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Chapter 1 – Announcement
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The ginger-haired woman in the red polka dot dress put her hands on her hips and stared down at me. I cringed in fear. “Where’s my frying pan?” she hissed.

I allowed a flicker of hope to cross my face; no frying pan, no beating. The woman bent over, pushing her enormous bum into the air. She reached up underneath her dress, revealing her pink bloomers. After a few moments of rummaging around, she gave a loud grunt of satisfaction and pulled out a black iron frying pan.

She swished at me with it. I ducked, and it flew just over my head. She swished again, this time aiming at my knees and I jumped in the air so that it skimmed just beneath me. She chased me and we ran in a tight circle with her swishing the frying pan just above my head. She changed direction. I changed direction too. We continued to race around in a circle. She stopped and held out the frying pan. I ran into it, head first with a clang. My legs kept running, but my upper body stopped and I fell on my back. I went limp, and the woman picked me up by the collar and hauled me off stage.

The audience at the Anvil Inn applauded loudly. Every night we performed variations on our ‘Ma and her little lad’ routine, and they never got bored. They always bellowed with laughter at the appearance of the frying pan.

The woman was actually a man called Ma. He was my master. Beneath the padded red polka dot dress and ginger wig, he was a thin wiry man with short iron-gray hair. I had joined Ma’s troupe as apprentice fool when they passed close to my village of Mottle, a few days after the previous harvest. Winter had now arrived, and we were spending it in the city of Russett.

As the applause died down, Elba, Silva, and Crag went on stage. Elba played the lyre and she and Silva sang about a heroic dog pining for its master by the wall of the dead garden. Crag played a small flute and sang harmonies in the chorus.

On the road, Crag would be center stage playing the handsome prince but at the Anvil Inn, he stayed in the background. The audience of tough men and tougher women had disliked the way he had strutted and preened on stage during his first performance there, and if Grunter had not intervened, he would have been lynched.

Grunter was a huge man with a gentle heart, who was married to Elba. On the road, he specialized in playing ogres, trolls, and giants. At the Anvil Inn, he provided the climax of our show by challenging any man to an arm wrestle. 

Tonight the rules had been stretched to let him take on Tonna, a slab-faced woman who carried sacks of coal to the smithies during the day. She pushed him hard. He won as always but when he stood up, I saw beads of sweat shining on his bald head and trickling down his black beard, leaving a damp patch on his chest.

We finished our performance with a rousing chorus of ‘Bang my Anvil Heartily.’ The audience joined in by whacking their tankards on the table tops in time to the music. Ale sprayed everywhere. Master Bircher, the landlord of the Anvil Inn, appreciated this because it meant everyone had to buy refills. His serving boy, Smeggle, was less enthusiastic as he had to clear up the mess afterwards.

Master Bircher gave us a big wide smile, displaying his mahogany teeth. He had a round chest, short bandy legs and arms bulging with muscles. He looked like a barrel on legs. “Another champion show,” he said, passing Ma some coins. “And I reckon Tonna almost had you, Grunter.”

“Almost, but not quite.” Grunter grinned back and mimed wiping his brow with relief.

“You were on fire tonight, Red,” Bovis, the toughest of the local toughs, called out to me. He called me Red because of my mop of red hair. I preferred this to ‘Turnip,’ which was a reference to my face being full of peasant character and lumps rather than bland and perfect like Crag’s.

As we left the inn, flakes of snow floated down around us and a thin covering of it crusted the street. We hurried back to our lodging house at 37 Crib Street. Even without the cold, we would not have dawdled because the curfew bell would ring soon. The bell was rung at the same time every night. After that, guards patrolled the streets and if they caught anyone out of doors then they would flog them. Just before dawn, the bell would ring again, and you were allowed to be out in the streets once more

Back at the lodging house, I changed out of my ‘little sailor boy’ costume and put on my normal clothes: woolen breeches, a cloth shirt that had so many patches it was more patch than shirt, a sheepskin jacket and a battered pair of leather boots that I had not yet grown into.

Madame Patwig, our landlady, made hot cocoa for us and we sat in the kitchen, discussing how the show had gone. Afterwards, the others went upstairs to their beds and I headed out into the backyard to the stable, which I shared with Thespian, the troupe’s horse. He had the ground floor while I had the loft.

Everything was perfect, except that I had to overthrow wicked Prince Dorian, and I had no idea how to do it.
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More snow had fallen during the night; it was ankle deep when I made my way across the backyard to the kitchen the next morning. 

After breakfast, Silva took some ash from the kitchen stove and spread it on the stone flag in front of it. She had been giving me lessons in reading and writing since we had arrived in the city.

Silva was my age, having seen thirteen summers. She had been my best friend but our friendship had cooled a little of late. She had told me that real friends did not keep secrets from each other. This was just before I went out and robbed one of Prince Dorian’s grain ships without telling her. If I had told her, she would have tried to stop me. She didn’t deny this but refused to accept it as a good reason for my behavior, which I thought was unfair.

Silva had started me on counting, and I rattled off the numbers one to one hundred, writing them in the ash with my finger. I checked that we had the kitchen to ourselves. “Did you go to the rebel meeting last night?” I whispered.

“It was freezing,” she said. “You would have been bored.” She made a show of yawning. Her face had angles: high cheekbones, a narrow chin and a nose that was not large but sharp and definite. Silver hair framed her face and on stage she was princess material, or at least her father, Ma, thought so, much to her annoyance.

“Did anyone have anything to report?” I said.

“We’re deep in winter; nothing is happening in the city,” she said.

This was frustrating but I made an effort not to carp about it. I didn’t want to be ungrateful because I owed my life to Silva. As well as not telling her about robbing the grain ship, I had also neglected to mention it to most of the other rebels, and this upset them. For a little while, it had looked like ‘the cruel and unjust execution of Keth’ was going to be my farewell performance. Silva and Ma had intervened, and I had come to an arrangement with the rebel leader, Ash. He would continue to gather information about what was happening in the city, but instead of doing nothing with it, as before, Silva would pass the information on to me and I would organize ways to overthrow Prince Dorian.

“I wish things were not so quiet,” I said.

I had no sooner said it than a bell started ringing loudly in the street.

“Be careful what you wish for,” Silva said.

***
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Doors clattered as people made their way outside to find out what the ringing was about. Silva and I joined our troupe, standing in the crisp, cold air outside our front door.

A bell ringer, dressed in the pale blue livery of the palace, stood in the center of the street, feet apart, planted like a tree. He had a barrel-shaped chest and a wig of curly, golden hair sitting awkwardly under a three-cornered hat. He clutched his brass bell to his chest as though he was worried someone would pinch it. When he was sure he had an audience, he began to speak in a loud ringing voice that filled the whole street.

“In a short while, Master Twist, our noble Master of Revels, will make an announcement in the Palace Square of interest to actors. Long live Prince Dorian.”

He repeated this twice more.

“What’s this all about?” Holly asked the palace messenger.

“You know as much as I do, miss,” the palace messenger said with a shrug.

“But what’s Twist announcing?” Molly asked him. 

“You might want to go and find out, miss,” the palace messenger said.

Holly and Molly lived a few doors along from us. They were best friends and were famous on Crib Street for their good looks and empty heads. I reckoned Holly was as shrewd as a market trader but I never knew whether Molly was playing dumb or was the genuine article. It was a measure of how pretty they were that the palace messenger gave them such polite replies. If it had been me asking the dumb questions, I would have got a belt around the head with his bell.

“Typical Twist,” a tall, skinny young man with black hair crimped in curls said as he pushed past me. “I have more important things to do than wait on Master Twist.” Whatever those more important things were, he was heading in the direction of Palace Square with a fine turn of speed.

“Once more we are summoned by fortune’s fickle flame, dear friends,” Garrick, our neighbor, said. He took a long drink from his silver flask then checked that his hat with the blue feathers in it was sitting at a jaunty angle on his mane of gray hair. He set off for Palace Square.

We joined him, as did everyone else on Crib Street.
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When we arrived at Palace Square, it was packed with people, and not just actors. The snow had been trodden down into a slippery white lid. Fresh snow began to fall as we joined the huddled mass of people. We waited, and new arrivals pressed into the back of us. The crowd around us generated heat and gave us shelter from the biting wind.

On three sides of the square were tall houses, each painted a different cheerful color, red, green, or yellow, with shutters and window frames painted white. On the fourth side, opposite us, was a high white stone wall in the center of which were two stone towers with a gate between them, the entrance to the palace. In the center of the square was a large wooden stage that was used for executions.

Eventually, the gates of the palace opened. On the one occasion I had performed at the palace, our group of players had been admitted through a small door in the gate. This time the whole gate lifted up, accompanied by a loud clanking of chains. Armed guards pushed their way through the crowd to the wooden stage in the middle of the square. They were clearing a passage for Twist.

Twist was dressed in a tightfitting, yellow and black check costume that covered his body, arms, legs, and head. His face was thin, sour, and rat-like. Three floppy yellow and black horns dangled from the head of his costume. The horns had bells on, and he also had bells around his ankles and wrists so he jingled as he walked. He carried a short stick with a toad head on top.

Ma had told me Twist always dressed in this outfit, called motley, and he always carried his toad-stick. As Prince Dorian’s Master of Revels, he could make or break the career of any actor he chose. He was also Dorian’s most powerful advisor, and if we wanted to overthrow Dorian, we would have to dispose of him as well.

The tall guards emphasized how short Twist was. He came to just above their waists. I kept hoping he would get a bang on the head from the hilt of one of the short swords that the guards carried lodged in their belts, but no such luck.

Twist climbed onto the stage and surveyed us all with undisguised contempt. “Losers, scumbags, and pathetic non-entities,” he announced. “I think that covers everyone, Toadie,” he said to his toad head in a loud stage whisper. “I have an announcement from our good Prince Dorian.” He paused and surveyed the crowd, letting the tension build. “He has decided to form a Royal Troupe of actors.”

The crowd gasped and buzzed with excited chatter.

Twist held up his hands for silence. “The troupe will perform at the palace, entertain the citizens on feast days and, from time to time, travel this land, spreading joy and good cheer. What’s that, Toadie?” He consulted his toad ahead again. “They might want rewarding.” He opened his mouth in mock horror before continuing. “The rewards will be a warm bed in the palace and a place at the palace table at meal times.”

A murmur of desire ran through the crowd as we all imagined how wonderful that would be. 

Twist continued. “Entry will be by audition. While experience will be considered, you don’t have to be an actor; any untalented waste of space can apply. Auditions will be held from first light tomorrow morning.”

This explained the huge crowd. Everyone would be given a chance to get into the Royal Troupe.

“Hurrah for good Prince Dorian!” Twist cried.

A dutiful cheer rose from the crowd.

“You can do better than that,” Twist said. “Imagine you had a full stomach. Hurrah for good Prince Dorian!”

The crowd screamed and clapped. Twist looked at us then exchanged a sneer with his toad head and left the stage.

“There hasn’t been a Royal Troupe in years,” Elba said. “They were disbanded long before Dorian came. I remember seeing them as a little girl. They looked so beautiful; I wanted to be one of them.”

“They had a strong man, who came on carrying a donkey,” Grunter said, “and he used to juggle with blacksmith’s hammers while balancing an anvil on his head.”

“I wonder who will get in,” Crag said, wearing the sort of complacent smile that suggested he thought the answer was Crag and some others.

“We should get back,” Ma said. “We have work to do.”

We joined the gabbling throng of actors heading back to Crib Street.

“What do you think of this bold venture?” Garrick asked Ma.

“Interesting,” Ma said with a shrug. He would not be drawn any further.

***
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As soon as we got back, Ma gathered us in the parlor of the lodging house. “I’m not going to audition for the Royal Troupe,” he said. “I don’t want Twist to be my master. Having said that, I can understand the attraction of what he is offering, and I’ll not stop any of you from auditioning.”

“Nothing would stop me,” Crag said.

“We’re not getting any younger,” Elba said. “The Royal Troupe would offer us security.” Her thick, black, waist-length hair showed gray at its roots. She had not dyed it since our arrival in Russett. The dye was expensive, and the Anvil Inn was not well lit.

“I know what you mean.” Grunter sighed. “That girl, Tonna, almost had me beat last night. I’m not as strong as I was.” 

“That’s only fifty times stronger than the rest of us combined,” I said.

“Mind you, the Royal Troupe isn’t that secure,” Grunter said. “One day, I’d belt that spiteful little twerp Twist, and then where would we be?”

“And we’ve been happy being part of this troupe,” Elba said. 

“We’re staying then.” Grunter smiled.

They held hands and relaxed.

“I’m staying with you, Dad,” Silva said then blushed. She always called him Ma in front of the rest of us.

I was disappointed that Ma and Silva were not going to audition. This was a chance for one of us rebels to get close enough to Dorian to kill him. Silva had always been a rebel. Ma had been neutral to Prince Dorian to preserve his troupe, but Silva and I had recently persuaded him that he had to take sides. The troupe was looking at me, waiting for my response. I wanted to stay with Ma’s troupe but I had a duty to help the rebels overthrow Dorian. “I’m auditioning,” I said.

Ma winced then nodded. “We’ve got our show at the Anvil tonight,” he said. “We need to go through the running order this afternoon; our changeovers need to be much sharper.”

***
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Silva and I returned to my reading lesson in the kitchen.

“What do you think my chances are of getting into the Royal Troupe?” I said. “I might get a chance to kill Prince Dorian.”

“Every fool will be competing to get into the Royal Troupe,” she said with a sigh.

“I’m funny,” I said. “I always get laughs.”

“Most fools do,” Silva said. “If they don’t, they either starve or get work in an inn. Be reasonable, Keth. You’ve been doing this for less than half a year. You’re still learning.”

“Who’s funnier than me?” I said.

“Cheery Master Chortles,” Silva said and wrote the name in the ash. “Mutton and Chop.” She added their names below Chortles.

“They just thump each other,” I said.

“But in a funny way,” she said, “although it depends what Twist is looking for. Jangles is always reliable.”

“So is Thespian,” I said, “but he’s only funny when he farts.”

“Lucky and Ducky are good.” Silva went on and on until she had a long list of names in the ash of people who were far more hilarious on stage than I was.

Silva looked downcast and I felt too disheartened to try and cheer her up.

***
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I sensed the buzz of excitement on Crib Street as we left to go to the Anvil Inn that evening. From every house, we heard the sounds of actors rehearsing their audition pieces.

When we arrived at the inn, Master Bircher beckoned us over to the bar. “Some of our regulars are going to be auditioning for the Royal Troupe tomorrow,” he said with a grin. “They want to practice their audition pieces, and I wondered if you could work them into your show.”

“Not a problem,” Ma said. “Who’s going on first?”

“Me,” Master Bircher said, looking embarrassed. “I thought I’d get it over with.”

After a brief introduction from Ma, Master Bircher came on stage carrying two small wooden sticks with soft felt balls on the end. He gave the audience a wide smile displaying all his mahogany teeth. He tapped the teeth with his sticks and each tooth sounded a different note. Silence fell over the inn as we all strained to hear him tap out the popular ballad ‘When the Lavender Blooms, I’ll Weep for my Darling.’ He finished and got a thunderous round of applause.

Ma organized things so that we would do one of our pieces, a sketch or a song, then an audience member would come up and do their audition piece.

I was standing offstage with Ma as Bovis and Tonna sang a duet. They gave a loud, anguished, and tuneless rendition of the heroic dog pining for its master by the wall of the dead garden. If the poor dog had heard them, it would have whimpered and died.

“You’ve come a long way since we took you on in Brackford,” Ma said to me. “On that day, I made a promise to your mother that I would look after you. I feel like I’m letting her down by letting you audition for the Royal Troupe.”

Thinking about my mum made me turn slushy inside. If Elba and Silva, rather than Bovis and Tonna, had been singing about the pining hound, I might have started blubbing. “Why aren’t you auditioning for the Royal Troupe?” I asked Ma.

“Twist and I can’t bear to be in the same room together,” Ma said. His eyes became unfocused. When he talked about his past, it was as though he went to some other place made of memories. “Many years ago, Twist was a fool, just like you. He was a good one too; he had great timing and razor sharp wit, but he fell just short of being great. He knew it, and it hurt his pride. Day and night, he worked on his technique, but to no avail. I was young and brash, and I knew it all. I told him what he was doing wrong, and he will never forgive me for being right.”

“What did you say to him?” I said.

“You hate your audience, Twist,” Ma said, “and although you try to hide how much you despise them, at some level they can tell.”

When Bovis and Tonna finished their song, the audience applauded with relief. I nudged Ma and we joined the rest of the troupe on stage to sing ‘The Tinker and the Jolly Farmer’s Wife.’
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Chapter 2 – Audition
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The next morning, feeling dull and unfunny, I slunk into the kitchen. I wondered if it was worth going to the audition. Silva had convinced me that I had no chance of success. I ate a bowl of porridge and it sat like a stone in my stomach. Crag sat at the table, checking his appearance in the little fragment of mirror he kept with him and nodding with approval at his handsome face and wavy, blonde, shoulder-length hair.

After breakfast, Crag bounded off to the auditions. I dragged my steps along the passage to the front door, reluctant to leave and wishing some of his overflow of confidence had spilled into me. Silva came up to me and leaned forward. I thought for a moment she was about to kiss me. “I spoke to the rebels last night,” she whispered. “They like your idea.”

“Shame I’ve got no chance of pulling it off,” I said. I was confused about whether I was disappointed or relieved that the kiss had not materialized.

“Be yourself and you might be surprised,” she said. “I think you might be just what Twist is looking for.”

I left the lodging house feeling bucked up and joined the procession of actors trudging from Crib Street to Palace Square.

***
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Palace Square was chaotic, packed with a seething mass of people. The attraction of food and warm beds meant it was not just regular actors who were auditioning but what appeared to be most of the city. Officials in the pale blue palace livery were shoving through the crowd, shouting instructions.

“Fools head down Fleece Street and queue outside the Wool Merchants Hall,” an official announced in a ringing tone. I recognized the messenger from yesterday by his voice and his wig of golden curls.

“Where’s Fleece Street?” I shouted.

He gestured to the street next to the one through which I had entered. I struggled through the crowd, which thinned out once I’d entered Fleece Street. I recognized the Wool Merchants Hall by the long queue of people that snaked out from it. I joined the end of the queue and prepared myself for a long wait.

A boy about my height but wider was standing in front of me. “At least the rain has held off,” I said to him.

He turned to look at me for a moment. He had a plump face framed by black, shoulder-length hair, and he was mumbling to himself. He nodded, gave me a flicker of a smile then turned back and continued to mumble.

A young man with a sweet smile and a thick thatch of brown hair sticking out from his head joined the queue behind me. He was carrying a duck in his arms. In spite of all the excitement, the duck sat calm and unmoving.

“It’s very calm,” I said to the man, pointing at the duck.

“It’s wooden,” the man said.

The duck turned its head to me. “And his performance isn’t much better,” it quacked.

It was the man who actually said it but his lips hardly moved. He introduced himself to me as ‘Lucky and Ducky.’ So this is one of my competitors, I thought, one of the many fools gracing the stages of Russett who, in the considered opinion of Silva, are funnier than Keth.

Lucky was so pleasant that after a few seconds, I forgot we were rivals. We got talking and he told me about ventriloquism, and how he could make his voice sound as though it was coming from somewhere else.

The queue edged forward, and we passed through an iron gate into a courtyard, which the queue curled around. Eventually, we climbed a flight of stone stairs and entered through the doors of the guild hall, over which stood a large marble bust of a ram. We shuffled slowly along a corridor filled with paintings of sheep, looking smug and far better fed than most people. 

At long last, we got to the head of the queue. The plump boy was shown into a room, and I was next in line. My palms began to sweat. I had never auditioned before. I had gotten into Ma’s troupe by accident, having been discovered on stage, hidden in their costume hamper. I only had a short wait before I was ushered in.

The room contained a bored-looking palace official seated behind a desk. The plump boy, looking miserable, stood framed in a doorway in the opposite wall. “I hope your dog gets better,” the official said to him.

“But that was my joke,” the plump boy said, wringing his hands. An usher patted his arm and led him away.

“Poor chap,” the official said, “his dog has no nose.”

“How does he smell?” I fed him the line.

“Like a tannery pit,” the official said. “What’s your name?”

“Keth”

“I’ve heard you’ve performed at the Anvil Inn and survived,” he said. “You’re through to the next round. Turn up at the palace gate at midday today.”

And that was that. An usher lead me out through the other door, along a corridor, across a hall and out into a different street. How had the official known I had performed at the Anvil Inn? Twist must have spies.

I waited for Lucky, and his audition was also quick. “Easy peasy,” the duck quacked as we walked back to Crib Street together.
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I had my usual morning reading lesson with Silva, but I was thinking about my next audition and I found it hard to concentrate. At midday a crowd of us assembled at the palace gate. We were let through the outer and inner gate in batches. I saw no sign of Lucky, and I wondered if he had arrived earlier.

My jaw dropped as I saw the golden palace close up and in daylight. It caught the rays of the winter sun and dazzled me. The palace was at least five storeys high, judging by the windows, and it was topped with a sloping, gold-tiled roof. It was as wide as Crib Street was long. Ahead of us, a set of white stone steps flanked by gold railings led up to a pair of huge bronze doors, in front of which two meaty-looking guards, dressed in polished silver armor, stood to attention.

In the courtyard, officials split us into groups according to our roles, and I joined a dozen fools. All of us looked dour and serious. None of us tried to crack a joke. I recognized Mutton and Chop and waved to them. They waved back, but they were too involved in rehearsing their act to be distracted. Chop, who was tall and thin, slapped Mutton, who was short and fat, on the cheeks in slow motion until Mutton gave Chop a slow motion poke in the eye.

An usher led us around the side of the palace. Between the outer wall of the palace and the palace building were workshops and a laneway. The workshops fitted snug against the outer wall, with a walkway, which guards patrolled, just above their roofs.

I guessed at the workshops as we passed. I smelled the sawdust and heard the rasping of saws from the carpenters. Next I heard the hammering of metal on metal at the blacksmiths. After that, I smelled baking bread from the bakery followed by a delicious spicy smell wafting out of the kitchens.

Ahead of us, in the laneway, scaffolding leaned against the wall of the palace building. Men in brown tunics stood on top of the scaffolding smoothing thick white plaster over dull red bricks. A man with a brush tipped with gold paint was dabbing at a spot where the plaster was now dry. The palace of gold was just brick with a paint job, no more real than one of our stage props.

We entered the palace building through a back door, and we were led through a series of passages to the same room where I had waited with Ma on the previous occasion I had performed at the palace. That time the room had been empty but this time, benches had been placed around the walls. I went to the spot where I had sat against the wall. I peeped under the bench and saw the faint lines in the paint where I had carved my name. I sat and waited.

A man sat down next to me, smelling of alcohol and violets. He had a white face with charcoal eyes, rouge cheeks, blood red lips and black, slicked back hair. He offered me a silver hip flask. I shook my head and he took a pull from it, smacking his lips. “I’m Cheery Master Chortles,” he said. “Chortles by name and Chortles by nature.”

“I’m Keth,” I said.

“I’ve heard about you,” he said. “You’re Ma’s new little lad. Folk reckon you’re very funny when you’re with him.”

I wished he were here with me now.

“Where is he?” Chortles asked, making a show of looking around. “Are you sure you won’t have a nip.” He offered me the flask again. “It steadies your nerves and puts fire in your belly.”

I shook my head. “Have you seen Lucky and Ducky?” I asked.

“I saw Lucky going mad just before I came here,” Chortles said. “He was frantic. He kept screaming that someone had stolen his duck.”

“That’s horrible,” I said.

“I know,” Chortles laughed. “He can’t be funny without his duck. It’s a bit like you and Ma.” Chortles got up and staggered a little. He glanced at his flask. “I think I’ve got a bit too much fire in my belly,” he said and belched. He went over and interrupted Mutton and Chop, much to their annoyance.

I knew Chortles was trying to put me off, but what if he was right? Suppose I was only funny when I had Ma on stage to bounce off.
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The audition of the fools began. An usher called Mutton and Chop. I shouted good luck to them but they were so focused that they did not hear me. Chortles took no notice of them. He was staring at his flask and his face looked a shade of pale green, in spite of his white face makeup.

A short while later, Mutton and Chop stomped back in. They were purple-faced and furious with each other. Mutton’s left eye was bloodshot and watering.

“You poked me in the eye, you moron,” Mutton shouted.

“Because you gave me the wrong cue,” Chop shouted back.

“Liar,” Mutton shrieked and lashed out at Chop. They started fighting for real, rolling on the floor, trying to strangle each other. Guards appeared and separated them. They were escorted out of the room, screaming abuse at each other.

The flustered usher checked his scroll. “Master Chortles,” he called out. Chortles struggled to his feet and stood wobbling. He opened his mouth to speak and vomited. A spray of green liquid spattered the floor and he collapsed to his knees. The usher, now frantic, peered at his scroll. “Scratch Chortles. Keth is on next.”

“Is he going to be alright?” I said, looking at Chortles, who was doubled over, vomiting.

“Not your problem,” the usher said, taking my arm and guiding me along the corridor. I had no time to gather my wits before he shoved me through the double doors into the banqueting chamber.

***
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Soon after the troupe had arrived in Russett, Ma and I had been summoned to take part in a food fight in the banqueting chamber for the entertainment of Prince Dorian and his guests. Dorian’s sickening laughter at our antics, as food was wasted when children were starving just beyond his palace walls, was one more reason why he had to be overthrown.

The purple velvet drapes in the chamber had been pulled aside to reveal tall, thin arched windows reaching up to the vaulted ceiling. Shafts of sunlight lit the room. The layout of the chamber had been rearranged for the audition. A small square stage had been erected in the center of the room and the banqueting tables had been moved to the sides. Three rows of plain wooden chairs had been placed on each side of the stage. In the chairs sat people, an audience.

The familiar yellow and black clad figure of Twist climbed on stage, tinkling his bells and waving his stick with the toad head on. “Our next unfunny fool was dug out of a peasant’s dung heap and is the world’s most dreary turnip on legs,” he said, indicating that I should take the stage.

I walked forward, trying to look confident and taking the chance to gauge the audience. They were not the rich, lavishly dressed guests that I had entertained in this room before. I guessed from the brown tunics and the work-hardened hands that they worked in the stables, kitchens, and gardens of the palace. Their faces looked tense and frightened. They were suffering the ordeal of being in close proximity to Twist. Then, when this was over, they would have to catch up on all the work they had missed.

I decided to do a ‘servant distracted by flies’ routine. My servant would be doing jobs they all recognized then the flies would buzz in and everything would go wrong.

Twist prowled through the audience and I saw the ripple of fear go through them as he passed by. “All yours, Turnip,” he said.

I climbed on stage and took a deep breath. “My master is the meanest master that ever there was.” I began. “My master-” 

Twist interrupted with a bellow of laughter. The maid he was standing next to almost slid off her chair with fright.

“My master pays me nothing and expects me to do everything.” I kept going. “I cook the breakfast.” I mimed breaking eggs in a pan. “I polish -”

Here Twist howled with laughter. He had moved next to a broad shouldered man, who would have had a handsome face but for a hoof-shaped scar across it. The man gave Twist a faint queasy smile. The toad head pulled a face at him.

“I polish his boots.” I struggled on, miming boot polishing.

The pattern continued. Twist prowled around the audience, laughing loudly in all of the wrong places and being silent where the laughs were. The audience looked sick with fear. It was no wonder Mutton and Chop’s act had fallen apart.

I reached the bit in the act where I mimed doing all the actions at once, cooking the breakfast, polishing boots, and treading laundry in a wash tub. By this time, I should have had the audience on side, but Twist had frightened them. I introduced the imaginary fly that would distract me so that I did things like cook the boots and polish the fried eggs. The audience kept glancing away from me to Twist. I could not hold their attention. In his yellow and black check costume, Twist buzzed among them like a malevolent insect. 

I needed to surprise them, and Twist had given me an idea. I shouted and flapped my arms at the imaginary fly then I mimed swallowing it. “What’s yellow and black and has a vicious sting?” I gasped.

The audience sat in terrified silence. They were thinking the answer was Twist.

“I don’t know but I’ve just swallowed one,” I said. I mimed coughing up the fly, spitting it out, and stamping on it.

A plump lady with red hair in tight curls burst out laughing. The rest of the audience followed her lead. The laughter released their fear. I then noticed the breakfast had caught fire. I flapped at it. The plump lady chortled and a moment later, everyone joined in. I grabbed the boot I’d been polishing, dipped it in the wash tub, and used it to put out the flames. My new best friend slapped her thighs and tears ran down her cheeks. A wave of laughter, free from fear, rose from the audience. 

“Enough,” Twist shouted. He disliked audiences enjoying themselves. “Your audition is over, Turnip.” He dismissed me from the stage. 

The audience applauded as I left the chamber. I might not get the role, but I had won a victory.

***
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In the waiting room, two men in brown tunics were mopping up Chortles’ vomit, but Chortles was nowhere to be seen.

“Is Chortles all right?” I asked.

“He was still breathing when they carried him out,” one of the men said.

***
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After my audition at the palace, I returned to the lodging house where Crag was telling everyone how amazing his audition had been and how ordinary the competition was. Silva took me to one side and asked how it had gone. I told her about Chortles and Lucky, and how I had got the audience to laugh in spite of Twist.

“Is Master Chortles all right?” I asked her.

She turned her head to one side and her silver hair hung across her face like a curtain. “The gossip from Madame Patwig is that he’s in bed with a fever,” she said. “He’s not spoken yet, but they reckon he’ll live.”

***
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Life went on as normal, which felt strange; it was like being in a kind of limbo waiting on Twist’s decision. We rehearsed that afternoon and performed in the evening at the Anvil Inn. Things were quieter than the previous night. None of the regulars who had auditioned got a call back. 

***
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Early the next morning, we heard a knock on our door. It was the messenger from the palace. Close up, I saw that beneath his wig of golden curls, his face was old and wrinkled. “Master Twist, our noble Master of Revels, wishes me to pass on a message,” he said in his loud, ringing voice, although we were standing straight in front of him.

I sucked in my breath and held it. Crag tensed his muscles as if he was waiting for a blow.

“The message is to be delivered to Master Crag Storm and Master Keth,” the messenger announced.

“That’s us,” Crag said. “Get on with it, man.”

The messenger pursed his lips. I thought he might flounce off down the street, with his message undelivered.

“Please tell us,” I said.

“Master Twist requests the company of Master Crag Storm and Master Keth at the palace as soon as possible this morning for further auditions,” the messenger announced.

“Does the whole street have to hear?” I said. I had noticed windows and doors peeking open.

“They would know soon enough,” the messenger said, in a normal voice. “It’s all part of the service.” He winked and departed.

“I knew I’d get called back,” Crag said, leaning against the doorframe and waving to the people who had poked their heads out to see what was going on. He wasn’t fooling me. I had seen how tense he had been before the messenger had delivered his news.
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I was surprised when Crag suggested we walk over to the palace together. It was unlike him to be pleasant to me, and I wondered what he wanted. “Do you know what this audition is about?” he said, striding past the Green Room Inn, his wavy blonde hair bouncing against his shoulders.

“Twist wants to see more of our acting,” I suggested, jogging to keep up with him.

“It’s more than that,” Crag said. “He will want to see how we work together on stage. Do the hero and heroine strike sparks off each other? Do the hero and the fool balance each other?”

“You might be right,” I said. I had never thought about how you had to slot people in to make the troupe work as a whole.

“We’ve got an advantage,” Crag said. “We’ve worked together. We know each other’s style. We could make each other look very good.”

“As long as we don’t stuff each other up,” I said.

“Exactly,” he said. “I give you space for your comic bits; you leave your imaginary flies in your head.”

During our time together in Ma’s troupe, Crag and I had learned to detest each other but what he was now saying made sense. Working with Crag would improve my chances of getting into the Royal Troupe and helping the rebels. I nodded to Crag to show we were in agreement.

“I’d no idea how much you wanted this part until yesterday,” he said, looking at me with admiration. I had no idea what he was talking about.
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Crag was right about the auditions. Having been admitted to the palace and assembled in the courtyard, the officials took us to the banqueting chamber as a group. Twist called us up in different combinations and got us to improvise short scenes together. He was so fascinated by what he was doing that he forgot to tell people how much he despised them.

I worked with Crag, and we looked good together. Twist also put me on stage with several other potential heroes. I worked fine with them but it lacked the spark I had with Crag.

The audition went on into the afternoon and I was famished by the time Twist called a halt. He dismissed us, and we made our way back to Crib Street. Silva was out. In the kitchen, I traded all the gossip from the audition for a bowl of stew from Madame Patwig. I asked after Master Chortles and she told me that his fever had broken but he had still not uttered a word.
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Early the next morning, Crag and I loitered near the front door of the lodging house. He flung the door open the instant we heard a knock. I took a deep breath and relaxed my muscles.

Our friend with the golden curls, the palace messenger, greeted us. “Master Twist, our noble Master of Revels, wishes me to pass on a message.” He paused and eyeballed Crag.

“Please go on,” Crag said, “in your own time.”

“The message is to be delivered to Master Crag Storm,” the messenger said.

My stomach knotted. He had no message for Master Keth today.

“That’s me, friend,” Crag said. He licked his lips.

“Master Twist requests the company of Master Crag Storm at the palace for further auditions as soon as possible this morning,” the messenger said. He turned and walked down the street.

Crag grinned and punched the air. “Cheer up, Keth,” he said, slapping me on the shoulder. “You did well for someone who is a novice in the business.” He dashed off to the palace and I was left with my disappointment, which all of Crib Street now knew about. The worst of it was that I had missed out on a chance to get inside the palace and help the rebels. I returned to the kitchen table, where the others were eating breakfast.

“Don’t take it to heart,” Silva said, patting my arm. She was shaking and biting her lip. I was upset that I had let her down.

“With so much work to do, you won’t have time to feel sorry for yourself, Keth,” Ma said, rubbing his hands together and doing his ‘hard master’ routine for the benefit of the others.
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After breakfast, I had my reading lesson with Silva. She spread the ash in front of the stove but we sat looking at it glumly; neither of us had the enthusiasm to start writing letters in it. We heard a knock at the front door. It won’t be for me, I thought.

“Keth, it’s for you,” Madame Patwig called from the hall.

“It’s probably
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