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And then the lover,


Sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad


Made to his mistress’ eyebrow. Then a soldier,


Full of strange oaths and bearded like the pard,


Jealous in honor, sudden and quick in quarrel,


Seeking the bubble reputation


Even in the cannon’s mouth. And then the justice,


In fair round belly with good capon lined,


With eyes severe and beard of formal cut,


Full of wise saws and modern instances;


And so he plays his part.


 



As You Like It, Act II, Scene vii.
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Act I
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Illyria, 1601


 



A desert shore, after a storm.


 



Spars and ropes and broken fragments of ship are strewn in abandoned disarray, along with sodden mounds of cloth. All is calm. Seabirds call out and their shadows cross the sand.


 



The closest heap of cloth twitches, shudders, coughs, vomiting forth the briny element, as Jacques would no doubt term it if he were here. As far as this survivor is concerned, though, the briny element can kiss his arse.


 



Enter PAROLLES.


 



 



HE WAS NOT a man well-made by nature, though he could feign it well enough when the sea had not been at him quite so much. The clothes that clung to his spare frame would have been, when dry, the grey of Rousillon, his post an ensign’s. Again, it was a role he could play, but the beach was affording him no rank and file to bully and browbeat, no officers to toady to. With a final cough, Parolles rolled over onto his back, regretted it and ended up retching on his hands and knees again.


“I swear,” he told the air, “not for gold, not for sack, not for a woman’s breasts shall I go back to sea.”


“Then, when you leave this shore, teach me to walk on water too!”


Parolles sat back heavily, fumbling for a sword the sea had swallowed. The newcomer was a man just as soaked as he, though he carried it better. He was a dark and handsome bearded fellow, his fine clothes mostly blues that the water had turned to near-black: one of the Aragonese contingent who had lately been Parolles’ shipmates.


“Once was an alchemist taught the trick to me,” Parolles offered. “And, were the stars and other bodies well-aligned, I’d jog from here to Milan and scorn the storms that chased my heels.” He was looking the newcomer over, reading the assured way the man stood, and the fact he still had his sword without having been dragged to the depths. “Why, sir,” he added, “do not think this is the worst of wrecks this body of mine has endured, for once was I—”


“’Twere better to save our tales ’til we had a fire and better company than we two,” the Aragonese put in.


A hand went out, and Parolles was not too proud to refuse the help.


“We two are rats so vile even the sea won’t have us,” the man observed with a weak smile. “Benedick, I.”


“Parolles of Rousillon.”


“Of the doctor’s retinue?”


“Her closest confidante and friend,” Parolles averred, on the basis that those who might point out the exaggeration were most likely drowned. “Alas, the sea has taken all her pills and potions, and not even changed its colour.”


“Well let us hope it has been sick with them, and hurled her forth,” Benedick said without much optimism. “As I must hope the same about my prince.”


They travelled down the beach, which had been lashed by the storm and carved by the wreckage, but yet not crossed with human tracks before their own. Parolles wrung out the damp from a few of the stories that were his stock in trade—bold tales of the military campaigns he had spent mostly hiding in the baggage train, the scars he had never really given, the victories he had barely had a hand in. His heart was scarcely in it, not for mourning lost comrades, but because he was cold and damp and this upright Spaniard was not going to let him just slope off and take shelter. Overhead, the sky was still dreary with clouds, though the sudden storm that had so dashed their mission and their ship to pieces had fled as swiftly as it had arrived.


Benedick, for his part, obviously weighed those threadbare boasts and politely declined to tug their holes any larger. At last, though, he put a hand up to silence his companion’s prattle. Parolles felt almost relieved.


In the quiet, they both could hear a voice, sonorous and mournful, intoning something that at first had the ritual cadence of a spell.


“In first of all his years does man emerge,” so went the words, “from breaking waters of his mother’s womb into the air; then Mother Church’s grace must dash another sprinkle on his head to wash away the garden’s primal sin. And are we yet content or must we dance upon the very malice of the deep, which so oft seeks to take us to her breast—?”


“I think he’s complaining about the sea,” was Parolles’ considered opinion.


“Then he’s our bosom comrade. Let’s go add our voices.” Benedick broke into a sprint, leaving the Frenchman to stagger along behind him, but then coming up short when a high voice cried for him to halt.


“Peace, I am of Aragon!” the Spaniard called. “Your allies, last I looked.”


Parolles caught him up to see a youth with a bent bow—no more than a slip of a boy, attired in the greenish garb of the Arden foresters, and behind him, seated on a rock with a dark robe puddling about him, a lean old bearded fellow.


“I see but a single shaft, and your quiver empty,” Benedick remarked, “and we are both near-drowned already. Best to save your shots for where your work is not half-done.”


The youth lowered his aim mistrustfully. “You are Signor Benedick, are you not? I saw you with your master at the high table aboard ship.”


He was Ganymede, he said, and his elderly friend was a philosopher, Jacques. The old man had been one of the diplomats, along with Parolles’ lost doctor. They were to have reached Milan to beg ancient Prospero his aid in the Tuscan wars.


Of late it seemed no battlefield in Europe was safe from magic. Only recently the very lords of Fairyland had been on the verge of bringing war to Illyria, before the war had suffered one of its customary reversals. Oberon’s hosts had melted away, and Orsino of Illyria entered the fray, seeming overnight to find fresh fiends and witches. There was no part of the conflict safe from spells and enchantments, monsters and prodigies. And unexpected storms.


Parolles looked glumly up at the sky and wondered why anybody had expected this nonsense to work.


The Arden youth ventured into the woods that ran along the line of the beach and came back with the makings of a fire. “Do you think we’re the only survivors, my lord?” he asked Benedick.


Parolles broke in: “Frail youth, hold off, for he has lost his prince to the hungry gulf. I have no doubt that, of all the multitudes within our barque, only we four were...”


He sought for the elegant term, and was considerably annoyed when Jacques furnished “vomited forth by the briny element.” More so when the old man added, “and besides, here comes a fifth. A kinsman of yours, Signor Aragon?”


Benedick leapt up, but the hope lighting his face went out the next moment. “None of mine,” he said flatly, “though of my lord’s. And proof that honour sinks where villainy sits like a slick upon the waves. What now, my lord Don John?”


The newcomer was another darkly-bearded Aragonese, more slender than Benedick, with cold eyes that rested briefly on each of them, and discounted them all. “Signor Benedick, I give God thanks the sea has spared you. Alas, is my brother not among you? I had prayed he might be spared the abyss, you may be sure.”


Parolles could hear Benedick’s teeth grinding. Listening to John, he had to admire a man who could put so much insincerity into so few words.


Overhead, the thunder rumbled. The clouds seemed to be growing visibly thicker, so that a dull day was becoming, moment on moment, full night.


“The weather has its second wind,” Benedick observed thoughtfully.


“No more naturally than its first,” Ganymede stated. He had his arrow back on the string, as though he could shoot the tempest out of the sky.


“When all the sky is red at eventime,” Jacques began, “the shepherds and the farmers smile, but yet it takes no worker of the land to cry and point when all the sky goes black at noon—”


“Yes,” Parolles broke in. “Yes, it’s dark. Yes it’s obviously some black magic. Can we get under the trees before it...?” He trailed off. “God’s own truth, what is it?”


Down the beach, passing over the furthest-flung spars and planks of the wreck, came something that drew in the gathering darkness like a cloak, so that the air swirled and seethed about it like night. Overheard, the clouds seemed to circle directly above it, and stabs and starts of lightning crackled from its hands. In form it was an old woman, a withered hag in tattered rags. The trailing edge of its ruined garment hung clear above the sand as it glided slowly towards them. It seemed blind, the eyes just a deeper crease in that wrinkled whorl of a face, and the lightning flecked and flashed like feelers, searching out the way, investigating every piece of flotsam.


“Something wicked this way comes,” said Jacques with commendable brevity.


“Perhaps a retreat?” Parolles suggested, because they had one sword and one arrow between them and this thing was likely vulnerable to neither.


None of them wanted much to acknowledge his tactical guidance, but they were shuffling back despite themselves. Parolles decided they could shuffle all they liked, but his experience was that a bold tale tomorrow could cover up any amount of cowardice today. He turned and almost barrelled straight into a woman.


She was very beautiful, and her robe was plastered to her in a way that, under other circumstances, would have given him considerable delight and opportunity for comment. As it was, however, he knew her of old, and had no wish to be on the wrong side of either her tongue or her skills.


“Hello, Helena,” he observed weakly.


“Down, all of you fools, and make no noise!” she hissed, shoving Parolles out of the way and striding into the midst of the bedraggled band. As the floating witch approached them, Helena wrested the bow from Ganymede’s hand and drew a circle in the sand about them, then spoke swift words under her breath, looking at none of them. Parolles wished he’d run the moment he’d seen the approaching creature, because now he was between the mercy of two witches.


“No sound, no stirring, let not your eyes rest on the hag,” Helena murmured. “Keep even your thoughts close in your head.” She gripped Parolles’ shoulder hard, and had her other hand on Don John’s, as though identifying them as the most likely to breach her terms.


But they all held still, and the witch drifted past them down the beach in a swirl of rain-lashed air, darkness and the sour smell of rotting seaweed. The crone was a long way past them before even Helena dared to speak.


“Don’t think that we are safe,” she told them, “for we are in Illyria, whence came the storm that sank us, and if the magic of their witches cannot find us then they shall send mortal agents for the task. We must flee inland while we still can.”


 



 



NOT LONG AFTER the castaways fled, a band of cavalry picked its way down the beach, pausing at each humped snarl of sailcloth and rope to prod it with a lance, in case a live body was concealed beneath.


At their head rode a young officer who might have given Ganymede a contest for beardlessness. The soldiers used the name Cesario and were none the wiser, for their leader could sit a horse, fence, gamble and swear with the best of them. Only the old sergeant riding behind knew her by the name Viola.


This was not the first time the young wife of Duke Orsino had slipped from the palace to put on britches and show the men how it was done. The old lord indulged her; indeed, seemed to love his old page the more for it.


Now, Viola scanned the sand, turned over by the witch’s stormy passage. She swore, in terms to make the regular soldiers blush. The rain, thoughtfully left behind after the witch had moved on, pattered down on the lot of them, and her sergeant tugged his dripping hood further down his face.


“Faith, tell me again why I went to play soldier a second time,” he complained.


“Because you never yet passed up a chance to be a fool, Feste,” Viola pointed out.


“Oh, so?” Feste leaned in and murmured. “Would I not be the greater fool if I let my lord’s lady play soldier, and no man there to help her?”


Viola bristled from long force of habit. “If you think I need your help...” She shrugged and smiled. “Yet I’m grateful for it, while you have wit left in you. I see tracks here. Our doubtful allies have wiped most of them clean, but I guess some party made it to the woods. A half-dozen, perhaps.”


Feste squinted at the sand. “In this light, what man can tell? Marry, we’ve had our share of midnight middays since these Scots graced us with their company.”


Viola said nothing for a moment, then gave the troop leave to dismount and rest their horses. She goaded her own a few steps away, Feste’s following obediently.


“I warned my lord against the Scot and his lot,” she confided, glancing at the preternaturally gloomy sky.


“I well know it,” Feste confirmed, “yet is there no honest battlefield left in Europe without this black magic to spoil it? You have the fairy king’s temper to thank for that. And what general has more command of it than the Scot? A man who cannot be killed, who has three witches chained to his girdle and the favour of Hecate besides. When such a sword is offered, your lord would wear my old cap and bells before refusing.”


Viola only shook her head. “And has it profited us? Or has it just made the slaughter on both sides the worse? Just as their magic fouls our tracking here, so it makes more costly every battle, win or lose.”


“Faith, and you’re more in your wits than most, to say so,” Feste agreed. “But so long as the Scot darkens your husband’s court, we are the fellow who rides the bear. Let him find it disagreeable, he’ll like it even less when he gets down.”






  



Act II
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A campsite in a hollow in the woods.


 



The shadows of trees cast long stripes across the scene. At the centre, a fire made smokeless and so low that only the guttering reddish illumination escapes; no sign of flames all.


 



Helena, whose fire it is, tends it not with twigs but artful words and pinches of dust taken from her many pouches. The other castaways slouch, tired and slowly drying, about the hollow, saving only:


 



Enter BENEDICK, bearing more sticks.


 



 



BENEDICK HAD TAKEN it as his role to keep the company’s spirits up. It had been a thankless task. Aside from Don John, with whom there was no love lost, only the youth Ganymede seemed capable of an honest smile. Parolles was a lackey wanting a master to flatter, Jacques could complain for a living and Helena was just... cold. That she had been spared the waves, Benedick was glad, for she was their most potent ambassador to go begging to the sorcerer-duke of Milan: one whose medical arts had, through tireless study, surpassed the purely natural and opened the book of the uncanny. Benedick reckoned she’d make more headway with old Prospero than having Jacques moan at the man in iambic pentameter. Still, she was a hard woman to get along with. Benedick was used to words sugar-coated by the demands of the court, and Helena would have none of that. On their first encounter he had greeted her as a lord of Aragon should a noble lady, and her frosty disdain had run his charm through like a rapier.


He briefly considered lapsing into his own sullen silence, but noblesse oblige spurred him on. “Well now,” he announced. “See here, a lesser drink has escaped the greater,” and he slipped from his ruined doublet a silver flask. “Usquebaugh from the Scot’s own country. Glen Macduff, no less. Who’ll join me in drinking it to spite him?”


That roused some interested even in the dolorous old philosopher, and Benedick lifted the flask up. “Those that have ’em, drink to the loves we left behind, who might be mourning soon, but shall be joyous once we find our way back home.”


“I’d sooner hang myself than drink to the sharp tongue of your wife,” Don John spat, predictably enough.


Benedick widened his smile for the man’s sole benefit. “I drink to the finest of women, my wife, whose words are as keen as her wits, and whose only tragedy is the pitiful husband her whims have saddled her with.” He took a swig and offered the flask about. “Ganymede, is there some young maid of Arden swoons for you?”


“I am wed, sir.” The youth took the flask and sniffed it suspiciously. “My love I would wager against all others: noble, kind and just, a worser poet than any alive, but yet a better wrestler.” He stopped abruptly, colouring, and Parolles laughed uproariously.


“It’s a fine thing, lad, to love the wenches apt to wrestle,” he snickered, despite Ganymede’s warning glower. “I have one in every port and camp, and no doubt each will wear her widow’s weeds when they hear our boat miscarried.”


Don John reached for the flask, but Benedick broke in with, “My lord, did you marry yet?”


“How could I,” the other Aragonese hissed, “when my fool brother will not? Who’d wed the poor second son when the first still struts a bachelor? And we both know ’tis your wife he would have had, Benedick, if she’d have had him. Do you not think his eye hasn’t roamed there since.”


Benedick put another inch on his grin. “You think to wound me that I am the envy of princes? Ganymede, pass the flask on to the next of us who’s wed.”


“Just give it here.” Helena plucked it from the youth’s hand and took a long draught. “Let us just say,” she told them when she’d done, “I mightily pursued a fair young man in younger days. And, because I had set my mind on it, I won him, and have regretted it ever since. Sir”—and here she addressed Don John—“do not wed. It makes you the front end of an ass, and your betrothed the rear.”


Jacques stirred himself to defend this calumny against the male sex and the institute of matrimony, but a single stony look from Helena silenced him. Wordlessly she passed the flask to John, from whence it travelled to Parolles.


The soldier eyed Helena in silence for a moment before shaking himself and saying grandly, “I will confess I think too much of the greater run of womankind to chain myself to any one, and so deny the rest my charms. But if this is truly Illyria, I shall drink to something more desirable than love, more lasting than virtue. I shall drink to treasure, for a sot I met once told me I should find myself a wealthy man, should I e’er find myself on these shores.”


“He’s a disgraceful liar,” Helena told them, as Parolles paused to drink. “Set no store in any word he says.”


The flask found its way to Jacques, who discovered it to be mysteriously empty. Seeing the old man was on the point of raising a complaint to vex the very gods, Benedick jumped up again. “I’d rest here at your fire, Mistress Helena, but my conscience has a hook in me. My prince Don Pedro is somewhere on this shore, or else he’s taken by the enemy already.”


“Or drowned,” Don John murmured darkly.


“You might well wish so.”


“And if it is so, you might well wish you had shown more respect, for who then takes the throne of Aragon?” John demanded.


“Then I and all the people pray it is not so,” was all Benedick would say to that. “And for that reason, I do not beg your aid, but I will go and search, and find the nearest town and ask, until all chance has been exhausted.”


“There is the port of Apollonia,” Jacques intoned, “which should lie south along the coast from here. There will you find the lucky who were spared the wave, yet who were by our foeman taken up—”


“Good, and thanks,” Benedick broke in hurriedly.


“We’ll go with you,” Ganymede offered, pushing himself up from the fire. With sinking heart, Benedick realised the ‘we’ included Jacques.


“No need—” he started.


“Your face and speech and clothes mark you as Aragon,” the youth put in, “who stand amongst the vanguard of Orsino’s foes in the Tuscan war. In how many battles have the Illyrians crossed their swords with yours? But we of Arden have made little show so far. So let us be your mouth and ears, or you might only find your prince from the next cell.”


Benedick nodded, conceding the point, then turned sharply as Helena hissed at the fire. “What is it?”


“The witch that sought us on the beach is coming back. Her immortal master is not satisfied with her lack of captives, I’ll wager.” The physician’s eyes glinted in the firelight. “If you must go, go now and travel swiftly. She comes in from the sea; head south and I will send her from your course, even as I hide us.”


Benedick grimaced and nodded at Ganymede. “Come on, then; but, I pray you, let philosophy wait on safety or we shall never reach this port at all.”


“You know of Zeno then, whose paradox the ancient world did marvel at...” Jacques began, and continued and then continued further until distance hushed his voice.


 



 



HELENA TOOK A stick and began to mark a circle in the dirt about their fire, calculating in her head. The magic of Old Scotland was a very different matter to hers, a thing of fairies and diabolic pacts, chaining its practitioners to ruinous powers she had no intention of dealing with. Her magic was book magic, an outgrowth of the natural philosophy that had made her such a prodigy as a doctor, able to cure all ills and almost raise the dead. Hers was the magic of an age of reason: of alchemy and philosophy and the clear light of day, not the smoke and cobwebs of the past’s dark night.


“Should I douse the fire?” Parolles asked nervously. She should, Helena mused, make him scared more often. His sense of self-preservation was probably his best quality, though that was a low bar.


“She does not search with eyes,” Helena told him, relishing his expression. They had history, she and he.


The witch was near, now: the wind picking up about them and rattling the trees.


“Stay close within the circle,” she warned the two men. “Say nothing. Do not look at her.”


Overhead the clouds were racing, and she spared a thought for Benedick’s search party, hoping her misdirection would cover them. The Aragonese seemed a decent sort, the philosopher might be needed, and Ganymede... Well, Helena could not deny a little affection for one who had been forced to go to such lengths to make a way in the world.


Then Don John seemed to stumble, tripping over a root and scuffing backwards until his heel had broken the circle.


“What are you doing, you fool?” Helena demanded. For a moment there was a look of pure malevolent cunning on the nobleman’s face, swiftly covered by almost theatrical contrition.


“Alas! My clumsiness has undone us!” he cried out, far louder than necessary. “Fear not, sweet maiden, I shall draw the enemy off and save you and your man.” And he actually grinned at her, just before he ran towards the witch waving his arms. In that moment, horribly exposed before the magic of her enemies, Helena could not help but admire the sheer barefacedness of him. Honesty in a villain is a rare thing. She was turning to her circle, hoping to repair the damage, but Parolles bolted too, in the opposite direction, following after the search party, and she was left with nothing to repair, too many feet in too many places.


So she stood, gripping her stick as if it were a true magician’s staff, and waited to see if the witch would be satisfied with John and, if not, whether Helena’s new magic was a match for the sorcery of old gods.


 



 



The garrison at Apollonia.


 



Soldiers and servants alike in slovenly attire bustle about a great table groaning with meat and drink. Presiding over the general disarray, the duke’s kinsman by marriage, Sir Toby, topples ever deeper into his cups as the day grows on, calling for more cakes and ale.


 



Enter MACBETH.


 



 



THE GENERAL SOUNDS—of drinking and wenching, of dice-rattle, of oaths and counter-oaths—fell silent, leaving only Sir Toby singing tunelessly to himself, his voice cracking and vanishing into the otherwise silent air as he saw the cause.


The Scot—whose name no man dared speak—cut a formidable figure in this latter age. Perhaps, centuries before, this had been a nobleman’s customary attire: this dark mail, this hooded helm, within which the grey face could be glimpsed but darkly. He had come without darkening any doorway, his cloak trailing shadows and his hand about his dagger-hilt as though murder was never far from his mind. And what was he after all, but a murderer, a kingslayer, the consort of witches?


At least he had not brought any of his witches with him this time. He himself was a fearsome enough figure—the soldiers crossed themselves in his presence, but only behind his back. This current Pope had given up his crusade against magic, just as a predecessor had abandoned his prohibitions against the use of black powder. Back when the Scot had cast his lot in with his mistress, though, he had turned his back on God’s grace as well as man’s law. The air about him was cold, and smelled of musty graves and the iron tang of blood.


“What?” Sir Toby mumbled, squinting red-eyed at the warlord. “What, now?” Drunk enough to stare at that grim countenance and keep his ruddy colour, he waved at the table. “Has Orsino made you his messenger, or will you have a skin of sack?”


Abruptly the Scot was looming over him, and the drunkard cradled his mug protectively. When the warlord spoke, his voice was deep and hollow, a tomb-voice, ornate with the crumbling lilt of a Scotland five centuries dead.


“My hounds scared from the brush a curious deer,” he intoned. “Your own dogs have taken it up.”


Sir Toby nodded wisely, though actual understanding only came three heartbeats later. “New prisoner, you say? More sailors and servants to go on the prison ship with the rest?”


“A man of rank, or so he claims,” the Scot confirmed. “No doubt you’ll put him with the other.”


Even then the sound of tramping feet heralded a new band of soldiers, whose casual discipline shamed those of the garrison. At their head was the young officer known as Cesario and in their midst a dark Aragonese.


“What, now?” Toby stood suddenly, his belly jolting the table and spilling a tide of ale across its top. “Is this not the very fellow we took before? And did the villain escape, after giving us word for his conduct? I’ll have him flogged!” He leant heavily on the table and glowered at Cesario with the full weight of his displeasure.


 



 



VIOLA STARED INTO the blotchy, choleric face of her kinsman—the uncle of her sister-in-law, worse luck—and resisted the urge to march over there and slap him. Perhaps, if the walking mortuary that was the Scot had not been there, she would have given in to it. “This is not he,” she said, “though the resemblance is plain. I trust you still have Don Pedro close until the Duke sends word?”


Toby goggled at her—perhaps perplexed by the young soldier’s familiarity, perhaps just so drunk his wits were dissolving. At last he belched massively and sat back down, seemingly losing interest. She was about to have her new prisoner sent to the cells when he stepped forwards and spoke, practically elbowing her aside.


“Hold, brave sirs! Do I understand you have my brother, Pedro of Aragon, in chains?”


“In chains? What now, are we Dutchmen?” Toby growled. “No, he is held in comfort, but we have him. As we have you, so if you come to trade yourself for him, you’ve made a poor start.”


“Trade myself?” the prisoner laughed. “Rather I come to warn you, good sir knight. I myself am John, a prince in my own right and one who regards my word as iron, ever one to respect the nobility of my foes even as I bear arms against them. But know you, my brother Pedro has no such scruples. Chain him hard, or he will slip from the least crack and cut the throat of any who stand in his way. Rely not on any promises he gives, for he breaks them as swift as straws. Alas that I were not more a slave to fraternal loyalty, but my love of truth and justice forces me to give such a report of him.”


What impressed Viola most was the matter-of-fact way the words were spoken. The Aragonese fixed his eyes on Toby and the Scot, and spoke his piece without the least attempt at passion and conviction. His skill, she saw, was in judging the interests of his audience. While the brooding warlord just stared thoughtfully at the prisoner, Toby was obviously won by the idea of having a prisoner he could bully, rather than one he had to respect.


“Warnings well heeded!” he exclaimed. “You, and you, go find that rascal Pedro and hold him close, if he has not already practised on our generosity and fled. It would not do for our great prize to vanish before the Duke pronounces on his fate. And you, sir?”


“I, good knight?” the Aragonese prisoner adopted a mummer’s pose of humility. “I am Don John, poor second son, who has lamented the turn of events that ever brought our nations into dispute. For sure, had I been on the throne when this war had loomed, I would have found some other path than to make an enemy of bold Illyria.”


Viola opened her mouth to object, but once again the words were plainly music to Sir Toby. “Find this fellow quarters, get him set,” he ordered, “and then perhaps, Don John of Aragon, you’ll join me at my table?”


“Nothing would please me more,” and even in that, the man sounded mocking, but only Viola seemed to hear it.






  



Act III
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The backstreets of Apollonia.


 



The echo of a hundred accents and languages sound here even in wartime. The voices of sailors and merchants, hurrying to their beds as night draws on, cries of street vendors, distant music from taverns, the ringing of the watchman’s bell. The air throngs with the sounds of a hundred vices and depravities, such that only the vilest specimens of mankind would frequent such a place.


 



Enter PAROLLES.


 



 



ALL NATIONS HAVE their ports, but all ports in their way belong to one nation. Parolles had seen enough of them, now, to find his way in any of them. His Rousillon grey he’d disguised under a cloak donated by an incautious laundress.


About abandoning Helena, he felt no guilt. They had never been friends, and Parolles was only on this embassy in her company because her husband suspected her virtue. The idea that Helena might be unfaithful would be plausible to anyone, Parolles thought, who did not know her. She was comely enough, and she and her lord could barely stay in the same room as one another anymore. She was too cold to find a new love, though, Parolles guessed—and too unwilling to have another man meddle in her affairs. Even the King of France, whose life she had saved, had begun to fear her. The perfect emissary, therefore, to wizard Prospero.


There had been a time, back before she was either married, important or powerful, when she and Parolles had been able to exchange civil words. She’d had a keen wit on her, back then. The thought of that had almost given him pause as he fled. But then the witch-storm had been close, and his courage was a quality more boasted about than evidenced.


So let her fight it out with the Scot’s witches. Parolles had other priorities. Ever since he had discovered the shore on which they had been cast up, his thoughts had been of treasure. Despite Helena’s caveat, in this one thing he was truthful. A man—a man in a tavern, admittedly—had indeed prophesied he should find a treasure should he find himself on Illyrian soil.


He had certain particulars, vouchsafed by the same man—and he had read some books and heard some tales. The idea of Parolles engaged in research would no doubt have made Helena laugh him to scorn, but wealth and power were a strong goad. Parolles felt he had been hanger-on for long enough.


“And, when I am lord and others came to beg, I’ll make them crawl and flatter,” he swore to himself. He had just left his third tavern, buying drinks from another man’s purloined purse and asking covert questions. So far, all word led the same way—a daunting way, truly, but Parolles felt himself nothing if not resourceful. “And those who mocked me—all those false friends who spurned me—well, they shall come to me and feign their friendship anew, and perhaps I shall not deign to recognise them, or I shall set them tests of loyalty.” This was sounding good. “‘Mercy, Great Parolles!’ they’ll cry. ‘We always saw the star of greatness in you, but were misled!’ and I’ll say—” But just what Parolles would have said to those hypothetical supplicants was lost when someone stepped up behind him and thrust a bag over his head.


He squawked in fright, but there were arms about his, and a low voice whispered, “Quiet, or your next sound is your last,” in a guttural accent. Obediently, imagining a world of knives beyond the darkness of the bag, Parolles went limp and let himself be led.


They took him some place enclosed, that reeked of animal—a stables was his guess—and there set him down on a barrel top. One man held his arms, and he tensed for a blow, but what he heard was a rapid foreign gabble, strongly accented and utterly unintelligible. His carefully constructed story about sympathy to the Illyrian cause fell apart in his mind. Some rogues of a country far further afield had apparently got hold of him.


“Gentle lords, please,” he got out, his voice muffled by the bag. “Are you Turks? For I do hear the Sublime Porte is in alliance with Ilyrria—”


“Not Turkishmen,” said the fierce voice that had spoken to him before. “Know you not the tones of Muscovy?”


Parolles racked his brains and failed to find any reason why a party of Russians should have swiped him off the streets of Apollonia. “Then, gentlemen of Muscovy, pray tell...?”


Again that babble, that now came to him on a cold wind all the way from the steppe—no doubt the magnate of these Tartars giving instructions to his interpreter.


“Pray tell you tell us, Sieur French, what cause you have to skulk about this town,” the voice whispered in his ear. Parolles pictured sabres half-drawn, wanting only a mis-spoken word to find his flesh.


“Please, sirs, if you but spare me,” he got out, “I can make you rich! There is a treasure here within this town, was promised me by a man—some gambling fellow, some drunken fellow, but very sage nonetheless; some rosbif braggart, Will of Stratford his name. Spare me slavery or death, and I shall lead you to it.”


More gabble, and then the interpreter was at his elbow once again. “Why, Sieur French, you are so generous. What is this treasure of which you speak?”


“The treasure that divides the world, the knife that ransoms nations,” Parolles trotted out. “So the fellow said. I thought him mad, but he assured me that there was a thing, a simple blade, that all the powers of Europe would empty their coffers for. Please, my friends, if wealth can move you, will you not be moved by wealth such as that?”


“A knife...?” And if the voice at his ear had somewhat less of an accent for a moment, Parolles failed to mark it.


“I know, I know, and I was wroth with him for playing me and trying to settle his stake with idle fancy, but he swore on it, and powerful convincing he was! A knife, a magic knife that can sway destinies, and here in Illyria waiting for me to claim it!”


“Stay put, Sieur French,” the Muscovite told him, and then the three of them retired off and muttered together, a sinister buzz of conspiracy just past his ability to eavesdrop on. He might have reached up and taken off the bag, then, and bolted for the door—except perhaps there were another three Russians between him and freedom, and no doubt they’d be unamused with the attempt. He sat tight, and prayed that greed would quell even the legendary bloodthirstiness of Muscovy.


“Sieur French.” The interpreter was at his ear once more. “You did not come alone, on this hunt of yours. We know others were spared from the wreck. What of them?”


“I cast them off!” Parolles assured them hurriedly. “An anchor to my ambitions, no more. What were they but a witch of a woman with a heart of stone, two haughty boasting Spaniards whose talk ever outstripped their skill, a beardless boy so rustic that he prizes his wife as a wrestler, and a dotard greybeard overflowing with bad simile. I left them in the woods to quibble with the witches and the Illyrians. Do you want them? I shall lead them to you, or you to them, only please”—and he felt the interpreter grip the bag as though about to twist the edge of it like a noose about his neck—“please spare me, spare poor Parolles and he shall be your servant always.”


And then the bag was off, and Parolles’ fear-wide eyes stared into the cheery face of Ganymede, and beyond him Benedick and Jacques. In that moment, his mind served him up a dozen different stories that might have cleared him of blame—how he had only been going along with his kidnappers to stall them, and would have tricked them or trapped them, or... But instead he hung his head in utter despair at himself.


“Not again,” he got out. “How many times will I fall for this one trick?”


“No bold words, valiant Parolles?” Benedick asked him. “Perhaps you wish to slight my skill again?”


“No, sir,” Parolles mumbled.


“Or will you lead us to ourselves? Betray us to ourselves, perhaps?” Ganymede put in.


“Or shall the knave cast the name of ‘fool’ upon the learned?” Jacques asked archly.


“For you, old man, I know only shame that you should disgrace your grey beard by playing bibble-babbler in this mummer’s show,” Parolles told him hotly.


“What ignorant men shall call a babble, learned men shall know as the most exquisite tongue of Muscovy,” Jacques told him frostily.


“And have you now no boasts of how you abandoned Helena and John?” Benedick put in.


“Helena has no use for me or you or any mortal man anymore,” Parolles said bitterly, “and as for your countryman, he abandoned us first into the very arms of the enemy. It was as though he wanted to be caught.”


All Benedick’s mockery vanished with the news. “Tell me everything,” he said flatly.


“And tell us more about this magic knife,” Ganymede added. He was plainly intrigued, and Parolles marked that. I can use you, lad. I can always use a naïve boy who listens to stories.


 



 



A tavern.


 



Raucous with the sound of merriment, the clink and slosh of tankards, the air hazy with smoke and fumes, the alcohol strong enough to make the eyes water. In the shadows, just out of sight, fortunes are being won and lost. In all, just the place where foreign visitors might come, if seeking news of a magical treasure.


 



Enter VIOLA and FESTE, disguised.


 



 



VIOLA CAST A sharp eye about the taproom. “I don’t see them yet. But if they keep their course they’ll end up here sure enough. Four foreigners, some say French and some say Russians, but asking curious questions—aye, of the garrison and prisoners there, but other matters too. And not of barkeeps or ship’s masters, but of pox doctors and threadbare street magicians and wise women. So, let us be what they seek, and perhaps they’ll tell us what they’re after.” She was attired as a man still, but had supplemented her doublet and hose with spectacles and a scholar’s robe. Feste, for his part, had the hooks of a luxurious false beard over his ears and a divine’s cassock over his uniform.


“I shall be Edward Kelly, alchemist and speaker with spirits,” Viola decided.


“Father Topaz, I,” Feste said, in a broad country accent.


Viola gave him a look. “Again with Father Topaz?”


“Why, and sure as the sun breeds worms in milk, those who dwelleth in the dark mire of ignorance seek only the light of the church cast to illuminate their problems.” Feste chewed his beard and made a vague benediction, then, in a sharper voice, he said, “But attend: they’re here.”


Viola watched the quartet of foreigners duck in: an old man who could have been Father Topaz’s close cousin in beard-chewing, a swaggerer, a well-made nobleman and a youth with a bow over his shoulder. The ancient was already heading for the fire to warm his bones, whilst the noble jostled his way towards the barkeep. The other two glanced around and, of course, bespied the learned-seeming pair at their corner table.


“Save you, masters,” the foreign boy called out. “Pray, let youth and ignorance buy age and learning a drink.”


“Why,” Feste broke in before Viola could stop him, “the blessings of Saint Quinculencus upon you, generous swain! For all too oft we men of craft and lore, who hold within our hands the—”


“You are most kind,” Viola spoke over him. “And pray, will you not join us, who has such respect for learning?”


They passed some moments exchanging compliments, then sent the noble Spaniard off for more mugs, consigning him to the seven-deep scrum about the tapster. Viola let Feste ramble, watching the two foreigners try to follow his baffling loops of logic. At last she said, “Aye, we two are belike the foremost men of learning in all Illyria, and yet you see how fortune treats us! I myself have converse with angels and airy spirits most nights, and have studied with no lesser man than Doctor Dee, while Father Topaz has honed his craft in the invisible college of Veruccoporcus and conjured the stone philosophical. It has been many a cold week since last a stranger showed kindness to two poor scholars such as we. So, tell us, how may we recompense you?”


The youth was about to say something cautious, no doubt, but his swaggering soldier friend broke in eagerly. “Well, if you’ll pay us back the respect we give you, wise friends, perhaps you’ll assist us in settling an argument of ours? For this young strip, he says—and it chimes well with your own words—that Illyria’s no place for magician nor conjurer, for the place is barren as a desert for those of learning such as yours. But I, masters, have heard tales of marvels to be found in Illyria that all the world would envy. Why, amongst so many, let me name only a knife, which they say would sunder nations, a singular blade of potency unquestioned. Am I right to place faith in such rumours?”


“Faith, sir, ’tis clear as night you’re a fellow with ears so open there’s space b’tween them,” Feste rambled hurriedly, for Viola had gone very still. I came in with a fool and now I have found a whole pack of clowns. Is it that they’re after, the madmen? She cast a glance around for the other two. The Spaniard was still trying to purchase more drinks, and the old man seemed to have nodded off.


“I know the thing you speak of,” she said softly, a touch to the elbow silencing Feste’s incoherent exposition. “It is not of Illyria, but I know well it is in Illyria this very moment. But you are fools to seek it for, whilst it has wandered from time to time, you’ll find it now back in the hands of its first master.”


“Who might that master be?” the youth asked her, Viola’s grim manner beginning to infect him.


“His name is not spoken; men call him only by the country he once ruled. And the blade you seek was the instrument of his ascent. With that knife, which came to him from who knows what infernal forge, he united murder and betrayal in a stroke. So that’s your goal: the Scottish Blade?”


“You mean Macbeth?” the soldier drawled.


Swift as a serpent, Viola lashed out and rammed a knife into the tabletop, pinning the man’s sleeve to the wood. She had another knife out in an instant, holding it before their faces, while Feste was out and around the table, boxing them in.


“In the name of Orsino, Duke of Illyria, I arrest you,” Viola declared. “And if you have the wits you were born with, do not speak that name again!”


While the soldier cursed and scrabbled at the point that pinned him, the youth kicked backwards, ramming an elbow into Feste’s chest and shouting, “Benedick!” Viola made to threaten the boy with the knife but, even as she did so, she registered how very dark the taproom had become. Dark and cold, and smelling of the tomb.


“You imbecile!” she spat into the face of the soldier, who stared at her, slack-jawed.


The revellers were abruptly clearing a space in the room’s centre, for a figure stood there in armour of five centuries before, holding a great pitted blade two-handed before him. Sunken eyes beneath the lip of an antique helm searched the room.


“Who spoke my name?” demanded the Scot.


“Feck, i’faith,” Feste muttered, ripping Topaz’s beard off. “We are all the fool now.”


Viola looked the foreign youth full in the face, mind racing. The Scot was approaching them, and what he might do to these two lackwits was anyone’s guess. She had no particular regard for the soldier, but the boy... he was fair of face and very young, and reminded her of her brother, or herself.


With a quick levering motion she had the dagger out of the table, freeing the soldier’s arm. “I’d have you for Illyrian justice, but not for antique Scottish execution. Run.”


They bolted, and she turned to find her view all armour and grave dust and cobwebby darkness.


“You know me, Scot—I am Orsino’s man, the servant of your ally,” she tried.


“My name was uttered,” the ancient warlord grated. “I am owed a death.”


“There’s none that is your lawful prey,” Viola insisted. “Go back to where you came from.”


Then she was skipping back hurriedly as the Scot lifted that sword, remembering how many times she had wished this dread apparition had never come to aid her husband’s cause. Feste tried to get between them, but she slung him to one side. If this was going to end in tragedy, she’d make it hers alone.


Then a gleaming point appeared, lancing out through the Scot’s broad chest between the links of his mail. With a bark of triumph the Spaniard had run his rapier into the small of the Scot’s back.


“All steel and no substance within,” he declared, merrily, then saw how everyone was looking at him.


“Go,” Viola advised him. “Go, now.”


The Scot shuddered, but more with exasperation than with any attempt at shuffling off the mortal coil. Instead he turned, the rapier sliding free of him, until he faced the Spaniard. The hollow laugh that issued from within his helm chilled every listener to the bone.


“Alas,” the Scot informed them all, “I am bloody, bold and resolute, and fear no man, for none of woman born may harm Macbeth.” He hefted his great sword. “One man thought he’d slain me once—aye, and I thought it too; but my mistress will not be denied on a lawyer’s quibble. So the Thane of Fife met a most unnatural end and here I still stand, triumphant and invulnerable!”


“Ah, well, then,” and the Spaniard waggled the bottle of spirits in his other hand. “Drink?”


The Scot growled like breaking metal and drew his blade back, but hesitated, his eyes fixed upon the bottle. Viola craned past him and saw the label, crudely printed: A woodcut of trees and the words, Birnam Wood Special Reserve. Something about it gave the Scot pause for just a heartbeat, and then the Spaniard smashed the bottle across the warlord’s face and turned a very creditable pair of heels, racing out of the taproom. The Scot cursed foully, ancient Scottish words blistering the air as he rubbed the stinging liquid from his eyes. Feste was already tugging at Viola’s elbow.


And their work had not been entirely spoiled by the Scot’s intervention, for in the midst of their hurried exit they snagged the old foreigner from where he rested by the fire, forgotten by his fellows.


 



 



The Illyrian forest by night.


 



The moon’s cold light gleaming through the branches’ lattice throws a grid of shadows. The owl cries and the vixen screeches over the faint whickering of batwings. A night of ill omen, fit for dark deeds and wickedness.


 



Enter HELENA, fleeing.


 



 



THE STORM HAD gone. Eventually the witch had realized that carrying her own personal tempest about with her was a poor aid to hunting. Now the ancient hag glided silently between the trees, hook-nailed hands reaching out to find her way, her face a withered prune of wrinkles, eyes long lost amongst the lines.


Helena had been on the run ever since the witch had got the scent of her. For all her pride in her hard-learned abilities, the raw power of this ancient thing was a daunting prospect. They had different ways, back then. Five hundred years this crone had been chained to the Scot’s coat-tails, and who knew how long she had practised her craft even before that. Helena had read accounts of how magic had worked, back in the days before Paracelsus, Roger Bacon and Prospero. In those old days it had been all deals with devils and powers of the ancient world; always being the slave and not the master. She saw before her precisely where that road to power truly led: withered and undying and the plaything of others.


But strong; she could not deny that. The creature had driven her in a wide circle about the wood, fumbling for her through the trees, smelling her out, reaching for her. Helena knew that if the hag had seized on her, or even had a plain idea of where she was, this would already have ended badly. And the Scot had three of these things at his beck and call, bedevilling the battlefields of Europe.


Yet Helena had stayed that one vital step ahead, and sometimes more than one. She had darted in and out of the witch’s senses, led her on for what seemed half the night, making a broad arc through the forest.


She was almost back to her original campsite, the fire long since gone dark. There she would make her stand, pitting her young powers against the wickedness of ages.


“Come, then!” she called. “You’ve pursued me far enough. I grow tired. Come, bring your witchcraft and we’ll see what powers I can raise against you.”


The witch cackled as she drifted into view, her horn-nailed feet trailing with the hem of her dress, inches above the leaf litter.


“Well met, we two,” she hissed through toothless gums. “A clever little child you are, to lead me such a dance. Why do you flee your older sister, girl? It’s been a long time since our mistress Hecate had a new maidservant. We’ll find a place for you at the fire, dear heart.”


“Meaning hellfire, no doubt,” Helena threw back at her. “The power I muster will not be squandered in the service of fairies or devils or antique gods. It’s mine and mine alone.”


The crone cackled again, claw-like hands spread as she floated closer. “They all say that, my dear,” she whispered, and then she had crossed over the lines Helena had drawn in the dirt. With a single motion of her foot, the woman completed the circle and stepped back.


“Now, test yourself against my craft, will you?” In truth, Helena was tensed to flee: while she had practised these restraints against little spirits, ghosts and sprites, this creature was another order of being entirely. For a moment, the witch just hung there in the dark, muttering to herself and reaching out. Then the old woman touched the boundary of the circle and greenish fire exploded about her hands. She shrieked and cast herself backwards, only to meet the same boundary behind her. Helena watched as she rattled about the circle like a fly in a bottle, seemingly incapable of understanding that she was closed in on all sides.


“Sisters, aid me!” the old creature wailed. “Mistress Hecate, I am caught!”


Helena waited, listening with senses natural and unnatural, but answer came there none.


“You are caught indeed,” she told the witch. “For you are strong, but I have studied, and my understanding of the world’s secret ways is a science, whilst yours is mouldering superstition.”


“My mistress shall strike you down for this impertinence!” the witch vowed.


Helena kicked about the campsite until she found Benedick’s emptied flask. It had held spirits from Scotland, the man had boasted. The thought appealed to her. She smiled as she faced her spitting captive.


“If I had listened to those who told me that I could not, or I should not, or that I’d suffer if I did, I’d been nothing but a gentlewoman married off to some backwoods squire,” she remarked pleasantly. “Lords, teachers, physicians, wise men—even he who would become my husband—all have told me what my place and station are, and I have heeded none of them. Nor will I now hold back for all your prophecies. So, ‘older sister,’ I have here a vessel of silver which I mark with the characters of your prison. I apologise for the smallness of the cell, but perhaps you shall have grander quarters later, if you please me. For now, I conjure you within the flask, and then you shall answer my every question.”






  



Act IV
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The garrison.


 



Viola’s drunken kinsman still holds riotous sway. Little now has changed save that Don John sits at the inebriated knight’s elbow, whispering poison into an already overflowing ear.


 



Enter VIOLA and FESTE with JACQUES, bound.


 



 



SIR TOBY BELCH stared blearily at the newcomers. “What’s this? Have you brought your grandfather to work? Or has he chosen his dotage in which to trail the pike? We have enough stout fellows here have lost their teeth to fist and boot. No need for one who’s lost ’em to nature!”


“Sir, this ancient is from the wreck of the Spanish ship,” Viola announced, smoothing her false moustache a little as Toby’s gaze fell on her.


“Is’t so?” the bloated sot slurred.


“He is a very tedious old fellow,” Don John confirmed, no doubt wondering where the rest of his former comrades were. “I well recall being confined upon the ship with him. For every word another man said, he had nine, and none to the purpose. Tell him the sun is high and he’d speak for twenty minutes on the Delphic Oracle.”


“Not another to invite to my table, then?” Toby mused.


“Not unless you’d wish all mirth and good cheer driven from it,” John confirmed. “He is a miserable ass.”


“Still, he may know something of his friends—” Viola started, but Toby broke in.


“What else need we know since we have this sterling man of conscience with us?” He threw a meaty arm about Don John’s slender shoulders, and Viola guessed the Aragonese had been flattering her kinsman assiduously since she had been gone. Then inspiration plainly struck the drunkard, for he gave a windy laugh and said, “Throw him in with that villain Pedro. If he’s so intolerably dull, then let him practise his tedium on Prince Spaniard!”


Feste cocked an eye at Viola and she nodded. At least the two hapless prisoners would have some company.


Her sergeant was no sooner out of the door than a familiar and unwelcome darkness flooded into the hall and the Scot manifested himself, woven together from the shadows in the corners. Viola stepped back, but the Scot ignored her, practically elbowing her out of the way to stand before Sir Toby.


“What have you done with your prisoner, the Spaniard?” boomed the hollow voice.


Sir Toby waited for a servant to fill his mug, then drained it, obviously needing further fortification to deal with the apparition. “He moulders in the cells still, as befits a canting knave, or so this fellow names him.”


“If he is such a knave, why is he not hung?” the Scot demanded.


“Wise counsel,” Don John agreed. “Others before have thought they had him safe, but he is a very magician at escaping chains and bars, and at cutting the throats of his captors when he’s free. His word means nothing.”


“Hrm, well.” Toby made an expansive gesture, almost slapping John in the face. “Some officious officer made sure word of his taking went post-haste to my cousin the Duke, so there’s nothing for it but to wait his command.”


Viola nodded to herself. It had been her thought, and her name upon the note.


“And how long before Orsino leaves off his music and his poetry to answer?” the dark warlord growled.


A new voice broke in, so that the Scot whirled round, reaching for his dagger hilt.


“He did not spare the time for a note or a couplet, nor even to instruct a scribe to pen a sonnet in reply.” And Orsino himself was striding into the hall, a clutter of courtiers and hangers-on spilling into the room after him. “What news would move me more than to hear the prince of Aragon is in our hands?”


“My lord.” Toby rose to his feet, swaying perilously. “This honest fellow beside me’s one Don John of Aragon, the younger son, who’s come to warn us of his brother’s perfidy. He recommends we deal with his sibling sternly, or we’ll regret it.”


“A strange matter,” Orsino said, eyeing John narrowly. “For popular report has it that Pedro’s a man of honour, though no such words are said about John.”


“Alas, how I am maligned!” John declared theatrically. “See how my brother’s words go before me to poison the world against his poor sibling? Pedro’s tongue is a very viper, sir.”


Again, his protestations sounded patently false to Viola, and to her relief she saw Orsino plainly unconvinced. “I have determined already what his fate shall be,” the Duke announced. “Even if nobility of spirit did not move me, necessity of state must. Illyria has not profited from our part in this war, which drags on season to season and ravages one nation after another. Our farmers and our artisans take up the sword in both hands and, like as not, return with only one, nor not at all. Our harvests go ungathered. Our women are made widows, our children orphans. Some small family feud of the Medicis over who is lawful heir to Tuscany has become a maelstrom that draws every crown of Europe to the fray. I think back on the blandishments and entreaties that moved me to enter Illyria in the lists, and I regret I let them move me.”


“Duke Orsino,” the Scot grated, “this is unmanly talk. Where is your soldier’s courage?”


“Aye,” Toby added, a man ever bold when no enemy was to be found. “If you find this war so ill-fitting that it rubs, then march and march until you mould it to your shape.”


“You speak of war as if it were a shoe,” Orsino addressed him. “And I fear who I’d have to trample to make it suit. I have word from the front. In a clash of ships off Salento, my-brother-in-law has been taken by these same Aragonese. It is my duty and my pleasure both to offer them their prince for his safe return.”


Viola’s gasp was lost in the general murmur. She felt a rush of emotions: a return of the fear she had felt when her brother sailed for the fighting, and a fierce pride in her husband who, in all this mob of sots and villains and monsters, would do the right thing.


Orsino went on, “Who knows if such a gesture may not bring about a more lasting understanding between us and the enemy? I am brought word of a union between Francesco’s son and Ferdinand’s daughter; can hate between brothers be stronger than such love? And I, for one, am full sick of this war.”


“War is the only true game of princes,” the Scot insisted. “Shall you be the runt of all the lords of Europe, womanly cowering from the fray? Have you no thought of how your countrymen shall be mocked, your borders threatened? In life there is but one path to advancement, and that’s to seize it like the raptor.”


Orsino stared at him levelly. “And if it is thorned, what then? I have seen hawks dead in briars when what they grasped could not be let go. You came to me and offered me your strength when this war came, and even now your witches fly o’er the battlefields of distant lands and blight the soldiers of the enemy and the souls of our own. And though you came with protestations of the rightness of our cause, I start to think you are not the noble eagle you claim, but the raven, that would have the whole world a charnel field so it could feed.”


“Good Duke,” John broke in. “Think not that my brother will keep any word he gives you. Free him, and he shall cut the throat of your kinsman the moment he sets foot on Aragonese soil. If you will make your amends with your foe, then you see before you the son of Aragon whose auspices can bring that about, if only my brother is not free to spite me.”


Orsino turned a cold eye on him. “That Sir Toby has taken you as a drinking companion I shall not undo, for that is punishment and penalty enough, but do not think I cannot hear the serpent in your words, Don John. Now, have rooms prepared and well-cleaned so that they are, if not fit for a duke, then at least a Christian. I must compose some words for Don Pedro to take homewards with him.”


 



 



AFTER ORSINO HAD retired, Don John found he could no longer even feign joy in Sir Toby’s sodden company. For once, just once, he had been on the cusp of ridding the world of his brother and finding his way to the throne of Aragon, that dream which fortune had constantly dangled before him, yet never dropped in his lap.


He left the table, slipping out past the prodigious bulge of Sir Toby’s gut, and stalked off into the garrison, seeking to be alone with his dark thoughts.


To be Don Pedro’s brother was to live a blighted life. What chance had he ever had, growing up in the shadow of a man so universally admired, so crammed with good qualities? How could poor John aspire to honour or nobility or goodness of any sort, when his elder sibling held such a monopoly? John had nothing but the company of villains and the ability to tell them what they wanted to hear.


And it seemed this Orsino was proof against his mendacity. Popular repute had him as a clothes-horse, ruled by his mannish wife and given to verse and dreaming. That was not the man Don John had just seen, alas. Apparently Illyria was in better hands than he had thought. Which left that much less room for John’s plots to prosper in.


He found a room far from the revelry to skulk in, and leant back against the wall, tilting his head to touch the cold, rough stones. He had not wanted to get on that doomed vessel to go speak to the Wizard-Duke of Milan. He would far rather have gnawed away at the foundations back home while his brother risked his life to the sea and the sorcerer. Don Pedro had insisted on leading the embassy to Prospero in person, as a mark of its import. The fairies, it seemed, were to stay their hands, but the armies lined up against Aragon and its allies—Illyria included—were fielding an impressive strength of magicians, astrologers and worse, not to mention the Scot and his cursed witches. If Prospero would commit Milan to the war on Aragon’s side, even just to counter all their curses and spells, the entire course of the war would be changed. Everyone in Europe knew there was none to match him.


So they had gathered together all those who might sway the ageing wizard to their cause: the entreaties of a prince, the words of a philosopher, the remedies and spells of a woman physician. And John, because Pedro would not trust him to remain behind.


And if you had ever trusted me, brother, I might not be your enemy. But John was honest enough with himself to know that sentiment as sophistry. He was not a man to be satisfied with life in another’s shadow.


As he slouched there, discontent and brooding, he heard a faint murmur, conveyed to him more through the stone than through his ears. He had burrowed deep into the back rooms of the garrison to find his solitude, and all the servants were out slaking the thirsts of their master and his cup-fellows. So who was this, growling to himself somewhere deeper in the building?


He crept out and followed the sound, piecing the words together until he recognised the voice of the Scot, which gave him pause. That grisly relic was hardly a creature to inspire much trust. But John was curious; he hunched closer, straining his ears to hear what the bloody-handed old monster was saying to himself in the quiet of a dark store-room.


“He is not the man,” the grave voice grated out. “Orsino is a child, a weakling. There will be other armies to help, others who will keep on the war.”


And then a new voice spoke—a woman’s, redolent with haughty majesty and cold, cold anger. John could not listen to it without a shiver, and at the same time he felt a terrible attraction. He knew it was the evil in that voice, calling out to the evil in himself. In that moment all his illusions about how hard done by he was fell away. He knew himself to be no more than a villain, and this voice’s slave.


“Did I gift you with life everlasting, proof against all the blades and arrows of men, so that you could tell me can’t?” demanded the unseen woman. “Did I bind my witches to you so that you could shrug and spread your hands and make excuses?”


“Orsino has no love of war. I cannot make a warrior out of a poet.” The Scot sighed, a surprisingly human sound of frustration. “If I push, it will be Denmark over again, all death without a purpose.”


“Sometimes death is its own purpose,” the woman stated darkly.


“And...” The Scot’s voice faltered. “I cannot see what has become of your servant. She is lost to me.”


There was a moment of silence, while John held his breath. Then the woman’s voice spoke again, more slowly. “Also to me, and that is no small matter. But that is a question for my world. Yours is a world of swords and fire, and you fail me in it. If Pedro is returned to Aragon you shall know my fullest displeasure. If Illyria withdraws from the war also. Do your job, once-King of Scotland, for I would see all Europe in flames. I would have their thrones cast down, their churches burned, their glorious light of reason drowned in blood. We will bring back our time, Macbeth; a time of blood and rage, fear and murder. That is the purpose I saved you for; that is my will which you must carry out. Or you will know my most extreme displeasure.”


Then the speaker was gone—John could not see, but he felt her absence unmistakably, as if it were a kind of heartbreak. She had terrified him in every word, but had thrilled him, too. The world was full of bad men like Parolles or Sir Toby, who would go through their lives slighting and insulting, bullying and cheating. Some few there were, though, who chose not merely wealth or power or advantage, but villainy. Such a man was he, and such men were claimed by the Scot’s mistress, Hecate.


So instead of backing away and returning to the vapid merriment of the main hall, he pressed on, until he came to a room so filled up with bitter darkness he could hardly see the armoured figure within it. There he was, though: the Scot, head bowed and brooding on the rebuke his mistress had given him.


He thought he had been stealthy, but the helmed head whipped up, and abruptly the Scot strode forwards and grasped him by the collar, lifting him to his toes. A knife-blade was cold against his throat, and he was sure he felt the metal of it throb with a rhythm like a pulse, independent of his own.


“You have eavesdropped on a secret communion,” the Scot intoned. “I will have some blood of Aragon this day, even if it is not the prince’s.”


“Hold, do you not know me?” John got out hastily.


“I know you for a canting fool of a younger brother.”


“Then know me as one who has a very deep interest in Don Pedro not returning to the throne of Aragon. Know me not as your foe, nor as one of Sir Toby’s lackwit sots, but as a kinsman, a fellow admirer of your illustrious mistress.”


He found himself lowered slightly, enough that the grip was not half-choking him.


“Speak,” the Scot said.


“You are a man of great power, of magical protection,” John whispered to him. “Why do you chafe under Orsino’s commands?”


The Scot rumbled, deep in his armoured chest. “He is my host, and I am here at his invitation, for all he regrets it now.”


“What matter such things to you?” John exclaimed.


Abruptly the Scot shoved him up against the wall. John stared at him, blood freezing in his veins.


“I first started on this path because I slew my guest,” said the ancient king. “Yes, he was my king and my friend, and had shown me great favour, but my chiefest sin was that he was my guest, and I his host. Since then I have had children killed, cast down kingdoms, brought in the tide of war, that leaves starvation and ruin its only inheritors. I am so far in blood... but never yet have I been the guest who turned against his host.” There was a faint tremor in the warlord’s voice, an echo of a mortal man’s fear. “So long as that one sin escapes me, perhaps the Devil shall not perfect his claim to me.”


John stared into the dim, grey face within the helm and felt wonder and pity—and with pity, a little scorn, that even this monstrous creature should so lie to itself.


“But Orsino still frets over the wording of his orders,” John pointed out. “Like any poet, he will word them and re-word them for a seven-night. Or at least for tonight. What if you were to slip into the dungeon and make an end to Pedro yourself?”


The Scot made a gravely, thoughtful sound, then shook his head. “It is only half a plan,” he decided. “For Orsino will know full well what has happened. He will sue for peace all the sooner, for he never had the true love of war that befits a ruler. And he will cast me off—and my mistress—for the dishonour brought upon his house. But there is a remedy for that, O future lord of Aragon.”


Don John flinched a little under that deathless gaze, but he bore up to it. “Go on, then, give your physic.”


“Let not Don Pedro be found a corpse within his cell,” the Scot pronounced. “Instead let him bear out the truth of your warnings: that he has slipped between the bars and gained his freedom. And what shall he do with that freedom but to take revenge against the chiefest of his captors?”


“I thought you were reluctant to harm your host.”


“I? I speak nothing of what I shall do. I shall have taken your brother from his cell and found some lonely heath on which to make an end of him. I raise no hand against Orsino. But you...”


Don John felt something pressed into his hand: the grip of the same cold knife which had been pressed against his skin. Through the skin that wrapped its hilt, he felt that faint, terrible pulse.


“This blade was given to me by my dark mistress,” the Scot told him reverently. “With this knife and one fell stroke I ended the life of my king and traded mortal judgment and reward for life eternal. The age is past when such dark deals were made, but you may yet win for yourself the throne of Aragon. Take up this knife and end Orsino’s life. Be you the host-slayer, as I slew my guest. Leave by the body such signs of Aragon that, when they find he’s vanished, none may doubt ’twas Pedro did the deed. So shall we whip to war the weary hosts of Illyria and Aragon. So shall you have your coronation. So shall I have my mistress’s favour once again.”


 



 



A street in Apollonia.


 



Hard against the garrison wall, the view is cluttered with barrels and crates. The muddy ground crunches with shards of broken glass, the broken corpses of Sir Toby’s constant fare. The scent is of a midden. Here is cast all the wreckage of a drunkard’s days and nights.


 



The garrison wall is high and smooth and windowless. Everything stands in its shadow.


 



Enter BENEDICK, PAROLLES and GANYMEDE.


 



 



THEY HAD BEEN more circumspect in their intelligence gathering since the incident with the Scot. Some dark hours in Apollonia had furnished them with more than enough rumour to know exactly how the land lay, though, and to drive them here to the very doorstep of the enemy.


“On a ship out at anchor is held the lion’s share of the crew,” Ganymede confirmed to Benedick. “But your lord is imprisoned within these walls, and also poor Jacques.”


“Oh, by all means let’s shed our blood for his few remaining years,” Parolles said bitterly. “Would that he were here already. He could build us such a siege tower of his words, we could reach yon high opening and creep in.”


“If all your wit leads to nothing but gall, be silent,” Benedick told him.


Parolles lapsed into scowling. He was feeling hard done by, having been unable to shake his two companions. It was not so much the treasure that moved him now—not after witnessing just what manner of man held it. Instead, he was thinking of the myriad opportunities a port town offered to a fellow like him, not least escape back to France.


“They say the governor of this place is a drunkard,” Ganymede noted, “and those men we’ve seen about the town were lax and slovenly; the servants will ever ape the master.”


“The men on the gate looked keen enough,” Parolles put in. “And don’t think I would mistake Orsino’s badge. If not he himself, some personage of note has come to call, and so you’re out of luck. There’s no slipping past the villains who have the watch now.”


“Then what do you recommend? Abandon our comrade and the Spanish prince?” Ganymede demanded.


“Youth, I have seen more battles, kissed more women and stormed more cities than you’ve had sucks on your mother’s teat,” Parolles told the young forester. “There is no man bolder in the charge than I, but yet none reaches my age in a soldier’s trade without learning wisdom. A prince is captive? Let his people ransom him. A philosopher? Let him use his solitude to hone his wits. We are but three, with one sword. We have no way to break into the garrison and, if by chance we might, the men within would make sure we’d have no way to leave it. At best we’d add to their store of captives, and at worst we put them to the trouble of digging three graves. And if we are taken up, whilst Sir Benedick here will likely bring a profitable sum to he who holds him, they will find a bumpkin of Arden not worth the cost of feeding. There’s none will pay for the return of some raw stripling rustic. And as for me, whilst every maid in France will weep a bitter tear, I fear my credit is spent with those whose purses might have provided for my release.”


“We could attempt disguise,” Benedick considered.


“Oh, disguise!” Parolles exploded. “‘Why, yes, good day to you, my fierce Illyrians. We are three travelling Russians desirous of an audience with your lord the Duke. Perhaps you have heard of the custom in our land, where those who donate spare prisoners to wandering Muscovites with unconvincing accents are guaranteed good luck for a year and a day? Especially royal Spaniards, oddly specific as our custom is!’ What manner of fool would be taken in by such a story?” He caught their stares and spat. “Pah! There’s no comparison! I was merely feigning compliance until I had you where I... Damn the pair of you, and your old man and your prince. I’ll have none of you!”


“Then go,” Benedick told him flatly. “Seek out what fortune remains to you amongst the dregs of this town and carry always the knowledge that you abandoned your comrades.”


But it would hardly be the first time for that, and so Parolles took his chance and strolled away towards the alley mouth. He had a little coin in his purse and the town would be full of sots and sailors he could cozen for more. He had a hundred stories of deeds he had never done and places he had never been. They would be enough to hook him food and beer and perhaps a woman or two.


So involved was he in his petty plans, he almost ran into Helena.


His heart sank as he saw her, standing in his way as always. Her fine clothes were sea-drowned and briar-torn, her feet bare and filthy and her hair snarled. And she was beautiful, of course. Hers was a beauty that cared nothing for fashion, and that no ocean could wash from her.


He remembered when she had been a petitioner at the French court; the awkward, strange-mannered girl who had hung on every word of Parolles’ rich friend Bertram. Then she had turned out to be some prodigy physician and cured the king, and tricked Bertram into marrying her because it was something she wanted. She had turned her lore of physic into magic for that same reason, because she was someone who saw the world in terms of what she wanted from it, and would not take no for an answer. That, Parolles decided, was the heart of what made her so unnerving. She was a woman who treated the world as a man ought.


He remembered bandying words with her, back before she had become the woman she was now. He had liked her then, for all she’d got the better of him. She had been someone he could cross wits with without his reputation hanging on every exchange. But then she had married and grown powerful, and then terrible. And he... he was the same fool he had always been, because when he tried to wrest what he wanted from the world, the world knocked him down and laughed at him. He felt as if she had grown up, and he remained a child.


“Let me by.” He tried a tone of command, but it shrank and shrivelled in the face of her stare.


“Why, brave Parolles,” she said, with a sly smile. “Surely you are not fleeing yet another battlefield?”


“Those two madmen have no use for one who speaks only sense,” he told her. “So, let me past.”


“The Turks say madness is the touch of God,” Helena remarked. “Let us go speak with our inspired comrades. You may find there’s method in them after all.”


Parolles took hold of his courage, what little he could scrape together. “I will not be a spear-carrier in their princely rescue. I have seen too many carrion fields. I know what happens to the common lot when great men clash.”


She put a hand to his chest. He felt a shock at the contact, a momentary yearning for a man he might have been—brave rather than boastful, steadfast rather than venal—who might have deserved that touch. Those bantering conversations came back to him then, with a piercing sense of sadness. Innocent days. Can I believe I ever had more innocent days?


“Must I press?” Helena asked him. “Must I make threats of what may befall your health, your fortunes and your manhood if you cross me...?”


“What spell have you cast on me?” he asked her hoarsely.


“Why, none, yet.”


“What spell have you cast, that lays open all my life to me? That casts its light into every corner of the man I am?”


Helena stepped back, her hand lifting from him. “Such enchantments are beyond my power. You are the only magician who can so ensorcel yourself.”


Parolles, liar and cheat and coward, felt sudden tears prick at the corners of his eyes. He waved Helena back, muttering some excuse, that he had not slept since the sea cast him forth, that he was weary, that there was a mote of dust beneath his lid that he could not dislodge.


By then, Benedick and Ganymede had made some cock-eyed plan and were coming out of the alley, stopping when they saw Helena.


“Lady,” the Spaniard said, with an elegant bow, “I’m glad to see you well and safe. You come just in time to see us off, for Ganymede and I have devised a brave rescue—”


“No,” Helena told him, not unpleasantly but firmly. “I have a rescue planned which shall make use of certain lore and powers I have of late acquired.” And here, for reasons nobody then understood, she produced Benedick’s silver flask and waved it at them. “With this, we shall gain access to the garrison without troubling the sentries at the gate.”


Ganymede and Benedick exchanged glances, and the youth shrugged.


“Does it involve disguising ourselves as Russians?”


Helena stared blankly at him, wrong-footed for the first time in Parolles’ acquaintance. “No...”


“Then it’s going to be better than our plan,” Ganymede decided, with an apologetic shrug to Benedick.


“Then it’s decided,” Helena stated. “You two shall travel with me into the garrison.” And then she turned her sweet, fearsome smile on Parolles. “And for you, a special role, one that you are most well suited for. I will need you to be loud and raucous, Parolles. I shall have you lie and boast and spin grand stories of your time in harness. No spear carrier this, but a trumpeter, loud and clear.”


Parolles took a deep breath, feeling his very nature balance on a knife edge. “The role suits me.”


“Aye, it does. And this I swear: what care I give for the life of the prince we must rescue, no less shall I devote to ensuring your own survival. Now, gather close, and I shall explain just how it shall fall out.”






  



Act V
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The cells below the garrison.


 



The rooms were made for rowdy sailors or merchants who defaulted on their taxes, not for princes. Looking into them from the outside, they are small, formed from one large cellar partitioned up by bars.


 



One now has a little furnishing: a rug to soften the floor, a chair, a desk, some light; paper and ink. Since Orsino came, the comfort of Don Pedro has at least been looked at.


 



In the cell beside him, denied his rug and chair but permitted, by the space between the bars, to share his light, is Jacques, holding forth.


 



Enter DON JOHN.


 



 



WHEN JOHN CREPT down to the cells, the old fool was in full flow. Jacques sat on the hard stone flags with all appearance of comfort. After all, he had lived out in the forest of Arden for years; despite his years, he was plainly not a man who relished civilised comforts.


“The fifth degree of magic is but thus,” he was intoning. “To conjure forth the spirits of the air and have them work great wonders through their gratitude. Whilst wicked conjurers might trick and catch and leave these hapless sprites in durance vile, a righteous sorcerer may set them free and thus command their service for a time. So Prospero or yet the Orient youth who freed the spirit from its prison lamp. And so, within our world, are men whose power derives from robbing others of their own, and other men with popular acclaim who free their fellows from the like oppression.”


“Yet Machiavelli says within his tract,” came Don Pedro’s voice, “that fear’s a mightier goad than love.”


Don John rolled his eyes. Can you not suffer even a little before the Scot makes an end to you? But no, it appeared his brother was more than content to be lectured by this pedant.


“Alas, a base misreading of his text,” Jacques droned on, and Don John decided to leave them to it. He had hoped, perhaps, to gloat a little before his brother, but now he was here he sensed too much risk and, besides, no doubt Pedro would find some new way to turn it all to his advantage.


“Let the Scot take him,” he murmured. With his hand on the dagger’s hilt he skulked off, heading upstairs towards the quarters given over to Orsino.


Bearing the Scottish Blade was a strange thing. The shadows rose to enfold him everywhere he went. He could step softly past guards and servants, seen by none, and doors seemed to open for him wherever he went. And when he took the hilt... Don John had never been a killer—he preferred the sort of plots a Machiavel might favour. When there was violence to be done, he had found men of violence to enact it. The idea of plunging a blade into Orsino was distasteful to him, not for the sin, but for the crudeness and the mess. He would rather tear holes in a man’s reputation than his skin.


But when he held the dagger, his doubts faded. It was a tool of murder, given by Hecate to drive the Scot to regicide. When John held the weapon he was bloody, bold and resolute indeed.


And upstairs was Orsino, patiently labouring over the missive he would send with Pedro back to Aragon. A missive that would restore the prince to his country, rob John of his inheritance, rob the Scot of Illyria’s part in the slaughter. However many strategems his mind revised, all narrowed to one when he gripped the dagger’s hilt.


He paused at Orsino’s door, seeing servants inside refilling their lord’s glass. Drink deep, Duke of Illyria. Blunt the pain before it comes to you. John had already obtained Pedro’s signet ring, that had been taken by his jailers back when he was being poorly hosted by Sir Toby. He would leave that beside the body and the Scot would ensure the convenience of the gesture was overlooked in the general outrage.


The servant went by about her work and Don John tensed, knowing his moment had come. His hand had left the knife for a moment and, as he stepped into the room unseen, he felt a cobweb touch of conscience. With Orsino’s death he would have crossed a bloody Rubicon, wading in so far that it were easier to continue than turn back. He would not become some dread lord of myth like the Scot—as the warlord had said, that age was past—but this modern era’s shadow of it, ruling by fear and suspicion, and destined for Hell.


And yet I would at least have ruled before I die. And that seemed to be enough, so he took the dagger out and drank deep of its well.


And then a riot broke out below. At first John thought it was just Toby Belch in a choleric moment, but then he heard voices raised in argument, and then at last just one dominating—a voice he felt he should know, waxing strong in strident account...


The idiot soldier... Parolles?


Orsino was on his feet, his poet’s muse completely spoiled. With a frown he swept past Don John, unseeing, and was heading down the stairs to see what all the noise was, no doubt with every other occupant of the garrison who possessed ears.


Don John found himself trembling, now fate had prevented the fatal stroke. Carefully he slid the dagger back into his belt and padded back down the stairs. I will have another chance. But even his desire for power was giving ground to curiosity. Just what is happening down there?


He arrived back in the hall to see Parolles in the midst of some bizarre martial account. Skulking over to Sir Toby he murmured, “What is this?”


“This remarkable fellow,” Toby told him, “has been a soldier of the enemy, now come to throw himself on Illyria’s noted mercy like yourself. He has come hotfoot from Lepanto, where, he says, the Turkish fleet braved the sails of Venice.”


Duke Orsino was plainly fascinated by the man’s tale. He walked in circles about Parolles, questioning every bizarre particular, each question leading to some yet more unlikely exposition. All around them, the hall was steadily filling up as guards, courtiers and servants came to hear this prodigal story.


“Good sirs,” Parolles insisted, “I was standing at the very left hand of Venice’s great general, the Moor himself. Mighty wroth he was and, when he had disposed his foot and horse along the shore, he leapt into a barque no greater than a fisherman’s scow, and me along with him. He bad me raise the sail and, even as the Venetian galleys were getting underway, he made of himself the vanguard, driving towards the warships of the Turk!”


“Where were the Turkish guns in this?” Orsino demanded. “Every soldier knows for range and aim they exceed all of our shipborne pieces.”


“Why they made a very fearsome response!” Parolles swore. “Lead fell on us like the summer rains and full seven galleys sank in a single breath with all hands. But neither the Moor nor I were dismayed, and when a ball came square for us, red hot and hissing, bold Othello bad me slacken the sail so that its smooth front bellied out like the front of yon stout fellow’s doublet.”


Sir Toby bellowed his displeasure at that, but it was drowned out in the general laughter.


“Then!” Parolles raised his voice above it. “Then I twitched the rudder and the ball touched on our sails and rolled about the inside of their curve, so that it followed out and spat itself upon the Turk, and holed the very vessel that had sent it to us!”


Cheering at that. Even Orsino had apparently forgotten that the Turk was notionally an ally in the war.


“But what of the Turkish fire?” some academically-minded fellow called out. “It is well know the Turkish ships can breathe an inferno that even the sea cannot douse!”


“Indeed, and as we neared, so it came to us, a fire upon the waters so great...” And on went Parolles, seeming almost desperate in the ferocity of his confabulation, full of sound and fury and, no doubt, signifying nothing. And yet for the moments of the tale’s telling, Don John found himself strangely captivated by it. Almost reluctantly he turfed a minor functionary out of the seat next to Sir Toby and sat down.


 



 



A bare stage.


 



Neutral lighting; no properties; no backdrop.


 



At the edge of hearing, a distant susurrus as of a multitude of players rehearsing their lines to themselves.


 



Enter HELENA, leading BENEDICK and GANYMEDE.


 



 



“WHAT IS THIS place?” Benedick demands. “I have seen desert shores and the barren places of the world, but a place like this, and but a step from that street in Apollonia...”


Helena sounds strained, holding the flask tight in her grip. “We are between the pages of the world’s book. Each scene and moment of our lives is pieced together in this space before it’s served to us. We are where none of us was meant to be.”


“Then why bring us here?” Ganymede hisses, clutching his bow to him.


“Because this is not just one step from where we left, it is one step from everywhere—all the cities, all the forest glades, the blasted heaths, the desert islands and the wrecking shores.” She shakes the flask and listened intently to whatever was inside. “If we were but to find the right exit, I could take you to Egypt to trouble Cleopatra, or to the forum to witness Caesar’s death. I could bring you to Venice or Verona, London’s fatal tower or Elsinore, if we but knew which path to go...”


“It seems to me just like a mummer’s stage,” the youth observes, sounding vaguely let down.


“Aye, and all the stage is yet a world,” Helena declares. “And what most concerns us now is entrances and exits.”


“Can this lead us to Milan?” Benedick puts in.


Helena laughs at him. “I tell you we can go to antique Rome, and you ask if I can take us to Milan? Yes, yes to Milan, and yet, and yet...” She stares into the wings and her face adopts a pensive look. “And yet I see the scenery of a different play laid out. A tower room laid for the death of Prospero.”


“Old Prospero’s been dying for a generation,” Benedick scoffs, but Helena’s raised hand silences him.


“And yet he has travelled to that undiscovered country swifter than we could come to Milan,” she whispers.


“But then—!” the Aragonese nobleman makes a frustrated clutching gesture. “If you can step to Ancient Rome then why not yesterday’s Milan?”


“For yesterday’s Milan belongs to Hecate, and there I will not meddle. Milan tomorrow is the only Milan that we shall see, and that without a Prospero.”


“What then, what then for all of us?” Benedick demands.


“Hst,” she tells him. “Later turn our thoughts onto Milan; for now, just let us take a smaller step. Let us walk inside the garrison and save your prince.”


Benedick nods emphatically. “So, which path?”


Helena joggles the flask once more, concentrating. “Let me work, for whilst it would be a fine thing to hear Mark Anthony sway the crowd, old Rome would be a poor place to visit by mistake. And there are other paths, that lead to nowhere in the world.”


“What places?” Ganymede looks around himself, wonder overcoming fear.


Helena looks at you, out from the stage, out from the page. “Stranger places yet.” She catches your eye and weighs your worth, the sum total of your words and deeds. “Perhaps I’ll visit, when this business is done. I’ve always felt the walls of the world press on me. Am I not due a wider stage to play my part on, after all?”


Benedick coughs diplomatically. “Madam doctor, the garrison?”


She smiles at him, enough to make him take a step back, but then she says, “Of course,” and chooses her exit, leading the others offstage. Perhaps she casts a final glance back at you before she goes.


 



 



The cells below the garrison.


 



From up above the murmur of the crowd as Parolles plies his lying trade.


 



Don Pedro is scratching away with the pen and ink the Illyrians gave him. In the adjourning cell, Jacques stands, one hand on the bars, pensive.


 



Enter MACBETH.


 



 



“MY LORD,” JACQUES said, “we have a visitor.”


Not his tone but his brevity brought Pedro’s head up. In a moment he was standing, stepping back for space, his hand moving to a swordless belt.


The Scot advanced until he was at the bars. “Do you know me, Don Pedro of Aragon?”


“I know you for my enemy, and the enemy of all the world,” the prince confirmed. “It is for your sake that we ventured to Milan, to find a counter for your diabolic influence.”


The warlord raised a mailed hand airily. “Ah, how many well-made plans have foundered when they went to sea? After all, there are no greater raisers of the tempest than my witches.”


“Save for Prospero,” Pedro said stubbornly.


The Scot chuckled, a deep, metallic sound. “Why, did you not hear? The wizard of Milan is dead, these two weeks, murdered in his own tower.”


Pedro slumped, groaning. “No.”


Macbeth’s armoured shoulders shifted in a shrug. “It matters little either way. Your days end here, for I have come to take you off to execution. Your brother and I have already come to an agreement: he shall carry news of your demise back to your people, who shall fight the war all the fiercer for your death. And die on every field in Europe, with the rest.”


His gauntlet closed upon the lock and clenched, crushing and twisting the metal until the cell door sprang open. In one smooth motion, he drew his rusted blade.


“Fight me, then,” Pedro challenged. “But bring me a sword and I will face you like a soldier.”


“I could bring you swords, knives, muskets, hatchets, cannon even,” the Scot informed him. “They would not aid you. I am proof against any effort of yours. But you mistake me. Have you not heard my tale? Did your nurse not scare you with it when you were a child? What is left of he that was Macbeth in this shallow age? That he was a great murderer. And so I murder, and move on. The blood of one more man will barely shift the scales, should I ever come to judgment.”


“But that is not what I have heard,” Jacques broke in. “For well I know your story.”


“You know nothing,” the Scot growled.


“If only that were true, but I am yet on the cusp of man’s last age, and my mind is sharp,” the philosopher told him. “Do you truly think that history has picked the bones of you, until all that’s left is ‘murderer’? Then listen as I tell you of a man ambitious, of a warrior who fought his nation’s foes. Another tale I have is of a man misled, who gave his trust to prophecies and powers and was sore betrayed. But yet of all the Scots that I heard of, the one that touched me most was of the husband, and the man who loved his wife.”


“My wife...?” The Scot seemed frozen at the thought.


“How long is it, I wonder, since you last thought of her? And yet the stories tell of how in all the world you valued her, and how she was a strong, fierce woman worthy of you. And how she died.”


“She died,” the warlord echoed. “Yes, she died.”


“There are a hundred men contained in you, and each one has a different tale to tell,” Jacques told him softly. “You do not have to be the murderer.”


The Scot paused in the doorway of the cell. It was impossible to know whether he was staring at Pedro, or at the sword between them. For a long, long time many things hung in the balance.


Then that helmed head shook and the warlord said, “No. I serve a harsh mistress. What am I, if I do not do her bidding?” And he stepped forwards, a hand reaching out to seize his prey.


With a sound like birds taking flight or ruffled pages, Helena, Benedick and Ganymede burst out of nowhere at all, stumbling over each other to land in a heap behind the Scot.


The warlord whirled, and Benedick saw and understood precisely what had been going on. He shouted a challenge and had his rapier from its scabbard just in time to turn aside the downstroke. With a flourish of his wrist he had his slender blade past the Scot’s guard and drove it through the rings of his enemy’s armour.


The Scot laughed. One mailed hand closed on Benedick’s quillons and ripped the weapon from his hand. With the rapier still hanging from him he chopped at the Aragonese, but Pedro leapt on him from behind and spoiled his blow. Growling, the warlord threw the prince off him and shook himself.


“So, die elsewhere or die here, I shall have the blood of you all!”


Helena had a stone and was trying to scratch a circle into the stone of the floor, with little success. Ganymede stood away from her, bowstring drawn back and his sole arrow nocked.


“Hold off, monster,” he warned. “Sheath your sword, or we’ll see if my shaft fares better than his blade.”


The Scot laughed him to scorn. “I laugh to scorn the power of man,” he reminded the youth. “For—”


“None of woman born, yes,” Ganymede agreed. “But it’s ambiguous, is it not, your prophecy?”


“It has been plain enough to see me through five centuries and more,” the Scot declared.


“‘Laugh to scorn the power of man, for none of woman born may harm Macbeth,’” quoted the archer. “Does that mean none at all, or none of those who wield the power of man?”


“What difference does it make, stripling?” And the Scot took a menacing step towards the youth.


“Only that I have never owned to the power of man,” explained Ganymede. “My name is Rosalind, in truth. I am a maid.”


Macbeth paused, silent for a moment.


“Truly?” asked Benedick, and then he was stepping back with Helena as more company came down the stairs: the two Illyrians who had fooled them in the tavern.


Ganymede—or she who bore the name—kept her attention on the Scot. “I am Rosalind du Bois, though not a one of my shipmates bar this old man knew it,” she announced. “And I read your prophecy thus: that you are safe only from the power of men. If you dispute my interpretation then take one step more, and my arrow shall be the arbiter.”


“And my blade also,” and the younger guard had pushed forward to draw sword and stand by Rosalind. “For I am Viola, Duchess of Illyria, and I know full well my husband has spared these prisoners.”


Three times the Scot tensed, ready to try the truth of his charmed life. Three times his mettle failed. Perhaps a man who had lived five centuries fearing nothing had never had to test his courage; and now he at last had cause to use it, the Scot found it rusted and brittle.


“And know this,” Rosalind told him as he hesitated. “From this day forth each battlefield that falls beneath your shadow shall hold a maiden with a musket hunting for you. Your bloody reign I here consign to history!”


With a roar of thwarted rage the ancient warlord flung up his arms and gathered all the shadows in the room to him in a whirl of darkness. Ganymede’s arrow zipped through the murky air where he had stood, but only shattered against the far wall. The Scot was gone.


In his absence, there was a moment of relief from all concerned, but then Benedick broke in, “There goes my sword. Madam Doctor, are you able to whisk us away as swiftly as yon Scot just left?”


“Not without some time for calculation,” Helena informed him tightly.


Viola returned her blade to the scabbard and glanced across at Feste.


“It took a fool to see that clown above was naught but a distraction,” her sergeant remarked. “But even this old fool did not think it was diversion for so many. Whose is he?”


“Mine,” Helena confirmed. “So, may we ask, what is Illyria’s pleasure now?” Her eyes were fixed on Viola.


 



 



The garrison hall.


 



The air riotous with laughter, shouts and cheers as all lean in to hear Parolles strut and fret his hour upon the stage. Sir Toby drools ale and spittle into his beard. Orsino is scratching at a scrap of parchment, trying to record the prodigy for posterity. Don John critiques.


 



Enter a company: VIOLA and FESTE, ROSALIND and JACQUES, BENEDICK and DON PEDRO, HELENA.


 



 



PAROLLES WAS STILL at his fictional Battle of Lepanto. Already he had travelled on a cannonball and hauled himself out of the water by his own hair. Each listener had tried to challenge the lie—Orsino, Don John and Sir Toby amongst them—and each challenge he slew, and then piled up the bodies to reach even greater heights of the absurd. Where his words might have taken him, when the newcomers broke in, was past all guessing. Some men, when given rope, refuse to hang themselves but instead weave a ladder to the moon.


He faltered only when he saw his comrades, and silence reigned as every ear there hung on the words he had not said.


Into that quiet Viola barked out, “Guards, arrest the Aragonese villain, Don John!”


The guards were slow to react, but John started at his name and turned. He saw his brother, free and with a knowledge in his eye that did not bode well. Perhaps, if he put on a bold front and denied all culpability, he might ooze his way into Don Pedro’s good graces one again, but his nerve failed him. In a single motion he was over the table, kicking Sir Toby’s cup to spatter Orsino with the dregs. In a flash he was down the other side and running for the door.


Parolles, finding at last an opponent who required no great courage to best, tripped him, sending Aragon’s second son sprawling across the floor. As Don John spat and cursed, his assailant bent down and neatly relieved him of his purse and, to cover the larceny before so many eyes, of his knife. Thus drunken prophecy was proved true: the treasure that could shake the world had come into the hands of the world’s most ardent liar.


By then, Illyria’s soldiers were stirring, and enough of them piled on Don John to end his escape bid.


Orsino was staring at the young officer who had given the command. “What treason’s this? Who has released my prisoners and who assaults my guests?”


“One whom you swore would ever rule you,” Viola told him, stepping forward, and he went to greet her with a smile.


It was the matter of an hour before Orsino had listened to all that had happened—tales overlapping and sometimes contradictory, told by his wife, his fool and various of his prisoners. After that he sat in thought, banishing all save Viola, even the protesting Sir Toby, from the hall.


 



 



“HERE IS THE judgment of Illyria,” Orsino proclaimed, when at last he had reassembled the unlikely company. He sat, stern as a judge, with Sir Toby slouched half-conscious at his left hand, and Viola on his right. She was attired as befitted a duchess now, her splendour and her beauty drawing all eyes. Only Rosalind looked on her and thought, She is counting the minutes before she can throw all that off, and play the breeches part again. She herself had resisted any suggestion that she should lace herself back into a dress. If she was offending the dignity of the family du Bois then, of all men, her husband would understand.


Parolles was merry—he had spent the hour in finishing his tale for Sir Toby and the wine-sops of the garrison, and had profited from it in gold and in ale. Benedick was glad he had his prince back, and Pedro plainly optimistic to be freed. Don John, under guard, stood hunched at the back, practising his black looks. Rosalind had heard something of his history from Benedick, and no doubt the elder brother would pardon the younger yet again. But then, as wife to a second son herself, she could hardly complain of it.


Jacques was pensive and self-involved. Had he been telling everyone exactly what degrees of cogitation afflicted him—in iambs and at length—she would have said he was his old self. It seemed he was thinking on the melancholy story of the Scot—not often a philosopher came face to face with such a shard of history. No doubt he would regale them with his thoughts upon the matter in due course, but for now he was sensibly silent.


And Helena, of course: but Rosalind could not categorise or anatomise her. Magician, physician, walker of worlds, she stood still and regal behind them as though she were king and queen both, and the rest of their party no more than pawns. Yes, she had got them where they needed to be, but she was a fearsome creature, a power in the ascendant. Did we even need Prospero?


“I free you all,” Orsino pronounced, “but on condition that you, sir”—to Don Pedro—“go not about your task, but instead take ship for Aragon and there command the release of Sebastian, my wife’s brother. For this, I give your own brother into your care. I do not judge him, for the chiefest witness of what he might or might not have done is fled to darker places.”


“Though I had hoped to harbour in Milan,” Don Pedro agreed, “it seems that errand was lost before e’er it was begun. I accept your terms with all thanks.” He clapped Benedick on the shoulder. “So, you shall see your wife all the sooner. I hope you have replenished your store of wit.”


“And take this message back to Aragon,” Orsino added, gesturing for a scroll to be taken over to Don Pedro. “Illyria is tired of war and offers terms for our withdrawal. Let the Tuscan throne be a Tuscan matter. Bring this to Aragon’s alliance, and perhaps they will not fret that you never made Milan.”


 



 



IN THE GENERAL celebration that followed that pronunciation, Parolles relaxed. Wintering in the sunny climes of Aragon was surely better than a stay in the shadow of a sorcerer’s tower. The stories that came out of Milan turned the rumour-mills of all Europe: statues that spoke and moved, gusts of air with human faces; a city full of bodiless voices, lights and terrible wonders.


But, even as Pedro and Benedick drew apart to discuss their return home, Helena glided to his elbow, drawing Ganymede—no, Rosalind—and Jacques close.


“Let the Spanish run home to bicker about prisoners and war,” she murmured. “Milan awaits us.”


“You’ll find no barque so bound out of this port,” Jacques cautioned her. “Though all the winds—” And then he stopped at Helena’s upraised hand.


“We need no ship, nor winds, to reach Milan.”


“But what can we hope to achieve?” Rosalind ventured. “Prospero’s dead, and far beyond joining the league.”


“And would our journey ever have borne fruit?” Helena shrugged. “Old Prospero scorned the dealings of nations for many years; I do not think we could have moved him to meddle now. But there are surely books and things of magic still in his lonely tower; perhaps a student with power and knowledge will find much to reward her. Will you go with me?”


“To see the secret city of the magus,” Jacques said swiftly, “of course!”


Rosalind was slower, but she nodded still. “The children and accounts can be my lord’s burden for another season,” she decided. “I have not had my fill of voyaging.”


And then, of course, Helena turned that cool, clear gaze on Parolles. He remembered his moment of self-knowledge outside the garrison—a flash of a time long gone, for he had never been very innocent, and what she now was, he had no name for.


Yet at the same time, she was the closest thing he had to an old friend.


“My stock back in Rousillon was low, my debts high,” he said, with unusual frankness. “And there are those in Milan who know neither my stories nor my vices. But may you bring me back to Illyria, after?”


“If your desire to travel is so meagre, than I shall,” she confirmed. “I myself shall have grander ambitions by then, I have no doubt. Perhaps I shall go places even Prospero but dreamt of.” And then she held a hand out to him—not to take his own, but to receive something. “If you would, keep Don John’s purse, but I must have the knife.”


“The knife?” Parolles frowned at her, then sudden revelation struck him. “The knife? This knife?” He had the thing in his hand, staring at its dull blade. “This is... the knife?” For a moment he felt a darkness coursing through him: a blade in his hand, and so many people within arm’s length. But for all his many, many vices, that was one he never owned. He gave the thing to Helena, and—treasure or not—counted himself glad to be rid of it.


Helena regarded it in her hand. “I saw this, when we stepped between worlds. Do you know the source of its power? It is not from here. A poet—a mummer—sent it, bloodstained, from his world to this by means of his words. Drove it here out of mourning for a friend.” She tucked it out of sight.


“Now stand close,” she instructed them, and fished the silver flask from within her robe. “Today, Milan in our world,” she tells you. “Tomorrow, perhaps, in yours.”
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Miranda, daughter to Prospero, the feared sorcerer-Duke of Milan, stifles in her new marriage. Oppressed by her father, unloved by Ferdinand, she seeks freedom; and is granted it, when her childhood friend, the fairy spirit Ariel, returns. Miranda sets out to reach Queen Titania’s court in Illyria, to make a new future...

  


Monstrous Little Voices is a collection of five short novellas, a single long tale set in Shakespeare’s fantasy world of fairies, wizards and potions, in honour of the four-hundredth anniversary of the Bard’s death.
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Pomona, a gifted hedge-witch of advancing years in fair Illyria, is walking about her own business when she spies a fairy gentleman trapped in a secret garden. Vertumnus, King Oberon’s emissary to the Duke, has been taken captive by proud Titania, and a war is in the offing... unless Pomona can prevent it.

  


Monstrous Little Voices is a collection of five short novellas, a single long tale set in Shakespeare’s fantasy world of fairies, wizards and potions, in honour of the four-hundredth anniversary of the Bard’s death.
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Lucia de Medici sought only to marry, ending a war that has engulfed all the world from Navarre to Istanbul; but she has been lied to, and made into an assassin. Now, armed with new knowledge and accompanied by the ghost of her victim, she sets out to find who so deceived her, and to what end, and to try and restore the damage done.

  


Monstrous Little Voices is a collection of five short novellas, a single long tale set in Shakespeare’s fantasy world of fairies, wizards and potions, in honour of the four-hundredth anniversary of the Bard’s death.
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Anne Hathaway – contented wife of a glovemaker and aletaster, proud mother of three – has her life turned upside down when strangers, oddly familiar, come to her door and whisk her husband away. What is their business, this terrible danger they say we all face? What is the lattice, and what part must her Will play to save it?

  


Monstrous Little Voices is a collection of five short novellas, a single long tale set in Shakespeare’s fantasy world of fairies, wizards and potions, in honour of the four-hundredth anniversary of the Bard’s death.
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