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THE PLAGUE SEASON WAS good timeto be out of London, especidly sinceit often meant the

closing of the playhouses. And athough Smythe much preferred the excitement of the city and working at
James Burbage's Theatre to the quiet, uneventful country life hed left behind, carts passing by outside
one'swindow loaded with stinking corpses rotting in the summer hest had away of mit-igating London's
worldly charms. Neverthel ess, when he found out that the Queen's Men were going on the road, he was
much less concerned about the plague than the possibility that he might not be asked to come aong.

He was not, after dl, a shareholder in the company or even one of the key supporting players. The
boy apprentices who played the fema e parts were of much more va ue to the Queen's Men than he was
asamere ostler who only played occasiona small roles and helped out with odd jobs around the
playhouse. He had no stake in the profits of the company, other than wishing they'd do well, and to date,
the only rolesthat he had played were smdl and insig-nificant, mere walk-ons of the sort given to
ordinary hired men such as himself. Even those, as undemanding as they were, he knew held botched, for
the mogt part. If not for hisfriend, Will Shakespeare, whom the company had learned to valuefor his
versdility, he was convinced they would have let him go by now.

"Nonsense," Shakespeare said, when Smythe confided hisworriesto hisroommate. "Therésadwaysa
place in the theatre for ahandsome lad with agood leg, a stout chest, and afine, strong pair of
shoulders." He spoke without putting down his pen or looking up from his smal writing desk, which was
pushed up againgt abare wall opposite their bed in their lodgings at The Toad and Badger, in St. Helen's
parish.

Smythe frowned. The poet's wit often had a biting edge and he could wield it as adroitly asa cutpurse
used hisbodkin. Hewas not sure if the remark was meant to chide him. "And just what do you mean by
thet, pray tdl?"

Theirritation in histone caused Shakespeare to look up from hiswork and sigh, then glance back at
him over his shoulder. Hislarge, unusudly expressive dark eyes, the poet's dominant featurein a
somewhat sallow face that was otherwise not especialy remarkable, held alook of exasperated
resignation. "1 mean, Tuck, that there are other attributesto be valued in aplayer aside from hisability to
act. And 'tisindeed afortunate thing for you, my friend, for of a cer-tainty, you are no grest threat to Ned
Alleyn and our colleagues at the Rose.”

The company was ill smarting from the defection of Edward Alleyn, formerly their festured player, to
the Lord Admird's Men, who played at the Rose Thesatre. Together with the recent death of the
long-ailing Dick Tarleton, whose comedic talents had been alarge factor in their company's success,
Alleyn's departure had been asevere blow to the Queen's Men. They ill had their enviable name, for
there could be no more august patron than Her Royal Mgesty, but their fortunes had, of late, been on the
decline. Smythe knew that the frugtration of seeing arival company's star in the ascendant while theirs
was on the wanewas in part responsible for hisfriend's sarcastic remark. But he also knew the larger
fault was his own, not only for interrupting Will while he wastrying to work, but for putting himin the



awkward position of standing up for an inferior actor smply because that actor happened to be his
room-mate and hisfriend.

"Well, | deserved that, | suppose,” Smythe said, glumly.

Shakespeare sighed again and put down his pen. He pulled off hisink-stained, calfskin writing glove,
which had no mate for he had made it for himself for this specific purpose, dropped it on the table and
then turned around to face him. "Right then," he said, placing his hands upon his knees and regarding him
with agteady, direct gaze. "Let'shaveit. Out with it."

"Out with what?" asked Smythe.

"Whatever matter stalks the [abyrinthine mazes of your mind like some perturbed spirit,” Shakespeare
replied, dryly. "Give vent toiit, for 'tisclear that | shal have no peacetil you have unburdened yoursdf.”

"Nay, Will, | have distracted you enough aready with my own concerns. Y ou must return to yours
and work upon your sonnets, for 'tisthat work which pays our rent.”

"Y ou contribute your fair share," Shakespeare responded. "And in truth, 'tisnot asif this sort of work
requires grest labor, though it does seem laborious, betimes. A poet who sings the praises of some
aritocratic popinjay for afew poundsislittle better than atrollop who knedsfor afew shillings. Yet if
fortune must condemn me as a dishonest sonneteer, at least | am an honest strumpet in giving forth to the
best of my ability. But now we stray. Of late, my friend, you have been ruled by amost bilious humor.
Ever snce you learned that the Queen's Men were going on the road, you have been sulking like an
errant schoolboy sent indoorsto learn his horn-book. This sullen truculence of yoursis most unseemly.
What alsyou, Tuck?"

"l have dready given you the cause of my distemper.”

"And | have sought to reassure you. Never fear, Tuck, you are coming with us, that I'll warrant. With
Ned Alleyn and Dick Tar-leton both departed, one for amore prosperous venue and the other,
presumably, for amore virtuous one, the Queen's Men need dl the help that they can muster.”

"But, Will, | can scarce replace either Dick Tarleton or Ned Alleyn,” Smythereplied. "I can neither
clown or danceajig, nor, intruth, can | act with any greet ability."

"Well, in truth, you cannot act with any ability at al," said Shakespeare. "Asfor clownsand jig
dancers, they have had their day. The groundlings may dill find some amusement in the brainless
caperings of that oaf Kemp and hisilk, but it shal not be long ere that sort of thing beginsto pall upon
them. One can only see so many clownish jigs and pratfals before the novelty wears off. On the other
hand, people never seem to tire of comely lads and lasses, and you, young Symington Smythe, are afine,
handsome figure of aman whom lads and lasses both find comely. What is more, you not only have a
way with horses as befits a proper ostler to the gentry and nobility, but are askilled farrier and smith to
boot, and have the strength of abull, qualitiesdways of great vaue to any company of playerson the
road."

"So then, you hold that my only attributes are my strong body and good looks?" asked Smythe.
"Wdl, for my own part, | find many qualitiesin you to vaue asafriend, but so far as the company
maly be concerned, it does help to have some attractive people on the stage. And aside from one or two
apprentices who have the comeliness of youth, the Queen's Men, sad to say, are not avery comely lot."

Though he knew that Will meant well, Smythe did not find the poet's words encouraging. Ever since
he had seen hisfirgt play put on in the courtyard of avillageinn by atraveling company of play-ers, the
very Queen's Men who now played at the theatre where he was employed, he had nursed a childhood
dream of becoming aplayer himsdlf, but unfortunatdly, hisfather had not supported him in that ambition.

A man with consderable ambitions of hisown, Symington Smythe the elder had been scanddized at
the notion that the son who bore his name wanted to become something as disreputable and low class as
aplayer. He had secured his own status as a gentle-man with great expense and much currying of favor
and had his eyes set upon aknighthood. Having his only son wishing to become a player was smply
unacceptable. Instead, in the belief that some hard work would knock some sense into his head and at
least teach him a decent and respectable trade, he had him apprenticed to a smith, his own less fortunate
younger brother, Thomas, who had not stood to inherit the estate.

Living with hisuncle, astrong, but steady-tempered, patient and amicable man, Smythe had learned



the craft of smithing, growing ever stronger as he grew ever more adept. He dways had alove for horses
and anatural way with them, which had aso made him agood farrier. But above dl dse, helearned
something from his uncle that few people could teach and fewer still could master.

The art of making blades was Thomas Smythe's true passion. He could work metal with extraordinary
skill and had taught his nephew amost everything he knew. HisUncle Tom believed he had agift for it
and agood futurein the guild, but though he had picked up his uncleslove for the demanding craft of
metalworking, Smythe's dream of acting on astage had never |eft him. When at last he learned that his
father had bankrupted himsdlf in hisvain and injudicious pursuit of atitle, he decided there was nothing
|eft to prevent his setting out for London to pursue his dream.

A series of serendipitous events had brought him closer to the redlization of that dream than he would
have thought possible after so short atimein London. While still en route, a an inn near the outskirts of
the city, he had met afdlow traveler named Will Shake-speare, himsalf on the way to London with
hopes of finding work with acompany of players. They fell in with each other and decided to share
quarters and expenses, since neither of them had much money. Soon afterward, a chance encounter with
none other than the flamboyant and controversia poet, Christopher Marlowe, had gained them an
introduction to Richard Burbage, whose father owned the thegtre where the Queen's Men played.
However, though they had found employment at the Burbage Thesetre, Smythesfirst attempts at acting as
ahired man had revedled a shortcoming of which he had not previousy been aware. He had, it seemed,
virtualy no talent as an actor.

"Do you see no hope at al for me asaplayer, then?" asked Smythe, morosdly.

"No hope?' Shakespeare shrugged. "Wdll, | would not wish to see aman left hopeless, least of dl my
closest friend. Nor would | wish to lay the burden of false hope upon him, ether. Let us say, insteed, that
| see little hope. But do not despair, Tuck, for by the sametoken, | seelittle hope for myself, aswell.
Methinks | might fare better as a poet than a player, but ‘twould seem Chris Marlowe haslittle moreto
fear from me than Ned Alleyn hasfrom you. Y et, be that asit may, 'tis grateful we should be, for we
have work while many othersin these hard times go abegging.”

"True" said Smythe, folding hisarms behind hishead as he lay upon the bed, staring at the ceiling.
Timeswere hard in England. People were flocking to London from al over the country, desperate to find
work. It was difficult enough just finding lodging in acity where smal rooms such astheir own were often
occupied by entire groups of unrelated people, deeping on the floor and making do as best they could.
Asif in afterthought, he added, "I should be thank-ful, | suppose.”

Shakespeare stared at him for amoment and then shook hishead. "That is not the end of it, methinks.
Thereis something e se that troubles you, quite aside from your gpprehensions about your standing with
the company. Thevery air around you is oppressive with your melancholy. What disturbs you, truly?"

Smythe grimaced. "Nothing, redly. Except. . . wdll. . . 1 wasthinking of Ned Alleyn."

Shakespeare frowned. "Alleyn? Why, Alleyn's gone now. What has he to do with aught?"

"Well. . 'twas morein the way he went."

Shakespeare frowned. "He went because he could not improve his fortunes further here and had an
opportunity to do so dsewhere. He was a shareholder in the company, but then he could rise no further.
He knew full well that Dick Burbage standsto inherit the Thestre from hisfather, while Philip Hendowe
has no son to take over the Rose, only adaughter who . . . Ahhh! Now | seeit! Y ou sill have your mind
upon that dewy girl, Elizabeth! Y ou think that if Ned Alleyn can succeed in marrying athestre owner's
daughter, why then, perhaps you might do the same with the daughter of awealthy merchant who ownsa
part of ours."

"Wdl—"

"Well, nothing. | advise you to put that thought straight out of your mind, my friend. Y ou have about
as much chance of taking Elizabeth Darcieto wife as| have of gaining immortality.”

"But what of Alleyn, Will? Was not his stuation much the same as minein most respects?”

" Twas nothing like," said Shakespeare, with asnort. "For onething, Ned Alleyn, for dl of his
insufferable pomposity, happens to be the greatest and most celebrated actor of our time. While you, you
grest buff. .." Shakespeare stopped, cleared histhroat, and then continued. "Well, you are my friend,



Tuck, but we have dready dispensed with our discussion of your dubious abilities upon the stage. Philip
Hendowe knows full well that Alleyn will draw audi-encesto the Rose, much to our disadvantage, and it
only standsto his advantage to seal Ned to the Rose through marriage to his daughter. For his part, Ned
Alleyn stlandsto gain, aswell. Hend owe's daughter, from what | hear, is abuxom, young and pretty lass
with amost amiable disposition, but the main attraction is, of course, the Rose, which Alleyn would then
gtand to inherit through the marriage.”

"Aye" said Smythe, "which was precisely why | thought that a player and the wedthy owner of a
playhouse and other diverse ven-tures could, perhaps, despite differencesin class—"

"Hendowe isawedthy man, I'll grant you," Shakespeare inter-rupted, "or at least he seems wedthy
to thelikes of us, but remember heis not agentleman and has no real ambitionsto rise above hisclass.
Heisthe owner of abrothel, for God's sake. Henry Darcie, on the other hand, is truly wedlthy, one of
the most successful mer-chantsin the city, and helongsto improve hislot inlifewith dl his heart and soul.
Already, he sandswell above you, and through his daughter, hopesto rise fill higher. Having her
become involved with amere player would work contrary to those hopes, regardless of how skilled or
popular that player might become. Andinyour case. . . well, theless said of that, the better. In any
event, Hendowe's interests are not the same as Darcie's. Were you to bring in audiencesten times as
large asNed Alleyn might attract, 'twould still make no difference in the end. Through hard work and
dili-gence, and perhaps aminor miracle or two, there may yet be some small hope for you asaplayer,
Tuck, but asasuitor for Liz Darcie, you have none. None whatever. Y ou may aswell giveit up, my lad.
The girl may have graced you with asmile or two, but sheis un-attainable, believe me."

Smythe was moved to argue, but he checked himself. On the face of it, there was nothing Will had
said that he could logicaly dispute. And yet, despite that, he was certain that Elizabeth had fedlings for
him. That day when they first met at the theatre, there had been a spark between them, he felt certain of
it. And then later, when she had found hersdf caught up in aweb of intrigue, adevilish plot designed to
turn even her own family againgt her, she had come to him in desperation, seeking help, and once more,
Smythe had been convinced that something quite significant had passed between them.

When he spoke to Will about it, the poet had done his best to dissuade him, arguing that Elizabeth
Darcie had felt threastened and so had ingtinctively resorted to the age-old tricks inherent in her gender,
using her seductiveness and vulnerability to gain astrong protector. And, Shakespeare had argued, it had
worked.

"She drew you into it, despite your better judgement,” he had said, "and before the thing was ended,
the entire company was placed at risk and | was very nearly murdered!”

Smythe did not need to be reminded of how ns had at-tacked them in the middle of a
production at the theatre. He would not soon forget that! But at the same time, Elizabeth was not to
blame. She had been an innocent, amere pawn in acomplex foreign plot with implications that had
reached to the very highest levels of the government. The role that they had played in helping to defeat
that plot had gained them a powerful friend a court in the person of Sir William Worley, the master of the
celebrated Sea Hawks and the right hand man of Sir Francis Walsingham, one of the queen's chief
ministers and the head of Her Royal Mgjesty's most secret service. Smythe knew that Shakespeare did
not truly hold Elizabeth to blame for that devilish affair or the attempt upon hislife, but he so knew that
Will was not without some rancor when it cameto thefair sex.

He did not know why, precisdy. Shakepeare was rather close-mouthed on the subject, save when he
wasin hiscups, and even then, hereveded very little. Smythe only knew that Will had |eft afamily behind
in Stratford when he cameto London, awife and children whom he never visited, but to whom he sent a
good por-tion of everything he earned, for which reason, despite avery frugd disposition, he never had
any money and was dway's struggling to earn more. Hence, his " strumpet sonneteering,” ashe called it,
writ-ing versein praise of various courtierswho collected such fawning scribblings, paid for them, and
often had them bound into small volumes which they then passed amongst themsdlves and exhibited in
their homes like treasured trophies taken in some hunt. Smythe found it al quite comica and even
childish, yet foolish asit seemed, in such trying times, it could provide some much needed income and, to
afortunate few, even adecent livelihood if their reputations grew and printers sought their work to offer



for saleinthe book stalsa St. Paul's.

The true prize for an ambitious poet lay in securing the patron-age of an aristocrat, as some of the
university men had done. Many noblemen had their own pet poets, as Smythe thought of them, and in
return for their support, these well-educated men of |etters wrote paens of praise for their well-heeled
patrons, likening them in ful-some, cadenced termsto gods or heroes from Greek mythology or ancient
history. Smythe had read severad such dim volumes that Shakespeare had brought home. He had been
amazed that men would pay good money for such drivel and had said 0.

"Drive it may be," Shakespeare had replied, "but if 'twill help to pay our rent and put food into our
empty, growling bellies, then to drivel shall | fix my compassand grandly sail forth.”

And so he did, often working late into the night by candldlight, writing a his desk, asmdl, cruddy
made trestle table now covered with candle wax and ink stains. He was often writing when Smythe fell
adeep, and sometimes was il to be found writing come the morning. To date, he had not yet managed
to find awedthy patron, but he had sold some sonnetsto afew well-born young gentlemen, thanksto an
admiring word or two dropped casualy by Sir William at court, and his name was beginning to become
known as arising young poet. Hewasyet afar cry from being ariva to the likes of Robert Greene or
Thomas Lodge, but then he was till new in Lon-don and did not have the advantage of auniversity
degree to buttress his ambitions. However, he did not et that deter him, not when it came to writing
sonnets, nor when it cameto writing plays.

Thusfar, he had yet to write acomplete play of his own, though he had made extensive notes on
various ideas. Shakespeare'sfirst opportunity to show the company what he could do came when Alleyn
left them in the midst of aproduction that had not been working to begin with. It was unclear who was
the original author of the play, for companiesfrequently performed playsthat were re-written from earlier
versions, which were often rewritten from ear-lier versons dtill, which in turn often came from other
sources. The originad author was often impossible to pinpoint, though as Smythe recaled, this particular
production had all the stamp of Robert Greene uponit.

Though he could not say that it was Greene for certain, the play had apomposity and a
pretentiousness, asmug condecension in its mocking attitude towards the rising middle class that had all
the earmarks of the university men—Greene, in particular—who seemed to despise the very audiencefor
whom they wrote. Or perhaps, as Shakespeare had put it, for whom the companies performed the plays,
for Will believed that the university men actualy wrote less for the playhouse audiences than for one
another. Therein, hein-sigted, lay their truefailing.

For the Queen's Men, the problem was, perhaps, less clearly defined, but neverthelessimmediate.
The play was adisaster and their festured player had summarily quit them for ariva company. Something
needed to be done, and quickly. Seeing his opportunity, Will had stepped forth, volunteering to try his
hand at doctoring the play. Dick Burbage had decided they had nothing to lose by letting him try. If the
young ostler fancied himsdlf a poet, Burbage had told the others, then why not see what he could do? So
what if he was not auniversity-trained man of letters? Who wasto say that he might not come up with an
amusing verse or two that could add some much needed spirit to improve the play? It certainly could not,
Burbage had admitted wryly, be made agreat dea worse.

Shakespeare had not only improved the production by deleting afew lines here and adding afew
there, rewriting the most trouble-some scenes, but he had continued to rewrite in stages, after each
performance, until an dmost entirely new and much improved play had emerged. The company was so
well pleased with the result that they gave him the opportunity of looking over the other playsin their
repertoire, to seeif they might beimproved, aswell.

For Shakespeare, this had brought about a change in fortune that had elevated him from the lowly
post of ostler at the Burbage Thestre to book-holder and sometime actor. Both positions carried more
prestige within the company and brought with them dightly better pay, but as book-holder especidly,
Will now had agreat ded more respongbility. While not quite asimportant asthe role of stage-manager
who assembled the company, assigned al the parts, and saw to it that al the actors received their partsin
manuscript sheets of paper pasted together to form rolls upon which were writ-ten each actor's cues and
speeches, the book-holder worked closaly with the stage-manager, assembling al the properties and



keeping them in good order for every performance, aswell as acting as aprompter and arranging for all
themusic, fanfares, darums, stlage thunder and other incidental noises, and keeping track of dl the cues
and entrances and exits during the performance.

Smythe, meanwhile, remained an ogtler, though more and more, he found himsdf performing menid
work around the theatre, sweeping and maintaining the stage, and making sure there were fresh rushes
strewn acrossthe yard for each performance. It was not quite the glamorous life he had envisioned for
himsalf when he had embarked for London. Instead of basking in the warmth of audience applause, ashe
had so many timesimagined in his daydreams, he often sweltered in the dl too redl stench of what they
|eft behind after each performance.

From timeto time, therewasasmall part for him to play, but the company had learned not to depend
upon his ability to mem-orize hislines, nor upon his execrable sense of timing. Smythe was at a complete
loss to explain these shortcomings. His memory never seemed to fail him save for when he stepped out
upon the stage, a which point it inexplicably went blank and he could not recal even the smplest,
briefest line. Asaresult, he was never sent out on stage alone. To make certain he did not miss his cue,
Will was usudly there to shove him out in the direction he needed to go, and who-ever was dready on
stage dways stood prepared to prompt him if the need arose, asit usudly did. For Smythe, it was
exagperating, but he seemed completely helplessto overcome the situation.

"Stagefright,” Dick Burbage cdled it. " ‘ Tisathing to which most playersfdl victim a onetime or
another. To some, it means merdly an unsettled scomach and adight trembling of the hands or knees, a
sort of giddy, momentary weakness overcome the moment they step out onto the stage and plungeinto
therole. For others, it isanearly unbearable, oppressive pressure in the chest, the heart beating like a
wild thing trying to claw itsway free of theflesh, violent shaking and cold swegts, apardyzing fear that
becomes com-pletely al consuming. And yet, for al that, it often goes away once they step out onto the
stage and become caught up in the play. Most players get over itintime. Still, withafew. . . . it never
truly goesaway.”

"What do such people do?' Smythe asked him.

"Well, if they wish to remain actors, then they must act asif it does not bother them," Burbage had
replied.

"And if they cannot?"

Burbage shrugged. "Then it must inevitably become evident to them that they might well become good
ostlers, or perhaps masons, or smiths or carpenters or coopers, or el se merchants, ironmongers,
jewdlers, butchers, saddle-makers, rivermen or scribes, but sadly, they never can be players. Lack of
talent may be compensated for to some degree with industry and diligence, but nothing in the world may
compensate for lack of courage. Mind you now, having courage does not mean having alack of fear. It
means having the ability to perseverein spite of it. The principleisthe same, you see, whether one stands
upon the stage or upon thefield of battle. The soldier who faces enemy troops and quails beforethemiis,
in some respects, no different from the player who faces an audience and is struck with fear. The singular
difference between them isthat in the sol-dier's case, the fear might well cost him hislife. And thusfar,
Tuck, | have never heard of an audience so hogtile that they have actudly killed aplayer. Still, thereis
awaysafirsttime, | suppose. .. ."

"Look, Tuck," Shakespeare said, interrupting histhoughts, "I have written enough for one night. | need
arespite. Let usgo down-stairs and have some ale. Y ou need to stop this lying about and moping. Most
of the otherswill be down there ill, discussing their preparations for the journey. At least, the oneswho
have not yet drunk themselvesinsensible. Y ou need to get your mind on other things. There will be other
girlsin other towns, doubtless afew pretty enough to make you forget al about Elizabeth Darcie. And
they will doubtless be much more accessble.”

"Perhaps, but they shdl not be Elizabeth," Smythe said. " ‘ Twould never be the same.”

"Blow out the candles, then," Shakespeare replied, wryly. "All catsare gray in the dark, my friend.
Come on, let us go and have ourselves adrink or two or three."

They made their way downgtairs to the adehouse of the Toad and Badger, where they found most of
the members of the Queen's Men till enjoying one another's company after their last perfor-mance and



their ordinary supper of mest pies, de and cheese. Beer, the poor man'sdrink, wasfilling the small hours
asthey smoked their pipes and eagerly discussed their forthcoming departure.

"Ah, Will, Tuck, comejoin ud" called John Fleming, waving them over to the table where they sat.
"Dick hasjust been telling us about our new engagement at the commencement of our tour!"

"What new engagement?' Shakespeare asked, as he signalled the tavern maid for adrink.

"We areto be performing at awedding,” said George Bryan, arecently hired member of the company
who had come to them from another troop of players that had been disbanded. There were fewer acting
companies now that licensure was being more strictly en-forced, especidly in London, and only those
companies with aris-tocratic patrons were licensed to perform.

Smythe sat down next to Bryan and at once found atankard of beer placed before him. He reached
for it, thinking that he never used to drink anything but milk, water or his specid infusion of herbsuntil he
cameto London, where no one seemed to drink anything but wine or beer or ale. Here, water was only
used for cooking or else washing up. No one ever thought to drink it. Wine and ae, however, flowed as
freely as the Thames and drunkenness was so common in the city asto be completely unremarkable. It
was not unusua to see men lying passed out on the streets, utterly in-sensible with drink and vulnerableto
any pickpocket who came aong to lift their purses. Most citizens generaly gave these supine soulsa
wide berth, however, especidly at thistime of the year, for it was by no means certain from outward
appearances, unless one made arisky close inspection, whether it was adrunkard falen into stupor or
elseavictim of the dreaded plague.

Each year, when summer came, the plague took a heavy toll among the citizenry. There were so many
new gravesin St. Paul's Churchyard now that the minister complained about the stench of dl the
decomposing bodies. Smythe grimaced at the thought and took a drink, enjoying the feeling of therich
and heavy brew diding down histhroat. He had devel oped ataste for it, but reminded himsdlf to be sure
to vist Granny Meg o that he could obtain afresh supply of dried herbsfor hisinfusion, arecipe taught
him by another cunning woman from back home. He had been strong and hedlthy when he cameto
London and he intended to do everything he could to stay that way, evenif it made everyone think he
was peculiar for imbibing ahot beverage brewed from weeds. However, the ursine Courtney Stackpole
would not countenance such acuri-ous concoction in histavern, and so Smythe drank beer as he listened
to FHeming and the others, anxious for more news about their tour.

"Thereisto be awedding celebration held at the etate of one Godfrey Middleton, awedthy
merchant and projector,” said Rich-ard Burbage, "who isagood friend of Henry Darcie, well known to
usdl asmy father's partner and thereby part owner of our illus-trious theater. * Tis through the good
offices of Henry Darcie that this specia engagement has been arranged for us.”

" S0 then we are to be performing at some fat merchant'swed-ding?' Shakespeare said, with a
noticeablelack of enthusiasm. " ‘ Tisto be a private performance for the guests, held in some dim, stuffy,
and ill-suited hal?'

"Nay, 'twill be the wedding of hiseldest daughter, Catherine," said Dick Burbage. "And the
performance will be held out of doord™

"A grand pavillion and a stage shdl be built especialy for the occasion on the grounds of the estate,”
said Robert Speed, another member of the company, who had the singular ability of spesking lucidly and
clearly no matter how drunk he became. His bleary-eyed gaze was the only indication of hisinebriated
date as heraised histankard in atoast to the efforts that would be made to ensure a fine performance
and amemorable wedding. " Separate pavillions shal aso be erected as banqueting houses and galleries
to house the au-dience,” he added in stentorian tones, "al of whom will come barg-ing down theriverina
grand progress like Drake's own bloomin' fleet after the defeat of the Armadal 'Ere'sto 'em al, God
bless'em!” He emptied histankard and belched profoundly.

"There are to be three hundred guests or more, most of whom shall be participating in the progress,”
explained Burbage. 'There shall be work aplenty for the rivermen, what with boats and barges all
assembled in aflotillato bear the wedding guests. And the theme for this grand celebration shall be that
of Queen Cleopatragreeting Julius Caesar."

"Oh, what rot!" said Shakespeare, rolling his eyes.



"Indeed,” said Kemp. "Onewould think that it was some elab-orate court masgue held in honor of the
queen, hersdf!”

"Very nearly 0," said Burbage. "Godfrey Middleton seemsin-tent on putting on alavish spectaclein
honor of his daughter, who is marrying into the nobility, thereby doubtlessimproving his own prospects
for an eventud knighthood."

"Ah, just what we need, more knights,” Will Kemp said, puffing on hislong clay pipe. "At the rate that
knighthoods are being handed out these days, they shadl soon be stacking them up like cordwood in the
church."

"Oh, and speaking of knights, thereisto be ajoust, aswell," said Burbage.

"A wedding joust?' said Shakespeare. "Wel, why not? Tis an gpt metaphor for the combative state of
holy matrimony. Has a decision yet been made about which play shall be performed? Per-hapsthe
groom, as Caesar, could be stabbed to death on stage while the bride, as Cleopatra, made a complete
asp of hersdf infront of dl the wedding guests.™

"] votefor that one," Speed said gravely, raising histankard once again and quaffingitinasingle
swalow.

"We have been asked to submit a number of suggestionsfor playsthat would be appropriate to the
occasion.” Burbage said.

Fleming added, "Master Godfrey, in hisanxiety that everything should be just S0, has gpparantly
gppointed himsalf our personal Master of the Revelsfor this particular occasion.”

"We could perform The Unconstant Woman," Shakespeare said, with astraight face.

Will Kemp snorted. "That should prove apopular choice with Master Middleton.” The others
chuckled.

"Y ou think perhaps The Holy State would be appropriate?’ asked Bryan, serioudy.

"With Nashe'slong, windy soliloquies and mordistic pedantry?* said Shakespeare. "Do you wish to
entertain the wedding guests or stupify them al into adumber?!

"Wdll, then, what would you suggest, Will, as our aspiring res-ident poet?' Fleming asked, wryly.
"Which play from among our vast repertoire do you suppose would be the best for such an oc-casion?”’
Fleming might have meant the remark somewhat in jest, thought Smythe, but at the sametime, he

marked the fact that no one laughed. It wasthe firg time that anyone had suggested, seri-oudly or not,
that Will might one day hold such aposition in their company and that no one laughed at the ideawas
evidence of just how much Shakespeare had risen in their generd esteem. He felt pleased for hisfriend,
but at the sametime, hefdt alittle envious.

"WEell, to be serious for amoment—hbut only for amoment—I am not certain it is needful that our
choice of play reflect on the occasion," Shakespeare replied. "That sort of choice would not be without
itsrisks, you know. After al, what gentleman would wish to see agroup of motley players make
comment, through their sport, upon his daughter's marriage? Were we to play something comedic
concerning the generd state of matrimony, then Middleton might fed that we were poking fun at hisown
family. On the other hand, if we chose something like Nashe's play to perform, for dl itsfine, mordistic
sentiments and tone, then he might perceive his daughter and her hushand were being preached to by
ther inferiors. Namely, ourselves."

"Aye, he makes an excellent point,” said Burbage, nodding. "While this shall not be a court
performance, there shal nevertheless be a great many powerful and wedlthy people in attendance. We
want to make this occasion amemorable one, to dl of them aswell as Master Middleton, and not for all
the wrong reasons.”

"Wel, why not acomedy?' asked Kemp. "We could play some-thing spirited and amusing that has
naught to do with marriage, and yet would still entertain the better sort of people with its subject matter.
The Honorable Prentice would be an excellent choice, me-thinks."

In other words, something that would play more to his talents as the company's clown and jig-dancer,
Smythe thought. 1t was a predictable response from Kemp, who liked anything that would showcase his
abilities, but at the sametime, it was not without merit. Anidea suddenly struck him.

"What about that new play you have been working on, Will?' he said, turning to Shakespeare. "Y ou



know the one, you have read me portions of it."

"What new play?"' asked Burbage, immediately interested. "Y ou have been working on another
adaptation?"

Shakespeare glanced a Smythe with irritation. "Well, no . . . not quite. * Tis something new, entirely of
my own compostion. . . ." Hisvoicetrailed off and helooked abit uncomfortable.

"Indeed?’ said Heming, raising his eyebrows. "What isthe mat-ter of it?'

Shakespeare cleared histhroat and took asip of wine. He did not seem anxiousto discussit.
Nevertheless, he answered Fleming's question. "It concerns amatter of identity,” he said, "something |
have been playing about with in asort of desultory fashion.”

"Goon," sad Burbage. "Tell usmore. How doesit begin?'

Shakespeare paused amoment, collecting histhoughts. "Well. . . it beginswith an itinerant young
tinker, an impoverished wastrel by the name of Christopher Sy, who isthrown out of an dehouse by his
hostess for drunkenness and loutish behavior and for refusing to pay hishill. . ."

"A dy wadtrd named Christopher?’ said Fleming, smiling. "A bit of adig at young Marlowe,
perhaps?”

Speed belched ponderoudy. " Sod Marlowe.”

"Bedtill yourself, Robby," Burbage said. "Thusfar, it ssemsagood beginning. Go on, Will. What
happens next?"

Shakespeare took another drink and cleared histhroat once more. "Well, Sly staggers about and rails
at her in aroaring, drunken speech in which hefoolishly claims noble descent from the Norman
con-querors and so forth, taking umbrage at her treatment of him. . . ."

"One could have some fun with that,” interjected Kemp, clearly imagining himsdlf intherole.

" ... and then hefadlsinto adrunken dumber in the road." Shakespeare continued, "whereon alord
and his hunting party arrive upon the scene. Finding him thus disposed—or indisposed, as the case may
be—thislord, for want of some amusement, decidesto play atrick upon the drunken tinker and instructs
his retinue ac-cordingly. They shal remove thetinker to thislord's estate, where they shdl strip him of his
clothing and place him in the lord's own bedchamber. All within the household are carefully instructed,
when the tinker wakes, to treat him asif he werethelord himsdf who, having fadlen into some madness
for atime, had forgot himsalf and was now miraculoudy and mercifully restored to hiswits. . . and to his
loya servants. And so, when the tinker comesto his senses, heisat first confused by all that happens,
but soon comesto bdieve hetruly isalord, because al around him assure himit is so, even the lord
himsdlf, who playsthe part of aservant.”

"Oh, I likeit!" Burbage said. "It has great possibilities for witty banter and tomfoolery. | think we
should submit this play to Master Middleton as our first choice! What say you, lads?’

"Aye, 'tisalighthearted and amusing sort of thing,” said Bryan. "I can see how it would be received. |
likeit, too."

Shakespeare looked dismayed. "But. . . but, my friends. . . the play isnot yet finished!"

"Well, we need not submit the entire book to Middleton for his approva,” Burbage said. "1 do not
think that he would have the time or even theinclination to read it, in any event, what with dl the
preparations he must see to for the wedding celebration. A brief summary of the story should suffice.”

"Aye, aman of Master Middleton's position would not be both-ered with trifling details,” Fleming
agreed. "Thereis quite enough there from what Will has dready described to satisfy him, | should think,
and if there should be anything in the final book he may find disagreeable, why, we could ways change
itin rehearsa, aswe often do."

"Indeed, it soundslike afineideato me," said Kemp, nodding with gpproval. "Put in afew songs, then
add ajig or two, and it should prove just the thing to entertain the distinguished wedding party.”

Seeing the stricken expression on hisroommate's face, Smythe suddenly redized that for al hisgood
intentions, he had made a serious mistake, though he did not quite understand just what it was. Y et it
seemed quite clear that what he had thought would be awelcome opportunity for hisfriend to have one
of hisown plays acted by the Queen's Men, and in front of an influential audience, a that, wasinstead
regarded by him asa horrible disaster. And when he turned towards Smythe amidst the genera



discussion of how they might present his play, Smythe saw in hisface alook that struck him to the quick.
It was an expression of great darm . . . and of betrayal.

THE CATHEDRAL OF ST. PAUL, KNOWN smply as"Paul's" to the native Londoner, did not

present the sort of quietly spir-itual surroundings that Smythe had learned to associate with church during
his boyhood in the country. Likethe city over which it loomed magnificently, Paul'swas a curious
amagamation not only of architecturd styles, but of the spiritua and the tempora aswell, the exhalted
smultaneoudy sharing space with the debased.

Surrounded by astonewall, the churchyard of St. Paul's was abustling place of business, full of
crowded market and book stals past which Smythe wound hisway as he entered through one of the six
gatesleading into the enclosure. Within the courtyard, to the northeast, stood Paul's Cross, which always
made him think of aminiature tower with its Norman-styled wooden cross atop a conica lead roof over
an open pulpit built atop stone steps. Here, outdoor services were held at noon on Sundays, and
important proclamations were read out to the citizenry. In the northwest corner of the yard stood the
Bishop's Palace, near the college of canons and several small chapels. Here, too, could be found Paul's
School, and the bell tower and the chapter house, incongruoudy € egant and solid com-pared to the
hodgepodge of crudely fashioned merchant stals thrown up al around the noisy churchyard.

Theinterior of St. Paul's, much to Smythe's surprise the first time he had seen it, was no lessa bustling
place of business than the cacophonous outer churchyard. The middle aide of the Norman nave was
known popularly as"Paul'sWalk," and merchants aswell as other, less desirable sorts routingly plied
their trades there, even while services were being conducted, so that the choir frequently had to compete
with the shouts of sellers hawking their various wares, like the Biblical moneylendersin the temple, whose
spiritud if not lineal descendants also could be found doing a brisk businessin Paul's Walk, counting out
their coins upon the fonts.

Each supporting column in the cathedral was known for atype of businessthat could be transacted
there. Various handwritten or printed bills were posted on the columns, people looking for work or else
advertising one service or another. Smythe passed one col-umn around which severd lawyerswere
mesting with their clients or else negotiating with roisterers and layabouts who sold their honor for a
shilling or two to bear false witness againgt someone in acase. Nearby, an ale sdler had set up severd
small casks beside another column and was offering hardened leather drinking hornsto passersby to taste
hiswares. Beside him, at another column, loaves of fresh baked bread were being sold, and the next
column over was a place for buying books and broadsheets. Nearby, small portraits of the city's
aristocracy were being sold, including, of course, al the fashionable courtiers and Her Roya Majesty,
Elizabeth the Virgin Queen.

Smythe passed severa small tables made of wooden planks placed atop empty wine casks where
tailors sold their wares, and further on, men and boys|ooking for work vied for the attention of



prospective employers, who in turn were being distracted by the progtitutes parading up and down the
adeof the cathedrd, meeting every strolling galant's eye with abold gaze, a bavdy comment, a hipshot
and awink.

Over the echoing din, Smythe heard the sharp, staccato sounds of hoofbeats on the cathedral floor
and quickly moved aside as a cloaked rider in arakish hat went trotting past him down the center of the
aide, sword swinging at hisside. Out for a casua morning canter through the house of God to look over
the whores, thought Smythe. While he was certainly no papist, nor especidly religious one way or
another, Smythe could not help but think that the Dis-solution over which the queen'sfather, King Henry
V111, had pre-sided had become truly dissolute, indeed. He did not think that he would ever grow fully
accustomed to the way that things were donein London.

"Tuck! Over herel”

He turned towards the familiar voice, smiling when he saw Eliz-abeth waving to him. She was dressed
inalong, voluminous, hooded cloak of green velvet that stood out from her body where her whalebone
farthingale held her skirts out from her waist, making her seem to glide across the floor as she
approached, and she held before her face on adim rod a fashionable mask of green brocade and
feathers, as many ladies did when they went out in public, es-pecidly if unescorted. But mask or no
mask, Smythe would know her anywhere. Each time he saw her, he was reminded of the first time they
had met, and how she had struck him nearly speechlesswith her beauity.

It had been &t the Thestre, shortly after he had started working there with Will, and she had arrived in
Sir Anthony Gresham'’s coach. Smythe had not known whose coach it was, only thet it bore the same
crest upon its doors as the coach that nearly ran them down on a country road while he and Will were on
their way to London. In the heat of hisanger, Smythe had forgotten himself completely asheran up to
the coach and threw open its door, fully intent on dragging out its occupant and thrashing him, gentleman
or not, only to be brought up short at the sight of Elizabeth Stting there done. She had taken his breath
away, and Smythe found that familiarity had not diminished in the least the effect she had upon him.

She was nineteen, the same age as he, with pale blond hair, fair skin, and eyes so blue they dmost
seemed to glow. Shewas easily the most beautiful woman Smythe had ever seen, and he could scarcely
believe that she was still unmarried, despite al her father's efforts to secure a husband for her. She was
sunningly attractive, with a prominent, wedthy merchant for afather, and it seemed asif therewould
have been no shortage of eager suitors wanting to take her for awife. However, anxious as he may have
been to get his daughter married off, Henry Darcie would not accept just any suitor. In order to be
suitable, asuitor for Elizabeth's hand in mar-riage had to be a gentleman, and preferably atitled onewho
could serve Darcie's desire for advancement. That aone narrowed down the field considerably, but
Elizabeth hersalf narrowed it down till further.

For onething, shewastall for awoman, though not astall as Smythe, who stood over six feet, and
most gentlemen who were conscious of appearances—and what gentleman was not?—would not wish
to have awife who towered over them. For another, she was rather willful and independent—some
would say spoiled, though Smythe did not find her so—qualitiesgenerdly far lessde-grableina
gentleman's wife than compliance and amiability. And then there was the matter of her age, which could
give aprospective suitor pause.

With most young women being betrothed at eleven or twelve and married at fourteen or fifteen,
unmarried women of seventeen or eighteen were often considered to be approaching spinsterhood,
especidly if they camefrom agood family. And for prospective suit-ors, asde from the obvious
desirability of amore youthful maiden, there was aso the lingering question of why Elizabeth was il
un-married a nineteen. A man of position had to wonder what could be wrong with her that she was till
unmarried, despite her dowry and her beauty. Immediately suspect would be her disposition. No
gentleman of means and socia prominence wanted to be married to ashrew.

For her part, Elizabeth did not hesitate to exploit such masculine concerns, for the truth was, as
Smythe knew, she had no great desire to be married, unlessit werefor love. Even then, she had her
res-ervations, especialy after the near disaster of her betrotha to Sir Anthony Gresham, which at least
for the present had cured Henry Darcie of his desire to see his daughter quickly married off. But if he had



become more cautious concerning potentia suitorsfor his daughter, Henry Darcie had become no less so
concerning Smythe'sinvolvement with her.

While he was grateful for the service Smythe had performed in saving his daughter from aterrible fate
and himsdlf from playing an unwitting part in adevilish foreign plot againgt the realm, which could easily
have destroyed al hope of his advancement, Darcie was nevertheless not so grateful asto lose dl sight of
propriety, so Smythe and Elizabeth had to arrange to see each other on the dly.

"Elizabethl" Smythe said, taking her hand in hisand raising it gently to hislips.

"l have missed you," she said in that forthright manner that he found so absolutely charming, lowering
her mask so0 he could see her lovely face.

"And | you," hereplied. "l was s0 glad to get your message. | trust that nothing isamiss? Y our family
iswdl?"

"All iswell a home" shesaid. " Twaskind of you to ask about them, as they do not inquire about
you." She smiled, mischievoudy. "Y ou have heard about the wedding of Godfrey Middleton's €l dest
daughter, Catherine?'

He nodded. "I have. The Queen's Men have an engagement to entertain the wedding party with the
performance of aplay.”

She gazed a him anxioudy. "I know. Sothen . . . you are going to be there?

"Yes, | shdl." Hefrowned. "Why? Are you nhot coming?'

"Of course | will bethere" Elizabeth replied. Shetook hisarm and they started walking dowly down
the aide, past the busy market gdls. "I am to be the maid of honor to the bride. Catherine Mid-dletonis
my very good friend. But the last time that you and | spoke, Tuck, you seemed uncertain about your
standing with the company and | did not know if things had changed for you since then.”

"Well, they have not dismissed me from their serviceyet, if that iswhat you mean,” Smythe said. "For
al of my appaling lack of talent, it gppears| am il useful to them, albeit mosily in rolesthat do not
require my presence on the stage.”

Sherolled her eyes. Y ou know, | do not think that you are nearly so inept asyou portray yourself."

"Thereisan entire company of playerswho would give you agood argument upon that score,” said
Smythe, with asdf-deprecating grin. "And as my Uncle Thomas used to say, * 'Tis awise man who
knows hislimitations.' | am well aware of mine, Elizabeth, for better or for worse."

"Then why do you persist in your desire to be aplayer? 'Y ou told me once that you had learned the
craft of smithing from your uncle, and that he had aso taught you how to forge fine blades. Both pursuits
are honorable trades. Why, agood armorer could, with the right patronage, achieve a reputation and
advance himsdlf into the gentry. That would not be out of your reach, you know. My father is aready
indebted to you, asis Sir William. Both men, | am quite certain, would be more than willing to assist you
if youwanted to set up in trade. And if you were to become a gentleman, why then, Father could have no
possible objection to our seeing one another.”

"Elizabeth,” said Smythe, squeezing her arm gently, "your father has objected to more than one
gentleman aready. And aside from that, becoming a gentleman does not aways solve one's problems.
My father isagentleman, with his own escutcheon, for al the good that it has done him.”

She stood and stared at him, startled. "What! But you have never told methig!”

He merely shrugged. "1 saw no reason to make mention of it."

"No reason! No reason, indeed! Y ou mean to tell me that you come from agood family? That your
father isagentleman, acountry squire, and you came to London to become an ostler?" She stared at
himwith disbdlief.

"l came to London to become a player."

"Well, you were an ostler when we met and, in any event, aplayer isnot much better than an ostler in
my father's eyes. But do not try to change the subject! Why did you not tell me?'

"Because | do not see what differenceit could possibly have made," said Smythe.

"Tome, none," Elizabeth replied, "but ‘twould have made aworld of difference to my father!”

"Methinks not," said Smythe. " * Twould only have made mattersworsg, if your father knew the truth
of it."



"Whatever do you mean? What truth?"

"My father isavery vain and foolish man," said Smythe, without any trace of bitterness or rancor. "I
know 'tis disrespectful to speak so of one's parent, but if it makes me abad son to speak the truth, so be
it, then. Thetruth isthat my father wanted so to be a gentle-man, to have an escutcheon of his own that
he could blazon upon the windows and the mantle and the entryway, embroider upon the blue coats of
his servants and gild upon his coach, that he spent agoodly portion of hisinheritancein currying favor
and paying bribes and buying influence. Intime, and at no little cost, he was able to achieve hisgod and
was eventua ly granted his escutcheon by the herads, which he then proceeded to affix to everything you
could imagine, from his pewter cupsto his gauntlets and his handkerchiefs of Flemish lawn and sarcenet.
Meanwhile, my Uncle Thomas, to whom | had been sent for rearing, had no such lofty ambitions or
pretensons. Even if he had, he could ill afford them, for ‘twas my father as the eldest who had been
favoredin thewill."

"And you mean to say he never helped your uncle?' asked Eliz-abeth.

"That matter was never formally discussed with me, but I am as certain that my uncle never asked as|
am that my father never of-fered,” Smythereplied. "Who isto say but that had my father raised me,
instead of Uncle Thomas, then perhaps | might have turned out more like him, so | am grateful that my
uncle was much more of afather to me than the man whose name | bear."

"But it nevertheessisthe name of agentleman,” Elizabeth said.

"Aye, agentleman who was not satisfied with having achieved the rank that he had bought so dearly
and instead newly set his sights upon a knighthood. To which end, he spent himsdlf very nearly into
debtors prison. Heisnow little better than a pauper, and thetruth is| rather doubt your father would find
very much about him of which he could approve.”

"For dl that they seem to have so much in common,” Elizabeth said, wryly, referring to her father's
own condderable socid ambi-tions. " Oh, but Tuck, why did you never tel methis?"

"As| have sad, | saw no reason for it. My father ismy father, for better or for worse, as| am mysdlf.
| have no part of his accom-plishments or failures. | prefer to be judged on my own meits, or the lack of
them, whichever the case may be. And 'twas never my desireto be like my father, or my Uncle Thomas,
for that matter, for al of the respect and love |l bear him. Toiling at aforgeis hard and honest work, good
work, and | believe | am an able craftsman, but the truth isthat it has never been my passion. Ever sincel
saw my first play acted out upon atavern stage, | have wanted to become aplayer. Tisal | ever
wanted. Nothing more.”

"And your father did not approve, of course,”" Elizabeth said, nodding with understanding.

"Aye, hedid not. He stormed and thundered, threatened to disown me, but | would not give up my
dream, and in the end, when he had squandered what was l€ft of hisinheritance—and mine—I redlized at
last that there was nothing left to hold me, and so | left home and came to London to pursue my dream.
Perhaps| am asvain and foolish in that as my father wasin his pursuit of socid position and a
knighthood, so who am | to judge him?"

Elizabeth smiled and placed her hand upon hisas he held her arm. "'l would not call you abad son,”
shesaid, softy. "I think you are afar better one than he deserves.”

"Well, that is neither here nor there," said Smythe, abit uncom-fortably, though it felt wonderful to
hear that from her. "The point is, whatever | am to make of mysdlf, | must do it by mysdlf.”

"l understand how you must fed," she said, after amoment's pause, "but | do not think | can agree.”

"Indeed? And why isthat?"

"Because | can seeno particular virtue in refusing help when it is offered, or in refusing to take
advantage of socid connections. Welive, after all, in asociety where such connections are pursued with
vigor and people are often rewarded not for merit, but for the re-lationships that they have cultivated.
Why, even the queen bestows rewards upon her favorites, who vie with one another for postion. | have
seen my father thrivein such afashion, which ishow he has built his busness and hisfortune.”

"And | have seen my father bring himsdlf to ruin doing just the same," said Smythe.

"Because hedid not do it wisdly," said Elizabeth. ™Y ou said yoursdf that he had tried to buy hisway
into aknighthood. | was not trying to suggest that you should attempt to purchase favor, ashedid,



merely that you should not scorn the favor you have dready earned. Consider your friend, Will."

"What has Will to do with any of this?'

"He serveswdl toillustrate my point. The part he played in helping me resulted from hisdesireto
help you, because you are hisfriend. In turn, by asssting you in helping me, he has dso helped Sir
William, though that merely came about by happenstance. And despite the fact that Will Shakespeare did
not set out specificaly to hep Sir William, Sir William was nevertheless appreciaive, and he, inturn, has
helped Will Shakespeare by mentioning his name at court and praising him as a poet, which has dready
begun to bring him some commissions and earn him something of areputation. Sir William would be no
lesswilling to help you, for your help to him was even greater than your friend Will Shakespeare's. There
isno dishonor in any of this, Tuck, no injury to pride. No one has tried to purchase favor, and no bribes
have been offered or accepted. Tis merely amatter of people helping one another. Just as you helped me
when | cameto you because | had nowhere el seto turn.”

"Well, to be completely honest,” Smythe said, "I cannot claim that | was moved to help you entirely
out of the goodness of my heart. Twould be base of meif | wereto deny that, at least in part, | did have
somewhat baser motives.”

She amiled. "And what makes you think that | did not, aswell?" She chuckled at the surprised
expression on hisface. "You look asif | have just sprouted horns. Why do men aways presume that
only they can think and fed such things?"

"l am not sure that we do presume s0," hereplied, recovering. "It isjust that we are unaccustomed to
hear women speak of them. Especialy with such frankness."

"And why should awoman not speak asfrankly asaman?’

"Wl because 'tis not very womanly, | suppose,” hereplied, with asmile.

"Now you sound just like my father," she said, with a grimace. "The queen speaks frankly, from
everything | hear, and yet no onethinks her any lesswomanly for it."

"Well, that is different; sheisthe queen,” Smythe said.

Elizabeth looked up at the cathedra celling asif seeking deliv-erance and shook her head in
exasperation. "Again, that isjust what my father would have said. 'Tisamost unsatisfactory and
unreason-able reply. It does not even address the question. Y ou say 'tis un-womanly for awoman to
speak frankly. I tell you that the queen speaks frankly and yet sheisawoman, and you respond by
saying that it is different because she isthe queen. Whereisthe sensein that? How isit different?’

"1 should think the sensein my reply should be sdf evident,” Smythe said. "The queenisnot like
ordinary women."

"Indeed. Does being the queen make her any lessawoman?'

"Certainly not. Quite the contrary, | should say."

"So then if being the queen makes her more of awoman, then does speaking frankly make her any
lessthe queen?’

They made the turn on the Wak and started heading back arm-in-arm the way they came. Smythe could
not help but notice how men turned to stare openly at Elizabeth asthey went by. "Of course not,” Smythe
replied, feding distracted and somewhat irritated. "As queen, 'tis her roya perogative to speak in
whatever manner she should choose."

"Why then would she choose to speak in amanner that makes awoman seem less womanly, rather
than more?'

Smythe frowned. "Because sheisthe queen, and cannot be judged by the same standards as ordinary
people like ourselves. In-deed, 'tisnot for usto judge her in any way at dl, for sherules by the divine
grace of God."

"And yet, Strange asit may seem, God made her awoman,” Elizabeth replied.

"Do you presumeto question God?" he asked, raising his eye-brows.

"Why isit that whenever awoman presumes to question men, they act asif she has presumed to
question God?" Elizabeth replied. " 'Tis most vexing and exasperating. | truly thought you would be
different, Tuck, but | see now that my friend Catherine wasright.”

"Catherine?" Smythe said, frowning. He could not understand why their conversation had taken this



peculiar turn, or how it had turned into an argument, but it seemed asif Catherine Middleton was
somehow behind it al. Until the previous day, when he had |earned that the Queen's Men would be
playing a her wedding, he had never even heard of her. Now, suddenly, she was Elizabeth's "very good
friend.” He could not recal Elizabeth ever even men-tioning her name.

"She said that men are dl dikein that aspect,” Elizabeth con-tinued.

"And what aspect isthat?' he asked, confused.

"That if aman spoke frankly and asserted himself, then he would be regarded as bold, intelligent, and
forthright. Y et if awoman wereto do the very same, she would be branded atruculent scold and a
shrew. And to think | disagreed with her and inssted you were different! Oh, you should have heard her
laugh!" "Shelaughed at me?"

"No, at me! Why must you think ‘tis always about you) ' Twas my innocence that so amused her. She
told methat at my age, one would think | would know better!”

"And what is Catherines age, if one may be so boorish asto ask?’

"Sheisseventeen yearsold.”

"Two yearsyounger?' Smythe said, mildly surprised. "Why, from the way she spoketo you, | would
have thought she was much older.”

"She makes mefed asif sheis," Elizabeth replied. "For dl that sheisyounger, sheismuch more
clever and spirited than 1."

" She sounds rather arrogant to me," said Smythe. "And rather graceless and ill-mannered, too."

"You see)" Elizabeth said, breaking away from him. "Y ou have just given the very proof of her
perception!”

"1 see nothing of the sort,” he replied, angrily, feding the color rising to hisface. "What | seeisthat this
girl has been filling your head with al sorts of arrant nonsense. | have never met Catherine Middleton, nor
has she even laid eyes upon me, and yet despite this, she apparently deems hersdlf fit to St in judgement
over my char-acter, and not only mine, which is presumptuous enough, but al men in generd. Would that
| had such wisdom at the age of seven-teen! Odd's blood! With such sagacity, by now | could have been
not only a galemenin my own right, but aprivy counsdlor and douless a peer of the realm! Indeed,
perhaps we should recom-mend your friend Catherineto Sir William, so that he, in turn, can recommend
her to the queen, for 'tis clear that she should be advis-ing her dong with Wa singham and Cecil as one of
her chief min-igers™

"Oh, now who is spouting arrant nonsense?" Elizabeth retorted. 'Y ou are speaking likeasmple,
addle-pated fool!"-

"Well, you might recall that ‘twasthis'smple, addle-pated foal' to whom you turned for help when
you werein your desperate hour," Smythe replied, stung by her words. "And when al ese seemed
convinced that you were taking leave of your senses and would soon be bound for Bedlam, ‘twasthis
'smple, addle-pated fool' alone who listened to you and believed in you and helped you. Wdll, fool | may
be, milady, but | shall tel you who isthe greater fool, and that would be the man whose supremefolly
shall beto say 'l do' to Catherine Middleton, for in his'do-ing’ shal come his undoing, mark my words.”

"He shdl be marrying ashrew, isthat your meaning, then?" asked Elizabeth, archly.

" "Twasyou who said it and not I!"

She shook her head. "Y ou sorely disappoint me, Tuck. | ex-pected rather more from you. But then
'tis| who am to blame for having expectations. Women who have expectations of men are of-ten
doomed to disappointment.”

"And did your clever friend Catherine say that, too?" asked Smythe.

"Asamatter of fact, shedid," Elizabeth replied. "I disagreed with her in that, aswell, and told her that
you lived upto all my expectations. 'Y ou will see,; wasdl shesaid. And so | have. Would that | had not.
Good day toyou, Sir."

She abruptly turned and walked away with afirm, purpossful stride.

Smythe was s0 taken aback, he smply stood there motionless, staring after her, caught in the grip of
indecision and conflicting emotions. A part of him wanted to go after her, but hewas not sureif it wasto
gpologize or €'se continue the argument until he could make her see hisside of it. Y et another part



stubbornly resisted, telling him to let her go and | et the devil take her. He felt very angry, but at the same
time, he wasfilled with regret and self-reproach. And he did not understand what had just happened.

They had never argued like this before. Elizabeth had never be-haved like that before. It was a side of
her that he had never before seen. Granted, she was willful and possessed of strong opinions, but he had
never known her to be so utterly unreasonable, so stubbornly obstinate, so.. . . shrewish.

The corners of his mouth turned down in distaste as he thought of Catherine Middleton, ayoung
woman whom he did not even know, but whom he already didiked intensdaly. She appeared to betrying
to poison Elizabeth's mind against him. And apparently, she was succeeding.

"Oh, you were so right, Catherine!" Elizabeth said. "He behaved just asyou predicted!”

"Well, that is because men are so utterly predictable,” Catherine Middleton said dryly, asthetailor
and his gpprentices busied them-salves with the fitting of her wedding gown. " Ow! Have acare, you
clumsy oaf. You stuck me again!”

"Forgive me, mistress,” said the young apprentice, around amouthful of pins, as he draped cloth over
her farthingde. "1 shdl try to be more careful.”

"That iswhat you said the last two times," replied Catherine, noting that he did not sound especialy
contrite. "I am not here to be your pin cushion, you fumble-fingered rogue.” Sheturned to thetailor. "If
you cannot find any male gpprentices who are less ham-handed, then perhaps you should seek to employ
women, so they can perform the job properly!" The cloth dipped from the farthin-gale as she turned,
causing the apprentice to step back, throw up his hands and roll his eyes at his master in exasperation.

"The seamstresses who work for me do the job very properly, indeed, milady," said thetallor, ina
haughty tone, as he stood back with hisarmsfolded, surveying the scene with acritica eye. "How-ever,
thefitting must perforce be done properly for them to do their job the way they should. And that requires
acertain degree of co-operation from the wearer of the dress, you see”

"Thewearer of the dress shall not surviveto wear it if sheisbled to death by your incompetent
gpprentices,” Catherine replied, dryly. " Ow! Now you did that on purpose, you miserable cur!” She
shoved the offending apprentice away and he lost hisbaance, faling hard on hisrump, venomin his
angry geze.

"l must ingst that you desist from abusing my gpprentices, mi-lady,” thetailor said.

"Then kindly ingtruct them to keep their oafish handsto them-selves!" Catherinereplied, jerking away
from another young appren-tice as he fumbled at her extremely low-cut bodice. ™Y ou think | do not
know what they are about, the knaves?'

"Here, here, what's al thisrow?' demanded Godfrey Middleton sternly as he entered the room.
"Catherine, | could hear you railing clearly dl the way from the bottom of the stairdl”

"Wl then, Father, | am pleased that you shal hear more clearly still now that you are here,”
Catherinereplied.

Elizabeth had to bite down on her knuckle to keep from chuck-ling. She knew her own father thought
that she was spoiled and willful, but she would never have had the courage to spesk to him as Catherine
did to her father. Not that Catherine was truly rude or disrespectful. She managed somehow to be defiant
without openly appearing to defy. It was, however, afineline that she walked, and Catherine sometimes
seemed baanced quite precarioudly.

"l have heard clearly enough dready,” Middleton said, with asniff. "Thereis no excusefor this
cantankerous behavior, Catherine. These men are merely trying to do their job."

"Tryingistruly whet they are," said Catherine. "They aretrying my patience sorely with their pricking
pinsand groping fingers. | find this entire process vexing and outrageous beyond measure.”

"Milord, upon my oath, | can assure you that my apprentices and | have exercised the utmost care
and taken absolutely no un-toward liberties" thetailor said, in agravely offended tone. "Indeed, if any
injury has been sustained here, it has been to young Gregory, yonder, who was just assaulted in amost
unseemly manner by your daughter.”

"Aye, ‘twas most unseemly," echoed Gregory, looking like alit-tle dog that had been kicked.

"I'll give you unseemly, you lying little guttersnipel" said Cath-erine, raising her hand at him. Gregory



cowered, asif infear for hisvery life.

"That will be quite enough, Kate!" her father said.

"I hate it when you cal meKate," shereplied, through gritted teeth. "My nameis Catherine!”

"1 should think | ought to know your name, girl, | bloody well gaveit to you."

"Father!"

"Besdlent! God'sWounds, | shal be eterndly grateful when at last you have become your husbhand's
baggage and not mine. These seventeen long years | have put up with your sharp tongue and it has
exhausted dl my patience.”

"Redly, Father, it cannot have been that long, surely. For the first three or four of those seventeen
years, | could scarcely even speak.”

"Y ou learned soon enough and well enough to suit me," Mid-dleton replied, dryly.

"l have aways sought to please you, Father," Catherine said. " Tisa source of great discomfort to me
that | have alwaysfailed to do so. Would that | had been a son and not a daughter, then doubtless |
would have found it much less of ahardship to find favor in your eyes.”

"Would indeed that you had been a son and not adaughter,” said her father. "Then | would not have
had to pay nearly aking's ransom to get you married off."

Gregory, the young apprentice, chuckled at that, but Catherine ignored him. The only evidence she
gave that she had heard him was atightening of her upper lip. Elizabeth thought it wasinsuffer-able that
her father should spesk to her that way in front of Strang-ers. She felt awkward being in the same room
with them hersdlf.

"And yet you are paying merely in coin and avested interest in your business," Catherine said, "whilel
am paying with my body and my soul and al my worldly goods. If the shoe were on the other foot, and
‘twas | who paid the dowry to have you married off, then which of us, | wonder, would you think was
paying the grester price?'

"The greatest price, | fear, shall be paid by poor Sir Perciva, who shal be marrying naught but trouble
and gtrife," said Middle-ton. "My conscienceis clear, however, for none can say that | made any
misrepresentations at al in that regard. Indeed, | made apoint of it to acquaint Sir Perciva in full with the
nature of your dispu-tatious disposition, so that no claim could afterward be made that | was not
forthright in al repects concerning this betrotha and this union, and so that no rancor ever could be
borne."

"And that isvery well, for | would not wish you to bear Sir Percy's rancor, Father," Catherine said.
"Better by far that a husband should bear rancor towards his bride than towards his father-in-law. 'Tis
well that you have so fully acquainted him with the nature of my disposition, asyou say, for now & least
one of us shdl know something of the one with whom we are to say our vows."

Her father harrumphed and frowned, looking asif he were about to make a sharp rejoinder, but
instead chose to direct his comments towards the tailor. " Are you finished yet with al this bother? God's
Wounds, onewould think that you were costuming the queen herself!"

"A moment more, milord,” thetailor said, fussing about and hovering around Catherine like some grest
predatory bird. He made afew find adjustments, stepped back to admire his handiwork, nod-ded to
himsdlf with satisfaction and then clapped his hands, sgna-ling his gpprenticesto finish and pack
everything avay.

"At last!" said Catherine, with aheavy sgh. "'l was beginning to fed like some bedraggled scarecrow
inthefidd."

"Would that your dress were no more expensive than a scare-crow's,” said her father. "With what this
fellow chargesfor hiswork, | could attire a least half the court.”

"Milord, | have attired at least haf the court,” the tailor re-sponded stiffly, "and upon occasion, even
Her Mgesty hersdlf, asyou must surely know, for you had inquired about my work before you ever
cameto me. If agentleman wishesto have nothing but the very best, then he must be prepared to pay for
nothing but the very best. | can assure you that once the work is done, and your daughter in her wedding
dress would make the goddess Aphrodite blush for the meanness of her own appardl, | am confident that
you will con-sider the money to have been well spent, indeed.”



"Spentisjust how | shdl fed when dl of thisisover,” Middleton replied. "No sooner shal | have
recovered from the ordedl of mar-rying off" my eldest daughter than | shal have to contend with marrying
off" my youngest, who aready has suitors flocked about her like hounds baying at the moon. A day does
not go by, it seems, when some young rasca does not come pleading for her hand.”

"Wll, be of good cheer then, Father," Catherine said, "for at least you have never been beleaguered
SO0 on my account.”

"Had you a sweeter and more amiable disposition, like your sister, you might have been married
sooner, Kate," her father re-plied.

"Never fear, dear Father," Catherine said pleasantly, with only the barest trace of sarcasmin her
voice, "'l shdl be married soon enough, and sweet and amiable Blanche will surdly follow hard upon, for
al the panting swainswho trip over themsalvesto find her favor. Then, when you are at long last rid of
both your daugh-ters, doubtless you shdl find the peace and carefree solace you have always longed
for."

"Indeed, the day cannot come soon enough for me," he said, stepping asideto let thetailor and his
apprentices out the door. He wrinkled his nose as they passed and raised a smal pomander on agold
link chain to hisnose. Thelittle golden ball was perforated, so that the scent within could escape and help
meask offending odors. "Good evening, Elizabeth.”

"Good evening, gr," she said, lowering her head, though not so much out of respect asto conced her
smile and bardy-suppressed giggle at Catherine's face, which was perfectly mimicking her father's
expression of distaste behind his back.

"l could just scream,” said Catherine, after he had |eft and shut the door behind him. Sherolled her
eyes. "The way he goes on over thiswedding, one would think he was out at the elbows.”

" "Tisamost elaborate and costly affair, though, you must ad-mit," Elizabeth said. "Her Mgesty's own
taillor makes your wedding gown, agrand, costumed progress on the Thamesis being planned, to say
nothing of the players and thefair being held to commem-orate the occasion . . . indeed, your father
Spares no expense.”

"But do you think any of it istruly for me?" asked Catherine, as her tire woman helped her out of her
large hooped, canvas and wha ebone farthingal e, which she had worn over a smple homespun long tunic
for thefitting. "He doesit dl only for himsdlf, so that al of London shall talk of nothing but the wedding of
Godfrey Middleton's daughter. Such aspectacle! So grand! So fabulous! And to think what it must have
cost him! That, my dear Lizzie, isthetrue object of thisentire exercise.”

"But everyone knows full well how rich your father is" Eliza-beth replied, with adight frown. "How
does he profit by reminding them?"

" "Tisnot everyone he wishesto remind,”" said Catherine, as she removed her long tunic and was
assisted into aamplekirtled skirt of marigold vel vet accented with gold and silver embroidery. "Mind
you, he wishes everyone to speeak of this Olympian wedding festival for months on end, but only so that
an important few may hear."

"But why?"' Elizabeth asked.

"Well, you know, of course, that each year at about thistime, the queen sets out upon her annual
progress through the country-side,”" Catherine replied. " She takes a different route each time, one year
moving with her entire court from Whitehal to Suffolk, then to Norfolk and from there, onto
Cambridgeshire, perhaps. Another year, she will travel from Westminster to Sussex to Kent, or elseto
Northamptonshire, and then on to Warwickshire and Stafford-shire.. . . but each and every year, with
never an exception, she be-gins her progress the same way. Her first stop isdways at Green Oaks,
where Sir William Worley entertains her lavishly. And each and every year, Elizabeth, at about thisvery
time, my father nearly wears histeeth down to the gumsfor gnashing them because the queen has chosen
to deep beneath Sir William's roof instead of ours. He would do anything to have her say a Harrow
Hall, instead, even if ‘twas only once, for onceisdl that it would take to vault him into the vaunted ranks
of the queen'sfavorites. And once he can number himself amongst that exclusive company, he will have
attained influence at court, prestige, and power, which iswhat he desires above dl else. Meanwhile, what
his daughter may desire con-cernshim lesst of dl.”



"1 know only too well how you must fed," Elizabeth said, sym-pathetically. ™Y our father and mine
have much in common, which is doubtlesswhy they are good friends. They understand one an-other.”

"Asdo we, dear Lizzie," said Catherine. " Tisapity they do not understand us aswell. But then, they
do not truly wish to under-stand. Men never do."

And thinking of her argument with Smythe, Elizabeth Sghed and said, "No, it seemsthat they do not.”

G ODFREY MIDDLETON'SSTATELY, TURRETED STONE manor was eegant testimony to his

success in business, thought Smythe astheir little caravan turned up the winding road leading to the
edtate. It was dramatic evidence of how the world was changing, when a"new man" like Middleton
could, with luck and industry, pull himself up by his own bootstraps and enter the newv—and much
despised by some—English middle class, though there was nothing at al middling about Middleton's
edate.

Located afew milesto the west of Westmingter, Middleton Manor overlooked the Thames, fronting
on the river's north bank. The large river gate gave access to severa terraced flights of wide stone steps
that led up to the house, and it was thisway that most of the wedding party would arrive during the grand
nautica pro-gress that was planned. Part of the duties of the Queen's Men, aside from putting on aplay,
would be to act as costumed greeters for the wedding guests, so they had been provided with amap
drawn up especialy for the occasion, showing the genera layout of the estate, with instructions asto
where their stage should be erected, as well as where the pavillions and the booths for the fair would be
St up.

The house was set back a consderable distance from the road, on the crest of agently doping hill.
The narrow, winding drive that led up to the imposing stone house from the main thoroughfare curved
around a copse of good, stout English oaks and shrub thick-etsthat hid alarge pond from view from the
road. They saw it asthey came around the bend, where the road ran below and past the house for a
short distance and then doubled back to the top of the hill, leading past lushly planted gardens and an
elaborate maze with itstal hedges carefully clipped to perfection. Asthe road curved around the side of
the house, leading towards the front entrance on the river side, it gave way to a cobblestoned plazalarge
enough for a coach to turn around.

Past the stables and some outbuildings, on the gentle dope to the east of the house, they could seethe
gayly striped and berib-boned pavillions for the wedding and, just beyond them, in thefield, the stallsfor
thefair were being erected. Already, merchants were arriving and setting up their tables. Most came by
boat, disembark-ing and unloading their goods at the ornately carved stone river gate, but others, eager
for an opportunity to sal their waresto some of the wedlthiest citizens of London, were braving the road
in carts and wagons, taking their chances not only with highwaymen, but with the weather aswell, which
could easily render the road from the city impassable in the event of rain. The river was by far the
preferable and most reliable way for most peopleto trave in the environs of London, but unfortunately, it
would not serve acompany of players setting out upon awide-ranging tour of the surrounding



country-side.

"Quitethe hurly burly," Shakespeare said, as he observed dl the activity. "That ground will bedl
churned up into mud by the timethisfestival isover. | do not envy the groundskeepers al the work that
they shall haveto do to put it right again.”

"They shdl doubtless merdly plough it up for planting,” Burbage said. "There shal not be too much
damage, asthisisonly asmdl, privatefar, asocid event for the wedding guestsaone," Dick Bur-bage
sad. "The merchants are dlowed to participate by invitation only."

Smythe shook his head. "Even o, | should not wish to clean up after dl of this. How many stalsand
tents are they erecting? It seems| can count at least thirty or so from here. That does not seem like a
gndl fartomeat dl."

Burbage laughed. ™Y ou will not say that after you have lived awhilein London, country boy.
Bartholomew's Fair boasts many more stals and tents than you shall see here by a good measure, and
the Stourbridge Fair, near Cambridge, islarger ill. Y ouwould never seeit dl properly injust one day.
However, | would wager that the goods you shdl find for sale here will come agreat deal more dearly
than the run of what you might find at Bart's or Stour-bridge. These boyswill dl be charging asmuch as
thetraffic will alow, and you may be sure the purses here shdl al be rather heavy ones.”

They wereriding together at an easy walk, three or four abreast, with awagon and two carts
following behind, giving them the aspect of asmadll gypsy caravan. On the road, acompany of players
traveled aslightly as possible, but they still needed to bring al of their costumes and their props, aswell
asthe materiasto put up their stage and effect any necessary repairsto their equipment while they were
out on tour. Sometimes it was necessary to send arider or two on ahead to make preparations for their
arrival in atown or a some country inn, and so they travelled with severd spare mountsin addition to the
cart and wagon horses. The wagon was painted with their namein ornate, gilt-edged letters, so thet all
would know the Queen's Men were gpproaching, and they proudly flew their swallowtailed banner, as
well.

Asthey approached the housg, it took on even more grandeur up close than it had possessed from a
distance, seen from the road. The carved stonework between the vast array of mullioned windows was
now clearly vishble and the sheer size of the place impressed itself upon them even more.

"Odd's blood, 'tisless ahouse than asmall castle,” Shakespeare said. "It seemsto lack only the moat
and battlements and crendlations. "Twould not surprise meto find aghost or two stalking the halls at
midnight. How would you say this place comparesto Sir William's estate, Tuck?'

"Oh, quite favorably, indeed,”" replied Smythe, very much im-pressed. "Only this has the aspect of a
much newer congtruction. And | do believe 'tis somewhat larger than Green Oaks, unless| missmy
guess"

"Y our eyes serve you well," Burbage said. "From what my father tells me, Middleton Manor was
completed only four years ago, by the same architect who had built Green Oaksfor Sir William Worley,
savethat Sr William's house had been extensvely refurbished, while Middleton Manor was newly builtin
itsentirety. My father said the architect had been specifically instructed to surpass what had been done at
Green Oaks, with no heed whatever to the cost. And from what | see before me, judging only by the
exterior of the house, it would seem that little heed was paid, indeed, if any.”

"Middleton must have spent agoodly fortune on this place,” said Smythe. "I would swear there are
more chimneysrisng from this roof aone than could befound in my entire village. | will wager that each
room hasitsown fireplace. And just look at al that glass! There are even bay windowsin each turret!
Themorning light within must be quite blinding."

Asthey proceeded around the side of the house, the river cameinto view below them, where the
bank fell away sharply from the terraced dope. The sight that greeted them as they made the turn and
saw theriver made them al pull up short and sare.

Below them, asmdll flotillaof boats was approaching from the east in what looked like a carefully
arranged formation. Most of the boats were being rowed by rivermen, but some of the larger oneswere
under sail and there were two barges being towed in the midst of the motley looking fleet. Both barges
had been modified so that they had the aspect of craft that would convey Egyptian royalty, or a least



someone'sidea of what such avessal might have looked like. A large afterdeck had been erected on
each barge, each with adais and daborate canopies of purple cloth fringed with gold, and benches had
been placed aong each deckrail for "dave rowers" though it seemed that the oars were only for show.
They appeared much too short to be very functiona, scarcely brushing the surface of the water. And
after amoment's observation, it became evident that they were not functional at al, but nailed in place,
for none of them moved at all. In one of the lead boats, aman was standing and shouting commands
through alarge horn as the boats bobbed in the choppy current, trying to maintain position relative to one
another.

"What in God's name are they doing?' Smythe asked, perplexed.

"We, of dl people, should be abletotell that," Shakespearereplied. "They arerehearsaing.”

"Oh, of course," said Burbage. "They are preparing for the wed-ding progress. The theme,
remember? Queen Cleopatra comesto vist the Emperor Julius Caesar."

John Fleming shook his head as he rode up beside them to watch the nautica maneuvering. "Methinks
Cleopatra could use a better steersman,” he observed, dryly. "Her barge seemsto be in the process of
ramming her own escorts.”

Severd of the boats had indeed suffered collision with the barge as Fleming spoke. The barge had
drifted into them, and anumber of the others steered quickly out of lineto avoid the mess. One of the
smdller boats was foundering and the man with the horn seemed to be having fits. He was holding the
horn with one hand, shouting into it at the top of hislungs, and waving directions frantically with hisfree
hand.

"|, for one, find that rehearsa with acompany of unruly players on a stage poses chdlenges enough,
without having to concern my-self with the disposition of asmal fleet,” said Burbage, with achuckle.

"What concerns me more,” said Shakespeare, with atrace of anxiety in hisvoice, "ishow our play
shall compare with this elab-orate nautical spectacle, to say naught of the distractions of thefair. | fear
that we may have no easy task before us, my friends.”

As he spoke, the queen's barge kept on drifting, diding sdewaysin the current and bumping into two
other small boats that were not quick enough to get out of the way, no matter how desperately their
boatmen rowed. The man in charge of directing the flotilla began leaping up and down in afrenzy,
shouting himsdlf hoarseinto hishorn.

"Heisgoing to upset that boat if he does not watch out,” said Speed.

Thelittle boat was rocking violently and the boatman started shouting at his frantic passenger, who
spun around angrily to shout back at the boatman and, in the process, lost his balance and plunged
headlong into theriver.

‘Man overboard!" Will Kemp cried in hisringing stage voice, from his seat besde Speed inthe
wagon.

They dl burst out laughing heartily, but Smythe's laughter died abruptly in histhroat when he saw the
stricken expression on hisroommate's face. Shakespeare aone was not laughing. Hewas watching it al
with alook of chagrin and, for amoment, Smythe could not account for it. He gazed at the poet with
puzzled concern, and then amoment later, comprehension dawned.

Had he not known Will Shakespeare as he did, Smythe would not have understood, but al at once he
redlized that hisfriend was viewing the disaster down below—and especialy their laughter at it—asa
harbinger of things to come. Shakespeare had no confidencein the play that he had written. He had not
wanted it performed. Indeed, he had kept inssting that it was not finished, but his con-cerns had been
dismissed as nothing more than the naturd hesitancy of apoet before the first performance of hiswork. If
there were any problems, the Queen's Men were confident that they could be fixed during rehearsal.
After dl, they had seen Shakespeare rewrite plays aready in their repertoire at alightning pace, often
making extensgive changes overnight, or even inbetween performances, and those changes were dways
for the better. It occurred to Smythe that Burbage and the others all took this ability for granted. The only
one who apparently did not was Shakespeare.

It had become evident now that the barge was drifting due to the parting of one of itstow ropes. As
they watched it Skewing Sdeways, Smythe understood that Shakespeare was envisioning asmilar



disaster on the stage and seeing himsdlf in the role of the unfortunate fellow with the horn. The man was
being assisted back into the boat as they watched. Somehow, he had managed to retain agrip on his
horn, but now, in afury, hetossed it violently over-board.

"1 would not concern mysdf overmuch with competition from that sort of spectacle, if | wereyou,”
Burbage said to Shakespeare, leaning over in his saddle dightly and reaching acrossto clap him on the
shoulder. "'If they manageto pull it off without snking them-selveslike Drake sank the Armada, why then
at begt, it shal be merely aparade of boats and two silly looking barges, one bearing a bride dressed like
an Egyptian queen and the other conveying the wedding party. By the time they reach the river gate down
there and disembark, dl watching will have wearied of the Sght. And if they repest this sorry show, why,
they shdl merely amuse the au-dience and prime them for our own merrymaking. Odd's blood, if the
Queen's Men cannot easily surpass alittle water pageant, then we should al start looking for something
elsetodo.”

They were met by the steward of the estate, a gaunt, balding and smugly self-important man who
introduced himself as Hum-phrey. Like many of the wedlthy middle class, inimitation of the aristocracy,
Godfrey Middleton divided histime between residence at his country estate and ahome that he
maintained in the city. Even though it was less than aday's ride to L ondon, with his business concerns
keeping him in the city much of the time, it was necessary for Middleton to have a capable seward in
charge of his country house. It was alarge responsbility, and Humphrey's manner indi-cated he was
quite aware of that and thought everyone el se should be, aswell. He was neither rude in his greeting of
them nor was he dismissve, but he neverthel ess gave the impression that he was a very busy man with
many more important things to do, which was doubtless true, thought Smythe, at least under the current
circum-stances, considering al the preparations that he had to oversee for the wedding and the fair.

Without wasting any time, Humphrey rattled off their ingtruc-tions. They were to proceed directly to
the stables, where their horses and equipment would be put up by the grooms, and then immediately set
about their preparations for the staging of their play, which wasto take place on the morrow, inthe late
afternoon, fol-lowing the wedding. It meant that they would not have much time, if any, to rehearse. If
they were quick in setting up, then there might be an opportunity to get in one quick rehearsd inthe
evening. In the morning, they would al be busy greeting the wedding party asthey arrived.

"Costumes shall be provided for you," Humphrey stated curtly, with adightly preoccupied look, asif
ticking off amentd ligt. "Y ou shal be receiving them this evening while you are setting up your stage and
can then divide them amongst yoursalves, accordingly.”

"What sort of costumes?' Burbage asked, with adight frown. "1 was not aware that we would be
donning any costumes other than our own. Surely, there cannot be any timefor fittings?*

"Fittings shall not be necessary,” Humphrey replied. "The cos-tumes are merdly smple white robes
that drape over the body. Y ou shal be Roman senators, welcoming our distinguished guests asthey
arrive and helping them disembark, then escorting them up to the house, where my staff shal take over
ther charge

"Ah, of course" said Kemp. "As everyone knows, the august members of the Roman Senate ways
took the part of porters at the docks whenever important guests arrived to visit Caesar.”

Humphrey arched adisdainful eyebrow at Kemp's sarcasm and then more than matched it with his
own. "If you prefer, we could make you a Nubian dave, strip you to your waist, darken your skin with
cod dust, and have you wak behind the guests, carrying an ostrich feather fan.”

"Methinks | would just as soon serve in the Senate,” Kemp re-plied, with a sour grimace, asthe
others chuckled.

"The schedule of events does not leave us much timeto re-hearse," said Burbage.

The steward's expressive eyebrow eevated once again. "Well? Y ou are the Queen's Men, are you
not, the self-proclaimed masters of tragedy and comedy? | was informed you were the best playersin the
land."

"Aye, we are proud, indeed, to have that reputation,” Burbage replied, puffing himsaf up.
"Neverthdess—"

"Well then," Humphrey interrupted, "Master Middleton has paid for the best, and so he expectsthe



best, and nothing less. Tisin your own interest, therefore, to live up to your stellar reputation. Look to it.”

"That had dmost the aspect of athresat," Shakespeare said to Smythe asthey left Humphrey and
proceeded toward the stables. "Do you suppose they might set the dogs on usif our performanceis
found wanting?"

"| doubt that Master Middleton would waste his sports upon the likes of us," said Smythe, with a
draight face. "1 think it morelikely he would dispatch a phalanx of footmen armed with cudgelsto urge us
onour way."

"Well you may jest,” said Shakespeare, "but these moneyed sortswould do just that sort of thing and
not think twice of it. | do not trust that Humphrey fellow. He has alean and hungry look. | much prefer a
wdll-fed man. Corpulence has atendency to make one in-dolent and indolent men are much lesslikely to
be moved to violent action.”

"Like our late King Henry, you mean?"' said Burbage. "Now there was a sweet, pacific soul for you.
Anne Boleyn found him rather corpord in his corpulence, as| recal."

"Aye, imagine what his humor might have been if hewerethin,” said Smythe, grinning.

" *“Twould have been much worse, | have no doubt of it,” Shake-speare replied. "Had he been a
leaner and more spirited man, like Richard Lionheart, then instead of merely bresking with the Church of
Rome, he might have launched hisown crusade againgt it."

"Now you know, there might be agood ideafor aplay in that,” said Smythe.

"God'swounds!" said Burbage. "We do not have enough trou-ble with the Master of the Revels? Do
usdl akindness, Will. Should you by any chance decide to pen aplay about an English king, then try to
choose one whose immediate descendants do not at present St upon the throne, else we might al end up
with our heads on London Bridge."

"Sound counsel, Dick," Shakespeare said. "1 shall endeavor to keepitin mind.”

"And you, Smythe," Burbage added, "leave the playwriting to Shakespeare and stick to what you do

"Aye, whatever that may be," said Kemp, getting down from his seet up in the wagon asthey reached
the stables and dismounted. "Lifting heavy objects, wasit not?"

"Indeed, | do bdievethat you have struck upon it, Kemp," said Smythe, turning towards him. "And
sgncethereisnothing heavier than your own weighty opinion of yoursdf, | think | shal indulgein abit of
practice at my skill." With that, he seized Kemp and hoisted him high into the air, holding him at arm's
length overhead.

Startled, Kemp yelped, then started blustering. ""Put me down, you great misbegotten oaf!"

"Asyou wish," replied Smythe, and tossed him sraight into the manure bin.

Kemp landed in the odiferous mixture of soggy straw and horse droppings to the accompani ment of
uproarious laughter from hisfellow players. He arose like a specter from the swamp, bits of soiled straw
and dung clinging to his hair and clothing. Outrage and em-barrassment mingled with anger and disgust,
overwhelming him to the point of speechlessness.

"1 have had my fill, Kemp, of your snide barbs and venomous aspersions,” Smythe said. "That you are
more talented than | is something | shall not dispute. The least talented member of this company isa
better player by far than |, much asit saddens meto say so. | am quite aware of my shortcomings. Be
that asit may, | carry my weight and | work as hard asyou do, if not harder, and | chalenge any member
of thiscompany to say that | do not. | am not, by nature, hot-tempered, but neither will | suffer mysdlf to
be abused. The next time you provoke me, | shall put you through awindow, and the landing may not be
as soft. Find another target for your caustic wit, for | have had enough of it."

There was complete sllence as everyone waited for Kemp to respond. It was aside of Smythe they
had not seen before, and it took them &l aback abit.

"Wel. . ." began Kemp, awkwardly, " ‘twas never my intention to do you any injury. | never meant to
give any offense, you know. ‘Tisjust my way ... to chide people abit, good-natured like. | never knew
that it discomfitted you. Y ou should have said something." Hetried to meet Smythe's gaze, but hiseyes
kept diding awvay. Helooked, Smythe thought, rather like a guilty dog that had been caught stedling a
mest pie.



"l have said something, just now," Smythereplied. "And | trust that there shal be no need for meto
say itonceagan.”

L ater, when they were brought to their quartersin the servants wing on the ground floor of the
mangon, Shakespeare and Smythe found themsalves sharing once again asmal room, little larger than a
closet. There were always some spare roomsin the servants quar-ters of the larger homesfor visitors
who travelled with liveried foot-men or tirewomen or the like. The accomodations were hardly luxurious,
but they were gill asight more comfortable than what most working-class peoplein the city could afford,
many of whom had to crowd together into tiny rented rooms and share deeping space upon the floors.

"1 was wondering when you would finaly have your fill of Kemp and clout him one" said
Shakespeare.

"Now | never clouted him," protested Smythe.

"No, what you did was much worse. Or much better, depending on one's point of view. Y ou
humiliated him. Plucked him up asif he were adaisy and threw him straight into a pile of shit. Twas quite
lovely, redly. Wish | had thought of it mysdlf, savethat | would have lacked the strength to hoist him up
likethet."

Smythe grimaced. "I probably should not have doneit. But | was sick of him constantly picking away
ame”

"W, rest assured, he shdl not do it anymore, but you have made an enemy for life”

"Youthink?'

"Oh, aye. You can best aman and hewill like as not forgive you for it, but humiliate him and ‘tisasure
thing that he will hate you til he dies. And | suppose that one can say the same for women, when it comes
to that. Man or woman, either way, hate shdl not discriminate.”

Smythe nodded. "I cannot disagree. But | do believe that Kemp had hated me right from the very
dart, or at the very least, didiked me agreat dedl. | could not have made things that much worse. | had
held my temper with him in the past, but that only seemed to encourage him. At least now, | might save
mysdlf having to listen to hisnoise. Nevertheless. . . perhaps| should not have doneit.”

"No, 'twastheright thing you did," said Shakespeare, thought-fully, as he siretched out on the stiraw
mattress and put his arms up behind hishead. "Y ou are astrapping lad, Tuck, powerfully strong, but that
strength shdl only be respected when there is athreet that it might be employed. If aman like Kemp
percaivesthat he can bait you with impunity, why then you might betwice hissize and it shall not
discourage him. He was aways pricking you with his nasty wit, we could al seethat. If you had not
thrown him in the shitpile, or ese clouted him agood one, ‘twould have only gotten worse."

" think S0, t00," said Smythe. "Though, in truth," he added, somewhat sheepishly, "I cannot claim to
have thought the matter through that way before | acted.”

"Betimes aman may think too much,” said Shakespeare. " Clarity is often better found in action than in
thought. Hmm, that'sagood line. Let me set it down ‘ere | forget.”

He got up from the bed and rummaged in hisbag. As Shake-speare searched for his papersand his
pens and ink, Smythe took his place and stretched out on the straw bed. "In truth, Kemp was only a
small part of my distemper. | keep thinking that Elizabeth is here somewhere and but for our foolish
argument, | might have found an opportunity to spend a bit of time with her before we went on tour.”

"So what prevents you?" Shakespeare asked. "Go and search her out. Or else send word to her by
one of the household servants.” "Y ou forget,” said Smythe, "we argued.” " About what?'

Smythe frowned. "For thelife of me, | cannot now recall.” He snorted. "Foolish.”

"Mogt quarrels between men and women are over foolish things," said Shakespeare. "Especidly if
they arelovers”

"But we are not lovers,” Smythe protested. "We have never . . . Well, we have never."

"Then that is even morefoolish," Shakespeare said, impatiently. "I havetold you afore thisto get that
girl out of your head, because sheistoo far above you, but if you intend to be stubborn about it, then you
might aswdll tup her and have done with it. If you can manageto avoid having your ears and other parts
of your anatomy diced off by Henry Darcie, it might get her out of your system.”

"Mmm, | see. Wasthat how it worked for you in Stratford?!



"Swine. Do | tossyour poor past judgement in your face?"

"Aye, dl thetime"

"Lout. Ahal Herewe arel” He brought forth his papers and asmall box containing hisinkwell and his
pens. "Now . . . what wasthat line | wanted to set down?"

Smythe shrugged. "I dunno.”

"God'swounds Y ou have forgotten?'

"Y ou said you wanted to set it down; | recall that much. Y ou did not say you wanted me to remember
it for you."

"Argh! | can seethat you are not going to be of any useto meat al until you set your mind straight
about that girl. Folly. Tisdl fally, if you ask me. Go, find her. Find her and makeit up to her. Abase
yourself before her and tell her what amighty goose you have been and how you should have known
better, but were utterly blinded by your vanity and foolishness. A woman lovesto hear aman admit to
being afoal; it confirms her own opinion and lends credence to her judgement. Go and find her and plead
for her for-giveness.”

"But... | had done nothing truly wrong," said Smythe.

"Didyou speak?"

"Well, aye, but-"

"Then you undoubtedly did wrong. Either way, it matters not. Y ou shall not mend fences by
stubbornly standing on your pride. Go on, get out. Leave mein peace. | must try to somehow makea
play out of thisdrossthat | have penned and must now see per-formed, thanks to your kind offices."

"l never meant to cause you trouble, Will. | was only thinking that it might be an opportunity for you,"
sad Smythe,

Shakespeare sighed. "1 know, Tuck, | know. And that iswhy | cannot be angry with you for it. |
know that you meant well. As|, too, mean well when | tell you to go and tell Elizabeth that you are sorry
for your quarrel. 1 ill think that no good can come of thisinfatuation, but then | am like as not the last
who should advise anybody on such matters.”

Smythe took a deep breath. "I do not know, Will... | am not even certain where to go and ook for
her."

"Wdll, conddering that they are setting up afair outsde,” sad

Shakespeare, "might not ayoung woman wish to be among thefirst to do abit of shopping?”

It was drawing on towards evening, but the fairgrounds were till abustle aslate-arriving merchants
hurried to set up their sals. Oth-ers, whose goods had aready been displayed, were making last min-ute
adjustmentsto their tables or el se dickering with guests who had aready arrived and were taking
advantage of the warm and pleasant evening to peruse the tented and beribboned booths. Unlike other
farstha were open to the public, there was no officid opening time. The invited merchants were freeto
begin sdling as soon asthey set up their gals, so long asthey refrained from remaining open during the
wedding ceremony scheduled for the following day. It was asmal enough concession, Smythe thought,
considering the wedlthy customers to whom the merchants would be given access and they were al doing
their best to make the most of the opportunity by arriving early and setting up their stalls as soon as
possible. And other than the singular oddity of thisfair being held on the grounds of a private estate and
restricted only to invited guedts, it reminded Smythe of the one held a hisvillage, or at least it did until he
got acloser look at some of the goods being offered and heard the asking prices.

All fairs, large or smdll, had certain thingsin common, such asthe sale of foodstuffs. Already, Smythe
could smdll the savory aro-mas of fresh fruit pies baked earlier in the day and carefully packed up for the
journey to the fair. He could smell roast chicken and game birds cooking over braziers, aswell as
venison pastie. And much like thefair at home, there were merchants here selling bolts of cloth and
ribbons, aswel asfinished goods, but only the very finest kinds.

There were bolts of three-piled velvet and Itdian silk, aswell as Flemish damasks and French lace,
much finer than anything Smythe had ever seen at the country fairs back home. Expensive pewter bowls
and plates and drinking goblets were for sale a one booth, fancy embroidered doublets at the next, and



jewdry at the one past that. There were heavy gold rings and enamelled chains and bracelets and
brooches dl set with precious stones, the work of the city'sfinest artisans. There was even an armorer's
gtal where Smythe stopped to stare at the highly polished and extravagantly engraved armor of the
gueen's own champion on display. Nearby, a booth with wegpons laid out on the cloth covered tables
and hung up on pegs affixed to danted display boards drew his attention. He gazed with interest at the
great double-handed swords and Scottish basket-hilted clay-mores, war axes, spiked morning stars and
triangulated maces, al of which, in these times of peace, were far more likely to be purchased for display
upon somewall rather than for potential usein battle. He paid closer attention to the more practical
swords and daggers suitable for daily wear, such asthe gleaming Toledo blades and Ital-ian stilettos,
their hilts wrapped with fine gold and silver wire; dim and graceful ladies bodkins with hilts of bone or
ivory and precious jewels set into their pommels and crossguards; purposeful looking swords and knives
from the best artisans of Sheffield, aswell as elaboratel y-wrought cup and basket-hilted French
poignards and ra-piers and main gauches. Save for avenison pastie, perhaps, or aroast goose
drumstick, Smythe saw absolutely nothing that he could af-ford on his meager player's pay.

As hewandered among the sdls, he suddenly caught a glimpse of afamiliar-looking hooded cloak of
green velvet. It was the same one Elizabeth had worn when they had last seen one another at St. Paul's.
The day that they had quarrelled, Smythe thought, ruefully. She had often worn that cloak; it was her
favorite. He was about to call out her name, but then thought better of it and caught himself intime.

Thiswas not the yard of St. Paul's, he reminded himsalf. Thiswas a private celebration at the estate of
Godfrey Middleton, one of the richest men in London, and al about him, aside from the mer-chants and
their gpprentices, were some of the most wealthy and influential peoplein dl of England. It wasnot a
place where Eliz-abeth would wish to call attention to her friendship with alowly ostler and asometime
player, assuming, of course, that their rela-tionship had not been irreparably damaged by their foolish
quarrdl.

The thought gave Smythe a sharp pang of anxiety. Friendship was probably the most that he could
ever hope for with Elizabeth, dthough he longed with al his heart and soul for something more than that.
But Shakespeare wasright, she was too far above him. And if their rel ationship continued, she doubtless
stood to lose far more than he did. The smart thing, the best thing, perhaps, would befor him to smply
put her out of his mind, but what was smply said was not so smply done. Perhaps Shakespeare was
right, he thought, and nothing good would come of it, but good or bad, either way, nothing would come
of itat dl if hedid not go to her and beg for her forgiveness.

He hurried after her. A moment later, helost sight of her among the stalls and tents, but then he caught
aglimpse of green and spot-ted her again. She was moving quickly, purposefully it ssemed, and he
trotted after her. In his haste, he collided with someone and the man fell sorawling to the ground, landing
flat on hisback in apuddle of mud and horse manure that made amess of hisfine clothes.

"Y our pardon,” Smythe said over his shoulder as he hurried to catch up with Elizabeth.

"Damn your eyes, you ruffian!" the man cdled after him, an-grily. "Look what you've done! Come
back here! Come back here at once, | said! Somebody stop that man!”

Smythe quickly put as much distance as possible between them, ducking between the stdls and tents.
Thelast thing he needed now wasto be taken for athief, especially amongst this company! He could il
hear the man blustering behind him, but he seemed to have made good his escape. Except that now, once
again, he had logt sight of Elizabeth. He seemed to have come dmost full circle around the fairground. He
now found himsdlf standing on the pe-rimeter of the tents and stalls, among some carts and wagons. To
hisleft, somethirty or forty yards away, were the wedding pavillions and the house. To hisright, thefield
continued to dope away to-wards the pond and the road leading up to the house from the main
thoroughfare. Behind him was the fairground, and further on, theriver. And to hisfront ran the road, and
beyond it, just below the house, were the gardens and the maze. And as the shadows of dusk
lengthened, Smythe caught aglimpse of Elizabeth's green cloak bil-lowing in the evening breeze, just
before she disappeared from sight on the stone steps leading down to the gardens and the maze.

Once again, he felt tempted to call out to her, and once again, he hesitated. Where was she going?
And what was she doing, going down to the gardens al aone &t this hour? He frowned and started after



her.

The sun was going down, and the merchants would soon be closing down their stals until the morning,
camping out with their goods or in their wagons. Already, he could see afew lanterns and torches being
lit in the fairground behind him. It would not be long before it would grow dark. Smythe started to run.

He reached the top of the terraced steps from which he could look out over the garden below. As
with his eegant manor home, Middleton had clearly spared no expense with his gardens. Eveninthe
fading light, Smythe could see that agreet ded of time and attention had been lavished on them. There
were severa garden plots spread out below in acircular pattern, each exquisitdy laid out and
painstakingly maintained. There were stone benches and ivy-covered bowers placed aong gently curving
flagstoned pathways. And just beyond the gardens, disappearing into the entrance to the tall and perfectly
clipped hedges of the maze, was the billowing swirl of acloak.

THERE COULD ONLY BE ONE reason why Elizabeth would be coming out to the gardensdone a

thistime of the evening, Smythe thought, and it was not to smell the flowers. She had come to mest
someone. Why else make the pretence of going out to see the merchants sals, only to circle round them
and make her way clandestindly down to the gardens? As Smythe ran down the steps after her and along
the garden pathway's leading to the maze, anger and jedl ousy flared within him.

Wasthiswhy she had picked afight with him at Paul's? It had made quite a convenient excuse for her
not to see him at the wed-ding of her friend. Now that he thought of it, he recalled that thefirst thing she
had asked him then wasif he would be coming with the Queen's Men to the wedding celebration. And
when shefound out that he would, indeed, inconveniently be there, she had started an argument with him
that gave her an excuse to walk out on him angrily. And after such aheated quarrdl, what reason would
he have to think that she would bother to find time for him while they were a the Middleton estate?

He stopped for amoment to catch his breath as he reached the entrance to the maze, and in that
moment, hisinitia burst of anger, spent partialy in hisrun down the steps and across the gardens, began
to give way to hesitance and indecison. Just what, exactly, was he doing? After dl, what right had heto
fed jedous or posses-sive of Elizabeth? She was not hiswife nor was she his betrothed. She was not
even hislover. Thetruth of the matter was that they had no forma understandings between them of any
sort, nor had they made any promises to one another. As Shakespeare had pointed out to him on more
than one occasion, there could be no hope of any match between them. They had never even spoken of
it. Intruth, they had not spoken of anything that could define any rela-tionship between them, other than
amplefriendship. So what, after dl, was Elizabeth to him or heto Elizabeth?

Nevertheless, since he had helped her out of her predicament with an arranged marriage that she did
not desire and that would, asit turned out in the end, have had her wed to an imposter and an enemy of
England and thereby imperilled her very life, they had afterward contrived to see each other whenever the
opportunity arose. Perhaps, thought Smythe, it was only gratitude or a sense of obligation that made her
seek or at the very least tolerate his com-pany, but even if they had spent their time merely strolling
together or perusing the book stals of . Paul'swhile making idle conver-sation, were those not



assgnations? Did hetell hisfriends—well, anyone e se save Will—where he was going? Did shetell her
friends or her parents? Or were not plausible storiesinvented on both sides so that they could be with
one another? For that matter, Smythe thought, would they have argued as heatedly asthey had if there
had been no fedlings of any sort between them, other than mere friendship?

No, there was something more there. From the first moment they had met, Smythe felt something pass
between them, a sort of spark, amomentary incandescence that they had both acknowledged without
ever speaking of it openly. They had flirted in aharmless sort of way, but benesth their witty badinage
was a subtext of some-thing more significant.

Infatuation, Shakespeare had cdled it. "Aye, 'tisinfatuation, nothing more," hed said. " Tismuch too
innocent initsown way to cdl it lugt, athough | daresay it may cometo that, should the two of you
decideto stop acting like a coy pair of besotted children. However foolish it may be, thereis an innocent
sort of sweetnessto it, but theworld, | fear, does not long tolerate innocence and sweetness.”

Perhaps Elizabeth could no longer tolerateit, either, Smythe thought. Maybe she had found something
that she could believe was not doomed to failure and frustration. And if she had found something . . .
someone with whom she could have a future, then who was he, an impoverished ostler and sometime
player, to deny her? He had nothing, nothing whatsoever to offer her.

He stood for severa moments, hesitating at the entrance to the maze, looking back over his shoulder
and watching the lights com-ing on ingde the house as darkness gathered and the candles were brought
out. Tomorrow, there would be awedding and two people would be beginning anew life together. And
what might be hap-pening right here, right now, he thought, was not a beginning, but an ending. He had to
know for certain. He stepped into the maze.

It became immediately darker as he stood between two tal rows of hedges, clipped into the form of
graight, rectangular wallsthat rose above his head by severa feet. Before him wasasolid wall of leafy
green shrubbery so thick that he could not see through it. There was no question of pushing hisway
through to the other sde. He could go ether to hisleft or to hisright, down agrassy pas-sageway
between the hedges wide enough to accommodate two peo-ple waking side-by-side. He had no idea
which way Elizabeth had gone. When heran after her, he had closed the distance between them, but in
the moment or two that he had hesitated at the en-trance, she had moved aheed, intent on her errand and
doubtless unaware that she was being followed. But which way had she gone?

Smythe kndlt to examine the grass. Whét little light remained was fading quickly and while he had
grown up in the country and spent his share of time out in the woods, he was no tracker.

It was growing darker, so that he could scarcely see more than severa feet ahead of him now. It was
impossibleto discern any sign of which way Elizabeth may have gone. In alittlewhile, it would be pitch
black and he would be reduced to feding hisway dong the pathways. It struck him that he might have
some difficulty finding hisway back out again. What, he wondered, could Elizabeth be thinking? But a
the same time, it occurred to him that this was the home of her good friend, and she had dmost certainly
vigted here before. She probably knew her way through the maze. Why e se would she have chosen
such aplace for adiscreet rendezvous? He listened intently for any sounds, but now the crickets had
begun their song and it was difficult to hear anything e se.

He made afew more turns and till there was no sign of her. Here and there, stone benches had been
placed throughout the maze and he chose one and sat down, frowning, trying to get his bearings. It had
seemed Smple and Sraightforward enough at first. Smply remember the turnsthat he had made and
then, on the way out, reverse them. But by now, he had made so many turns that he was no longer
certain of their order. He had no ideahow far into the maze he'd gone. Once within it, the maze of
hedgerows seemed somehow much larger and more [abyrinthine than it had from the outside. He had
been certain that he would have caught up to Eliz-abeth by now, but insteed, al he had succeeded in
doing was getting lost. He was about to get up and start moving once again when he heard the sound of
voices gpproaching.

At firgt, he could not make out what was being said, only that it seemed to be two menin quiet
conversation. A moment or two later, asthey came closer, the dialogue became more clear.

". .. and with Catherine gone, my way at last shal be made clear with Blanche, so that with fortune's



blessng, | shdl erelong succeed in securing the old man's consent.”

"Aye, the oneimpediment shal have been removed, perhaps, but the other yet remains. However
shal you circumvent the matter of your more than modest means?'

Thefirgt spesker, Smythe surmised, wasfairly young, perhaps of an age with him, if not alittle older.
He spoke with the firm, brash confidence of youth and if it could be said that one could have a cocksure
swagger in hisvoice, then thisman had that very quality. The second man sounded somewhat older, with
avoice that had something of an aspect of consderation and reflection, though in tone, he seemed to
defer to hiscompanion.

"Rest assured that | have thought of that, aswell. Y ou did not think | would venture into this without
taking dl into account? | do not play at being fortune's child, old sod, | work at it."

"Aye, that you do, beyond adoubt, and | have seen your efforts bear fruit on more than one occasion.
Y et a the sametime, | have seen that fruit consumed without your taking any careto plant some of its
seed o that <till more could sprout.”

"Well, that, my friend, isbecause | am not acommon plough-man. | would much sooner seek to find
an orchard ready planted, so that | could make my choice of only the ripest fruit, rather than squander all
my time and effort ploughing furrows and planting seed, not dl of which may sprout, and of that which
gprouts and flourishes, not al of which may bear rich fruit. Tisentirely too much labor for not enough
reward."

They sounded close enough by now that Smythe was surprised that he could not yet seethem, evenin
the darkness. Y et amoment later, he redlized why he could not. They were dmost exactly abreast with
him, strolling a aleisurely pace, but on the opposite side of the hedgerow, and though he was aware of
their presence because he could hear them speaking, they seemed completely unaware of his.

Indeed, Smythe thought, there was no reason for them to as-sumethat at thislate hour, in the
darkness, there might be anyone within the maze except themsalves, and yet, apparently unbeknownst to
them, there were a |least three others—himsdlf, Elizabeth, and the till unknown individua with whom she
cameto rendezvous. Unless, of course, that very unknown individual happened to be one of these two
men.

Curiousto find out, Smythefel in step with them, pacing them on his side of the hedge. The moist
grass underfoot and the chirping of the crickets masked any sounds his footsteps might have made,
athough he still walked softly so as not to give himsdf away.

"l have aplan,” the first man continued, "that by its very bold-ness should succeed and leave no room
for suspicion.”

"But intime, thetruth will out,” the second man replied. "What then”?”

"Why, by that time, it shal no longer matter," the younger man said, with achuckle. "For by thetime
the truth can be discovered, | shal belong gone with Blanche, and with her dowry. The old man can
raise ahue and cry, for al the good thet it shall do him, for by then | shall be well beyond hisreach or the
reach of any authority that he might try to bring to bear againgt me."

"And whet of thegirl?'

"What of her?"

"Wél, what should she think when shelearnsthe truth?"

"What matters that to me? Faith, by the time she learnsthe truth of things, she shall be my wife. As
such, sheismy goods, my chat-tels, and my house, my household stuff, my field, my barn, my horse, my
ox, my ass, my anything. What should she think of the truth? Why, snk me, only what | tell her she
should think and therésan end to it!"

Now there's acharming fellow, Smythe thought, with agrimace of distaste. And something of a
scoundrel, from the sound of things. But whoever he was, at least he had answered one of Smythe's
un-spoken questions. It seemed clear that he had not come here to meet Elizabeth after dl, for it was
somebody named Blanche on whom he had apparently set hissights. And from what Smythe had
over-heard, this Blanche wasin some way ardative of Catherine's, per-haps asister or acousin, but
undoubtedly the reference was to the very same Catherine Middleton whose wedding they had al come
to attend. And the next exchange he overheard confirmed it.



"Well, you seem confident enough of bringing her to hedl,” the second man replied, "but afore that can
be done, you must first bring her to the dtar, and | daresay you will have aded of competition there.
Blanche Middleton isaswell known for al the suitorstrailing after her assheisfor her beauty. How will
you be able to assure that above al those who clamor for her hand ‘twill be yourself who shdl find her
father'sfavor and win out?’

"As| havetold you, | do not leave such thingsto chance,” the first man answered him. "I have aplan.
Now whom do you suppose arich merchant with aspirations to improve himself would favor most asa
suitor for hisyoungest daughter's hand, some young, ambitious roaring boy looking for aleg up on his
station aswell as on the wench, or some corpulent, newly wesalthy tradesman with a grossness of class
exceeded only by the grossness of his girth or, perhaps, the dashingly handsome and courtly mannered
son of an aristocrat?”

"What,you?"

"l and none other."

"But, Odd's blood, your father, rest his soul, was no aristocrat! He was aruffler and a cozener who
was drawn and quartered and had his head displayed on London Bridge!"

"1 know not of whom you spesk. My father stands before me.”

"Merciful God preserveus! Where?"

The reply was mocking laughter. " Cast not about in search of ghostly spirits, my friend. Twas you |

"Me!"

"Aye, my father sands before mein your person.”

"Good God! Have you taken leave of your senses?’

"On the contrary, what | propose isemminently sensible. If oneisgoing to brew up abit of cozenage,
then thereislittle to be served in making it smal beer. A fineand heady deiscaled for. What | intend to
dois—"

The statement never was completed, because Smythe had grown so fascinated in listening to the
intriguing conversation that he had neglected to observe what, in the darkness, he might essily have
missed in any case. . . some clippings from the hedge, dead branches taken off earlier that afternoon and
raked together into asmal pile on the path preparatory to being gathered in awhedlbarrow and
removed. Whether by chance or by design, they had been |eft there, and as Smythe kept pace with the
two men on his side of the hedge, he stepped straight into the clippings, and the dry branches under-foot
made a sharp, crackling sound that was easily audible over the chirping of the crickets.

For amoment, there was utter silence. Even the crickets had seemed startled by the sound. And then,
as Smythe glanced down and stepped back quickly, there came an angry oath from the other sde of the
hedge and, dmost a the same time, a blade came plung-ing through. That single step back was what had
saved him. Smythefdt the sharp stedl of the rapier graze his somach, close enough to dice through his
leather doublet and draw alittle blood.

Asquickly asit came stabbing through, the blade was drawn back again through the hedge and
Smythe danced back out of the way as another lunge came at him through the shrubbery. The thick-ness
of the hedge impeded the assaullt, but it was no less deadly if the blade happened to strike avital spot.
Unarmed save for the dagger that he aways carried with him, Smythe was under no illu-sionsasto its
efficacy against asword, much lessapair of swords, for it seemed now that there were two blades
stabbing at him through the hedge, not one. Smythe decided that the only prudent thing to do was run for
it. The only problem was, he was not redlly sure where he was going.

He would have found it difficult enough to retrace his steps without two nsin pursuit of him.
Running in the darkness only made things worse. However, if racing headlong through the dark corridors
of the grassy maze confused him, then it also served to confuse those who pursued him, for it struck him
that as vistorsto the estate, they were probably no more familiar with the maze than he was. What at first
must have seemed to them an ided place to discusstheir plansin secret now became a maddening
im-pediment to their need to eiminate an eavesdropper. Smythe heard them furioudy cursing behind him
asthey apparently missed aturn and ran blindly straight into ahedge. A moment later, he did dmost



exactly the same thing as he missed aturn and stopped only at the last ingtant, narrowly avoiding running
graight into awal of thick shrubbery.

He could no longer hear his pursuers, but logicaly surmised that it was not so much because he had
outdistanced them asfor their sud-den stealth in movement. It must have occurred to them that the less
noise they madein their pursuit, the better they could hear whatever sounds he madein hisflight and
thereby locate him in the maze. They had made it abundantly clear that they werein deadly earnest. If
they caught him, he knew that they would do their very best to kill him . . . and anyone el se who
happened to get into their way.

Theredlization that Elizabeth wasin grave danger if she were gill within the mazefilled Smythewith a
concern bordering on panic. Alarmed, he amost called out awarning to her, but caught himself just in the
nick of time. Caling out her name would not only serveto reved his position to the two men who
pursued him, it would aso aert them to her presence in the maze.

Smythe took adeep bresth in an attempt to steady his nerves, histhoughts racing in an effort to
decide upon the best course of action. For al he knew, during the time that he was blundering about
insde the maze, Elizabeth might already have accomplished her purpose and gone back to the house. If
30, then she was safe and the two men trying to kill him would never suspect that she had aso beeninthe
maze with them tonight. On the other hand, if Elizabeth was till there and they encountered her, then they
might easily assumethat it was she who had overheard their plans and whom they had been chasing. And
there was only one thing Smythe could think of to prevent that.

He took a deep breath and shouted out, as loudly as he could, "Help! Help! Robbers! Assassing!”

In calling out, he knew that he had given away his position, and if his pursuers were close by, then
they might find him within mo-ments and fall upon him. But the important thing was that they had heard a
male voice cdling out, and so would not suspect afemale, even if they happened to catch sight of
Elizabeth in or near the maze. At the sametime, if Elizabeth waswithin earshot of hisvoice, hiscrying out
would serve asawarning to her, one that he desperately hoped she would hear and heed.

"Help!" he cdled out again. "Brigands! Thieves Murdererd”

In the distance, he heard answering shouts from the direction of the fairgrounds. If he had been heard
back there, then surdly Elizabeth must have heard him if she was dtill inside the maze. He could only hope
that by now she had already gone back up to the house, but he had no way of knowing. He could not
take that chance. He caled out once more, asloudly as he could, and then stood very silent and
absolutely ill, baancing lightly on the balls of hisfedt, ligtening intently. Almost a once, he heard a
rustling behind him and spun around, jumping to one side as he did so, and just as he expected, arapier
blade came plunging through the hedge, stabbing at the place where he had stood an ingtant earlier. This
time, however, he was prepared with ariposte.

He had drawn his dagger, the only wegpon he had with him, and as soon as he saw the glint of stedl in
the moonlight, he plunged his arm through the hedge up to his shoulder, using the rapier'sblade as his
guide. They struck dmost smultaneoudy. He fdt the resstance of the narrow, thickly growing branches
as he pushed his knife blade through the brush, but was rewarded by ayelp of pain and afurious oath
from the other side. He pulled back hisknife and saw, with grim satisfaction, adark smear of blood upon
the blade.

"Takethat, you craven bastard,” he said.

He backed off a pace, making sure that he waswell out of reach in case they struck again, then
garted moving to hisleft, lisening intently and glancing al around. By now, hisvision had grown
somewhat accustomed to the darkness and the moonlight helped, though it was il difficult to seeingde
thetall walls of the maze. He had lost all sense of direction. He tried to gauge where his op-ponents might
be on the other side of the hedge, but wherever they were, assuming they were il together, the two men
were now taking careto move as quietly ashe did. For dl he knew, they had split up in an effort to
converge upon him. 1t would have been the logical thing for them to do.

He heard more shouting coming from the direction of the fair-grounds, only now it sounded closer and
it alowed him to reorien-tate himself. It seemed that someone back there had determined the
approximate direction from which his shouts had come and they had started searching. It would not be



long before they thought to look within the maze. There was nothing that would so quickly galvanize a
group of merchantsinto action asacry of "Thieved"

Smythe could fed hisheart pounding insde his chest, asif it were somewild thing trying to best its
way out through hisribcage. His breathing was coming in short gasps and hetried to steady it and keep it
quiet, lest the sound of it should give his position away. It sounded unnaturaly loud to him. At the same
time, hetried to listen for any sounds his antagonists might make asthey stalked him. He moved lightly on
the bals of hisfedt, prepared to spring instantly to either one side or the other to avoid a deadly thrust
coming through the hedge, while at the same time watching for the openingsin the hedgerows that gave
access to another corridor.

He had to find hisway out of the maze as quickly as he could. Help would be arriving shortly, but at
the moment, that was not foremost in his mind. He knew his only chance to learn who his pursuers were
lay in hisfinding hisway out of the maze before they did, so that he could watch for them asthey came
out. And of course, he realized, the same thing must have occurred to them, aswell.

It struck him that if those two men found their way out of the maze before he did, then therewas
nothing to prevent them from joining with the searchers from the fairgrounds when they arrived and
pretend to have responded to his shouts aong with them. He would then be found, and they would be
among those who would find him, at which point they could easily turn the tables on him, claming that it
was one of them who had called out for help and that he was the assailant. At night, and from a distance,
one shout sounded much like any other. He would be able to prove nothing. He knew that he had
managed to blood one of them, but that in itself would constitute no proof that they had attacked him.
They could just aseasily claim that he had struck first.

On the other hand, he thought, they did not redlly have to do anything. If they got out of the maze
before he did, there was noth-ing to prevent them from blending in with the searchers when they arrived
and then smply wait for him to be found. The one he had blooded might not have hiswound in some
eadly vishblelocation, or e'se he might leave to have it tended to while his companion stayed behind to
mark him and find out who he was, s0 that they could pick their time and dispose of him a amore
opportune mo-ment. Either way, he thought, it made no difference. If they got out of the mazefirg, the
odds became entirely in their favor.

He caled out severd more times, despite the risk, then used the answering shoutsto help him find his
way. It was al too easy, es-peciadly under the circumstances, to make severd turns through the maze and
then lose track of direction. That wasthe idea, after all. These arboreal mazeswere al the rage among
theidlerich, and so of course Godfrey Middleton absolutely had to have one that was larger and more
intricate than anyone e se's, for which Smythe roundly cursed him as he kept turning through the
corridors, trying to keep hismind on which sde of the hedge wallslay towards the exterior and which
were towards the center. Hetried not to think about Elizabeth, difficult asthat was. He could only pray
that she was safely gone by now.

Then, suddenly, he was out. It took him by surprise when he stepped through a bregk in the
hedgerows and abruptly redlized he had come out. For an aarming moment, he felt exposed and
vul-nerable. He crouched, indtinctively, holding his dagger out before him, glancing quickly to hisleft and
to hisright, but there was no sign of anyone. Then he heard shouting and saw figuresin slhouette against
the light coming from the house as they moved towards the steps leading down to the gardens.

Quickly, he moved away from the entrance to the maze, keeping it in sight to see who might come out
behind him. He went a short way down the garden path, keeping to the shadows, still in aposi-tion to
see anyone who came out of the maze, but he could see no movement there. He hesitated to go any
further, because asit was, he would not see anyone come out of the maze until they came away from the
entrance and moved out onto the garden path. 1t would be difficult, if not impossible, to get agood ook
at anyonein the darkness.

There were severa people running down the steps now, entering the garden.

" 'Allo! Allo! Allo! Who called for hep? Allo! Areyou there? Allo?"

There was till no sign of anyone coming out of the maze. Smythe swore under his breath. Could he
possibly have missed them? Or had they managed to get out ahead of him?



" 'Allo! Where are you?"

Smythe was about to call out in reply when something e se oc-curred to him. If those men had
managed to get out of the maze before him, then for al he knew, they could be the oneswho were
cdling out to him right now. He would reply, and they would come running up to him, and he would think
that they were coming to the rescue, whenin fact. . .

"Allo! Allo!"

Smythe bit hislower lip. He had no time | eft to deliberate. He could hear running footsteps
approaching. Quickly, he stepped back off the flagstoned path and concedled himself among the
shrubbery just as severa dark figures came running around the bend. He had a tense moment, wondering
if they had seen him, but they ran right past his hiding place, heading towards the maze. He could hear
them calling out to one another, asking if anyone had seen anything, and they kept calling out to him, as
well. However, he would give no answering shouts thistime, for he did not know for certain who they
were.

He headed towards the steps, ducking back out of the way at least twice more to avoid being seen,
then made hisway back to the servants wing of the house without further incident, for which he was
profoundly grateful. He had experienced quite enough excite-ment for one night.

"God's breath!" Shakespeare exclaimed, when Smythe had finished telling him what happened. " Tisa
wondrous miracle you were not dain! What manner of deviltry have you sumbled into thistime?'

Smythe shook his head. "I know not thewhole of it, but | know something of their plan, enough at
least to warn our host what they intend. And by God, | shall do that, you may be sureof it! | am of a
mind to go a once to Master Middleton and tell him dl | heard. Will you come with me?”

"Well, soft now," Shakespeare replied, stroking his chin thoughtfully, "let us pause abit to consider
these events before we rush to raise any darums. Thereis nothing to be served by undue haste, and
methinks nothing that shal not keep til morning. To be sure, with his daughter being married on the
morrow, Master Mid-dleton should not receive us very cordialy if wewereto cal upon him at thislate
hour."

They sat together in atiny room on thefirgt floor, in the ser-vants quarters. It wasilluminated only by
one candle stuck into asmall, saucer-shaped brass sconce. The other members of the com-pany were dll
abed by now, distributed throughout severa rooms within the servants wing. Some of them had been put
up four or five to aroom, because as playersthey did not rank above servants and, in truth, generdly
ranked well below them. Nor did any of them complain, for the accomodations that they had received
werein fact better than those they often got, and in this case, certainly better than the merchants, who
dept either in their tents or in their wagons, where they could keep closeto their goods. Shakespeare and
Smythe had a bedroom to themsealves, though that was only because, as Shakespeare had earlier
observed, caling it aroom at dl would be dlowing it pretensions of grandeur. It was actualy little more
than asmadl closet, with two beds close together upon the floor. Therewasroom for little ese savefor a
gmall nightstand, awashbasin and acandle. That candle was now burning very low, for it waswell past
midnight.

When Smythe returned, Shakespeare was still up, hunched over some papers. Squinting in the
insufficient light from the candle on the little nightstand, he sat cross-legged on the bed, having
impro-vised awriting desk with awooden trencher he had borrowed from the kitchen. Hewas, even a
this last moment, still working on the play they wereto perform thefollowing day. Sncethiswasto bea
private performance, taking place outside the city of London, there had been no need to submit afair
copy of the play to the Master of the Revels, aswould have been necessary for aperformance at their
theatre, but at the same time, the more changes he would make at this|ate stage, the more burden would
be placed upon the players, who would quickly have to memorize new lines and adapt them-salves
accordingly to any changes he might make in the stage direc-tions. Shakespeare knew dl this, of course,
but till, he was not happy with the play. He was more than happy, however, to have an excuseto put it
asdefor awhile and discuss Smythe's fascinating Situation.

"] do seewhat you mean,” Smythe said. "Thelast thing the father of the bride would need on the night



before the wedding was a hue and cry raised about an overheard conversation in agarden. Still, it hasa
mogt intimate bearing on hisfamily, and were it my own daughter who was being so intrigued againgt, |
would most certainly wish to know!"

"Indeed,” Shakespeare agreed. "However, let usfirst examine what you do know.”

Smythe frowned once more. "But. . . what do you mean? Did | not just tell you?'

"Y ou told me that you had overheard a conversation,” Shake-speare replied, "but between whom?'

"Why, thetwo menin the maze!"

"What were their names? What did they look like?"

"Why, how in the world should | know? 1 do not think that either of them used the other's name. And
asfor what they looked like, | never even caught aglimpse of them!™

"Precisdly,” Shakespeare said, with awry grimace. ™Y ou have overheard a conversation which may
lead you, judtifiably, to make an accusation, but againg whom?* He shrugged. "There are many visitors
here. Thisisthe largest wedding the society of London has seen since. . . well, certainly since we have
been in London. And what have you to go by to identify these men save for the sounds of their voices?
For that matter, unless a voice should have some marked characteristic that renders it uncommon, one
voice often sounds much like another. Can you be certain, beyond any shadow of a doubt, that you
could pick these two voices out from dl the rest? Or from one that may sound similar?"

" 'Sdeath! Y ou have methere. | should think that | would know them if | heard them once again, but
to say they are the ones beyond any shadow of adoubt. . . but wait. . . thereisonething! | know that
they plan to pose as anobleman and his son! That should enable usto identify them!”

"Indeed?’ said Shakespeare. "And how many noblemen do you suppose will be in attendance at this
wedding, hmm? Congdering, of course, that this calebration isto be the single most significant socia
event of the season. And how many of them, do you suppose, shdl bring their sonsadong, aswell,
especialy conddering that the extremely, one might even say obscenely wedthy Master Middleton il
has an emminently marriageable and, by al accounts, extremely beautiful younger daughter?”

"Ah," said Smythe, weskly.

"Ah, indeed."

"Sothen...what are weto do?'

"Well, ‘twould seem to me that you have anumber of things to consider before we can answer that
question,” Shakespeare replied. "For one thing, you seem to have neglected, at least for the moment, the
matter of what brought you out to the garden maze last night in thefirgt place.”

"Hizabeth!"

"Precisaly. Now, can you be certain that sheis not somehow involved in this?"

"Elizabeth? | could never believe that of her!" Smythereplied. "Not after what she went through
herself! Zounds, does anyone get betrothed in London without al manner of plots and counterplots?”

"One might say that marriageisaplot in and of itsdlf, but that is neither here nor there," said
Shakespeare, wryly. "If you are going to be reporting what you heard tonight to Master Middleton, or to
anyone else, for that matter, then quite aside from being questioned closely about what you had heard,
you will doubtless be questioned about why you were out there in the first place, especidly at such an
hour. Now, would you be comfortable saying that you were there because you had seen Elizabeth
entering the maze alone and therefore followed her? For if you were to say that, then chances areiit
would cast suspicion upon her, and she would be summoned to explain why she went out there all done,
with darknessfaling."

"1 would liketo hear that explanation, mysdf,” said Smythe.

"Ah, but are you entitled to it?' Shakespeare countered. "And even if you were, which is certainly
open to argument, then how do you suppose Elizabeth would fed about that?"

" She would probably be furious with me," Smythe said, glumly. " She does have quite the temper.”

"Mmm, don't they al?' said Shakespeare.

"What are we to do then?"

"We?" The poet raised hiseyebrows. "I thought ‘twas your prob-lem that we were discussing. How
doesit happen, Tuck, that | aways manage somehow to be pulled into your intrigues?'



"Becauseyou are my friend,” said Smythe.

"Aye, worse luck."

"And because you cannot resist it. Y ou are as curious as a cat, Will."

"True, and worse luck, dill," said Shakespeare, with agrimace. " So then, where does that leave us?'

Shakespeare sighed. "Wall... it leaves us with not one, but two puzzles, it would seem. Thefirgt, and
the most immediate, since it nearly resulted in your getting skewered tonight, isthe matter of these two
mysterious and rather unpleasant gentlemen and their plot involving Blanche Middleton. The second isthe
question of what Elizabeth was doing out in the maze tonight, and whether or not her business there had
aught to do with these two gentlemen. | know that you do not believe it, but we cannot dismissthe
possi-hility. We must keep our heads about us and not alow our feglings to influence our better
judgement. Y ou say that you neither saw nor heard her after you had entered the maze yourself?'

Smythe shook his head. "No. It seemed to me that she must have known her way around in there, for
| lost track of her and became confused mysdlf."

"Y ou became what you had aready become, €lse you would not have gone out there in the first
place" Shakespeare said, dryly.

"Areyou going to hdp meor criticize me?"

"| criticize you only to help you, my lad,” the poet replied. He took adeep breath. "That girl isgoing to
betheruin of you yet. But. . . you are my very best friend, Tuck, for better or for worse, and so, as| am
aloya friend, your ruin shal be our ruin, and we shdl both go down magnificently.”

Tuck rolled hiseyes. "Y ou are being mel odramtic.”

"Of course, | am being melodramatic, you ninny. | am a poet.”

"And aplayer.”

"Aye, and thus stand doubly damned. Well then, what shall we do about this curious predicament?”
He stroked his beard and thought for amoment. Then he nodded to himsdlf. " Twould seem to me that
saying anything to Master Middleton at this point would serve no useful purpose. We do not know
enough to tell him any-thing of substance. That someone might plot to take advantage of him and his
daughter, to marry her for money, well, that is some-thing that any man in his position would readily
surmise and take steps to prepare for. And who are we, after al, to be pointing ac-cusatory fingers at
any of hisguests? We are but two lowly players, whose own motives might easily be suspect. We need
much more than just the few remarks you overheard tonight before we can go to Master Middleton.”

"But we are only herefor one more day," said Smythe. "Or two, at mog, if we depart the day after
our performance.”

"Which argueswél for doing nothing,” Shakespeare replied. "Thisistruly none of our affair."

"When someone tries to run me through with arapier, | con-sder that very much my affair!”

"Oh, very wdll, then. If you ingst. We shall have to seeif we can discover anything about who
Blanche Middleton's suitors might be, and who, among them, is an aristocrat—or pretendsto be one—
and who, among those, may be here together with his father—or aman who pretendsto be hisfather.
Then you must listen to them speak and seeif you can recognize their voices. And ‘twill be inter-esting to
seeif they can recognize yours, aswell, for if so, then that may suit our purpose admirably.”

"And just how would it do that?' asked Smythe, frowning.

Shakespeare shrugged. "Well, they have aready tried to kill you once. They would doubtlesstry it
once again to ensure that you did not give them away. And doing so, they might well give themsdaves
away. And that would suit our purpose, you see?'

" *Twould not suit my purpose very wdll if | werekilled!™

"Quite. Therefore, we shall endeavor to keep you dive aslong as possible. Long enough, at least, to
et to the bottom of this nefariousintrigue and find out if Master Middleton is grateful enough to offer
some reward."

"l see. So | should therefore place my life at risk so that you might collect areward from Master
Middleton?'

"Wdl, | would shareit with you, of course. Assuming you sur-vived, that is."

"How good of you."



"Think nothing of it. What are friendsfor?"

"For getting other friendskilled, it would seem.”

"Look, did I ask you to go out to the maze tonight on thetrail of some pouty girl? Or did you, in fact,
cometo me to help you out with this?"

Smythe made a sour face. "l cameto you," he admitted.

"Indeed. Tisnot too late to change your mind, however. We could still chooseto act asif none of this
had ever happened and blithely go about minding our own business asif we were naught but mere
players hired to perform afoolish little play for the amuse-ment of the wedding guests, then take our
bows, and pack our things, and continue on our merry way to new adventures and amusements. And |,
for one, would have no trouble whatsoever if we wereto do precisdy that. So then . . . what shdl it be?’

Smythe sighed. "Y ou know, Will, you can be avery irritating person.”

"1 know. My wife used to say exactly the same thing, which iswhy shelivesin Stratford and | livein
London, where| can no longer irritate her."

Smythe shook hishead. "The devil takeit dl. | started this, | may aswel seeit through. Although |
have afeding we may both regret this."

"Anything worth doing is often worth regretting,” Shakespeare said. "And we can start tomorrow.”

THE MORNING BROUGHT A BUSTLE of activity throughout the household asthe staff arose well

before dawn to begin making thefind preparations for the wedding. The kitchen wasin full roar well
before sunrise, with the cooks bellowing at their hel pers like sergeants on the battl efield barking out
ordersto their troops. The cleaning maids scurried throughout the house with feather dusters, polishing
cloths, straw brooms and fresh rushes. The grooms and stable boys fed, curry combed and brushed the
horses they were stabling for the guests and shoveled out the stdlsfor additiona ar-rivals, athough it was
expected that most of the remaining guests would be arriving by boat, rowed out from the city by the
rivermen.

Outside on the fairgrounds, the activity among the merchants seemed more leisurely compared to the
frenetic atmosphere inside the house, but they, too, started very early. Mot of them arose well before
dawn, just like the household staff, and got their cook fires going, then started opening their tents and
galsand laying out their goods for market. By sunrise, the displays were dl prepared and the goldsmiths
could be heard tapping their hammersin their sdls; the weavers were click-clacking their looms; the
tailors had their dummies set out and dressed with the finest doubletsin their stock and the potters had
their whedls spinning. Even the well-heded guests who were accustomed to rising late had risen earl y—if
not quite so early asthe help—to breakfast in the hal, so that they could go out to the fairgrounds and
get firgt crack at the merchandise, or else smply wander around and enjoy the spectacle.

Godfrey Middleton had certainly done himsalf proud, Smythe thought. An eaborate, gdawedding
celebration for his eldest daughter, complete with anautical procession worthy of adisplay for the
gueen's own court, and along with that, aprivate fair open only to his guests, ajoust, and the premier of a



new play staged especially for the occasion al made for an event that would have everyone in London
talking about it for months. All those who had not been in attendance would fed that they had missed
something very special and momentous, especialy those noble hangers-on who had gone aong with the
gueen's court on Her Mg esty's progress through the countryside.

The queen hersalf would be certain to hear of it, and with her well known fondness for masgues and
joudts, thegtricals and balls and entertainments of al sorts, it was dmaost aforegone conclusion that next
time she would include Middleton Manor on her itinerary, instead of Sir William Worley's Green Oaks.
And then once he had played host to the queen for afew weeks, which would be an even more
expensve proposition, Godfrey Middleton would be well on hisway to the knighthood that he coveted.
It wasdl going to cost him agreat ded of money, Smythe thought, but doubtless he con-sidered it
money very well spent. Especialy since he had it to spend.

The Queen's Men had their duties dready set out for them in their ingtructions from the steward. They
had alight repast with the serving staff in the kitchen, which with dl the frenetic and boisterous activity
going on around them was rather like eating breskfast in the middle of abattlefield, then changed into
their costumes and made their way down to the river gate, where they would await the re-mainder of the
guests and, findly, the wedding party. First, however, they al lined up in their white senatoria robesfor
inspection by the steward, Humphrey, who walked up and down the line like agenera and looked them
over with asort of disdainful resignation, adjusted the fold or drape of arobe here and there, then sniffed
and pro-nounced that they "would do.”

"There goes aman who has missed histrue vocation,” John Fleming commented wryly after
Humphrey had dismissed them and they began to make their way down to the river. "With that bilious
disposition, the manisaborn criticif ever | saw one."

Smythe chuckled, but Will Kemp's perpetua grumbling and grousing forestalled his response.

"These costumes areridiculous,” Kemp said. "Roman senators, indeed! We look more like abunch of
cadavers wrapped up in shrouds.”

"Inyour case, that would be particularly true," Robert Speed replied.

"At least my talent isaive and wdl, which is certainly morethan | can say for yours," Kemp riposted,
contemptuoudy.

Speed raised his hand and snapped hisfingers, asif ordering up atankard of de. "Gentlemen, a
ghroud for Master Kemp'stalent, if you please?’

"We should have asked for some flasks of wine or perhapsasmall keg of de," John Hemings said, as
if prompted by the gesture. "These flimsy robes are none too warm.”

"Aye, and adding to the morning chill, thereisatiff cold breeze coming in off theriver,” Kemp
complained asthey made their way down the stepsto the arched stoneriver gate. "l can fed thewind
blowing straight up through the bottom of this pox-ridden robe.”

"Well, ‘twould not be the first time you had your pox-ridden privates waving in the breeze, now would
it?" Speed said.

Kemp gave him awithering glare. "And how would you know, Bobby?'

"Oh! Stabbed to the quick!" Speed cried out, grabbing at his chest and staggering down the steps.
"Sweet mercy, | andan!”

They dl burst out laughing as he "died" theatricaly on the stepsin aseries of dramatic thrashingsand
convulsions. Even Kemp was moved to laugh, despite himsdif.

"Well worthy of a Caesar's death!" said Burbage, applauding. "Ned Alleyn himself could never have
done better!"

"Aye, and he frequently did much worse," added Kemp, whose didike for their late colleague, who
hed recently quit their company for their chief rivals, the Admird's Men, was matched only by the
legendary actor's profound distaste for him.

Themention of Alleyn's name momentarily broke their mood of levity, for asde from Kemp'sdidike
of him, Edward Alleyn was sorely missed. He was widdly acknowledged as the finest actor of the day
and if Kemp considered both histaent and his ego over-blown, Smythe knew it was because hisfedings
were motivated primarily by jealousy, for Alleyn'swas the name that drew the au-diences. They were of



different schools, with Alleyn being the redl-istic dramatist and Kemp the capering clown who played
directly to the audience and ad libbed whenever the mood struck him, or when-ever he could not recal
hislines, which hetook little trouble to memorizein any case.

Unfortunatdly for Kemp, Smythe thought, his brand of broad, physica comedy seemed to be going
out of style, just as Shakespeare had predicted, and Kemp seemed unwilling or unable to adapt. For all
his grave portentousness and showy manner, Alleyn was now drawing significantly larger audiences at the
Rose Thestre, and while the Queen's Men could till boast Her Roya Magjesty astheir patron, their
reputation as the preeminent players of the day was on the wane. Their repertoire was somewhat
shopworn and though Shake-speare had managed to improve severa of their playswith rewrites, they
badly needed something new to bring their audiences back. They were dl too well aware of this, and the
mention of Ned Al-leyn's name merely served to underscoreiit.

"Well, come on now, Speed, bestir yoursdlf," said Shakespeare, leaning down to give him ahand up.
"Y ou shdl only soil your costume on these steps, aside from which, methinks | spy some boats drawing

Indeed, some small boats were gpproaching from the direction of the city, bearing thefirgt arrivals of
the day. After some brief discussion concerning the rolesthey wereto play, they al decided smply to
welcome the arriving guests as if they were citizens of Rome, coming to attend the wedding of Caesar
and Cleopatra. It was decided that it would probably be for the best to avoid any reference to Calpurnia,
or Mark Antony, for that matter, and that whatever they decided to cal themsalves asthey improvised
their way through their individua performances, the names of Casca, Cassius and Brutus might be alittle
inappropriate.

The players were not the only ones awaiting the arriving guests at the sone gate. Asthe boats drew
up to the stone steps that came down to the water from the arched river gate, severa of the house-hold
daff stood by to check their invitations, in order to make cer-tain that no uninvited guestswould be
admitted. Rather cleverly, Will Kemp took it upon himself to receive the invitations from the men who
checked them and then announce the guests asif they were arriving at an imperia court. It allowed him
an opportunity to hamit up in front of some of London's most wedthy and influ-entid citizens, while at
the same time it kept him from having to keep going up and down the stairs to the house, as did dl the
others who escorted the arriving guests.

Asthe morning wore on and guests continued to arrive, Smythe remained by the gate with Kemp,
playing subserviently to his char-acter asif he were some ministeria aide and collecting dl the invi-tations
from him while paying particular attention to the noblemen who were arriving together with their grown
and digible sons. To hisdismay, there turned out to be over adozen of them. And then there were other
sons of noble birth who arrived together with their fathers and their mothers, though it occurred to
Smythe that he should not diminate them from consideration Smply because of that. A man who was
bold enough to pose as the son of anobleman in dl thisaugust company would certainly be resourceful
enough to find awoman who could play the part of his mother, just as he had planned to have his
co-congpirator pose as hiswesdlthy, aristocratic father.

Unfortunatdly, thought Smythe, his background was not such that he would know any of these people.
Some of their names might be familiar to him, but alowly ostler and player such ashimsdlf did not move
in such exalted circles, and so he therefore lacked the necessary knowledge to make any immediate
determinations asto who was who. A good many of these people would naturaly know one another,
and would thus be better able to identify any strangersin their midst, but he could not smply gpproach
noblemen and ask them to vouch for one another. Dick Burbage, perhaps, as one who had grown up in
the city, would be better able to recognize many of these people, but more than anything €lse, Smythe
wished that Sir William were here, so that he could consult with him. Asaregular at court and aleader of
London society, Sir William would certainly be able to help him narrow down the list of suspects.

However, inal likdihood, Sir William had accompanied the queen on her sojourn in the country,
because whenever Her Mg esty made her annua progresses through the countryside, her entire court
would travel with her. It meant that whichever of her subjects she chose to stay with when she stopped
would have to bear the expense of playing host not only to the queen, but to her entire court, aswell. It



would take amansion such as Green Oaks or Mid-dleton Manor to house them al and it would take a
large retinue of servantsto seeto their needs. Why anyone would wish to put up with such amonumental
inconvenience and expense, much less com-pete with others for the dubious privilege, was beyond
Smythe, but competefor it they did, and thiswedding festiva at Middleton Manor was planned to serve
that very purpose. Smythe understood, in essence, that playing for the queen's favor was important to
those who wished to risein rank and power, but he ill found it difficult to understand why any of that
would mean much to Sir William.

Thefirst time they had met, Sir William had tried to rob him. Of course, he had not known it was Sir
William at the time. The last thing Smythe would have expected to encounter on a country road while on
hisway to London was aknight of the rellm dressed as a highwayman. It was not until much later that he
discovered who the infamous Black Billy redlly was or why one of the wedlthiest and most powerful men
in London choseto lead a secret life as alegendary brigand. As master of the Sea Hawks, the privateers
who had achieved everlasting fame and glory when, led by Sir Francis Drake, they had defeated and
wrecked the Spanish Armada, Sir Wil-liam had made hisfortune as a shipwright. Though not personaly
aprivateer, heliked to think of himsdf as something of a pirate, and in a sense, Smythe thought, he
probably was. Though he had done his buccaneering with his purse strings rather than acutlass, William
Worley had been no lessruthless.

Smythe found it difficult to imagine how aman like Sr William could indulgein the sort of socid
jousting practiced by men like Godfrey Middleton and most of the queen's courtiers. It wasrather like
trying to imagine a hawk strutting with the chickens. It seemed both unlikely and absurd.

However, afriendship between aknight like Worley and aplayer like himsalf seemed equadly unlikely
and absurd, and yet despite that Sir William was hisfriend, though Smythe was under no illusions that
they would possibly ever be equas. Aside from himsdlf, Shake-speare was the only other person who
knew that Sir William was Black Billy, at least to Smythe's knowledge. Sir Francis Walsingham
undoubtedly knew, aswdll, though Smythe could only surmisethat. Her Mgesty's chief minister was
reputedly aman of many secrets and Black Billy would be one of the best kept.

Without Sir William's presence, Smythe could only try to think what he would have doneif he were
here, and how he might have advised him to proceed. It was difficult for him to tell who the playerswere
without a scorecard, but it occurred to him that anyone who was outside the generd circle of London's
high society should beimmediately suspect. There were anumber of foreign aristocrats in attendance,
and they would need to be watched closely, aswell as those nobles who came from beyond the environs
of thecity. Still, Smythe felt frustratingly handicapped by not knowing exactly who those people were.

What he needed, he redlized, was Elizabeth's help. But would Elizabeth even speak to him after their
last argument? She would probably be disposed to hep safeguard her friend's Sster from un-scrupulous
men, but how would he explain how he came by hisinformation? He could just imagine her reection if he
told her that he had overheard two strangers plotting against Blanche Middleton because he had followed
her out to the maze last night. No, he thought, that would never do.

He could, of course, smply choose to forget about the whole thing. After all, it did not redlly concern
him persondly. What was Blanche Middleton to him? He did not know her. He had not met her. He had
never even seen her. His only connection to the Middletons was of amost tenuous nature, indeed.
Elizabeth was Catherines friend, and he cared about Elizabeth, who for al he knew no longer cared
about him. He was disturbed at the idea of an innocent woman being duped and taken advantage of, but
wasit redlly any of hisbusiness? The whole thing was a pointless muddle, and it was giving him a
headache, and perhaps he would do well just to forget about it al.

Therewas, however, the rather unsettling fact that they had tried to kill him, and might well do so
again, if they discovered who hewas. For that matter, it occurred to him that they might already know
who hewas. It was certainly possible that they could have come out of the maze before he did. If so,
then they could easily have conced ed themselves in the garden near the entrance to the maze and waited
for him to come out, so they could mark him. After that, it would have been asimple enough matter to
find out who he was. And even if he decided to avoid becoming involved, there was no way they would
know that. The only way they could make certain that he could never give them away would beto kill



him. It was not a reassuring thought.

He knew that he could count on Will to help him, but that would not be enough. Shakespeare had no
more knowledge about London's upper crust than he did. Neither of them had been in the city very long.
Without Sir William present, the only one who wasin aposition to help him was Elizabeth. And that
brought him right back to the irksome problem of how hewasto tell her what he knew and how he knew
it. There seemed to be only one solution.

Hewould havetolie.

He recalled Sir William saying once that the best lies were those that kept closest to the truth, because
they required the least em-bellishment and it was thereby easier to avoid making adip. Therefore, he
would stick to the truth as much as possible. He would say that he had overheard the two strangers
plotting to take advantage of Blanche Middleton and her father. But then he would have to explain how it
happened that he had heard them, but had never seen them. Once again, the smple truth would provide
an easy and credible explanation, but what he wanted to avoid, if pos-sible, wastelling Elizabeth that he
had overheard those men because he had followed her. And if hetold her that it had happened last night,
then even if he did not admit he followed her, she would redize that he had gone out to the maze at about
the same time she did and she would doubtless guesstherest. So. . . the lie had to be concocted there.

It could not have happened any earlier than yesterday, he thought, for everybody knew when the
players had arrived. But it could easily have happened severd hours earlier, in the afternoon. Therewere
severd hours during which the Queen's Men had been settling in, getting their equipment put away, and
preparing the stage for their performance. He would need no more pretext to say why he had gone out to
the garden than to tell her that he had gone aong with Shakespeare, to help him work out some last
minute changesin the play.

With mogt of the viditorsto the estate either in the house itself or at the fairgrounds, the garden, and in
particular the maze, would seem like the perfect place to go to have some privacy and quiet in which to
work. Hewould need only to tell Shakespeare of his plan, so that Will would know to say that he had
been there with him. And because he had aready discussed last night's events with himin detail, Will
would not require any further briefing. He a-ready knew as much asif he had been there himsdif.

Smythe nodded to himself with satisfaction. The plan at least seemed workable and he could see no
flaw init. It was dso close enough to the truth to make it eminently practicd. He would now haveto try
to find Elizabeth as soon as possible and tell her what he knew. In the face of thisthreet to the future of
her friend's sister, surdly, her earlier quarrd with him would be forgotten. That was dmost worth an
attempt upon hislife.

An abrupt change in the manner of the two servants at his side derted Smythe to pay closer attention
to the next boat that was drawing up to the gate. It was alarger boat, better appointed, with asmall mast
and gaff-rigged sail. Even Kemp, who was not the most observant of individuas, noticed that the manner
of the servants had changed somewhat. Their backs had stiffened noticeably and they began to check
their costumes, brushing at them and making smdl adjustments.

"Look smartly now," said one of them. "Y onder boat bears Mas-ter Middleton and his younger
daughter, with Sir Perciva. Their arriva meansthat the wedding flatillashdl not be far behind.”

Kemp drew himsdlf up to hisfull height, which because he was not much taler than five feet had the
comical effect of making him look like a bantam rooster trying to stretch itsdlf into agame cock. The
importance of making agood impression on their hogt, one of the richest men in London, was not lost on
him, for Kemp had ambitions of his own that were no lesslofty than Ned Alleyn's.

Asthe boat pulled up to the steps, Smythe marked Godfrey Middleton as he prepared to disembark.
Smythe redlized that he had seen this man before, when he had attended to his elaborate, black
lacquered coach at the Theatre, though he had not known who he was. Now, he recognized him as
Middleton stepped off the boat, assisted by his servants.

He was not a young man, by any means, though he was stout and barrel-chested, with thick legs that
seemed abit too short for historso, so that he seemed to waddle dightly when he walked. Hiswide and
round-cheeked face was ruddy and his prominent, bulbous nose was red, though whether from the chill
upon theriver or over-indulgencein fine wines, Smythe could not tell, though he could easily hazard a



guess.

Godfrey Middleton had the gppearance of aman who enjoyed dl of thefiner thingsin life and could
eadly afford them. His cloth-ing was obvioudy expensve and exquidtely tailored. He wore a saf-fron ruff
and his chestnut colored doublet was of the finest three-piled velvet, tailored in the French style, richly
embroidered with gold and silver thread and sewn with jewels, puffed at the shoulders and dashed
deeply at the deeves, revealing bright glimpses of amarigold satin shirt benesth that must have been
imported from Paris and probably cost more than Smythe could hope to make in ayear. Middleton's
galligaskins were deep scarlet and gartered with marigold silk ribbons that matched the silk rosettes upon
his gold-buckled shoes. The striking ensemble was topped off with along cloak in dark, chestnut-brown
brocade with amatching floppy bon-net set off with marigold silk ribbons.

"There'sabright beplumaged bird," said Smythe.

" Softly, smpleton, else he shdl hear you!" whispered Kemp, glancing at him sharply.

"l doubt it," Smythe replied, dthough he did lower hisvoice. "And methinks he would carelittleif he
did. Look a him. Heis pogtively green.”

Indeed, Godfrey Middleton looked decidedly ill as he stepped unsteadily out of the boat, assisted by
his servants. He appeared genuindy grateful to be on dry land once again. Even though it had been only a
relatively short boat trip on the Thames, Middleton acted asif he had just barely survived an arduous
transatlantic crossing.

"Zounds, what beastly westher!" he exclaimed to his compan-ions as they disembarked. " That
wretched wind! "Twas afrightful chop out there, | tell you! | damn well nearly gave up breskfast!"

His voice was high-pitched and rather nasal and complemented hiswaddle perfectly. To Smythe, he
sounded like alarge, affronted goose, squawking with pompous indignation. The"frightful chop” that he
referred to was, to Smythe's eyes, no more than adight display of whitecaps on the water's surface,
hardly what anyone would cal rough sailing. It might be a bit of arock in asmall rowboat, perhaps, but it
was only the Thames River, after dl, not the English Channdl. The breeze was brisk and coal, but it was
along way from being a"wretched wind." And Smythe thought that the only reasonable excuse that
anyone would have for giving up their breakfast out there would beif they were pregnant.

"Well, 'twas abit of an unpleasant journey, I'll agree, but 'tis over now and our feet are once again
upon dry land,” said one of Middleton's companions. ""From now on, ‘twill al be smooth sall-ing." The
man chuckled a his own remark. "Eh? What? Smooth sailing? | say, that'sjolly good, what?"

This gentleman turned out to be the groom. Sir Percival Pennington-Pugh was at |east the same age as
the bride's father, if not older, but there any smilarity ended. Where Middleton was portly, thick-chested
and short-legged, Sir Perciva wasthin as ahay-rake and practicdly al legs and elbows. And if
Middleton brought to mind a puffed up goose, then Sir Percival looked like aspindly water fly, abeit one
decked out in a costume so garish as to make Middleton's clothing look positively subdued.

For the occasion of hiswedding, Sir Perciva had donned awhite ruff and adoublet of robin's egg
blue slk with double rows of slver buttons set S0 close together that they touched. His deeves were
"pinked,” or dashed to show asilk shirt in anewly fashionable color named "dead Spaniard,” in honor of
the sinking of the Ar-mada. To Smythe, who did not have much of an eye for distinguish-ing fashionable
subtleties of color, it amply looked dark purple. The groom's fashionableif rather impractica shoeswere
made of light blue silk, to match his doublet, and they were likewise pinked to show off hismorbid
Spanish hose. His baggy gaskins were made of velvet in aviolet hue and he wore so many jeweled rings
that merdly lifting hislong-fingered, bony hands seemed to take an effort. He wore awide-linked silver
chain, enameled as was currently the fash-ion in shades of black and purple, to match his high-crowned
hat, and in keeping with the latest court fashion of matching one'stonsoria huesto one's haberdashery,
he had dyed his hair and pointy beard a purple shade, aswell. The servants approached him and helped
him don along, purple fringed robe over his ensemble and then exchanged his hat for an elaborate,
Romanesque laurd wresth made of hammered gold. Smythe thought that the unlikely combi-nation of the
pleated ruff together with the Roman robe made him look rather like an ambulatory tablecloth
surmounted by the head of John the Baptist Stting on aplatter.

"God blind me!" he said softly, as the groom and the father of the bride began to climb the steps



toward them. "Pity poor Cathe-rine Middleton. With such a Caesar, would for her sake these were the
Ides of March and not hiswedding day!"

"Shhh!" hissed Kemp, bowing himin theribs. "Mock this Cae-sar at your peril, fool,” he
whispered. "They will club you down, stuff you in aweighted sack, and tossyou in theriver!”

Smythefel glent, but not So much asaresult of his companion's admonition as from the sght that
greeted him as the next passenger lightly stepped off the boat and pulled back the hood of her long, dark
blue velvet cloak with alanguid, graceful gesture.

Blanche Middleton was dl of sixteen, tall for her age, raven-haired, buxom and smdl-waisted, with
grayish-blue eyesthat looked like cracked diamonds. She wore a crimson velvet gown over a cart-wheel
farthingale, which could not have been very comfortable for Sitting in aboat, and her puff-deeved, black
velvet bodice was heavily embroidered in gold and stiffened with a pointed scomacher that accentuated a
very ample bosom that was displayed even more boldly than the current fashion dictated. She looked
around and her gaze settled upon Smythe with such afrank, smouldering direct-nessthat it made him
look around, thinking that she must have been looking at someone €l se behind him on the steps, someone
quite familiar to her. But when he turned, he saw that there was no one there. When he looked back, her
gaze met his once again and she smiled with asultry, mocking sort of amusement. It struck Smy-the that,
unquestionably, she was|ooking straight at him, and he looked back with afrank, appraising sareto see
if shewould drop her gaze. But she did not.

She came straight up the steps towards him, her eyes never leav-ing his, save for one moment when
they flicked briefly up and down, taking his measure with aboldness that Smythe had never before
encountered in agirl.

"My, my," shesaid in alow and throaty voice, as she drew even with him. "Y ou are abig one."

Fedling flustered and not quite knowing how else to respond, Smythe bowed dightly and said, ™Y our
servant, malam.”

"Indeed?’ shereplied, archly. "How lovely. | trust that you shdl serve mewell then.”

"Come on, then, Blanche, sop dawdling!" her father called to her, from further up the steps. "We
must hurry up and take our places. Theflotillais approaching!”

"Coming, Father!" she caled, without taking her eyes off Smythe. And then she cleared her throat
dightly, took a deep breath, enhancing her already ample cleavage, lowered her eyelids, and pursed her
lips before continuing on her way up the steps with alingering backward glance over her shoulder.

It took Smythe amoment to find hisvoice, and when he did, al he could say was, "Good God!"

"Neither God nor goodness has anything to do with that, my dear boy," said Kemp, dryly.

"Woas| imagining things?' asked Smythe. "Kemp, did you hear? Did you see?"

"l have earsand | have eyes,” Will Kemp replied. "And | have avery great concern for the integrity
and preservation of my bones, which faculty | would most heartily commend to you, my lad. Y on saucy
baggage is even more trouble than that Darcie wench. If that fire she has just ignited in your loins needs
cooling, then may | suggest you jump into the river now and quench the flame post haste, before it burns
you and al therest of us, besides.”

A crowd had gathered at the top of the steps behind them, drawn by the arrival of their host and their
anticipation of the wed-ding flotilla bearing the bride. Many of the men were a so doubtless drawn by the
arriva of Blanche Middleton, who was certainly worth looking at and who seemed to delight in the effect
she had on any mae within viewing distance. Smythe noticed that dl of the young aristocrats he had
marked earlier were there, vying for her attention and trying to elbow one another out of theway. If this
sort of thing kept up, he thought, there could well be trouble brewing before the day was through.

What concerned him more, however, was that he had as yet seen no sign of Elizabeth. Where could
she be? Catherine was due to arrive at any moment. It puzzled Smythe that while Catherine Mid-dleton
had spent the night in London, &t the residence her father maintained there, Elizabeth had been here, at
Middleton Manor. Why? One would think that the logica placefor her to have been was at her friend's
Sde as she got ready for the wedding. And why was Elizabeth not part of the wedding party that was
ariving on the barge?

The specter of suspicion rose up in hismind once more. There was no reason in the world that



Smythe could think of why Eliza-beth should not have been in London with Catherine, so that she could
arrivewith her on the "royal barge," unless of course, coming out early to Middleton Manor would have
given her an opportunity to meet with someone. And that someone could only be another man. Nothing
else made any sense. And as his thoughts returned to that once more, it again struck him how convenient
it was that they had quarrelled the last time they had seen each other.

0. . . where, was Elizabeth? He knew where she had been last night. Where was she now? Why
was she not here, with everybody ese?

Someone called out that the wedding flotillawas approaching, and in moments, everyone was pointing
and shouting excitedly. In-deed, the wedding party was gpproaching in afleet of boats accom-panying
theroyd barge, just as he had seen them rehearsing the previous day. Thistime, however, it dl seemed
to be going smoothly, and despite the "wretched wind" and "frightful chop" that Godfrey Middelton had
complained of, the flotillawas gpproaching in perfect formation, abeit spaced out abit more widdy than
before, no doubt in order to avoid the sort of collision that had occurred yesterday.

Smythe had to admit that it certainly looked impressve. The rivermen were an independent and often
surly lot, but somehow Middleton's man had succeeded in getting them to work together and take
direction in thiswaterborne pageant. The smaler boats stayed more or lessin line and relatively
equidistant from one an-other, forming an escort for the wedding barge that was being drawn by the
larger boatsin the center of the formation.

The crowd oohed and ahhed astheflotilladrew near and the details of the barge could now be seen.
The eaborate, fringed purple canopy waved in the breeze, luffing and cracking like asail asthe"dave
rowers' manned their oars, which were redly more ornamen-ta than functiona. Some of them were
actudly dipping into the water, and perhaps providing some smal amount of motive force, but most of
the oarswere smply waving in the air. On the flat deck of the barge, Egyptian maidens and high priests
waved at the on-lookers and tossed flower petals into the water from baskets. On the "upper deck,"
which was really no more than awooden platform erected on the barge, Cleopatra sat regally upon her
massve throne.

Therest of the Queen's Men now came back down the stairs so that they could finish playing their
senatorial roles by greeting the queen of Egypt as she arrived.

"Well, at least they have not smashed into one another thistime," Fleming said as the boats drew near.

"Pity," Speed replied. " "'Twas much more fun to watch, what with people shouting and faling
overboard and such.”

One of the servants overheard and gave him an irate ook, which brought the irrepressible Speed an
elbow in the ribs from Burbage.

Asthe barge came closer, they could see the details of the throne, which had been constructed
especidly for the occasion. It was made of wood, carved and painted to resemble gold and set with bits
of colored glassto reflect the sunlight and makeit look asif it were covered in jewels. The backrest was
positively huge and resembled the prow of aship. It was carved into the shape of a snake's head, meant
to mimic theimperia Egyptian headdressthat Catherine Middleton wore.

Asthe barge drew up to theriver gate and the smaller boats held back, waiting for the bride and her
party to disembark before they came up to discharge their passengers, al eyeswere on the bride as she
sat impressively upon her throne. She was dressed in a glit-tering white robe festooned with jewels and
heavily embroidered with gold and slver. Her hair was covered by the imperia headdress, which was
striped in black and white and held in place by acirclet of hammered gold, with asnake's head rising
from it just over the forehead.

"l do not believe the queen herself ever made agrander en-trance,” Shakespeare said, as he came up
to stand beside Smythe. "And | do not mean Cleopatra.”

Indeed, Smythe thought, it wastruly one of the grandest spec-taclesthat he had ever seen and every
bit worthy of apageant put on for the queen. That was, of course, precisaly what Godfrey Mid-dleton
had intended. It was so impressive that Smythe wondered whether the queen, when she heard accounts
of it, might even fed resentful that she had missed the celebration. He wondered if per-haps Godfrey
Middleton had not overplayed his hand by putting on such an elaborate cel ebration when the queen was



out of town and could not possibly attend. On the other hand, perhaps not. Even if shefdlt piqued that
she had missed it, Her Royal Mgjesty's appetite would certainly be whetted to see what sort of
entertainment Mid-dleton could stage for her if she gave him the opportunity. And after hearing about
this, how could she not?

Part of the wedding party had disembarked and the high priests were now proceeding in line up the
stone steps, carrying wooden staves with the heads of Egyptian gods upon them while two of the bridal
maidensfollowed in their wake, strewing flowers as they went. The enthusiagtic audience at the top of the
steps applauded asthey eagerly awaited the bride. But Queen Cleopatra had not moved. Catherine
Middleton till remained seeted on her throne.

" "Tiswhat one might cdl royaly milking an entrance,” Kemp said with asmirk asthey al waited for
her to come down off her throne.

"Perhaps sheiswaiting for someoneto help her down," said Burbage, with adight frown. "That
costume looks to be a bit cum-bersome. Do you suppose that we were meant to go on board and
welcome her, escort her? | cannot recall. Our directions did not seem very clear upon that point. | would
hate to think that we have missed our cue!"

"She may only be experiencing the natura hesitation of ablush-ing bride," said Heming, with asmile.
"Y ou know, having herself about of stage fright, asit were.”

"When it comesto being married, fright is more often the nat-ura condition of the groom,” said
Shakespeare. "Perhaps sheis un-well. Do you think we should go and seeif—"

At that moment, someone screamed. It was one of the brides-maids still aboard the barge, and in
moments, her scream was taken up by others. This, clearly, was not part of the script.

Except for a couple of servants, the players standing on the steps by the river gate were the closest to
the barge. Smythe led the way as he ran down the remaining couple of steps and jumped onto the barge,
where chaos and confusion now reigned. With Shakespeare and severd of the othersright behind him,
he shouldered hisway past the rowers, who had stood up from their benches and were now milling about
in confusion. Severd of the women were scream-ing hystericaly up on the platform which formed the
upper deck and one of the unfortunate girls either fell or else was accidentally knocked overboard into
theriver.

She started screaming that she could not swim and within mo-ments, the weight of her soaked
garments pulled her under. A cou-ple of the rivermen jumped in to save her and fortunately managed to
grab hold of her and pull her in towards shore, thus saving her life, but it seemed the bride was not so
lucky. When Smythe reached her, one of the hysterica bridesmaids was sobbing and crying out, "Sheis
dead! Sheisdead! Oh, God have mercy, sheisdead!"

Indeed, Smythe found that Catherine Middleton felt cold to the touch, and did not seem to be
breathing. Her eyes were closed and she looked quite peaceful, asif she had smply drifted off to deep.

"Oh, heaven!" Burbage said, as Smythe bent over her. "Dead! Can it be true?’

Smythe put his ear to Catherine's chest. "'l cannot hear her heart,” he said.

"Oh, woeful day!" said Burbage.

“Injuriousworld!" said Fleming. "Poor girl! To die so young, and on her wedding day! Could anything
ever be moretragic?’

"Perhapsit could,” Shakespeare said.

They looked towards him. "What do you mean?' said Fleming. "What have you there?"

"A drinking flask," said Shakespeare, as he sniffed it contents.

"Lord, hand it here," said Kemp. "Methinks now we could adl do with adrink!"

"l would be loath to have any of you drink from this" said Shakespeare. "This potation might be of a
potency not to your lik-ing.”

"What isit, Will?' Smythe asked.

" "Tisknown as brand," said Shakespeare. "Burnt wine, to some. A spiritous digtillation from grape
wine. Not avery common bev-erage, leastwise for the likes of us common folk. Our late, lamented
Cleopatrahad thisflask lying right here at her feet.”

"To keep her warm againgt the river chill, no doubt,” said Bur-bage. "But what of it?'



"It does not smdll right to me," said Shakespeare. "And mine, gentlemen, isamost educated nose.
There has been something added to thisflask that did not come from thevine."

"God shield usl" Burbage said. "Do you mean she has been poisoned?”

"Poisoned!" Kemp exclaimed.

The cry was taken up at once by everyone around them.

"] cannot say for certain,” Shakespeare said, "but there is some-thing rotten in Egypt. History repesats
itsdlf, for unless| miss my guess, Cleopatra has once more falen to adeadly venom.”

THE GUESTSWATCHING FROM THE plaza at the top of the steps knew something had gone

wrong, but it was awhile before word of what had happened reached them. They saw the commotion
bel ow them, where the wedding barge had pulled up to theriver gate, and they heard the screaming and
saw one of the bridesmaidsfall into the river, which resulted in aburst of laughter breaking out among
them, but within moments, they knew that something much more serious than aminor mishap had
occurred.

When they saw the players rush onto the barge, accompanied by severd of the servants, their
merriment subsided into silence and the hush continued, stretching out uneasily asthey saw the players
gather around the bride. A few among the gathered guests began to whisper, wondering what had gone
wrong, and then they heard the shouting. At first, they could not make out what was being shouted, and
the whisperings among them grew into an anxious undertone that made the shouting down on the barge
even more difficult to understand. Then, as people started running back up the steps, call-ing out what
had happened, they finally learned the news of the bride's desth.

Godfrey Middleton had stood among the wedding guests, to-gether with his youngest daughter and
the groom, impassively watching the spectacle below him. He had frowned angrily at first when the
commotion broke out on the barge, doubtless thinking that something had gone amiss at the last moment
indl the carefully rehearsed arrangements, but momentslater, when it became appar-ent that something
more serious had occurred, his angry frown be-came alook of consternation. And then the color drained
out of hisface when he saw Smythe coming dowly up the sairs, carrying the limp form of Catherinein his
ams

Ingtinctively, the people standing near him drew back, asif prox-imity could somehow infect them
with his horror. Meanwhile, God-frey Middleton stood absolutely motionlesswith Sir Perciva and
Blanche beside him, the three of them forming asort of idand in the sea of guests around them, guests
invited to awedding that was now clearly not going to take place.

The gravity of the Stuation had gpparently not yet impressed itsalf upon Sir Percival, who seemed
oblivious not only to Middle-ton's concern, but to the strained mood of the crowd around him, aswell.
"Dear me!" he said. "The poor girl looksto have swooned, eh, what? Bridd jitters, | daresay. Meretrifle.
A few dpsof wine and we shall have her right asrain, eh, what?'

"For God's sake, Sir Perciva, shut up,” said Blanche.



His eyebrows shot up and his jaw dropped. "Well! | never! The cheek! Godfrey! Good L ord,
Godfrey, isthis how you taught your daughter to address a gentleman?'

But Middleton moved away from him asif he hadn't even heard, and in al probability, he hadn't. His
stricken gaze was riveted on Smythe as he came up the stairs, carrying Catherinein hisarms. Blanche
went to her father's Sde and took hisarm, leaving the dith-ering groom standing aone, not quite knowing
what to do with himsdlf.

Middleton was pale as death as Smythe reached the top of the stairs and stopped before him. " Sir,"
Smythe said, hdtingly, "oh, sr, | an so very sorry.”

Middleton's lips began to tremble. He smply stood there for amoment, trying to find some way to
accept the unacceptable. Helooked up a Smythe, his eyes moist, holding an agonized expres-sion.
Somehow, he found hisvoice.

"Be s0 good asto take her into the house, young man,” he said, hisvoice strained with his effort to
control it.

"Of course, Sr," Smythereplied.

The crowd parted before them silently as Smythe carried Cath-erine toward the house, with
Middleton and Blanche following. Asthey passed Sir Percivd, the groom stood there perplexed, with his
mouth opening and closing like afish.

"Is... isthere to be no wedding, then?' he said.

Middleton stopped and turned to Stare a him, aghast. "My God, sir," he said. "1 knew you were a
fool, but I did not suspect you were an utter, money-grubbing, inbred idiot." And with that, he turned and
followed Smythe and Blanche into the house.

As Smythe was coming back downgtairs, he saw Elizabeth at last, standing in the entrance hall with
Shakespeare, in conversation with a gentleman who had apparently just arrived. Hewas still wearing his
cloak and wasinthe act of pulling off hisriding gloveswhile listening to Elizabeth intently. It was not until
he removed his hat and cloak and handed them to a servant that Smythe saw to his surprised relief that it
was Sir William Worley.

Accustomed as hewasto seeing Sir William attired in subdued and somber colors, Smythe amost
failed to recognize him resplen-dent in agold embroidered, burgundy velvet doublet with gener-oudy
puffed shoulders and gold buttons, with the wide deeves dashed to reved the crimson silk shirt hewore
beneath it. His breeches matched his doublet and were tightly gartered and tucked into high, cuffed
brown leather riding boots that made him look like one of the privateering captains who commanded his
ships. His shoulder-length black hair hung loose, framing his chided, clean-shaven features.

Helooked up at the sound of Smythe's approach. "Tuck!" he said. "Elizabeth and Will were just
telling me the dreadful news. "Tisasad, sad day, indeed.”

Smythe camethe rest of the way down the stairs and nodded. "Aye, milord. | havejust carried
Mistress Middleton upstairs to her room, where | have left her with her sster and her father.”

Worley shook his head. "Poor Godfrey. | cameto attend his daughter's wedding, and now it appears
that | shdl be attending her funerd, ingtead.”

"And ‘twould probably be best if 'twere attended to as soon as possible,” Elizabeth said. "What with
al the guests till here, their presence would doubtless be acomfort to Master Middleton in histime of
grief. | should think ‘twould be unbearable if he wereto delay inlaying her to rest til everybody left and
then have to face mdting arrangements al over again.”

"l quite agree," said Worley, nodding. " 'Tis acompassionate suggestion, and avery sensible one, as
well. The sooner after death abody isinterred, the better. Not only doesit aid the bereaved in coming to
gripswith grief, but it [aysthe dead to rest before cor-ruption can set in. | shall take the liberty of making
certain his sew-ard makesimmediate arrangements to place Catherinein the family vault. It may be
presumptuous, but under the circumstances, | sus-pect that | may be forgiven the presumption. Godfrey
is doubtless devastated by what has happened. He shall need to have some help.”

"l should go and see how heisbearing up,” Elizabeth said. "And | should ook to poor Blanche, as
wdl."



"Indeed, you should,” Worley agreed.

"Elizabeth . . ." Smythe began, but she interrupted him.

"We shdl speak later, Tuck. For the present, | must go and try to comfort the Middletons.”

"Of course. | understand.”

Asshe hurried away up the airs, Smythe turned to Shake-speare. "Have you told Sir William
everything?'

"Not yet," Shakespeare replied. "Elizabeth was here. Twould have been atrifle awkward.”

"What do you mean?' asked Worley. "What is awkward? What more isthereto tell?*

"A great ded more, Sir William," Shakespeare said. "It has been amost unfortunate and trying day, a
beastly trid for al concerned. And |, for one, could certainly use adrink.”

He took out asmall flask and unstoppered it, then started to raiseit to hislips. In that instant, Smythe

recognized the flask.
"Will!" He reached out and snatched it from him just before he drank. "For God's sake, man! The
poison!”

Shakespeare paed. "Oh, sweet, merciful heavens What in God's namewas | thinking?”

"Poison?’ said Sir William, with afrown. "What poison?'

"Y ou had not told him?' Smythe said.

"l had not," Shakespeare replied, shaken by what he had dmost done. He ran hisfingersthrough his
thinning hair distractedly. "Elizabeth did not seem to know and | did not wish to upset her any further,
though it shall not be long before she hears abouit it, | am sure. The rumors are dready flying among the
guests. Tisen-tirdy my fault, | fear. | should have been more discreet down at the barge, rather than
blurtit out as1 did." He put ahand up to hisbrow, asif he suddenly fet faint. "Odd's blood, | cannot
believe | nearly drank the vile suff!"

"Right," ssid Worley, grimly. "Comewith me." Heled them to thelibrary in abrisk manner that made
it clear he knew hisway around the house. Once there, he closed the door behind them firmly and
looked around to make sure they weredone. "Now . . . what isal this about poison?' he asked,
frowning.

"Catherine Middleton was gpparently drinking from this flask during her journey on the wedding
barge" said Smythe, holding it up for Sir William to see. "Will found it lying stoppered a her feet.”

"] opened it and sniffed to see what it contained,” said Shake-speare. "And | knew at once that there
was something wrong.”

"Let meseeit,” Worley said.

Smythe handed it over. Worley unstoppered it and took aten-tative sniff. He frowned. "Brand,” he
pronounced at once, identi-fying it correctly. "But for a surety, 'tis mixed with something else. Thereisa
curious, uncommon, musty sort of odor.” "I thought so, t0o," said Shakespeare.

Worley sniffed the flask once more, frowned, then shook his head. "I cannot put anameto it. And
you say Catherine was drink-ing from this?'

" "Twould appear s0," Smythe replied, "adthough we did not seeit for ourselves.”

"But Will found it lying stoppered at her feet, you said. If shewere drinking from it, and ‘twere
poisoned, then would she not have dropped it while it was till open?”

"Perhaps," said Shakespeare. "But like one who has dready had too much to drink and fallsinsensible
inthe act of railsing the cup once more, if she had already drunk from it earlier and the poison was not
very quick, then she may have been preparing to open the flask to take another drink when it finally took
effect, causing her to drop the flask unopened.”

Worley nodded. "That is certainly possible. And 'twould explain why the flask was still stoppered and
ungpilt. But though it may smell peculiar and raise afoul suspicion, we must neverthelessfind out for
certainif 'tispoison and, if possible, what the poison is. Twill take a skilled apothecary to make such a
determination.”

Smythe and Shakespeare exchanged glances and smultaneoudy replied, "Granny Meg.”

" Sheisthe cunning woman who had helped you once before, as | recdl,” sad Worley.

"Aye," said Smythe. " She has an gpothecary shop in the city.”



"And sheis possessed of uncommon skills," added Shakespeare.

"Her nameisnot unknown to me," said Worley. "But 'tissaid sheisawitch.”

"If s0, then sheisan honest one," said Smythe. "And witch or no, she knows her herbs and potions. If
anyone can tell uswhat manner of poison has been put into thiswine, sheisthe one.”

"So beit," Worley said, nodding. "Middleton has alight carriage in which you can make the journey
with dispatch. In the meantime, | shall see to matters here and send word to Her Mgesty that | shal not
be rgjoining her because of pressing mattersthat require my immediate attention.”

"Thereismore, Sr William," Smythe said.

"What, more? Come on, then, out withiit."

Asquickly as he could, Smythe told him about what he had overheard the previous night in the maze,
and how an attempt had been made upon hislifeto slence him.

"l see" Worley said, when he had finished. He fixed Smythe with a sharp look. "And how did it
happen that you werein the maze to overhear thisintriguein the first place?’

Smythe hesitated awkwardly.

"Come on, Tuck, tel him, for God's sake," said Shakespeare. "Thereisno shameinit.”

"l ... wasfollowing Elizabeth," said Smythe, somewhat sheep-ishly. "We had quarrelled previoudy,
some days ago, and | suspected that she was seeing someone else.”

"And was she?'

"l never learned the truth of it," admitted Smythe. "I lost her in the maze, and then | heard the voices of
those men, and you dready know the rest. More than anything, | feared that they would stumble upon
her and she would come to harm. Hence, | shouted out to warn her and to draw them off."

"Well, if 'twas ever any doubt that foul play was at hand, this certainly dispdlsit,” Worley said.
"Whoever those two plotters are, it seems evident from their attack on you that they will not stop at
murder to achievetheir god. And now with Catherine'stragic degth . . ." He grimaced and shook his
head. " Catherine was, G6d rest her soul, astrong-minded young woman. Godfrey had been trying to get
her married off for quite sometime, but whether ‘twas justified or not, she had areputation as a shrew.
Her Sster seemsto have amilder disposition, one most men would doubtlessfind preferablein awife,
but ‘twas well known that Godfrey would never have consented to the betrothal of hisyounger daughter
before the older one was married. And now Catherineisdead . . . ‘out of theway,' asthat miserable
scoundrel put it."

"And with no sonsto inherit Middleton's fortune, 'twould al go to Blanche now," Shakespeare said.
"Or, moreto the point, to whoever should become her husband.”

"Indeed," said Worley. "And whoever marries Blanche will likely find her far more managesble than
ever her sster would have been.”

"] am not so sure of that," said Smythe, "but either way, me-thinks Master Middleton should know of
this" Hesghed heavily. "If | had only said something last night. . ." Hisvoicetrailed off.

" “Twould have made no differencein the end, Tuck," said Shakespeare, gently. "Last night, asit turns
out, Middleton wasin London with his daughters. We did not know that then, yet even if we did, word
could never have reached him in time to save Cathe-rine. How were you to know that someone meant to
kill her? And even if you knew, you could not have known she would be poi-soned.”

"Y our friend speaks sengbly and truly,” Worley said. "Y ou are entirdly blamelessin the matter, Tuck.
The guilt restswith the mur-derers. And we shdl find them, have no fear. There cannot be many here
who are not known to me. We shall look to Blanche's suitors for our suspects.”

"But will they not be forewarned now?' Smythe asked.

"Perhaps," said Worley. "However, we have anumber of thingsworking in our favor. For onething,
they may not know who you are. And for another, evenif they do, they can have no way of knowing that
you have discussed with me the things you overheard last night. They shall have no reason to suspect any
relationship between us, and we shdl give them no reason to suspect one. For al they know, you are
merely someone who may have overheard part of their conversation last night. They cannot know for
certain what you may have heard, or whether you shdl do anything about it, or even whether you shall
make any connection between their plot to impersonate aristocrats and Catherine's death.”



"But in either case," said Shakespeare, "would it not bein their interest to diminate even the least
possibility that their plot may be exposed?”

"Tobesure,” Worley agreed. "And they have dready demon-drated their willingnessto do so in their
attack on Tuck. And if they did not hesitate to do so once, they shdl not hesitate to try again. Remember
that without Blanche Middleton, they have nothing. The entire success of their plan restson their
remaining here and seeing it through. And that iswhere they shdl givethemsdvesaway.”

Smythe sighed. "l fear | know where thisis headed.”

Worley clapped him on the shoulder. "Tuck, no one shall force you to take any risks you do not wish
to take," he said. "But consider that one woman has aready died and the welfare of another isat stake.”

"l had dready consdered thosethings, Sir William," Smythe replied. "And there can be no question
but that | must do whatever must be done. | am completely at your service.”

"Good lad."

"l, too, stand ready to assist," said Shakespeare. "What would you have us do?

"1 knew that | could count on you both,” Sir William said. "We shal have to move quickly, however.
The moretime that elapses, the more it favorsthe killers." He turned to Shakespeare. "Will, you must
make al haste to London with thisflask and see your Granny Meg. | shal have a carriage made ready
for you a once."

"We shdl change our dothes and leaveimmediately,” said Smythe.

"Not you, Tuck," Worley said. "Y ou shdl be staying here. Y ou have adifferent part to play.”

"That of the Judas goat,” said Smythe, dryly.

"Precisdy. We must bait them into coming after you once more. Areyou up to it?"

Smythe took adeep bregth. "1 am.”

"Good. Now, thefirgt order of business shdl beto get Will on hisway to Granny Meg's and then see
to Catherinesfunera. | shal speak with Godfrey Middleton and fix him to our purpose. It shall not be
difficult. He may appear foppish, but thereisironin hisspine. | should not wish to have him as an enemy.
Once hefinds out that his daughter has been murdered, he shal not rest until he has seen her killers
brought to justice. But &t the same time, we must seeto it that in hisanger, he does not give our plan
avay."

"We have aplan, then?" Shakespeare asked.

"Aye" Smythereplied, "to put meinto harm's way and see who triesto harm me."

"Ah. It soundslike agood plan to me."

"Oh, doesit, indeed?' asked Smythe, wryly.

"Well, I much prefer it to putting mysdlf into harm'sway," the poet said, nonchaantly.

" “Twould be an awful thing if the carriage hit arut and dropped awhed on itsway to London, so that
you fell out and broke your neck,” said Smythe.

"Aye, and ‘twould beterrible if someone stuck arapier in your gizzard whilst | was not there to watch
your back," Shakespeare riposted.

"If you two are finished fencing, there ismore to be discussed,” said Worley. "Now then, mark me
well, hereiswhat we shdl do. . . ."

Thejourney back to London in Godfrey Middleton's light carriage took far lesstime than the trip out,
but it was also far less comfort-able. When they had set out for Middleton Manor, the Queen's Men had
travelled by horseback and by wagon, but because their wagon was large and rather cumbersome and
loaded with dl of their gear, they had traveled dowly, those of them on horseback proceeding at an easy
wak s0 as not to lose the wagon. Thiswas Shakespeare'sfirst ride in a gentleman's open carriage, and
he was not especidly enjoying the experience.

The wdl-padded, velvet-covered seats were certainly avast im-provement over asmple leather
saddle or the hard, unuphol stered wooden bench of awagon, but the rate a which they travelled made
the carriage bounce and jounce as they careened along the rutted road to London and each jarring
impact was transmitted through the wooden whedls of the carriage to its frame, then through the sedts,
despite their padding, directly into the poet's bones. Every bump made histeeth click together sharply



and a |east twice he had dmost bitten through histongue. Sir William had directed the driver to waste no
timein getting him to London and back, and the man was complying with disconcerting efficiency.

Shakespeare knew better than to ask the driver to dow down. The liveried servant had stared at him
with thinly velled contempt when he discovered whom he would be driving to the city and back. After dl,
he was a gentleman's driver. He had certain standards and a reputation to uphold. And Shakespeare
knew that he did not even remotely resemble a gentleman.

Someday, he thought, it would be afine thing to be ableto call onesdlf a gentleman, with good clothes
and agrand house and ser-vants who would tug their forelocks at you. Heimagined what it must belike
to have his own coat-of-armsto display over his door-way and his mantel piece, and have painted on the
sides of afine, black-lacquered coach. A coach whose driver he could order to drive dowly. He swore
to himsdlf asyet another jarring impact shot pain-fully through histailboneinto his spine. If thiswashow a
gentleman was meant to travel, then he could damn well do without it. If | should ever becomea
gentleman, he thought, then | shdl travel everywhere on horseback. At awalking pace.

It struck him suddenly how utterly ludicrous that thought was. That an actor should ever be regarded
as agentleman was smply ridiculous. An actor, he thought, had about as much chance of be-coming a
gentleman ashedid of being knighted. Still, it was alovely fantasy with which to passthetime.

It was not very long before the rutted road |ed to the outskirts of the city and then gave way to
London's cobbled streets, which were no less gentle to the poet's fragile frame than they were to the
stout, wooden frame of the carriage. Shakespeare swore softly to himsdlf as he shifted uncomfortably in
his seat. Carriages and coaches were afairly recent addition to the traffic on the streets of London, but
there were now so many of them vying for space with the wooden-wheeled carts and wagons of the
farmers and trades-men, not to mention the horses and pedestrians, that the streets were more often than
not hopelesdy clogged. It was becoming insuffer-able and Shakespeare could not seeit getting any better
asmore and more of the "new men" wereinfiltrating the ranks of the upper classes and buying carriages
and coaches of their own.

The ditches that ran down the middle of each street trickled with a stinking quagmire of every sort of
waste, including human and animd, raising astench that was enough to take the starch out of apleated
ruff. And for those who could not navigate these streets from the rel ative safety of acarriage or aperch
on horseback, it was a constant hazard to be splashed with the awful ooze, or to |ose one's footing on the
dippery cobbles. Not afew eegant suits of clothesin evidence on the streets were ingl egantly
bespattered, and those that were not bore testimony to the light-footedness of their owners.

At the same time, however, London wasfull to brimming with a sense of energy and purpose that
Shakespeare found invigorating and even intoxicating. Unlike his degpy home village of Stratford, this
was a place where things were happening al the time. Here in these teeming streets, and behind those
doors, fortunes were being made and lost and people struggled to survive, to live and love, sometimes
with passion worthy of apoet's muse, and sometimes with adull, rutting mindlessness that was nothing
more than some primitive, ingtinctua affirmation of existence. It was dl here, the base and the sublime,
the endless drama of human character and existence that he found so endlesdy fascinating and
compeling. Just being here made him fed dive.

To him, this wasthe true thestre, whose machinations he wanted hismore artificid thestre to reflect.
There was an ongoing drama unfolding in these streets that was far more essentia, far more basic, far
moretragic, comedic, and uplifting than anything that was cur-rently being acted on the stage. Compared
todl of this, hethought, as his dert gaze swept the streets around him, how tawdry, how smple-minded
and how utterly banal were the highjinks, jokes and caperingsindulged in by the players of the day. All
that petty pos-turing, al those silly, ribald songs, al those grandiloquent speeches said nothing at all about
the piece of work man truly was. The ancient Greeks had understood something thet men like Greene
and his academic cronies seemed to have forgotten, and that was that the highest king could have at heart
the motives of the basest peas-ant, and the meanest menial could possess nobility that would sur-pass
that of the highest king.

The carriage had dowed considerably when they had entered the city and now, asit turned down a
winding, narrow gtreet, it dowed even more asthe driver scanned the buildings carefully, unsure of his



surroundings. Shakespeare called out to him, "Just a short way further on! Look for the sign of the mortar
and the pestle!™

Moments later, the driver was reining in before asmall apothe-cary shop on the ground floor of a
small, two-gtory timbered house, crammed wall-to-wall in arow with other smilar housesthat lined the
narrow, winding street. Above the heavy, planked front door hung awooden sign with amortar and a
pestle painted on it, iden-tifying the apothecary shop.

"Wait here," Shakespeare said to the driver, rather superfluoudy, for of course the man would wait.
He had been ordered to take him there and back. The driver merely glanced at him with disdain and said
nothing.

The shop was ill open for business, so Shakespeare went straight in. The strong aroma of herbs
filled the ar indde the shop.

It was the same curious, yet somehow comforting mixture of rich smells he remembered from thefirgt
time he had visited the shop, together with Tuck Smythe, Dick Burbage, and Elizabeth Darcie. The door
shut behind him with aloud, protracted creaking sound, accented by a soft tinkling of small bellstiedto a
cord. A profusion of herbs hung drying from the ceiling beamsin bunches, dozens and dozens of them,
giving the celling the appearance of ahanging gar-den. From one ingtant to the next, depending upon
where he stood, different odors wafted over him, some familiar, like rosemary, fen-nd, thyme and basil,
others strange and exatic. WWooden shelves from floor to ceiling lined dl four wals, each shelf holding a
wide assortment of earthenware jars of various Szes. In front of onerow of shelves, to hisleft ashe
entered the shop, stood along wooden counter upon which were spread cutting boards and mixing
bowls, mortars and pestles, scales with weights and measures, scoops, fun-nels, scissors, knives and
various other tools, some of which he could not even identify. For dl the clutter, however, there was not
asgpeck of dirt or dust anywhere in evidence.

A hanging cloth embroidered with the symbols of the zodiac was pushed asde and atall, dmost
skeletal-looking man in along black robe stepped out. His dark eyes were deeply set, giving them a
hooded aspect, and his features were lined and gaunt. He had high, prominent cheekbones and ahigh
forehead with long, wispy, snow white hair cascading down over his shoulders from beneath awoven
skullcap. Hisface was set into what appeared to be a perpetua ex-pression of somberness. Once again,
Shakespeare thought that he looked like the very image of a sorcerer, only instead of having adrameatic
name like Merlin Ambrosius or Asmodeus or some other suitably necromantic gppellation, he bore the
rather prosaic and in-nocuous name of Freddy.

"Good day to you, Master Shakespeare," Freddy said, greeting him with adight bow.

" 'Allo, Freddy. | am pleased to see that you remembered me.”

"Indeed, | do remember, sr. And if | had not, then Meg would have reminded me. Shetold methat
we might be expecting you today."

"Did she?" The poet shook his head, smiling. "Y our good wife continues to amaze me, Freddy. And
did she dso, by any chance, happen to tell you on what errand | would come?’

"A grave errand, Master Shakespeare.”

The smile dipped from Shakespeare'sface. "Aye. A grave errand, indeed. | trust that she will seeme
then?'

"But of course," said Freddy, standing aside and beckoning him through the doorway. "Thisway, sir."
The poet went through as Freddy held aside the hanging cloth and together they proceeded to the
back of the dimly lit shop, to-wards a steep and narrow flight of stairs against the far wall. Shake-speare
dowly climbed the creaky wooden stairs until he came out through the floor of theliving quarters on the
second story. It was a narrow, one-room agpartment, longer than it was wide, with white-washed walls

and a planked wood floor that was, unlike the floor in the shop below, not covered with rushes, but
swept bare and kept immaculately clean.

At thefar end of the room was the only window, looking out over the street below. It was partialy
hidden by afree-standing wooden shelf that also functioned as adivider to screen off the deep-ing area
in the back. Nothing at dl had changed since the last time he was here. Thefurnishingswere fill smple
and rough-hewn, con-sisting of not much more than acouple of sturdy wooden chairs, severa



three-legged stools and anumber of large, old-looking wooden chests. A rectangular wood-planked
table smilar to those that one might find in any tavern stood in the center of the room, before afireplace.

Except in the homes of the wedlthy, fireplaces on the second floor were smply unheard of. In
thatch-roofed country homes, where the cellings on the upper floors were usualy just the dry thatch on
the roof, the fire hazard would have been extreme, to say nothing of the flammability of the rushes strewn
upon thefloors.

However, there were no rushes scattered here, and the ceiling was planked and wood-beamed, not
thatch. With the exception of acou-ple of candles, the flames from the hearth provided most of thelight
in the room, and there were severd black cauldrons of various sizes hanging from iron hooks over the
fire. In hismind's eye, the un-bidden image of three witches came to him asthey stood over the
cauldrons, stirring the bubbling brew and cackling to themsdlves. He shook his head and smiled at his
own foolishness, yet a the same time, his surroundings were very much conducive to that sort of vison.

Like the apothecary shop below, the wallswere al but covered with wooden shelves crammed full of
books and earthen jars, curious looking wooden carvings and small statuary made of stone, clay pots of
every shape and size, necklaces and amulets of every description, little leather pouches suspended from
thongs with who knew what sort of strange talismans contained therein . . . Shakespeare imagined eyes
of newts and wings of bats and pulverized horn of unicorn. Everywhere he looked, there was something
wonderfully different and strange to arrest his attention.

"Freddy, | waswondering . . ." he began as he turned around, then stopped abruptly when he saw
that Freddy was not there. He frowned. He could have sworn that Freddy had come up the stairsright
behind him. In fact, he was certain that he had. He made awry grimace and shook his head. "The man
moveslikeaghog," he said to himself.

"Not dl ghosts move quietly,” said a soft, low voice from behind him.

He started when she spoke and turned around again to see Granny Meg standing by the tablein front
of thefireplace. It seemed asif she had smply appeared from out of nowhere. Clearly, she must have
come from behind the screen at the far end of the room, by the window, but she was barefoot and had
moved so quietly that he had not heard her footsteps. He tried to recall if Freddy had been barefoot a o,
but he had not noticed, and with hisfloor-length robe, it would have been difficult to tell, in any case.

Once again, he was struck by how ageless Granny Meg ap-peared. She was no longer young, but her
skinwas so fair and clear asto be dmost tranducent, without a single blemish or wrinkle. She was of
average height, girlishly dim, and sharp-featured, with a pointed chin, high cheekbones, and addicate,
thin nose. Her thick, silvery-gray hair hung down to her waist. She had worn it loose the first time he had
seen her, but now she had it plaited into one thick braid that hung down the left side of her chest and was
held with smple rawhide thongs. She wore asmple homespun gown, lightly and delicately embroidered
with green vines and flowers around the neckline. Her voice was low and mélifluous, memorable
certainly, but not nearly so much as her eyes, which were an unusud, striking shade of pale grayish blue,
50 light that they seemed to absorb light and reflect it. And she seemed to be surrounded by abrightly
glow-ing, pulsating aura

Shakespeare blinked, taken aback, and then realized that it was but amomentary illusion of the
firdight on the hearth behind her. He smiled, thinking of how easly hisimagination ran away with him
each time he came here. It was, after dl, nothing more than an ordinary apothecary shop.

"l wasthinking that surely no ghost could move as quietly asyou, madame,”" Shakespeare said. "You
gave meabit of agart.”

She smiled. "Forgive me. The floorboards here are stout, and these old bones are very light.”

" 'Tisgood to see you once more, Granny Meg. Good day to you. | am given to understand | was
expected?’

She shrugged, avery spare and graceful gesture. "1 had a strong presentiment that | would be seeing
you today."

"Andlo, herel am."

"Thereyou are." Sheindicated one of the chairs at the table. "Please, be seated.”

He took the chair and she sat down across from him.



"You arevery troubled,” she said.

"Indeed. Y ou can divine that much dready?"

"l can divinethat smply by looking at your face," shereplied, raising her eyebrows. "Y ou wear avery
troubled look."

"Ah. Well. . " Henodded. "I am troubled, 'tistrue. Very much troubled. Something has happened . . .
something both unfortunate and terrible. There has been amurder ... or at the very leadt, it scemsvery
likeamurder. A young woman isdead and it appears asif there may have been foul play. Indeed, we
very much suspect so."

"We?' she asked.

"The esteemed Sir William Worley, Tuck Smythe, and my hum-ble sdf," Shakespeare replied.

She nodded. "I have heard much of Sir William, and | remember Tuck, of course. Go on."

"Well. . ." He paused a moment, collecting histhoughts. "The poor, unfortunate girl. . . ‘twasto be her
wedding day, you see, and her father had prepared amost elaborate and lavish celebration at his estate
outside the city. We players were to participate, which iswhy Tuck and | werethere, of course, and Sir
William was one of theillustrious invited guests. Therewasto be afair, and agrand progress on the river
with the bride in costume as Queen Cleopatra arriving on her roya barge. All went well, as had been
planned, until the arrival of the bride, who tragically turned up dead upon her throne. And beside her
body, | found this. . ." Hetook out the flask. " * Twould gppear that she was drinking from thisflask to
ward off the chill upon theriver. Tisbrand, burnt wine, but ‘twas mixed with something else, methinks,
some foreign matter. Thereisa cu-rious sort of odor, one the girl no doubt could not discern, which
would be no great surpriseif she were not accustomed to the drink. | believe it may contain adeadly
poison.”

"And s0 you seek to have me confirm what you believe,” Granny Meg said.

"Aye, 'twould prove that murder had been done," said Shake-speare, grimly. "And perhaps, if we
knew the nature of the poison and where it might have been obtained, then 'tis possible we might learn
who had obtained it. Sir William will seetoit, of course, that your effortsin this matter are rewarded.”

Granny Meg nodded. "L et me seethe flask.”

Shakespeare passed it to her across the table, but the moment her hand came in contact with the
flask, Granny Meg stiffened and afrown crossed her features. Her grasp tightened on the flask. She
closed her eyes and shook her head, asif to dispel whatever percep-tion or sensation she had just
experienced, or else deny it, then she unstoppered the flask and brought it up closeto her lips, asif she
were about to drink, only instead her nogtrilsflared delicately as she sniffed its contents once, and once
only, whereupon she set the flask down and abruptly got up from thetable.

Shakespeare could no longer contain himsdlf. She knew what it was, that much seemed certain from
her reaction. She had turned away from him and was staring intently into the flames upon the hearth.
Clearly, she was grestly troubled.

"| can see that you recognized the odor," he said, softly. "I wasright, was| not?'

Granny Meg kept staring into the flames as she dowly shook her head. "No. Y ou were not.”

He was completely taken aback by her reply. It did not seem possible. He had been so certain. " 'Tis
not poison?' hesaid. "Areyou certan?'

"1 should think | ought to know," Granny Meg replied. "I had prepared it mysdlf.”

"What?" He dtared a her, eyes wide with astonishment. "You prepared this flask?"

"Not theflask," shereplied, "but ‘twas | who mixed the potion that went into it. Tisan ancient blend
of certain rare herbs and didtillations, comingled with some common plants that can be found smply
growing wild by the roadside. But the effect that it producesis not common at dl.”

"BuUt. . . you just said 'twas not apoison,” Shakespeare said. "And yet Catherine Middleton is dead!”

Granny Meg turned back towards him and shook her head. " "Twas not the name she gave me,
though | had afeding that the name she gave was fase. That aone might have dissuaded me from helping
her, yet she came well recommended. If she wasthe bride of whom you speak, the one who drank this
potion, then most assuredly it did not kill her."

Shakespeare pushed back his chair and stood. " Granny Meg, | was there! With my own eyes, | saw



her lifelessbody! She neither moved nor took a breath! Tuck listened at her chest and said her heart had
ceased to beat! Odd's blood, if she cameto you for some sort of tonic and by mishap you had made
some dreadful error in the concoction that resulted in her desth, why then . . . thisterrible tragedy is your
responghbility!

"There has been no error, Master Shakespeare, | assure you," Granny Meg said camly. "Hear me out
before you rush to judge-ment of me. The potion | had mixed at the woman's own request has, by your
own report, produced precisely the result that was de-sired.”

"Good God!" he said. "Are you saying that Catherine Middleton wanted to kill hersd?'

"No. Far from it. She had the best reason in the world to want to live. But she wanted to produce the
illuson that she did not. She asked meif | could prepare apotion that could, for a certain length of time,
produce the appearance of desth, and yet not bring it about. | hesitated to perform the task she asked of
me, and warned her that such aruse was not without its dangers, but she and your friend who brought
her to me both beseeched me, and said it was the only chance she had to avoid alife of hopeless misery.”

"Y ou said that afriend of mine had brought her to you?' Shake-speare said. "What do you mean?
Which friend?!

"Why, the one you brought to see me once before," Granny Meg replied. "Y oung Mistress Darcie.”

"Elizabeth?"

"Aye, sheisthe one who brought her to me."

"Then you mean to say that Catherine Middleton is not truly dead, but merely in asort of morbid
dumber?'

"Her heart ill beats, but so weskly that one may not easily discernit," Granny Meg replied. "And she
still breathes, but only barely, and to al outward appearances seems not to breathe at dl. Shewill liethus
for at least aday or more, and then she will awvake asif from an ordinary dumber, and should be no
worse for wear."

"But... thefunerd. . ." Shakespeare said.

"| was assured that there would be no burid," said Granny Meg, "but that she would belaid to rest
within her family vault, where she could deep in safety until the effects of the potion had worn off."

"Of course!" said Shakespeare. He remembered then Elizabeth'sins stence that the funera should
take place as soon as possible, while the guests were still assembled, so that Catherine could belaid to
rest insde the family vault, the better to ease her father's grief. . . and aid in the deception. " So there has
been no murder after dl!"

"And yet," said Granny Meg, as she reached out dowly and picked up theflask, "I have astrong
presentiment of death.” Her brow was deeply furrowed and her eyes had an unfocused, distant 1ook.
"Something is very wrong. | see death where there should be no death." Shelooked at him. "Go back,”
shesad. "And ridewith al due haste. Desth comes, thereisno timeto waste.”



THE NEWS OF THE BRIDE'S death had cast apall over the fes-tivities, but not quite to the extent

that Smythe might have expected. For one thing, rather to his surprise, it had not brought the festivitiesto
an end. Quite the contrary, it seemed to add a morbid stimulation to them. Instead of offering their
condolencesto their hogt, or a least sending them through servants and then leaving quietly, as Smythe
had expected most of them to do, the guests had al, without exception, chosen to remain, no doubt out
of curiogity to see what would develop and because there was till afair they could attend, with the
added spice of new rumors and gossip to exchange.

None of the merchants had packed up and left, mainly because no one had told them to go and the
fair was dill on so far asthey were concerned. There were still good profits to be made and they
continued to do a brisk business as the day wore on. When Godfrey Middleton's steward came out to
announce formaly that Catherine's funeral would be held that very afternoon, and that ban-queting would
follow for the guests, then anyone who might have considered leaving chose ingtead to stay. As
Shakespeare had re-marked wryly just before he left for London, " ‘Tisthrift, Tuck, thrift. The baked
mests of the wedding feast shal now coldly furnish forth the tables for the wake."

Smythe thought that was rather cold of hisfriend to make the observation in such bitter terms, yet he
had to admit that it was accurate. His eldest daughter had just apparently been murdered on the very day
of her wedding, and Godfrey Middleton, however dis-traught he might have felt, was nevertheless
alowing thefair to continue. Wasit because he had dready made a commitment to the merchants, who
had indeed gone to some trouble and expense to come out to Middleton Manor from London, or did he
have more mercenary motives because he would, as owner of the grounds on which thefair was held,
pocket a percentage of the merchants prof-its?

"If 'twere my daughter,” Smythe said to Sir William, "'l would have shut down thefair and asked
everyoneto leave, dbeit kindly, so that | could be left donewith my grief. Instead, the fair proceeds as
planned, even with Catherine lying dead upstairsin the house." He shook hishead. "I smply cannot see
how Middleton can con-tinue withiit.”

" ‘Tissad therich are different, Tuck," Sir William replied, "and having started out in life quite poor, |
have seen both sides of for-tune, good and ill. Thereis, indeed, alot of truth to what they say. A poor
man may not have arich man'sluxuries, but then neither does he have his obligations. And while 'tistrue
that money may beget more money, 'tisaso true that it takes money to maintain money. Godfrey
Middleton isarich man, but his estate isfrightfully expensiveto keep up, asishisbusinessand hishome
in London, too. All must be staffed, provisioned and supplied, and otherwise maintained. There are many
people who depend upon him for their livelihoods. Just because aman isrich, Tuck, does not mean that
heiswithout care or duty.”

"l can seeyour point, Sir William," Smythereplied. "And yet, | still cannot help but think that there are
times when aman can smply be past caring, and when duty can just be damned.”

Worley nodded. "I can see your point, aswell, lad. And 'tiswell taken, too. For my own part, | have
no children, so | cannot say for certain that | know how | would fed were | in Godfrey's place.

But | have known what it isto love, and then to lose that love, and if such pain can in any measure be
akintothepain of alost child, then | believethat | would fed much the same asyou.”

Smythe glanced a Sir William briefly, but Worley seemed to be looking off into the distance
somewhere. Smythe had never be-fore heard Sir William speak of any romancesin his past. Indeed,
there was much about Sir William Worley'slife he did not know— athough in some respects, he knew a
great deal more than most— and it would have been much too presumptuous of him to ask.

"Howsoever that may be," Worley continued, "it serves our pur-pose that the fair has not closed
down and the guests have not been asked to leave, for we can now proceed to run our murderer to
ground.”

"Or murderers, if there be more than one," said Smythe, mind-ful of the two men whose plotting he
had overheard.

"Indeed,” said Worley. "And thefirgt order of business shdl be to inform Godfrey Middleton of how
things stand. That, | fear, must be my sad duty to perform, as heismy friend and neighbor.”



"And yet, heisyour riva," Smythe observed.

"That, too. However, truth betold, tisarivary more keenly felt by him than me. | am aware of it, of
course, but | do not pay it any mind. | know he envies me my privilege of playing host to Her Roya
Magjesty each year when she sets out for her progress through the country, but | shdl tell you
frankly—and in strict con-fidence, mind you—that ‘tisaprivilege | would gladly cedeto him. Her
Magjesty alone can be ahandful at the best of times, but together with her sycophantic pilot fish at court,
she becomes much more of avexation than a privilege. Each year, | play the gracious host to them and
gpend asmdl fortune on their entertainment. And each year after they have gone, it takes yet another
small fortune to clean up the messthey leave behind. If Godfrey wishesto contend with that, believe me,
heis more than welcome.”

"Well, after what has happened, | should think there would be little chance that the queen would ever
wish to lodge here."

Worley gave asnort. "After what has happened here, you could not beet the old girl off with astick,"
he replied, in amanner rather more befitting his rough demeanor as Black Billy than the elegant Sir
William. "Thereis no dish quite as piquant to the nobility asagood serving of scandal, and murder makes
for the most savory morsel of them al. The queen isno exception. | lovethe old girl, and 'tis my honor
and my duty both to serve her, but at heart she is as bloodthirsty as her father was before her. Godfrey
wanted thisto be amemorable occasion that dl of London would talk about for months or even yearsto
come. Well, he haspaid avery high pricefor it, | fear, but he has gotten precisdly what he wanted. Come
on, then. Let usgo and pay our respectsto him."

"Y ou wish meto go with you to seehim?' Smythe said, with surprise.

"Of course,” Worley replied. "He shall want to hear from you, in your own words, what you
overheard those two men say out in the garden.”

"But do you redlly think, that a such atime. . . that is, with his daughter's deeth asyet so fresh . . ."

"Godfrey Middleton is not aman who isruled by sentiment, believe me," said Worley. "However
grief-gtricken he may be, he shal still want justice, rest assured. So let us go and speak with him.”

They found Middleton alonein his own chambers, standing and staring impassively out the window a
theriver. They were admitted by his seward, Humphrey, who quietly withdrew, leaving them alonewith
him.

"Godfrey ... | an so very sorry for your loss,” said Worley.

Middleton dowly turned to face them. He nodded. " Thank you, Sir William. And my thanksto you
for coming. | only wish that it were for my daughter'swedding rather than her funerd.” His gaze settled
upon Smythe. "Y ou are the young man who brought my daughter up from the barge. Forgive me, but |
do not believe | know your name.”

"Tuck Smytheisone of the players, Godfrey,” Worley said. "Heisaso my friend and protege.”

Middleton's eyebrows went up. "Indeed?’ Helooked at Smythe with new interest. "That isnot aclaim
that many men can make. It spegks very highly of you, young man."

"Thank you, Sr."

" Tis| who should be thanking you for the service you per-formed,” said Middleton, hisvoiceflat and
unemotional. "But for-give me, | am being rude. Please, be seated.”

" think that we should rather stand, for the bitter news that we have to impart,” Worley told him.

Middleton stiffened. " 'Tistrue, then, about the poison?"

"You knew?" asked Worley, frowning.

"My steward, Humphrey, told me that there wastalk of poison among the guests, but he did not know
if therewasany truth toit." Middleton hesitated. The corner of his mouth twitched dightly. "Isthere?!

"We do not yet know for certain,” Worley replied, "but | have good reason to believe thereis. She
appeared to have been drinking from aflask to help keep warm upon the river. The flask was found and
brought to me by William Shakespeare, another of the players, ayoung poet who iswell known to me. |
am nearly certain that the flask contained some sort of poison. | have sent Shakespeare to Lon-don with
it, to have an gpothecary analyze its contents so that we may know for certain. He will notify me of what
was found as soon as hereturns.”



Middleton swallowed hard. " So then 'tistrue. My daughter killed hersdf to spite me, rather than go
through with amarriage that she did not want."

Worley frowned. "Good Lord, Godfrey! |s that what you thought?"

"What else should | think, damn you?' Middleton shot back, and then he suddenly caught his breath
and paled as comprehension dawned. "Dear God in Heaven! Do you mean to tell me shewas
mur dered?"

"| fear she was, Godfrey," Worley said. "Smythe, here, over-heard two men last night, plotting in the
garden, and it very nearly cost him hislife. | thought it best if hewereto tell you what he heard in hisown
words."

Quickly, Smythe recounted the details of what had transpired in the maze the previous night.
Middleton listened without saying aword, hisfesatures strained, hislips compressed into atight grimace.
When Smythe had finished, Middleton smply stood there, motion-less and silent, asif he could find no
wordsto say.

At length, Sir William broke the awkward silence. "Godfrey . . . are you well? Perhaps you should Sit
down?'

Middleton blinked severa times and looked at him. "My God," he said, hoarsely. He made awesk,
waving sort of gesture towards the sideboard. "Thereiswine ... in the decanter there. Help your-selves,
pleese. | ingg."

Smythe went to pour them all adrink. He handed agoblet to Middleton, oneto Sir William, and then
took onefor himsdlf.

"How isthe groom taking it?" asked Worley.

Middleton snorted. "Sir Percival? He is out there somewhere, dithering and acting very put upon. One
would think that Catherine died just to inconvenience him." He grimaced, then raised hisgoblet in atoast.
"To my daughter, Catherine" he said, somberly. "May merciful Almighty God rest and protect her poor,
unhappy and un-shriven soul."

"Amen," said Worley, softly.

They drank.

Middleton smply tossed the goblet aside onto the floor. "Now then,” he said, grimly, "what arewe
going to do about this?'

"We are going to find the guilty parties, Godfrey," Worley sad, "and then they shall hang.”

"Not nearly punishment enough,” said Middleton, with ahard edge to his voice, "but aswe are not
Spaniards, | supposethat it shall have to do. What do you want from me?"

"Proceed with the funeral and hold thefair, as planned,” said Worley. "Let it be known that it shall be
held in Catheriné's mem-ory. In the meantime, we shall begin to ferret out our plotters by paying
particular attention to your younger daughter's present suit-ors, especialy those whose families we do not
know. In thisregard, Tuck Smythe here will assist us, aswill young Shakespeare when he returns. They
have ass sted me before in amatter of great import and they have my fullest confidence.”

Middleton nodded. "Then that is good enough for me. | shal seeto it that they have whatever they
require.”

"Do s0, but pray, do so with discretion,” Worley cautioned him. " Our quarry shall be brought to
ground more swiftly if they do not suspect thet they are being hunted.”

"It shal be done asyou wish, Sr William," said Middleton. "'l aminyour debt.”

"Hewho strikes out a my neighbor strikesat me,” said Worley. "'l am certain that you would do no
lessif you werein my place. Smythe and Shakespeare shall be our houndsin thisregard. For the present,
| fear that | must leave and rgjoin Her Mgesty, who shdl be awaiting my return. However, | shall inform
her of what has happened here and beg her leave to absent myself from court in order to pursuethis
matter to itsswift conclusion. | fed confident that she shal not refuse me.”

"Y ou honor meinthis" said Middleton.

"Murder does dishonor to usal," Worley replied. "Now, before | leave, let ussit down and put our
heads together, so that Smythe may have the benefit of our common knowledge and proceed in my
absence. . . ."



The funerd was held late that afternoon, when the performance of the play had originaly been
scheduled. Much to everyone's surprise, however, it was announced that the players would still perform
on the afternoon of the following day. This news was as much of asurprise to the Queen'sMen asto
anybody else. They had fully expected that their performance would be cancelled because of the bride's
death and were thus quite taken aback by the announcement. They had aready returned the Roman
togas they were given as cos-tumes for the bride's arrival and had started packing up their gear to leave.
Now, with this unexpected turn of events, it brought about aflurry of unpacking and new preparations.

A lively debate ensued among them about which play from their repertoire should be performed.
Burbage was strongly of the opin-ion that Shakespeare's new play, being abroad and rather bawdy
comedy, would now be completely unsuitable for the occasion, and most of the players agreed. Kemp,
of course, was the notable excep-tion, for any comedy with agood ded of physicaity and broad humor
played mostly to his strengths as a dancer and a.clown. John Fleming argued that atragedy should be
performed instead, for that would be more in keeping with the funered occasion.

Part of the problem was that with Shakespeare still away in Lon-don, the man who would be most
adept at making any last minute dterationsin any of their playsto render them more suitable was gone,
and they could not seem to agree on which play should be performed or whether any changes should be
made. The onething they al seemed able to agree on wasthat, under the circumstances, the success of
their performance would amost certainly be doomed from the beginning. However, they could not very
well refuseto perform. 1t smply was not done, aside from which, they had dready been paid; their
audience would be anillustrious one; and their host was agood friend of one of their principal investors.
It was a Situ-ation that none of them were pleased with and their mood was petulant and sullen.

After explaining that he and Shakespeare had both been directed by Sir William to perform some
gpecia tasksfor their bereaved host, Smythe left them arguing amongst themsalves. As he was not one of
the principd actors, or even asignificant supporting player, Smythe thought wryly that he would not truly
be missed unless there was a need to move any heavy objects. It occurred to him, in passing, that here
was probably the single greatest opportunity for him as aplayer to make agood impression on some of
the most important peoplein the city, and it now looked asif he would not even be setting foot upon the
dtage. But then again, thefew timesthat he had set foot upon it, he had not distinguished himself for
anything save hismaadroitness

"Faceit, Smythe," he mumbled to himsdlf, as heleft the others arguing in their quarters, "asaplayer,
you make an admirable black-smith.”

In the months since he had arrived in London together with Will Shakespeare, whom he had met upon
theroad, they had accom-plished much together. They had managed to find jobs, for onething, whichin
itself was a sgnificant accomplishment, considering the vast numbers of people arriving in London every
day from small towns and villages across the country. And not only had they found jobs, but they had
found positions with one of the most illustrious companies of playersin the land, which had been the
dream they shared in common.

Granted, they had started out as ostlers, tending to the horses and carriages of playgoers, but
Shakespeare had quickly demon-strated his value to the company as a poet and adapter of existing
plays, while he, at least, had managed to move up to stagehand and occasiona spear carrier, though he
was il expected to perform his duties as an ostler when not otherwise engaged. And considering his
appaling lack of talent as an actor and his disasirous clumsiness on stage, Smythe knew that he should
consder himsdlf fortunate not to have been summarily dismissed from the company. Indl likelihood, he
thought, he would have been let go dready, were it not for Shakespeare, whose abilities were highly
vaued by the Queen's Men and for whose sake they had kept him on.

Indl, Smythe knew that he had nothing to complain abot.

There were many men and women in London who were jammed together in absolutely squaid
guarters, adozen to aroom or more, barely able to eke out an existence by picking up odd jobs, or
beg-ging, or seding, or sdlling themsalves upon the Streets. For many, their dreams of making anew life
for themsalvesin the city would end up on the gibbet, or in prison, or perhapsworse till, in Bedlam,



among the screaming lunatics. Y et, at odd moments, Smythe won-dered what hislife would have been
likeif he had remained in hissmall village in the Midlands and followed the trade to which he had been
apprenticed.

He would have continued to work together with his Uncle Tho-mas at hisforge, spending his days
with the man who was more of afather to him than his own father ever was, and he would have pursued
atrade at which he had some skill. Smythe knew he was agood smith, an excellent farrier, thanksto his
natural way with horses, and he had a serviceable talent as aforger of blades which, under the skilled and
gifted tutelage of hisuncle, he could have developed into a separate trade of hisown. In time, perhaps,
he would have met agirl and married, and then had children and a home of hisown. It would have been
agood life, undoubtedly, better than most. From any practica standpoint, leaving home and coming
instead to London to pursue alifein the thegtre had been foolish beyond measure.

Y e, it had dways been hisdream. It was al he had wanted to do ever since he had seen hisfirst play
performed by the Queen's Men upon a makeshift stage in the courtyard of avillage inn. Now, he had
joined that very company, and was embarking upon hisvery first tour. True, the beginnings of the tour
were certainly far from auspicious, and the players were aready speaking with trepidation of the tour
being ill-omened, but Smythe neverthelessfelt buoyed by the knowledge that he was living out his dream.

Even the present circumstances could not dampen his enthusi-asm. He was on the road with the
Queen's Men and he was having an adventure. He could fed sympathy for Godfrey Middleton, and he
certainly felt sorry for what had happened to his daughter, but then, he had never known her. It was not
histragedy and he could fed no grief. There wasredly only one dark cloud on hishorizon . . . the
possibility that Elizabeth had found somebody else.

Perhaps he was wrong for fedling jeslous. After dl, it was not asif Elizabeth were hislover. They had
never been intimate; they did not have any sort of understanding between them and, indeed, they could
not. Shakespeare was right when he pointed out that she was much too far above him. Her father wasa
wedthy man, aprin-cipa investor in the Burbage Theetre, and if Henry Darcie was not quite yet a
member of the landed gentry, then the tide of "gentle-man’ was certainly not very far beyond hisreach.
Henry Darcie often purchased dressesfor his daughter that cost more than Smythe could makein severa
months. The thought that he could ever hope to meet with her on equa termswas ludicrous. Her father
tolerated their friendship—rather grudgingly, it seemed—because of the ser-vice Smythe had rendered to
hisfamily, and because he knew that Sir William Worley had taken Smythe under hiswing, but at the
sametime, Smythe knew it was a tolerance that would not bear much testing. Darcie still hoped to make
agood, advantageous mar-riage for his daughter. He would not stand idly by and watch some randy
young ostler spail hisplans.

Smythe knew and understood that, but still could not help the way he felt. And until recently, he had
been certain that Elizabeth had felt something for him, too, something more than friendship. Now, he was
no longer certain. Since the day they had argued in &. Paul's, Elizabeth had been avoiding him. She had
barely even spoken to him, and the one time that she had, she had put him off. Granted, she had
promised him that they would speak, and under the circumstances, it would have been the height of
sfishnessif he had expected her to put his needs above those of agrieving father, especialy when the
daughter he was grieving for had been Eliza-beth's close friend. Smythe very much wanted to believe that
wasadl it was. Y et, there was till the troublesome riddle of what Eliza-beth had been doing in the garden
mazethat night.

It worried him throughout the funera ceremony, which was mercifully short, doubtless because
Godfrey Middleton would have found it unbearable to draw it out into an €laborate ritua, as he had
intended to do with Catherine's wedding. The musicians who had been engaged to play for the wedding
now played for the funera instead, offering up sweet and solemn tunes which they played upon lutes,
recorders, citterns, sackbutts, harps and psaltries, coaxing more than afew tears from the assembled
guests, especidly the women, many of whom joined into Sng severa psalmsfor the procession to the
family vault.

Asitwasanewly built etate, the vault was new aswdl, asmdl yet stately stone mausoleum which
contained but one coffin, that of Catherine's mother. Now Catherine would deep beside her, laid out in



her wedding dress upon the dab until her own coffin could be prepared. 1t would doubtless be speedily
arranged upon the mor-row, if Middleton or, morelikely, his steward did not aready have a carpenter a
the estate busily engaged upon the task. The proces-sion gathered in the front courtyard of the house and
then dowly and solemnly made itsway across the grounds, in the opposite di-rection from thefair's
pavillions, down a path that led along the riversade and through the woods to where the vault stood in a
small clearing, surrounded by astonewall with aniron gate set into it. It would, thought Smythe, be a
very peaceful placeto rest.

His thoughts and his attention were less upon the funeral, how-ever, than upon those in attendance, in
particular a certain few who had been the subject of discussion earlier between Godfrey Middle-ton, Sir
William, and himsdlf. Because of what he had overheard, their discussion had centered upon Blanche
Middleton's suitors, in particular those who were not well known to either Middleton or Worley. Given
that Blanche was quite asultry beauty, and with avery wedthy father, there seemed to be no shortage of
eager suitorsfor her hand in marriage. However, agood number of them were easily diminated from
congderation as suspects due to either Mid-dieton or Worley being well acquainted with their families, if
not with the young men themsdlves. That il Ieft three or four who seemed quite worthy of suspicion.

One such was young Andrew Braithwalite, abaron's son who hailed from Lancashire. Or so he
clamed. Middleton knew nothing of him and Worley had no knowledge of him, either. However, thet did
not necessarily mean Braithwaite was not who he said he was. Not al the members of England's nobility
were regulars at court or sat among their peersin the House of Lords; some never even cameto London.
Consequently, they did not necessarily al know one ancther. Sir William had explained, primarily for
Smythe's benefit, that presently there were three degrees of nobility in England, those of baron, viscount,
and earl, in descending order. A duke would have been above a baron, of course, but at present, no one
held that tide.

Asacountry commoner with little forma education, Smythe did not know agreet ded about the
nobility, nor had he learned very much more since he came to London. He knew that anoble was
created by the sovereign through a patent bearing the Great Sedl of England and thetitle of that noble
was thereupon passed down through the eldest son. He aso knew that bishops, equd to the nobility in
rank, were likewise appointed by the sovereign, and their offices were not hereditary. Below them were
knights and gentlemen, with knighthood bestowed for special service or asamark of favor by ether the
sovereign or adeputy empowered to act in the sovereign's name, such asagenerd or an admiral intime
of war. Aswith abishopric, aknighthood was not hereditary, and agentleman could only properly call
himsalf agentleman when the College of Herdds saw fit to award him with a coat of arms. And tht,
essentidly, wasthe limit of Smythe's knowledge.

Sir William was not sure exactly how many noblesthere were in England at the present time. There
were adozen earls or S0, he thought, afew viscounts, and probably more barons than any other degree
of nohility, perhapsthirty or more. There were people at court, he said, who paid far more attention to
that sort of thing than he did. Her Mgesty, for one, would have more knowledge at her fingertips, as
would her ministers and any of the heralds, for among their varied functions was the granting of coats of
armsto gentlemen and the preservation of dl records of England's noble families.

The herddstook their duties very serioudy, Sir William had explained. Organized into a college, they
were under the authority of the Earl Marshd, who was a court officid. The three senior her-ddsheld the
tides of Garter King at Arms, Clarenceaux King a Arms, and Norry King a Arms. Below them were
the herdds of Y ork, Somerset, Lancaster, Richmond, Chester, and Windsor, with four pursuivants
bel ow them bearing the colorful titles of Rouge Dragon, Blue Mantle, Portcullis, and Rouge Croix. And
while Her Mgesty might concelvably losetrack of anoble or two, Sir William said, especidly if hewere
not in regular attendance at her court, it was unthinkable that a herald should do so, for one of their most
important duties was to examine the claims of anyone, including foreign visitors, who claimed to be of
noble or gentle birth. Regretably, there were no heralds handy, and with theroya court away from
London, abold imposter might easily believe that he could pass himsdlf off as anobleman and get away
withit, at least for awhile.

Y oung Braithwaite seemed modest to afault, aqudity which had initidly impressed Middleton quite



favorably, but that now made him suspicious. Braithwaite's apparent reticence in discussing hisfamily had
at first seemed like modest sdlf-effacement, but now, given what Smythe had overheard from the two
mysterious plotters, it could readily be perceived as guile. Moreover, there was some-thing rather rakish
about young Andrew Braithwaite, despite his outward display of manners. He was approximately the
same age as Smythe, chestnut-haired, blue-eyed, clean-shaven and handsome in arugged, provincia sort
of way, but there was something in his manner that Smythe did not quite care for. He had away of
srut-ting when he walked, a sort of loose-hipped, rolling swagger that did not quite seem to match his
seeming outward modesty. It wasasmall thing, perhaps, but it rubbed Smythe the wrong way.

The elder Braithwaite was not in attendance, which might have cast some doubt on the younger
Braithwaite as a suspect, for the plan that Smythe had overheard involved one of the two men posing as
the father. However, as Worley had pointed out, knowing that someone had overheard them, even if they
did not know precisely who it was, could easily have brought about a change in the two scoundrels
plans. If they knew that someone might expect a noble-man and his son to be imposters, then it was
possible that they might have decided to withhold the father, so to speak, and just advance the son, thus
hoping to confuse anyone looking for afather and a son, while kegping the other man in reserve, standing
by to perform whatever unsavory task might be required of him. That made sense to Smythe, therefore
he did not dismissthe strutting Andrew Braith-waite out of hand. Nor did he missthefact that Blanche
very much seemed to enjoy the attention he was paying to her. But then, a the same time, she seemed
more than willing to encourage the attentions of the chevaier Phillipe Dubois, aswell.

Here, thought Smythe, was adifferent kettle of fish entirely, and he did not much care for how it
smelled. One of the things he had discovered about the upper classes snce coming to the city wasthat
artifice was something that they often elevated to an art. They went to extraordinary lengths and expense
to out-peacock one another, and an exaggerated sense of flamboyance—or at least so it seemed to
Smythe, with his plain, country sengbilities—was usudly the or-der of the day not only in fashion, but
asoinbehavior. Inthisrespect, Dubois excelled even in this company. True, the young Frenchman was
not required, on this occasion, to compete with the more socialy prominent and consequently more
fashionably adept courtiers who were away from London with Her Mgesty, but Wor-ley had observed
in passing, after only abrief glimpse of him, that Phillipe Dubois would have doubtless held his own with
them, aswdll.

If Andrew Braithwaite could be considered handsome, Smythe thought, then Phillipe Dubois was very
nearly beautiful to the point of femininity. Smythe had never before seen anyone quite like him. He could
not have been very much older than twenty or so, but it was somewhat difficult to tell, for Dubois painted
his face and wore abeauty mark, and his curled hair was so long that it hung dmost to hiswaist. He
clearly lavished agreat ded of attention upon it and Smythe noticed not afew women gazing at his dark
tresseswith undisguised envy. Nor was envy the only emotion that Dubois seemed to engender in many
of the ladies present.

Hewastal, well-formed, and graceful to the point of being langorous. His dightest gesture seemed
elegant, studied and ddlib-erate, and his demeanor was the very epitome of cultured charm, which this
French Huguenot supporter of Henry of Navarre wielded most adroitly and disarmingly.

Smythe had detested him on sight, in no smal part because earlier he had observed Duboiswalking
with Elizabeth upon hisarm, and Elizabeth seemed rather taken with him. It seemed un-likely, however,
that this effete fop could be one of the plotters whom he had overheard, for those men both had English
accents, and while Dubois spoke excellent English, his accent was unques-tionably French. Nevertheless,
Dubois had arrived together with hisfather, a French aristocrat who smiled at everyone, yet spoke to no
one because, according to his son, he had gone completely deaf from someinjury sustained upon the
batlefied.

Then there was Hughe Camden of Pendennis, who had arrived at the estate with hisfather, Sir
Richard. Smythe was not quite sure what to think of Sir Richard and his son. He supposed they could
have been the men that he had overheard, athough he could not say for certain. The white-bearded Sir
Richard seemed rather doof and close-mouthed, and acted asif he disdained the company that he was
keeping. His short, curdy polite, yet somewhat irritable re-pliesto any comments or questions that were



addressed to him dis-couraged conversation. The generd impression wasthat Sir Richard Camden was
asolitary gentleman of leisure, and no one was quite certain what he had done to merit aknighthood.
Knights, said Wor-ley, who spoke as one, were even harder to keep track of than bar-ons, earlsand
viscounts. Indeed, there was concern among some of the nobility that the rank of knight was being
diminished by the recent increase in the ranks of knighthood.

"Intheold days" Sir William had said, "amere merchant ship-builder such as| would never have
been knighted. But as| have done much to increase theroyd coffers, so hath Her Mgjesty seen fit to
increase my honor through my rank. "Twas agenerous offer, and onethat | could scarcely refuse, you
understand. But at the sametime, neither did | campaign for it, as so many others have, and continue to
do, often successfully. Why, if one were to throw astone a some annoying dog in London these days,
onewould be just asliable to missand strike aknight. So then, Sir Richard Camden may indeed be
entitled to wear spurs, for dl | know. And then again, he just aswell may not be. For my part, | do not
know him from Adam. He and his son, therefore, must remain suspect, at least until 1 can find out more
about them."

For the present, it seemed somewhat easier to learn something of the younger Camden. Hughe was a
dightly built, studious-looking young man in his mid-twenties, with a nestly-trimmed beard and
moustache, and athick shock of dark and curly hair that came just to his shoulders. He seemed as
sf-effacing in hisdressas did Andrew Braithwaite in his manner, affecting somber hues of black and
brown in his smple, unadorned doublet, breeches and hose with a plain, though well-made shoulder
cloak. He was a stu-dent of the law, an inner barrister at the Inns of Court, and had a great fondness for
poetry, which he had been observed to write in afine Chancery hand well worthy of a scrivener. He
seemed an amiable and pleasant enough fellow, and Middleton said he had gpplied for and been given a
small gtipend as Blanche'stutor in poetry and literature while they were at their home in London. He
seemed clearly smitten with her and she, in turn, seemed not averse to his company, but a the sametime,
Smythe had the distinct im-pression that there were few males between the ages of eighteen and eighty to
whose company Blanche Middleton might actualy be averse.

Finally, that left Sr Roger Holland and his son, Danidl. Sir Roger had, apparently, won his knighthood
onthefield of battlein hisyounger days, had married well, sred abrood of children, and was now
primarily devoted to managing hiswife's fortune and her property in Lincolnshire. Beyond that, Middleton
had said, he had not revealed very much of substance. He dressed reasonably well, if somewhat
unfashionably, and had, in fairly short order, established himsdlf as a crashing bore. He spoke of little else
save hunting and his "sports'—the dogs he raised for fighting—and of those two sub-jects, he spoke
amost incessantly. Middleton had said that regardless of what anyone tried to speak with him about,
within moments Sir Roger would turn the conversation back to dog fighting or hunting and drone on with
S0 much throat-clearing and hemming and haw-ing and harrumphing that one would be reminded of the
sounds made by apair of rutting hogs. apparently, he did not seem to notice that anyone he struck up a
conversation with thereafter tended to avoid him asif he had the pox. Or, perhaps that was hisintent.

Danid Holland seemed much more amiable than hisfather, and looked afew years older than both
Braithwaite and Camden, and possibly Dubais, for the latter's age was not easy to determine and he had
not volunteered it. However, what Daniel Holland may have lacked in youth, he made up for with a
confident maturity that made him appear very self-possessed. Without saying so in so many words, he
managed to give off theimpresson that he felt himsdf unques-tionably superior to hisrivas, and he
positively smirked whenever his gaze fell upon the e egant Dubois. Blonde, bearded, green-eyed and
good looking without quite being handsome, young Holland was of average height and stocky build.
Being a gentleman of means, he had no need of atrade, dthough he claimed to know something of
horses and their breeding. He stood to inherit a considerable amount of land and aso spoke vaguely of
some investments that he madein the New World.

Any of them, Smythe thought, could be the plotters he had overheard in the maze, though some
seemed more likely candidates than others. There seemed to be no way, at least for the present, to verify
their true status or their claims, and Smythe was certainly in no position to question their veracity. To his
immense frustration, he was not able to recognize any of their voices. Dubois voice seemed the most



unlike those that he had overheard, as did his ac-cent, but then again, the accent could be something he
was faking, dthough if hewas, he was certainly convincing, and his father spoke not at al, which Smythe
found abit suspicious. Of the remaining three, Daniel Holland seemed, perhaps, the least likely to be one
of the plotters, as both Worley and Middleton had thought, as well. He neither looked nor acted like a
rogue, and if Smythe were cagting for the part, Daniel Holland would probably have been the last one
that he would pick. He looked like astudent at the Inns of Court, and he seemed very well educated. He
quoted poetry and wroteit. Y et since Sir William had departed, Smythe had noticed something else
about young Holland that had given him some pauise.

Most well-dressed gentlemen went armed, and the guests at Middleton Manor were no exception,
especidly the young, fashion-able men who vied for Blanche Middleton's attention. Dubois, as might be
expected of a French chevalier, had avery showy blade, arapier with acurvaceous basket hilt and
jewelled crossguards. It seemed quite well made, though Smythe was unable to make a close ingpection.
However, it made sense that aman who could afford the sort of elegant clothing Dubois wore would aso
be able to afford afirgt-class blade. Whether or not he knew how to use it was another matter entirely.
Heworeit in arakish hanger, but beyond that, Smythe had his doubts that the blade had ever been
drawn in practice, much less combat. Likewise, Braithwaite and Camden both wore blades, and if they
were not as showy and expensive looking as the Frenchman's, they were nevertheless quite handsome.
Daniel Holland, on the other hand, who looked asif wearing a blade would suit him about aswell asa
slk dressing gown would suit ahorse, wore arather plain-looking rapier with acup hilt and hooked
cross-guards. It was of Spanish design, and it was most certainly not the blade of acourtier or fop or
roaring boy. It wasthe purposeful blade of aduelist. It was, of course, quite possible that Holland had
pur-chased it cheaply in the city from some down-on-his-luck soldier and had no more ideahow to use it
than Smythe had of writing poetry. But Smythefound it interesting, just the same.

Until he knew more, Smythe could not iminate any of them from consderation. Sir William had the
best chance of uncovering any possible deception with afew inquiries at court, but until he could return,
Smythe was on his own. The trouble was he did not know what, if anything, he could accomplish. He
wished that Shake-speare would return from London soon, for the poet had a clever way of thinking
through things and looking at Situations from dl sdesthat doubtless came from plotting out his plays. His
mind was quite adept a doing that. However, as the day wore on towards evening and Shakespeare ill
did not return, Smythe could but ob-serve the suspects from a distance and attempt to guesswhich, if
any of them, had tried to kill himin the maze.

At the sametime, he could not help but notice that Elizabeth kept right on avoiding him. At thefunerd,
she had wept openly and unashamedly, and was more demondirative in her grief than anyone, even
Blanche, who dabbed daintily at her eyeswith ahandkerchief and kept her gaze downcast. Elizabeth had
been escorted by her father, who had |eft for London shortly theregfter, promising to send a carriage for
her on the following day, for she had seemed much too distraught to travel. Since then, Smythe had not
even seen her. Hetold himsdlf that she had every reason to fedl upset and had probably retired to one of
the upstairs rooms. But something told him there was more to it than that.

Elizabeth smply did not seem hersdlf, and someingtinct told him there was moreto it than grief over a
murdered friend, however unlikely that may have seemed. He smply could not shake the fedl-ing. He had
learned to trust hisingtincts. Therefore, when he saw Elizabeth come furtively down the stairsthat evening
as the sun was going down and head outside, he followed her once more.



H EWASCOLD AND WET and there was mud al over his clothing from hel ping the coachman

wrestle with thewhed of the carriage in the pouring rain. Thefool had been asrecklesswith his
breakneck speed on the return trip as he had been going out to London, but thistime, instead of worrying
about awreck, Shake-speare had urged him to go even faster.

Shortly after they set out, it began to rain and he had held on for dear life, gritting histeeth and trying
to ignore the way the light carriage careened and bounced a ong the rutted road. He could think of
nothing else but what Granny Meg had told him and he knew he had to get back to Middleton Manor as
soon as humanly possible. And so, of course, they had awreck.

Thewhed had come off after the carriage had bounced up and come down particularly hard, and
Shakespeare was very nearly thrown from the seat. He and the driver had both somehow man-aged to
hang on as the carriage dewed to a stop, further damage prevented only by the fact that the road had
completely turned to mud where a creek had overflowed its banks and washed acrosstheir way, thereby
softening the surface. Fortunately, the whedl had not been damaged and together they were ableto
replaceit, effect-ing abarely workable repair. However, that was not until they had sworn and shouted
at each other and pretty much exhausted their entire repertoire of epithets, at which point the driver,
exagperated to the point of sheer blind fury, had launched himsalf at Shake-speare and together they
tumbled down into the mud, where they grappled and pummelled one another until the utter absurdity of
their stuation struck them and they had started laughing, which ended the fight and induced aspirit of
mutual cooperation in the face of adversty.

"Come on, now, lan, God blind you," Shakespeare urged the coachman, from his seat beside him,
"can you not go any faster?"

"Not unless you want that poxed whed to come off again,” lan replied. "Now st till, damn you, and
stop pestering me!™

"Tisgrowing dark," said Shakespeare, with concern. "How much farther?"

"God!" lanrolled hiseyes. "Not far. Only afew miles. Have patience!

"We wasted too much time back there" "Wl now, whose fault was that, en?”

"Y ou dissentious scoundrel! Y ou dare suggest 'twas mine? The reinswerein your handd™

"Aye, but you distracted me!™

"Odd's blood, you were born distracted, you smpleton!”

"Sod off!"

"Y ou bloody well sod off!"

"One more word and God be my judge, 'tiswalking back yéell

bel"

The carriage lurched suddenly and skewed sharply to theleft, coming down with ajarring impact and
skidding to a hat as the hoses neighed and reared in protest.

"Oh, Hell's spite! The poxed whed's come off again!" said lan, throwing down thereinsin disgust.
"Now it looks like we shdl both bewalking."

"The devil you say!" Shakespeare replied. "Unhitch the horses.” "What? And |leave the carriage?
Magter Middleton would strip the hide straight off meif | wasto abandonit.”

"l promise you, he will do much more than that if we are de-layed much longer," Shakespeare said.
"Now unhitch them, damn you! We must reach Middleton Manor before nightfall!™

It had begun to rain and Smythe cursed himsdf for not having the foresight to bring along acloak, as
Elizabeth had. Unlike most of the guests at the estate, whose sense of fashion had demanded that they



bring enough suits of clothing with them to change at least severa times aday, he owned but one cloak,
two doublets, two pair of breeches, two shirts, two pair of hose—both threadbare—and but one pair of
shoes, which were well worn. On one hand, it made packing fairly smple. On the other, it meant that
ruining one suit of clothesIeft him with only one to wear. There would have been no timeto run and get
his cloak, for he would have lost track of Elizabeth. Therefore, he was forced to go dressed as he was,
which meant getting cold and wet as he pursued Elizabeth outside. How-ever, mindful of what had
happened the last time he had followed her, he hesitated only long enough to grab arapier off thewal in
the great hall, where it had been displayed adong with its companion and a buckler. He was pleased to
note that it was agood Sheffield blade, not ostentatious, but quite servicable.

He gave Elizabeth some leadway, s0 that she would not suspect that she was being followed. She had
been furtive in her movements as she went outsde, glancing around severd times, asif to make certain no
one saw her. Severd times Smythe had to duck back out of sight in order to prevent her spotting him,
but now she seemed far more intent upon her destination than upon making sure she was not followed.
Once more, Smythe thought, she was going out done at night, in amanner that was most suspicious. If
she were not going to meet aman, then what e se could she possibly be doing?

He had expected her to circle back around the house and head out towards the maze again, on the
other side. Ingtead, she kept on going straight, away from the house and the fairgrounds, down a path
leading towardstheriver. It struck him that she was taking the same path that the funera procession had
followed to the Middleton family vault.

It started raining harder as Elizabeth disappeared from sight, heading down the dope and towards the
woods. Smythe gave her amoment's lead, then ran across the open courtyard on the river side of the
house, towards the path leading down into the trees. He could not see Elizabeth as he came running
down the dope, follow-ing the pathway, but as he reached the trees, he caught aglimpse of her dark
cloak, disappearing round a bend, into the woods. He paused to let her get alittle more ahead of him,
lest the sounds of his running footsteps give him away. He waited for amoment, catching his bresth ashe
leaned back againgt atree.

It sounded quiet and peaceful, just the steadly, trickling sounds of raindrops pattering down and
dripping from the leaves and the calls of afew birds. Then there was a sudden, sharp, whistling sound
followed by asoft thunk as a crossbow bolt embedded itsalf deeply in the tree trunk merely aninch
away from Smythe'sright ear.

It was asound that he was dl too familiar with from the time ahidden archer had attacked him on the
road while he had been on hisway to London. Smythe knew what it was at once, even before he saw
the bolt sticking in the tree, and he ducked down and scuttled back into the brush aongside the path, the
rapier held ready in his hand. He knew that agood archer with alongbow could loose severd shaftsin
just the space of abreath, but a crossbow could not be shot as quickly. It would take more time to wind
back the power-ful stedl spring with the handle and then insert another bolt and aim. He peered out
through the brush, but could not see very far in such conditions, what with the rain and the failing light.
There was no following shot, nor was there any sign of the archer. How-ever, he heard running footsteps
in the distance, spashing in the puddles on the pathway. It sounded asif whoever it was had run back
towards the house.

There were two possiblitiesthat immediately occurred to him. The first and most obvious explanation
was that the archer had been one of the two plotters he had overheard, which would mean, of course,
that they knew who hewas. He had never seen them leave the maze, which must have meant that they
had gotten out before him and had seen him when he came out, then later recognized him at the house.
And the second possibility was that whoever Elizabeth was on her way to meet had noticed that she was
being followed and had followed him in turn, either to make an attempt upon hislife or eseto scarehim
off. In either case, it had been only the narrowest of escapes, and Smythe felt hisanger boiling up within
him. The timewas past for niceties. Whether sheliked it or not, he was going to confront Elizabeth right
now and find out what she was up to. One mystery on his hands was quite enough. He had no time for
two.

Cautioudy, he stepped back out onto the path and resumed following Elizabeth, keeping aclose



watch out for anyone who might come up behind him. He made certain to avoid the open and keep as
closeto the trees as possible, moving in aweaving sort of pattern so that if the archer happened to return,
he could not "lead" him with the bow. He moved quickly, anxiousto catch up with Elizabeth. Before long,
he reached the clearing where the vault stood.

The iron gate was open. He quickly glanced around, then crossed the clearing at arun and came up to
the gate. He saw Eliz-abeth standing by the door to the crypt. . . and beside her stood ayoung manina
dark cloak.

Thefirgt thing he did was check to seeif the young man was carrying a crossbow, though logic told
him there was no way he could have shot that bolt and then run back to circle through the woods and
reach the vault ahead of him. There would never have been enough time. Still, he thought, there had been
two of them. ... He shook hishead. No, it could not be possible. He could not imagine Elizabeth involved
with anything like that. Catherine was her friend. And yet, incredibly, Elizabeth was apparently going to
have an assignation with alover in the very crypt where her close friend had only just been laid to rest!
The very idea horrified him. He stepped through the gate and confronted them.

"Elizabeth! What the devil are you doing?"

She turned towards him and gasped with surprise. At the same time, the young man she was with saw
the rapier Smythe was hold-ing and a once threw back his cloak and drew his own.

"John, no!" Elizabeth cried out, but the young man was dready rushing forward with his blade raised.

Smythe met hisrush and parried his stroke, then quickly ri-posted. The young man was surprised by
his speed and barely man-aged a parry of his own, then quickly backed away to get some room. Smythe
would not alow it. He kept after him, sensing that this was no experienced swordsman. His attack had
been clumsy and his defensive parry had been more luck than skill. Their blades clashed against each
other asthe young man fought off Smythe's furious attack.

"Sop it, Tuck! Sop it!" Elizabeth cried out. "For God's sake, stop! | beg you!"

Smythe hesitated, alowing the young man some room, but he held hisrapier at theready. "Tell him to
throw down his blade!"

"And be run through for my trouble?1 think not!" the young man replied. He wastrying to sound
confident, but his hard swalow and hisrapid, shalow breathing betrayed hisaarm.

"Stop it, both of you!" Elizabeth said. "Tuck, what in God's name are you doing here?’

"1 might well ask you the samething!" said Smythe. He gestured with hisrapier towards the door to
the crypt. "In the name of Heaven, is this how you show respect to your dear, departed friend? By
meseting with your lover here, within mere hoursof her funerd?"

Elizabeth's eyes grew wide. "My lover? Areyou mad?'

"Oh, Lord!" the young man said. "'l see now what he thinkd"

"Tuck, | swear to you that Johnis not my lover." said Elizabeth.

"Wdl, who in blazes is he, then?'

"Heis Catherineslover.”

Smythe blinked. "What?'

"Johnis Catherine's lover!" Elizabeth repeated.

The young man shook his head. His shoulders dumped and he sighed. " * Tisal over," he said, with
resgnation. "We are undone."

Smythe amply stood there, bewildered, the rain dripping off him, hishair matted to hisforehead, his
rapier lowered til the point nearly touched the ground. He stared at them both with complete
incomprehension.

"Did you say Catherine's lover?' he said, not certain that he had heard correctly.

"Y ou migudgethelady, gir," the young man said. "I assure you, 'twas not Elizabeth | cameto mes,
but Catherine.”

"Have you both lost your senses? Or do you take me for an utter fool 7" Smythe said. "Catherine
Middleton isdead, for God's sake!l" He gestured toward the vault with hisrapier. "We have just been to
her funerd! That is her corpse that restswithin!”

"No," Elizabeth sad. "Sheis not dead. She merely deeps.”



"What addle-pated prattle isthis? Elizabeth, 'twas | who lifted her up and carried her from the barge
up to the house and then laid her down upon her bed before her grieving father. And | tell you that her
deep iseternd, one from which she shall nevermore avake. Catherine Middleton is dead.™

"No, Tuck," Elizabeth ingsted. " Tis but the clever counterfeit of death, brought on by a potion she
hed taken in her wine"

"A potion? Twas poison in the flask we found,” said Smythe. "Will hastaken it to London, to Granny
Meg, in the hope that she may tell uswhat sort of vile concoction it may be."

"Then he shdl bear out my tale when hereturns Elizabeth replied, "for ‘twas Granny Meg hersdlf
who had prepared it.”

Smythe stared at her with astonishment. "What? Granny Meg prepared the poison?’

"The. potion, not the poison, you fool!"

"“Tdl himal of it," the young man said. "1t makes no difference now. The gameisup. We are undone.
Twasdl for nothing."

"No, John," Elizabeth said, " ‘twas not for nothing. Tuck ismy friend. My very dear friend. He shdll
not betray us."

Smythe felt hopelessly confused. He glanced from oneto the other, staring at them asif they were
speaking in tongues. "What are you saying? What isthere to betray? | understand none of thisl Tis
mednesd”

"Then 'tisamadnessthat you, Tuck, of al men, should com-prehend,” Elizabeth told him. "By
arrangement, Catherine wasto wed Sir Perciva, as you know. But Catherine did not want the
mar-riage. She did not love him. Nor could she ever cometo love him. How could she? Y ou saw him; he
isan imbecile, afoolish, prattling old man whose only carein lifeisfor the cut of hissilk doublets. But
when Catherine protested that she did not wish to marry, her father would not hear it. The match was
made, and Catherine was to do as she wastold. She wasto do her duty, as a daughter should. Does that
sound familiar to you?'

Smythe nodded. It had been exactly so with Elizabeth, when her father had tried to force her to marry
againg her will. It was not uncommon for parentsto arrange their children's marriages for mu-tua
advantage, unless they were poor, of course, in which case their children had the luxury of being freeto
marry for love. It was, perhaps, one of the very few advantages of being poor. He could see why
Elizabeth had felt so sympathetic to Catherine's Situation.

"Well, Catherine has dways been astrong-willed and clever girl," Elizabeth continued, "and she had
absolutdy no intention of marrying Sir Percy, since shewas dready inlove. . . with John Mason, here.
Only there was no chance of her father's approving of anyone like John, for John is not a gentleman, you
see. Intruth, John's sation in lifeisvery much like yours, Tuck. Heisagroom at Green Oaks."

"Doyoumean Sr William's estate?’ said Smythe.

John Mason nodded. "I have served Sir William since | wasamere boy," he said. "My father serves
him, too, as groundskeeper." He grimaced and shook his head. " There was no question of my ever
asking for Catherine's hand in marriage. ‘ Twould have been outrageous, presumptuous, and ridiculous.
And yet, wewere in love. We had met while out riding in the countryside. Catherine lovesto ride, and 'tis
among my regular dutiesto exercise Sir Wil-liam's horses. Thus we encountered one another, and from
the very first, wefdl in love. We both knew it was hopeless, but there was no helping it, you see. Neither
of us could conceive of life without the other. And so, we planned to run away."

"Only Catherine knew that her father would spare no expense to track them down and bring her
back," Elizabeth said. "She was afraid for John, aswell, of what would happen to him if they ran awvay
together and were caught. On the other hand, if shewere dead ..."

"The plan wasinsane," said Mason. "I should never have con-sented to it."

"Y ou had no choice," Elizabeth replied. " Catherine was going through with it with or without your
consent, because she realized that there was no other way."

" S0 she came to you with this preposterous idea and you took her to see Granny Meg,” said Smythe.

"l knew that if anyone could help us, then she would bethe one," Elizabeth replied. "Wetold her what
was needed—a potion that would produce the semblance of death, yet without bringing it about.



Something that would cause Catherine to fall into adeathlike deep, and yet awaken without harm after a
day or two."

"And Granny Meg actualy agreed to thismad idea?’ said Smythe.

"Not at firgt. Shedid not wish to do it. She said it would be very dangerous. There would be risks
involved of the sort that no apothecary nor even askilled cunning woman could predict. But we both
pleaded with her. And we dso paid her very wdll.”

"l see" said Smythe. "Well, thistruly passes al understanding and strains credulity to the very limit. So
what you mean to tell me, if | have heard aright, isthat Catherineisnot redly dead, but merdly in some
sort of deep, enchanted deep that mimics death, and that when the effects of this potion wear off, she will
amply awake asif nothing had happened?’

"That wasthe plan, initsentirety,” Elizabeth said. " And then she and John can have achance for
happiness at last. They can go away together, and with her father believing her dead, no one shall go
looking for them. | wasto be their go-between, who would help them in the find stages of the plan. Once
Catherine had gone to London, | wasto carry messages to John."

"Then that was why you had gone out to the maze the other night?"

"So that was you shouting! | thought the voice sounded familiar! Y ou followed me!™

"Aye, because | thought that you were going to meet another man. When | lost you in the maze, |
shouted out to warn you that there were others present who might—"

"You were jealous!"

"Never mind that. 'Tis of no consequence now. What matters most isthat there are things that you and
Catherine have overl ooked, things that have cast this entire, unfortunate Situation in amost disastrous
light"

"True," she admitted, "it did not dl turn out quite as we had intended. We had planned for it to ook as
if Catherine had smply died. We did not count upon Will finding the flask nor anyone thinking it was
poisoned. She was supposed to tossit overboard. | can only guess that the potion must have taken effect
far more quickly than she had anticipated.”

"And what of the carpenter whose instructions are to make the casket? What do you suppose shall
happen when he comesto place Catherine's shrouded corpse within it, only to find her gone?"

"He hasbeenrichly bribed," Elizabeth said. "He shall place stones within the coffin and then sedl it up,
and none shall be the wiser. Then not long theresfter, he shall depart the estate and with what he has
earned for aiding usin this deception, he shal be able to set himsdlf up in trade somewhere. Thus, his
future depends upon his silence. No one e se shdl ever know that Catherineis not dead. And al you
need do to ensure that, Tuck, iskeep silent and tell no one what you have learned tonight. If not for
Catherine's sake, then at least for mine. Surely, 'tis not asking for so very much, isit?"

She gazed at him with intense entreaty in her eyes and Smythe was not unsympathetic. Hedso
redlized that what Elizabeth had come very close to admitting, without actualy saying it in so many
words, was that John and Cathering's Situation was very much like theirs. They were two people from
different socid classes, different worlds, who had been drawn together by their love for one another, in
spite of al the obstacles that stood between them. It was as close as Elizabeth had ever come to openly
acknowledging that there was something more than friendship between them. He felt ashamed for having
suspected her of infiddity ... asif fiddity were anything she even owed him. Y et, though he felt moved by
her plea, he dtill fet torn.

"Elizabeth ... | do not know what to tdll you," hesaid. " Tisnot al as smple asyou think. For one
thing, you have entirely forgotten about Will. He has gone to London on theingtructions of Sir William,
and he should have returned by now. And unless Granny Meg has chosen to deceive him, which | think
most unlikely considering the circumstances, then even as we speak, he may aready be at the house,
giving out what he haslearned. If not, then he shall reved the truth as soon as he returns.”

"Then you must gop him!" said Elizabeth.

"It may adready betoo late. And if not, then thereis gtill Sir William to consider. He hastaken a
persond interest in this and there are few men in England with more influence or power. Aside from that,
| owe him agreat dedl, as, indeed, do you. The problem isthat everyone believes that Catherine has



been murdered. The hunt for her killer shal not ceaseif Will and | chooseto keep silent. What if it befals
that someone innocent is blamed? Should Will and | and Granny Meg and the carpenter and even you
and John and

Catherine keep silent while someone innocent of guilt is hanged for acrimethat never was
committed?'

"But that isall mere supposition!” cried Elizabeth. "No one has been blamed for Catherine's desth
because no one haskilled her! So what if they shal seek amurderer? They shdl never find him, be-cause
he does not exist! How can someone who has done no wrong be found guilty of acrime that has never
been committed?’

Smythe sighed. "Oh, Elizabeth, how little you know of thein-equities of life! There are menwho are
thrown into prison every day for offenses no grester than stedling amere loaf of bread. When the
daughter of arich man with powerful friendsiskilled—or fasely believed to have been |olled—then they
shdl never stop looking for akiller til they find one.”

"Heisright, Elizabeth," said Mason, who had listened to their conversation with alook of utter
helplessness. "When no murderer isfound, then they will find instead some hapless wretch and beet a
confession out of him rather than admit that they havefailed. ‘ Twould not be thefirst time aman was
hanged for acrimethat he did not commit. The plan had risks enough when it entailed merely the
pretense that Catherine had died. Now that they bdieveit to be murder, how could we ever livein
pesace, knowing that our happi-ness may have been bought at the price of an innocent man'slife?’ He
shook his head emphaticaly. "Even the possibility of that would be enough to ruin any chance of
happiness that we could ever have. ‘ Twould destroy usin the end.”

Elizabeth looked desperate. " So what would you have us do instead, John? Confess the fraud and
have dl the painsthat we have gone to be for naught? And do you suppose that there would be no
consequences for what we have done?"

"Y our part in it need never berevealed," John replied. "No purpose would be served in that. | cannot
believe that Catherine's father would be too severe with her. After dl, adaughter he thought dead would
be suddenly restored. Suredly, ‘twould be welcome news that would mitigate his anger. For my own part,
| would endeavor to bear whatever consequences should be meted out with manly fortitude.”

"A brave speech and well spoken,” Smythe said. "And | can find no flaw in your character for it save
adight lack of practical consid-eration. For a certainty, you shal be made the scapegoat for thisentire
melancholy stuation, and to use your own words, no purpose would be served in thet, either.”

"What would you have me do, run off like some craven cow-ard?’

"Y ou have dready proven that you are no coward,” Smythe said. "Y ou know that, and now | know it,
Elizabeth knowsit, and | am certain Catherine knew it from the sart. Others may not, but does their
opinion truly maiter?"

"And what of my family?' Mason asked. "Would you have me run away and leave them in disgrace?"

Smythe sighed. "'l see your point, and have no counter to it. But there must be some other solution to
thisunfortunate dilemma. Perhapsif | spokewith Sir William—"

"Wait," Elizabeth said, suddenly. "What if it turned out that Catherine had killed hersdlf?"

"What?" said Mason.

"Hear meout,” Elizabeth said, intently. "I have just had an ideathat could provide uswith the solution
that we seek! What if Cath-erine had obtained the so-called poison knowingly, and drank it so that she
might end her life rather than condemn hersdlf to living with aman she did not love?"

"Oh, for God's sake, Elizabeth!" said Mason. "Why would any-one believe that?"

"Why would they not believeit, if anote werefound, written in Catherine's own hand, explaining all?
She could writeit herself, as soon as she awoke!™

"Again, you have forgotten about Will," said Smythe. "He shdl return from London with avery
different tale”

"But if you wereto intercept him afore he spoke to anyone,”

Elizabeth persasted, "and told him to say it had been poison, then could it not till work?”!

Smythe frowned. "Wheat of the flask?"



"What of it? He could say that the contents had to be poured out and subjected to some sort of
arcane, dchemical procedure to determine the ingredients. We could make something up. Or elsewe
could smply say that no exact determination could be made, though it was proven to be deadly. . . ."

"And what of Granny Meg?' asked Smythe.

"What reason would anyone have to question her about the matter?' said Elizabeth. "Will would
aready have brought back her report!™

" Another mad notion born of desperation!” Mason said.

"Perhaps," said Smythe, frowning as helooked for flawsin theidea "But ontheface of it, at leadt, it
does sound plausible.”

"It could work, could it not?" Elizabeth asked, hopefully.

They al stood therein therain, which was thankfully starting to let up, but they were till dripping wet.
Smythe could fed the cold chilling him through as he considered Elizabeth'sidea. They looked more like
three drowned cats than desperate plotters, but the Situation seemed to call for desperate measures.
Smythe wondered how he had become caught up iniit. It was Elizabeth, of course. Once more, Elizabeth
had found hersdlf squardly in the midst of an intrigue, and she had been drawn into it because she cared
about her friend. Now he had becomeinvolved because he cared about Elizabeth and it seemed that Will
would be pulled into it aswell. . . assuming he agreed to do it out of friendship for him.

However, he could scarcely blame Will if hewereto refuse. From any reasonable standpoint, refusing
to go dong with such a byzantine deception seemed the only rational thing to do. Shake-speare had
nothing at dl to gain by going dong with it and every-thing to lose. His career in the theatre was only just
beginning and he had aready made a very promising start. He also had afamily back in Stratford to
consider. He did not seem to care much for hiswife, but he took his obligations serioudly.

"l do not know," Smythe said. "It dl seemsto depend on Will. ‘ Tis getting late, and if he has not
returned by now, then doubtless he has chosen to remain in the city rather than risk the road at night,
which meansthat he shal surdly start out first thing in the morning. If | can get to him and convince him to
go aong with this before he speaks to anyone, then 'tispossibleit just might work."

"Why should your friend wish to help us?' Mason asked.

"1 do not know that he shall," replied Smythe. " * Tisasking agreat deal. But if he does, then he shdll
doit for friendship's sake."

"Asyou doit for Elizabeth's sake," said Mason, asif echoing Smythe's earlier thoughts. " Already, too
many people areinvolved in this. Too many share the risk. It has gone beyond the pale.”

"Y et now thereisno stopping it," Elizabeth said. "Win or lose, we must be strong and seeiit through,
John. We must do it for Catherine.”

"Aye" said Mason, "l have had no peace these past two nights, thinking of her in London with that
witch's potion, mustering up the courage to drink it down and dance with death. | have been at my wit's
end with worry. God, Elizabeth, what if she does not awvake? | could not live with that! "

"She shall awake," Elizabeth inasted. "I have completefaith in Granny Meg."

"Would that | shared your confidence,” said Mason. The strain was obvioudy telling on him. Hislast
reserves of energy seemed to be draining out of him even as he spoke. "I must know how she fares. You
promised that she was to awake tonight.”

"Granny Meg said that there was no way of determining the timefor certain. She had measured
everything with great exactitude, but she warned usthere wererisks."

"Wemust get insde," said Mason, moving towards the door. "1 must see her! | cannot bear the
uncertainty. | shal not stray from her sidetil she awvaked!"

"Wait," said Smythe.

"Wait? | am donewith waiting! * Tisasmplething for you to say-"

"Bedill!" Smythe said, turning around. " Someone is coming!"

Elizabeth stiffened, turned, and froze, like a startled deer, eyeswide and peering into the night. Over
thefaint pattering of rain-drops, they heard the unmistakable sounds of voicesin the distance. And a
moment later, they could see the bobbing light of torches coming towards them.

"God's body! Desth and damnation to them dl!" cried John, and he threw his shoulder against the



door with dl hismight.

SHAKESPEARE HAD GROWN UPIN the country and knew how to ride bareback, but then he

had not done so since he was aboy. Nor, he quickly redized, was he even remotely nostdgic for the
experience. He had always liked horses and counted himself a decent rider, but he had been spoiled by
saddles. Riding bareback at the gallop, which he had done so often in his childhood, was now a punishing
experience.

The coachman had not wanted to abandon the expensive car-riage and had argued that they should
try to get the whedl back on once more. Shakespeare had insisted that they had no time to lose and the
horses had to be unhitched and ridden bareback. They had argued and Shakespeare said that he would
take one of the horses and ride back no matter what, come Hell or high water. They had nearly cometo
blows over it, and the argument was settled finaly when they noticed that the whedl had cracked and the
axle had been damaged. There was nothing for it but to abandon the carriage in the road and ride the
horses home.

They had quickly modified the harnesses, shortened the reins and gotten on their way, by which time
their already muddy clothes were reduced to little more than torn and sodden rags, but nightfal had
caught up to them and they lacked a clear sky and afull moon by which to see. Therain had let up
somewhat, but the roads were il puddled and quite soft in places. With Shakespeare inssting on riding
at the gallop, the going was treacherous, to say the least.

By thetime they reached Middleton Manor, Shakespeare was roundly cursing every mare that ever
foaed. They came splashing up the road leading to the house, skidded on the wet cobblestones of the
courtyard and nearly went down in atangle, but somehow, miraculoudy, their mounts managed to retain
their footing and they reined in without further incident. Their noisy arriva, however, had derted some
within the house, for many of the guests had not re-tired early and were still participating in the wake. A
few of them might even have remembered whom the wake wasfor.

Humphrey, the ever-efficient steward, was one of the first upon the scene as they came staggering up
to the front door, looking for al the world like two weary and embattled soldiers freshly returned from
thewars.

"Good God!" he said, when he beheld their grim and grimey appearance. "What happened, for
mercy's sake? Have the two of you been set upon by brigands?’

"The carriage broke down on the road from London, but never mind that now," Shakespeare said,
trying to catch his breath. "Damn me, but | need adrink! 1s Sir William here?!

"Sir William had departed hours ago,” said Humphrey, asthe hal behind him began to fill up with
curious onlookers. "Y ou look like Desth! Wheat is the matter?”

"Get the master of the house at once!" said Shakespeare. "And get Tuck Smythe. And get me adrink,
whileyou areat it."

"] shdl do no such thing!" Humphrey replied, in an affronted tone. "Master Middleton hasretired. This



day hasbeen aterribletrid for him, asyou must surely know. He is grief-stricken and exhausted. His
daughter'sfunera has been ahorrible orded for him."

"Well, then wake up the old bugger and we shall crack open the tomb and raise her up again! And
God damn it, get me atupping drink!"

The crowd behind Humphrey gasped collectively. But afew were enough past the point of caring that
they chuckled at Shake-speare'sirreverent remarks. Humphrey tossed them an acid gaze over his
shoulder, then turned the full force of his basilisk glare on Shakespeare and the hapless coachman, who
smply stood there helpless, not knowing what to say or do.

"Y ou must be drunk!" said Humphrey, with outrage. "' shdl have you thrashed and driven off the
property!™

"Then you shdl answer to Sir William Worley," Shakespeare replied, shoving past the incredulous
steward and making his way toward the tables. " And you shall likewise answer to your master, who shall
not take kindly, | assure you, to being deprived of his eldest daughter for yet a second time!" He picked
up agoblet and filled it, then quaffed it in one breeth.

By now, more people had gathered round and everyone was talking at once. Humphrey was
Spuittering with outrage and turning purple with apoplexy, but Shakespeare did not care. Herefilled the
goblet and drank it down again, spilling some of the wine down his aready thoroughly drenched and
muddy doublet. It was ruined and it had been one of only two he owned, and the second one was
threadbare, whereas some of the guests around him thought nothing of wearing at least three different
doublets in one afternoon. He wastired; he was sore; he was cold and he was wet. He was a poet, not
some post rider, and hefelt resentful of the entire company around him. He had come to stage aplay,
and instead had played apart in one, the part of errand boy. Worse till, the whole situation had been
nothing but asham.

"Now see here—" Humphrey began, but Shakespeare merdly shoved him away roughly without even
aglanceat him or abregk in drinking.

"What in Heaven'snameisal thisrow?' Godfrey Middleton's voice cut through the conversation. He
stood up in the gdlery, wearing avelvet dressing gown and looking down on the assemblage with cold
fury. His gaze settled on Shakespeare as the obvious center of it dl. "For thelove of God, s, haveyou
no respect? No decency? My edest daughter hasjust been laid to rest!”

"Well, mark my word, Master Middleton, she shan't be resting long," Shakespeare replied.

"Thisisan outrage!" Middleton said.

"l shdl have the servantsthrow thevilevillain out a oncel” Humphrey said, finding hisvoiceat last. "'l
shall set the dogs upon the pestilential rascal!”

Middleton suddenly seemed to recogni ze Shakepeare for thefirst time. ™Y ou are the man Sir William
sent to London, are you not?"

"l am that very man," Shakespeare replied. "Or what isleft of him after thefoul journey | have made.
Y our carriage, by the way, lies broken on the road some miles hence, | cannot say how far or where,
precisaly. We had tried to fix it once, but the damned whedl came off again afew miles down the road
and cracked, and there was an end to it. By now, 'tislikely kindling for some rufflers. We unhitched the
horses and rode back like red Indiansin the pouring rain, your coachman and I, and we are tired men
and chilled straight through to the bone, but by God, we have brought fascinating tid-ings! To wit, sir..."
He took another long drink from the goblet, ™. . . your daughter is not dead, because there was no poison
inthat flask from which she drank. Twasinstead a potion merely meant to lull her for atimeinto thearms
of Morpheus and only make it seem asif she dept eterndly with Hades. So go back to your bed and rest
you well, gr, if you wish, but know that when you wake upon the morrow, you shdl find that Catherine
had awoke afore you and absconded with her lover.”

He ignored the stunned reactions of the guests around him, turned his back on Middleton, and
reached across the table for a cold and greasy drumstick that |ooked more appetizing to him now than
any dish that he had ever seen. As hehit into it, he turned back and looked up towards the gallery.
Middleton was gone. Shake-speare glanced at 1an, the coachman, who was staring at him with absolute
astonishment, and shrugged.



"Well, | suppose that woke him up, eh, lan?' he said. He held out the drumstick. "D'you fancy abite?

He did not have very much timeto eat. Middleton came down almost a once, having paused only
long enough to pull on apair of boots and throw acloak over his dressing gown. He barked out sharp
ordersto Humphrey, caling for torches and men, then put on his hat and turned abaeful eye on
Shakespeare.

"Y oung man, you had best be telling me the truth, for if thisisyour gruesome ideaof aprank, then you
shall answer tome! | shall have you whipped until your eyes bleed. Now come with me!™

"l should answer quite well to awhipping,” Shakespeare mum-bled, taking another quick swallow of
wine beforefollowing his hog.

Phillipe Dubois worked hisway through the crowd to Shake-spearé's Sde. "Prithee, mon ami, do
you mean to tell me that Ma-demoiselle Catherineis not truly dead?" he asked, as they went back
outside, herded along by the press of people behind them.

"No, milord, | had meant to tell Master Middleton that Cadierineisnot truly dead,” Shakespeare
replied. 'Strewth, | had not meant to tell you anything.”

"Y ou have great cheek for avagabond,” said Dubois, somewhat tiffly.

"And you lisp and wear strange suits.”

"l say, smal wonder you players have such a scandaous and lowly reputation,” lan said, asthey |eft
Dubois gaping with aston-ishment behind them. "Y ou redly are insufferably rude.

"And you redly are an amazing prig for amere coachman, lan."

"1 happen to be aliveried servant to a gentleman!”

"Y ou are aglorified bootblack, 1an, so go stuff your hubris. Or you can actualy be useful and go find
my friend, Tuck Smythe, and let him know what has transpired, for your master seemsintent upon
marching usal into the dripping wood when we should al be drink-ing sensibly insde. | am beginning to
envy Catherine. At least she has had an opportunity to lie down for awhile."

"A word with you, gir, if | may?' Hughe Camden called as he hurried to catch up with them. lan the
coachman stopped and fell behind as Camden took his place at Shakespeare's sde.

"And lo, another suitor. The kites begin to flock," mumbled Shakespeare to himself.

"l beg your pardon?' Camden said.

"And you shdl haveit, gr. | am feding postively popish to-night. Tell meyour snand | shdl grant you
absolution.” "'l seeyou areimpertinent.”

"Impertinent and insufferable, aswdl. Add intemperate and you can compass me with dliteration.” "'l
believe you are drunk, sir."

"Not yet, but on such anight asthis, 'tis a course well worth pursuing. How may | serveyou, Sir?
Something to do with the lately lamented Lady Catherine, no doubt?"

"1 was listening when you spoke just now," said Camden, asthey continued down the path in the
wake of Middleton and historch-bearers. ™Y ou said something about Catherine planning this astonishing
deception so that she might run off with alover?”

"Aye, quite 0."

"Sir, | must say that | find thistale very hard to credit. Tisaharsh thing to defame the dead. | cannot
believe that she would have done anything like what you propose. | have heard that Cath-erine could be
somewhat shrewish on occasion, but &t heart, she was a good woman.”

"Wdl, we might have agood woman born before every blazing star or at an earthquake,”
Shakespeare said, "but | would not ook for such asingular event with any grester frequency.”

"Y ou have, it seems, arather bilious and spiteful view of women,

ar.”

"l amamarried man, Sr. My view isunobstructed.” "Who isthislover you alege Catherine of
having?' "Ah, there | cannot answer you, for | have no knowledge of hisname.”

"How, then, do you know that he exists? Or do you merdly surmise?’

"Surmise, dlege, teshard to credit... | gather you must be the lawyer.”

"l have the honor to attend the Inns of Court. My name is Hughe Camden. Y ou may know my father."

"May 1?Wel then, so | shdl, if you decide to introduce him. In the meantime, learned sir, know that



whilst | cannot bear witnessto the alleged lover's name, | can vouchsafe his existence by the testimony of
thelady hersdlf, who spoke of running off with him."

"Y ou have heard her say this?'

"Not with mine own ears, but earlier today, | spoke with onewho did hear thelady say s0."

"Hearsay, sr. Twasalie, I'll warrant.”

Shakespeare shrugged. "Wdl, we shdl find out soon enough.”

"l amnot at dl surewhat you haveto gain by raising al thisfuss," said Camden, looking at him asif
trying to gauge hismotives.

"l have nothing a al to gain, Sir,” Shakespeare said, "and only timeto lose. Y ou, on the other hand,
would stand to gain agreat dedl more, | should think, if Catherine weretruly dead. That would increase
her sster'sworth considerably, would it not?!

"l do not care for your tone, air.”

"l do not much carefor yours, either. | have played penny whis-des that have made less grating
noise"

"What isyour name, sir?" asked Camden, gtiffly.

"Marlowe," Shakespeare said. "Christopher Marlowe, at your service.”

"Marlowe." Camden nodded. "I shal make apoint to remember that name.”

"Suit yoursdlf. | have dready forgotten yours.™

Camden fell behind as Shakespeare increased his stride and hur-ried on ahead. He had amost caught
up to Middleton, at the head of the procession, when yet another of Blanche's suitors came up beside
him and introduced himsdf.

"Sr, my nameis Andrew Braithwaite. Might | have aword with you?"

"Havethree, asyou are the third to ask.”

"Indeed, | did see Dubois and Camden speaking with you just now. Did they say anything of
interes?"

"No, not redlly. | rather hope you shall do better.”

Braithwaite smiled. "I fear, then, that you are doomed to dis-appointment. | doubt | can be much
moreinteresting, for | am neither agreat wit nor alearned scholar.”

"Then you a least appear to be an honest man, which initself makesyou moreinteresting. A plain
bird would stand out 'mongst al this plummage.”

Braithwaite chuckled. ™Y ou do not care much for this company, | see. And yet, here where each man
competes with every other, you have seized everyone's attention. Y ou stand centerstage, and yet seemto
regard it asan impostion.”

"It amuses you?" asked Shakespeare, glancing a Braithwaite to seeif he was being mocked. But it
seemed that he was not.

"If | can say S0 without giving offense, aye, it does amuse me. But the amusement, | hastento add, is
not at your expense.”

"] am not offended then.”

"Good."

Shakespeare glanced at him with interest. "Most people, espe-cidly in this vaunted company, would
not concern themselves over-much about giving offenseto amere player.”

"Widll, | try not to be cardess about whom | may offend,” Braithwaite replied. "That way, | can
husband my offensesfor those who most deserve them.”

"Wdl sad."

“Thank you."

"Y ou are welcome, sir. What would you have of me?*

"Why, nothing in particular,” Braithwaite replied.

"What, not even after my singular announcement a the wake?'

" Twas, indeed, singular,” Braithwaite said. " Quite agtonishing, in fact.”

"Andin light of it, you have nothing more you wish to ask?'

"Not at present. | supposeif what you said provesto bethetruth . . . well, frankly, | have absolutely



no ideawhat will occasion then. It should prove quite fascinating. But if what you said turns out to be
fdse, | have arather better idea of what will occur. Godfrey Middleton will have you whipped for your
impertinence and then see you thrown off hisestate. That is, assuming you survive the whipping.”

"Which would you prefer to see, | wonder, Catherine alive or me whipped?”

"Oh, I would much prefer to see Catherine dlive. The ensuing scandal would be absolutely marvelous.
And you seem much too fine afellow to be whipped.”

"Odd's blood, Magter Braithwaite, 'tis entirely too likeable for aknight's son, you are. | may bein
danger of aspiring to have afriend above my station.”

"Never fear, | have no shortage of friends below mine. And those friends call me Andrew.” He
offered his hand and Shakespeare took it.

"Will Shakespeareismy name.”

"1 heard you tell Camden that your name was Marlowe." "1 lied."

"l knew that. Among those lowly friends of mineisacertain poet by the name of Marlowe. Camden's
father has considerable influence. Y ou may have caused Chris some annoyance.”

"Wall... he deservesit.”

"Aye, he does, at that. Heisascoundrel. But then, | seem to like scoundrels. | generdly find them
much more entertaining than thislot. We are nearly there, | think. Tishard to tell. At night, things often
neither look nor sound the same.”

"Indeed. | do not see young Master Holland."

"1 have not seen him mysdlf sncethe funera. But aswe are dl rivasfor Blanche Middleton's
affections, we do not enjoy a partic-ular camaraderie. Perhaps he had retired early and thus missed your
dramatic entrance and your speech. If so, then he shall doubtless miss whatever happens next, for we
have arrived.”

They were just behind Middleton and the torchbearers at the head of the procession, and ahead of
them they could dimly make out the white stone structure in the clearing that was the Middleton family
vault. Asthey gpproached it, however, apiercing scream sounded and, for amoment, froze everybody in
their tracks. It had been, unmistakably, awoman's voice.

"Good God!" Braithwaite exclamed. "Did that issue from within the crypt?"

Shakespeare did not respond, however. He was aready running towards the door, for he saw that it
stood open. Braithwaite was right on his hedls, having had enough presence of mind to pause only long
enough to grab atorch from one of the servants. They ran past Middleton, who stood rooted to the spot
with the othersin the vanguard, and Shakespeare was dmost to the door when hefdt hisarm seized
from behind.

"Wait, Will!" Braithwaite said. "Have acare!" He handed him the torch and drew hisrapier. "You are
unarmed. Stay close behind me."

Shakespeare hesitated, then followed him through the door.

The scene that greeted them within the vault was startling, to say the least. There stood Smythe,
holding Elizabeth in hisarms. She was sobbing againgt his chest ashe held her close and tried to comfort
her. Next to the carved stone pedestal where Catherine's shrouded body had been placed, awaiting the
completion of the coffin, stood a young man Shakespeare had never seen before. He appeared to be
about the same age as Smythe, but of adighter build, cleanshaven, with blonde hair and strong,
handsome features that were contorted with misery as he bent over Catherine's now un-shrouded body,
holding it in hisarms as he wept unashamedly. But as dramatic asight asthat presented, even more
sriking was the stark red blood dl over Catherine's snow white gown and the dagger protruding from
her chest.

"Tuck!" said Shakespeare, as soon as he recovered from hisin-itial shock and found hisvoice.
"Angelsand minigers of grace de-fend ust What deviltry isthis?*

"Treachery and murder, Will," Smythe said, looking shaken. "Murder most foul.”

Braithwaite stood there with rapier drawn and held ready, look-ing both stunned and uncertain.
Behind them, Middleton and sev-erd others came into the chamber.

"God's mercy!" Middleton exclaimed, as he beheld the startling tableau before him. "What foul,



horrible and |oathesome desecration isthis! Seize that man!”

Severd of the servants rushed forward and grabbed hold of the young man, prying him away from
Catherine's body. For amoment, he resisted them, holding onto her corpse asif with desperation, then
he seemed to resign himself and smply went limp, alowing them to pull him away.

Middleton's eyes widened even further as he recognized Eliza-beth, who had turned around at the
sound of Shakespeare's voice and now stared at them all with desolation, her ashen face streaked with
tears. "Elizabeth! Dear God in Heaven, what are you doing in here?'

Her mouth opened asif she were about to reply, but no sound issued forth. It was asif she had lost
the power of speech. She could smply find no words.

"We camein and found her thus" said Smythe, indicating Cath-erine's body, which now lay sporawled
at an awkward angle, her head hanging down, the dagger protruding starkly. " "Twas Elizabeth who
screamed. Catherine was aready dead.”

"Isthis someill-conceived notion of ajoke?' asked Middleton, hisface pae and drawn. "My God,
man, what else should she be but dead in her own tomb?”

"That dagger was not there when shewas laid to rest earlier thisday,” said Smythe.

"Of course that dagger was not there, you imbecilel” said Mid-dleton, his voice trembling with fury.
"Becausethis. . . this. . . foul, perfidious, evil fiend has violated both her tomb and body and thus
desecrated my poor dead girl by plunging it within! Oh, horrors! Horrors! What manner of vile beast
would mutilate the dead?'

"Methinks that was not what happened here," said Braithwaite dowly, gazing & the body curioudly.
He put away hisrapier and approached Catherine's corpse. "I truly mean no disrespect by what | am
about to say, Master Middleton, but as any hunter would readily attest, blood does not gush forth from a
carcass as 'twould from abody freshly dain. And what we have here, | would hazard from my
experience & tracking, is blood that seems but freshly spilled within the hour. * Twould seem Will
Shakespeare spoke the truth in what he told us al tonight. Without adoubt, your daughter was ill dive
when she was stabbed.”

"Can thisbe possible?' said Middleton, hisvoice strained. "Am | to bury the same daughter twice
within the same day? Oh, Heaven! Oh, mongtrous spite! Then thisfoul villain hasdain her!”

"No!" Elizabeth shouted. "No, 'tisnot true! He loved her!"

"Then from whence came that dagger buried in her breast?* Middleteon demanded.

" Tismine" Mason sad, dully.

"John, no!" Elizabeth shouted.

"There! Y ou see? Convicted out of hisown mouth!™ cried Mid-dleton, pointing at him. "\Venomous
wretch! Who are you, that you would visit such vile treachery upon me? What isyour name, villain?
Speak!"

"My nameis John Mason," hereplied, emptily. "I am ... or | have been agroom at Green Oaks. Now
... how | am nothing."

"A groom! A groom, by God! And at good Sir William's estate! Incrediblel Andyou . . ." Heturned
hiswrathful gaze on Elizabeth. "My best friend's daughter, and | had treated you asif you were my own!
Thus do you repay my kindness towards you, by conspiring with this deceitful rogue to seduce my poor
daughter and lead her to her ruin! Y ou are as quilty of her desth asheidl”

"Oh, that was base!l" Elizabeth said, flushing red with anger. "In your spiteful eagernessto placethe
blame, you put it everywhere save where it belongs, squarely upon your own shoulders! Had you not
tried to force her into afarcical and loveless marriage intended solely to advance your own ambitions,
there would have been no need for Catherine to resort to the deception that hasled to this sad end! John
Mason isno murderer. Look at him! See hisface! So utterly undoneis he by Cathering's degth that he
will not even speak out to defend himsalf! He did not do thisawful thing! If you have him arrested for this
crime, then the true crimina shal go free! And God Himsdlf shdll judge you for it!"

"Enough!" said Middleton. "Y ou go too far! Thisiswhat comes of too much tolerance and too soft a
hand with children! Y ou have said quite enough, Elizabeth! Had you been born aman, so help me, |
would seek my satisfaction, but as you are awoman, | will leave you to your father. Let him decide what



isto be done with you. Henceforth, you are no longer welcome in my house. Y ou may stay the night, until
your father comesfor you in the morning, but | shal suffer neither your impertinence nor your presence
any longer. Now get out of my sight!”

"Tuck," she said, trying hard to keep her voice from breaking, "would you be so kind as to escort
e

"Of course," said Smythe. He glanced at Shakespeare. "Will?'

Shakespeare nodded and started to walk out with them.

"Get out, dl of you!" shouted Middleton to the others. "Jackals! Get out and let my poor daughter rest
in peacel”

Elizabeth waked quickly with her head held high and Smythe hurried to catch up with her.
Shakespeare paused to take atorch from one of the servants, then trotted after them. They quickly
out-distanced al the others, who dowly made their way back up the path.

"Elizabeth . . ." Smythe said.

"l amdl right," shereplied, athough her voicewas strained. "I am more afraid for John. What shdl
they doto him?"

"1 do not think they shall do anything, for the present,” Smythe replied. "Middleton will likely have him
locked up somewhere, until he can be delivered to the authoritiesin London.”

"l would agree," said Shakespeare. " 'Tislikdy that he shdl turn him over to Sir William, snceheishis
servant, and let Sir William make proper dispensation of hisfate.”

"But John isinnocent!" Elizabeth said. ™Y ou know hedid not do it, Tuck.”

"Intruth, Elizabeth, | do not know it for a certainty. And he did admit the dagger was his own. How
else should it have gotten there?”

"Because hel€ft it there for her! He was concerned that she might be defenselessin thetomb and so
we arranged to leave it hidden therefor her in case she should awake and fedl frightened, or in the event
that robbers should cometo stedl her jewelry.”

"Then why did he not say s0?' Shakespeare asked.

"Because he no longer careswhat may become of him!" Eliza-beth replied. "He loved Catherine with
all hisheart! He hated the wholeidea of this plan, despised it and said ‘twas much too dan-gerous. He
wanted Smply to run away with her, insgead. And now he blames himsdlf. Y ou saw him! A part of him
died dong with her! But you know he did not do this, Tuck! Y ou were there with us!"

"Aye, for atime" said Smythe. "Because | had followed you, | know when you met him at the vaullt,
but | cannot say when he got there. Tis possible that he had come there earlier, which meansthat he
could have found Catherine when she awoke, and then dain her for some reason that we do not know."

"Y ou cannot bdievethat, surely!"

"Elizabeth, | do not know John Mason. | have never beforelaid eyes on him until this night. But while
| admit 'tis possible he may have killed her, | do not believe hedid.”

"What reasons have you for thinking so?' asked Shakespeare.

"Severd," Smythereplied. "For onething, | aminclined to be-lieve Elizabeth. While| did not have
much speech with Mason, he struck me as a decent sort. | do not think heisakiller. And | have no
doubt that heloved Catherine.”

" "Twould not be the first time alove had led to murder," Shake-speare said.

"Perhaps not," said Smythe, "but there would have to be some reason for it and there is none here that
| can see. The whole plan was designed so that Catherine and he could safely go away together and
never be pursued. If hislove were so intense and feverish that he might have gone mad if she wereto
change her mind a the last moment, then | suppose 'tis possible he might have killed her. Y &, if
Catherine were to change her mind, for whatever reason, the time to do so would have been before she
took the potion. Otherwise, why take the risk?"

"Why, indeed?" said Shakespeare. "Y our reasoning is sound. Well done. And | agree completely.”

"And there is one more thing that makes me doubt hisguilt,” said Smythe.

"And what isthat?'

"Thefact that someonetried to kill metonight while wasfollowing Elizabeth to the vault.”



"What?" Elizabeth exclamed. "And you never said athing about it!"

" "Twas not thetime, | thought. And | wanted to see what would occur between you two."

"What do you mean someonetried to kill you?' Shakespeare asked, with concern. "How?"

"With acrossbow," Smythe replied. "And whoever shot that bolt damn near put it through my eye.”

"Good Lord!" said Shakespeare.

"Nearly killed!" Elizabeth exclaimed. "And you said nothing!" "There seemed no reason to say
anything about it then. | had thought he saw an opportunity to strike and followed me out from the house,
for | heard someone running back toward it after the bolt was shot. Now, however, it occurs to me that
whoever shot a me may have been coming back to the house from the tomb, instead.”

"Then would | have not seen him on the path?" Elizabeth asked.

"Not if he heard you coming and hid until you had passed.”

"1 do not understand,” Elizabeth said. "Why would someonewish to kill you?'

"Because | had overheard their plot,” said Smythe.

"What plot? What on Earth are you talking about?'

"Elizabeth, do you remember when | told you that ‘twas | who shouted out to warn you there were
others present in the maze that night? There weretwo men.. . . unfortunately, | never saw them, for there
was a hedge between us, but | had overheard them plotting. One of them said to the other that with
Catherine out of the way, he would be free to make hismove. The plot, it seems, wasto impersonate a
nobleman and his son, then seek to secure Middle-ton's consent for Blanche's hand in marriage. The
prize would be Blanche, hersdlf, and of course, her dowry, which would likely be consderable,
especidly if Middleton believed that he were deding with anobeman. | heard no further, for | had made
some noise and gave mysdf away, whereupon they tried to run me through with their rgpiers right through
the hedge."

Elizabeth gave agasp and stopped, staring at him with darm. "Then twice someone hastried to kill
you!"

Smythetook her arm and moved her along, not wishing any of the othersto catch up and overhear
them. "True, they havetried twice, and they may yet try thriceif | cannot unmask them. But. . . hereismy
point. I know they were in the maze that night. And now | also know they must have seen me, for they
now know who | am, which puts me a a consderable disadvantage. What if they had dso overheard
what you discussed with Mason? Then they would have known about the plan you made with Catherine.
And they would have known that Catherine was not truly dead.”

"But if everyone believed that she were dead, and she was going away with John, then what purpose
would be served inkilling her?* Elizabeth asked.

"To divert atention and suspicion from themsalves," said Shake-speare.

"Precisdly,” Smythe agreed. "We are clearly dedling with cold-blooded men who shdl stop at nothing
to achievethar ends"

"Y ou must tel Godfrey Middleton about thid™

"He dready knows, Elizabeth. Asdoes Sir William. We have told them both about it and have their
charge to do anything we can to help get to the bottom of it."

"He knows about it?" shereplied, with amazement. " Then why in God's name does he blame John?"

"Because heis distraught, Elizabeth. Give the poor man some consideration. He has had a daughter
murdered twice in the same day. And then there is his outrage over John being her lover, and worse yet,
being alowly groom."

"A neighbor's groom," said Shakespeare. "A neighbor with whom he fancieshimsdlf to bein
competition.”

"And do not forget John admitted that the dagger stuck in Cath-erine's breast was his," added
Smythe. "Under the circumstances, can anyone blame Middleton for reaching the conclusion that he did?
In time, when he has had a chance to recover from this heavy blow, then Middleton shall no doubt see
reason and reach the same conclusions that we have. But in the meantime, we must do what we can to
find thered killer."

"And, with any luck, do so without being killed oursalves," Shakespeare added, wryly. "God's



wounds, but this has been aday to try aman's soul! Just when | think that things cannot possibly get any
worse, they promptly do!"

"Y ou seem to have had quite atime of it," said Smythe. ™Y ou look asight. What happened?!

"That fool of adriver wrecked the carriage,” Shakespeare replied.

"And some of your best clothes, it seems.”

"Aye, but that is of no consequence. What plagues me beyond al measureisthat if Braithwaite was
right, then if the whed had not come off the carriage and delayed me, | could have returned intime to
save Catherineslife”

"Oh, no, Will! Do not blame yoursdf for that!" Elizabeth said.

"Elizabethisright, Will," said Smythe. "Y ou are no more a fault than sheisfor heping Catherine,
despite what Middleton has said. "'Twas Cathering's own choice to do what she did, as ‘twasthekiller's
choice to murder her. We should not hold ourselves respon-sible for what others choose to do of their
own freewill. We can but be responsible for our own actions. Each of us must suffer the dings and
arrows of hisown outrageous fortune.”

"Gad, Tuck, that waswell put! | wish | had said that.”

"Never fear, | an sureyou will."

"Zounds! Y ou dare unpack your wit at my expense? | have half amind to pay you back in kind!"

"That would make you a hdfwit, then."

"Villan!"

"Clod!"

"Scurvy knavel" " Steaming turd!" "Rustic mountebank!" "Bad poet!"

"Oh, that was base! Whereismy rapier?' "Y ou do not own one.”

"Right. | must make amends at once and buy one at thefair so that | can call you out.”

"Y ou might buy some clothesfirgt, so that you arefit to go out.”

Elizabeth laughed, and then brought her hands up to her head. "Oh, Heaven, that | should find myself
abletolaugh at such atime asthisl How vilemust | be?!

"Without laughter, Elizabeth, we have no saving grace at al and must perforce go mead,” said
Shakespeare.

"Thank you, Will. Y ou are akind soul."

"] am adamned weary soul. This has been avery long and very trying day.”

"And | have been sent packing, to leave upon the morrow," said Elizabeth. " 'Tisasad thing to be no
longer welcome in thishouse, and yet, 'tisahouse that no longer holds any pleasant memoriesfor me.
What do you suppose will happen now?"

Smythe shook hishead. "I am not sure, Elizabeth. A great ded will depend on Middleton and what he
chooses to do. And then do not forget that we still have not heard from Sir William, who does not yet
know the full story of al that has trangpired.”

"Thefair wasto last three days,” said Shakespeare. "Under the circumstances, however, | do not
think that anyone would blame our host if he were to cancel the remainder of it."

"True," Smythe said, "but a the sametime, in a peculiar sort of way, nothing hasredlly changed since
wefirst spoke with Master Middleton, hasit? 1 mean that at the time, we had all, except Eliz-abeth, of
course, believed Catherine to be dead. Well, she was not, but now, sheis. We also believed her to have
been murdered. She was not, but now, she has been. Middleton was grieving for his daughter, yet
wanted to seejustice done. And now, heis till griev-ing for hisdaugher, so . . . what has changed?'

"Hmm, | see what you mean,” said Shakespeare. " Tisa curious Situation, indeed. Our expectations of
the situation were unfounded, yet now, we have found them to be true. Most strange. | cannot imagine
how | would respond in Middleton's place. Would | wish to continue with my origina plan to find the
murderer and get justice, or would | fold under the weight of this new blow and wish to banish
everybody from my sght?'

"Well, only Middleton can answer that,” said Smythe. "Eliza-beth, you know him best. What do you
think hewill do now?"

She shook her head. "Godfrey Middelton, for al his stout and doughy looks, isa strong-minded and



most ambitious man. In many respects, Catherine took after him. Their smilarity of character wasthe
source of many of their clashes. They were both strong-willed and stubborn. Once she had made up her
mind, Catherine would not easily be dissuaded. Her father isno different. Heis not the sort of man who
would forgive adight. | cannot imagine that he could forgive the murder of his own daughter.”

"S0 you blieve that he shdl stay the course, then, and do every-thing possible to find the killer?'
Smythe said.

"1 cannot think he would do otherwise."

They were gpproaching the house now. They glanced behind them and saw torches on the path not
far away. The others were returning.

"There are fill things we need to spesk of before you must leave in the morning,” Smythe said to
Elizabeth. "The rain has scopped. Will you walk with us awhilein the garden?’

"Of course. | am far from eager to retire. | do not think that | shall deep at al tonight. And | do not
redlly want to be oneright now."

They reached the courtyard and turned to go around the house, to the opposite side where the garden
was, with the maze, thought Smythe, whereit dl began for him.

"What of Blanche?' Smythe asked. "What can you tell us about her?"

Elizabeth sniffed with disgpprova. "Sheisas strong-willed as Catherine, in her way. A very different
way." "What sort of way?' asked Shakespeare.

"Well, Blanche wants what she desires, and desires what she wants. And oneway or another, she
away's contrives somehow to get it."

"Spoiled, in other words,” said Shakespeare. "Her father in-dulges her?'

"Very much so," Elizabeth replied. "And she plays upon him like the virginas. Sheis much more subtle
than Catherine. At least, with him."

"And not with other men?" asked Smythe, remembering hisfirst impresson of her.

"Not with any other men, so far as| have seen.”

"Y ou disapprove of her?' said Shakespeare.

" Tisnot for meto approve nor disapprove,” Elizabeth replied. "I smply do not like her."

" She does not seem to want for suitors,” Smythe said.

"No. Sheisvery beautiful, as| am sure you have remarked,” she added dryly.

"Aye, beautiful. . . and rather bold, | thought."

Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. "Oh? | was not aware that you had spoken with her.”

"Only briefly, when she arrived together with the wedding party,” Smythe replied.

"Indeed? And pray tell, what did she say to you?"

"l do not recall precisely. Nothing of substance, | am sure.”

"And yet you do recdl that shewas bold.”

"Well, doubtless, ‘twas more in the nature of her manner than anything she said.”

"Dotell. And what was her manner towards you?"

Shakespeare chuckled. ™Y ou have found, Tuck, both the greatest fault and greatest virtue of al
women. They ligen.”

"Bedtill yoursdf, you clever quillmagter," Elizabeth said, sharply. " "Twas not you that | was asking!”

"Mum'stheword, maam. | shal take my cue from womankind and be all ears.”

"And | shall box those earsfor you if you do not have acare!”

Smythe laughed.

"Laugh dl you like," Elizabeth said, "but when you are done, | shal till be waiting for my answer. | am
not distracted.”

"Wadll. .. shesad..." Smythe shrugged with exasperation. "In al truth, Elizabeth, | cannot recal now
what she said, only that what she said seemed very bold. If | had not known better, | might have thought
that she had set her cap at me."

"Blanche has set her cap at men so many timesthat it has grown quite threadbare,” Elizabeth replied,
dryly.

"A woman'swit is never quite so sharp aswhen it pricks another woman," Shakespeare said.



"Provoke me more and you shall find that it can prick apoet, too! Besides, | speak naught but the
truth. And there are others, | am sure, who can bear witnessto it. Her flaws are plain for al but men to
see, who see them not for being blinded by her beauty.”

"And yet ‘twas Catherine who had the worse reputation of thetwo,” said Smythe.

"Aye, for being ashrew," Elizabeth replied. "For that iswhat men call awoman who daresto speak
her mind. But if she should spesk with other parts of her anatomy, then men will think with other parts of
theirs, aswell.”

"Which part would that be, pray tell?' Shakespeare asked, in-nocentiy.

"Inyour case, | have no doubt ‘twould be the smallest.”

Smythelaughed. " Twould seem she can box apoet's ears!”

" Twere not my earsthat she defamed,” Shakespeare replied, with agrimace. And then his
expression softened. "Why, Elizabeth, you are crying.”

" Tisfor Catherine," shereplied, her voice quavering. "Oh, | do not know how | can stand it! My
heart isbreaking!"

"There now," Shakespeare said. "No shamein tearsfor a de-parted friend.”

He offered her hishandkerchief. Unfortunately, the kindly in-tention of the gesture was overwhelmed
by the sheer filthiness of the grimey handkerchief, which he had earlier used to wipe away some of the
mud with which hisface was till besmirched. Elizabeth smply stared at the muddy rag for amoment,
then started to laugh, despite herself. Smythe and Shakespeare both joined in, and she put her arms
around their waists as they staggered together around the house, toward the other side, helpless with
laughter.

"Thank you," Elizabeth said, asthe wave of laughter subsided. "Thank you both for being such good
friends”

"Whll, in truth, Elizabeth," Shakespearereplied, "l fear | cannot clam that | was always agood friend
toyou."

"How s0? And why not?'

"1 must admit that upon more than one occasion, | had told Tuck here that you would only bring him
trouble”

"And so | have" Elizabeth replied.

"Do not say that, Elizabeth,” Smythe protested.

" Tisnaught but the truth, Tuck," shereplied, with asigh. "From the day wefirst met at the thezatre, |
have only brought you trouble. And Will, too. | cannot forget that he was nearly killed on my account.”

" Tistruethat | was very nearly killed," said Shakespeare, "but ‘twas not on your account, Elizabeth.”

"l know," she said, "but neither you nor Tuck would ever have found yoursaves placed in harm's way
had you not chosen to be-friend and aid me. And now it has happened once again. Y ou might have been
killed or badly injured in that wreck, and twice now Tuck was nearly killed. And al on my account!"

"Well. . . when you put it that way, it does seem asif dl thefault isyours,” said Shakespeare.

"WlI! For God's sake, she feds badly enough asthings stand!”

"l spokeinjest," Shakespearereplied. "So far as| can see, Eliz-abeth, if you were at fault in anything,
‘twasin going along with Catherine in this hare-brained scheme, but then you were only trying to help a
friend and | cannot fault you in that. | would do no lessfor Tuck, nor Tuck for me. That misfortune has
befdlen isin some part, doubtless, dueto Fate, but in part due dso to the intervention of others. ‘Tis
there the true blame lies, and 'tis there that we must seek to placeit.”

"| agree,” said Tuck, emphatically. "We know that two of the guests here areimpostors, and that
those two arelikely to be found among Blanche's suitors. Some we have aready managed to dimi-nate
from our consideration, but that till leaves Braithwaite, Cam-den, Holland, and Dubois, and their
respective fathers,' if fathersthey truly be"

"Aye," said Shakespeare. "And | am somewhat disposed towards eiminating Braithwaite from our list
of suspects, too.” "Why?" asked Smythe.

"Wadll... he seems avery decent sort of fellow," Shakespeare said. "And | have agood feding about
him."



"] see. So you wish to iminate him from cons deration merely because you happen to like him?”

"Not entirely. Heis the one suspect who does not have afather present, and we are looking for two
men. Although | do admit | like him. Heisavery likeable young man.”

"That very quality makesfor agood cozener,” said Smythe.

"What, are you suggesting that | could be easily taken by some sharp cozener?!

"Will, anyone could be taken by a cozener, especidly asharp one," Smythe replied. "Do you think
you are immune because, as a poet, you are agreat observer of human nature and itsfoibles? Well, with
all due respect, by comparison, you are but an apprentice at the art of observation. A good cozener isa
master of observing hu-man nature and itsfoibles. If | havelearned nothing esesince | have arrived in
London, | have at the very least learned that!"

"l suppose you have apoint,” said Shakespeare, "dthough my ingincts till tell methat heisno more
and no lessthan what he represents himsdlf to be. What do you know of him, Elizabeth?!

"No more than you," shereplied. "He seems like a nice young man, and he has good manners.
"Twould seem that he has breeding. Beyond that, | can tell you nothing more. | have not had much to do
withhim."

"Well, what of Dubois?"' asked Smythe. 'Y ou seemed to have had rather more to do with him," he
added, and immediately re-gretted it. Still, he could not prevent himsdf from going on. ™Y ou seemed
quite taken with him when | saw the two of you out waking."

Elizabeth smiled. "Monsieur Duboisis very charming. His man-ners are exquiste and his sense of
fashion isimpeccable. Heis capable of learned discourse on such things as poetry and history and
phi-losophy. | cannot imagine that he could be some sort of crimind.”

" find it even more difficult to imagine that he could be search-ing for awife," said Smythe.

"Theladies here dl seemto find him very handsome," said Eliz-abeth.

"And how do you suppose he finds the ladies? Or does he even bother looking?!

" Such pettiness does not become you,” said Elizabeth. "Y ou could do well to emulate Monsieur
Dubois"

"1 do not think | could quite manage thewalk,” said Smythe, dryly.

"Oh, but | should liketo seeyou try," said Shakespeare.

"I think that you are both being very rude,”" Elizabeth said. "Phillipe Duboisis agentleman in every
sense of theword.”

"Well, bethat asit may," said Smythe, "I think we can probably agree that Duboisisnot avery likely
suspect. Still, one never knows. | should like to seewhat Sir William makes of him, but regretably, he has
not returned. What about Camden?’

"l do not like him," Shakespeare said.

"Excdlent," said Smythe. "We shdl hang him on the strength of that. The crimeis solved. We may
now get on with our tour.”

"Spare me your sarcasm,” Shakespeare said. "There seemsto be no pleasing you tonight. Y ou
criticize mefor liking one man and then mock mefor didiking another. What would you have of me? We
know next to nothing of these people. Well, we know enough of Dubois, at least, to know that he can at
least impress alady with his manners and his erudition. But then, heis French, and aFrench-man learns
to impress women from the time he learns his hornbook. Do you have any opinion of young Camden,
Elizabeth, that you would like to share?!

"The barrister? He seems amiable, but rather full of himsdf,” shereplied. "But then if that werea
crime, they would doubtless haveto arrest at least haf the men in England. | know he was tu-toring
Blanchein poetry and literature. Beyond thet, | have scarcely spoken with him. Blanche's suitors, for the
most part, seem to have had eyes only for Blanche, which should not be surprising.”

"That leaves Daniel Holland, then," Smythe said.

"Which oneishe?' asked Shakespeare.

"Sir Roger's son, blond, bearded, stocky, handsome, but a bit of adullard—talks of little else save
breeding horses" "I have not seen him tonight.”

"Nor havel, cometo think of it. | have not laid eyes upon him sincethe funera,” said Smythe.



"Did he attend the funera?" asked Shakespeare.

"Aye, hedid," said Smythe. "But he has been conspicuous by his absence since you have returned. |
wonder why. It seemed asif amost everyone had gathered at the tomb tonight. And yet, | did not see
him."

"Nor did l," Elizabeth said, shaking her head.

They had reached the stairs leading down to the garden and the maze. Elizabeth walked between
them, holding onto their arms as they descended. Their torch had sputtered out by now and the stone
steps were wet, so they went dowly in the darkness, watching where they walked.

"Areyou thinking what | am thinking?" Smythe asked Shake-speare.

"He could have been the one who took a shot at you tonight,” said Shakespeare.

"And whilst everyone ese was at the wake up at the house," said Smythe, "he could easily have gone
back to the tomb and murdered Catherine.”

They fdt Elizabeth tense between them.

"Forgive us, Elizabeth," Smythe said. "If thisis upsetting to you, then we could escort you back to the
house."

"No, | would rather stay with you," she said. "'l wish to do anything | canto help.”

"Y ou are quite certain?' Shakespeare said. "1 can see how this could be difficult and painful for you."

"Do not worry about me. Go on."

"Well, that isjust the point,” said Smythe. "Where do we go from here? The murderer could be any
oneof them."

"Aye, it could, indeed, but the more | think on it, the more | am troubled by the motivation,” said
Shakespeare.

Smythe frowned. "How s0?"

"Well, ‘twould seem to meto be taking asignificantly greeter risk in order to divert attention from a
much smaller one. Our im-postor and his confederate, whoever they may be, are thoroughly
unscrupulous men. That much, we dready know. What you had overheard them planning was a brazen
bit of cozenage, indeed, one that would require fortitude, quick-thinking, and an appaling lack of shame
and conscience. Men such asthat would easily be capable of murder, | suppose.”

"Indeed," Smythe said. "They have dready tried to kill me twicein order to safeguard their plan. So
why should they hesitate to kill another?”

"Why, indeed?" said Shakespeare. "Save only that it does not seem to have been truly necessary.
Everyone aready believed Cath-erine was dead. That her death had been intended as aruse was known
only to Catherine, Elizabeth, John Mason and Granny Meg, if | am not mistaken. There was not anyone
else who knew about the planned deception, wasthere? At least, not until | had returned from London
and reveded it?'

"No, there was not," Elizabeth said. " Catherine was most ada-mant that the secret be kept strictly
between oursalves. John didiked the plan, but he loved Catherine and would never have told anyone
about it. Indeed, if he had told anyone, he would have reved ed the truth about their love, which he knew
he could not do. And asfor Granny Meg, | find it difficult to believe that she could have be-trayed us.”

"Asdo |," said Shakespeare. " Shetold me the truth of it only when she learned everyone believed that
Catherine had been poi-soned. And in so doing, she placed hersdlf at considerable risk, | might add.
Godfrey Middleton isavery wedthy and influentid man. He could make things quite unpleasant for her if
he wished to. She most certainly did not have to tell me that she was the one who had mixed the potion.
She could easily have pretended to examine the contents of the flask and then revedled her findingsto me
without ever reveding the part that she had played in the deception. She could have kept the secret, save
that she knew if everyone believed it to be murder, then amurderer would be sought. Tisonething to
concoct a potion that would enable agirl to escape aloveless marriage and run off with the man shetruly
loved, and 'tisyet an-other thing entirely to keep slent about amurder that was not amurder.”

"l agree," said Smythe. "Granny Meg is not awoman without scruples, whatever anyone else may say
of her. | know there are many who fear witches and believe them to be evil, but the truth isthat awitch
will not knowingly do harm, for she believesthat ‘twill return to her thricefold.”



"Well, then, we are agreed upon that score,” said Shakespeare. "Y et thereis fill something that
gnawsa me about al this, some smdl detail, something that it ssemswe are overlooking. . . ."

"The carpenter!" said Smythe, sngpping hisfingers.

"Odd's blood! Of course!" said Shakespeare. "Elizabeth, you had forgotten all about the carpenter!™

She bit her lower lip. "Indeed, | had. But then he wasrichly paid to keep hissllence.”

"Aye, which only goesto prove he could be bribed,” said Shake-speare.

"An excdlent point," said Smythe. "And if the man could be bribed once, then why not twice?"

"But then his own part in the deception would have been re-veadled,” said Elizabeth. "He could not
betray uswithout leaving himsdlf vulnerable, too. Twaswhy Catherine and | felt certain that we had
securdly bought hisslence”

"Ah, but suppose that he betrayed you to someone who did not care about hispart in it and could
profit from the information, thus posing no threat to him?* asked Shakespeare.

"Who?' Elizabeth asked, frowning.

"What say we go and ask him?' Smythe suggested.

"Youmean. .. right now?" Elizabeth asked.

"Why not?" asked Shakespeare. " 'Tisacapita ideal We shall dl three go and confront him and find
out what he hasto say for himsdlf. | think we should go at once.”

Suddenly, Smythe pulled them both off the garden path and back into the wet shrubbery. Elizabeth
gasped and started to cry out, but Smythe quickly clapped his hand over her mouth.

"Whet in-"

"Hush, Will! Bedill!" said Smythe, softly, but with urgency. "L ook over there, by the mazel”

Their eyes, by now, had grown accustomed to the darkness, but at adistance, it was till difficult to
make anything out. However, after amoment, they could perceive some movement near the en-trance to
the maze. A dark figure became evident asit moved away from the hedges and came out into the open,
on the path, moving quickly and furtively.

"Do you think he saw us?' Shakespeare whispered, asthey watched from their hiding placein the
shrubs.

Smythe shook his head. "I do not believe so," hereplied, very softly.

"Who is it?" whispered Elizabeth.

"l cannot tell," said Smythe. "Be very gill. We shdll find out in amoment. Heiscoming thisway. . . ."

AS THE DARK FIGURE CAME closer, they dl crouched behind the shrubbery and kept very lill.

Clearly, whoever it was had not seen them, for he kept coming directly towards them on the path,
moving briskly. As he came closer, they till could not seewho it was, for the figure was wearing adark
cloak and a hat and hisface wasin shadow. As he drew even with them, and they still could not discern



his features, Smythe surprised both Shakespeare and Eliza-beth by suddenly lunging out from their hiding
place and throwing himsalf upon the dark figure, seizing him around the waist and bringing him down
upon the ground.

The man grunted as Smythe brought him down, but otherwise did not cry out. However, he fought
back fiercdly, struggling in Smythe's powerful grasp asthey rolled around on the ground.

"Hold him, Tuck!" said Shakespeare, rushing to hisaid.

At the same time, Smythe's antagonist brought up his knee sharply and Smythe wheezed with pain as
the blow struck hisgroin. He let go and the stranger rolled away, but Shakespeare lesped upon him
before he could rise back to hisfest.

"Ahal | have you now!"

" Shakespeare, let go of me, you damned fool!" "What. . . Good Lord! Sr William?"

Worley pushed him off and got to hisfeet. He was dressed all in dark clothing, a stark contrast to the
resplendent suit he had worn earlier. He bent over Smythe, solicitoudy. "Tuck. . . are you in-jured?’

Smythe made a gasping, wheezing sort of sound and nodded wesakly.

"Hell and damnation. Come on, then, shakeit off. Give meyour hand. . . . Help me, Will, heweighs
more than abloody ox."

Together, they helped Smytheto hisfeet.

"Forgiveme, Tuck,” Sir William said. "Are you badly hurt?'

"l ... 1 shdl live... I think," Smythe managed, his voice strained and constricted.

"Sir William, we had not redized ‘twas you," said Shakespeare. "We thought you might have been the
killer! Whatever were you doing out here a thistime of night?”'

"1 might well ask you lot the same thing," Worley replied.

"We were attempting to deduce who murdered Catherine to-night," said Shakespeare.

"Y ou mean thismorning,” Worley said.

"No, | mean tonight," said Shakespeare. " She was stabbed to death sometime thisevening in her
tomb."

"A moment,” Worley said, frowning. "I could have sworn that you just said she was stabbed to desth
thisevening in her tomb."

"Aye, shewas dan within her tomb, milord," said Smythe.

"Presumably, one must aready be dead before oneislaid to rest within atomb,” said Worley. "l
mean, 'tiscustomary, isit not?"

"Under ordinary circumstances, 'twould indeed be s0," Smythe replied, "but in this case, thingswere
far from ordinary. Catherine was not dead when she was laid to rest within her tomb, you see, but merely
drugged with apotion so asto feign deeth.”

"Y ou see, milord, ‘twas all aplot conceived by Catherine and Elizabeth,” Shakespeare added, "to
enable Catherine to escape the marriage to Sir Percival and instead run off with John Mason.”

"John Mason? It so happens | have ayoung groom by that name.”

"And it S0 happens Catherine had ayoung lover by that name,” said Shakespeare.

" Twasthe very same man, milord," said Smythe.

"My groom was Catherine'slover?' Worley glanced from Smythe to Shakespeare to Elizabeth. "Can
thisbetrue?"

"Aye, Sir William," shereplied. " Tistrue."

"Zounds! Whereishe now?"'

"Middleton has him locked away somewhere, presumably,” said Shakespeare. He quickly brought Sir
William up to date on what had happened.

"Agtonishing!" said Worley, when the poet had finished. He shook his head. "What aterrible and
tragic twist of fate. The poor, unfortunate girl."

Smythe had, by now, largely recovered from the effects of the blow, though he still stood abit bent
over. "We were going to question the carpenter, Sir William. We think the killer might have been young
Holland. No one has seen him since the funerd, it seems.”

Worley shook his head. "Not so. Holland was surely not thekiller," hesaid. "I, for one, have seen



hm."

"When, milord? And where?' asked Smythe.

"Just now, back there," said Worley, jerking a thumb back to-ward the maze.

"Inthe maze?" Elizabeth said, with surprise. "Why, whatever would he be doing in there?!

"Blanche Middleton,” said Worley, dryly, "with gpologiesfor my inddicacy, milady. But within
moments after | returned, | saw young Holland skulking about suspicioudy and so decided to follow him.
The two of them met within the maze, in an arbor &t its center, and were dill. . . actively engaged . . .
when | departed. Needlessto say, they did not see me. They were quite preoccupied.”

"Well, thusismy report of Blanche's character borne out, as you can see” Elizabeth said, with
digagte. "And by no lessimpeccable awitness than Sir William. That she could so disgracefully disport
hersalf on the very day of her own sster'sfunerd. . . Heavens, need any more be said?'

"| takeit, then, that her behavior in thisinstance does not come as a complete surpriseto you?' said
Worley.

" fear not, milord," Elizabeth replied. "Whoever bartersfor that baggage will be getting goods well

"l s2e" said Worley. "I would assume, then, that her father would be unaware of her proclivitiesin this
regard.”

"We areinformed that she plays upon him likethevirginds. . . while being not quite virgind hersdf,"
said Shakespeare.

"How very unfortunate,” said Worley.

"Forgive me, milord."

"1 meant the circumstances, Shakespeare, not the pun,” said Worley. "However, your apology
remains no less deserved, thus | accept it. But thisfailing in the young lady's character is afortunate thing
for Holland in more ways than one, asthings turn out, for it now provides him with an dibi. He could not
have murdered Cath-erine while deflowering her sgter.”

"Those peta s dropped quite sometime ago, | fear," Elizabeth said, wryly.

"Well, could he not have murdered Catherine and then till had time to get back here and meet with
Blanche?' asked Smythe.

"What, you mean kill one sister and within the very hour make love to the other? Egad, that would be
cold-blooded, indeed,” said Worley. " Such aman would be the very devil, and | do not believe that
Danidl Holland answersto that description. What ismore, | have ascertained that he is no imposter, but
exactly who he clamsto be. Hisfather, Sr Roger Holland, whilst not aregular a court, is nevertheless
well known to the queen. Thus, while young Holland may lack in judgement and discretion, he does not
lack in pedigree, at least.”

"So then Holland is not our man,” said Smythe. "That till leaves us with the other three.”

"And of those three, Hughe Camden, our young inner barrister, isalso who he clamsto be" said
Worley. "The Earl of Oxford recaled him from the Inns of Court, where he once saw him per-formingin
aplay by Greene and thus made his acquaintance. Ed-ward described the young man to mein some
detail and | am satisfied that Hughe Camden isthe man whom he had met. Like-wise, hisfather, Sir
Richard, was known to severa of the heralds."

"So then they are not imposters, either,” Shakespeare said. He frowned. "Well, that brings us down to
Braithwaite and the French-man. Everyone e se seems to have been accounted for."

"And we have dready agreed that 'tis quite unlikely for the im-poster to be Dubois," said Smythe.

Shakespeare sighed. "'l know. It just seems hard to credit,” he said. "Braithwaite truly seemed likea
good fellow."

"Perhapsheis, for all we know," said Worley, "for asit happens, | have been unable to establish
anything about our friend Dubois. No one at court seemsto know athing about him ... or his
sdf-effacing, Slent father. | have arranged for the herddsto investigate his claims, but then that will take
sometime, | fear."

"What of Andrew Braithwaite?' Smythe asked.

"1 have had no luck there, either,” Worley replied. "1 have men investigating hisclaims, aswell, but |



was unable to immediately confirm hisidentity with anyone at court. A number of people said they might
recal hisfather, but that was hardly reliable evidence and no one could give any stronger testimony.
Once again, it will take some time to establish whether or not heisan imposter.”

"Timeisacommodity we may only havein short supply,” said Smythe.

"Not necessarily,” Worley replied. "Consider what has aready been accomplished. We know that we
are saeking two men, one of whom seemsto be the principal motivating force behind this dev-iltry, whilst
the other works as his confederate. Both may aready be upon the scene asimposters, or else oneis here
amongst us openly whilst the other waits somewhere nearby, perhaps among the mer-chants at the fair,
held in reserve. We have aready managed to eim-inate most of the guests from consideration as
suspects. We appear to be down to only two."

"Only thefair isdrawing to aclose," said Shakespeare.

"True, but 'tisno cause for alarm,” said Worley. "Remember that in order for the plot to succeed, the
prize must be secured. And the prize, in thisinstance, is Blanche Middleton. More specificdly, her
dowry. And oncethat prizeis secured, Blanche then becomes disposable.”

"Goodness" said Elizabeth, shivering involuntarily.

"Forgive me, milady," Worley said, "but the truth of the matter isthat we are dedling with desperate
and evil men, or at the very least, with one man who isthe evil genius of this plot and another who merely
alows himsdlf to beled. Either way, the sort of char-acter who would hatch adevilish plot like thisis not
aman who would be squeamish or would frighten easily. He knows that you, Tuck, have overheard
something of his plan, but he cannot know for certain how much you may have overheard. Thus,
methinksthat hewill likely be disposed to gamble.”

"How 0, milord?" asked Smythe.

"Well, it takes an old corsair to know how another pirate thinks," said Worley. "And whilst our man
may be alandlubber, heis neverthel ess quite the buccaneer in the way he sails straight into danger with
every inch of canvas up. He knowsthat at least in part, his plan has been exposed, and yet he dso
knowsthat if histrue identity were known, he would have been in chains by now. Since heisnot, he has
made thelogica assumption that his masquerade still remainsintact. We do not know who heis.
Therefore, he per-severes. Thereis still considerable risk involved, but then he knew that from the very
gtart. The risk has now increased, of course, but to such aman, 'twould only add spice to the adventure.”

"Aswith onewho plays at dice or cards, thethrill isin therisk,” said Shakespeare.

"Verily," Worley said, nodding in agreement. " And our man knows that the greatest risk to him at
present is our friend, Tuck, here. He isthe one who overheard the plot, or at the very least apart of it,
and thus he is the one who may yet recognize one or both of the voices he had heard. Thus, Tuck isthe
obviousrisk to be diminated.”

"And our man hastried that twice aready,” Smythe said, grimly.

"Doubtless, he shdl try again,” Worley replied. "Y ou may de-pend on it, S0 watch your back.
However, hereiswhat our quarry does not know. He does not know about me. He assumesthat
be-cause the queen has I &ft the city with her court, that anyone of consequence among the nobility will be
traveling with her, asin-deed, most of them are. He has aso assumed that because Middleton is not,
himsdlf, apeer or aprominent fixture in court society, though he has ambitionsin that regard, that the
guests at his daughter's wedding celebration will not be among the upper crust, but rather the topmost
layer beneethit, if you will. In other words, primarily the wedthy new men of the middle classand,
perhaps, afew rather minor members of the nobility. He knows that thereis till a chance his masquerade
might be exposed, but the risk of that is not so great as ‘twould have been were any courtiers present, for
they havelittle else to do but keep track of one another and their respective standing in the pecking
order. Thus, our man puts on a bold face and pro-ceeds as planned. But he does not know that | am
here, or that | have been derted to hisvillainy and have aready made inquiries which have enabled usto
narrow down our list of suspectsto just two. Asaresult, the degree of risk for him has now become
quite high . . . only he does not yet know that."

"But he shdl surely know it as soon as he becomes aware of your presence here, milord," Elizabeth
sad.



"Which isprecisdy why he shal not become aware of it,” said Worley. " Save for the three of you, no
one eseknows | have re-turned. Therefore, let us keep it that way. Do not mention my return to anyone,
and if anyone should ask, feign ignorance.”

"But. . . where shdl you be, milord?" Elizabeth asked. "Even if you intend to conced yoursdlf inthe
upstairs rooms, the servants will become aware of you and they will surely spread the word.”

Worley smiled. "Never fear. Not even Godfrey Middleton will know | have returned. | have aready
made preparationsin antici-pation of this."

"But. . . wherewill you be, milord?" asked Shakespeare.

"Hiding in plain Sght,” said Worley, with asmile. But before he could continue, asharp cry echoed
suddenly across the grounds.

"Goodness! What wasthat?' Elizabeth said, clutching a Smytheingtinctively.

"] think it came from over there," said Shakespeare, pointing. "The maze!l" said Worley. He Sarted
running towards the en-trance.

"Elizabeth, get back to the house," said Smythe. "No, | am going with you." "Elizabeth, for God's
sakel"

"| fed much safer with you," sheingsted. "Do not bother to argue, for | am not going back!"

"What if | go back?" said Shakespeare.

"Oh, Hdl'sbells Come on, both of you! We must catch up with Sir William!™

Smythe quickly redized that was more easly said than done, for Sir William'slong legs had given him
aconsderable head start and he was running very quickly. If Smythe had not known about his secret life
asthe outlaw, Black Billy, he might have been surprised a how fit Sr William was for a supposedly
indolent aristocrat, but he knew that Worley wasin truth anything but that. By the time they reached the
entrance to the maze, Sir William had aready goneinsde.

Their eyeswere well accustomed to the night by now, but it was nearly pitch dark inside the maze.
Smythe il had his sword, and he now drew it, holding it before him as they proceeded, for athough it
was difficult to see, what they heard gave them due cause for caution.

Somewhere within the labyrinthine hedges of the maze, afuri-ousfight wastaking place. They could
hear the rapid clanging of blades ringing out in the darkness somewhere nearby, and judging by the
sounds of the combat, it wasin deadly earnest. Smythe knew enough of swordsmanship to tdll, just by
the sounds of blade on blade, that the men engaged were both skilled swordsmen.

"Elizabeth, whichway?' hesaid, tensdly.

"Totheright," she said, keeping close behind him.

"Odd'sblood, | do not like this one bit," said Shakespeare, glancing around uneasily. "I can scarcely
seeinthisinfernd shrub-bery!™

"Now to theleft," Elizabeth said, directing them from memory asthey proceeded. "Oh, | do hope Sir
Williamisdl right!"

"Sir William can take care of himsalf, never fear," said Smythe. "He is an accomplished sivordsman.”

"WEell, hemay be, but | am not,” said Shakespeare, "0 if thereisany fighting to be done, itismy
devout wish that he shdl bethe oneto doiit, for | lack not only swordmanship, | lack asword, aswell!"

"Y ou should have worn one," Smythe said.

"And this from the man who forgets to wear one haf thetime himsalf,” Shakespeare replied. "For all
the use asword would beto me, | might just aswell wear afarthingae.”

"And very fetching you would look in one, methinks,” said Smythe. He paused. "1 do not hear
anything now. Do you?'

"Not athing," Shakespeare replied.

"Should we call out?" Elizabeth asked, oftly.

"And give away Sir William's presence?' Smythe said. "Heis somewhere ahead of us. If he needs
hdp—"

"Will! Tuck! Come quickly!" Worley caled out. He sounded very close.

A moment |ater, as they made another turn, they came upon him, standing stooped over what
appeared to be apile of leaves upon the ground. He dropped to one knee as they approached, stretching



out his hand, and Smythe abruptly redlized that it was not apile of leavesat dl, but abody lying on the
ground.

"Good Lord!" said Shakespeare. "Isthat. . . 7

" "TisHolland," Worley replied. "Or 'twas Holland, | should say. He has been run through, clean
through the heart. Thereisaso awound here, high in theleft shoulder.”

"Oh, God!" Elizabeth said, drawing back. "And what of Blanche?"

"Not asign of her," said Worley.

"You do not think. . ." Elizabeth's voice trailed off as she brought her knuckle up to her mouth and bit
downonit, asif to sifleacry.

"l do not yet know what to drink, milady," he said, frowning.

"WEll, | suppose this definitely removes young Holland from our list of suspects,” Shakespeare said.

"Here, Smythe," said Worley, tossng him agauntlet. " Strike him for me, will you?!

Smythe caught the glove and smacked Shakespeare on the shoul-der with it.

"Sorry," Shakespeare said, lamely.

"Y ou ought to be."

"1 know 'twas rather bad form, but I could not help myself. Thiswhole thing is beginning to take on
the aspect of a Greek tragedy.”

"Elizabeth, there is more than one way out of this maze, isthere not?' asked Worley.

"Therearethree," shereplied, "counting the way we camein.”

"As| thought," he said. "That explainswhy we did not encoun-ter anyone aswe camein. Blancheand
the killer must have left by another way."

"So then he hasher?' Smythe said.

"Not necessarily," Worley replied. "We did not hear her cry out. And Holland here was fully dressed
and on hisway out from the center of the maze, heading back the way he came. Blanche must have left
by another way."

"Aye, that would make sense," said Smythe. " Twould ensure they were not seen together. So
whoever killed Holland caught him as he was on hisway out. He struck, and Holland cried out in darm,
then drew hisblade.

"That iswhat | think," Worley agreed. "Thiswound here, in the shoulder, must have been the first
touch, before Holland had time to draw sted. He must have twisted away at the last moment, elsethis
would have been thefatal touch. The combat was fast and fu-rious, but very brief. The killer had aready
fled when | arrived and found Holland dain. The question is, why?"

"Good question,” Shakespeare said. "What say we go back to the house, have adrink and mull it
over within the safety of four wdlsand awdl lit room?"

"Heisdiminaing hisrivas" Smythesad.

Worley glanced at him as he stood up from the body. "Aye, a sensible deduction,” he said, nodding.
"Our man must fed very se-curein his deception.”

"Then why hisattemptsto kill Tuck?"' asked Elizabeth.

"The same reason he hasjust killed Holland, | should think," Smythe replied. "He wishesto improve
his chances."

"But does he not place himsdlf even more at risk by this?" asked Elizabeth.

"Perhaps," said Smythe, "but if heisthe sort of man we judge him to be, one who thrives upon the
thrill of risk—agambler, in other words—then this second daying is nothing more than a play-ing of the
odds."

"Nothing more?" Elizabeth said, shocked.

"Well, to hismind, Elizabeth, not ours™ Smythe hastened to explain. "Clearly, he has no scruples
about thetaking of life. It does not trouble his conscience, if he even has one. He must have ob-served
Blanche and Holland together earlier and seen some evidence of amutual attraction, then followed
Holland to their rendezvous and killed him."

"Wait," said Worley, "your reasoning is sound, save for onething. If the killer had followed Holland,
then why would he not have encountered me? Or any of you?"



"Indeed, helikdy would have,” Smythe corrected himsdf, "which means he must have followed
Blanche, instead. We have already deduced that she must have left the maze by another way, so then it
follows that she came by that way, aso. That would ex-plain why none of us had seen them.”

"Of course," said Shakespeare, somewhat mollified now that he felt reasonably sure the murderer had
fled the scene and was not lurking somewhere nearby. "And now that Holland has been elim-inated, the
competition has been reduced by one, but we should keep in mind that ‘tisthe field of suitors that has
been reduced, and not the list of suspects.”

"Whatever do you mean?' asked Worley, with a puzzled frown. "How can thelist of suspects not
have been reduced?' He indicated Holland's body. ™Y onder isone less!”

"Aye, milord," said Shakespeare. "But only to us. For us, 'tis one less suspect, from alist we have
aready narrowed down to two likely candidates. However, the killer does not know that, as you have
aready pointed out. We must think likethekiller if we are to com-prehend the motivesfor hisactions.
From the killer's point of view, he has merely reduced the field of suitors by one, that one being an
individua who clearly had aleg up ... so to spesk ... on the others. Since the killer does not know that
you are here, milord, he therefore cannot know that through your knowledge of the nobility and court
society, aswedl asthrough inquires, you have aready eiminated most of Blanche's suitors from our list of
suspects. Consequently, he believes that he sandswell hidden in aforest, when in truth, unbeknownst to
him, most of the trees have dready been cut down around him. Thus, he does not redlize the extent of his
exposure, and so thiskilling, from his point of view, does not seem so greet arisk.”

"Y ou have amost interesting faculty, Shakespeare," said Worley. "Y ou have the ability to put yourself
into another's shoes, assume his character, and then reason not only from his point of view, but with his
emotionsand morality, aswell. 'Tisataent that should serve you well upon the stage, but if you are not
careful, it could bring you to grief in the red world.”

"If thisbe the red world, methinksthat | shal take the stage, milord," said Shakespeare, wryly. "At
least when one dies upon the stage, one generally revivesin time for the next performance.”

"Elizabeth,” said Smythe, "areyou dl right?’

Shewas staring at the body with a strange expression on her face, alook somewhere between darm
and desolation. " 'Tisthethird time now that | have seen somebody dain. First Anthony Gresham, struck
in the back by athrown knife before my very eyes. Then within the span of but afew months, Catherine
is stabbed to death, and now poor Daniel Holland is run through with asword.” She took a deep bregath
and letit out in aheavy sigh. "'l gaze down on hisbody and | fed sadness and regret that hisyoung life
should have been snuffed out so suddenly and crudly, and yet... | do not scream with terror. | am not
horrified into near insengbility by the sight. | do not feel my gorgerising at the sight, nor do tears come
coursing down my cheeks. | wonder what has become of methat | can look so camly upon death?!

"Familiarity doth breed contempt, milady,” Worley replied. "With repeated exposure, one can grow
accustomed to dmost any-thing. Else one would go mad. 'Tisalesson learned by each and every soldier
on the battlefield, and each and every sailor on the sea. | am saddened that ayoung lady like yourself
should learn it, also. Would that it were not s0." He turned to Smythe and Shakespeare. ™Y ou two should
take up Holland's body and bring it to the house. When you are asked what happened, tell thetruth . . .
just take care that you do not tell it all. Say no more than what you know and what you your-selves have
witnessed. Say nothing of Holland's tryst with Blanche. Y ou were out walking in the garden and you
heard acry. Y ou re-sponded, and you found him dain. Say nothing of my presence. Twould be best
were | not seen. Remember ... | am not here”

"But how shall we find you if we need you, milord?" asked Smythe.

"Never fear, | shall find you. Now go on. Take Holland back. Let us stir up a hornet's nest and watch

what happens next.”

As Shakespeare said when they returned to the house, " The specter of death appears to have brought
new lifeto thefedtivities"" Indeed, thought Smythe, it was strangdly and unsettlingly al too true. The house
was ablaze with lights when they returned, and even the fair-grounds were weirdly illuminated with
flickering torchlight and campfires. Having earlier closed up their stalsand colorful pavil-lions, the



merchants had opened them up once again to take advan-tage of the situation as the guests stayed up
and wandered through the house and fairgrounds. It seemed that no one dept, asthey were dl eager to
hear or e'seimpart the latest bit of gossip.

Catherine's dramatic resurrection and murder aready had every-one abuzz, and anyone who had
retired for the night had been awak-ened by the uproar of people running through the hdls and calling out
the news or else banging upon doors to awaken their friends. When Shakespeare and Smythe,
accompanied by Elizabeth, returned to the house, bearing between them the limp body of Daniel
Hol-land, the news exploded through the estate like a petard.

The stricken Sir Roger was desol ated by the news of his son's deeth, but his grief was mixed with
righteous fury as he announced to one and dl that he would pay athousand crownsto whoever brought
his son's murderer before him. Not to be outdone, Godfrey Middleton immediately doubled the amount.

"This outrage againgt justice and al humanity shal not betol-erated!" he cried out to the assembled
guests. "We shdl never submit to it! We shall not suffer damned, bloodthirsty assassnsto walk amongst
usunmolested! | hereby swear before Almighty God that our children'sfoul murders shall be avenged!™

"Oh, damn, where did | leave my pen?' muttered Shakespeare, as he listened raptly to Middleton's
address. "Thisisgresat Suff!"

"Redly, Will!" said Elizabeth, taken aback by hisresponse.

"Forget it, Elizabeth," Smythe said to her, shaking his head.

" *Tishopeless. He cannot help himself. Heis a poet, and to apost, al the world'sastage and dl the
peopleinit merdy players.”

Shakespeare cocked an eyebrow at him, but said nothing.

They were questioned at length by everyone, it seemed, until both Smythe and Shakespeare had
grown nearly hoarse from telling the story over and over again. To escape dl the attention, Elizabeth
finally retired to her room to pack her things. Middleton had said nothing about rescinding his order for
her departure, and though she was not eager to leave now that things had reached afever pitch of
excitement, she did not seem to have much choice.

"What a perverse creature | have become," she said to Smythe, before she went back upstairs. "All
senshility and logic dictatesthat | should make dl hasteto leave this place, and yet, | find mysdf longing
to remain and see how it al turnsout. | cannot reconcile my fedlings. | am both repelled and fascinated.”

"1 know just how you fed," Smythetold her. "I felt much the samewhen first | st foot on London
Bridge and beheld the severed heads of criminals set upon the spikesthere. | had never seen any-thing
likethat a home, in my small village, and when | first beheld the birds feasting on the rotting flesh of those
gruesome, severed heads, | was nearly sickened by the sight. | was appalled by it, and yet, | could not
look away. Now, when | pass by them on the bridge or by the law courts, | scarcely even notice them."

"Have we become so callousthen,” she asked, "that the sight of violent death touches us so little, or
evennot at al?'

"It does, indeed, touch us," Shakespeare said, "else we would not be speaking of it so. ‘ Tiswhenwe
stop spesking of it that we must fedl concern about our very souls. Ask yoursdlf, Tuck, about those very
heads of which you speek. Isit truly that you scarcely notice them because you do not find them
remarkablein any way at all, or because despite having become accustomed to their presence, you
nevertheless prefer to look away and not dwell upon the sight? If we see abeggar on the Strest,
scrofulous and ragged, do we gaze a him directly, with honest curiosity, or do we not look away? And if
welook away, isit because we are not touched by his sad plight, or because we fear we may be touched
too much? Those severed heads are not placed there on the spikes in order to inure usto the sight, but
quite the opposite. They are put there to horrify, as an object lesson, intended to touch uswith its
violence™"

"And yet there are those who are not touched at al,” said Smythe.

"Aye" said Shakespeare. "And 'tistheir headsthat are placed upon the spikesto remind us of the
conseguences.”

"Wdll, |, for one, shdl pray that whosoever murdered Catherine and Daniel shall suffer those selfsame
consequences,” said Elizabeth. Shelooked around. "This celebration has become afestival of death and



we are al spectersat thiswedding. Tismeet that | should leave, lest | begin to enjoy myself too much.”

"Methinks the lady thinkstoo much,” said Shakespeare, as he watched her walk away. " Twill make
her life most cumbersome.”

"Hmm," said Smythe. "And then again, some men have found life cumbersome because they thought
toolittle”

Shakespeare smiled abit ruefully. "I do believe the lad has scored atouch. Methinks you like her
more than just alittle. Y ou are acaring soul, Tuck. Take care you do not care too much.”

"We have had this conversation.”

"Indeed, we have. Point made and taken. Let us proceed then to another matter close at hand.
Namely, our two remaining sus-pects. What shal we do about them, do you think?"

Smythe shook hishead. "I am not sure. Sr William was not very clear in hisingructions”

"Well, he did say we should stir up ahornet's nest,” said Shake-speare. "Y onder comesthe
Frenchman, making straight for us. Let us poke him just abit and see how he responds.”

11

M ON DIEU, | HAVE ONLY just heard the terrible news!" Dubois said, as he came rushing up to

them. He looked asif he just got out of bed and had dressed hastily. He seemed quite agitated and his
French accent was a bit more pronounced. Smythe noticed that athough his command of English was
excellent, as be-fore, he seemed to hesitate dightly, asif in hisexcitement he was flustered in his attempt
to choose the precise words. "Monsieur Hol-land isdan?How . . . how did this happen?’

Smythe sighed wearily as he prepared to tell the story yet again, but Shakespeare spoke before he
could begin.

"One of Blanche Middleton's suitors, it seems, wasintent on removing arivd. . . permanently,” he
sad.

Duboisfrowned. "That isamost serious accusation, monsieur” he said. "But unlessyou were
present, how can you know thisto be true?'

" *Tisobviousto anyone who is capable of reason,” Shakespeare replied. "One need only ask, what
was arespectable young gentle-man like Danid Holland doing in the maze at such atime of night, done?
What possible reason could he have had for going there? Why, the only reason any respectable young
gentleman could have in such acircumstance, no doubt... aromantic rendezvous with ayoung lady."

Dubois nodtrilsflared dightly. "Indeed, monsieur, what you sug-gest does not seem entirely
implausible, and yet it isaso quite pos-sible there was some other explanation, n'est ce pas?”

"Well, | supposethat many things are possible,”" Shakespeare replied, with ashrug. "He might have
been saized with a sudden impulse to trim some hedgesin the middle of the night, perhaps. Or dse he
may have smply been out walking when he saw a stag go into the maze and followed, so that he might
do abit of hunting on the spur of the moment, asit were. Or ese, perhaps—"

"Y ou have made your point, monsieur” Duboissaid, tightly. "It isnot needful. . . nor isit very wise....
to resort to mockery."



"Mockery?" Shakespeare exclaimed, asif shocked by the sugges-tion. "God save me, would | do
such athing? Twould be sheer folly, Chevalier Dubois. Never would | risk offending agentleman of
your stature, Sir, under any circumstances! Y ou wear the hand-some rapier of atrue swordsman, whilel
..." he spread out hisarms to show he was unarmed. "... | would not know how to use ablade eveniif |
hed one!™

Dubois pursed hislipstightly while hisfingers toyed absently with the pomme of hissword. "So," he
said, after amoment, "per-haps | had misunderstood, monsieur. There are subtleties of language one
cannot dwaysfollow, asaforeigner. | perceive now that you meant no offense.”

"Oh, good heavens, no!" said Shakespeare, stepping back. "For-give me, ‘twas al my fault, | am quite
certain. To be sure, | am an abject fool. | misspoke, or else expressed mysdlf quite badly. I... | amnot an
educated man, | say the wrong thing often, very of-ten. . ."

"Lal" Duboissad. "Enough, monsieur. It wasaminor misun-derstanding, nothing more. | assure
you, the matter is entirely for-gotten. Y ou have clearly had avery trying night, what with discovering the
body of that most unfortunate young gentleman.”

"Indeed,” said Smythe, "that maze seemsto be bad luck for anyone who goes there, if you ask me.
From now on, | intend to avoid it at al costs! Thelast thing | would wish wasto be run through in therel”

"It would seem that it was, indeed, amost unlucky place for Monsieur Holland,” said Duboais. "A man
would bewiseto avoid any place where such unfortunate things happened. It was aterrible thing,
terrible. Poor Sir Roger. | must go and express my condo-lences. Bonsoir."

"Hmm," said Shakespeare, asthey watched him wak away. "For amoment there, he was positively
threstening.”

"Bluff and blugter, nothing more," Smythe said, with agrimace.

'Y ou think so? Well, | am not so sure. He did seem to take umbrage quite readily when | tweaked
him. The way he looked a me and placed his hand upon his sword, | most thought that he was going to
run methrough.”

Smythe snorted. "'If that fop ever ran through anything more substantia than an hors d'oeuvre, | shal
eat my hat. It takes no bravery to play the bravo when your opponent is unarmed. 'Twas the superiority
of hisclassthat he was counting on to intimidate you, not his skill with asword, you may be sure.”

"Y ou are unquestionably the expert when it comesto judging blades,” said Shakespeare, "but that
sword of hislooked like aqudlity piece of work to me."

"Would you expect someonein his position to purchase some-thing second rate?' asked Smythe. He
shrugged. "I could not give it acloseingpection, of course, but it seemed quite the showy piece, dl
be eweed flash and dazzle. To my mind, 'tis not the sort of wegpon a serious swordsman would wear."

"So you do not see him asthekiller, then?!

"He hardly seemsthelethd sort, Will."

"Then that leavesuswith Braithwaite."

"| supposeit does," said Smythe.

Shakespeare shook hishead. " Tisonly that he seems so unlike akiller. Heseems so.. . . amiable”

"Whereisit writ that amurderer cannot be amiable?"

"Would that villainy were clearly written on the countenance,” said Shakespeare, sourly. " “ Twould
make our task ever so much smpler.”

"Youlikethefdlow."

"l suppose | do. Heisnot without his charm. He haswit and is the sort that grows upon you.”

"The sort that makes for the most dangerous kind of cozener and scoundrd,” Smythe said. "The sort
who may smileand smileand yet ill beavillan.”

"Well put. Y ou argue well and soundly. | can say but littlein theway of dispute.”

"l find | do not share your favorable opinion of him," Smythe replied, dryly. "He strikes me as a cocky
sort, like the roaring boys who often cause mischief at the theatre. He swaggers when he walks and |
suppose hethinks himself ayoung Apollo. Where is Braith-waite, anyway? | have not seen him.”

"l do not know," Shakespeare responded. "1 have not seen him since we dl |eft the tomb.”

"And what of Camden?'



"l have not seen him, ether.”

"Wdll, let us hope for his sake that Blanche does not next choose to favor him with her attentions,”
Smythe said. "That could bodeill for his chances of living to aripe old age.”

"Two of our origind suspects|eft,” Shakespeare said. "One of whom Sir William vouchesfor, at least
interms of being who he saysheis, the other till an unknown quantity. And both seem un-accounted for
asof thistime. Do you want to seeif we can find them?”

"Aye" Smythereplied. "Let us see how they respond to the news of Holland's murder. And let usaso
seeif either of them have any witnesses who can vouch for where they were when Holland died.”

They decided to make aquick tour of the lower floor, but saw no sign of either Braithwaite or
Camden, which suggested that either both had retired to their roomsfor the night and had heard nothing
of Holland's murder or else had gone out to the fair-grounds, as had many of the guests—in which case,
they would undoubtedly soon learn what had transpired as word spread.

Rather darmingly, many of the guests had obtained torches and gone out to the garden to visit the
maze, presumably to seeif they could find the spot where the murder had taken place. Smythe thought it
quite macabre, imagining them wandering about in there, looking down at the ground and holding their
torcheslow to seeif they could spy any traces of spilled blood, but Shakespeare did not find it at &l
surprising or unusud.

"We are bloodthirsty creatures, Tuck," he said, asthey walked down the great hall of the mansion,
past portraits of Godfrey Mid-dleton's ancestors and illustrious figures from England's history, in-cluding,
of course, the queen. It would not do at al for her to visit at some point and not see a portrait of herself
inaplace of honor inthe great hall. "Wethink of oursalves asbeing acivilized people, and yet, in truth,
we are il little more than savages. We dl flock to agood hanging or adrawing and quartering, and the
more the unfortunate victim screams and blubbers, the more we seemto likeit."

"] thought you said before that such sights were meant to hor-rify and caution us," Smythe replied.

"Oh, indeed they are," said Shakespeare. "But even 0, there is some savage part of usthat hearkens
back to those ancient times when we painted our bums blue and smashed one another's heads in with
sone axes, and 'tisthat part which finds the horror curioudy stimulating. We discover that it thrillsthe
blood and invigorates the humors. If we should see a carriage wrecked up by the roadside asweride by,
what do we do? Why, we dow down to awalk, thus the better to observe the carnage. And if we
happen by when two men arefighting in the street, pummeling each other into bloody pulp, why then we
stop and watch, we pick afavorite and cheer him on, perhaps even lay wagers. Our own mortdity is
gport to us and we play it with avengeance. Thus, the ground upon which amurder victim falls becomes
asort of playing fied.”

"l must say, you seethingsin acurious way sometimes,” said Smythe, looking around the long hdl as
they went.

" 'Tisbecause | observe people,” replied Shakespeare, "and peo-ple are often very curious.”

Asthey waked, Smythe noticed their surroundings. They had the great hal amost entirely to
themselves. There were afew guests promenading up and down, talking amongst themselves, and every
few moments a servant would hustle by with an annoyed expression, because of the lateness of the hour.
Night had turned into day at the Middleton estate, and while some of the guests were deeping, most
were gtill up, though by now they had moved out to the torch-lit fairgrounds to gather round the stalls or
at the campfires and discuss the day's events. The festival had taken adark turn and no one wanted to
Miss out on hearing any gossp or miss seeing any-thing e se that might occur.

Smythe had not been to many rich people's homes. Thiswas only the second one he'd seen. He had
been honored to have been invited to Sir William's handsome and sprawling estate, Green Oaks, on
severa occasons and he could tell that Godfrey Middleton had taken painsto see that Middleton Manor
did not suffer grestly by comparison.

Asat Green Oaks, the great hall of Middleton Manor was built with along gallery, and the wallswere
pandled with imported woods. The cellings were an intricate pattern of shallow plaster ribsin geometrical
forms, ornamented with arabesques and figures of birds and fishes and beasts, aswell asflowersand
scrollworks of vines. The staircases were ornate, with solid oak block steps and landings with massive



hand rails and newe poststhat were al eab-orately carved and ornamented with smal statues. No
expense was spared anywhere in the construction of this house.

Likewise, the decorationsin the hall were dl expensve and or-nate. Severa gleaming and enamelled
suits of armor stood about, every one of them apparently brand new and doubtless never worn, and
there were various weapons hanging on the wallsin display arrangements, among them broadswords,
rapiers, maces and hal breds, battle axes and, Smythe especidly noted, several crossbows with pouches
full of balts

There werelarge, richly woven tapestries, with not a painted cloth among them, and of course, large,
gilt-framed ancestral por-traits and paintings of historical personages. It was these which had caught
Smythe's eye asthey walked. There was something curious about them, somehow, something which had
troubled him vaguely, and for awhile he could not quite put hisfinger onit, but abruptly, it occurred to
him exactly whet it was.

" Speaking of observing people, have you noticed anything strange about these portraits?' Smythe
asked.

"Strange?' Shakespeare frowned. He had not been paying atten-tion to them. "The portraits? How
Sefd

"WEell. . . have you not noticed that there are no Signs of age on any of them?' Smythe paused and
gpproached one of the paint-ings, examining it more closdy. He stretched out afinger and gently touched
the canvas. "The canvasis till quite taut, stretched tight as adrum, and the colors are dl so fresh and
vivid, they look asif they have scarcely had the time to dry. Most of these portraits have only been
painted fairly recently, unless| missmy guess.”

Shakespeare shrugged. "And so what of it? The houseis il relatively new, isit not? Tisno more
than afew years old. So Mid-dleton had commissioned afew score portraits to hang upon hiswalls. |
suppose he could have purchased older paintings, but then why not commission new ones? After al, he
can certainly afford them.”

"Oh, | do not dispute that,” Smythe replied. " Twas not my point, Will. Middleton isvery rich, | grant
you that. ‘ Tisjust that | wasthinking ... if most of these paintings are supposed to be por-traits of his
ancestors, then do you not find it curious that they were only painted recently?"

"Perhaps he merely had some older portraits copied,” Shake-speare said.

"But why would anyone do that?' perssted Smythe. "A portrait of an ancestor becomes more vaued
and more meaningful with age. It conveys asense of history, of lineage. Making copies of old por-traits
S0 that new ones could be hung would be rather like opening a cask of fine, aged wine and spilling it dl
out, only to refill it with juice from newly ripened grapes. It Smply makes no sense.”

"No ... | suppose not," said Shakespeare, with a puzzled look. "I had not considered it that way. In
truth, | had not considered it at al. | was, in fact, consdering the murders that took place at thishouse,
not the paintingsthat are hung withiniit.”

"Well, | am not surewhy it struck my notice, only that it did,” said Smythe. "Doesit not make you
wonder how genuine the like-nesses may be?’

"What are you going on about?" asked Shakespeare, frowning. "We have two murders we must
solvel What is all this about the blasted paintings? What have they to do with anything?'

"l am not certain,” Smythereplied. "Perhgps nothing at al.” He shook his head. "1 cannot say why |
notice such things, only that | do, you see. Y ou observe people closely, | suppose because you write
about them and thus need to understand them better. | smply ob-serve things, perhaps because | have
been taught to make them well. | noticeif asword is crafted well or if 'tis smply flashy, ornamented to no
purpose save to disguise the fact that the blade is not made very well. The blade the Frenchman carries,
for example, seemsto be afairly good one from whét little | could see of it, and young Holland carried a
smple, abeit first-class duelist's rapier. What was more, he knew how to useit. If we were to make
inquiries, | would wager we would find that he had studied with afencing master.”

"Well, whoever killed him must have studied harder,” Shake-speare said, wryly.

"Precisdy,” Smythereplied. "You may jest, but | could tell from the cadence of the strokesthat both
combatants knew what they were about. That it went so quickly aso tells me that the killer was either



very lucky or else he was afirgt-rate swordsman. Holland had skill, yet despite that, he never stood a
chance. For my money, our man isthe very devil with ablade.

"All the more reason we should avoid making his close acquain-tance," Shakespeare said.

"| thought you just said that you wanted to solve these mur-ders,” Smythe replied.

"l do, insofar as 'tis an exercise intended as a chalenge to the mind, only | would prefer todo so at a
safedistance. | find it in-teresting to puzzle out akiller's motives and attempt to deduce who he might be,
but when it comes to chasing him about with swords and things, | find that my enthusiasm wanes."

Smythe stopped. "Wéll, we have now made a complete circuit of the hal and dl the lower rooms,” he
sad. "If Braithwaite and Camden are not outside on the fairgrounds, they must be upstairs, adeep.”

"Perhagps we should follow their example," Shakespeare said.

"What, and missdl the excitement?| should think that scarcely anyonewill deep thisnight.”

"1 would makealiar of you in an ingtant."

"Oh, come on, Will! Y ou have spent many anight a The Toad and Badger, carousing until dawn. Are
you going to sart yawvning on me now?"

"Thevery mention of it temptsme."

"Well, finethen. Go deep, if you must. | shall carry on done.”

"And catch adagger or an arrow in your back without me there to watch it for you? | should never
deegp awink again. Your ghost would haunt me, | am certain.”

"Aye, my shade would stand over your bed each night, al hor-rible and bloody, and would wail

piteoudy until dawn. "WIlllIINII . .. WillIHHTHI. . . ‘twasdl your fault! Twasdl your fault!" "
"Y ou know, | do believe that you would do just that, to spite me."
"l would."

"You, §r, are abounder and ascoundrd.” "And you, Sr, are alily-livered goose.”

A muffled high-pitched giggle stopped them asthey went past thelibrary. The door stood dightly gar.
Shakespeare glanced at Smythe. "Surely, you do not suppose. .. 7

"Two of the guests, perhaps, emboldened by the night's events?”

" Should we make sure, you think?!

"Perhaps not. ‘ Tisredly none of our concern. . ."

They opened the doorsto the library together. Hughe Camden scrambled to hisfeet from the floor as
if he had been stung. Blanche Middleton, on the other hand, remained lying where she was, in atangle of
slksand taffeta, revealing agreat deal more shapely fem-inine leg than Smythe had ever seen before, and
looking up at them with insolent amusement.

"Uh..wewere...uh...justtakingand...uh...thelady fel,” said Camden, hadtily, hisface
beet red. "Aye, shefdl. . . thatisto say . . . she swooned, doubtless from the strain of al tonight's events.

"No doubt,” said Shakespeare, with a perfectly straight face. "With al of the activity tonight, it must
have been quite astrain for her."

"To be sure, to be sure” said Camden, hagtily, regaining some of his composure. "'l was merely trying
to help her up, you see, and | migudged her weight. . ."

"I beg your pardon!" Blanche said, from the floor.

"That isto say, the angle, you see, | migudged the angle, and we both fell, and sonow . . ."

"Now you are back up again," said Shakespeare.

"Um, precisaly. Well. Well, then." He turned back to Blanche and bent over dightly, holding out his
hand to help her up. "Mi-lady . . ."

She smply gazed up a him, wide-eyed, saying nothing. She made no move to take his hand. "Perhaps
these two gentlemen could assist me," she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "I am sure that between
the two of them, they could certainly manage the weight.”

Camden straightened up and cleared histhroat, awkwardly. "Ah, well, to be sure, if milady would
prefer ..." He bit hislower lip, flustered, searching for the proper exit line. "Well, uh . . ."

Blanche saved him, after afashion. "Thank you, Master Camden, for your concern and your
atentions.”



"My pleasure, milady. Uh. . . that isto say. . . you are most welcome. Most welcome, indeed.” He
cleared histhroat once more. "Gentlemen . . ."

Shakespeare gave him asmall bow and Smythe followed his example. Camden made haste to leave
the room.

"] think perhaps | should go after him," said Shakespeare, "and seeif he has heard the news."

"Aye, perhapsyou should,” said Smythe. "I shdl be dong shortly.”

"No hurry," Shakespeare said, pursing hislips and raising his eyebrows. He turned and |eft the room.

"May | assst you, milady?' Smythe said, offering his hand to Blanche, trying not to be distracted by
thefetching Sght of dl that leg.

"Thank you, good sr," she said, taking hishand. He gently helped her to her feet and she quickly
readjusted her clothing, brush-ing hersdlf off. "1 am redlly not sure what came over me," shesaid. "'l
suddenly fet so faint, | must indeed have swooned.”

"It must have been avery trying day for you, milady. Y ou should get somerest.”

" think you areright,” shereplied. "If you would be so kind asto lend me your arm and escort me up
the stairs? | fear that | might swoon again and lose my footing."

"Of course," said Smythe. He offered her hisarm. "Tuck Smythe, milady, at your service."

Shetook hisarm, her fingertips resting lightly on the back of hishand. She amiled a him asthey left
the library and headed to-wards the stairs. The hall was deserted now and quiet.

"What news was your friend speaking of just now?" she asked, as they approached the Sairway.

"Oh, uh. .. wdl, perhaps now isnot thetime," said Smythe. "Y ou are unwell and perhaps tomorrow
would be better."

"l want to know," she said, asthey began to climb the Sairs.

"Milady, truly, | would not wish to disturb you."

"Isit disturbing newsthen?" she asked, her eyeswide. "Y ou haveto tel menow. | insst. | could not
deep without knowing. | would stay awake dl night and wonder."

They had reached the landing. " There has been another mur-der,” Smythe said.

She stopped and gasped. "No! Who?"

Smythe moigtened hislips. "Danidl Holland."

She dmost fell. Smythe grabbed her around the wai g, thinking she wasreally going to swoon this
time. "Milady!"

She clutched at him. Thistime, not surprisingly, perhaps, her distress seemed quite genuine. She
swallowed hard, then took a deep breath, which made her breasts swell very visibly in her low-cut
bodice. Smythe caught himself and quickly looked away. He felt hisface flushing.

"Danid isdead?But. . ." she hedtated. "When? How did it hap-pen?’

"Milady, perhaps we should not discussthis now—" "1 shdl bedl right. Now tell me"

Smythe felt her closeness acutely and released her, but shere-tained ahold on hisarm asthey
continued up the stairs. "He was murdered in the garden maze tonight. Run through with argpier.” He
paused amoment, then added, " 'Tis not entirely clear what he was doing there, but it seemsthat
someone must have followed him who meant to do him harm. | do not suppose you would have any idea
who might havewished himiill?*

She shook her head. "No. No, not at al. Goodness, to think that. . ." She caught hersdf. "To think
that heisdead! First my sster, and now this! Poor Daniel!"

"1t must have happened very quickly,” Smythe said. "He could not have suffered.”

"Well, that is some small consolation, perhaps. But just the same. . ." He fet her trembling. He could
wdll understand why, though she, of course, had no ideathat he knew. "How very fright-ening,”" she said.
"Tothink that thereisavicious murderer amongst us.... | fed so very vulnerableall of asudden. This
corridor isso empty . . . would you please escort me to my rooms?”

"Certainly, milady."

She put afinger to her lips. "We must be quiet, though,” she said. "My sgter'sfriend isin thisroom
just ahead and to our right. | think that sheis <till awake and packing, preparing to depart first thing in the
morning. | would not wish her to get the wrong ides, you understand.”



"Of course, milady. Nor would I, Smythe said, with some aarm, wondering how Elizabeth would
react if she came out and saw them together, walking arm-in-arm towards Blanche's bedroom. He was
not sure she would bdlieve his explanation. They waked past her door in silence.

"Y ou are most understanding,” Blanche said, after amoment, smiling at him. "Y ou areatrue
gentleman.”

"Alas, milady, | fear you have the wrong impression of me," hereplied. "1 am not agentleman, merdly
apoor and lowly player."

"Oh, of course! Now | remember where | saw you! We met down by theriver gate, when | arrived.”

"Quite so, milady. | was among the Roman senators who were assigned to greet the guests.”

"l remember. Y ou looked much better in your togathan did any of the others.”

"That iskind of youto say, milady."

Her face clouded over. " "'Twaswhen we al thought Catherine was dead,” she said. "And then she
turned out not to have been dead at dl, only to bekilled in her owntomb . . . how horrible! Oh, no, |
must not think of it! I must think of something else, or | shall be quite undone. Tel mehow itistobea
player.”

"How it isto be aplayer?' Smythe repeated, not quite prepared for the question. "Ah. Wdll. . .'tisnot
that | possessagreat dedl of experience, milady. | am till quite new at it. But | am fortunate, indeed, to
have found a position with the Queen's Men, who are the finest playersin the land. 'Tis something | have
dreamed of doing since | was but aboy."

"] thought that young boys were permitted to gpprentice with the players,” she said, "o that they might
play the femae roles be-fore their voices change. Did you not do that?"

"Regretably, milady, my father did not approve of my becoming a player. He thought ‘twas no fit
occupetion for agentleman.”

"Oh! So then you are agentleman!”

"My father was a gentleman, milady. But he aspired to rise higher and become aknight, and in his
effortsto pursue that lofty goa, he bankrupted himsdf and Ieft me with nothing to inherit. Thus, | cannot
claim to be agentleman. | am but asmple farrier, asmith, an ostler, and now aplayer, though not, | fear,
avery good one, though | do my humble best.”

"Humility in any man isamost becoming trait,” she said, with asmile. "And | can understand your
story perhaps better than you know." They had reached her bedroom and she opened up the door as she
spoke and went inside, but without releasing hisarm, so that he was forced to enter with her. ™Y our
father sounds very much like mine," she said, letting go hisarm and closing the door behind them. "Heisa
maost ambitious man. Appearances mean everything to him." She sounded bitter. "He gives more
credence to what other people think than he does to the concerns of his own family. He drove my mother
to an early grave with hisobsessions. A proper lady doesthis, and a proper lady does that, and a proper
lady would never do this, that, and the other. Tis enough to drive one mad.”

As she spoke, asif without thinking, she dipped off her shoes and began unfastening her laces. For a
moment, Smythe was too startled to speak, and then he could not quite find away in which to get aword
inedgewise.

"l can imagine how very frudtrating it must have been for you, wanting so to be a player and never
being alowed to pursue your heart'sdesirel™ Blanche continued. "Always being told what a proper
gentleman must or must not do! There aretimes, | am quite sure, when you thought that you might
scream! Oh, how well | know that fedling. | understand, you see. | do. The two of usare very much
dike"

She had now loosened her bodice and unlaced and removed the first of her petticoats, stepping out of
it and letting it drop onto the floor. He was speechless, riveted to the spot. He could not believe that she
was actualy undressing in front of him. He looked around to see if there were any servants, but the two
of them were quite lone. As she removed her second petticoat, Smythe saw that she was not wearing a
farthingale, but a padded roll instead, which gave her skirts a softer drape and was probably more
comfortable, espe-cidly when lying in agarden or upon afloor.

He swallowed hard. Blanche Middleton was a very beautiful young woman and she was exposing



more of her beauty by the moment. It occurred to him that she fully intended to bed him, and it a'so
occurred to him that he very much wanted to let her. But he could not go through withiit.

"Milady, please, forgiveme. . ." He said, interrupting her and holding out hishand in astaying motion.
"Thismust sop now. Truly. ... | redly must leave now. Please.” He began to back away, toward the
door.

She stopped and gazed a him, eyeswide. "Must you?' she said, softly.

Histhroat suddenly felt very dry. "Intruth, | do not wishto," hereplied, "but | must. Y our beauty
makes my heart race, but the truth isthat | love another and could not bear to be unfaithful to her.”

He reached the door and reached out behind him to open it. "Tuck, wait," she said, coming toward
him. "Milady, please ..." He opened the door and stepped back into the corridor.

She followed him, and came up close, and put her hands upon his chest. "Y ou are agentleman,” she
whispered. "Thefirg true gentleman that | have met. And whoever she may be, | envy her." Sherose up
on her tiptoes and kissed him softy and lingeringly on thelips. "Good night, sweet Tuck.” She smiled,
stepped back inside, and shut the door.

For amoment, Tuck just stood there, his heart pounding, and then he heard the unmi stakable sound
of another door being shut behind him. He turned, quickly, but the corridor was empty now. Hefdt a
knot form in his stomach as Blanche's words came back to him . . . "My sister'sfriend isin thisroom
just ahead and to our right. | think that she is still awake and packing, preparing to depart first
thing in the morning. | would not wish her to get thewrongidea.. . ."

Elizabeth! Oh, God, he thought. What could she have seen? He had been coming out of Blanche's
bedroom and she had followed him out into the corridor, barefoot and dressed in nothing but her
undergarments, and she had kissed him on thelipsand said good night. . .

He closed his eyes. She would never believe him if he told her what had truly happened. And for that
matter, why should she? Guiltily, he redized that it had taken every ounce of willpower he had possessed
to leave that room. He felt ashamed to admit it to himself, but he had wanted Blanche. And he could
easly have had her. However, unlike every other male who came near her, he had managed to resist his
baser urges. But would Elizabeth believe him?

He started to head down the corridor, toward her room, intent upon doing everything he could to
convince her that he had not bedded Blanche, but suddenly he stopped.

What if it had not been Elizabeth, after al?What if the sound he had heard had merely been one of
the other guests, going in to deep after alate night? Whoever it was might not even have seen anything. It
had only been an ingtant, after al. A mere moment. If he went to Elizabeth now, and protested his
innocence, and it turned out that it had not been her, and she had not seen anything at al, then it would
only makethingsworse.

Better to wait, he thought. After dl, he had nothing to fed guilty for. He had not actualy done anything
wrong. He had merely escorted alady back up to her room, and then had watched her strip down to her
undergarments, said good night, and left. Well, she kissed him, but that was dll, only akiss, and achaste
one, a that. Hell, he thought, if she had seen only that much, Elizabeth would be furious. And he would
know soon enough if she had seen him. 1t would be best to wait until he knew for certain. Hetook a
deep breath, exhaded heavily, and headed for the sairs.

As Shakespeare followed Hughe Camden back downgtairs, he had afeding that he had left Smythe
with hishandsfull. But then the lad was certainly old enough to be able to take care of himsdlf. And if he
couldn't, well, then Blanche Middleton was doubtless fully ca-pable of taking care of him. What
Shakespeare wanted to find out, if he could, was how long Camden had been in the library with Blanche.
With any luck, Smythe would be asking Blanche exactly the same thing, so long as he was not distracted
by her rather ob-vious attributes.

It would be niceto know if they both told the same story, and if the details coincided. But at the same
time, Shakespeare thought, even if Smythe was distracted by the apparently perpetually randy Blanche
Middleton, it might not necessarily proveto be abad thing. It might get hismind off Elizabeth, if only for a
littlewhile. But even alittle while could be enough, with any luck, to help effect acure.



He did not redlly have anything againgt Elizabeth, persondly. It wasjust that women weretrouble. He
knew that only too well. He thought of his Anne, back homein Stratford with the children, doubtless
berating him soundly to anyone who would listen, and doubtless considering other likely prospects even
asshedid so. Not for thefirgt time, he sighed with regret over hisfoolishness.

He would not forget his obligations. He would continue to send money, though at times, it placed a
hardship on him he could ill endure. He did not redlly need fine clothes or |avish entertainments, and he
could dways edt alittlelessif it would alow him to drink alittle more. And it was not asif thingswere
not improving. He was certainly doing much better now than when he had first arrived in London. Having
Smythe to help share the expenses eased some of the burden for them both, though at least Smythe did
not have to support afamily that he had never wanted. Although if Tuck did not watch out, he might
eadly get himsdlf in trouble with young Blanche. But then, given Blanche's predilections and generd lack
of discretion, it would doubtless be impossible to fix the blame with any certainty. And from her father's
point of view, any other can-didate—except, perhaps, the neighbor's stableboy—would be afar more
suitable scapegoat. No, Smythe was safe enough, thought Shakespeare.

Hughe Camden, on the other hand, would probably like noth-ing better than to place abun inside that
reedy little oven. And even if aloaf was baked from someone else's dough, he might not object to claim
it, for it would ensure amarriage, which in turn would ensure afortune for him when Blanche's father
died. There were no other heirs, and even if Godfrey Middleton decided to remarry in his dotage and
gred ason with anew wife, Blanche's husband would il find himsdf in avery comfortable position.
Aside from which, aman who had no compunction about killing would certainly not hesitate to dispose of
any new young heirs. But what were the chances that Hughe Camden was that man?

They seemed rather remote, thought Shakespeare, as he fol-lowed Camden outside to the
fairgrounds. Sir William seemed in-clined to dismiss Camden as a suspect on the grounds of his pedigree,
and on that basis d one, Camden could not be the man Smythe had overheard. That left Andrew
Braithwaite and the Frenchman. One of them had to be the killer. But which one?

12

SHAKESPEARE FOLLOWED HUGHE CAMDEN OUTSIDE and caught up to him ashewas

crossing the courtyard, heading towards the fairgrounds. By the time the poet fell in step beside him, the
barrister had recovered much of his self-possession and gazed at Shakespeare with alook that conveyed
both smug superi-ority and just the right amount of upper-class contempt.

Shakespeare did not find his snooty attitude even remotely un-expected. Camden was, after dl, the
son of awedthy knight and he was given enough money that probably his grestest worry was how many
times a month he could afford another suit of clothes or afancy beaver hat, like those worn rakishly by al
his colleagues at the Inns of Court. Then, too, asan inner barrister, he doubtless con-sidered himsalf
something of aconnoisseur of theetrical produc-tions, for the young gentlemen at the Inns of Court were
well known for staging amateur theatricasin their halsfor the better class of people, and the poets
whose works they would perform were dl university men such as Marlowe, Greene and Nashe. The



Queen's Men and their ilk, who performed for the crass groundlings of the public theaters and often
staged the very same plays, were looked upon by them as vulgar second-raters.

Camden raised adisdainful eyebrow at the poet, but did not deign to start a conversation.
Presumably, thought Shakespeare, one did not speak first to one'sinferiors. Fine, he thought, so beit. He
amply smiled at Camden in awarm, comradely sort of way, and kept right on walking beside him, saying
nothing. Camden cleared histhroat after amoment, asif to prompt him, but Shakespeare merely smiled
a him once more. This seemed to infuriate the bar-rister. Hisface flushed, the corners of his mouth
turned down with scorn, and his aristocratic nostrils flared.

"If you suppose that there was any hint of impropriety in what you have just seen,” said Camden,
haughtily, "and that what you beieve you may have witnessed has somehow placed you in some position
of particular advantage over me, then | can assure you, Sir, that you are very much mistaken on both
counts."

"Oh, upon my word, that was well spoken!" Shakespeare said. "Y ou flatter me, Sir, to suppose such
great complexity of thought to my most ordinary brain. Indeed, | can but scarcely apprehend your
meaning. | can but hazard that your remarks just now were in some way concerned with your lying atop
thelady inthelibrary... or wasit laying? Strewth, lying, laying, | need my old schoolboy's hornbook, for
| can never keep them graight.”

"Now, see here. . ."

"Nay, milord, | was not seeking instruction, for doubtless you would know the difference, asyou area
fine and educated gentleman of the Inns of Court. Eloquence, indeed, would be your proper province,
whereas mineis but some foolish capering and posturing upon the stage. Odd's blood, what would |
know, indeed?"

"Aye, wdl, not avery great ded, | should think," said Camden, stuffily.

"Not agreat dedl at dl, | quite agree, | quite agree,” said Shake-speare. "Which iswhy, of course, |
make every effort to learn more and better mysdlf at every opportunity, you see. And | could see,
indeed, that back in yonder library, you were but doing what you could to comfort the young lady, who
was doubtless overcome in her bereavement, what with the twin tragedies of the deaths of both her sster
and her lover."

"Her lover, did you say?" Camden stopped abruptly, startled, but Shakespeare purposaly kept right
onwalking, asif he had not no-ticed, forcing the barrister to run severd stepsin order to catch up.

"Aye, her lover, too, dain so tragically on the very same day that her poor, dear sister was murdered,
and not once, it seems, but twice! So in effect, | suppose one might say that there were three murders,
savefor thefact that there were but two victims."

"Wait amoment,” Camden said, frowning, "what the devil are you talking about? What do you mean
when you say her lover? That isto say, whom do you mean? And who isit that was dain and how?
And, for that matter, when)"

"Oh, why, that would be Daniel Holland, | believe," said Shake-speare.

"Holland!"

"Aye, indeed, heisthe very one."

"Good God! Y ou mean to say that Holland was her lover?' "Once again, Sir, your education spesks,
for indeed, 'twaswas, not is, that isthe proper form.”

"What?"

"Was," said Shakespeare. "Was her lover, not is her lover, for asheis dead, he must perforce be
was, not is”

"What in God's name are you babbling about?' "Why, good grammar, | believe." "God damn your
grammar, sr!"

"1 know, milord, 'tisatrocious, truly. | mangle each and every part and participle of speech. | am not
fit to spesk with educated gentlemen such asyoursdlf. | am thoroughly ashamed. Forgive me, | shall be
on my way and trouble you no longer.”

"Stay, you impertinent rasca! Bestill yoursdlf until | give you leaveto go, you hear?'

"Why, certainly. Y our servant, Sr."



They had stopped just insde the fairgrounds, amidst the colorful pavillions and painted wood stals
decorated with particolored ban-ners, painted cloths, and pennants showing the wares being dis-played.
The hour was late, but every single stall and tent was open and the grounds were crowded by the guests,
none of whom, it seemed, had lft for home or even goneto deep for fear of missing any more
excitement. The grounds were lit with flickering campfires and torches and the tents werelit with candles,
giving theentirefair afestive glow. The cookfireswere al burning brightly and the food vendorswere dll
doing abrisk business. The air wasfull of tantaliz-ing roasting and baking smells and Shakespeare
suddenly realized that he was hungry. He could also do with apint of ae or nice flagon of spiced wine.
The trouble was, he had no money.

"Now, what isdl this about Daniel Holland being Blanche'slover?' Camden demanded.

Shakespeare put ahand up to hisbrow, asif his head was pain-ing him, and closed hiseyesashe
swayed dightly from sideto side. "Strewth, in al the excitement of the day, | fear | have not eaten
anything. And here'tisnight and | am so famished that | nearly swoon with weakness. My stomach
growlsand | fed weak—"

"Very wdl then, come on and we shall get somefood insde you," Camden said, leading him to the
nearest stall that had a cook-fire, "but you shdl, by God, answer my questions afore | lose my patience!

"God blessyou, Sir, you are akind and noble soul,” said Shake-speare, and within amoment he was
munching contentedly upon aleg of mutton the vendor had been roasting.

"Now then," Camden said, "tell me what you know of this mat-ter of Daniel Holland and Blanche
Middleton.”

"Mmpf!" said Shakespeare, clearing histhroat severad times, touching it asif something were caught
there. "Urggh ... guggh. . ."

"Oh, good God!" said Camden. "Here! Y ou! Merchant! Some ae, and be quick about it!"

A moment later, the mutton was being washed down by astrong, dark ae and Shakespeare felt much
better. "Ah! There, that seemsto have didodged it! | am much obliged to you, milord. Doubtless, you
have saved my life, e se | would have choked to degth right here upon the spot!™

"1 shal bloody well choke you to desth right here upon this spot unless you give me an answer to my
question!™ Camden nearly shouted. "Now what isdl this about Holland?*

"Oh, well, heisdead," said Shakespeare, between bites of mut-ton leg. "He waskilled, you see" He
frowned, considering. "Is dead, was killed . . . aye, that seemsto be correct, grammaticaly speaking.”

" Speak whichever way you chose, you mountebank, but tell me how hewaskilled!"

"Run through, it seems;" said Shakespeare, smacking hislipsand taking adrink of ae. "Oh, thisis
most excellent. | truly thank you for your kindness, milord. | was so weak with hunger, | could scarcely
gand."

"Stand and deliver me an answer, scoundrd! Run through by whom?" persisted Camden.

"Why, no one seemsto know for certain,” Shakespeare replied. He pointed to astall afew yards off.
"Why, look there! Would those be shepherds pies?' He started walking towards astal where an old
man with an eye patch was laying out some freshly baked pies. "Ah, | can smell that tasty crust from
herel My mouth waterswith antic-ipation!™

Exasperated, Camden pursued him. "What do you mean, no one seemsto know for certain? Do you
mean that there is someone they suspect?’

"Oh, one of her suitors, | believe," said Shakespeare, coming up to the stall and looking over the pies
the grizzled, one-eyed vendor had set out. "Blanche Middleton's suitors, that is. Y ou know, the lady upon
whom you werelying in thelibrary. Or isthat whom you werelaying in thelibrary? 1 am not quite certain.
Both seem to meto be correct. Oh, my, these do look good . . ."

"Blast you! Here, you, vendor, let's have one of those pies.”

"Certainly, milord," the old man said, bowing and wiping his hands on hisleather gpron. "Which one
would you wish, yer wor-ship?' He indicated a dozen steaming pies freshly set out on his display board.

"Any one, it does not matter," Camden said, impatiently.

"Oh, now, truly, sir, you do me honor . . ." Shakespeare said, as the old man selected one.

"Honor mewith areply and we shall both be satisfied.” said Camden, tersdly.



Shakespeare appraised the pie, which looked quite tempting, and then dubioudy glanced at the old
man, who seemed a bit bedraggled with hislong, stringy, white hair and grimey, floppy hat, but whose
hands, at least, looked reasonably clean. "Well, now, | shall need to set thisale down ... or else,
methinks, thismutton. . . ."

"Put it down upon the board,” said Camden.

"But it does not look too clean, milord.”

"Heaven help me!" Camden said, ralling his eyes. He threw some coins down for the pie. "Here, give
me the mutton, and then you may take your blasted pie.”

"But... | was not quite finished with the mutton, milord.”

"Fine. Then| shdl hold the de, whilst you take the mutton and the pie."”

"Ah...wel, that may work, | suppose, but then | cannot drink, you see.”

"Just give methe damned mutton leg!" said Camden through gritted teeth, snatching it away and
brandishing it asif it wereaclub. "Now get on withit!"

"What wasit | was saying, milord?’

"Y ou weretdling mewho is suspected in the daying of Daniel Holland!"

"Ah, well, one of the suitors, it seems, must have doneit. Elim-ination of ariva, you see. They were
seen together in the maze, it seems, that isto say, Holland and the lady . . . much as you and the lady
were seen together inthelibrary, and . . . oh, my goodness! | suppose that means that you could very
wdl be next, milord!"

Camden paled. "What do you mean?’

"Wl if someoneiskilling off hisrivals—"

"Then any one of usmight well be next,” said Braithwaite, from behind them. Camden turned so
suddenly, he nearly struck Braith-waite with the leg of mutton. Braithwaite jerked back and Camden,
adarmed by the sudden movement, ingtinctively raised the leg of mutton like aclub.

"Have acarewith that,” said Braithwaite. " ‘ Twould be awaste to offer violence with avictua.”

"You gtartled me, gr," said Camden, in an affronted tone.

" Twas never my intention, | assureyou,” Braithwaite said. "I could not help but overhear what you
and Master Shakespeare were discussing. | had already heard the news, however. Everyone speaks of
nothing ese. Tisa shame about Dan Holland. He seemed a decent enough sort, | suppose, though if he
did dishonor to the lady, then | cannot fedl too sorry for him."

"Well, ‘twould seem that | have been the very last to hear of hisdemise," said Camden, dryly.

"And yet | wonder if you werethe very first to seeit,” Braith-waite replied, raising his eyebrow.

"What do you mean, sir?' Camden bridied at him. "Are you suggesting | had aught to do with it?"

"Wadl, one never knows, doesone?' said Braithwaite. "As Mas-ter Shakespeare said, ‘twould appear
that one of usisanxiousto diminate hisrivals and that one, for al we know, could very well beyou.”

"Or it could just aswell be you" Camden retorted, angrily. "1 deeply resent your implication, Sir!"

"Wdl, aman who stands ready to club down afdlow with aleg of mutton could be capable of
anything,” said Braithwaite,

Y ou mock me, sir!"

"Tush, what use isthere to mock a mockery?'

"Will!" Robert Speed came running up to them and, ignoring the two rivals, moved between them to
tug at Shakespeare's deeve. "Where the devil have you been) And whereis Tuck, for Heaven's sake?
Why, we have dl been searching high and low for both of you!"

"Damn you!" said Camden, pae with fury. "I demand that you gpologize at once!”

"Oh, forgive me, milord; | do humbly beg your pardon. | did not mean to interrupt,” said Speed.

"Not you, you smpleton, | meant this gentleman!" said Camden, indicating Braithwaite. I shal not
stand here and suffer to berid-iculed!”

"And yet you do it so very well," said Braithwaite.

"Perhapsif we all took amoment—" Shakespeare began, but Speed began tugging on hisdeeve
agan.

"We have set up the stage and have been trying to rehearse dl day, but 'tis a near impossibility without



our book holder and the author of our play!" said Speed. "Kemp haslost dl patience and hasrefused to
proceed without you, for he does not like his scenes and demands changes, and Burbage has ordered
everyone to spread out through the estate and find you—"

"Will you shut up!" said Camden.

"—and now thereisdl thistak of murder once again and no one even knowsif we areto perform
tomorrow—" "1 said, shut up, you cursed fool!"

"Oh! Forgive me, milord," said Speed, "1 do humbly beg your pardon, but | thought that you were
gpesking to the other gentleman again.”

"Idiot!" said Camden, and lashed Speed vicioudy across the face with hisleather glove.

"| say, that was uncalled for," Braithwaite said. " See how you like ataste of your own broth." He
removed hisglove and struck Camden in theface with it.

"Oh, God save us," said Shakespeare, backing away hurriedly and pulling Speed dong with him.

Camden'srapier sang free of its scabbard. "Y ou shdl diefor that, you villainous churl!™

"Lay on, barrister,” said Braithwaite, drawing sted, "and damned be he that first cries, 'Hold, enough!”
" "A fight!" cried Speed.

"Gentlemen, please, put up your swordsl" cried Shakespeare, but they were aready engaged and a
crowd quickly began to gather as the combatants dueled.

"Upon my word, what'sthis?' asked Burbage, joining the as-semblage as Braithwaite and Camden
exchanged thrusts and parries.

"Morethan | had bargained for, | fear,” said Shakespeare.

"What had you to do with this?' asked Burbage.

"Everything and nothing,” Shakespeare said. "1 stirred up thisbrew, | fear, but now have naught to do
with theresult.”

"1 do believe they mean to kill each other,” Burbage said.

"Aye, look at 'em go!" cried Speed, delighted with the spectacle, asindeed, were most of the
observers, who cried out encouragement to one or the other of the combatants as they moved back and
forth, their blades clanging against one another. The crowd surged back from them to give them room as
they maneuvered. Camden lunged and Braithwaite parried, leaping backwards and knocking into the
display board where the pies had been set out. Everything went crashing to the ground and the old man
cried out and put his hands up to his head in consternation as his entire stal seemed in danger of
collapsing, but Braithwaite recovered quickly and moved to the attack, and then Camden suddenly found
himsdlf on the defengve as he backed away, parrying furioudy.

Shakespeare recdled that Smythe had said something about Camden wearing adudist'srapier, and
indeed, the barrister seemed skilled, but Braithwaite was no douch with ablade, himself. The two
seemed evenly matched. Asthey moved back and forth, the crowd moved with them, growing by the
minute as everyone present on the fairgrounds responded to the noise and came to see what was
occuring. Camden lunged again, but Braithwaite parried his thrust and riposted quickly, catching the
barrister off balance. Cam-den staggered back awkwardly as Braithwaite lunged. Camden seemed to
parry the stroke, but fell back into the crowd as he did so. There was a collective cry asthey caught him
and shoved him back up again, but then with agasp, Camden fell to hisknees.

"A touch! A touch!" saverd voicesin the crowd cried out.

Braithwaite shook his head, perplexed. "Nay, | never pricked him!"

"But look, he bleeds!" cried Speed.

On his knees, Camden dropped his blade and brought a hand up to hisside. It came away bloody.
He gasped with pain, saring a Braithwaite with wide-eyed incomprehension.

"But. . .'twas not me!" Braithwaite said. He examined thetip of hissword, then held it out towards
Shakespeare. " See for yourself My bladeisyet unblooded!"”

"He speaksthe truth,” said Shakespeare.

Camden pitched forward onto hisface and lay motionless.

"Seize that man!" The cry came from an anguished Sir Richard, who had arrived upon the scene just
intimeto see hisson fall dead onto the ground. " Seize him! Thereisyour murderer! And he haskilled



my son!"

"l have murdered no one! And he drew sted first!" protested Braithwaite, looking around with darm
at the throng surrounding him.

"Y ou challenged him!" shouted someone in the crowd, and then a scuffle suddenly broke out. More
people started shouting and in the next moment, awell-dressed, older man was shoved out of the crowd
to fal sprawling next to the dain Hughe Camden, only hefdl with acry, followed by agrunt of pain on
impact, demondtrating that he was till very much dive.

"There isyour killer, Sr Richard!" afamiliar voice called out, and Shakespeare stared in astonishment
asthe grizzled old pie ven-dor stepped out from the crowd, only now he was no longer stooped over,
but stood straight and tall, and there was nothing even remotely subservient in his bearing. He reached up
and removed his eyepatch and the wig he wore and stood revealed as none other than

Her Mgesty's own councillor and confidante, Sir William Worley. "I saw the blackguard stab your
son from behind with adagger when he fell back into the crowd.”

"Nay, 'tisnot truel” the man cried out, as he got up to hisknees. " 'Tisentirely innocent | am!”

"Why, 'tistheder Chevalier Duboid" Shakespeare exclaimed.

"Wdl, wdll," said Worley, standing over him. "And herewe dl thought you were deaf, monsieur, and
did not speak because you could not hear. Y et you seem to have recovered miraculoudy. And 'tis even
more miraculous that a nobleman from France should speak with a Cornish accent!”

From out of nowhere, it seemed, grim-faced men armed with swords and maces stepped out of the
crowd and surrounded the faux Frenchman, and Shakespeare realized that Sir William had not returned
aone, but had brought asquad of guardsmen with him. Dressed in ordinary clothing, they had blended
with the crowd, standing by for Worley'ssignd. The man'sfacefell as heredlized that his Stuation was
completely hopeless.

"My gpologies, gr," said Worley, turning to Braithwaite. "1 had thought that the killer might be you,
and in his haste to take advan-tage of your duel and make it seem asif you had killed arivd, this
cowardly assassin very nearly made me sure of it. But dthough hetried to shelter himself within the
crowd, | saw thefata stroke when he stabbed Camden with this very bodkin.” He displayed a bloody
dagger that he had wrested from the killer. "Sir Richard ..." He turned to the ashen-faced elder Camden.
"I am most profoundly sorry for your loss, but in death, your son has helped us gpprehend not only his
own killer, but the murderer of both Catherine Mid-dleton and Daniel Holland.”

"Nay!" thekiller shouted. "Nay, | tel you! Strewth, | may be damned now, but | shall not bear the
blamefor what | have not done! God shall be my judge, for | did kill young Camden, but | swear | never
killed thewench! And | never dew Holland, neither!

Twasdl hisdoing, | tel you! Twasadl his plan from the start, and I'll not bear the blamefor it
dong!"

"Dubois!" said Shakespeare.

The man spat upon the ground. "His name ain't no more Du-boisthan mineis. Why, hesno
Frenchman. He—"

With a sharp, whizzing sound, a crossbow bolt penetrated his skull right between the eyes, causing his
head to jerk back abruptly. He was dead before he hit the ground.

Pandemonium ensued as everyone started shouting a once and running in al directions. Most of the
onlookers desperately fled the scene, fearful lest they should be the next targets of the unseen archer, but
everyoneran in different directions, many of them col-liding with one another, and the scene erupted into
chaosin aningant.

Two of the guardsmen immediatdly threw themsdalves upon Sir William, bearing him down to the
ground and covering him with their bodies, but he shoved them away, curaing furioudy. "Never mind me,
blast it! Search thefairgrounds! Get me that archer!”

So fascinated was he by everything that suddenly began happen-ing around him that Shakespeare
completely forgot to be frightened. He smply stood there watching as people ran shouting and
scream-ing in different directions, tripping over one another and knocking each other down in their mad
rush to get away.



The entire scene, somehow, took on the aspect of adream to him. It was asif he were not a part of it,
but stood on the outs de somewhere, watching asif from adistance or from an audience. In hismind's
eye, hereplayed the scene of the assassin on his knees before them, at first protesting hisinnocence, then
accepting hisfate with resignation, then growing angry at the thought of being blamed for everything done
while his partner had planned it dl. . . and then the dim, black bolt, flying straight and true, gppearing to
sprout al of asudden from thekiller'sforehead. . . .

It had flown in at an angle.

For the archer to have made the shot, over the heads of the crowd surrounding the assassin on his
knees, he had to have been shooting from aheight, an elevation. . . .

Shakespeare turned in the direction from which the arrow must have come, judging by the angle of the
shot, and as he looked up the dope, back toward the house, he saw the stone wall that ran around the
courtyard, and just beyond it, an open window.

It was an amazing shot to have come from atop that wall. Robin Hood himself could not have bettered
it. And of coursg, it could only have been Phillipe Dubois ... or whoever "Dubois’ redlly was. He must
have made the shot, then climbed in through that open window. It was astonishing marksmanship. But
then, Tuck had said that whoever had shot that bolt at him had come within ahair's breadth of hitting his
head from agood distance—

Good Lord, hethought, Tuck! The redlization struck him sud-denly that Tuck was still back at house.
Heturned, quickly. "Sr William!" he shouted. "Sr William! Thisway! Hurry, for God's sake!"

Smythefelt guilty, apprehensive and confused as he dowly de-scended the sairsto thefirst floor.
What had happened, or nearly happened, with Blanche Middleton had quite unnerved him. Unlike
Shakespeare, who dready had afamily of hisown, he had no ex-perience with women. When he was
younger, there had been afew girlsin hisvillage who had cast coy glancesin hisdirection atime or two,
but he had away's been too shy to do much else than avert his eyes and blush. Then he would hear their
girlish laughter and that would only make it seem much worse the next time that it happened.

Since he cameto London and started working at the thegtre, there had been opportunitiesfor him to
gain alittle more experi-ence—and very likely more than alittle, especialy a The Toad and Badger,
after their performances—but what had kept him from pur-suing those opportunities were the feglings
that he had for Elizabeth. On more than one occasion, Shakespeare had admonished him for hisrestraint,
telling him that it was pointless and even ludicrous for him to remain faithful to agirl that he could never
have, but that still had not changed hisfedlings or his constancy. He wasin love with Elizabeth, and when
onewasin love, one remained true and faithful to that love. That was only asit should be.

What now should he make of his response to Blanche? Knowing full well that she was awanton, he
had neverthelessfelt such astrong desire for her that it had made his head swim. Wheat did that say about
his character, and even more important, what did it say about his fedings towards Elizabeth?

If he had truly loved Elizabeth, he thought, then he should not have responded to Blanche the way he
had. Certainly, there had been other times when he had not felt tempted by the saucy glances and the
bawdy speech of the wenches at The Toad and Badger, but this had been completely different. It
seemed to have taken every ounce of strength he had possessed to walk out of that room. And much to
his chagrin, he redized that there was till apart of him—he knew only too well which part—that wanted
very much to turn around and go back up the stairs, knock upon her door, and tell her that he had
changed hismind. She had, quite smply, taken his breath away, and he had ill not fully recovered.

What sort of man am |, he thought, who could professlove for one woman and yet be so basdly
tempted by another? Even now, after he had turned her down, having mustered dl his strength of will to
do so, he still wanted her, in spite of everything. If | am so weak, he thought, then truly, I must not be
deserving of agood woman'slove.

He stepped off the gairsinto the deserted great hall of the manor. If Elizabeth had seen him leaving
Blanche's room, then he was sure that nothing he could say would make the dightest bit of difference.
For that matter, how could he protest hisinnocence when, in his heart, he knew that he was guilty, in
thought if not in deed?



So preoccupied was he with his own thoughts that he almost failed to respond to the sound he heard
behind him, but in the sllence of the empty hall, he could not fail to hear the footsteps coming down the
dairsthat he had just descended.

He froze, thinking that it could only be Elizabeth. Just as he had feared, it had, indeed, been she who
had shut the door upgtairsin the hal after seeing him coming out of Blanche's room, and now she had
decided to come down and confront him. How would he ever convince her that he had not done
anything? And then another possibility occurred to him. What if it were Blanche, coming after himto try
to make him change his mind? Just the thought of it made his heart beat alittle faster, and he felt ashamed
for it. He took a deep breath and turned to face whoever it would be.

"S0," said Godfrey Middleton, standing behind him at the foot of the sairs, "thought you could get
away with it, did you?' He held asword in hisright hand. Heraised it and held the blade pointed towards
Smythe's chest as he advanced. "Y ou saucy bastard. Y ou thought you could dishonor my daughter and
then boast about it to your friends, did you?"

Understanding dawned as Smythe realized that it had been Blanche's father who had seen him coming
out of her room! Aghast, he hastened to explain himself.

"Sir, | assure you, there was nothing—" Smythe began, but Middleton would not let him finish.

"A pox on your assurances, you villain! Do you take mefor afool ? | saw you coming out of my
daughter's bedroom! How dare you! Andinmy own home! Under my very nose!”

"Sir, please," said Smythe, backing away as the blade came un-comfortably near histhroat. The man
was much too close. If hetried to draw sted to defend himself, Middleton would run him through on the
ingtant. "Sir, please listen, you do not understand what truly—"

"] understand only too well!" Middleton said, his voice like awhipcrack. Smythe saw that he was
breathing hard and his eyes were blazing with afury akin to madness. And then Smythe suddenly noticed
that the blade Middleton held was wet with blood. "I un-derstand that | have taken serpentsto my
breast! Serpents! Harlots! Suts! After dl that | have done for them, after dl those years of tail, thisis
how they have repayed me! By fornicating with common sta-ble boys and playerd™

Smythe was alarmed by the man's vehemence and filled with horror by the sight of the blood upon his
blade, for he now realized what it had to mean. There was ahollow feding in the pit of his tomach and
his mouth suddenly felt dry. "Sir, | beg you to hear meout," hesaid. " 'Tisnot a al what you think, |
swegr it in God's name!™

"You dare deny the truth to me when | have seen with mine own eyes, you scoundrel ?* said
Middleton, advancing on him. Smythe began to back away, still vainly trying to get aword in edgewise,
but Middleton kept after him, the bloody blade hovering just inches from histhroat. "Do you suppose that
| shdl suffer my-self to be made afoal of infront of dl these people? Do you think | shal dlow mysdlf to
be dishonored and disgraced after al of thework that | have done? | shall seeyou in Hell first, dlong with
both of those ungrateful bitches | have raised! Wanton duts, just like their mother, may God curse her
scarlet, strumpet soul! | sent that damned harlot to the Devil for her wickedness, hoping to spare my
daughtersfrom her evil influence, but | see now that they were poisoned within her very womb, for they
both grew up just like her! Suts! Serpents! And thereisonly one thing to be done with ser-pents!™

"My God," said Smythe, asthe redlization struck him like athunderbolt. " Twasyou! Y ou killed
Cahering”

"The ungrateful little witch left meno choice! | wept for her, thinking she was dead! | had such high
hopesfor her! She could have been ared lady, the culmination of everything that | had striven for my
wholelifelong! Do you have any ideawhat it took to find a suitable husbhand for her, a nobleman who
would consent to marry acommon woman with areputation asashrew? And yet, at long lagt, | found a
nobleman who would have her and on her very wed-ding day, to my profound chagrin, shedies! | went
back to thetomb to grieve for her and al that might have been, and | stood there, weeping, and asked
her why she had to ruin everything and |o! She rose again before my very eyes! Infear, | fdl onto my
knees, thinking that she was ademon sent from Hell, or else a punishment from God, and | cowered
before her and confessed her mother's murder and begged for her forgiveness! And then she screamed,
and railed at me and struck me, and called me vile, unspeskable things, and told me how she had planned



to fool mewith the potion and run off with that stable boy! A stable boy! | redized then | had been made
afool of and so | struck the treacherous wench and said that | would kill her before | allowed her to
disgrace me! "Twas then that she produced the dagger, which that cursed stable boy had hidden by her
mother'shier. . . . And so | had no choice, you see. No choice at al. She made medoit, just like her
mother, and now her Snful Sgter. ..."

"You shal hang for this, Middleton, evenif you kill me," said Smythe, trying to avoid being backed
againgt awall. If he could only get abit more room, a bit more space betweenthem . . . "You have
aready locked up John Mason, so you cannot put the blame on him. And none of Blanche's suitors
would ever serioudy regard me asariva, nor would they have any reason to kill Blanche. Y ou shall
never get avay with this"

"Oh, | think | shal," Middleton replied, hiseyes gleaming. "For 'twas you who had committed the foul
deed! You followed Blanche up to her room and forced yourself upon her, and then you killed her so that
she could not reved what you had done, just like you killed her sster and the others, but | heard the
noise, you see, and | pursued you down the stairsand ..."

The bolt from the crossbow caught him in the hollow of histhroat. He staggered back and dropped
his blade, gurgling and gag-ging horribly and clutching at the wound, then he fell backward onto the floor,
where he thrashed for amoment, then lay till.

"What the devil were you waiting for, you idiot?' said Dubais, lowering the crossbow. "He was about
tokill you."

Smythe stared at him, speechless. It was Dubois, and yet... it was not Dubois. His posture and
demeanor were completdly differ-ent. Gone entirely was the French accent and the foppish manner. Even
his voice sounded different. More resonant, more manly, more. . . Irish, of dl thingd

He expertly rewound the spring on the crossbow as he spoke and quickly fitted another bolt. " Strange
how things turned out, eh? The bugger was quite mad, you know. And here| had goneto al that trouble
to kill Holland and arrange for Camden's speedy dis-patch, and now ‘twas al for nothing. No doubt, |
shdl get the blame for Blanche's death, aswell, unless you feel compelled to speak up on my behdf,
seeing as how | saved your life just now. | do not kill women, you know. Not that it makes agreat dedl
of difference, | suppose. They shall want me for murder just the same, seeing as how they saw mekill
that fool | had for a partner. He would have spilled everything he knew about me. Couldn't have that.
Anyway, do asyou wish. Meanwhile, | would loveto stay and chat, but there are alot of peoplein
pursuit of meright now and | really must run and stedl ahorse.”

He raised the crossbow, aiming it at Smythe. "Now do stand till and alow meto go by, likeagood
felow. Andif you could find it in your heart to delay them just abit, | truly would appreciateit. You
might consder it evening the score, eh? Au revoir. Perhaps we shall meet again someday.”

He grinned, gave Smythe ajaunty salute, then turned and ran towards the door. Smythe smply stood
there, saring after him with disbdlief, then he glanced down a Middleton'slifeless body. An-other ingtant,
and the man would have run him through. He felt abit unsteady. He leaned back against thewall and
took severa deep breathsto steady hisnerves.

A few momentslater, he heard the sounds of running footsteps and men shouting. He stood and
waited for them. They dl came bursting into the greet hall, led by Sir William, with Shakespeareright
behind him.

"Tuck!" cried Shakespeare. "Thank Heaven! The Frenchman! Dubois! Have you seen him?'

"Aye, | have"

"Quickly, man, which way did he go?" asked Worley, and then his eyes widened as he saw
Middleton's body lying on the floor. "Oh, good God! He has dain poor Godfrey!"

"Aye," said Smythe. "And in so doing, he has saved my life.”

"Dubois?" said Shakespeare.

"Aye, for Godfrey Middleton was about to day me," Smythe said. He pointed at Middleton's body as
the hall became crowded with Duboiss pursuers. "He killed Catherine, for disgracing him with astable
boy, just as he had killed hiswife for some like offense, whether redl or imagined. He confessed it all to
me. | fear that he has aso murdered Blanche. That is doubtless her blood on his sword there. Hewas



going to kill me, and then blame mefor the deed.”

"What?" sad Worley, with astonishment.

"After we spokein thelibrary, and | told her about Daniel Hol-land's murder, Blanche was quite
understandably distressed,” Smythe explained. "I had escorted her back to her room, and when
Middleton saw me leaving, he thought the worst of it. He followed me back downstairs and accused me
of despoiling his daughter. He was enraged. He said ... he said vile things that are best not re-pested.
There was amadness upon him. He told me how he had gone back to the tomb and saw Catherine
awake as the effects of the potion wore off. He thought she was a demon or a spirit risen from the dead
and so hefél upon his knees and confessed her mother's murder to her. She was horrified, and screamed
a him, and in aragetold him how she had planned to stage her death and run off with young Mason. He
struck her and then she produced the dagger Mason left there for her. He got it away from her and killed
her with it. And he was about to kill me when Dubois came upon the scene and shot him down.”

There was the sound of galloping hoofbegats outside on the cob-bles and someone shouted out, " Stop
him! Heis getting away!" "After him!" shouted someone dse.

"Nay, let him go!" commanded Worley. "I'll not have men breaking their necks out there in the
darkness, chasing after phan-toms. * Tis not worth therisk. |, for one, have seen quite enough corpses for
one day. We shdl ded with him another time. . . who-ever he may be." He glanced at Smythe. "I do not
suppose hetold you that, did he?'

"No, Sir William, hedid not,” Smythe said, shaking hishead. " ‘ Tisamystery. But whoever he was,
he was mogt certainly not French. He spoke to me with amost definite Irish accent.”

"lrishl" Shakespeare said. "Hewas an Irishman?"

"Aye," said Smythe. "And he murdered Holland, I'm afraid.”

"He arranged for Camden’'s murder, too," said Worley, "then shot down the man who did it, so that he
could not reveal hisname or bear witness against him. So while he may have saved your life, there are at
least three murdersfor which we cannot forgive him.”

"Indeed,” sad Smythe, dryly, "and thereis one thing more which | cannot forgive him."

"But | thought you said the Irishman had saved your life?" said Shakespeare.

"Aye, hedid at that," said Smythe, with agrimace. "But in the end, he turned out to be amuch better
actor than | could ever hopeto be!"

EPILOGUE

THE STAGE HAD BEEN TAKEN down and packed away, as had dl of the tents and stals that had

stood upon the fairgrounds. Save for the players and afew merchants who were still putting away their
wares, nearly everyone had |eft. The grounds were quite torn up, and it would apparently be sometime
before anyone thought about putting them right again. And given the way things had turned out, the
festival a Middleton Manor would, indeed, be an event that peoplein London would talk about for a
long, long timeto come.

"Do you suppose that seeing his daughter apparently rising from the dead had unhinged his mind?’
asked Shakespeare.



They stood together beneath some trees outside the house, not far from where the players wagons
waited. Worley sat in hislight carriage, getting ready to drive back to Green Oaks, and from there, to
regjoin the queen on her progress through the countryside.

"1 sugpect his madness came upon him long before.” said Wor-ley, "if, indeed, ‘twas madness, for if it
were, then he concedled it well. | think Tuck was closer to the truth when he said that it wasrage.
Godfrey Middleton was an ambitious, vain and selfish man. He wanted more than anything to be
someone important, a gentleman, a courtier. Money aone was not enough. What he desired above dl
elsewas position. And it seemed that he would stop at nothing to achieveit. That was a sort of madness
initsdf, | sup-pose.”

"And it seemed that dl his daughters had desred waslove," sad Smythe. "Catherine had found it with
agtable boy, and waswilling to diefor it. And poor Blanche kept looking for it everywhere, invain.”

"What will become of young Mason now?" asked Shakespeare.

"l shdl take him back to work for me," said Worley. "Poor lad. Heis quite undone with grief. |
believe he shal get over itintime, but heisentirdy blamelessin the matter. | hold nothing against him.
After dl, al hedid wasfdl in love aove his sation. He would not be thefirst to do that."

"Nor theladt," said Smythe, softy, thinking of Elizabeth, who had |eft earlier with her father. She had
never liked Blanche Mid-dleton, but she had been deeply saddened by her death. For her, too, it would
take timeto recover from the tragic events that had occurred at Middleton Manor.

"Has there been any word about the Irishman?' asked Shake-speare.

Worley shook hishead. " * Twould appear that he has made good his escape. | have men out
searching for him, but | suspect that coney will be quite difficult to catch. ‘ Tis quite ashame, redly, such
talent and resourcefulness, put to such base use. | could use aman likethat in the queen's service.”

"Perhgps Black Billy would have better luck in finding him than any of the queen'smen,” Smythe
suggested.

Worley amiled. "Perhgps. We shdl see”

"Wll! Tuck!" called Burbage from the wagons. "Come on! We are ready to depart!”

"Well, your tour awaits," said Worley.

Shakespeare grimaced. " Twill seem quite tame after al this"" Smythe Sighed. "1 could do with
something tame, methinks. | have had quite enough excitement for awhile.”

" "Twas good of you to pay the players, Sir William," Shake-speare said.

Worley shrugged. " "'Twas not their fault they never had a chanceto act their play. Besides, | shall
make it back and then some from handling Her Mgjesty's disposal of the estate. There have aready been
severd offers. Percival seems quite taken with the place. He said it has now attained a notorious
reputation and no doubt the queen shdl wish to come and seeit.”

"Well, the estate shdl survive," said Shakespeare, dryly, "but | do not think | can say the same about
my play. | do not regret not seeing it performed. "'Twas never any good, | fear."

"Oh, | would not say that, Will," Smythe replied. "Now, the beginning was quite promising, | thought.
Perhaps you can keep that and use it somewhere ese.”

"Perhaps you can write a play about what happened here," said Worley, with asmile. " Twould bea
tragedy, of course. Quite wor-thy of the Greeks, | should think. Murder, greed, imposture, lust and
madness, dead bodies strewn everywhere about. . "

"Been done," said Smythe.

"Still," said Shekespeare, scratching his chin thoughtfully, " tisanidea. . ."
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