

			There’s nowhere left to hide – besides,

			It’s long past time you died!’

			 

			I ignored them and their lousy rhymes as I staggered onwards, grabbing at every gate and door handle I passed in search of an escape route. Too soon, though, a dozen shadowy figures appeared at the far end of the alley. The glint of freshly sharpened blades slashed through the darkness.

			So close, I thought. Three doors down the alley had been my destination – and, I’d hoped, my one chance at salvation.

			‘You’ve bested me, friends,’ I said jovially, as if this had all been a jest on my part, even as my gaze sought out some means of delaying the inevitable. ‘My word of honour, I’ll give you no trouble on the way back to the courthouse. No doubt her Ladyship the Vixen is most troubled by my temporary absence.’

			‘Honour?’ the leader of the bravos asked. ‘What honour does a rabbit have? And what trouble could he possibly give a pack of hunting hounds? Fear not, though, little bunny, for we have many games yet to play before we turn you over to the Vixen.’

			I stifled a shiver. On his best day, an amateur like me – whose principal sword training had been at theatre school and largely devoted to learning how not to hit an opponent – might last as long as a minute in the duelling circle against an opponent of the Vixen’s calibre. With a sprained ankle and whatever assortment of bruises my escorts intended to inflict before depositing me at her Ladyship’s feet? The only chance I’d have to score first blood would be if I drove the tip of my rapier through my own eye socket before she got to me.

			My gaze went to the stage door barely nine feet away. It would surely be locked right now, which meant I needed two things: a great deal of noise, and a minor miracle.

			Actually, given how terrible my plan was, I would need two miracles, and not that minor, either.

			‘Rabbit, Rabbit,’ the bravos chanted eagerly, closing in on me from both ends of the alley. Clanging their bucklers with added gusto, the cacophony turned positively thunderous. ‘Rabbit, Rabbit!’

			At least the Orchids can always be counted on for something, I thought. Now I just need them to be even louder.

			‘Oh, do shut up, you swollen-­sacked fustilarians!’ I shouted.

			‘Rabbit, Rabbit!’ they roared eagerly, suitably encouraged, and started bashing the steel bosses of their bucklers against the alley walls for added effect. The endlessly repeated chant was paralysing, as if the words were unleashing some ancient spell upon me, transforming me into a cornered hare cowering as he awaits the jaws of the hounds.

			Come on, come on! I thought, watching the back of the stage door. Don’t tell me any company of actors is going to tolerate this racket outside their walls?

			The Orchids would be upon me any second now. I couldn’t hope to bribe them – my job as a merchants’ messenger was no path to fortune – and nor could I roll the dice and challenge my captors to fence me one-­on-­one here in the alley, since I’d been forced to abandon my rapier a mile back to keep it from slowing me down.

			Also, I’m rubbish with a blade.

			The squeal of a heavy door grinding angrily on its hinges surprised all of us, especially when it heralded the sweet melody of a roaring bear woken too early from its hibernation.

			‘What unholy hubbub intrudes upon these hallowed halls?’ the outraged voice demanded. ‘What halfwit interrupts the sacred work of this city’s finest actors rehearsing the most magnificent play ever conceived?’

			Wild, curly red hair and a thick beard framed a face better suited to the war chief of a barbarian horde come to sack the city than an actor performing in one of its legendary theatres. The lantern-light leaking from the back­stage door lent a flickering glow to a bronze plaque bolted onto the theatre’s back wall.

			 

			OPERATO BELLEZA

			PLAYERS ONLY

			 

			I nearly wept in gratitude to the many, many saints who’d ignored my prayers over the years. What moments before had seemed a truly terrible plan had, by this tiny interruption, been redeemed into a scheme of unrivalled cunning.

			‘What the Hells is this about?’ one of the Iron Orchids asked. ‘You run all this way to hide in a theatre, Rabbit?’

			‘Actually . . . yes!’

			Ignoring the pain in my sprained ankle, I sprinted up the three stone steps, ducked under the burly actor’s arm and shot into the dimly lit hallway.

			‘Hey! What are y—?’

			I limped as quickly as I could down a long corridor, the damned ankle grinding like broken glass, past closets bulging with costumes and cabinets filled with props. My shoulder hit the edge of the wall as I took a left turn, following as best I could the sounds of promisingly pompous voices. Rounding a second corner, I found myself confronted with a pair of oak doors sagging on their hinges. Heedless of what awaited me on the other side, I barrelled through and into a massive hall where more than two dozen men and women in ill-­fitting costumes were milling about as sullenly as if the gods themselves were pitted against them.

			Actors, I thought, jubilantly steadying myself. Now I just need my second miracle.

			A broad-­chested woman in a too-­tight red velvet dress jabbed her thumb at me. ‘Who the Hells is this now?’ she demanded. ‘Has Shoville hired more bloody amateurs for this stupid play?’

			Two things I ought to mention at this juncture: the first is that the Belleza is one of the oldest theatres in Jereste, and one of only three entitled to call itself an operato. This might sound trivial for anything other than calculating the price of a ticket, but there’s a far deeper significance to that lofty title. Historical plays staged in the city’s operatos are deemed so vital to the spiritual wellbeing of the city that its performers are granted privileges once exclusive to the legendary Bardatti actors and troubadours of old. These rights include exemption from military conscription, immunity from incarceration over unpaid debts and, according to ancient tradition, the right to demand reprieve from certain affairs of honour . . .

			Oh, and the second thing? In addition to being an excellent runner, I’m also a superb liar.

			I swept back the damp hair from my brow before favouring my buxom saviour with a wink and a smile. ‘I’m the new herald,’ I announced, venturing deeper into the room and glancing about for a spare costume.

			That there would be a herald’s part in their play was an educated guess on my part, as most of the Grand Historias are about ancient battles and the reigns of princes and dukes, which meant they invariably needed at least one herald to proclaim their glorious victories.

			A tall, skinny fellow about my age, with a hooked nose and ash-­brown hair cut in the fashion of a royal page, and dressed to match in doublet and hose, stamped his foot. ‘Roz,’ he complained to the voluptuous woman in the red velvet dress, ‘I thought I was playing the herald in the final act! Has that bloody director given away another of my parts?’

			‘Oh, do give it a rest, Teo,’ she replied, tying back her brassy-­blonde tresses with a scarlet ribbon. ‘It’s only one line.’

			‘Well, it was my line,’ Teo grumbled. ‘Why should this guy get—?’

			My newfound rival for the most trivial of acting roles was cut off by the return of the red-­bearded lummox who’d unintentionally rescued me from the Iron Orchids two minutes ago. ‘There you are,’ he said.

			‘Hey, Beretto,’ Teo called out, ‘did you know Shoville gave this arsehole my part?’

			Whatever Beretto was going to say in reply was drowned out by the clanging of weapons as a dozen armed men and women crowded their way into the rehearsal hall behind him. Even though the doors were already open, one fellow kicked it anyway, shouting, ‘There’s our rabbit!’ 

			Teo and the rest of the players, most of them costumed in fake finery or imitation armour, retreated to the shadows at the back of the hall. As a species, actors are largely immune from such ailments as courage or dignity. Only the one they’d called Beretto was standing his ground.

			Without the beard, he would have looked closer to my own age of twenty-­five than I’d first thought. The two of us must have looked ridiculous side by side like that: a great red bear looming over a pale, shivering hare. 

			Beretto folded his arms across his broad chest, observing the proceedings with calm curiosity. ‘Fled a duel, did you?’ he asked me.

			‘I prefer to think of it as engaging with the enemy honourably but from a safe distance.’

			‘How’s that working out so far?’

			‘I think we’re both about to find out.’

			I limped to one of the weapons racks near the wall, grabbed a longsword and turned to brandish it at the bravos advancing on me. ‘Stay back,’ I warned them. ‘I’ll see the blood of all twelve of you consecrate the floors of this hallowed hall ere the first lays a hand on me.’

			The leader chuckled when he saw the weapon I was brandishing and patted his thick leather fencing vest. ‘Which should we fear more, Rabbit? The fencing skills of a coward who runs from a lawful duel, or the wooden toy he now waves in my face?’

			It was only then that I noticed the distressingly light weight of the sword – due no doubt to the fact that the blade was painted wood rather than proper steel. Usually the operatos pride themselves on having authentic weapons for their performances. Apparently business wasn’t booming at the Belleza.

			I tossed the wooden prop aside and offered up my best approximation of a victorious smirk.

			Well, Grandmother, Grandfather, I thought, now we’ll find out if all those acting lessons you paid for were worth the money.

			I took a deep breath and declared, ‘What need would I have of a blade, you ill-­bred dogs, when we all know performers in Jereste’s operatos are exempt from honour duels.’

			My unexpected show of bravado was less convincing than I’d hoped. Their leader looked torn between amusement and disbelief. ‘What – you? An actor?’

			Now that hurts.

			It wasn’t entirely a lie. I had, in fact, attended not one but three of the city’s finest dramatic academies. That I’d been tossed out of all three of them was an entirely different matter.

			‘Isn’t it obvious?’ I asked, trying unsuccessfully to make my question rhetorical. I gestured to the motley assortment of actors now discreetly huddled against the back wall of the rehearsal hall. ‘Engaged by this fabled company of players, the legendary—’

			Oh Hells.

			I looked over at the big, red-­haired man desperately.

			‘Knights of the Curtain,’ he replied with a hint of a smile.

			‘The Knights of the Curtain!’ I managed to repeat without irony. ‘Among these paladins of the stage am I to perform the sacred role of the herald, as all here can attest.’ I wiggled my fingers in a dismissive wave at my pursuers. ‘So you see, I can’t possibly fight some petty honour duel when my talents are needed here.’

			The leader of the Iron Orchids cast a dubious glance at the cowering company of actors. ‘And you’d all swear to this?’

			If only he’d asked that question with a teensy bit more disdain in his voice! My gambit relied entirely on the well-­founded hatred actors felt for the bravos of this city, who looked down on them as nothing more than pampered, over­privileged prostitutes.

			His question elicited nothing but deathly silence.

			More honour among thieves than actors, I thought bitterly. Although, to be fair, I suppose barging in on their rehearsal and lying about being a member of their company wasn’t the strongest foundation on which to expect instant and steadfast camaraderie.

			One of the narrow doors at the far end of the rehearsal hall swung open to reveal a man of middle years with sallow skin and thinning grey hair. His pronounced pot ­belly was at odds with his skinny, stoop-­shouldered frame. But in his eyes – ah, in his eyes – there lay a lion waiting to pounce!

			Shoving his way through the milling players, he bellowed, ‘In the name of Saint Anlas-­who-­remembers-­the-­world, what is going on in my theatre? I leave you for all of ten minutes and instead of rehearsing, here I find you dawdling about with—’

			He arched an eyebrow as he finally took note of the black-­shirted bravos infesting his hall. Without a trace of fear, he strode up to their leader, ignoring the bared blades pointed in his direction.

			‘No admission without a ticket,’ he announced, ‘and weapons must be left in the cloakroom. The show isn’t until tomorrow night, so until then, get your arses out of my theatre.’

			Definitely the director, I thought.

			The leader of the bravos looked oddly discomfited by the man’s officious tone. ‘We, sir, are lawfully deputised . . . um . . . deputies.’ His fingers reached up to brush the iron flower brooch pinned to the collar of his leather vest. ‘We’ve come to retrieve this fugitive from justice, Damelas ­Chademantaigne, who must face . . . um . . . justice in—’

			The director barely spared a glance at me. ‘If what you’re so ineptly trying to convey is that you’ve brought a criminal into my theatre, then you’d best have him out of here before I bring suit against your duelling court for wasting my company’s valuable and much-­needed’ – he turned to glare at his players – ‘rehearsal time.’

			That’s it for me then, I thought helplessly. Just my bad luck that I’ve stumbled into the one theatre in the city where the Directore Principale bothers to show up for rehearsals.

			‘Right then,’ said the leader of the Iron Orchids. He nodded to two of his henchmen, who grinned in response and, with entirely too much eagerness, advanced on me.

			‘A moment.’

			The voice was so soft, so unexpectedly gentle, that it took a moment for me to realise it had come from the burly red-­haired man, Beretto. There was an oddly whimsical look in his eye as he stared down at me. ‘Your family name is ­Chademantaigne? Truly?’

			‘What’s a Shad-­a-­man-­tayn?’ asked Teo.

			‘A Greatcoat,’ Beretto replied, ‘but not just any Greatcoat. Our new friend here appears to be a descendant of one of the most celebrated duelling magistrates in history!’

			The leader of the bravos took another step, his three-­foot-­long single-­edged sidesword held ready to thrust as his free hand reached for my throat.

			I’m not letting them take me, I swore to myself as I prepared for the bite of that blade. If I must die, let it be in a place like this, where grand tales of courage and daring were once told, not some cold and brutal duelling court. 

			But then a strange kind of miracle happened. It wasn’t the kind like in heroic sagas, where a magic axe or a great flying eagle appears just when you need it, but far rarer: the actor, Beretto, a stranger with no cause to help an obvious liar who’d snuck inside his home to cheat his way out of a duel, stepped between me and the twelve mercenaries.

			Despite their greater numbers, the Iron Orchids hesitated. Their leader, forced to tilt his head back to meet the big man’s gaze, warned him, ‘Best you back off, player.’ 

			‘What in all the Hells are you doing, Beretto?’ the director asked.

			‘Forgive me, Lord Director,’ he replied evenly, and his right hand reached surreptitiously to the hilt of a short, curved and very genuine-­looking blade sheathed at the back of his belt. ‘Have you forgotten you hired our new colleague . . . um . . .’

			‘Damelas,’ I supplied quickly.

			‘Really?’ he asked.

			I nodded. My given name isn’t of any particular consequence unless you happen to know the history of the Greatcoats. Damelas ­­Chademantaigne, my distant forebear, was reputed to have been the first of the King’s sword-­fighting magistrates to take up the long leather duelling coat that became their mantle of office.

			‘Right,’ Beretto went on, seamlessly, ‘as I was saying, Lord Director, you hired Damelas here for the role of the herald, remember? We can’t very well put on a historia without one – therefore, with much regret, we must invoke the operato’s prerogative to withdraw him from any legal disputes that might interfere with the show.’

			The director tilted his head sideways to stare at me. ‘I recall no such thing. When did I—?’

			‘Enough!’ interrupted the leader of the Iron Orchids. His underlings were glaring at him dubiously, their expressions suggesting they might be reconsidering his qualifications to boss them about. ‘No one gives a fuck about some obscure theatrical entitlement, and no one’s going to stand in the way of us retrieving our fugitive. This one’s bound for the Vixen’s den tonight!’

			Beretto stepped aside, and I assumed he’d gone as far as he could on my behalf and now I was properly screwed. I panicked, tried to take my first step on what would undoubtedly be a shorter run than the last, only to collapse while choking back a scream of agony courtesy of my now visibly swollen ankle. I was saved a swift and unpleasant face-­first encounter with the oak floorboards when Beretto grabbed the back of my shirt and pulled me upright.

			‘Well,’ he went on as if nothing had happened, ‘I suppose if our esteemed Directore Principale has decided that the ancient privileges of the theatre no longer hold sway in the sacred city of Jereste . . .’

			The leader of the bravos gestured for him to move aside, then signalled for two of his fellows to take me away – but Beretto’s words must have contained some ancient magic incantation, and one even more potent than the sort that turns perfectly courageous fugitives into cowering rabbits, for they transformed the unprepossessing director into a raging dragon. 

			I half expected him to start spitting fire as he commanded the bravos, ‘Step. Back. NOW!’

			The trio of Orchids halted their advance, which was apparently not sufficient for the director.

			‘Anyone who isn’t an actor in the Company of the Knights of the Curtain,’ he began, every consonant cutting like a sword’s blade, ‘will answer to me, Hujo Shoville, Directore Principale of the Operato Belleza, the greatest theatre in the greatest city in the world. Make no mistake: before the night is out, I will personally see to it that any such knaves will find themselves on their knees in front of the Duke of Pertine himself. By morning, those who dared test my will shall find themselves exiled for ever to that filthy, barbaric wilderness that is the world outside Jereste’s fair walls – but not before they have been dragged, bound, gagged and tarred through the streets, so that their fellow unwashed denizens may hurl upon them such refuse as shall clothe them on their final journey into the void!’

			You had to admire the unwavering determination the leader of the bravos displayed in his zeal to drag me back to the courthouse: even in the face of the little director’s flurry of verbal thrusts, he attempted one last parry. Holding up the metal brooch on his collar, he declared, ‘You can’t threaten us! We’re the Iron Orchids!’

			Shoville, who had clearly been a passionate if perhaps melodramatic actor in his own day, grabbed the end of the nearest bravo’s blade and pulled it to his chest. ‘Then strike, you blackguards – put steel to your words and let’s you and I meet the good God Death together!’

			Still clutching his iron orchid, their leader stammered, ‘But . . . but . . . you said it yourself: this man isn’t even one of your actors—’

			‘I said no such thing!’ Shoville roared imperiously. He let go of the bravo’s sword and clapped a hand on my shoulder. ‘Look closely, you near-­sighted nincompoops, for before you stands my latest discovery: a veritable star in the making. My newest protégé, Dam . . . Damo . . .’

			‘Damelas ­Chademantaigne,’ Beretto offered.

			‘Shut up,’ the director muttered. ‘I’ll deal with you later.’ He advanced on the bravos, forcing them to yield the field or murder him in cold blood, and as the last of them backed out of the rehearsal hall, he declared, with furious conviction and improbable certitude, ‘Mark this day, you ignorant poltroons, for I’ll lay odds against every pauper’s penny in your purses that by this time next year, Damelas ­Chademantaigne will be the most famous actor in the entire duchy!’

			Regrettably, that turned out to be true.

		

	
		
			 

			One Year Later . . .
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			Chapter 2

			The Hero of the Alley

			Steel clashed against steel, catching the torchlight and illuminating the grim faces of the two duellists. The chime of rapier blades echoed between the crumbling walls that loomed over the alley like old men leaning in for a better view. Soft leather boot heels slapped against the uneven ground as heaving breaths filled the chill twilight air with mist.

			‘How many times must we cross swords on this same battlefield, you blood-­eyed bastard?’ asked Prince Pierzi, delivering a thrust with such deadly precision the tip of his weapon could have cleaved the wings from a fly.

			His nemesis, Corbier, called the Red-­Eyed Raven for his black hair and disturbing crimson irises, batted the blade aside, returning the promise of violence in kind with a trio of rapid ripostes. ‘A dozen times – perhaps a hundred? A thousand?’

			The prince laughed, deftly parrying the attack without giving so much as an inch of ground. ‘Then by all the saints, let this be our last!’

			He sank into a long lunge, his rapier darting like the head of a snake at his enemy’s throat. But if Pierzi fenced like a saint blessed by the gods, then surely Corbier was the devil himself, beating aside every attack with such force that both blades bent in the exchange.

			‘Not so hard, damn it,’ I muttered, barely audible above the clatter and clang of our rapiers. ‘These things aren’t cheap, you know!’

			My bloodthirsty adversary stepped back and petulantly stamped her foot on the broken cobblestone. ‘It’s not my fault, Damelas. Why’d you bring such crap swords?’

			‘Stay in character,’ I hissed through my teeth.

			‘Right. Right.’

			The sandy-­haired, grimy-­faced girl playing the part of Corbier resumed her haughty posture and brought her sword back for a mighty slash. ‘And now you die, Pierzi! Among the dead of this hill shall your flesh be picked clean by the cows!’

			‘Crows!’

			The Dread Archduke Corbier stopped to glance around for the loose pages of the script, idly scratching at her grubby neck with an even grubbier finger. ‘I thought it said cows.’

			A cackle erupted from our audience, seated on the chill ground of the alley with their backs against the wall. ‘Cows eat grass, not bones, yer stupid child,’ said a particularly greasy-­faced old man, spraying crumbs from the heel of bread he’d just stuffed into his mouth.

			‘Don’t you go pickin’ on our Zina now,’ warned Grey Mags. ‘Girl’s doin’ her best.’ Gnarled hands halted in their knitting as bleary eyes glared up at me. ‘Far too much talkin’ in this play, if you ask me, “Prince Pietro”, and not enough fightin’.’

			Murmurs of assent rose up from motley assembly of beggars, bone­pickers, pigeon-­catchers and cheapjacks who stood, sat or simply sprawled across the cracked cobblestone alley.

			‘Pierzi,’ I sighed. ‘I’m playing Prince Pierzi.’

			Grey Mags wrinkled her face. ‘Poncey name. Should go with Pietro. Sounds more regal.’

			Several of the alley-­rats enthusiastically joined in, shouting out names they thought would be even better.

			‘You can’t go making up a historical prince’s name,’ I insisted, struggling to make myself heard over their raucous debate. ‘Nevino Pierzi was the actual ruler of this duchy a hundred years ago!’

			‘Right, right,’ agreed Grey Mags, with obvious disappointment. ‘So, is it true the actor playin’ him – the proper one, mind, not you – is going to conjure his dead spirit right there on the stage? The ghost of Prince Pietro himself, appearing during the show?’

			‘Pierzi! – and that’s not really how it wo—’

			I was cut off when Zina launched without warning into the next part of the scene. ‘And I am Archduke Corbier, the Red-­Eyed Raven!’ she announced, the blade of her rapier sweeping back and forth in a flurry of boisterous attacks. ‘At long last will I revenge myself upon you, abdominal Pierzi.’

			‘Abominable,’ I corrected.

			‘Abominable!’ she declared proudly. ‘In the name of my love, whom you murdered most foul, the bountiful Lady Ajelaine—’

			‘No, no,’ I said, although by then I was forced to fall back under the onslaught of Zina’s surprisingly effective slashes. What the girl lacked in skill she more than made up for in enthusiasm. ‘It was Corbier who murdered Ajelaine – and she was betrothed to the prince. Pierzi’s the hero!’

			‘Don’t look like no hero to me,’ the gap-­toothed codger muttered, collecting up the fallen crumbs and popping them into his mouth. ‘Full-­grown man getting his arse handed to him by a slip of a girl barely ten years old?’

			‘Twelve,’ Zina corrected angrily, pressing her attack with even greater gusto.

			‘Ha! You’re a liar!’ chortled Vadris the drug-­pedlar. The young man’s heavy jowls quivered with satisfaction as he arranged dozens of tiny glass vials on the faux velvet interior of the wooden box strapped against his ample belly. ‘Guess you’re no better an actor than that floppy-­haired bit-­player over there is a duellist!’

			So much for my efforts to share a little bit of the magic of the theatre with those never allowed inside its walls because they couldn’t afford a ticket. Having Vadris there only increased my frustration: the drug-­pedlar was a tick in fancy clothes who feasted on the blood of his hosts and left nothing but a nasty itch in return. He pretended to share the camaraderie of the alley-­rats, yet never failed to belittle and demean them at every opportunity. There were rumours that he was expanding his business from hawking vials of pleasure-­peppers and dreamweed to offering rent-­boys and girls to his favourite customers.

			‘Could pass for twelve with the right make-­up, though,’ he murmured, eyeing Zina as she continued to harry me mercilessly with her rapier. ‘Maybe even thirteen.’

			Bile rose in my throat and with it, a reckless fury that threatened to wipe away twelve months of sincere efforts on my part to avoid provoking anyone to stick a blade in my back. 

			‘Keep ogling the girl like that, Vadris, and I’ll blacken your eyes for you!’

			‘Aha!’ Zina cheered, her freckled, mud-­specked face beaming with victorious mischief. ‘That’s not the line! Now who’s forgetting to stay in character, Prince Pierzi?’

			‘Best you not threaten me or my business, oh “Knight of the Curtain”,’ Vadris warned me. He rubbed his knuckles on the grey metal brooch newly adorning the lapel of his garish blue brocade coat. ‘Joined up with the Iron Orchids, I ’ave. We ain’t afraid to fight for the workin’ man’s right to earn his living.’

			Iron Stink-­Blooms is more like it, I thought, but managed to keep from saying it out loud. The city was getting crueller by the day. In the poorer districts, there were beatings and even murders every night, and now these damned Iron Orchids were cropping up like weeds on every street corner. Who in the Hells gave them the right to enforce their so-­called ‘citizen justice’ on those barely surviving at the margins?

			Grey Mags snorted. ‘More like fightin’ for his right to get drunk and parade through the streets demanding the duke open more alehouses.’ She looked up from her knitting. ‘Who recruited a lazy lump like you, anyway?’

			Vadris looked oddly discomfited by the question. He tried to recover his composure with a smarmy smile, bringing his thumb to his lips in an odd gesture. ‘Shhh . . .’ he whispered loudly. ‘Can’t go revealin’ the secrets of the Orchids to a bunch of alley-­rats now, can I?’

			‘Ha!’ Mags barked, spotting the drug-pedlar’s unease. ‘You see that? Vadris don’t even know who recruited him! Probably some ’weed addict tricked him into giving up a free vial!’

			Their laughter enraged the drug-pedlar, who drew himself to his full – if not very impressive – stature and warned, ‘Just you wait and see!’ Jabbing a stubby finger at each of them in turn, he declared, ‘Times are changin’ in Jereste. You mark my words: the Iron Orchids don’t take no shite from the Violet Duke with his so-­called reforms, so you can bet we won’t take any from a bunch of worthless alley-­rats!’ He turned his glare on me, his mouth widening in a toothy grin. ‘You think me mates ’ave forgotten about the ’alf-­an-­ale player who scurried away from a lawful duel? Them “theatrical prerogatives” you hide be’ind? Well, just you remember: they only protect you from the Vixen so long as you’re officially part of the operato’s company – so guess what ’appens when your contract runs out . . . Rabbit?’

			My mouth turned dry as dust, but I didn’t even get the chance to fumble for a retort because suddenly Zina struck my rapier with such force that it flew from my hand and went clattering on the cobblestones behind me. The worn heel of my right boot slipped and I fell backwards, landing unheroically on my arse. That’s when I felt the stinging wound on my forearm where Zina’s tip had pierced my skin – and worse, the sleeve of the billowing Lord’s shirt I’d borrowed from the costume room without permission. The bright bloom of blood on the white silk filled me with horror, though not nearly as much as the squeal of rusty hinges behind me.

			‘What in the name of the good Gods Love and Craft is going on out here?’ boomed the irate voice from the open stage door.

			I looked up at my employer – quite possibly soon to be my former employer – looming over me.

			‘Now, who’s this paunchy blatherer supposed to be?’ asked Grey Mags, slapping her knitting needles onto the cobblestones in frustration. ‘There’re too many characters in this play, if you ask me!’

			‘I, madam, am Hujo Shoville, Directore Principale of the Operato Belleza, home to the Knights of the Curtain and the stage upon which the greatest plays in all of history have seen their finest performances—’

			‘What, that shithole?’ the old man next to Mags asked, pointing to the rear of the theatre.

			Truth be told, the Operato Belleza had seen better days. The Lords of Laughter in their little teatro down the street now drew bigger crowds than the Knights of the Curtain. Even the Grim Jesters were outselling us of late.

			I rose to my feet, hastily hiding my bleeding arm behind my back. ‘Forgive me, Lord Director, we were just—’

			‘Is that one of my props being swung about willy-­nilly by that tangle-­haired imp?’ Shoville demanded. He reached over to retrieve the rapier, but Zina showed him the sharp end.

			‘Away, thou villainous valet,’ she said, giving the blade a flourish.

			Shoville frowned. ‘Valet?’

			‘Varlet,’ I explained. ‘Sir, if you’ll allow me to . . . You see, we were – that is to say, I was – simply promoting tonight’s play, as you so often tell us is expected of your actors.’

			‘By giving away my props so they can be sold for liquor and pleasure-­peppers?’

			‘Don’t drink liquor, don’t use no drugs,’ Zina said, keeping the point at Shoville’s belly. ‘Don’t take no shite from pompous arseholes, neither.’

			Saint Ebron-­who-­steals-­breath, I swore silently, I know you’re supposed to be dead yourself now, but if you could see your way to killing me before this gets any worse, I’ll be eternally in your debt . . .

			‘You. Damelas’ – the director turned away from the girl – ‘will retrieve my props, make damned sure you polish and straighten the blades, and . . .’ He paused and leaned closer, his eyes narrowing. ‘Why are you hiding your arm behind your back?’

			He didn’t wait for an explanation but grabbed me by the wrist and spun me around. ‘Blood!’ he declared, his strident denunciation echoing across the alley as though this were the play’s climax. ‘You shall have this re­sewn and cleaned to perfection by a proper seamstress – and from your own wages, mind!’

			‘But Lord Director,’ I stammered, ‘that will cost more than my earnings for the week – and my rent is ten days over—’

			‘One more word, you talentless supernumerary, and you’ll be out on the street with the rest of these alley-­rats. You think it’s hard for me to find another—?’ He stopped, only now noticing that all eyes were upon him. For an instant he’d been guilty of forgetting that most ancient showman’s dictate: never undersell the skills and reputations of your actors.

			Zina coughed and tilted her head at me in an unsubtle reminder of the promise I’d made earlier.

			Oh, please, no, not now – he’ll terminate my contract on the spot if I dare to ask . . .

			Zina’s plaintive pout was unwavering. 

			But I did promise her. However else I’d demeaned my lineage, I wouldn’t add to those disgraces by going back on my word to a girl whose future was even bleaker than my own.

			I turned to Shoville. ‘Forgive me, Lord Director, but I was thinking, this one here’ – I pointed at Zina, who promptly nodded to the even smaller boy sitting beside Grey Mags – ‘these two, I mean, show quite a bit of promise, and you know how we’ve been having trouble staging the children for the battlefield scene? Well, I thought perhaps you might consider—’

			‘Have you quite lost your wits, man?’ Shoville cried. ‘You’re telling me how to cast my shows now?’

			‘You wouldn’t need to pay them, sir,’ I went on, my odds of success shrinking by the second, ‘if the two of them could – well, just eat with the cast . . . and perhaps study the actors—’

			‘Study? As if the skill, the craft, the discipline, nay, the art of the theatre could ever be learned from mere players?’ Rising fury was turning his face crimson and I thought for sure I’d gone too far. 

			But Shoville’s feral glare sought out Zina and the little boy she always claimed somewhat unconvincingly was her brother. The pair of them gazed up at the director wide-­eyed, with that unique alchemical mixture of despair and hope that only street urchins can truly master.

			‘Please, your Lordship!’ Zina said, suddenly the very embodiment of terrified innocence. ‘You don’t know what it’s like out here on the streets at night – don’t leave us to the mercy of the Iron Orchids.’ Her eyes filled with tears as she added, ‘Or the Black Amaranth . . .’

			A pity my own masters at drama school never taught me to deliver my lines so convincingly, I thought.

			‘The Black Amaranth?’ Shoville harrumphed. ‘I hardly think the Duke of Pertine’s personal assassin goes around hunting alley-­rats.’ His narrowed eyes suggested that he wasn’t fooled by Zina’s performance one bit. However, he did need child players for the battle scene . . .

			‘Well, now.’ He took a tentative step across the alley, looking as wary of the cracked cobblestones as if he were walking on slippery rocks in the middle of a raging river. ‘Let us see what we have here.’

			I felt a brief stirring of hope. Shoville, for all his propensity towards righteous indignation, loved actors – he adored them more than the audience, more than the money, more even than the theatre itself.

			‘You’ – Shoville waved a hand negligently at me – ‘get inside with my props and see what Neddy can do with that shirt, while I shall see who here is naught but a filthy guttersnipe, and who, perhaps – just perhaps – might have the spark the gods gave to those they hold most beloved of all humanity.’

			‘Saints?’ Zina suggested.

			‘Actors,’ Shoville corrected. ‘Yes,’ he said, staring down at her, ‘let us determine whether, with the tutelage of a master directore, you might one day be worthy to walk the boards of the Operato Belleza alongside the finest performers of our age.’

			‘“Finest performers of our age”?’ Vadris scoffed. ‘Wot – like that russet-­haired fop there?’ He jerked a thumb at me. ‘Who’s ’e supposed to be playin’, then?’

			‘Damelas has no fewer than three roles,’ Shoville said expansively. ‘The humble page, who brings the great Prince Pierzi soup, that his hunger may be slaked. The noble herald who vows to spread word of the prince’s triumphs. And a . . .’ The director hesitated, struggling to give weight to the third role. ‘And a wise crone who . . . who with great gentleness and care . . . sweeps the floor of the throne room—’

			‘Hah!’ Vadris laughed. ‘A crone?’ He shot me a victorious sneer. ‘And ’ere you were, pretendin’ to be the prince hisself.’

			‘No small parts, my good man,’ Shoville said, although even his exceptional talent for embellishment proved inadequate to sell that particular line.

			What little dignity I’d had sufficiently extinguished, I bent down, picked up my rapier, took the other from Zina’s hand and climbed the steps to the stage door.

			No small parts, I thought bitterly, but plenty of shitty ones. 

			And how long could such paltry roles keep me out of the Vixen’s clutches?

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The Dressing Room

			Nowhere could the glamorous illusions of the theatre be so easily swept away as in the gloomy corridors backstage. The filthy walls were cracked, chipped and dented from years of clumsy or frantic stagehands manhandling costumes, props and sets from the stores to the stage and back, night after night. The dressing rooms were cramped and musty, the wooden floors worn and stained by generations of actors pacing as they mumbled their lines or bemoaned their lot in life.

			Then there were the mice.

			I sometimes wondered if the mice at the Belleza had, over the ­decades, come to emulate the characteristics of their fellow inhabitants. Any time one of us tried to chase them away, they reared up on their back legs and spewed lengthy monologues in sanctimonious squeaking. There were days when their strident little performances were at least as credible as some of my fellow actors’ – or my own, for that matter. 

			Yet for all its deficiencies, I’d come to adore the Operato Belleza and its misfit troupe. Whenever performance time drew near, the place hummed with anxious energy, as if everything the actors and stagehands would do during that brief time between the curtain rising and falling mattered to the world outside. The sense of purpose and the camaraderie created by those moments made the tarnished copper tears of a player’s wages sparkle like gold.

			Of course, not everyone in the company shared in our noble poverty.

			Although even the smallest of the dressing rooms had to be shared by several actors, there was one, as opulent as a ducal bedchamber, reserved for a single occupant. 

			Well, most of the time. Even out here in the hall, I couldn’t escape the female cooing playing counterpoint to the baritone moans of Ellias Abastrini. I’d come to shut the door – left ajar on purpose, as if Abastrini’s grunting lovemaking was a performance from which lesser actors should learn – but as I skulked outside, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like to be worthy of such luxurious quarters.

			‘Makes one dream of becoming a Veristor, doesn’t it?’ Beretto whispered behind my shoulder.

			I nearly jumped out of my skin. ‘Did your mother never teach you it’s rude to sneak up on people?’

			Beretto’s boyish grin didn’t quite manage to mask his wit and intelligence. ‘And what was it your mother said about spying on innocent, hard-­working actors just trying to get in a good rutting before the show?’

			Innocent? Hard-­working? ‘It doesn’t bother you?’ I blurted out, then lowered my voice to a whisper; not that Abastrini or his companions would pay us the slightest attention. ‘The way he parades his preferential treatment, lording it over the rest of us, as if our sole purpose in life is to serve him goblets of wine on stage and hold his sword for him as he bellows through his interminable monologues?’

			‘Well, I do hold his sword for him as he bellows through those very same monologues,’ Beretto noted. ‘Just as the humble page – that’s you, in case you’ve forgotten – serves him his wine.’ He raised a thick red eyebrow mischievously. ‘Although I did hear that you handed him a goblet full of stage blood last night . . .’

			‘He’d got drunk and pissed on the floor of our dressing room an hour before the show, Beretto!’

			‘And so was justice done.’ He clapped a hand on my shoulder. ‘You should’ve been a Greatcoat like your grandparents, Damelas. I can see you now, riding from town to town, bringing the king’s justice, righting wrongs left and . . . well, right. Fighting duels to ensure that your lawful verdicts – mostly consisting of forcing evil men to make restitution for pissing where they weren’t supposed to – are mercilessly enforced.’

			‘Someone bring me a brandy!’ Abastrini bellowed from inside the dressing room. ‘And some fucking pleasure-­peppers that haven’t gone stale!’

			‘Why Shoville forces us to submit to that blowhard’s every whim . . .’ I let the words trail off. What business did I have complaining? 

			‘Because he’s a Veristor.’ Beretto uttered that last word as if it could conjure lightning. He gestured to the door of Abastrini’s opulent dressing room. ‘He alone possesses the Bardatti’s gift to summon the spirit of whichever historical figure the script demands, channelling their essence into himself and lifting our poor performance to magical heights that will leave the audience breathless, knowing that, for a brief instant, they were in the presence of the great Prince Pierzi himself.’

			‘Brandy!’ Abastrini shouted again, even louder. ‘And fetch me another rent-­girl from the alley – this one’s gone all floppy!’

			Beretto must’ve caught my look of disgust. ‘Have pity, Damelas. How can the magnificent Abastrini perform his Veristor miracles unless he has first experienced his own . . . spiritual release?’

			‘I’d channel the damned spirits, too, if they paid me as many silver grins as Abastrini gets each night.’

			The temptation to kick in the door and give the bloated bastard a piece of my mind was tempered only by Abastrini’s reputation for brawling in his younger days. Even in middle age, the overbearing sod was bigger, stronger and far more brutal than me. But the way he talked about the alley girls . . .

			‘Let it go,’ Beretto warned. ‘There’s already one duelling warrant awaiting you the day Shoville boots you out the back door. Best not invite a second challenge from within.’

			‘You know what really gets me?’ I asked. ‘It’s that everyone knows there hasn’t been a real Bardatti Veristor on the stage in decades. Abastrini isn’t channelling Prince Pierzi; he’s just changing the lines here and there. And Shoville’s just as bad, keeping up the pretence because it lets him charge twice the price for tickets. Even the audience know it’s fake, but they’re all so desperate to sit around in their “salons” after the show, sipping wine and making their rich friends jealous at not having been there to witness the ghost of Pierzi himself appear before their very eyes on the stage. The whole thing is nothing but a piece of back-­alley flimflam.’

			Beretto’s eyebrows rose to comical heights. ‘What? You’re telling me that what happens on our stage isn’t real? That it’s some kind of . . . theatrical performance? Come, noble comrade – we must alert the authorities at once!’

			‘You should save all that talent for the stage, Beretto.’

			He was gracious enough to ignore my bad temper. ‘Come then, brother,’ he said, throwing an arm across my shoulders and leading me down the hall. ‘Let’s go and run our lines.’

			Our dressing room was more of a closet than anything else: deep enough to squeeze the pair of us side by side as we put on our make-­up, but too narrow to pass each other without accidental intimacy. A cracked mirror on one wall boasted a narrow shelf underneath for our paltry belongings. Rusted hooks on the opposite wall held our costumes for the night. A single candle provided what little illumination was deemed necessary for two such lowly actors. 

			Beretto, however, was congenitally incapable of discouragement. ‘Run the herald’s lines,’ he said, waving the script at me. ‘Enthral me!’

			‘“Lines”? There’s only one!’

			‘Wrong as usual, Damelas. There are three.’ He held up the last page and pointed to an exclamation mark. ‘See? They call those little squiggles “punc-­tu-­a-­tion” – and if you expect our esteemed director to renew your contract and keep the Vixen’s teeth from your throat, you’d best learn how to deliver your lines with gusto.’

			‘Fine.’ I placed one hand on my heart and raised the other as if to a distant hill. ‘Hark, my Lord!’

			Beretto nodded, wide-­eyed, fanning himself with the script as if overcome by my performance. ‘Yes, yes – now we’re talking.’

			‘“Thou hast defeated the enemy’s champions with thine own hand!”’

			‘Bravasa! Fantisima!’ Beretto cheered. ‘Am I in the presence of a true Veristor? It’s as if you’ve transported me to the battlefield itself! Now, the last line. Light up the stage, my friend.’

			Despite my earlier foul humour, I couldn’t help but get caught up in Beretto’s preposterous enthusiasm, and I trumpeted proudly, ‘“Henceforth shall I travel these lands and to its peoples sing thine victories—!”’

			Beretto’s expression fell.

			‘What?’ I asked, reaching for the script. ‘Oh, shit – I did it again, didn’t I?’

			‘Triumphs, man. The line is “Henceforth shall I travel these lands and to its peoples sing thine triumphs.”’

			‘I still don’t know why it matters so much,’ I muttered, handing the pages back.

			‘Because anyone can eke out a victory, but a triumph: that’s proof of a god’s blessing. Besides, it’s the last line of the entire play. Shoville’s going to hang you from your toenails if you screw it up again.’

			Saint Anlas-­who-­remembers-­the-­world, why can’t I ever get that damned line right?

			‘You’re a good actor, Damelas,’ Beretto said, though it sounded more like admonishment than encouragement. ‘Better than that overstuffed arsehole next door getting his prick polished, certainly. Your time will come.’

			I stared into the mirror, saw my youth transformed by the web of cracks into a lifetime of scars. The Belleza had begun as a sanctuary to escape a foolishly accepted duel, but it had quickly become a place I cherished: a place I would have liked to call home.

			But an actor’s prospects are bounded by his talents, and mine had all too quickly reached their zenith. ‘I’ll never play kings or princes, will I?’ No doubt that same tired lament had been uttered by just about every actor in the company at one point or another, yet it stung all the same. ‘Never the hero, nor even the villain. I’ll always be the cup-­bearer, herald or crone.’

			‘Don’t dismiss the herald,’ Beretto said, pulling his tunic over his head before dressing himself in his creaking stage armour. ‘The audience always pays close attention when he steps onto the stage.’ His bearded reflection in the mirror took on a darkly ominous expression. ‘After all, when the herald arrives, it almost always means someone’s about to die.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The Wings

			On a good night, with a full house, the soles of your feet vibrate as you stand in the curtained wings at each side of the stage waiting for your cue. At the Operato Belleza, the carpeted floor to which the rows of seats are bolted is braced with long planks of sturdy billy oak, the same wood used in dance halls to lend the steps of revellers extra bounce. An audience captivated by the play and its players will bob their feet up and down in rhythmic anticipation of the next unexpected revelation, daring sword thrust or passionate kiss; those tremors carry along the billy planks, all the way down the aisles and up the boards underneath the stage to the booted heels of the actors.

			The air buzzes on those special nights: the gasps of especially sensitive souls at unexpected frights, the whispers of, ‘No, no, please, no—’ whenever a favourite character meets their end, or the, ‘Yes, yes, now! Tell her!’ when the hero and heroine, long separated by calamity or calumny, are at last ready to confess their love.

			Upon such glorious winds even the humblest player could fly.

			‘Barely half a house,’ Teo grumbled, shoving past me as he exited the stage after delivering his only line of the night. ‘Shoville will lose the licence to the Belleza if this keeps up.’

			‘Then best we impress those we can,’ said silver-­haired Ornella, retying the laces of her bodice.

			Ornella, the oldest member of the cast by a full decade, had seen her roles wither from daring princesses to conniving duchesses and now to humble serving women, and still she approached every role with the even-­keeled step of a soldier marching to battle.

			‘Don’t know why Shoville keeps the old woman around,’ Teo muttered in a tone that badly wanted for a good slap across the face.

			Like me, he served principally as a supernumerary, playing an unnamed soldier here, a servant there, or sometimes just a dead body needed to fill space during a battle scene. Teo’s every groan and grimace before a show conveyed a sense of foiled destiny, that he was meant for grander things. But while the two of us were in perpetual competition for our meagre parts, there was one subject on which we were united.

			‘Fucking Abastrini,’ Teo said, peering past the curtain. ‘Bloated bastard’s put them half asleep with all his droning. A graveyard’s got more life than this crowd.’

			Abastrini’s reputation as a Veristor may have increased ticket prices and shielded him from otherwise much-­deserved criticism of his performances, but it didn’t serve his fellow actors on the stage, nor the play itself. Lately the pompous blowhard had even taken to wearing his Veristor’s mark on his collar during the show. The beautifully designed silver brooch in the shape of an actor’s mask with narrowed eyes and a mouth in the shape of a key was entirely out of place on Prince Pierzi’s golden cloak. No doubt Abastrini wanted to prevent the audience confusing his boorish performance with ineptitude rather than some kind of mystical trance.

			‘Marvellous, isn’t he?’ Shoville asked dreamily, eyes shut as he listened to Abastrini’s fifth monologue of the night. There were only three in the script. ‘Simply marvellous.’

			‘Staggering,’ I said, flinching when I realised I’d failed to sufficiently hide the sarcasm in my voice.

			Shoville turned, but the reproach I’d rightfully earned gave way to unexpected concern. ‘I say, Damelas, are you quite well? You look pale as a ghost.’

			‘Been feeling a bit off tonight, if I’m honest.’

			In fact, I’d been dizzy and disoriented before every performance since we’d launched this new run of Valour at Mount Cruxia six weeks ago. Maybe I was suffering from some sort of fever. Maybe it was just the lousy script.

			‘Well, hold it together, lad,’ Shoville advised. ‘The herald is a vital role.’

			His encouragement would have been more cheering had I not once seen him telling a stagehand who was standing in place of a tree the carpenters hadn’t yet constructed, ‘Magnificent. A pivotal role performed with sublime conviction!’

			Shoville was clapping me on the shoulder, my earlier infractions in the alley apparently forgotten. ‘Come now, boy. Give it your all – remember, ’tis your last line that will bring the audience leaping to their feet, a flush of civic pride to their cheeks as they roar out their approbation!’

			Chastened by the director’s inspiring tone, I determined that this time I would properly repay his faith in me.

			Shake it off, Damelas, I told myself. Your grandmother used to walk into the duelling circle on steadier legs than yours when you take the stage. All you have to do is walk out to your mark, pick up the sword waiting for you, turn to the audience and announce Prince Pierzi’s ‘noble victory’—

			I thumped my thigh in frustration. I couldn’t even get the line right in my thoughts. ‘Triumph, damn it,’ I swore. ‘Triumph!’

			A thunderous bellow filled the stage as Abastrini, in the role of said triumphant Prince, drowned out the death­ knell of the actor playing his nemesis as he plunged the sword into Archduke Corbier’s dark heart. The poor fellow playing Corbier couldn’t even get out his final words over Abastrini’s newly concocted victory speech.

			Triumph, I reminded myself yet again. That stupid word is going to get me fired.

			‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ Shoville said cheerfully, favouring me with a sly grin. ‘You’ve a guest in tonight’s audience.’

			‘A guest?’

			The director wagged a finger at me. ‘You know I usually frown upon actors inviting their paramours to our renowned historias – unless, of course, they’ve purchased a ticket—’

			I was simultaneously confused and horrified. ‘My Lord Director, if one of the alley-­rats—’

			‘Alley-­rats?’ Shoville chuckled, giving me what I suspected was meant to be an admiring wink. ‘I’d hardly call the radiant vision of womanhood who introduced herself to me as Lady Ferica di Traizo an alley-­rat!’

			My knees buckling, I grabbed Shoville for support. ‘My L-­Lord ­Director,’ I heard myself stammer, ‘if this is some sort of jest, I promise you, it’s in poor—’

			‘Jest? Don’t be silly. I never jest when noble ladies deign to attend one of our performances.’ His face took on a curious expression as he tapped a finger to his chin. ‘That name, though. Lady Ferica di Traizo. It’s familiar – and yet I cannot quite place it. Mind, she certainly possesses a rather . . . feral beauty. Tell me, lad, might this tawny-haired delight consider joining our company? I am sorely in need of a new ingénue . . .’

			The nausea coiling in my belly was threatening to slither up my throat, but I choked it down. ‘I fear, Lord Director, her interests lie elsewhere, for she is known by a different name throughout the city.’

			‘And what is this illustrious sobriquet?’

			‘The Vixen.’

			Shoville paled when he heard the name. ‘Why in the world would you bring a notorious duellist – a professional murderer – into my theatre?’

			‘That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you! I didn’t invite her!

			What in the name of Saint Felsan-­who-­weighs-­the-­world was the Vixen doing at the Belleza? Ducal law forbade her from coming after me while the duelling writ between us was held in abeyance.

			Unless a noblewoman with the ear of the new duke might be able to convince him to overrule that suspension . . .

			Abastrini’s improvised monologue finally ended with a trumpeted closing line that ought to have come ten minutes earlier.

			‘Damelas,’ Shoville hissed, apparently now less concerned about a vicious killer in the audience than the possibility of the show running even longer, ‘that’s your cue, boy!’

			Sick with fear, I looked down to see the reflections from the flickering flames of the hanging lanterns in the rafters above turn the boards at my feet into a miasma of fire and shadow.

			‘Go, noble herald!’ Shoville thumped me on the back so hard I lost my balance and went reeling onto the stage. ‘Make magic happen before our very eyes—’

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Three Little Lines

			Silence has no substance, but it does have weight. Some silences are as light and airy as the space between the telling of a joke and the ensuing laughter. Others are heavy, the uncomfortable pause that never seems to end and which slowly drowns you beneath the depths of despair. When an actor imagines death, it is into such a silence he feels himself sinking.

			‘Make magic happen before our very eyes,’ Shoville had said.

			Apparently I’d done just that, for the theatre had gone so quiet I would’ve sworn the audience had disappeared. I couldn’t tell for sure, because my eyes seemed to be resolutely shut. When I finally summoned up the courage to open them, I had to wait for the blurry scene before me to resolve. That’s when I realised something very bad must have happened shortly after I’d stepped out on stage to deliver my final line.

			Please, any saints who are listening, don’t let me have forgotten to say ‘triumphs’ again. Also, please let my trousers not have fallen down . . .

			The theatre wasn’t empty, as it turned out. In fact, just as Shoville had promised, my performance had, indeed, brought the audience to their feet. But they weren’t roaring with applause or even clapping politely. Instead, the assembled worthies were just standing there in their finery, staring up at me in horrified silence.

			I turned to my fellow actors, but all I found in their answering gazes was confusion and shock. Well, most of them, anyway.

			‘You stupid bastard . . .’ Abastrini growled sotto voce.

			Beretto, in the role of Prince Pierzi’s favoured lieutenant, put a hand on his liege’s shoulder. ‘The boy misspoke, my Lord.’

			Misspoke? I couldn’t even recall having begun my lines.

			‘See you, how he suffers a grievous wound to his head?’ Beretto went on, speaking as confidently as if his every word came straight from the script instead of outrageous improvisation. ‘Observe how the lad’s eyes fail to perceive us standing here. He is blinded, my Prince, and in his confusion he feared he was witnessing vile Archduke Corbier slaying you!’

			I watched with the same mute puzzlement as everyone else.

			This can’t be due to me flubbing that damned ‘victories’ line – No! – ‘triumphs!’ – so what in the name of Saint Zaghev-­who-­sings-­for-­tears did I say?

			Abastrini, as though suddenly filled with divine inspiration, bounded across the stage towards me. ‘I see now that you speak truly, my trusted lieutenant. The chaos of battle has robbed the poor boy of his senses. Oh, how the gods do use this foolish messenger to give us all a great warning: we must be for ever vigilant, lest history be distorted by deceivers and malefactors!’ He spun on his heel to the audience, arms outstretched in supplication to the gods above. ‘The truth must be told, and retold again and again for all to hear, from this day forth, across every generation!’

			A few coughs and rather more groans drifted up from the audience to the stage, but most appeared at least somewhat mollified by Abastrini’s hasty improvisation.

			My career saved by Ellias Abastrini, I thought. Surely the gods despise me.

			Still baffled by what I’d done wrong, I nonetheless followed his lead. I swung my head left and right, keeping my eyes unfocused. With trembling hands, I reached out blindly. ‘My Prince? Is that you? Has your dread spirit come back to haunt this land even as your blood spilled upon its soil sows grief worthy of a thousand lesser souls?’

			Over Abastrini’s shoulder I caught Beretto rolling his eyes at me.

			‘Nay, faithful one,’ Abastrini replied, his rich baritone rumbling with warmth. ‘I am here, alive and triumphant. Come to me, boy. Come to your Prince, that he may embrace you.’

			I made a show of following Abastrini’s voice until my fingers were tracing the contours of Prince Pierzi’s armoured breastplate and the distinctive sigils of his house.

			Abastrini pulled me into a hug, feigning affection even as he crushed my ribs mercilessly. ‘Do you still doubt me, boy? Be there any confusion as to who I am?’

			I struggled to turn my gasps of pain into cries of joy. ‘Gods be good, my Lord, it is you!’

			With a great deal of effort, I pushed myself free from Abastrini’s grasp and turned to the audience, proclaiming at last, ‘Thou hast defeated the enemy’s champions with thine own hand! Henceforth shall I travel these lands, every day singing of thy righteous victories!’

			I caught Beretto’s barely audible groan.

			Triumphs! Fuck! Triumphs . . .

			From behind the back curtain, a jubilant melody began to play as the musicians took up the final song. The actors on the stage, even those playing corpses, rose to sing the chorus as Abastrini and Beretto made a show of ushering me from the stage.

			‘You little shit!’ Abastrini swore the instant we’d passed the curtains. ‘Are you so very determined to put an end to your own career? And if so, would you mind not taking mine down with it?’

			Beretto rescued me by pushing him aside. ‘Leave him alone, man. Look at him – he’s grey as a corpse. Probably has some kind of fever. Maybe syphilis.’

			‘Yes, that’s it,’ I agreed, bringing the back of my hand up to my forehead – it really was a little clammy. ‘Not syphilis, I mean, but fever. A terrible, raging fever momentarily overtook me. That’s the only reasonable explanation.’

			Abastrini stormed off to his dressing room, leaving the pair of us in the wings while the rest of the cast sang the audience from their seats and out of the doors. The Veristor’s displeasure was mirrored in the eyes of every one of my fellow cast­mates as they exited the stage.

			‘Saint Laina’s tits,’ Beretto swore once the two of us were alone. ‘What in all the Hells was that, Damelas?’

			‘I . . . I honestly don’t know – I remember Shoville shoving me out onto the stage to deliver the lines. I started feeling sick to my stomach, then . . . I think I might have blacked out for a moment. What did I say?’

			Beretto stared at me wide-­eyed with disbelief. ‘You’re telling me that wasn’t an act? You weren’t just quitting the business in the most spectacularly offensive way possible?’

			‘Beretto, what the Hells did I do?’

			Shaking his head, his shaggy red beard trembling, he began to laugh. ‘Brother, you strode right out onto the stage, picked up the sword and said – with what I should note was your most convincing performance to date – “Foul deceiver! You have lied to your people, murdered your enemy’s lover, butchered his children, and now you would slay their father with that same poisoned blade. You called for a herald, you dog? Here stands your messenger! I will travel these lands and see to it that the entire world learns the truth: that you who would make yourself sovereign are naught but the vilest malefactor in all of history!”’

			‘That’s not . . .’ I stammered. ‘I . . . I would never have said that!’

			But in the deepest corner of my thoughts, I discovered an itch of recognition. I had no memory of uttering those treasonous words, but somehow, the lines sparked an eerie sense of déjà vu in me. This hadn’t been some petty trick played on me – Shoville would as soon burn down the theatre himself as allow the Operato Belleza to be desecrated with such a prank.

			What if Beretto’s right, and I’m so sick of hiding from the Vixen that I just unconsciously sabotaged the theatre company that’s keeping me from her clutches?

			The historias – the sacred plays – were meant to bind together the people of this city and inspire them with the greatness of their shared past – and I had just committed the unpardonable sin of ruining both the play and the reputation of the Knights of the Curtain.

			As the disgruntled audience sullenly made for the exits, I noticed one figure just standing there. She was dressed in flowing burgundy skirts under a tight-­fitting black frock coat, her head covered by a scarlet winter cowl at odds with the warm autumn night. Even with her face hidden, my eyes, trained as they were by my duellist grandmother to recognise such things, noted the graceful, feral way she moved.

			Lady Ferica di Traizo paused to blow me a kiss – no farewell, but a promise that we would soon see each other again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			The Costume Closet

			I crouched on the floor, knees pressed to my chest, buried behind the mass of costumes hanging from the racks at the far end of the long closet. I used to come here a lot in the months following my provisional acceptance into the Knights of the Curtain, marvelling at the assortment of court gowns, uniforms, suits of tin armour and any number of glittering gossamer shrouds for those playing ghosts and spirits.

			After those first perilous nights on stage, stumbling my way through the trifling parts Shoville nervously entrusted to me, I’d discovered a hunger that brought me back over and over to this odd little sanctuary. I’d spend hours rifling through the costumes, imagining myself in the starring roles: the great princes and valiant warriors – even the nefarious tyrants doomed by the gods, who, when played by the right actor, could be imbued with sympathy and even grace. Tonight, however, it was concealment I sought under the ill-­fitting tunics beneath a painted sign that read Pages & Heralds.

			‘Just how long do you suppose you can hide from the Vixen inside a costume closet?’ Beretto asked, pushing aside hangers and holding out a clay flagon. He swished it at me. ‘Come out of there, brother. Let’s get bloody drunk.’

			Reflex rather than thirst had me reaching for the flagon, but Beretto abruptly pulled it away. ‘Actually, probably best to keep your wits about you. You might need to flee the city now that you’ve ruined its most beloved historia and practically guaranteed that the Knights of the Curtain will lose our licence for the Operato Belleza to our competitors. Not sure if it’ll go to the Lords of Laughter or the Grim Jesters or even – saints forfend – those artless arse-­lickers, the Red Masques.’

			I buried my face in my hands. ‘I’ve doomed us all, haven’t I?’

			Beretto took a swig from the flagon. ‘Oh, it’s not so bad, really. What theatre company needs a home when there are lovely cold streets out there filled with muggers, murderers and those thespian-­loving Iron Orchids just itching to applaud our performances with their fists?’

			‘You really believe the duke would be so petty as to take the Belleza away from the Knights of the Curtain just because one incompetent bit-­player screwed up his lines?’

			‘Well, this Monsegino fellow is new to his throne and I haven’t made his personal acquaintance . . .’ Beretto reached over to the next rack, labelled Kings & Nobles, lifted a hanger bearing a set of ducal robes and dangled it beneath his bearded chin. ‘But you did just imply his progenitor was guilty of infanticide in front of a goodly number of the city’s nobility. We were performing a historia, so, legally speaking, you accusing Prince Pierzi of murder constitutes bearing false witness. One would imagine that comes with some sort of fine, at the very least.’

			A fine. Prison sentence. Possibly my tongue extracted from my mouth with iron tongs.

			‘By the bloody red fingernails of Saint Zaghev-­who-­sings-­for-­tears,’ I swore piteously. ‘What do I do now, Beretto?’

			He drained the flagon, wiped a sleeve across his mouth and indulged in a lengthy series of burps before suggesting, ‘You could go with the fever thing. It does get hot under those lanterns. Actors have been known to—’

			‘No one’s going to believe it’s because I had a fever.’ I started banging my forehead against my knees. ‘Saint Dheneph-­who-­tricks-­the-­gods, how could I have uttered such nonsense? I don’t remember any of it—’

			‘I suppose you could plead insanity,’ Beretto suggested, ‘although I don’t suppose that will save your career. Or your life, come to that. Insanariums tend to be rather unpleasant places, or so I’ve heard. I’d stick with syphilis.’

			‘I doubt syphilis is a compelling legal defence against charges of treasonous slander.’ I forced myself to my feet and pushed my shoulders back, trying my best to emulate those brave heroes who always met their fates head-­on. ‘At least if the duke has me imprisoned for the next twenty years, I won’t have to face the Vixen in the duelling court.’

			‘Unless he decides to forego a trial and send the Black Amaranth after you.’ Beretto stared inside the empty wine flagon as if the answer lay hidden there. ‘Funny name for an assassin. Amaranths are such pretty flowers. The petals look like little daggers.’

			‘Beretto, amaranth petals are notoriously poisonous.’

			‘Still pretty.’ He turned back to me. ‘Anyway, you could just run, couldn’t you? Wasn’t that your plan when you first came to the Belleza? Lay low long enough for the Iron Orchids to give up on their hunt so that you could flee the city?’

			‘It’s not that simple . . .’

			‘Sure it is.’ He made a show of pumping his arms. ‘You move your arms and legs like this, see? Works best if you do it very fast.’ He stopped to wag an accusatory finger at me. ‘Unless there’s some other reason you didn’t run when you had the chance?’

			I held my tongue. The duelling writ was still sealed and the fewer people who knew its contents, the better. But Beretto had proven to be a far better friend this past year than I deserved. Keeping silent now would feel like a betrayal.

			‘I can’t leave,’ I admitted at last.

			Beretto mistook the confession for resolve and grinned as he clapped me on the shoulder. ‘I knew it! You’re an actor through­ and­ through. The siren song of this sacred place has shackled your soul to its—’

			‘I mean, I can’t leave the city, Beretto. Ever.’

			His expression became dubious. ‘If you’re about to claim there’s a witch’s curse on you . . .’

			‘The duelling writ I signed against the Vixen? It’s a duella honoria elegis. Should I flee the jurisdiction without facing her, my second will be legally compelled to take my place in the circle.’

			‘Who in the world was foolish enough to agree to be your second? No offence, my friend, but you’re not exactly the Saint of Swords and the Vixen’s never lost a duel. Maybe if your grandmother Virany were still alive – the King’s Parry was a legend in the duelling circle. But other than her, who would dare? . . . Oh Hells, man!’

			I nodded miserably. ‘My grandfather declared himself my second before I could stop him.’

			‘That’s why you never invite him to our performances? Why you keep refusing to introduce me to him?’

			‘The further away he stays from me, the safer he’ll be.’

			Beretto’s obsession with the lives of the king’s travelling magistrates was no secret, and he took umbrage at my insinuation. ‘Well . . . I mean, the King’s Courtesy might not have been quite the duellist that your grandmother was, but he was still a Greatcoat.’

			‘Beretto, the man’s nearly seventy years old! Paedar ­Chademantaigne hasn’t fought a duel in more than a decade. His hands shake. The Vixen wants to lure him into the circle; that’s how I got into this mess in the first place. I got word from a court clerk that she was about to issue a formal challenge against him and the only way to stop her was to provoke her into challenging me instead.’

			Beretto picked a long, tattered leather coat from the rack and held it up. ‘Why would the finest fencer in the city ruin her reputation by skewering a retired Greatcoat years past his prime?’

			‘I don’t know!’ I shouted, unable to contain a year’s worth of shame and frustration any longer. ‘She hates my family, or she hates the Greatcoats, or maybe Ferica di Traizo is a deranged lunatic who picks out her victims at random—’

			‘What about a formal apology to her Ladyship?’ Beretto proposed, hanging the leather coat back on its rack. ‘Tradition dictates the plaintiff in an affair of honour call off the duel when restitution is giv—’

			‘You think I haven’t tried? I’ve sent a dozen letters – I’ve offered a thousand promises to prostrate myself before the entire city and praise her name to the gods. Not once have her underlings replied other than to smear the word “rabbit” on the back of the stage door in what I’m fairly certain were the ashes of those same entreaties! I’m fucked, Beretto! Absolutely, gods-­damned fu—’

			Beretto cut me off with a raised forefinger at the sound of footsteps coming down the hall.

			‘That’ll be Shoville,’ he warned. ‘Listen, if he yells at you, it’s a good sign, so just keep your mouth shut.’

			‘Right,’ I said, smoothing my shirt and straightening my back, though I had no idea what good it would do me.

			‘If he starts pummelling you, that’s even better,’ Beretto went on. ‘Directors hate looking like vindictive pricks, so he wouldn’t push you out of the door covered in bruises in case that makes the rest of the cast sympathetic to your plight.’

			‘What if he’s nice to me?’ I asked, though such an outcome was supremely unlikely at this point.

			Beretto let out a long, slow whoosh of air. ‘If he’s nice to you, brother, then you really are fucked.’

			A knock at the door, then the creak of the hinges as it swung open. Shoville’s expression betrayed neither anger, nor violence, nor kindness. He looked terrified. ‘Damelas, I’m sorry, but you have to come with me.’

			Beretto stepped in to intervene on my behalf. ‘My Lord Director . . .’

			I’d never heard him address Shoville by that lofty title.

			‘Most esteemed and cherished Directore,’ he added, pouring even more honey on his words, ‘there’s something you must know about Damelas before you fire him. He wasn’t himself, you see. He fell victim to’ – in drunken moments, Beretto fancies himself a playwright. Alas, he’s not all that good at it – ‘a spell, my Lord!’ he declared, becoming increasingly animated as he embellished his tale. ‘A hideous, pustule-­faced witch— No – no! A warlock! Yes, that’s it – a warlock! Bloody Hells, that’s good.’

			My slightly inebriated defender began gesticulating wildly, nearly knocking over a rack of animal costumes as he stabbed a finger at the rear wall. ‘Saw the vile necromancer myself, out in the alley – strange sigils he drew, a circle made of blood poured from the slit throat of a dying cat! “Damelas ­Chademantaigne,” I heard him intone, his voice colder than a corpse’s heart. “I curse thee with this most foul spe—”’

			‘What on earth are you babbling about?’ Shoville asked, looking at Beretto as if he hadn’t heard a word the actor had said. Our usually jovial director was looking so pale, hands trembling at his sides, that I worried he might be having a heart attack. ‘My Lord Director, are you—’

			‘You must come with me, Damelas,’ he repeated. A look of terrible sympathy came to his features. ‘There are soldiers waiting in the lobby. The duke’s personal guards have come to arrest you.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			The Carriage Ride

			With perfunctory menace, the duke’s soldiers ushered me out of the theatre and into a sturdy black carriage with barred windows. Midnight had come and gone hours ago and the streetlamps had long since exhausted their oil. Silence had replaced the evening’s usual raucous revelry. The stumbling drunks had been escorted home by their more sober friends, or left to the disputable mercy of pickpockets and other less savoury malefactors.

			I sat in darkness. The guards had ridden ahead on horseback and whoever was driving the carriage refused to answer when I banged on the roof. I twisted sideways on the stiff wooden bench and grabbed the blackened iron bars on my right, knowing I had as much chance of prying them open as I had of turning into a hummingbird and flying out between them.

			‘Only an amateur tries to escape through the bars,’ said a quiet voice opposite me.

			I nearly jumped out of my seat. My fists instinctively came up to protect my face. I don’t count myself much of a pugilist – no one else does either, for that matter – but when I was a boy, my grandmother had insisted I familiarise myself with the hand-­to-­hand techniques employed by the Greatcoats.

			‘Show yourself!’ I demanded.

			The figure in the shadows sat so still that even now I wondered if I’d really heard anyone speak, or if this was a phantom come to ferry me to the Afterlife.

			‘Shall we engage in fisticuffs?’ she asked. The woman leaned into the meagre moonlight slipping through the bars. A black veil covered her face, but the fabric was gossamer-­thin, revealing high cheekbones and a wide mouth. Her smooth skin gave her face the appearance of an exquisitely cast copper mask. When she spoke, however, the smile that came to her lips was all too alive.

			‘I have my doubts as to your chances,’ she observed, covering my pale fist with her much darker hand. ‘Your knuckles feel far too delicate for such blunt violence.’

			‘My Lady,’ I stammered, so relieved to find that this wasn’t the Vixen come to demand her duel from me that I struggled to compose myself. My grandfather, however, is a notorious flirt, and his own lessons were as rigorous in their fashion as my grandmother’s had been.

			The merest brush of the lips, Damy – quick enough to entice her if she likes you, not so long as to embarrass her if she doesn’t. And no slobbering!

			I quickly turned over my travelling companion’s hand and kissed the back of it before saying, ‘I present myself to you as Damelas ­Chademantaigne, a Knight of the Curtain, player in the company of the Operato Belleza, and now your servant.’

			The woman’s smile grew. ‘A knight? A player? A servant? I suspect you are none of those things.’ She turned my wrist and kissed the back of my hand as I’d done to hers. ‘But I do admire your spirit.’

			Her lips had been soft on my skin, but her grip on my fingers was disturbingly strong.

			‘Might this poor spirit learn your name?’ I asked.

			She let me have my hand back and sat up straight to gaze out the window. ‘I fear you wouldn’t have time to make much use of it.’

			My attempts at nonchalance were chased away by gnawing dread: the alluring features, the dark skin, the preternatural stealthiness and even the unexpected courtesy she’d shown me . . . I was dead certain I knew who was occupying the seat opposite.

			For months, rumours had swirled around the city that Firan Monsegino, only recently elevated to the ducal throne of Pertine, had made it his practice to have his enemies assassinated by a beautiful, mysterious woman who would engage the victim in a brief, altogether charming conversation prior to sending them to their gods. The joke – which didn’t seem all that funny now – was that while a new and untested duke couldn’t afford to be merciful, Monsegino was nonetheless determined to be gracious to his guests, no matter how short a time they enjoyed his hospitality. If there was one person in all of Jereste to fear more than the Vixen, it was surely the woman sitting across from me at this very moment.

			The Black Amaranth, I thought miserably. The duke sent the deadliest assassin in the country to execute me for screwing up my lines in a damned historia?

			‘An especially warm autumn we’re having, don’t you think?’ she asked, dipping her fingers through the bars to feel the night breeze.

			Watch those hands, I told myself, determined that if this was to be my end, I wouldn’t go down without a fight – no matter how brief my defiance turned out to be.

			Any defence I might have contemplated was overtaken by a strangled cry from outside the carriage. I peered through the bars and saw, in the streets beyond, a fellow in tanner’s leathers curled up on the ground, arms covering his head as a trio of thugs took turns beating him with wooden cudgels and lengths of chain, all the while jeering at him. Even in the near-­darkness, I would have sworn I caught the glint of polished grey brooches on their collars.

			The Iron Orchids were at it again.

			‘Emzy!’ the injured man called out to me. ‘Emzy mi! Emzy mi!’

			The words were foreign, but while I didn’t recognise the language, their meaning was plain enough.

			‘Stop the carriage!’ I called out, pounding my fist on the ceiling of the carriage. The driver paid me no heed and the horses continued their unhurried clop-­clopping along the street. ‘Stop, damn you!’ I shouted a second time. ‘We’ve got t—’

			‘The driver will not halt the carriage until we reach our destination,’ the Black Amaranth informed me. ‘He does not work for you.’

			‘Then you order him to stop!’ I yelled, momentarily forgetting that this was not a woman I should be provoking.

			Sounding untroubled by my outburst, leaning back in her seat, she said, ‘The driver does not work for me, either.’

			Outside the carriage, not ten yards from us, the Iron Orchids were proceeding with their beating of the tanner in the same leisurely fashion as the bloody horses kept plodding along.

			‘Does the duke care nothing for his subjects, then?’ I asked.

			The Black Amaranth paid my second act of rebellion no more attention than the first. ‘What would you do,’ she asked, ‘if the driver were to stop the carriage and I allowed you to venture out into the night? How would that serve this nameless stranger whose welfare concerns you so?’

			‘Can’t you see? Those damned Iron Orchids are beating that poor bastard half to death!’

			‘I did not ask what they were doing. I asked what you would do. I see no sword at your side, nor are you possessed, so far as I have heard, of the necessary skills or inclination to wield a blade when the occasion demands. So again, I ask, how would you go about rescuing the man?’

			Her question cut me deeper than whatever knife she no doubt intended on sticking into my belly when we reached our destination. ‘I’d . . . I don’t know what I’d do. It shouldn’t be up to a third-­rate actor to defend the helpless in this city! Why isn’t your bloody duke doing his job and protecting his subjects?’

			‘He is your duke, too,’ she reminded me. ‘And perhaps in such unfortunate matters, he finds himself as helpless as you.’

			‘Oh, please. I’ve attended a dozen productions of A Lonesome Lord’s Lament, my Lady – I even played the chamberlain in one production – and it’s a poor play indeed. Even if our new monarch is too timid to do his duty, you’re supposed to be the Black Amaranth, aren’t you? The assassin even other assassins fear? Why couldn’t you stop those thugs?’

			‘Because I am not here for them, Damelas ­Chademantaigne. I am here for you.’

			I am here for you.

			My breath caught in my throat. The gentle way she’d uttered those words sent a tremble through my limbs, yet for all that, the anger inside me burned unabated. ‘If you were sent to kill me, my Lady, then do so now. I have a distaste for predators who play with their food.’

			‘Truly?’ she asked, her voice suddenly curious. ‘For a man who fled a duel a mere twelve months ago, you seem in a great hurry to die. Is it hidden valour that makes you reckless, I wonder, or the inability to live with the memory of a single, entirely understandable act of faint-heartedness?’

			The carriage rolled on and the sounds of the beating faded, leaving only the echoes of the bully-­boys’ laughter. They’d have allowed the tanner to slink away by now, slapping each other on the back and commending one another for defending Jereste from the scourge of foreigners, street urchins and other deadly threats to our glorious way of life. Scenes like this one were playing out nightly across the city.

			The Black Amaranth was right: had I tried to intervene, all I’d have accomplished would have been to enrage the Iron Orchids, probably ensuring both the tanner and I ended up crippled or dead. When I looked back at her, she was sitting quietly, one leg crossed over the other, gloved hands on her knees. Beneath that comfortable stillness, was she contemplating the moment and manner of my death?

			‘If there’s no key to your cell and no sword with which to defeat the guard,’ my grandfather would have advised me, ‘then fight with your words. You’re good with words, Damy, and the right ones can confound the enemy as surely as the sharpest blade.’ 

			‘We were discussing the weather, I believe?’ I asked with forced casualness. ‘I do believe your earlier observation was astute, my Lady; I myself am finding the temperature unseasonably warm.’

			She laughed, and in doing so accidentally revealed something to me. I had never been the most sought-­after player in any of the three drama schools from which I’d been dismissed, but I had picked up a few tricks here and there. An actor must develop an ear for accents, and although this woman’s Tristian was as flawless as her composure, her laughter carried a hint of something more distant.
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