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<h1>Introduction

<quotebox>”Beware Estalians, for they keep 

Their blades always in the sun, not hidden 

Under cloaks like good men of Tilea”

 – Tarradasche, The Maiming of the Shrew, Act 1, Scene 4</quotebox>

Welcome to Estalia, the Maiden’s greatest creation. To those who know the Empire, its cold winds, its rough mountains, its incessant mud, to see the Estalia is to see Paradise. Here the land is dry, the days are warm and the air is full of spices, from far across the sea. Far from the winds of magic and the taint of Chaos, life seems somehow more ordered and more secure. Here, life moves at a different pace, in time with the strum of a guitarra, and with plenty of time for sweet wine, sweet women and sweet siesta.

But the guitarra knows more than one song, and when the tempo rises, the blood of an Estalian knows no rein or restraint. The Empire folk make war because they have no choice, but the folk of Estalia make war because they will it, because they desire it, because it is, in its way, an art form, a part of their poetry, their music and their constant pursuit of amour. Everyone in the Old World knows that the Estalians are the boldest of lovers and the most fiery of fighters, their hot blood urging them to leap from maiden to sword without a breath between them. And although they have much fewer enemies than their northern cousins, they have found much to make them draw steel.

For Estalia is a land divided not just by borders, but also by harsh rivalries and cruel laws. No man hates an Estalian as he hates his fellow, and no foreigner can wrong an Estalian as he can wrong his brother. Oaths and bonds, challenges and duels, these are the meat and bread of Estalian life, and it is their own enmities that take so many lives, more than the works of skaven from beneath or orcs from the hills. As it is in the street, so it is in the land. Composed of more than a dozen small kingdoms and countless more tinier ones, Estalia is constantly at war with itself. In truth there is no Estalia, nor even a united front of city-states as there is in Tilea: there are only the countless nations of the Estalian peninsular, unified only in their constant struggling and their enduring hatreds.

Not everyone fights with steel, of course. Rivalled only by the Tileans among human sailors, and with many contacts with the High Elves, the Estalians have become masters of the sea and the continents across it. From these they have brought back gold and jewels beyond imaginings, spices and dyes undreamed of, and the black gold itself: sucre. Vast fortunes are made and lost in Estalia in the time it takes an Empire man to unload a wagon, and just as many rivalries are born – and avenged – in the fields of commerce as those made and met with steel.

Like their Tilean cousins, the majority of the nation clings to the sea coast, aiming out across the wide blueness of the Great Western Ocean. But within, Estalia is not solely dry hills or scrubby plains, and even those hold an endless parade of villages and gatehouses. To those who know the lonely towns of the Empire, joined by narrow roads through deadly forests, Estalia seems overflowing with people, prosperity and safety. Although it has its dark forests and dangerous peaks, much of the land has horizons that seem to spread forever, only bordered by stunning red sunsets or the occasional windmill or crucifix atop a dusty hill. In such a place, where you can see all enemies coming, many let down their guards. Of course, this is a mistake, for just as an Estailan is quick to drop his smile and pull his sword, the open plains of the interior – and equally the endless stretches of the sea – can swallow a man in a moment.

For all its division, Estalia is united by its pride in its natural beauty and in the achievements of its heroes and explorers, and above all else, in the faith in the Maiden Myrmidia. The polytheism of the Empire is not for these southern men, although in truth She has many in her Sacred Family, each with their own aspects. Whatever aspect they choose to worship, however, they do it with the same passion and fervour as the Estalians do everything. In the north, while every farmer says a prayer, churches are for the religious. In Estalia, every man and woman attends mass at least once a week, and the movements of the black-robed friars of Mother Church are part of the very fabric of society and government.

But beyond the laws of the Goddess, the Estalians know few, if any restraints. Their laws are few and arbitrary and their watchmen much the same, and a man can kill another in a duel and face no consequences. Indeed, passion is the only true law of Estalia: the guitarra names the dance, and the beat of their hearts dictates the tempo.

<h2>Adventuring in Estalia

At first glance, Estalia might seem a land lacking in opportunities for adventure. Certainly it is free of many of the enemies that plague the lands to the north. Far from the Chaos-tainted north, the Winds of Magic blow much slower, and mutants and beastmen are far less common. The skaven slink beneath the wharves and cities but the hard Estalian soil prevents them building the vast networks that undermine the cities of the Empire and Tilea. And thanks to their use of air burials – leaving corpses to be devoured by birds and insects – the undead are less of a problem. The tanned skin of the southerners also makes it easier for them to spot vampires amongst them. It also helps that their history has taught them to guard against vampires with far more reason and practicality than their superstitious northern cousins.

The plague of the Greenskins is just as terrible in Estalia as in the rest of the Old World however. The Irrana and Abasko mountain ranges are home to whole armies of goblins and orcs, with fewer dwarfs to keep them at bay. To the north, on the Bretonnian border, the mountains and plains alike contain the bizarre and terrifying Iron Orcs, with skin almost impervious to any weapon. Crossing these imposing borders, be that natural or political, is not done lightly by even the largest force, and most travel in Estalia is done by the coast road or, of course, by boat. Sea travel is as common in Estalia as barge travel is in the Empire, and just as affordable – but on the wild surface of the sea, far more dangerous and unpredictable.

Of course, for those insane enough to seek the ultimate adventure, there is the journey far across the sea, to the New World. None have explored the jungles of Lustria – or plundered more of its gold – so much as the explorers of Estalia. And they have brought back more than gold: plants and animals unknown to all learning and scholarship, and even some of the strange walking lizard-men themselves. Such wonders are commonplace to the enlightened and wealthy folk of Estalia, as are the equally new wonders of science and engineering, and the new heights of art and architecture. But such novels do not come cheap, and for each fleet that makes a man’s fortune, four others are never seen again. Shipmen and swordmen are needed by their dozens at the docks each morn. The risk is great, but the rewards are limitless.

Risk and gambling is the nature of all things in Estalia. Though they seem safe from the enemy without, life is cheap and wagered often. Every time a man walks down a busy street he may be challenged to a duel that leaves him dead on the cobblestones. Fortunes are made in a moment and lives destroyed even faster. Men and women are bold and passions run high; tempers are short and grudges run long; and there is no law but the law of the blade – and the law of the heart. Those who would seek adventure in the sunburnt hills of this southern land must dare to risk everything they have and face down the greatest of odds. At least then, should they fail, they have the comfort in knowing their attempt may inspire a truly great song, one for the guittaristas to sing to maidens for centuries to come.

<fiction >

For the Song…

Rico watched as ruby-red wine poured from the jug into the waiting cups, filling them to the top and leaving glistening splashes running down the sides.  The men at the table drank greedily, leaving shining flecks on their moustaches.  Rico licked his cracked lips and dreamt of the taste.  It had been a day since he had last drank, and that was only stream water.

He licked his lips again as another sight caught his eyes: two young woman bringing fresh jugs to the table, their bare peasant legs flashing between their black skirts in a way that would have the preachers of Magritta calling for the fire and tongs.  He could hear their laughter, although he did not understand the joke: he must be well into La Mesa now, where the men spoke a dialect rough as the mountains, and his city ears could make no sense of it.  The girls drank too, and he watched their lips with twin hungers, and dreamt of twin tastes.

It had been months now, since he had seen a woman up close.  He missed sweet wine, and fresh bread, and warm fire, and even the crazed flash of a duel, all of these.  But none of them so much as his missed women.  Not to serenade or seduce, just to see them, to be around them, their fragrant perfumes, their flowing hair, their easy laughter.  Just be near a woman: that was the essence of freedom.

Not that he was any slouch when it came to seduction.  He spoke well for a sailor, and he could handle a sword better than most marines.  He was not handsome, but his battle scars set him well, spoke of his courage and his service, and his beard, even after weeks without a barber, was thick and lustrous.  But now, he would never have a chance to seduce a lady, or even make one smile.  Upon his cheek was the burned V, for violador – rapist - and that meant he could never speak to anyone again.  It itched every night as the cold seeped into the hot scar and stung every morning as fresh hairs pulled on the puckered flesh.  It was half a year since the branding, and still it throbbed and cracked and made his eyes water.  And for the rest of his life, it would mark him as the worst kind of criminal, except a coward.  No hombre would share his table, no mercato give him work, and no senorita would let him kiss her hand, not ever again.

And for what?  Because he had slapped Ilena in the streets.  He had returned from eighteen months at sea to find her in the arms of the Lucarre boy, despite him saving all his shore money up to buy her the silken ribbons she so adored.  The Lucarre lad was a stinking peasant shopboy; he’d killed him first, perhaps too easily, for after that his blood was still fired, still hungry for restitution and revenge.  He’d cursed her and her whole sex, and pushed her away when she begged him to forgive her.  She’d fallen down in the dirt and everyone had seen. And the proteges had branded him the next day.

It was another woman, too, who had landed him where he was now – half-starved and all exhausted, trying to cross five hundred miles to the mountains without a horse or blanket or waterskin or even a sword.  Only whores would touch him now, and after he’d saved every penny he’d somehow picked the one taverna in the city that was about to be shut down by the custodes that very night.  Presumably due to some powermongering by the Inquisition - he had seen the monsignor desperately slipping away, tying up his cassock as he went.  Whoring was illegal for men and women, so the quick-thinking senorita between his legs had screamed rape when she saw the soldiers burst into the salon.  He’d had no time to grab anything but his pants as he had leapt out the window and run off into the night.  

No doubt they had seen his V and marked him for a repeat offender, a fine prize for any proteges or vigilares to bring to the gibbet, because hoof-beats had hounded him all the way to the city walls.  Without supplies, without a plan, he had leapt over them and ran and ran and ran, praying to the Maiden and all her family for whatever angels she could spare to grant him wings.

That was three days ago.  Either angels or fear had given wings to his feet and he had made it far north, into the dry desert of La Mesa.  So far, he had not met any more soldiers, but only because he had taken care to stay out of every village, taverna and outpost he had spied on the horizon.  That was less help the further north he went however, as the last few trees thinned out and the hills gave way to the endless plains of wheat and oilseed – a soldier on horseback could see for twenty miles in all directions, and a lone man without a horse would definitely warrant further investigation.  

That was why he had, for the moment, abandoned his wild walking and crept close to the taverna by the cattle farm.  His plan was to get to the mountains, for in those wild, rustic hills all chase would be lost and a wild man might grow his hair long to hide his face.  There were mines too, and from what he heard the life of a miner was harsh enough that there was no time or energy to curse your fellow digger.  It was a good plan, but if he was going to live long enough to reach those peaks, he desperately needed food and drink and a cloak.  And a sword in case he met anyone on the way.  And now that he could no longer hide in the wild, there was no risk in creeping close.

But perhaps all for nought.  Although it was only early morning, the taverna was bustling with people.  He’d had only a moment to grab a saddle blanket from the back palisade before men had come to break their fast in the crisp morning air.  Strong churro had been followed by sweet wine, then a sweet smelling omelet stuffed with mushrooms and spicy ground beef.  Rico had been raised above a ristorante and knew all too well the wonders of food and despite all his years eating slop and tack at sea, he never lost his amour for it.  Lying flat in the grass he was close enough to smell every spice and his eyes watered with a third hunger.

The crowds did not thin as the breakfast hour past but soon enough he saw a new chance – among the risers were a coach party, heading west.  They might take him closer to the mountains; if not they might have plenty worth stealing.  Stealing, in fact, seemed the best option of all, as the servants were bustling back and forth with chests and boxes.  Big chests, he saw, as he craned his head as far as he could through the grass.  Big chests meant big money.  Something definitely worth stealing.

He didn’t have much time; the coach would not delay long no matter who their master was.  Looking around for inspiration, he saw it instantly, and his feet were rushing him through the paddock before the idea was even finished.

Not far down hill from the taverna was a tiny lake for the cattle.  Heedless of being spied by the diners he pushed through the dozy cows and splashed into it.  With the hard-earned skill of a sailor, his teeth tore into the muslin of the blanket.  A start, and then with a wrench, it was in two.  One half he tore again and again, making strips.  Again with a sailor’s dexterity he wove them in and out, splashed them in the water and pulled hard.  In but ten minutes, he had made a strong rope.  Now, he knew, came the hard part.

He made his way slowly through the grass towards the palisade.  In the next field, standing alone was his goal: a large redbacked bull, munching with a kind of godlike patience on his cud.  Living by the sea, and poor, Rico had seen only a few proper toreos in his life, but every boy in the square knew the form from the time he could run.  Now, it would be his time to try his hand in the ring.  With great care, he crawled through the fence.  The bull turned with matching slowness but with no loss of menace, regarding Rico with a dull stare.  For a moment, the two froze in a tableau, both unsure whether to run.  Then with a shake, the bull bent down to pull grass anew, and Rico exhaled.

Like a tightrope walker at a carnivale he walked one foot in front of the other, step by shaking step, in a long arc.  His heart beat was pounding in his ears, which also craned for any sound.  As his eyes stared at the bulls enormous hoofs padding the ground, he swore he could hear shouts from the taverna behind him, shouts of him being discovered or the coach leaving.  Time, he knew, was desperately running out, yet he could not hurry, not with the terrible beast eyeing him again.  And now, now he stood directly between the beast and the bar, he had to catch those terrible eyes in full.

Without taking his eyes from the beast, he pulled the half of the blanket from inside his sleeve.  Bright yellow threads and scarlet braid caught the morning sun.  The bull twitched, excited.  With a flick of his wrist, he unrolled it to full length.  The bull blinked and snorted.  With his other hand, Rico gripped the makeshift rope tight.  At sea, he had learnt the art of taking a beating from a rope flail – how to roll your back at just the right second to save the flesh from breaking.  As he’d risen in ranks, he’d learnt too how to whip so the bosun smiled to hear the crack, but only the lightest ends hit the skin of the fellow tied to the yardarm.  He could place a rough coil of bowline on a mayfly’s nose if he was asked. It was no spear or sword, but it would have to do.  His gaze unbroken, he tilted the yellow blanket towards the ground with is right hand.  And with his left, a savage flick of his wrist sent the wet rope burning across the bull’s nose.

With a roar as much as scream as shout the bull jumped forward.  Rico stumbled, half fell and felt his pants fill with warm wetness.  He couldn’t believe a thing ten times his weight could move so fast.  And it hadn’t even looked at the damn blanket.  Thinking quickly, Rico hid the rope behind the curtain of cloth, and rose it up high.  He waved it back and forth, till the bull’s eyes followed it.  Underneath, his knuckles tightened again around the rope, and then with another crack, he split the bull’s soft black nose.

The horns went up and came down with terrible force.  As much in panic as with will, Rico’s arm dropped to the side and the horns bore down further, following the bright blanket.  Rico realised he was on his knees again, and threw himself backwards, rolling through the dust.  As he did so, the blanket flew the other way, and the bull took another gigantic leap forward.  Rico felt the ground shake when those hooves hit the soil. But he smiled, because it was working – the horns had followed the blanket, not him.

He rolled back and grabbed the blanket off the ground.  Struggling up and peddling backwards he held it high, like a pennant, and the horns curved up, trying to catch the flying target.  Rico laughed with mad glee as the deadly horns missed him entirely, the bull mesmerised by the flash of colour.  The bull snorted in fury, and shook wildly.  Rico doubled back, almost tripping, but held his ground.  The bull stepped after him, sizing up its prey, uncertain as why and how it moved so fast.  Rico stared back into those eyes, feeling more alive than in any battle.  His heart beat like a battle-drum, loud and angry.  Dimly he could hear shouts now, from behind.  He had been spotted, no doubt, but more, he was near.  It was almost over.  One or two more passes.  He could definitely live through one or two more.

He ran back four steps, waving the blanket wildly.  The bull obligingly followed, rising to a trot that Rico realised too late would effortlessly become a charge.  He tossed the blanket down and dropped prone.  Turning, he saw he was in trouble – the bull had caught the blanket on its left horn and pulled it high.  Triumphantly, it rammed the horn back into the soil, tearing the blanket further.  As it rose again, Rico saw a chance, and took it, whipping his rope from under him and hitting the blanket, not the bull.  It tore all the way, flew free of the rough horns and blew towards the fence.  With a roar the bull leapt – Rico clearly saw all four hooves off the ground - and impaled the woollen remnant into the wood.  

Splinters flew as the bull worked its horn free.  Its anger grew as it did, its huge feet driving up dirt clouds as it pulled back and forth.  Sliding back through the dirt away from those terrible horns, Rico breathed dust but didn’t care.  He had no time left; the shouts had become determined, angry; people knew they were in danger, that some madman was working the bull into a frenzy.  Nothing for it now but to hope the beast went forward, and left him alive.  He saw his target, pulled his arm around and struck with terrible accuracy.  The speeding knot tore across the bull’s hanging manhood, ripping skin in a strike that would have felled a giant.  The bull bellowed a cry of incomprehensible rage and leapt through the fence.  Its back legs flew out as it did, and a hoof smashed into Rico’s head.  For a second, everything he went black.

The Estalians have many proverbs involving a wild bull, but none do them justice.  It has no logic, no pattern, no comprehension.  It is only destruction, unknowable, uncontrollable, unavoidable.  The outside tables were smashed to splinters in a second.  Screams from men and women echoed.  A woman falling back into the kitchen threw her purple table cloth, and the bull lunged with desperate rage.  The masonry door frame exploded into dust at the thunderous impact.  Smashing stone with its skull, however, slowed the monster down a pace, and also tore its left horn, leaving it hanging low and bloody.  In agony the bull tried to retreat, but trapped in the door it couldn’t turn.  It threw itself sideways, crashing its head back through the wall a second time, its body swinging around like a monstrous flail, knocking tall men over like ragdolls.  It righted, or tried to right, leapt backwards again, and with a hideous snap its back left leg severed as it failed to clear the stone ruins that were left of the back wall.  But not even this could stop it.  It saw a gold-braided waist coat flash on a poor soldier on the ground, and it drove its one good horn home.  The man died instantly: the weight alone exploded his heart before he even felt the gashing of his flesh.  Blood gushed from him like a ripe persimmon.  

Fresh for more revenge, the bull lashed left and right, slashing at skin and muslin and wood, leaping like a demented frog to favour its useless leg.  Blood and sparks and splinters followed those terrible swoops.  A brave fool with a harness had his arm torn apart as those razor sharp horns came across.  A second later the horns flicked back again and tore his jaw off his face.  

Then came the blades.  With one leg gone, it couldn’t spin fast enough to hold them back.  A crowded taverna found almost two dozen swordmen, and they cut and tore at its flanks.  It rolled and lurched, destroying all that was left of the patio, tearing down the supports that held the trellis above.  The ivy-covered frame sat on it like a deformed laurel wreath, spinning around on its undulating neck. Even lame and half-horned, it tore flesh and smashed bone, ground wood to dust, stone to powder as it kept spasming left and right to deter attackers from its flanks.  Soon enough though, it realised it could not stop the attacks on its rear quarters.  With a last fearful shoulder roll to clear the way, it strutted forward into a rocking run, its broken leg trailing back and forth as its hips swung wildly to support the limp.  When it reached the pasture fence, it fell down and died.

It was more than half an hour before anyone thought of anything but the bull, and by then Rico was three miles down the road.  He’d found his feet even before he’d regained his sight and blinked into brightness to find himself sprinting in mostly the right direction – past the house and straight for the road.  Not a soul had remained to guard the now almost fully laden coach, but Rico hadn’t taken any chances.  He’d grabbed the two largest chests – surely the most valuable – and a slingbag of wine and made for the stables as if the bull was behind him.  He found a young plains mustang, fast as lightning he rightly guessed, tore its reign from the tie-beam and beat its flank bloody down the morning road, the chests tight under his arms.

Rico was no horseman.  The mustang knew it too, and did its best to ride Rico off with its speed.  He held on for grim death, pulling the reigns until the steed’s gums burned as hot as his thighs.  After half an hour the horse gave up the struggle and charged off the road straight into the nearest stream.  By then Rico had neither the strength nor will to stop it.  In fact, he welcomed it, for he was dry with the terror of it all.  He unhitched his feet from the brass stirrups and dropped into the river like a stone.

He lay unmoving for a full ten minutes, until the hammering in his head stopped and he could breathe without his chest aching.  The horse too had calmed, and had snuffled at him with annoyance and walked downstream in search of fresh clover.  He let it go. They would be on his tail soon enough, but for the moment, for one sweet moment, he could rest and enjoy the cool water and the hope of the riches he would find in the chests.  Slowly he peeled off his filthy clothes, wrung them out and laid them on the rock.  The chests were large and bulky, and that spoke of likely clothes and boots, if not weapons – and the latter could get him the former, no doubt.  He let himself laugh, and it came out like a cannon roar as he swam to inspect his prizes where they had fallen.

Despair came like a cannon blow a few minutes later.  The big chest was as empty as a cavern, holding only a single treasure – a fine oakwood guitarra, with strap and music notes.  The second was full, but of masques and costumes, and a tiny lute, and jars of greasepaint.  Entertainers.  Minstrels!  He wanted food, and boots and swords, not – not – not Maiden-whoring minstrels!

He swore and kicked the ground and tore at his bare chest with his dirty nails and fell to his knees as the anger turned into sobs of exhaustion and despair, coming out thick and wet like molasses from his throat.  Salty tears poured down his nose and cheeks until they burned his brand like hot fire.  It was that brought him back to his senses, the pain forcing him to pack cool mud on the wound until the throbbing eased.  But still he had no will to move.  

His thighs were red raw from the ride, his palms cut from the leather, his fingers and shoulders locked into a rictus of exhaustion.  His forehead, he only now realised, had been torn open by the bull’s hoof, and ached whenever he closed his eyes.  And it had been three days now since he had eaten – he’d spent his last dinner money on that damned whore.  He stared at the horse chewing grass and wondered if a man could live on such things.  He’d eaten worse at sea.  But he’d heard of men going mad from eating grass, their tongues and lips bright green as they frothed and shook to death.  No, not grass.

He thought about eating the mustang, assuming of course that he could kill it, and gut it, and strip it…and he was still without a sword.  Too much damn work, and then he would be stuck wherever he now was with once again nothing but his legs to carry him. Lucky horse, he thought – if I could carry a man for a day, I might be given oats and water, not thrown in prison because of some brand on my face.  That was what he needed – some way to earn a coin.  With just a handful, he could buy a meal.  With two handfuls, he could play some dice and win a sword.  With a sword and a meal, why – he could take on the world again.  All he needed was a handful.  He looked at the horse again. He was exhausted now, but maybe he could pull a plough or hoist a barn in the morning.  If he could find a farm, he could find something he could do.  Or sell or hire the horse to do something else.  Lucky horse, he thought again – a brand on it only made it more valuable.   Of course, he’d have to paint over this brand if he wanted to –

Once again, he found himself running before the idea was finished.  Into the second chest. Three hats, no use.  Two domino masques – useless.  And then there it was: some kind of bird shape, with the beaked mouth low enough to cover his entire cheek.  He laughed again, and it came out choked and tearful with exhaustion, but with no less triumph.

That night, ten miles away, Capo the Cockerel arrived at the taverna of Escudora Esperoza, a tiny town with nothing to recommend it.  The servorina he met first told them they were so small a town that no minstrels had visited them for years.  Rico – now hidden under the mask and the few feathers he had added to it to complete the illusion smiled to himself and thanked the Maiden the girl’s mother was still fetching water.  By the time the matrona returned, he was eating good beef chorizo in pepper sauce and drinking yeasty ozo – and without ever playing a note.

The mask made it hard to get the fork up to his mouth, but – as he told the servorina at length, the Cockerel did not reveal his true face until the end of his show.  Underneath the mask a layer of red greasepaint hid the scar somewhat, but the sweat would rinse it off over time, and he would not take the chance.  The girl accepted his ridiculous pageantry with wide-eyed wonder; her mother had simply grunted with admonishment and taken away the wine bottle.  More, she’d said, after a song.

His mother had taught him to play, long, long ago, in the hostel above the ristorante, before he was thirteen.  After that, he was old enough to go to sea and he had rushed to it.  But – as his mother had said then, he recalled – a boy never forgets his first lessons.  Unprompted, his fingers curled into familiar positions, and he croaked out one of the old soldier songs.  It wasn’t much, but with a flourish he blamed his travels and exhaustion, and the young girl applauded and then the rest of the taverna joined in.  With another grunt, her mother filled his glass, and he thanked the Maiden for his mother.

And the rest was simply the art of the silver tongue.  Before Ilena, before the brand, he had wooed his share of senoritas by the dockyards and any sailor keen to rise to the ranks of the whipper rather than the whipped knew what to say to the bosun and how to say it.  Yes, Rico could weave a tale very well, and what began as a litany of excuses for his poor performance and dire need for food to ensure a greater performance on the morrow became the performance itself.  In a small town, tales are worth more than music, and he soon earned another glass of wine as the fire was restocked and more folk gathered to see the marvel – the man dressed like a cockerel who crowed of the paradise islands and ocean wonders.  Beneath the mask, Rico’s smile grew wider and wider, and he even dared to pass a bag around, asking – with the great humility only a master tale-teller can muster – for what few coins his audience might have.  He was aiming low, but he was still disappointed with the collection – eight coppers and a bent nail from the bobbing idiot who clapped at every pause – but it was something.  And, as he begun another tale, he ordered drinks for everyone.  The grunting matrona knew her role in such proceedings well enough, bringing him his free cup for ensuring all the others paid.

The night wore on.  The wine seeped deep inside him, and the fire-warmth curled in from the outside.  Together they found the cracks and crevices which he thought might never be warm, or sated, or hopeful again, and filled him.  For the first time in his long vigil, he relaxed and let himself truly feel the weariness in his bones.  Then there was another round, and the weariness left too, and the boy who had juggled knives below decks for bets crawled back into Rico’s head.  He asked for a whip, and – coin-bag at the ready for another collection – promised them the grandest tricks he could conceive.  They grumbled, but when he took the pipe from the old man’s mouth their hands went for the coin purses.  This was a night no one in Escudora Esperoza would ever forget, and they would pay far more than coppers for it.

And then the door burst open, and it all ended again, in another sudden blow.  Framed in darkness at the door were the unmistakable helmets of the vigilares, the police of the roads and farmlands.  Rico froze, his tongue dead in his mouth like a bell without a clapper, his hands locked like he had the palsy.  For a second it seemed like time had stopped, or that the leader of the band was deliberately holding the moment, smiling to see his prey twist in the snare – 

· and then they entered as if nothing had happened.

There were four of them, tired, sweaty and dusty from riding.  They called for wine and meat and for the next half-hour all the action in the taverna surrounded them, as the matrona fussed over them and the folk asked questions about the road.  Rico found his movement and desperately fell into the background.  Behind the masque sweat poured down his face that had nothing to do with the heat.  It mixed with the greasepaint and dragged a red stain across his neck.  Meanwhile, he watched them.  The jefe of the troupe of four moved through the handful of people that had just been his audience, shaking hands and asking names – clearly he was a stranger here, too.  Not a good sign – they would be less swayed by the local folk’s admiration for him.  Meanwhile, the same admiration was already making him a target – every time the jefe shook a hand the shaker pointed towards Rico with a smile, and the jefe followed the gaze, and nodded.  Rico saw those eyes and recognised the look of every bosun he’d ever served under – they were the eyes of a man who knew how to hunt other men, wherever they hid.

Rico glanced at the door, then towards the kitchen.  Neither would be reached without being spotted, in a small place like this.  Still, if he had another distraction – there were horses now, and even tired ones would buy him some time.  Or perhaps he could simply hide himself in plain sight – drop the bottle near him and pretend to be drunk.  No, too risky, he concluded – they might take off his masque in an attempt to make him comfortable, and then he’d be in irons or the flames by morning.  A distraction then – alcohol, in the fire?  It was dangerous – he’d as likely ignite himself – but he had nothing else.  Unless – unless – 

“Ho!” the shout was boisterous; authority mixed with complete joy.  “Look at this, jefe!”  The tallest vigilare across the room was holding up his guitarra, having scooped it up from the bench where he’d left it to play his whip games.  The jefe was up to standing in a moment, his eyes glistening.  “A guitarra?  Here?  And such a fine one!” he added, taking it and holding it close.  “So your tale teller is also a minstrel?” he asked the old man with the pipe to whom he’d been speaking to mostly since his arrival.  “Bring forth the fine fellow!  We must have a song!”

Rico froze again, feeling nothing move but a thick greasy dollop of sweat sliding past his eye and pooling into the ragged trough of his scar.  The jefe didn’t seem to notice, and came towards him, holding up the guitarra.  Rico choked into voice, going down again his list of reasons he could not sing – exhaustion, his throat after telling so many tales – but they all died as the jefe closed in, and Rico saw nothing except those dark, hungry eyes, those bosun eyes, the eyes of a hunter that would not be denied.  “A song” he said simply, and there was all the power in the world behind the words.  Rico swallowed on a dry throat, nodded, tried to smile, and took the guitarra.

As he backed up and sat down, the jefe kept his eyes on Rico, those same hungry eyes, and a smile twitched under his toros moustache.  At that, Rico began to really panic.  He wondered if they knew who he was already, or at least suspected.  He was a stranger, his face was covered…yes, he was three days from the city but a bounty might have been set for a double-rapist, and there was no prize so small a vigilare would ignore it.  Cold terror crept through Rico’s veins, flushing out all the warmth he’d gained, and his fingers seemed to creak in protest as he bent them back into place around the neck of the instrument.

Rico closed his eyes, trying to remember his lessons, trying to forget the cold, hungry stare of the jefe, trying to forget the vigilares and the taverna and just remember his songs, a song, any song, because all he needed was one good song and he might stay free, and not go back in irons to the Tower, and be branded again, at best.  He might sleep tonight on straw instead of stone, and in the morning reach the feet of the mountains, and be safe.  All he needed was a song to put the jefe’s suspicions to rest, and cheer the heart of his men.  For that – yes, a soldier’s song.  His mother had sung one to him, but he had never quite mastered it.  It had clapping in the chorus, though, and maybe the audience would carry it.  

Rico opened his eyes and put the guitarra aside.  “Apologies, senores” he said with another bow, “I will sing but I do not quite recall how to play this one, but it is a song I think our new guests will most enjoy.”  Rico shut his eyes again, glad the mask would hide it as he looked back in his mind, back to those days above the ristorante, back to the sound of his mother’s soulful voice above the alleyways.  And he began to sing.

It was an old song, about the men coming home from battle.  It had a drummer’s beat to it, and by the time he hit the second chorus, the whole crowd had joined him.  Each verse came back to him as he sang, the memory suddenly as fresh as the day he learnt it.  Opening his eyes, he saw the matrona bringing more drinks to the vigilares and felt his heart beat finally slow, felt his blood warm again, his muscles relax.  He began to move and approximate a kind of dance, and that boy who juggled knives and danced with killer bulls woke up again.  As quickly as he ran out of verses he had already decided to keep singing and add his own, turning each chorus into an excuse to drink, drink, drink, hoping the soldiers and everyone else would soon be too drunk to care about anything.  And so the song went on, growing louder and more jubilant as it went.  It was a soldier’s song, after all, with pain and suffering, yes, but still joyful to be coming home.  

The song took the whole taverna into its aura, and carried them along, and he was now so exhausted with terror and fret, Rico let it take him too.  He began to add more personal verses, finding rhymes about the hell of serving at sea, of the cruelty of bosuns and the indifference of captains, and got a rising cheer from his audience when he suggested those were always in their cabins with their cabin-boys when danger reared its head.  He pressed home the advantage, and kept on singing about salacious matters – of welcoming whores who raise their prices for every weeping sore upon their thighs, and faithless women who lack even have the honour of disguise, to pretend their hearts are broken and tears upon their eyes when a sailor returns once more to them to find another in their bed, and all promises forgotten that were made of maidenhead, and of dominars so petty and laws so black and white, and their custodes all so weak-willed, blown on wind-breaths like a kite, who would clap a man in irons for an act so pure and just, and mark his cheek forever with a burning piece of rust, and cast him out eternal to die down in a ditch, for ever having dallied with a faithless little –

- and his words hit his ears too late, and he stuttered and stopped, and that made his error undoubtably clear.  He spun, looking for the jefe, and found him just as the tallest vigilare grabbed him from behind and tore off the masque.  For a second, there was nothing but Rico and those hungry bosun’s eyes, and the slight smirk under the toros moustache.  Rico tried to panic, to run, the door was just a few feet from him but he found his feet were leaden anchors.  He had nothing left to fight with.

It was only after two of the vigilares grabbed his arms that some kind of memory kicked in, and he started struggling.  It was all he could think to do, although now he had no plan and couldn’t imagine breaking free of the cold fingers that seemed stronger than manacles around his biceps.  

Court was set up in the courtyard.  The last vigilare lit the torches as he was dragged on his knees into the centre.  A few customers crowded the door, but none ventured outside.  This was vigilare business, and they turned back to their own lives now the songs were over.  Rico sagged like a sandbag between the two guards who held him, his head flopped forward on his chest, his eyes closed, his breathing slow.  It was over now, he figured.  What was next was a long walk in manacles back to town for a bounty, but at least it was an end to the running, and the starving, and the terror.  

But fear is a well that never runs dry.  Rico discovered this when he looked up at the clang of iron from the door way.  Silhouetted in the doorway was the jefe, the flames of the fire inside glowing orange, and in his hand, like a twisted daemon’s tail, was a black rod with a burning red tip.  And then the fear came back, slowly at first but rising and rising like a coming earthquake that seemed to never end.  His whole body shook and the two large men pushed all their weight down, driving him to the floor, and still could not hold him still.  A long low call came from his mouth, not even a scream or a shout, just one long moan of uncontained panic, broken only by rocking, spastic sobs that twisted his entire chest.  His legs shot out as if he could run.  But there was no escape, and no stopping the jefe.  He stepped closer and closer, bringing up the iron bar as he did, until the end was level with his eyes.  Heated from the coals, it burned bright as a lamplight, yellow sparks flitting off into the darkness beyond that hard face and those bosun eyes.

Rico began to scream.  Spit and bile spattered from his throat.  He already knew the pain of it, and to dread it again was a fear so absolute it felt like it was tearing him apart.  But the two men held him, and the third came to help.  The last had been raised on a pig farm, and with a calm and practised skill, pinned Rico’s head completely still between his legs.  Despite all his strength and all his wild panic he at last found he couldn’t move.  All he could was scream and soon his throat was ragged and his breath ran to a blood-soaked hiss.  And in the silence, the jefe whispered as he took the last step close.

“This,” he said, his bosun’s eyes for the first time showing something other than hunger, “is for the song.” And the brand came down like a hammer.

Rico made a noise like a dying daemon.  The sound came first, then pure white pain blanking everything.  He felt like he was a lit torch, his whole face consumed in fire.  With some unknown vestige of pure animal terror he let that fire devour him, burning along his muscles, finding new strength.  He pushed up and felt the lock on his neck give.  Suddenly, there was a flash of hope, and it hit his terror like a match to gunpowder.  The manacles on his arms slipped.  Strong men went flying.  And Rico ran and ran and ran, ran like a maddened bull, ran like a daemon driven, ran into the night like a spark from a fire.

The Shallyans found him next morning, half drowned in an icy river.  The ice saved his life, as the wound did not fester, although he spent a week raving on a pallet as the burn bubbled, popped with pus and dried to a shrivelled sac.  It was only a month later, when the bandages finally came off and he was walking again, that he realised his luck had begun long before the healing sisters had found him.  Staring in the sacred fountain, he saw the old V was gone, twisted with one hot stab into an unreadable squiggle.  When it knitted, it might even be mistaken for a powder burn or a poorly-seared sword-scar.  And through the clouded memory of that night, he heard the words of the jefe echo, and he wondered about the things that might move a man’s heart.

“This”, the jefe had said, “is for the song”…
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