RULED BRITANNIA

Harry Turtledove

TWO SPANISH SOLDIERS swaggered up Tower Street toward William Shakespeare. Their boots
squelched in the mud. One wore arusty corselet with his high-crowned morion, the other asmilar hemet
with ajacket of quilted cotton. Rapiers swung at their hips. The fellow with the corselet carried apike
longer than he wastall; the other shouldered an arquebus. Thelr lean, swarthy faces wore what |ooked
like permanent sneers.

People scrambled out of their way: apprentices without ruffs and in plain wool caps; a pipe-smoking
sailor wearing white trousers with spira stripes of blue; amerchant'swifein ared wool doublet spotted
with white--almost aman's style--who lifted her long black skirt to keep it out of puddles; aragged
farmer in from the countryside with adonkey weighted down with sacks of beans.

Shakespeare flattened himsdlf againgt the rough, weether-faded timbers of a shop aong with everybody
else. The Spaniards had held London--held it down for Queen Isabella, daughter of Philip of Spain, and
her husband, Albert of Austria--for more than nine years now. Everyone knew what happened to men
rash enough to show them disrespect to their faces.

A cold, nasty autumn drizzle began sifting down from the gray sky. Shakespeare tugged his hat down
lower on hisforehead to keep the rain out of his eyes--and to keep the world from seeing how thin his
hair was getting in front, though he was only thirty-three. He scratched at the little chin beard he wore.
Wherewasthejusticein that?

On went the Spaniards. One of them kicked at a skinny, ginger-colored dog gnawing adead rat. The
dog skittered away. The soldier dmost measured himsdlf full length in the doppy street. Hisfriend
grabbed hisarm to steady him.

Behind them, the Englishmen and -women got back to their business. A pockmarked tavern tout took
Shakespeare's hand. "Try the Red Bear, friend,” the fellow said, breathing beer fumes and the stink of
rotting teeth into hisface. "The drink is good, the wenches friendly--"

"Away with you." Shakespeare twisted free. The man'sdirty hand, he noted with annoyance, had
smudged the deeve of hislime-green doublet.

"Away with me? Away with me?' the tout squeaked. "Am | ablack-bestle, for you to squash?!

"Black-beetle or no, I'll spurn you with my foot if you trouble me more," Shakespeare said. Hewas atall
man, on the lean side but solidly made and well fed. The tout's skin stretched drumheed tight over
cheekbones and jaw. He dunk off to earn his pennies--his farthings, more likely--somewhere el se.

A few doors down stood the tailor's shop to which Shakespeare had been going. The man working
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insde peered at him through spectacles that magnified his red-tracked eyes. "Good morrow to you,
Magter Will," hesaid. "By God, | am glad to seeyou in hedth.”

"And | you, Master Jenkins," Shakespeare replied. ™Y our good wifeiswell, | hope, and your son?"

"Very wdl, the both of them,” thetailor said. "I thank you for asking. Peter would be hereto greet you as
well, but heistaking to the head of the fishmongersacloak | but now finished: to their hal in Thames
Strest, in Bridge Ward."

"May the fishmongers chief havejoy init," Shakespeare said. "And have you dso finished the kingly robe
you promised for the players?’

Behind those thick lenses, Jenkins eyes grew bigger and wider yet. "Was that to be done today?"

Shakespeare clapped ahand to hisforehead, dmost knocking off his hat. As he grabbed for it, he said, "
'Shlood, Magter Jenkins, how many timesdid | tell you it waswanted on All Saints Day, and is that not
today?"

"Itis. Itis. And | canonly cry your pardon,” Jenkins said mournfully.

"That doth me no good, nor my fellow players,” Shakespeare said. "Shal Burbage swagger forthin his
shirt tomorrow? Hell kill me when he hearsthis, and | you afterwards.” He shook his head at that--fury
outrunning sense.

Tothetailor, fury counted for more. "It'snear done," he said. "If you'll but bide, I can finishit withinan
hour, or may my head answer for it." He made a placating gesture and, even more to the point, shoved
asde the doublet on which held been sawing.

"An hour?' Shakespeare sighed heavily, while Jenkins gave an eager nod. Drumming hisfingerson his
arm, Shakespeare nodded, too. "L et it be as you say, then. Were it not that the roya robein our tiring
room looks more like a vagabond's rags and tatters, 1'd show you less patience.”

"Truly, Master Will, you are agreat gentleman,” Jenkins quavered as he took the robe of scarlet velvet
from under the counter.

"| trust you'll note this unseemly delay in your price," Shakespeare said. By thetailor's expression, he
found that not in the least gentlemanly. While Shakespeare kept on drumming hisfingers, Jenkins sewed
inthelast gaudy bits of golden thread and hemmed the robe.

"Y ou could wear it in the street, Master Will, and have the commonality bow and scrape before you asiif
in sooth you were agreet lord,” he said, chuckling.

"| could wear it in the street and be seized and flung in the Counter for dressing above my dation,”
Shakespeare retorted. " 'Tisathing forbidden actors, save when on the stage.” Jenkins only chuckled
again; he knew that perfectly well.

He was finished amost as soon as held promised, and held up the robe to Shakespeare asif he werethe
tireman about to dresshim init. "You did but jest asto the scot, | am sure,” he said.

" 'Steeth, Magter Jenkins, | did not. Is mine own time aworthlessthing, that | should spend it fredly for
the sake of your broken promise?”’

"Broken it was not, for | promised the robe today, and hereit is."



"And had | come at eventide, and not of the morning? Y ou had been forsworn then. Y ou may have
mended your promise, but that means not it was unbroken."

They argued awhile longer, more or less good-naturedly. At last, the tailor took five shillings off the price
he'd set before. "M ore than you deserve, but for the sake of your future custom | shal do't,” hetold
Shakespeare. "Which Hill leaves you owing fourteen pounds, five shillings, sixpence.”

"The stuffs you use are dear indeed,” Shakespeare grumbled as he gave Jenkins the money. Some of the
slver and copper coins he set on the counter bore the images of 1sabellaand Albert, others--the older,
more worn, ones--that of the deposed Elizabeth, who il languished in the Tower of London, only a
furlong or so from where Shakespeare stood. He looked outside. It was till drizzling. "Can you give me
somewhat wherewith to cover thisrobe, Master Jenkins? | am not fain to have the weeping heavens
gmirchit.”

"I believe | may. Let me see." Jenkins rummaged under the counter and came up with apiece of coarse
canvasthat had seen better days. "Here, will this serve?' At Shakespeare's brusgque nod, the tailor
wrapped the cloth around the robe and tied it with some twine. He bobbed his head to Shakespeare as
he passed him the bundle. "Here you are, Master Will, and | am sorry for the inconvenience | put you
to."

Shakespeare sighed. "No help for it. Now | needs must--" Horns blared and drums thudded out in the
street. Hejumped. "What'sthat?"

"Did you not recal?' Thetailor's face twisted. "By decree of the Spaniards, 'tis the day of the great auto
defe"

"Oh, apox! You areright, and it had gone out of my head altogether.” Shakespeare looked out into the
sreet as horn calls and drums came again. In response to that music, people swarmed from al directions

to gape at the spectacle.

"A lucky man, who can forget theinquisitors,” Jenkinssaid. "A month gone by, asisther custom, they
came down Tower Street making proclamation that this. . . ceremony would be held." He might have
been about to offer some comment on the auto de fe, but he didn't. Shakespeare couldn't blame him for
watching histongue. In London these days, aword that reached the wrong ears could mean disaster for
aman.

Hefdt disaster of adifferent, smdler, sort brushing againgt him. "In this swarm of mankind, | shdl bean
age making my way back to my lodgings."

"Why not go with the parade to Tower Hill and see what'sto be seen?’ Jenkins said. "After dl, whenin
Rome. .. and we are dl Romans now, ist not so?' He chuckled once more.

So did Shakespeare, sourly. "How could it be otherwise?' he returned. In Elizabeth's day, Catholic
recusants had had to pay afinefor refusing to attend Protestant services. Now, with their Catholic

Mg egties ruling England, with the Inquisition and the Jesuits zed oudy bringing the country back under the
dominion of the Pope, not going to Mass could and often did mean worse than fines. Like most people,
Shakespeare conformed, as held conformed under Elizabeth. Some folk went to church smply because it
was the safe thing to do; some, after nine years and more of Catholic rule, because they'd cometo
believe. But dmost everyonedid go.

"Why not what?" Jenkins repeated. "Think what you will of the dons and the monks, but they do make a
brave show. Mayhap you'll spy some bit of businessyou can filch for one of your dramas.



Shakespeare had thought nothing could make him want to watch an auto de fe. Now he discovered he
was wrong. He nodded to thetailor. "1 thank you, Master Jenkins. | had not thought of that. Perhaps|
shall." He tucked the robe under hisarm, settled hishat more firmly on his head, and went out into Tower
Street.

Spanish soldiers-—-and some blond-bearded Englishmen loyal to Isabellaand Albert--in helmets and
corselets held pikes horizontally in front of their bodies to keep back the crowd and let the procession
move toward Tower Hill. They looked asif they would use those spears, and the swords hanging from
their belts, at the dightest excuse. Perhaps because of that, no one gave them any such excuse.

Two or three rows of people stood in front of Shakespeare, but he had no trouble seeing over any of
them save one woman whose steeple-crowned hat came up to the level of hiseyes. Helooked east,
toward the church of St. Margaret in Pattens Lane, from which the procession was coming. At its head
strode the trumpeters and drummers, who blasted out another fanfare even as he turned to look at them.

More grim-faced soldiers marched at their heels: again, Spaniards and Englishmen mixed. Some bore
pikes. Others carried arquebuses or longer, heavier muskets. Tiny wisps of smoke rose from the lengths
of dow match the men with firearms bore to discharge their pieces. The drizzle had dmost stopped while
Shakespeare waited for the tailor to finish the robe. In wetter wegther, the matchlocks would have been
useless as anything but clubs. Asthey marched, they talked with one another in an argot that had grown
up since the Armadas men came ashore, with Spanish lisps and trills mingling with the dow sonorities of

English.

Behind the soldiers tramped a hundred woodmongersin the gaudy livery of their company. One of those
robes would do as well to play the king in as that which | have here, Shakespeare thought. But the
woodmongers, whose goods would feed the fires that burned heretics today, seemed to be playing
soldiers themsalves: like the armored men ahead of them, they too marched with arquebuses and pikes.

From a second-story window across the street from Shakespeare, awoman shouted, " Shame on you,
Jack Scrope!" One of the woodmongers carrying a pike whipped his head around to see who had cried
out, but no faces showed at that window. A dull flush stained the fellow's cheeks as he strode on.

Next came aparty of black-robed Dominican friars-mostly Spaniards, by their looks--before whom a
white crosswas carried. They chanted psalmsin Latin asthey paraded up Tower Street.

After them marched Charles Neville, the Earl of Westmorland, the Protector of the English Inquisition.
The northerner's face was hard and closed and proud. He had risen against Elizabeth a generation
before, spent yearsin exile in the Netherlands, and surdly relished every chance he got for revenge
againg the Protestants. The old man carried the standard of the Inquisition, and held it high.

For amoment, Shakespeare's gaze swung to the left, to the gray bulk of the Tower, though the church of
Allhdlows Barking hid part of the fortress from view. He wondered if, from one of those towers,
Elizabeth were watching the auto de fe. What would the imprisoned Queen be thinking if she were? Did
shethank King Philip for sparing her life after the Duke of Parmas professiond soldiers swept aside her
English levies?"Though she herslf dew aqueen, | shdl not stoop to do likewise," Philip had said. Was
that generogity? Or did Elizabeth, with al she'd |abored so long to build torn to pieces around her,
reckon her confinement more like hell on earth?

“Twould make a splendid tragedy, Shakespeare thought, were setting so little as a single line of't to
paper not worth my life--and a hard, cruel death I'd have, too. Written or not, though, those scenes
began to shape themsalvesin hismind. He shook his head like afly-bedeviled horse, trying to clear it.

Morethan alittle to hisrelief, amurmur in the crowd brought his attention back to the parade. Behind the



Protector of the Inquisition stalked Robert Parsons, the Archbishop of Canterbury. His cold, thin features
made Nevilleéslook genid. Hed spent ageneration in exile, struggling from afar againgt English
Protestantism.

After the prelate marched another company of guardsmen. These were wild Irishmen, brought over to
help the Spaniards hold England down. Most spoke only Irish; the few who used some English had
brogues so thick, it was hard to tell from the other tongue.

The crowd stirred and buzzed. A couple of men pointed. A woman exclaimed. After the sallet comes
the main course, Shakespeare thought. A couple of dozen men exhibited life-sized pasteboard images
of those convicted by the Inquisition who had elther died in gaol or had escaped its clutches and were
being outlawed. More servitors carried trunks that bore the bones of the former. The sides and tops of
the trunks were painted with hdllfiresflames.

Then came the prisoners themsdlves. First was agroup of about adozen men and women with conical
pasteboard capsfully ayard high on their heads. Most of the caps had HERETIC written on themiin
large lettersin English and Latin. One said ALCHEMIST, another SODOMITE. Inthefirst years after
the triumph of the Duke of Parma's men, Shakespeare remembered, the words had been writtenin
Spanish aswdl. These days, though, the English Inquisition operated on its own, with little help from its
former teachers. Each of the condemned had arope around his neck and carried atorch in hisright hand.

More prisoners, also carrying torches, followed thefirst lot. They wore sanbenitos--coarse yellow
penitential tunics without deeves--with the cross of St. Andrew painted on the back in red. Some of
them, after their condemnation at the ceremony, would return to imprisonment. Others would be
released, but sentenced to wear the sanbenito forever asamark of their crimes. "More ignoble and more
humiliating than deeth itself,” afat man near Shakespeare said. Two familiars of the Inquisition
accompanied each of them.

And after them tramped the dozen or so who had been condemned to the flames. They wore not only
sanbenitos but aso pasteboard caps, dl of which were painted with flames and devils. Along with the
familiars of the Inquisition, four or five monks accompanied them to prepare their soulsfor deeth.

One prisoner, abig, burly man, shook off dl attempts at consolation. "I go gladly to my deeth,” he
declared, "knowing | shall soon see God face to face and rgjoice in His glory for ever and ever.”

"Y ou are wrong, Philip Stubbes" amonk said urgently. "If you confess your Sins, you may yet win free of
hell to Purgatory.”

"Purgatory's adream, alie, one of the myriad lies the Pope farts forth from his mouth,” the Puritan said.

The monk crossed himsdf. ™Y ou will aso win an easier death for yoursdf, for the executioner will throttle
you eretheflameshite.”

Stubbes shook his head. "Elizabeth cut off my brother's hand for speaking the truth. Torment me asyou
will, asthe Romans tormented the martyrs of old. The flameswill have mefor but alittle while, but you
and dl your villainous kind for an eternity.”

Another man, ared-bearded fellow with aclever, frightened face and cropped ears, spoke urgently to a
somber monk: "I'll say anything you want. I'll do anything you want. Only spare me from thefire.”

A vagrant drop of rain landed on the monk's tonsured pate. He wiped it away with his hand before
answering, "Keley, your confessions, your renunciations, are worthless, as you have proved time and
again. You will return to your alchemy, as adog returneth to its vomit. Did not the heretic Queen's men



petition you for gold wherewith to oppose the cleansing Armada?!
"I gavethem none," Kelley said quickly.

"And did you not diefor this," the monk went on, inexorable as an avaanche, "you surely would for
coining counterfeit money in base metd.”

"l did no suchthing," Keley inssted.

"Each lieyou tell but makesthe flames of hdll hotter. Compose your spirit now, and pray for mercy from
ajust God Whose judgments are true and righteous atogether."

And then, to Shakespeare's horror, Kelley's eyes--green as a cat's, and showing white al around the
iris-found hisin the crowd and locked on them. "Will! Will! For the love of God, Will, tell 'em I'm true

and trugty!”

Shakespeare wondered if he turned white or red. Hefelt dipped inice and dire, both together. He'd met
Edward Kelley perhaps half adozen times over as many years, enough to know he'd lost hisearsfor
making and passing fase coins. The achemist moved in some of the same circles as Christopher
Marlowe, and some of Marlowe's circles were also Shakespeare's. Wheels within wheels, asin the
epicycles of Master Ptolemy. But for Keley to point him out to the Inquisition . . .

Before he could speak, either to curse Keley--which was what he wanted to do--or to praise him, the
monk said, "Where your own wordswill not save you, why think you any other man's might? Go on,
wretch, and die aswell asyou may."

But helooked in the same direction the alchemist had. And his eyes, too, met Shakespeare's. He nodded
thoughtfully to himsdf. He knows my face, Shakespeare thought with something not far from despair.
Other people saw as much, too, and moved away from him, so that he stood on alittleidand of open
gpace in the ocean of the crowd. Hed come down with a disease as deadly as smallpox or the black
plague: suspicion. Devils roast you black, Kelley, and use your guts for garters.

On went the procession. Other voices drowned out Edward Keley'swhining claims of innocence.
Behind the condemned prisoners rode the Grand Inquisitor, somber in apurple habit, and severa
members of the House of Commons, their faces smug and fat and self-satisfied. Another company of
soldiers--Spaniards and Englishmen mixed again--and the parade was done.

Asit went past, the pikemen who'd been holding back the crowd shouldered their wegpons. Some folk
went on about their business. More streamed after the procession to Tower Hill, to watch the burnings
that would follow. Shakespeare stepped out into the muddy street. Along with the rest of the somber
gpectacle, he wanted to see Edward Kelley die.

"Say what you will about the Spaniards, but they've brought us afine show," said aman at his elbow.

The fellow's friend nodded. "Better than a bear-baiting or a cockfight, and | never thought I'd say that of
any sport.”

Tower Hill, north and west of the Tower itself, had been an execution ground since the days of Edward
IV, more than a hundred years before. Things were more elaborate now than they had been. Stakeswith
oil-soaked wood piled high around them waited for the condemned prisoners. Iron cages waited for
them, too, in which they would listen to the charges that had brought them here. More iron cages, smdll
ones, awaited the pasteboard effigies of the folk who had died in gaol or escaped the Inquisition's
clutches.



At asafe distance from the stakes stood awooden grandstand. Queen Isabellaand King Albert sat on
uphol stered thrones, surrounded by grandees both English and Spanish on benches. The Archbishop of
Canterbury, the Grand Inquisitor, and the other dignitaries from the procession joined them. Thefirst
group of soldiersfanned out to protect the grandstand aong with the men already there. The rest kept
back the crowd.

After Philip Stubbeswaslocked in his cage, he began snging hymns and shouting, "'Vanity and lied!
Beware of Popish vanity and lies!” A monk spoke to him. He defiantly shook his head and kept on
shouting. The monk unlocked the cage. He and severd of hisfdlowswent in. They bound Stubbes
hands and gagged him to keep him from disrupting the last part of the ceremony.

That worked lesswell than they must have hoped. When the charge of heresy was read out against him,
he made aleg like acourtier, asif it were praise. More than afew peoplein the crowd laughed and
clapped their hands.

Shakespeare didn't. No way to know whose eyes may be upon me, and all the more so after that
Kelley--damnation take him!--called out my name. He nervoudy fingered hislittle chin beard. A hard
business, living in a kingdom where the rulers sit uneasy on the throne and their minions course
after foes as hounds course after stags.

He plucked out ahair. The small, brief pain turned histhoughtsto anew channd. In a play, could |
place a man of Stubbes' courage? he wondered. Or would the groundlings find him impossible to
credit?

One by one, the captives sentenced to more imprisonment or to wear the sanbenito were led away. Only
those who would die remained. They wereled out of their cages and chained to the stakes. As monks
made the Sign of the cross, executioners strangled a couple of them: men who had repented of their
errors, whether sincerely or to gain an easier degth.

Edward Kelley cried, "Mée! Me! In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti, me!" But hisLin, his
learning, did him no good at dl.

Theinquisitors looked toward the Queen. Isabellawasin her early thirties, acouple of years younger
than Shakespeare, and swarthy even for a Spaniard--to English eyes, she seemed not far from aMoor.
The enormous, snowy-white ruff she wore only accented her dark skin. Swarthy or not, though, she was
the Queen; Albert held the throne through his marriage to her. Sheraised her hand, then let it fall.

And, asit fel, the executioners hurled torches into the waiting fagots. They caught at once. The roar of
the flames amost drowned out the screams from the burning men. The roar of the crowd came closer
ill. That baying had a heavy, dmost lustful, undertoneto it. Watching othersdiewhile one dill lived. . .

Better him than me, Shakespeare thought asfire swallowed Edward Kelley. The mixture of shame and
relief churning ingde him made him want to spew. Oh, dear God, better him than me. He turned away
from the stakes, from the reek of charred flesh, and hurried back into the city.

LOPE FA%oLI1X DE VEGA Carpio had been in London for more than nine years, and in al that time he
didn't think hed been warm outdoors even once. The English boasted of their springtime. It came two
months later here than in Madrid, whereit would have been reckoned amild winter. Asfor summer . ...
Herolled hiseyes. Asbest he could tell, there was no such thing as an English summer.

Still and dl, there were compensations. He snuggled down deeper under the feather-filled comforter and



kissed the woman he kept company there. "Ah, Maude," he said, "I understand why you English women
are 0 far." Hehad agift for language and languages, his English, though accented, was fluent.

"What'sthat, love?' Maude Fuller asked, lazy and deepy after love. She wasin her middle twenties,
around ten years younger than he, and not merely a blonde--blondes were known in Spain--but with hair
the color of fireand askin paler than milk. Even her nipplesheld barely atinge of color.

Idly, Lope teased one between his thumb and forefinger. "I know why thou art so fair," he repeated.
"How couldst thou be otherwise, when the sun never touches thee?!

Helet his hand stray lower, diding aong the smooth, soft skin of her belly toward thejoining of her legs.
The hair there was as astonishingly red asthat on her head. Just thinking about it inflamed him. Snce the
weather here will never warmme, as well the women do, he thought. Of course, the women back in
Spain had warmed him, too. Had he sailed off to Americainstead of joining the Armadaand coming to
England aboard the San Juan, no doubt he would have become enamored of one, or two, or six, of the
copper-skinned, black-haired Indian women there. Loving women wasin his blood.

"What, again, my sweet?' Maude said around ayawn. But his caresses heated her better than the embers
in the hearth could. Before long, they began once more. He wondered if he would manage the second
round so soon after the first, and knew no little pride when he did. Ten years ago, 1'd have taken it for
granted, he thought as histhudding heart dowed. Ten yearsfromnow . . . He shook hishead. He
didn't care to think about that. God and the Virgin, but timeiscrud .

To hold such thoughts at bay, he kissed the Englishwoman again. "Ah, querida--beloved, seest thou
what thou dost to me?' he said. But lots of women did that to him. He had two other mistressesin
L ondon, though Maude, arecent conquest, knew about neither of them.

And she had secrets from him, as he discovered the worst way possible. Downgtairs, a door opened,
then dammed shut. "Oh, dear God!" she exclaimed, Sitting bolt upright. "My husband!”

"Thine husband?" Despite his horror, de Vegahad the sense to keep hisvoice to awhisper. "Lying minx,
thou saidst thou wert awidow!"

"Wdll, | would be, if hewere dead," she answered, her tone absurdly reasonable.

Inaplay, alinelike that would have got alaugh. Lope de Vegamentadly filed it away. Hed tried his hand
at afew comedies, to entertain hisfellows on occupation duty in London, and he went to the English
theatres whenever he found the chance. But what was funny in aplay could provefata inred life. He
gprang from the bed and threw on his clothes by the dim light those embers gave.

Drawers. Upperstocks. Netherstocks. Shirt. Doublet with dops. He didn't bother fastening it--that could
wait. Hat. Cloak. Boots. Too cursed many clothes, when he wasin ahurry. Footsteps on the Sairs.
Heavy footsteps--these beefeating Englishmen wereridiculoudy large men. A quick kissfor Maude, not
that she deserved it, not when sheld tried to get him killed.

L ope threw open the shutters. Cold, damp air streamed into the bedchamber. " AdiA3s," he whispered. "
Hasta la vista." He scrambled out the window, hung by his hands from the sill for amoment, and then let
go and dropped to the street below.

He landed lightly and didn't get hurt, but his left foot came down with asplash in apuddle of something
that stank to high heaven. A rough mae voice floated out the window hed just vacated: "What the Devil
wasthat? And why are these shutters open, Maude? Art mad? Thoul'lt catch thy deeth.”



Much as Lope would have liked to, he didn't stay to listen to Maude's excuses. He didn't fear fighting her
husband, but an adulterer had no honor, win or lose. Instead of using the rapier at his hip, he hurried
round a corner.

Behind him, the Englishman said, "What'sthat?' again, and then, " 'Swounds, woman, play you the
strumpet with me?*

"Oh, no, Ned." Maude's voice dripped honey. Oh, yes, Ned, de Vegathought. He didn't hear whatever
else she said, but hewould have bet shetalked her way out of it. By al the sgns, she had practice.

Whatever Lope had landed in, it till clung to hisboot. He wrinkled his nose. Had the Englishwoman's
husband chosen to come after him, the man could have tracked him by scent, asif he were a polecat.
When he stepped on astone in the roadway, he scraped hishedl and sole againgt it. That helped alittle,
but only alittle.

He looked around. He'd gone only acouple of blocks from Maude's house, but in the fog and the
darkness held got turned around. How am | supposed to find my way back to the London barracks,
let alone to Westminster, when | don't think | could find my way back to the bedroom | just left?
Madrid boasted far more torches of nights.

Lope shrugged and laughed softly. He had along, bony face that seemed ill-suited to humor, but his
gparkling eyes gave those bonesthelie. One way or another, | expect I'll manage.

To make sure he did manage, he drew hisrapier. London had a curfew, and he was out well after it.
That wouldn't matter if he came across asquad of Spanish soldiers patrolling the streets. The only
Englishmen likely to be out and about, though, were curbers and flicks and nips and high lawyers: thieves
and robberswho might have aprofessiond interest, asit were, in making his acquaintance. If they also
made the acquaintance of his blade, they wouldn't bother him.

Down an dley, adog growled and then started to bark. The rapier would aso keep him safe against
animasthat went on four legs. But achain clanked, and the dog yel ped in frustration. Lope nodded to
himsdlf. He wouldn't have to worry about that, anyhow.

He picked hisway westward, or hoped hedid. If hewas going in the right direction, he was heading
toward the barracks, which lay not far from St. Swithin's church. Who St. Swithin was, he had no idea.
Hewondered if Rome did.

He heard footsteps from a side street. His right hand tightened on the leather-wrapped hilt of the rapier.
Whoever was going aong that street must have heard him, too, for those other footsteps stopped. Lope
paused, listened, muttered, "The Devil take him, whoever heis," and went on. After afew strides, he
paused to listen again. A woman's sigh of relief cameto his ear. He amiled, tempted to go back and see
who shewas, and of what quality. After amoment, he shook his head. Another time, he thought.

A few blocks farther west--he thought it was west, anyhow--he heard noise he couldn't ignore. Half a
dozen men, maybe more, came toward him without bothering in the least about stedlth. He shrank back
into adoorway. Maybe that was a patrol. On the other hand, maybe the men were English bandits,
numerous and bold enough to take on apatrol if they ran into one.

They turned acorner. The fog couldn't hide their torches, though it tried. Lope tensed asthose pale
beams cast a shadow across his boot. Then he recognized the sweet, lisping sounds of Cadtilian.

"AjGraciasa Dios" he exclaimed, and stepped out into the roadway.



The soldiers had had no notion he was there. They jerked in surprise and darm. One of them swung an
arquebus his way; another pointed apistol a him. "Who are you, and what are you doing out after
curfew?' their leader growled. " Advance and be recognized--dowly, if you know what's good for you."

Before advancing, before becoming plainly visible, de Vegadid the rapier back into its sheeth. He didn't
want anyone to start shooting or do anything else he might regret out of surprise or fear. When he drew
near, he bowed low, asif the sergeant leading the patrol were aduke rather than--probably--a
pigkeeper's son. "Good evening,” he said. "I have the honor to be Senior Lieutenant Lope FA©Iix de
VegaCarpio."

"Christ on Hiscross," one of the troopers muttered. "Another stinking officer who thinksthe rules don't
meaiter for him."

Lope pretended not to hear that. He couldn't ignore the reproach in the sergeant's voice: "'Sir, we might
have taken you for an Englishman and blown your head off."

"I'mvery glad you didn't," Lope de Vegareplied.

"Yes, dr," the sergeant said. "Y ou sill haven't said, sir, what you're doing out so long after curfew. We
have the authority to arrest officers, Sir." He might have had it, but he didn't sound ddlighted at the
prospect of using it. An officer with connections and a bad temper could make him sorry he'd been born,
no matter how right he was. Lope didn't have such connections, but how could the sergeant know that?

"What was | doing out so late?" he echoed. "Well, she had red hair and blue eyes and--" His hands
described what € se Maude had. He went on, "While | waswith her, | didn't care what time it was."

"Y ou should have spent the night, sir," the sergeant said.

"I would have liked that. She would have liked that, too. Her husband . . . das, no." Lope shook his
head.

"Her husband, en?' The sergeant's laugh showed amissing tooth. A couple of hismen let out loud,
bawdy guffaws. "An Englishman?' he asked, and answered his own question: "Y es, of course, aheretic
dog of an Englishman. Well, good for you, by God."

"And s0 shewas," de Vegasaid, which got him another laugh or two. With the easy charm that made
women open their hearts--and their legs--to him, he went on, "And now, my friends, if you would be so
kind asto point me back to the barracks, | would count myself forever in your debt.”

"Certainly, sr." The sergeant gestured with historch. "That way, not too far.”

"That way?' Lope said in surprise. " thought that way led south, down toward the Thames" The
soldiers shook their heads as one man. He'd seen it done worse on stage. He gave them a melodramatic
ggh. "Mainly, I am mistaken. I'm glad | ran into you men, then. | got lost in thisfog."

"The Devil take English wesather," the sergeant said, and his men nodded with as much unity asthey'd
shown before. "Y es, the Devil take the cold, and the rain, and the fog--and he's welcome to the
Englishmen whilehesat it. They're dl heretics a heart, no matter how many of them we burn." Therest
of the patrol nodded yet again.

"Amen," de Vegasaid. "Well, now that | know wherel'm going, I'll be off. | thank you for your help." He
bowed once more.

Returning the bow, the sergeant said, "Sir, I'm afraid you'll only get lost again, and the Sreets aren't safe



for alone gentleman. | wouldn't want anything to happen to you." 1f anything does happen to you, I'll
get blamed for it--Lope knew how to trandate what he said into what he meant. The underofficer
turned to his men. "Rodrigo, FernA jn, take the lieutenant back to the barracks.”

"Y es, Sergeant,” the troopers chorused. One of them made a splendid flourish with historch. ™Y ou come
adong with us, sr. Well get you whereyou're going.”

"That'sright,” the other agreed. "We know this miserable, flegbitten town. Wed better--we've tramped
al throughit, night and day."

"| throw mysalf on your mercy, then,” Lope said. They wouldn't be sorry to take him back, not when it
got them out of the rest of the patrol. He didn't know how long that was; he'd lost track of time.

They proved as good astheir word, too, guiding him back to the big wooden building by the London
Stone. Some Englishmen swore the grest one with itsiron bars was magical; some Spaniards believed
them. Lope de Vegadidn't care one way or the other. Hewasjust glad to seeit looming out of the mist.

A sentry caled out achallenge. The soldiers answered it. "What are you bastards doing back here?' the
sentry demanded. ™Y ou only went out an hour ago."”

"Weve got alost gentleman, alieutenant, with us" the trooper named FernA jn replied. "Sergeant Diaz
sent us back with him--couldn't very well leave him running around loose for some English cabrA3n to
knock him over the head."

"| may be alieutenant, but | am not achild," Lope said as he advanced. FernAjn and Rodrigo and the
sentry dl found that very funny. What sort of lieutenants have they dealt with? he wondered. Or am|
better off not knowing?

The sentry did salute him in proper fashion, and let him go in. A sergeant insde should have taken his
name, but the fellow was dozing in front of acharcoa brazier. Lope dipped past him and into hisroom,
where he pulled off his hat and boots and sword belt and went to bed. Diego, his servant, already lay
there snoring. Diego, from everything L ope had seen, would deep through the Last Judgment.

I might as well have no servant at all, de Vegathought, drifting toward deep. But a gentleman
without a servant would be . . . Unimaginable wasthe word that should have formed in hismind.
What did occur to him was better off. He yawned, stretched, and stopped worrying about it.

When hewoke, it was fill dark outside. He fdlt rested enough, though. In fall and winter, English nights
stretched ungodly long, and the hours of July sunshine never seemed enough to make up for them. Diego
didn't seemed to have moved; his snores certainly hadn't changed rhythm. If he ever felt rested enough,
held givennosgn of it.

Leaving himin his dormouse-like hibernation, Lope put on what held taken off the night before, adjusting
the bright pheasant plumein his braided-leather hatband to the proper jaunty angle. He resisted the
temptation to dam the door as he went out to get breskfast. My virtue surely piles up in heaven, he

thought.

Hejoined aline of soldierswho yawned and knuckled their red eyes. Breakfast was wine and a cruet of
olive ail--both imported from Spain, as neither the grape nor the olive flourished in this northern
clime--and haf aloaf of brown bread. The bread waslocal, and at least as good as he would have had
back in Madrid.

He wasjust finishing when his superior's servant came up to him. Captain GuzmAjn's Enrique was the



opposite of hisown Diego in every way: tal, thin, smarter than a servant had any business being, and
darmingly diligent. "Good day, Lieutenant,” Enrique said. "My principa requests the honor of your
company at your earliest convenience.”

Gulping down the last of the wine, Lope got to hisfeet. "I am at his Excellency's service, of course” No
matter how flowery a servant made an order, an order it remained.

No matter @w much Lope hurried, Enrique got to GuzmA jn's office ahead of him. "Hereés de Vega," he
told GuzmA jnin dismissive tones. As acaptain's man, he naturally looked down hisnose at a creature so
lowly asalieutenant, even asenior lieutenant.

"Buenos dA-as, your Excellency,” Lope said as he walked in. He swept off his hat and bowed.

"Good day," Captain Batasar GuzmA jn replied, nodding without rising from his seat. He was a dapper
little man whose mustaches and chin beard remained wispy with youth: though Lope's superior, hewasa
good fifteen years younger. He had some sort of connection with the great noble house of GuzmA jn--the
house of, among others, the Duke of Medina Sidonia, commander of the Armada--which explained his
rank. He wasn't abad officer, though, in spite of that. Enrique wouldn't let him be a bad officer, Lope

thought.

"And how may | serve you today, your Excellency?' he asked.

Captain GuzmA jn wagged aforefinger at him. "1 hear you were out late last night.”
"Shewasvery pretty,” de Vegareplied with dignity. "Very friendly, too."

"No doubt," GuzmA jn said dryly. "Our job, though, isto hunt down the English who are not friendly to
King Philip, God bless him, not to seek out those who are.”

"l wasn't on duty then." Lopetried to change the subject: "Isthere any new word on hisMgesty's
hedth?'

"He'sdying," Baltasar GuzmAjn said, and crossed himsdlf. "The gout, the sores. . . Last | heard, those
are getting worse. He may go before the Lord tomorrow, he may last ayear, he may even last two. But

dying heis"
Lope crossed himsdif, too. " Surely hisson will prove asillustrious as he has himsdlf."

"Surdly," GuzmA jn said, and would not meet his eyes. Philip Il was no great captain, no warrior whom
men would follow into battle with asong on their lipsand in their hearts. But such captainsdid his
bidding. In hismore than forty years of gray, competent rule, he had beaten back the Turksin the
Mediterranean and brought England and Holland out of heresy and back into the embrace of the Catholic
Church. More flamboyant men had accomplished far less.

His son, the prince who would be Philip 111, aso was not flamboyant. But, from everything Lope de
Vega had heard--from everything everyone had heard--he was not particularly competent, either. Lope
sad, "God will protect us, as He hastill now."

GuzmAn crossed himself again. "May it be so." Now hedid look de Vegafull in the face. "And, of
course, our duty isto help God as best we can. What are your plansfor today, Lieutenant--leaving
Englishwomen out of the bargain, | mean.”

"Thereisto beaplay thisafternoon at the Thegtre," Lopereplied. "1 shal go there and stand among the
groundlings, listen to them, seethe play, and chat with the actors afterwardsiif | have the chance.”



"A duty you hate, I'm sure," Captain GuzmA jn said. "I do wonder whether your attendanceis for the
benefit of Queen Isabdllaand King Albert, God bless them; for the benefit of King Philip, God blesshim
and keep him; or for the benefit of one Lope FA©Iix de Vega Carpio."

"And may God blessme aswell," de Vegasaid. GuzmA jn's nod looked grudging, but it was anod. Lope
went on, "When | stand among the ordinary English, | hear their grumbles. And when | mingle with the
actors, | may hear more. Some of them are more than actors. Some of them have connections with the
English nobleswho are their patrons. Some of them, now and again, do their patrons bidding.”

"Some of them indeed have connections with their patrons.” GuzmA jn gave the word an obscene twist.
But then he sighed. "Still, | can't say you're wrong. Some of them are spies, and so.. . . and so,
Lieutenant, | know you are mixing pleasure with your business, but | cannot tell you not to doit. | want a
full report, in writing, when you get back."

"Just asyou say, your Excdlency, so shdl it be," Lope promised, doing his best to hide hisrelief. He
turned to leave.

Baltasar GuzmA jn let him take one step toward the door, then raised afinger and stopped himin his
tracks. "Oh--one other thing, de Vega."

"Y our Excdlency?'

"I want areport that deals with matters palitical. Literary criticism hasits place. | do not argue with thet.
Its place, however, isnot here. Understand me?’

"Yes, your Excellency.” You're a Philistine, your Excellency. It's God's own miracle you can read
and write at all, your Excellency. But GuzmA jn was the man with the rank. GuzmA jn was the man
with thefamily.

GuzmA jn was aso the man with the literate, intelligent, curious servant. As de Vegaleft the office,
Enriquesaid, "Sir, your English is much better than mine. | would be glad to hear what these playwrights
are doing, to compare them to our own."

K eeping Enrique sweet might help kegp Captain GuzmA jn sweet. And Lope was passionate about the
theatre. He wished his usel ess Diego were pass onate about anything but dumber. "Of course, Enrique.
When | get back."

The Theatre stood in Shoreditch, beyond the walls of London and, in fact, beyond the jurisdiction of the
city. Before the Catholic restoration, the grim Protestants who called themselves Puritans had kept
theatres out of London proper. Many of the same men gtill governed the capitd of England. They had
made a peace of sortswith the Church, but not with gaiety; there till were no theatres within the bounds
of thecity.

Lope's cloak and hat shielded him from the endless autumn drizzle as he made hisway out through
Bishopsgate and up Shoreditch High Street. Leaving thewal behind didn't mean leaving behind what il
seemed like acity, evenif it was no longer exactly London. Stinking tenements lined narrow streets and
leaned toward one another above them. Here aman might be murdered without even the excuse of
deeping with another man'swife. Lope kept ahand on the hilt of hisrapier and strode on with a
determination that warned al and sundry he would be hard to bring down. Instead of troubling him,
people scrambled out of hisway. Better to be bold, he thought.

Stews flourished beyond the reach of the London city government, too. A skinny, dirty bare-breasted
woman leaned out awindow and called to de Vega: "How about it, handsome?



What went through hismind was, God grant | never grow so desperate. He swept off his hat, bowed,
and kept walking. " Cheap bugger!" she shouted after him. " AjMaricA3n! " Did she know him for a
Spaniard, or wasthat just another insult, one new here since the coming of the Armada? He never found
out.

Buildings ended. Fields, orchards, and garden plots began. Plenty of people were making their way
toward the Theatre. Lope tremendoudy admired it and the other theatres on the outskirts of London. No
such placesin which to put on plays existed in Spain. There, actors performed in asquarein front of a
tavern, with the audience looking down from the buildings on the other three Sides of that square. Redl
playhouses.. . . Did the Englishmen know how lucky they were? He doubted it. From all held seen, they
seldom did.

Though brightened with paint, the Theatre's timbers were themsel ves old and faded; the three-story
polygona building had been standing for more than twenty years. Gay banners on the roof helped draw a
crowd. So did abig, colorful signboard above the entrance, advertising the day's show: IF YOU LIKE
IT, ANEW COMEDY BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE. Dissolute-looking men were making pennies
for drink by going--staggering--through the streets bawling out the name of the play.

Lope paid his penny at the door. "Groundling!" called the man who took the coin. Another man directed
de Vegato the standing room around the brightly painted stage, where he jostled his way forward. Had
he paid tuppence or thregpence, he could have had a seet in one of the gdlleries looking down on the
action. Here among the poorer folk, though, hewould likely find more of interest.

Hawkers fought through the press, sdlling sausages and pasties and cider and beer. Lope bought a
sausage and acup of cider. He stood there chewing and Sipping, guarding his place with hiselbows as he
listened to the men and women around him.

"Nasty way to die, burning,” awhite-bearded fellow remarked.

"Y ou ever see anybody braver nor Parsons Stubbes the other day?' awoman said. "Couldn't be nobody
braver. God's bound to love aman like that--only standsto reason. | expect he's up in heaven right

"How about them what burned him?* another man asked.

"Oh, I don't know anything about that,” the woman answered quickly. She'd dready said too much, and
redized it, but shewouldn't say any more. Nine years of the Inquisition had taught these talkative people
something, at least, of holding their tongues. And before that they'd had a generation of stern heresy
under Elizabeth, and before that Catholicism under Mary and Philip, and before that more heresy under
Henry VIII. They'd swung back and forth so many times, it wasamarvel they hadn't looked toward the
Turksand had ago at being Mahometansfor awhile.

Then such thoughtsleft him, for two actors gppeared on stage, and the play began. Lope had to give all
his attention to it. His English was good, but not so good that he could follow the language when quickly
spoken without listening hard. And Shakespeare, as was his habit, had cooked up amore complicated
plot than any Spanish playwright would have thought of using: squabbling noble brothers, the younger
having usurped the elder's place as duke; the quarreling sons of aknight loyal to the exiled rightful duke,
and the daughters of the rightful duke and his brother.

Those "daughters,” Rosalind and Celia, dmost took Lope out of the play for amoment. Aswasthe
English practice, they were played by beardless boys with unbroken voices. Women didn't act on stage
here, asthey'd begun to do in Spain. One of the boys playing the daughters was noticeably better at
giving theimpression of femininity than the other. Had the company had real actressesto work with, the



problem wouldn't have arisen.

But Shakespeare, as de Vega had seen him do in other plays, used English conventions to advantage.
Rosalind disguised herself as aboy to escape the court of her wicked uncle: aboy playing agirl playing a
boy. And then aminor character playing afemininerolefd| for "him": aboy playingagirl inlovewith a
boy playing agirl playing aboy. Lope couldn't help howling laughter. He was tempted to count on his
fingersto keep track of who waswho, or of who was supposed to be who.

Spanish plays ran to three acts. Shakespeare, following English custom, had five acts--about two
hours--in which to wrap up dl the loose ends he'd introduced and all the hares held started. He did i,
too, getting the daughters of the two noblemen married to the sons of the knight and having the usurping
duke retire to amonastery so his older brother could reclaim the throne.

How would the Englishman have managed that if his kingdom were still Protestant? Lope
wondered as the boy playing Rosalind, the better actor, delivered an epilogue asking the audience for
applause. That struck Lope as amost as unnatura as not employing actresses. He'd used the last couple
of linesin hisplaysto say farewdll, but he never would have written in awhole speech.

But it didn't bother the people around him. They clapped their hands and stamped their feet and shouted
till hisearsrang. The actors came out to take their bows. Richard Burbage, who'd played the usurping
duke, made aleg in arobe King Philip wouldn't have been ashamed to wear. His crown was surely
polished brass, not gold, but it gleamed brightly. Shakespeare, who'd played his older brother, also had
on aroya robe, but one that was much less splendid, as befit hisforest exile--a nice touch, Lope
thought. When Shakespeare doffed his brass crown, his own crown gleamed brightly, too. Lope, who
had dl hishair, noted that with smug amusement.

Onefurther advantage of a stage--from the company's point of view--wasthat they could sell afew seats
right up on the edge of it, and charge more for those than for any othersin the house. The men and
women who rose from those seats to applaud showed more velvet and lace and threadwork of gold and
glver than dl the groundlings put together. Pearls and precious stones glittered in thewomen's hair. Gold
gleamed on the men's belts, and on their scabbards, and on the hilts of their rapiers.

Despite those visible signs of wealth and power, the groundlings behind the rich folk weren't shy about
making their views known. "Sit you down!" they shouted, and "We came to see the players, not your
arses!" and "God sees through you, but we can't!”

One of the grandees half turned and set a beringed hand on the fancy hilt of his sword. A flying chunk of
sausage smirched his orange doublet with grease. Safe in the anonymity of the crowd, another groundling
threw something else, which flew past the nobleman and bounced hafway across the stage. The poor
folk intheir frowzy wool raised a cheer.

Just as a Spanish noble would have done, the Englishman purpled with fury. But the woman beside him,
whaose neckline was even more striking than her pile of blond curls, set ahand on hisdeeve and said
something in alow voice. His reply was anything but low, and thoroughly sulfurous. She spoke again, as
if to say, What can you do? You can't kill them all. Grudgingly, he turned away from the groundlings,
though hisback still radiated fury. They jeered louder than ever.

After the last bow, the players went back into the tiring room behind the stage to change into their
everyday clothes once more. Mot of the crowd filed out through the narrow doorways by which they'd
entered. Friends and sweethearts of the company pressed forward to join the actors backstage. So did
the stagestruck: would-be actors, would-be writers, would-be friends and sweethearts.

Thetireman's assstants-a couple of big, burly men who kept cudgels close by--stood in front of the



doors|leading to the tiring room. Lope de V ega, though, had no trouble; he went backstage after every
performance he attended. " God give you good day, Master Lope," one of the assstants said, doffing his
cap and standing aside to let the Spaniard pass.

"And to you aso, Edward,” de VVegareplied. "What thought you of the show today?"

"We had usagood house," Edward said--the first worry of any man in an acting company. Then he
blinked. "Oh, d'you mean the play?"

"Indeed yes, the play,” Lope said. "So much going on there, amost dl at once.”

"Master Will don't write'em smple," the tireman's assistant agreed. "But he hath the knack of helping folk
recdl who's who, and meseems the crowd followed tolerably well." Nodding, de VVega passed by.
Edward glowered at the Englishman behind him. *And who are you, friend?"

Chaosreigned in the tiring room. Some of the playerswere ill in costume; some had aready returned to
the drabber wear norma to men and boys of their class; and some, between the one stage and the other,
wore very little. They took near nudity in stride, as Spanish actors would have done. The room was close
with the reek of sweat and perfume and torch smoke.

L ope moved through as best he could, shaking hands, bowing when he had the space, and congratulating
the players. Someone--he didn't see who--handed him aleather drinking jack. Sipping, he found it full of
swest, strong Spanish wine. The English were even fonder of it than his own folk, perhaps because they
had to import it and couldn't take it for granted.

He bumped into a woman--someone's wife, he couldn't remember whose. " So sorry, my lady,” he said.
"With your permisson?' He bowed over her hand and kissed it. She smiled back in a manner that might
have been encouraging.

"Watch out for Master Lope," round-faced Will Kemp said behind him. "Lope the loup, L ope the lobo."
The company clown howled wolfishly. Raucous laughter rose. Lopejoined it, the easiest way he knew to
deflect suspicion. The woman turned to talk to an Englishman, so there was no suspicion to deflect,
anyhow. AsA- esla vida, de Vegathought, and sighed.

He congratul ated Burbage and the boy who'd played Rosdlind. "I thank you kindly, sir,” the youth
replied. In his powder and paint, he till looked quite feminine--even tempting--but his natura voice,
though not yet aman's, was deeper than the one he'd used on stage. He wouldn't be able to pretend to
womanhood much longer.

At lagt, de Vegamade hisway to Shakespeare. The actor and playwright stood off in a corner, talking
shop with darkly handsome Christopher Marlowe. Lope bowed in ddight. "My two favorites of the
English stage, here together!™ he cried.

"Good day--or should | say good even, Master de Vega?' Shakespeare replied. "Have you met Master
Marlowe here?' To Marlowe, he added, "Lieutenant de VVegawrites playsin Spanish, and more than
once hath trodden the boards with Lord Westmorland's Men as extra.”

"Indeed?' Marlowe murmured. His cool, dark eyes measured Lope. "How . . . versatile of him." He
nodded and bowed. "A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Sir."

"We have met once or twice, Sir, but how can | be surprised if you recdl it not?' de Vegasad. By the
way Marlowe eyed him, though, he wondered if the Englishman ever forgot anything. Enrique, Captain
GuzmAjn's servant, had that same too-clever-by-half look, and he never did.



But then Lope started talking shop with the English playwrights, and forgot everything elsefor awhile. He
didn't worry about spying. He didn't even worry about the pretty women in the room. What did any of
that matter, next to the passion for the word, for the play, the three men shared?

A TORCH GUTTERED out, sending shadows swooping through the tiring room, filling aquarter of it
with darkness, and adding the reek of hot fat to the crowded air. Christopher Marlowe clapped a hand
to hisforehead in one of the mel odramatic gestures he used so naturally. " 'Struth!" he burst out. "Would
the poxy Spaniard never leave?'

Shakespeare stood severa inchestdler. He set ahand on the other playwright's shoulder. "However long
he lingered, he's gone now, Kit. He's harmless, or as harmless asaman of hiskingdom can be. Mad for
the stage, asyou heard.”

"Think you s0?" Marlowe said, and Shakespeare nodded. Marlowe rolled hiseyes. "And think you
babes are hid 'neath cabbage leaves for their mothersto find?"

The tireman coughed. He wanted the room empty so0 he could lock up the precious costumes and go
home. Only afew people wereleft now, still hashing over what they'd done, what they might have done,
what they would do the next time they put on If You Like It. Even Will Kemp, alaw unto himsdlf, took
the tireman serioudy. With amocking bow to those who remained, he swept out the door.

Irked, Shakespeare stayed where he was. He snapped, "1 know whence babes come--1 know better
than you, by God." Even inthe dim, uncertain light left in the tiring room, he saw Marlowe flush. The
other poet chased boys as avidly as prickproud Lope went after other men'swives.

"All right, Will." Marlowe visbly heldin hisanger. ™Y ou're no blushing maid--be it so stipulated. But he
loves us not for ourselves done. Were we wenches, then yes, mayhap. Thingsbeing asthey are. . ." He
shook his head.

"What, you reckon Lope Stagestruck an intelligencer?' Shakespeare dmost laughed in hisface. "Where's
the reason behind that?'

"Imprimis, he'sa Spaniard. Secundus, he'lsaman. Tertius, an you suspect aman not, helll ever prove
the viper who ups and gtings you."

He meant every word. Shakespeare saw as much. He let out asigh as exasperated as the tireman's
cough. "A pretty world wherein you must live, Kit, there within the fortress of your skull.”

"l do live,” Marlowe said, "and | purpose living some while longer, too. Were | so cardlessasyou, | had
died ten times over ere now. Quarrels are easy enough to frame: aswaggering bravo imagining aninsult in
the street, peradventure, or over the reckoning in alittle room. Y ou're abetter man than | am. Seetoiit
your goodness harmsyou not."

"Gentlemen, please,” the tireman said, something closeto despair in hisvoice.

Shakespeare waked out of the Theatre, Marlowe in hiswake. Autumn twilight came early, and was
faling fast. Before long, the gray clouds overhead would turn black. With the play over, the Streets
around the Thesatre were amost empty. As he started back toward London and his lodgings,
Shakespeare said, "Wdll, the Spaniard's not about. What would you say to me you could not say within
the spying rasca's hearing?"

"Y ou make amock of it," Marlowe said. "One day you'll be sorry--God grant it be not soon. What



would | say?I've said aready morethan | would say."

"Then say no more, and have done." Shakespeare lengthened his stride; Marlowe had to half trot to try
to keep up. Over his shoulder, Shakespeare added, "Enough red worriesin the world--aye, enough and
to spare--without the hobgoblins bubbling from the too fertile cauldron of your fears."

"Damn you, will you listen to me?* Marlowe shouted. A limping old womean carrying apail of water
gared at him.

"Listen? How, when you will not speak, save only inriddles?' But Shakespeare stopped.

Marlowe took adeep breath. Sowly, deliberately, helet it out. "Hear me plain, then,” he said, and gave
Shakespeare amocking bow. "I should like you to meet afriend of mine."

"A friend?" Shakespeare said in surprise. Asfar as he knew--asfar asanyonein London
knew--Christopher Marlowe neither had nor particularly wanted friends. He did have a great many
acquaintances of one degree of intimacy or another, that being defined by how useful they proved to him.

Hewas dmost as aware of the lack as were other folk. He hesitated before nodding, and added, "A man
with whom I've been yoked in harness somelittle while."

"Y oked in harness of what sort?' Shakespeare asked.

"Side by side, vile-minded lecher, not fore and aft,” Marlowe said. " 'Tisamatter of business on which
he'sfain to make your acquaintance.” His shoulders hunched. He glared down at the ground. He was
furious, and not trying hard at al to hideit.

Shakespeare judged he would burst like the hellburner of Antwerp if not humored. Marlowe in atemper
was nothing to take lightly, so Shakespeare said, "I'll meet him, and right gladly, too, whosoever he may
be. Bring himto my ordinary while dine or sup, an't please you."

"I'll do't," Marlowe said, though he sounded far from pleased. If anything, he seemed angrier than ever.

In God's name, what now? Shakespeare wondered. Now, instead of hastening on toward Bishopsgate,
he stopped in histracks. Marlowe was the one who kept striding on before a so halting afew paces
farther on. "I have said | will do as you would have me do, Kit," Shakespeare said. "Wherefore, then,
wax you wroth with me il ?*

"l do not." Marlowe flung the three words at him and started on again.

"What then?' Now Shakespeare had to hurry after him--either that or shout after him and make their talk
apublic matter for any who cared to hear it. He asked the only question that occurred to him: "If not for
me, isyour anger for your & friend?"

"Itis" Two morewords, bitten off short.
"Herésatangled coil!" Shakespeare exclamed. "Why such fury for him?"
"Because hesfainto seeyou in thisbusiness,” Marlowe said sullenly.

By then, with the darkness coming on fast, with afew drops of drizzlefaling cold on hishand,
Shakespeare was beginning to lose his temper, too. "Enough of riddles, of puzzles, of conundrums,”" he
said. "Do me the honor, do me the courtesy, of speaking plain.”

"I could speak no plainer--because he'sfain to see you in thisbusiness.” But then, unwillingly, Marlowe



madeit agreat ded plainer: "Because he'sfain to see you, and not me. Damn you.” He hurried off,
leaning forward asif into aheavy wind.

"Oh, Kit!" Now Shakespeare knew exactly where the trouble lay. What he did not know was whether
he could mend it. Marlowe had been a successin London before Shakespeare rose from performing in
playsto trying to write them. Some of Shakespeare's early dramas bore Marlowe's slamp heavily upon
them. If a man imitate, let him imitate the best, Shakespeare thought.

Marlowe remained popular even now. He made aliving by his pen, asfew could. But those who had
given him firgt place now rated him second. For aproud man, as he surely was, that had to grate. If the
"business' had to do with the theetre, if his"friend” wanted Shakespeare and not him . . . No wonder he
was scowling.

"Wait!" Shakespeare called, and loped after him. "Shdl | tdll thiscullion that, if he be your friend, the
business should be yours?'

To hissurprise, the other playwright shook his head. "Nay. He hath reason. For what he purposes, you
were the better choice. | would 'twere otherwise, but theworld isasit is, not aswe would haveit.”

"Y ou intrigue me mightily, and perplex me, too," Shakespeare said.

Marlowe'slaugh held more bile than mirth. "And | might say the same of you, Will. Did you tender me
thisplum, I'd not offer it back again. Y ou may be sure of that."

Shakespeare was. In a cutthroat business, Marlowe owned sharper knives than most. Unlike some, he
seldom bothered pretending otherwise. After amoment's thought, Shakespeare said, "God be praised, |
am not so hungry | needs must take bread from another man's mouth.”

"Ah, dear Will. Anthere be a God, He might do worse than hear praisesfrom such asyou. You'rea
blockhead, but an honest blockhead.” Marlowe stood up on tiptoe to kiss him on the cheek. "I'll bring
thefellow to your ordinary at eventide tomorrow--1 know the place you favor. Till then." He hurried
toward Bishopsgate. Thistime, the set of his shoulders said Shakespeare would have been unwelcome
hed hetried to stay up with him.

With asigh, Shakespeare trudged down Shoreditch High Street after him. Just when aman looked like
understanding Marlowe, he would do something like that. He could not praise without putting a poison
sting in amongst the honey, but the kiss had been, or at least had seemed, redl.

"Hurry up, hurry up,” guards a the gate cdled. "Get on in, thelot of you." They wereamixed lot,
Englishmen and rawboned Irish mercenaries. The Irish soldiers|ooked achingly eager to kill someone,
anyone. Rumor said they ate human flesh. Shakespeare didn't careto find out if rumor were true. Not
mesting their fierce, faconlike gazes, he scuttled into the city.

Hislodgings were in Bishopsgate Ward, not far from thewall, in ahouse owned by awidow who made
her living by letting out most of the space. He had his own bed, but two others crowded the room where
he dept. One of the men who shared the chamber, a glazier named Jack Street, had a snore that sounded
likealion'sroar. The other, alively littlefellow caled Peter Fogter, caled himsdf atinker. Shakespeare
suspected he was a sneskthief. He didn't foul his own nest, though; nothing had ever gone missing at the
lodging house.

"You'relate today, Master William," said Jane Kendall, Shakespeare'slandlady. "By Our Lady, | hope
al went well at the Theatre." She made the sign of the cross. From things she'd said over the couple of
years he'd lived there, sheld been a Catholic even before the Armada restored England's alegiance to



Rome.

"Well enough, | thank you," he replied. " Sometimes, when talking amongst ourselves after the play, we
do losetrack of time." With so many people living so close together, secrets were hard to keep. Telling a
piece of the truth often proved the best way to keep dl of it from coming out.

"And the house was full ?* Widow Kendal persisted.

"Near enough.” Shakespeare smiled and made aleg at her, asif she were a pretty young noblewoman,
not afrowzy, gray-haired tallowchandler'swidow. "Never fear. I'll have no trouble with the month'srent.”

She giggled and smpered like ayoung girl, too. But when she said, "That I'm glad to hear," her voice
held nothing but truth. A lodger without his rent became in short order aformer lodger out on the street.
Still, he'd pleased her, for she went on, "There's new-brewed dein the kitchen. Takeamug, if you care
to."

"That | will, and right gladly." Shakespearefitted action to word. The widow made good ae. Hopped
beer, these days, was commoner than the older drink, for it soured much more dowly. He savored the
mug, and, when hislandlady continued to look benign, took another. Nicely warmed, he said, "Now I'm
to the ordinary for supper.”

She nodded. "Don't forget the hour and keep scribbling till past curfew,” she warned.

"I shan't.” | hope | shan't, Shakespeare thought. Or do 1? The eatery made a better place to work than
the lodging house. On nights when ideas seemed to flow straight from his mind onto the page, he could
and sometimes did lose track of time. He'd ducked home past patrols more than once.

From the chest by his bed, he took his second-best spoon--pewter--a couple of quills, aknifeto trim
them, ink, and three sheets of paper. He sometimes wished he followed aless expensive calling; each
sheet cost more than aloaf of bread. Helocked the chest once more, then hurried off to the ordinary
around the corner. He sat down at the table with the biggest, fattest candle on it: he wanted the best light
he could find for writing.

A sarving woman came up to him. "Good even, Master Will. What'll you have?'
"Hello, Kate. What's the thregpenny tonight?"

"Kidney pie, and monstrous good,” she said. He nodded. She brought it to him, with amug of beer. He
dug in with the spoon, eating quickly. When he was through, he spread out his papers and got to work.
Love's Labour's Won wasn't going so well as he wished it would. He couldn't lose himself iniit, and had
no trouble recalling when curfew neared. After he went back to the lodging house, he got acandle of his
own from histrunk--Jack Street was dready snoring in the bed next to his--lit it at the hearth, and set it
on atable. Then he started writing again, and kept &t it till he could hold his eyes open no more. He had
his story from Boccaccio, but thislabor, won or logt, reminded him of the difference between astory and
afinished play.

The next day, he performed again at the Theatre. He dmost forgot he had a supper engagement that
evening, and had to grab his best spoon--silver--and rush from hislodging house. To hisrelief,
Christopher Marlowe and his mysterious friend hadn't got there yet. Shakespeare ordered amug of beer
and waited for them.

They came in perhaps a quarter of an hour later. The other man was no one Shakespeare had seen
before: askinny littlefdlow in hisforties, with dark blond hair going gray and alighter beard that didn't



cover dl hispockmarks. He wore spectacles, but still squinted nearsightedly. Marlowe introduced him as
Thomas Phdlippes. Shakespeare got up from his stool and bowed. "Y our servant, Sir."

"No, yours." Phelippes had ahigh, thin, fussly precise voice.

They dl shared aroast capon and bread and butter. Phelippes had little small talk. He seemed content to
listen to Shakespeare and Marlowe's theatre gossip. After awhile, once no one sat close enough to
overhear, Shakespeare spoke directly to him: "Kit says you may have somewhat of businessfor me. Of
what sort ist?'

"Why, the business of England's salvation, of course,” Thomas Phelippestold him.

"WELL, ENRIQUE, WHAT does Captain GuzmA jn want to see me about today?" Lope de Vega
asked.

"| think it has something to do with your report on If You Like It," GuzmAjn's servant answered. " Just
what, though, | cannot tell you. Lo siento mucho." He spread his handsin apology, adding, "Mysdf, |
thought the report very interesting. This Shakespeare is aremarkable man, ishe not?!

"No." Lope spoke with awriter's precision. "Asa man, heisanything but remarkable. He drinks beer,
he makes foolish jokes, helooks at pretty girls--he has awife out in the provinces somewhere, and
children, but I do not think it troubles him much herein London. Ordinary, as| say. But put apenin his
hand, and al at onceit isasthough God and haf the saints were whispering in hisear. Asa playwright,
& remarkable istoo smdl aword for him."

GuzmAjn's door was open. Enrique went in first, to let him know de Vega had arrived. Lope waited in
the hallway till Enrique called, "His Excdlency will see you now, Lieutenant.”

L ope strodeinto his superior's office. He and Baltasar GuzmA jn exchanged bows and pleasantries. His
report on hislatest trip to the Theatre lay on his superior's desk. He saw that GuzmAn, in the style of
King Philip, had written commentsin the margins. He gave asmall, silent sigh; he enjoyed being edited no
more than most writers.

Presently, the captain nodded to Enrique and said, ™Y ou may go now. Shut the door on the way out, por
favor "

"Asyou say, your Excdllency.” GuzmA jn's servant sounded reproachful, which, as usud, did him no
good. Lopewondered if hewould dam the door to show his annoyance, but Enrique had more subtlety
than that. He shut it with exaggerated care, so it made no noise at all.

Captain GuzmA jn noticed that, too. Chuckling, he said, "He's got his nose out of joint again. Because
he's clever, he thinks he ought to be important, too."

"Better aclever servant than adolt like my Diego, who'd forget hisown nameif people didn't shout it a
himal thetime" deVegasad.

"Oh, no doubt, no doubt, but Enrique will make too much of himsdf." Tapping the report with his
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forefinger, GuzmA jn got down to business. "Overdl, thisis agood piece of work, Lieutenant. Still, | need
to remind you again that you vist the Theatre as his Mg esty's spy, hot ashisdramacritic.”

"I'm very sorry, your Excellency,” Lopelied.

GuzmAin laughed again. "A likely story. You're alucky man, to be able to enjoy yourself so much a
your work."

"I would enjoy mysdf even moreif the benighted English let women take the stage,” Lope said.

"Indeed. It frightens me, Lieutenant, to think how much you might enjoy yoursdlf then." Baltasar
GuzmA jn tapped the report again. His fingernails were elegantly manicured. He looked across the desk
at deVega "l note that you met this Marlowe back in the tiring room after the presentation.”

"Yes, your Excellency.” Lope nodded. "He was talking shop with Shakespeare. A good bit of thetime,
he wastelling him how he would have done things differently--and, in his opinion, better. Thisis, you
understand, Sir, something playwrightsdo.”

"No doubt you would know better than |," GuzmA jn said. "But Christopher Marlowe is adangerous
character. He knows too many of the wrong people. Knowing so many rogues makes him likely arogue
himsdlf. | am given to understand the Inquisition has taken severd long, hard looks a him. They do not
investigate aman merely for their amusement.”

"While | wasthere, he and Shakespeare spoke of nothing but their craft.”

GuzmAin ticked off points on hisfingers. "First, Lieutenant, you do not know this for afact. They could
have hidden any number of coded meaningsin their talk, and you would have been nonethe wiser.
Second, who knows what they said after you left the Theatre? They do, and God does, and no one e se.
Y ou do not."

That he was right made his supercilious manner no less annoying: more so, if anything. Lope protested:
"Say what you will of Marlowe, but Shakespeare has dways stayed with the stage and fought shy of

politics”

But his superior shook his head. "Not necessarily. At the recent auto de fe, one of the men relaxed to the
Inquisition for punishment--a notorious sorcerer and counterfeiter--saw Shakespeare in the crowd and
caled out for him to testify to hisgood character. Thisfellow, acertain Kelley, was aso an intimate of
Christopher Marlowe's. So Shakespeare is not above suspicion. No man is above suspicion,” he added,
sounding as certain asif he were reciting the Athanasian Creed.

Though the news shook Lope, hedid his best not to show it. He said, "A drowning man will clutch at any
Sraw.”

"True," Captain GuzmAn agreed. "Or it may betrue. But | find it interesting that this Kelley should
reckon Shakespeare a straw worth clutching." Without giving de Vegaachance to answer, herolled up
the report, wrote something on the outside, and tied it with agreen ribbon. Holding it out, he said, "1 want
you to take thisto Westmingter, to an Englishman there who has worked closdly with usfor along time.
He aready knows of the business with the sorcerer, and heiswdll suited to judge just how important this
meeting between Shakespeare and Marlowe may be."

"Very wdl, your Excellency." Lope took the report. "An Englishman, you say? Am | going to haveto
trandate my work here? | would want asecretary's help with that. | spesk English well enough, but |
cannot say | writeit."



Captain GuzmA jn shook his head. "No need for that. He's fluent in Spanish. As| say, he's been with us
since Isabella became Queen.”

"All right. Good. That makesthingssmpler. Thisisthe fellow's name here?'

"That's right. Get a horse from the stables and take it over to him right away. Vaya con Dios." The
farewell wasadso adismisl.

A wan English sun, amazingly low in the southern sky, dodged in and out from behind rolling clouds as
L ope de Vegarode through London toward Westminster. When he went past St. Paul's cathedral, he
scratched his head, wondering as he always did why the otherwise magnificent edifice should be spoiled
by the strange, square, flat-topped steeple. Not so much as a cross up there, he thought, and clucked
reproachfully e thefolly of the English.

The horse, abay gelding, was no more energetic than it had to be. It ambled up Ludgate Hill and out
through the wall a Ludgate. London proper didn't stop at the wall; de Vegarode west along Fleet Street
past St. Bridget's, St. Dunstan'sin the West, and the New Temple, the church of the Knights Templars
before the crusading order was suppressed. They dl lay in the ward of Farringdon Without the Wall.

Lope couldn't tell exactly where that ward ended and the suburbs of the city began. He had thought
Madrid agrand place, and so it was, but London dwarfed it. He wouldn't have been surprised if the
English capital held aquarter of amillion people. If that didn't makeit the biggest city intheworld, it
surely came close.

Westmingter, which lay at abend in the Thames, was a separate, though much smdler, city initsown
right, divided into twelve wards. The apparatus of government dominated it much more than London
proper. Isabellaand Albert dwelt in one of the several castlesthere. Parliament--L ope thought of it asthe
equivaent of the Cortes of Cadtile, though it was even fussier about its privileges than the Cortes of
Navarre--met there. Westminster Abbey was an ecclesiastical center, though the senior archbishop of
England, for no good reason de Vega could see, presided at Canterbury, fifty miles away. And the clerks
and secretaries and scribes who served the higher functionaries dso performed their officesin
Wesminger.

By thetime hefindly found the man he was|ooking for, Lopefdt asif held navigated the [abyrinth of the
Minotaur. HEd spent most of an hour and most of histemper making hisway through the maze before he
knocked on the right door: onein the offices of the men who served Don Diego Floresde VadA®©s, the
commandant of the Spanish soldiers sationed in England.

"Comein," avoicecdledin English.

Lope de Vegadid. Thefelow behind the desk was unprepossessing: smdll, thin, pale, pockmarked,
bespectacled. Asde Vegawalked in, heflipped a paper over so the newcomer wouldn't be able to read
it. Lope caught a brief glimpse of pothooks and hieroglyphs--some sort of cipher. Maybe the man made
up in brainswhat he lacked in looks. Peering down at the report, Lope said, "You are Thomas. . .
Phelippes?' Hed never seen the name spelled that way before--but then, the vagaries of English spelling
could drive any Spaniard mad.

"l am," Phdippes said in English, and then switched to good Spanish: "'Y ou have the advantage of me,
sef+or . Would you sooner use your own tongue or mine?"

"Either will do," Lopereplied, speaking English himsdlf. After giving hisname, he went on, "My superior,
Captain Baltasar GuzmA jn, ordered meto bring you my report on possible suspicious business at the
Thestre the other day, and so | giveit you." He held it out asif it were abaton.



Phelippestook it. "I thank you. | am acquainted with Captain GuzmAin. A good man, dy as aserpent.”
Lopewouldn't have used that as praise, but the Englishman plainly intended it so. He also spoke of the
Spanish nobleman asan equa or aninferior. How important are you? Lope knew he couldn't ask.
Phdlippes went on, "Isthere anything he desires meto look for in especia ?*

"Y es--he desires your opinion of the trustiness of the two poets, Marlowe and Shakespeare,” de Vega
sad.

"I had liefer put my hand in the wolf hisjaws than put my trust in Christopher Marlowe,” Phelippessaid a
once. "He companies with al manner of cozeners and knaves, and revelsin the doing of't. | fear me helll

cometo abad end, and never know why. Though boysthrow stones at frogsin sport, the frogsdiein
eanes.”

Lope smiled. "Y ou areaman of learning, | see, to bring Plutarch forth at need. Now, what of
Shakespeare?'

Feature for feature, Thomas Phelippes face wasin no way remarkable. Somehow, though, he managed
asneer any aristocrat might have envied. " Shakespeare? He knows no more than a puling babe of grest
affairs, and cares no more, either. All that mattersto him is his company of players, and the plays he
writesfor 'em.”

"Thiswas aso my thought." Lope did hisbest not to show hisrelief. "And I'd not have mentioned his
name, save only that Captain GuzmA jn noted a certain Edward Kelley had called out to him on hisway
to theInquigtion'scleansing fire."

"Ah, Kelley. There was rubbish that wanted burning, in sooth,” Phelippes said with another fine sneer.
"But he was no intimate of Shakespeare's: that | know for afact. Only awretch seeking succor with none
to be had." The Englishman proved to own anasty chuckle, too. "I misdoubt he affrighted Master Will
liketo stop his heart.”

"| should say s0!" De Vegawouldn't have wanted an inquisitor noting his connection to aman about to
die. Heinclined his head to Phdlippes. "Y ou do set my mind at ease, for which | thank you. I'll take your
word back to Captain GuzmAn."

"Your servant, sir." Phdlippes tapped the report with afingernail, much as GuzmAn had done. "And I'll
put thisin brief for Don Diego. Y ou know thetae, I'm sure: the greater the man, the lesstime hath he
whereinto read."

"Not dways," Lopesad. "ThereistheKing."
"What? Albert? | would not disagree with anew acquaintance, seA+or, but--"
"No, not Albert,” de Vegasaid impatiently. "Philip. The King, God preserve him." He crossed himsdlf.

So did Phdippes. Theway hedid it told L ope he hadn't been doing it dl hislife. "Amen," he said. "But
what hear you of his hedth? Thelast news | had was not good.”

"Nor mine," Lope admitted. "He hath now histhreescore and ten. Heisin God's hands." He made the
ggn of the crossagain.

"He dwayswas, and so arewe dl." Phelippes signed himsdlf again, too, no more smoothly than he had
before.

L ope nodded gpproval. He hadn't thought the Englishman so pious. "I'm for London, then,” he said. "'l



hope to see you again, sir, and my thanks once more for setting my mind at rest.”

"My pleasure, Sir." Even before Lope was out the door, Phelippes returned to the ciphered message on
which held been working.

WHEN REHEARSALS WENT wdll, they were ajoy. Shakespeare took more pleasure in few things
than in watching what had been only pictures and words in his mind take shape on the stage before his
eyes. When thingswent not so well, asthey did thismorning . . . He clapped ahand to hisforehead. "
'Sdeath!" he shouted. "Mechanica sat-butter rogues! Boys, apes, braggarts, Jacks, milksops! You are
not worth another word, else I'd call you knaves."

Richard Burbage looked down hislong nose at Shakespeare. He was the only player in Lord
Westmorland's Men tall enough to do it. "Now see here, Will, you've poor cause to blame us when you
were the worst of thelot,” he boomed, turning his big, sonorous voice on Shakespeare alone instead of
an audience.

Hewasright, too, as Shakespeare knew only too well. The poet gave the best defense he could: "My
part's but asmall one--"

"Hal" Will Kemp brokein. "I never thought to hear aman admit as much.”

"Devilstake you!" Shakespeare scowled at the clown. "Not recaling your own lines, you aim to step on
mine." He gathered himsdlf. "'If we play aswe rehearsed, they'll pelt us with cabbages and turnips enough
to make soup for ayear."

"Well be better, come the afternoon. We aways are." Burbage had awedathy man's confidence; the
Theetre and the ground on which it stood belonged to hisfamily. Though severd years younger than
Shakespeare, he had a prosperous man's doubl e chin--partly concealed by his pointed beard--and the

beginnings of animposing bely.
"Not aways," Shakespeare said, remembering calamities he wished he could forget.

"Often enough,” Burbage said placidly. "There's no better company than ours, and dl London knowsit."
He eyes, deep-set under thick eyebrows, flashed. "But you, Will. Y ou're the steadiest trouper we have,
and you adways know your lines." He chuckled. "And so you ought, you having writ So many of ‘em. But
today? Never have | seen you so unapt, asif the very words were strange. Out on it! What hobgoblins
prey onyour mind?"

Shakespeare looked around the Thestre. Along with the company, the tireman and his assistants, the
prompter, and the stagehands, a couple of dozen friends and wives and lovers milled about where the
groundlings would throng in afew hours. Musicians peered down from their place astory abovethetiring
room. He had to talk to Burbage, but not before so many people. All he could do now was sigh and say,
"When troubles come, they come not single spies, but in battaions.”

Burbage tossed his head like ahorse troubled by flies. "Pretty. It tells naught, of course, but pretty
nonetheless.”

"Giveover, if you please," Shakespeare said wearily. "1'm not bound to unburden myself before any but
God, and you are not He."

Kemp's eyeswidened in well-mimed astonishment. "He's not? Don't tell him that, for | warrant he did not
know't."



A flush mounted to Burbage's cheeks and broad, high forehead. "Blaspheming toad.”
"Your servant, sir." Kemp gave him a courtier's bow. Burbage snorted.

So did Shakespeare. The clown would mock anyone, and refused to let any insults stick to him.
Shakespeare said, "Shdl we try once more the scene that vexed usin especid, that in which Romeo
comes between Mercutio and Tybalt fighting? Weve given thistragedy often enough ere now, these past
severa years. We should do't better than we showed.”

"Too many linesfrom too many plays, dl spinning round in our heads," Kemp said. " 'Tisawonder we
can speak aword some scribbling wretch did not pen for us."

Shakespeare had rarely felt more wretched. As Mercutio, he crossed swords with Burbage's Tybalt. The
other player had fought against the invading Spaniards, and actudly used a blade; Shakespeare's
swordplay belonged only to the stage. And Burbage fenced now asif out for blood; when the time came
for him to run Mercutio through under Romeo'sarm, he dmost redly did it.

"By God," Shakespeare said, arising after he'd crumpled, "my death scene there came near to being my
desth scene in sooth.”

Burbage grinned a predatory grin. "Nothing less than you deserve, for havering at us before. Satisfiesyou
now this scene?!

"It will serve," Shakespeare said. "Still, | have somewhat to say to you on the subject of your
swordplay." And on other things as well, he thought. Those, though, would have to wait.

The other player chose to misunderstand him. Setting a hand on the hilt of hisrapier, hesaid, 'l am at
your service."

If they fought with swordsin earnest, Shakespeare knew he was a dead man. What had Marlowe said
about fanning quarrds? Surely not Burbage, Shakespeare thought, not when we've wor ked together
s0 long. That such athing could even occur to him was the measure of how many new worrieshe
carried. I'll be like Kit soon, seeing danger in every face.

"Letitgo, Dick,” Kemp said. "An you spit him like achine of beef, what are you then? Why, naught but a
ghost--a pretty ghogt, I'll not deny, but nonethel ess a ghost--left suddenly dumb for having dain the one
who gave you words to speak.”

"There are other scribblers,” Burbage rumbled ominoudy. But then he must have decided held gone too
far, for he added, "We, being the best of companies, do deserve that which we have: to wit, the best of
poets." He turned toward Shakespeare and clapped his big, scarred hands.

When the afternoon came, the play went well. Thinking about it afterwards, Shakespeare shook his head.
The performance had gone well, but there was moreto it than that. A couple of the gentlemen sitting at
the side of the stage smoked their pipes so furioudy, the thick tobacco fumes spoiled the view for the
groundlings behind them. The rowdies, having paid their pennies, were convinced they were men as good
asany others, and pelted the offenders with nuts and pebbles-—-one of them, flying high, incidentaly hitting
the boy playing Juliet just as he was about to wonder where Romeo was. They didn't quite have ariot,
but Shakespeare had trouble figuring out why not.

"Ofttimes strange, but never dull,” he said in the tiring room. "Pass me that basin, Dick, if you'd be so
kind."

"I'll do't," Burbage said. Shakespeare splashed water on hisface and scrubbed hard with atowel to get



rid of powder and rouge and paint. He looked in amirror, then scrubbed some more. After the second
try, he nodded. "There. Better. | have my own seeming once again."

"I shouldn't be so proud of it, werel you," Kemp said dyly.

"Wereyou |, you'd have a better sseming than you do," Shakespeare retorted. People laughed louder
than the joke deserved. The biter bit was aways funny; Shakespeare had used the device to good effect
in more than one play. Will Kemp bared histeeth in what might have been asmile. He found the joke
hard to see.

"Magnificent, Master Will!" There stood Lieutenant Lope de Vega, abroad smile on hisface. "Truly
magnificent! . . . Is something wrong?'

He'd seen Shakespeare start, then. "No, nothing really,” Shakespeare answered, glad his actor'straining
gave hisvoice aproperty of easiness. for hiswas, without a doubt, aguilty start. ™Y ou did surprise me,
coming up so sudden.”

"I am sorry for it," the Spaniard said. "But this play--thisplay, gr, issplendid. Thisplay isaso closer to
what someone--a man of genius, of course--might writein Spain than was If You Like It . . . though that
too was most excellent, | haste to add.”

"Y ou praise me past my deserts," Shakespeare said modestly, though the compliments warmed him.

Hed never known awriter who didiked having otherstell him how good he was. Some had trouble
going on without hearing kind words at frequent intervals. Marlowe, for instance, bloomed like
honeysuckles ripened by the sun at praise, but theicy fang of winter seemed to pierce his heart when his
work met a sour reception--or, worse still, when it was ignored. He fed on plaudits, even more than most
players. Shakespeare knew he had the same disease himself, but amilder case.

And Lope shook hishead. "Not at dl, sr. Y ou deserve more praisesfor thiswork than | have English to
giveyou." He gave Shakespeare severd sentences of impassioned Spanish. Hearing that language in the
tiring room made severa people turn and mutter--the last thing Shakespeare wanted.

"| say again, 9r, you are too generous,” he murmured. Lieutenant de Vega shook his head once more. He
did, at least, return to English, though he kept talking about plays held seen in Madrid before the Armada
sdled. Thiswork of mine likes himwell, for its nearness to that which he knew before-time,
Shakespeare redlized. That took some of the pleasure from the praise: what woman would want aman to
say shewas beautiful because she reminded him of his mother?

After some condderabletime, de Vegasad, "But | do go on, ist not so?

"By no means," Shakespeare lied. He couldn't quite leave that alone, though. "Did you write with celerity
to match your speech, Master Lope, you'd astound the world with the plays that poured from your pen:
you'd make yourself avery prodigy of words."

"Were my duties less, my time to write were more," the Spaniard answered, and Shakespeare thought
he'd got away with it. But then de Vegareminded him that he wasin fact Senior Lieutenant de Vega: "In
aid of my duties, Sir, aquestion--what acquai ntance had you with Edward Kdlley, that he should call to
you when on hisway to thefire?"

| never saw him beforein my life. That was what Shakespeare wanted to say. But aliethat at once
declared itsdf alie was worse than useless. Marlowe was right, damn him. De Vega isa Spaniard
first, a groundling and player and poet only second. Picking hiswordswith gregt care, the Englishman
sad, "'l shared tavern talk with him ahandful of times over ahandful of years, no more.” Though thetiring



room was chilly, swest trickled down his sides from under hisarms.

But Lope de Vegaonly nodded. "So | would have guessed. Whom would Kelley have known better,
think you?'

Marlowe, Shakespeare thought, and damned his fellow poet again. Aloud, though, he said only, "Not
having known him well mysdif, | fear | cannot tell you." He spread his handsin carefully smulated regret.

"Yes, | see” Lope remained as polite as ever. Even so, he asked another question: "Well, in whose
company were you with thisrogue, then?'

"I pray your pardon, but | can't recal." Shakespeare used his player'straining to hold hisvoice steady. "I
had not seen him for more than a year, perhaps for two, before we chanced to spy each the other in
Tower Street."

The Spaniard let it drop there. He went off to pay his respectsto a pretty girl Shakespeare hadn't seen
before, one who'd likely got past the tireman's ass stants because she was so pretty. Whoever she was,
de Vegas attentions made her giggle and simper and blush. Shakespeare could tell which actor she'd
come to see--one of the hired men who played smdl parts, not asharer--by the fellow's ever more
unhappy expression. But the hired man had no weapon on his belt, while Lieutenant de Veganot only
wore arapier but, by the set of hisbody, knew what to do with it.

Not my concer n, Shakespeare thought. He felt a moment's shame--surely the L evite who'd passed by
on the other sde of the road must have had some smilar notion go through his mind--but strangled it in its
cradle. Catching Burbage's eye, he asked, "Shadl we awvay?"

"Let's" the other big man answered. With atheatrica swirl, Burbage wrapped his cloak around him: it
had looked like rain dl through the play, and, with day drawing to aclose, the heavens were bound to
start weeping soon.

A drunken groundling snored againgt theinner wall of the Theetre. "They'll need to drag him without ere
closing for the night,” Shakespeare said as the two playerswalked past him.

Richard Burbage shrugged. "He's past redling ripe--belike he's pickled enough to deep theretill the
morrow, and save himsalf his penny for the new day's play.” But theidea of the man's getting of f without
paying that penny was enough to make him tell one of the gatekeepers outside the Thegatre about the
drunk. The man nodded and went off to ded with him.

Shakespeare skirted a puddle. Burbage, in stout boots, splashed through. It did begin to rainthen, a
hard, cold, nasty rain that made Shakespeare shiver. "Thisisthe sort of weather that turnsto dest,” he
sad.

"Early intheyear," Burbage said, but then he shrugged again. "'l shouldn't wonder if you have reason.”

They waked on. Asthe rain came down harder, more puddles formed in the mud of Shoreditch High
Street. A woman logt her footing and, flailing her arms, fell on her backside. She screeched curses as she
struggled to her feet, dripping and filthy. "Would that Kemp had seen her there," Shakespeare said. "He'd
filch her fdl for hisown turns™

"Clowns." Burbage packed aworld of scorn into the word. "The lackwits who watch 'em do laugh,
wherefore they reckon themsalves grander than the play they'rein.”

Shakespeare nodded. Kemp in particular had a habit of extemporizing on stage. Sometimes his brand of
wit drew more mirth than Shakespeare's. That was galling enough. But whether he got hislaughs or not,



his stepping away from the written part never failed to pull the play out of shape. Shakespeare said,
"Whether he know it or no, he's not the Earth, with other players sun and moon and planets spinning
round hisweighty sdif "

"Or the Earth and dl round the sun, as Copernicus doth assert,” Burbage said.

"He, being dead, may assert what pleases him." Shakespeare |ooked around nervoudy to make sure no
one had overheard. "His Holiness the Pope holding opinion contrary, we enjoy not the like privilege."

Burbage frowned. "If athing betrue, it istrue with the Pope's assent or in his despite.”

"Hereisatruething, Dick," Shakespeare said: "An you speak such words where the wrong ears hear,
you'll explicate 'em to the Inquisition.”

"Thisfor the Inquistion." Burbage hawked and spat.

Easy for himto be brave, Shakespeare thought. He lies under no suspicion . . . yet. As Edward
Keley'sfrantic plea had, the questions from Lieutenant de V egareminded him of the sovereign power of
fear. The Spaniard still seemed friendly enough and to spare, but Shakespeare knew he would never
think of him asslly and harmless again. By the time this ends, I'll see foes and spies everywhere, as
Marlowe does. Hed had that thought before.

But Burbage's scorn let Shakespeare ask the question he knew he would have to ask sooner or later:
"Would you, then, welived gill under Elizabeth?' A field lay by theleft Sde of the street. When heturned
his head that way, he could see the looming bulk of the Tower in the distance. What was Elizabeth doing
there? What was she thinking? A pretty problem for a playwright.

Burbage walked on for severa strides without answering, taking the chance to ponder it. At last, though,
the player said, "A man will do what he needs must do, that he may live and prosper if prospering'sin
him. So we know. Did we not, these past nine years had schooled us. But when you ask, what would
I?2--1'm an Englishman, Will. If you be otherwise, run tell your lithping friend." He mocked de Vegas
Cadtilian accent.

He's no friend of mine. Shakespeare started to say it, but it wasn't true, or hadn't been truetill de Vega
asked questions about Kelley. The Spaniard was clever, amusing company; he knew everything there
was to know about his own country's theetre, and had learned a great deal about England's. If he ever
settled down to write instead of talking endlessy, he might make aname for himself.

"You were anidiot to speak your mind to me, did you reckon I'd turn traitor,” Shakespeare replied after
some smdl slence of hisown.

" &€ Treason doth never prosper: what's the reason? For if it prosper, none dare call it treason,' "
Burbage quoted, and then cocked his head to one side. "'I misremember--isthat yours?'

Shakespeare shook his head. "Nay: some other man's. | thank you; | am answered.”
"And had | cried hurrah! for Queen Issbdla?!
"Many who cry so prosper,” Shakespeare said.

"The dons are here, and hereto Say, by dl the signs,” Burbage said. "A man must live, as| said just now,
and, to live, livewith 'em. So far will | go, so far and no further. A fellow who sniffs and tonguesthe
Spaniards bums, like some scabby whining cur-dog with apack of madtiffs. . . Thisfor him!" He spat

agan.



They separated not far ingde the wall. Shakespeare went off to hislodgings. Burbage had ahome of his
own in amore prosperous part of town farther west. | could go back to Sratford, Shakespeare
thought. | have a home there, and my wife, and my children. He cursed softly under hisbreath. His
son Hamnet had died the year before of some childhood fever, and had gone into the ground before
Shakespeare could make hisway back to Warwickshire.

A terrier proudly trotted by, adead rat clamped inits jaws. Shakespeare sighed and clicked histongue
between his teeth. When held gone back to Stratford, Anne had wanted him to stay there. Had he
stayed, he wouldn't have had to worry about swaggering Spaniards. Hardly a one had ever been seenin
the West Midlands.

But how could | stay? He asked himsdlf now the same question he'd asked hiswife then. He was
making afar better living in London than he could have in Stratford: enough to send money off to Anne
and their daughters, Susanna and Judith. And Anne wasn't dways easy to get dong with. He was happier
and freer admiring her virtues from a distance than having them ever before his eyes.

When he walked into the house where he lodged, Jane Kendall greeted him with, "A man was asking
after you today, Master Will."

"A man?' Shakespeare said in surprise and no smal darm. Hislandlady nodded. Fighting for cam, he
found another question: "What sort of man? One of the dons?"

The tallowchandler'swidow shook his head. Shakespeare hoped he didn't show how relieved he was.
"He was about your own age," the widow said, "not abig man, not small. Ill-favored, I'll say hewas, but
withalook to him. . .. Did he ask meto play at dice with him, I'd not throw any he brought forth."

Shakespeare frowned and scratched his head. "Meseemsthat isno man | ken," he said dowly. "Gave he
anameto stand beside thishisill-favored visage?!

Before hislandlady could answer, Peter Foster laughed raucoudy. "Wast the name of hiswifeor his
Sweetheart or his daughter?”

"Goto!" Shakespeare said, his ears heating. He didn't liveamonk's lifein London, but he hadn't, or
didn't think he had, given anyone cause to come after him for that kind of reason. Lieutenant de Vega
boasted about the horns he put on husbands. Shakespeare, by contrast, reckoned discretion the better
part of pleasure.

Again, Widow Kendal shook her head. "He said naught of any such thing. And he did leave aname,
could | but recall it. . . . I'm more forgetful with each passing year, | am. It quite scaresme." But then she
suddenly grinned and snapped her fingers. " Skeres!” she exclamed in ddlight.

"Y our pardon?' Shakespeare said, thinking sheld repeated hersalf and wondering why.
"Skeres," she said once more. "Nick Skeres, he cdled himsdlf."

"Oh." The poet amiled at having his confusion cleared away. Even 0. . . "He may know me, or know of
me, but | ken him not. Said he when he might again come hither?'

"Not aword of't,” the widow replied. "I told him, seek Master Will at the Theeaire of days, | said. He's
surely aninny, and afond ninny at that, to know where you lodge but not where you earn your bread.”

"My thanks for speaking s0." Shakespeare wasn't a all sure he should thank her. He would have
wondered at any time why a stranger was sniffing around him. Now . . . He exhaed through hisnose, a
dlent sgh. No hdpforit.



Peter Foster sounded gy and clever and most experienced, saying, "Have acare, Master Will, do. This
rogue could be a catchpole, come for to carry you off to the Clink or some other gaol."

"I've done naught contrariousto law," Shakespeare said. Yet.

Foster's smile pitied aman capable of such naA vetA®©. "If so be he's paid, hell care not afig for that. A
few shillingsweigh more than aman's good name.” Again, histone wasthat of one who knew whereof he
spoke. His eyesflicked to Shakespeare's belt. "Y ou haven't even asword.”

" "Twould do me but little good," Shakespeare said sadly. "Even for aplayer, aman of make-bdieve, I'm
acream-faced loon with blade in hand, and | give proof thereof whenever we practice our partsfor a
show with swordplay.”

"Y ou know that, and now | know that, but will this Nick What's-his-name know't? Give me leave to
doubt." Foster winked. "An he see you with rapier on hip, what will hethink? Belike, Here's a hulking
brute, could run me through, or summat o' the sort. The porpentine need not cast his quillsto make the
other beasts afeard; he need only have 'em.”

Again, the tinker--if that was what he was--made good sense. Shakespeare bowed. "Gramercy, Master
Foder. I'll take your advice, methinks."

He got hiswriting tools from histrunk and went off to the ordinary to eat and work. The thregpenny
supper, the serving woman said, was, "A finemess of edls, al stewed with leeks. Master Humphrey went
down to Fish Wharf and fetched back awhole grest tun of 'em.”

"Eels?' Spit flooded into Shakespeare's mouth. "Bring 'em on, Kate, and a cup of sack to go with ‘em.”

"Beer comes with the thregpenny supper--the wine's a hapenny extra," Kate warned. Shakespeare
nodded; he wanted it anyhow.

When the ed s arrived, he dug in with gusto, savoring therich, fatty flesh and pausing every now and then
to spit fish bones onto the rush-strewn rammed-earth floor. Then he got out his paper and pensand ink
and settled down to write. He made dow going of it: every time someone came into the ordinary, he
looked up to seeif it were the fellow who'd asked Widow Kendall about him. But there were no
ill-favored strangers, only people who, like him, supped here often. Some of them exchanged aword or
two with him; mogt, seeing him at work, left him to it. He sometimes got testy--a couple of times, hed got
furious-when interrupted.

Tonight, though, his own misgivings were what kept interrupting him. 1t was not anight when he had to
worry about forgetting curfew. That he got anything at al done on Love's Labour's Won struck him asa
minor miradle.

THE TWO ACTORS--actualy, the two Spanish soldiers—-playing Liseo and his servant, TurA-n,
appeared at what was supposed to be an inn in the Spanish town of Illescas, which lay about twenty
miles south of Madrid. The one playing Liseo hesitated, bit hislip, and looked blank. Lope deVega
hissed hislinea him: " Aj QUA® lindas posadas! "

"What lovely inns," the soldier--his real name was Pablo--repeated obediently. He might have been a
dightly--avery dightly--animated wooden statue, painted to look lifelike but wooden nonetheless.

"AjFrescas " agreed the fellow playing his servant (his real name was Francisco). He knew he was
supposed to say, "Fresh air,” to suggest ahole in theimaginary roof, but sounded even deader doing it



than Pablo did.

Before they could go on to complain about the likelihood of bedbugs and lice, Lope threw hishandsin
theair. "Stop!" he shouted. "God and dl the saints, stop!"

"What's the matter, SeA+or Lieutenant?' the soldier playing TurA-n asked. "'l remembered my line, and
Pablo here, helooked like he was going to remember his next one, too."

"What's the matter? What's the matter?' Lope's volume raose with each repetition. "I'll tell you what'sthe
meatter. What's the name of this play of mine?’

"La dama boba," Francisco answered. "That'swhat's the matter, Sr?"

"God give me strength,” de Vegamuttered. He turned back to the soldiers. "That's right. The lady Finea
is supposed to be aboob. Y ou two aren't supposed to be boobs. So why are you acting like boobs?"
He gtarted roaring again.

"Wewerent," Pablo said ininjured tones. "Wewere just giving our lines.”

"If you give them like that, who'd want to take them?' Lope demanded. "Y ou couldn't be any stiffer if
you were embamed. Thisis supposed to be acomedy, not ashow of mourning for--" He started to say
for King Philip, but broke off. The King of Spain wasn't dead yet. "For Julius Caesar," he finished.

"We're doing the best we can, sir," Francisco said.

That might have been true. It probably was true. But it wasn't excuse enough, especially not in Lope's
present excited condition. "But you can't act!" he howled. ™Y ou ought to go to aplay here and see how
these Englishmen do it. They're actors, by God, not--not--so many tailor's dummies!”

"Devil take these Englishmen,” Pablo said. "We came up to this miserable country to make surethe
buggers behave themselves, not to make fools of ourselvesin stage plays. If you don't like how wedo it,
wequit!"

"That'sright," Francisco said.
"You can't do that!" Lope exclamed. "Y ou're supposed to Sart performing in aweek."

"Sowhat?I've had abdlyful, | have," Pablo said. "Thisisn't part of my duty. If you think the damned
Englishmen make such good actors, SeA+or Lieutenant, get them to put on your play for you. Hasta la
vista." He somped away. The soldier playing his servant followed, damming the door behind them.

Lope swore. He sprang to hisfeet and kicked the bench on which held been sitting, which toppled the
bench and dmost ruined one of histoes. As he hopped around, sill cursing, he wondered how in God's
name he was going to put on La dama boba without two of hisleading characters. If he could have got
men from Shakespeare's acting company to recite Spanish verse, he would have done it. Except when
they swore, Englishmen didn't want to learn Spanish.

Cautioudy, he put weight on the foot he'd hurt. It wasn't too bad; he didn't think held broken anything.

"I'd like to break their thick, stupid heads," he muttered. He was an officer. They were only soldiers. He
could order them to perform. But he couldn't order them to be good, not and makeit stick. For one
thing, they weren't very good to begin with. For another, they were only too likely to be bad out of spite.
Had he been acommon soldier ordered to do something he didn't really want to do, he would have tried
his best to pour grit in the gears. Oh, he understood theimpulse, dl right.



Suddenly, he snapped hisfingersin delight. He hurried off to Captain Baltasar GuzmAn'soffice.
GuzmA jn was sanding something he'd just written to soak up the extraink. " Buenos dA-as, Lieutenant
deVega," hesaidin somesurprise. "l didn't expect to see you thismorning; | thought you'd be busy with
your thesatricals. Does this mean abrand new devotion to duty?!

"Y our Excellency, | am aways devoted to duty,” Lope said. It wasn't strictly true, but it sounded good.
He added, "And the powers that be have been kind enough to encourage my plays. They say they keep
the men happy by giving them ataste of what they might have at home."

"Yes, s0 they say." Captain GuzmA jn seemed unconvinced. But he went on, "Since they say so, | can
hardly disagree. What do you require, then?"

"Y our servant, Enrique," Lope answered. GuzmA in blinked. Lope explained how hed just lost two
actors, finishing, "God must have put the ideainto my head, your Excellency. Enrique lovesthe theetre;
he's bright; he would perform well--and, since he's a servant and not asoldier, hewouldn't get huffy, the
way Pablo and Francisco did. If you can spare him long enough to et him learn Liseo's part, I'm sure
he'd do you credit when he performs.”

One of Captain GuzmAn's expressive eyebrows rose. "Did he bribe you to suggest thisto me?”!
"No, sr. Hedid not. I only wish | would have thought of using him sooner.”

"Very well, Senior Lieutenant. Y ou may have him, and | will pray | ever get him back again,” GuzmAjn
said. "Now, whom did you have in mind for the other vacant part--Liseo's servant, isit not?"

"l was going to use my own man, Diego.”

GuzmAn's eyebrow rose again, thistime to convey an atogether different expression. "Areyou sure?
Can you make him bestir himsdlf?*

"If he doesn't do as | need, | can make hislifeahdll on earth, and | will,” Lope sad. "Asamatter of fact,
| rather ook forward to getting some real work out of him. However much hetriesto deep through
everything, he is my servant, after dl. | may not own him so absolutely as | would ablack from Guinea,
but I'm entitled to more than he's ever given me.”

"You'e certainly entitled to it. Whether you can get it may prove adifferent question. Still, that's your
worry and none of mine." GuzmA jn's chuckle sounded more asif he were laughing at Lope than with
him. "I wish you good fortune. | dsotell you | think you will need more than | can wish you.”

"WEell see" de Vegasaid, though he feared his superior was right. "He's supposed to be blacking my
boots right now. He hates that. Maybe he'd rather act than do something he hates." He sighed. " Of
course, what he wantsto do most of al isnothing."

When he strode into his chamber in the Spanish barracks, Diego wasn't blacking his boots. That wasn't
because held dready finished the job, either; the boots stood by the side of the bed, scuffed and dirty.
And Diego lay in the bed, blissfully unconscious and snoring.

Lope shook him. His eyesflew open. "Mother of God!" he exclamed around ayawn. "What's going
on?' Then intelligence--or as much as he had--returned to his face. "Oh. Buenos dA-as, seA+or. |
thought you were gonefor the day."

"So you could spend the rest of it adeep, eh?' de Vegasaid. "No such luck. Congratul ations, Diego.
Y ou are about to become a star of the stage.”



"What? Me? An actor?' Diego shook hishead. "I'd rather die.” He made asif to disappear under the
blankets.

The wheep! of Lope's blade diding out of its scabbard arrested the motion before it was well begun.
"Believe me, you lazy good-for-nothing, that can be arranged,” he said. "If you think | am joking, you are
welcometotry me"

Hedidn't know that he would run his servant through. But he didn't know that he wouldnt, either. Nor
did Diego seem quite sure. Eyeing Lope with Sleepy resentment, he said, "What do youwant . . . seAzor
?' His gaze kept flicking nervoudy to therapier.

"Get up. Get dressed. Y ou will--by God, Diego, you will--learn the role of TurA-n. He'saservant and a
bit of asneak, s0it ought to suit you well."

Y awning again, Diego deigned to St up. "And if | don't?" he asked.

Lope kept the rapier's point just in front of his servant's nose, so that Diego's eyes crossed as he watched
it. "If youdont. . ." Lopesad. "If you dont, thefirst thing that will happen isthat you will be dismissed
frommy service"

"l see" Diego had no gresat guile; de Vegacould read hisface. If | am dismissed, | will attach myself
to some other Spaniard, and cling to him as a limpet clings to a rock. Whoever heis, he won't
want me to act, either.

Sadly, Lope shook his head. "I've dready discussed thiswith Captain GuzmAn. Y ou know how short of
men--good, strong, bold Spanish men--we are in England. Any servant dismissed by his master goes
graight into the army as a pikeman, and off to the frontier with Scotland. The north of England isanasty
place. The westher is so bad, it makes London seem like Andalusia--like M orocco--by comparison. The
Scots are big and fierce and swing two-handed swordsthey cdll, | think, claymores. They take heads.
They do not eat human flesh, asthe Irish are said to do, but they take heads. | think you would make a
poor trophy mysalf, but who knows how fussy a Scotsman would be?"

Hewaslying, at least in part. Not about the north of England--it did have an evil reputation, and Scotland
aworse one. But servants sacked by their masters didn't automatically become cannon fodder. Diego, of
course, didn't know that. And Lope sounded convincing. He wasn't a Burbage or an Edward Alleyn, but
he could act.

"Put thet Silly sword away, seA+or," Diego said. "I am your man. If | have to be your actor, | will be
your actor." Asif to proveit, he got out of bed.

"Ah, many thanks, Diego," Lope said sweetly, and sheathed the rapier. "'l knew you would see reason.”
The servant, dill in his nightshirt, muttered something pungent under his breath. As anyone with aservant
needed to do, L ope had learned when not to hear. This seemed one of those times.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE CAME out of a poulterer's on Grass Street with a couple of fine new
goose quillsto shapeinto pens. "Come again, Sir, any time," the poulterer called after him. "As often as
not, the feathers go to waste, and I'm glad to make a couple of penniesfor 'em. 'Tisnot asit wasin my
great-grandsire's day, when the fletchers bought 'em for arrows by the bale.”

"The pen's mightier than the sword, 'tissaid," Shakespeare answered, "but | know not whether that be
true for the arrow aswell. Certes, the pen hath lasted longer."



Pleased with himsdlf, he started back towards his Bishopsgate lodgings. Hed just turned a corner when a
man coming hisway stopped in the middle of the narrow, muddy street, pointed at him, and said, ™Y our
pardon, Sir, but are you not Master Shakespeare, the player and poet?’

He did get recognized away from the Theatre every so often. Usudly, that pleased him. Today . . .
Today, he wished he were wearing arapier as Peter Foster had suggested, even if it were one made for
the stage, without proper edge or temper. Instead of nodding, he asked, "Who seeks him?' asif he might
be someone else.

"I'm Nicholas Skeres, sr." The other man made aleg. He lived up to--or down to--Widow Kenddl's
unflattering description of him, but spoke politely enough. And his next words riveted Shakespeare's
attention to him: "Magter Phelippes hath sent meforth for to find you.”

"Indeed?" Shakespeare said. Skeres nodded. Shakespeare asked, "And what would you? What would
I,EI?I

"Why, only that you cometo a certain house with me, and meet acertain man,”" Nick Skeresreplied.
"What could be easier? What could be safer?' His smile showed crooked teeth, one of them black. By
theglint in hiseye, hed sold alot of worthless horsesfor high pricesin hisday.

"Show me some token of Master Phelippes, that | may know you speak sooth,” Shakespeare said.

"I'll not only show it, I'll giveit you." Skerestook something from apouch a hisbelt and handed it to
Shakespeare. "Keep it, Sir, in the hope that its like, new minted, may again be seenin theland.”

It was abroad copper penny, with Elizabeth looking up from it at Shakespeare. Plenty of the old coins
dtill circulated, so it was no sure token, but Skeres had dso said theright things, and o. . . . Abruptly,
Shakespeare nodded. "Lead on, gir. I'll follow."

"l am your servant,” Skeres said, which Shakespeare doubted with all his heart: he seemed aman out for
himsdf fire, last, and aways. He hurried away at abrisk pace, Shakespeare a step behind.

He'd expected to go up into the tenements north of thewall, or perhapsto Southwark on the far bank of
the Thames: to some mean house, surdly, there to meet acozener or aruffian, aman who dared not
show hisfacein polite company. And Nicholas Skeres did lead him out of London, but to the west, dl
the way to Westmingter. At the Somerset House and the church of St.-Mary-le-Strand, Skeres turned
north, up into Drury Lane.

Grandees dwelt in these great homes, half of brick, haf of timber. One of them could have housed a
couple of tenements worth of poor folk. Shakespeare felt certain Skereswould go on to, and past, S.
Gilesinthe Field, which lay ahead. But he stopped and walked up to one of the houses. Nor did he go
round to the servants entrance, but boldly knocked at the front door.

"Livesyour man here?" Shakespeare said in something closeto disbelief.

Skeres shook his head. "Nay--that were too dangerous. But he dwells not far off. He--" He broke off,
for the door opened. The man who stood there was plainly a servant, but better dressed than
Shakespeare. Nick Skeres said, "We are expected,” and murmured something too low for the poet to
catch.

Whatever it was, it served its purpose. The servant bowed and said, "Come with me, then. Hewaits. I'll
lead yeto him."

Carpets were soft under Shakespeare's feet as he went up one corridor and down another. He was more



used to the crunch of rushes underfoot indoors. The house was very large. He wondered if he could find
hisway out again without help. Like Theseus of Athensin the Labyrinth, | should play out thread
behind me.

"Herewe are, good Sirs," the servant said at last, opening adoor. "And now I'll leave yeto't. God keep
ye." Smooth and slent as a snake, he withdrew.

"Comeon," Nick Skeres said. As soon as Shakespeare entered the room, Skeres shut the door behind
them. Then he bowed low to the old man ditting in an upholstered chair close by the hearth in the far wall;
abook rested on the arm of the chair. "God give you good day, Lord Burghley. | present Master
Shakespeare, the poet, whom | was bidden to bring hither to you."

Shakespeare made haste to bow, too. "Y our--Y our Grace," he ssammered. Had Skerestold him he
would meet Queen Elizabeth'slongtimelord high treasurer, he would have caled the man aliar to hisface
and gone about his business. But there, without adoubt, sat Sir William Cecil, first Baron Burghley. After
the Duke of Parmals soldiers conquered England, most of Elizabeth's Privy Councilors had either fled to
Protestant principalities on the Continent or met the headsman's axe. But Burghley, a King Philip's
specific order, had been spared.

He had to be closer to fourscore than the Bible's threescore and ten. His beard was white as milk, whiter
than his ruff, and growing thin and scanty. Hisflesh was pae, too, and looked softer and puffier than it
should have--amost dropsica. Dark, sagging poucheslay under his eyes. But those blue eyes were ill
alert and clever, though a cataract had begun to cloud one of them. The Order of the Garter, with St.
George daying adragon, hung from amassy gold chain around his shoulders.

"Well met, Master Shakespeare,” he said, his voice a degp rumble without much force behind it. I have
for some while now thought well of your plays and poems.”

"Y ou are generous beyond my deserts, your Grace," Shakespeare said, still bemused. Surely he hadn't
been summoned for pretty compliments aone. He shook his head, annoyed at himsdlf for being so foolish
aseven to think such athing. Thomas Phelippes hand lay somewhere behind this. Phelippes, whatever
else he was, was not one to waste time on inessentials.

"Sit. Sit." Lord Burghley waved Shakespeare and Nicholas Skeresto apair of plain wooden stoolsin
front of hischair. He coughed wetly a couple of times asthey perched--Shakespeare nervoudy--then
went on, "Now isthe winter of our discontent.” Shakespeare stirred. Burghley's smile showed severa
missing teeth, and another one broken. Ay, | heard Burbage, as Richard, mouth your words. They hold
here truer than they did for the Plantagenet. Know you that King Philip fails?!

"I've heard somewhat of't," Shakespeare answered cautioudy, thinking Sir William Cecil himsdlf did
likewise

No sooner had that crossed his mind than the nobleman let out arheumy chuckle. "We race each other
into the grave, he and |. But when the worms take us, mine the victory, for my sonisgreater than hissire,
hisfar less. Belike you'l treat with Robert ere this business end--but, for now, with me."

"I am your servant, my lord,” Shakespeare said, as Nick Skeres had before him. But Skeres had only
been greasily palite. Shakespeare could not imagine disobeying Lord Burghley--and did not want to
imagine what would happen to him if hedid.

"My servant?' Sir William Cecil shook his head. Theflesh of his cheekswobbled like gelatin, asno
healthy man's would have done. "Nay. Y ou shall be my good right arm and the sword in the hand
thereof, to strike ablow for England no other man might match.”



Shakespeare thought of Christopher Marlowe, and of Kit'sfury at being excluded from thisplot. Heaso
thought he would gladly have given Marlowe hisrole. But if it were to be done, the best man had to do it.
Shakespeare and Marlowe both knew who that was. "By your leave, Sir," Shakespeare said, "1 tell you
the chance of dl going aswewould desire. . . ." Hisvoicetrailed off. He could not make himsdif tell
Burghley how bad he thought the odds were.

The gesture served well enough. Lord Burghley chuckled again--and then coughed again, and had
trouble stopping. When &t last he did, he said, "Think you not that, on hearing of Philip the tyrant's
passing, our bold Englishmen will recdl they arefree, and brave? Think you not they will do't, if someone
remind them of what they were, and of what they are, and of what they may be?'

Shakespeare bared histeeth in a grimace that was anything but asmile. "Am | Atlas, your Grace, to bear
upon my shoulders the burthen of the whole world hisweight?"

"I'll lighten somewhat the said burthen, an | may." Lord Burghley picked up the book. Even though he set
apair of spectacles on hisnose, he till had to hold the volume at arm's length to read. He flipped through
it rapidly, then more dowly, till at last he grunted in satisfaction. Then, to Shakespeare's surprise, he
switched from English to Latin: "Know you the tongue of the Romans, Magister Guglidmus?”

Remembering Thomas Jenkins, the schoolmaster who'd made sure with aswitch that his Latin lessons
stuck in hismind, Shakespeare nodded. "Y es, Sr, though it issomewhile since | used it doud. You
would do me a courtesy by speaking dowly."

Nicholas Skeres |ooked from one of them to the other. A dow flush rosein his cheeks. Sir William Cecil
sad, "He understands us not, having no Létin of hisown.”

"Areyou cartain?' Shakespeare asked. "He seems aman who shows less than he knows."

Burghley nodded heavily. "In that you are not deceived. Beware of himin abrawl, for he will dways
have aknife up adeeve or in aboot. But you must believe mewhen | say Latin isnot among the things
he conceds"

"Very wdl, ar." It wasn't very well; Shakespeare trusted Nick Skeresnot at al. But held taken his
protest asfar as he could. "What would you say to methat you will not say in his understanding?'

"If you were ascholar of Latin, you must surely have gone through the Annals of Tacitus?'
"So | did." Shakespeare nodded, too. "I made heavy going of it, | confess, for heisadifficult author.”

"Recdl you the passage beginning with the twenty-ninth chapter of the fourteenth book of the said
work?'

"Y our pardon, Sir, but | recollect it not. Did you tell meto what it pertains, my memory might be stirred.”

"| shall do better than that. Attend." Peering down at the book now on hislap, Burghley began to read
the sonorous L atin text. After acouple of sentences, he glanced at Shakespeare over the tops of his
spectacles. "Do you follow?'

"| take the meaning, yes, though | should not care to have to construe the text.”

"Meaning suffices," Lord Burghley told him. ™Y ou are ascholar no longer, and | am not your master. |
will not whip you if you mistake an abletive for adative. Shdl | continue?’

"If you please, Sr."



Sir William Cecil read on to the end of the passage. To Shakespeare'srelief, he went more dowly after
the poet admitted having some trouble following the grammar. When hedd finished, he eyed Shakespeare
once more. "' See you the dramatic poss bilitiesinhering to that section?'

"l doindeed." Shakespeare had to pause and go dowly and put histhoughtsinto Latin. The possibilities
Burghley had mentioned boiled inside his head. He wanted to talk about them in the plain English in which
he wrote. Even more than that, he wanted to flee thisfancy housein Drury Lane, get paper and pen and
ink, and sit down in his ordinary or some other tolerably quiet place and get to work.

Maybe Lord Burghley saw as much, for he smiled. "And see you how | would have the drama springing
from this passage be shaped?

"Yes" Shakespeare nodded. Y ou would have the audience construe the Romans here as.. . . shdl we
say, some more recent folk speaking atongue sprung from Latin. From this, it would follow--"

Burghley held up ahand. "Y ou need say no more, Magister Gugliedmus. | see you have nicely divined my
purpose. Therefore, to my next question: can you do it?"

Shakespeare fell back into English, for he wanted to be sure he made himself clear: "My lord, | can do't;
of that, theres no doubt. But may | dot? Thereliesthe difficulty, for even thefirst scratch of penon
paper were treason, et done any performance based thereon.”

"Y ou can say that in English, sure enough, for | dready know it," Nick Skeres said.
William Cecil aso returned to his native tongue, saying, " One performanceisdl | expect or hopefor.”

"By Jesu Christ, God His Son, | do hope so!" Shakespeare said. "For after the first, never would there
be--never could there be--a second.”

But Burghley shook his head. "Not so. If the first shape events as we hope, think you not that your works
will endure not of an age, but for dl time?"

"Thereésaweighty thought!" Nick Skeres bright little eyes glittered. "I'd give abalock to be famed
forever, beshrew meif | wouldn't.”

That such fame might be his had never crossed Shakespeare's mind. Any player who dreamt of such
things had to be mad. By the nature of things, his turns on stage were written in the wind. The youngest
boy who saw him would grow old and die, and then what was he? A ghost. Worse--aforgotten ghost.
He dared hope his playswould last longer than memories of his performances, but hope was only hope.
The one playwright he knew who expected to be famous was Marlowe, and Kit owned arrogance for an
army, and to spare.

Lord Burghley had a point, though; no doubt about it. If he could bring this off, or help to bring it off . . .
His own eyes must have gleamed, as Skeres had amoment before, for Burghley said, "Y ou'll do't, then?
Youll bring it to the stage at the gppointed time?"

"My lord"--Shakespeare spread his hands helplesdy--"you will, | trust, be persuaded | bear you naught
but good will. And, bearing you good will, I needs must tell you this presentation you so earnestly desire
isless easy to bring to fruition in the proper season than your Grace SUpposes.”

Sir William Cecil'sfrown put Shakespeare in mind of black clouds piling up before astorm. Here, plainly,
was aman unused to hearing qualms or doubts. But, after along exhalation, the nobleman's only words
were, "Say on."



"Gramercy, my lord. Hear me, then." Shakespeare took along breath of his own before continuing. "
can write the play. With what you have given me, | can shapeit into the weapon you desire. | can put the
groundlingsto choler straight. Being once chafed, they shall not be reined again to temperance.”

"Well, then?' Burghley folded hisvelvet-deeved arms across his chest, covering the Order of the Garter
hewore. "What more is wanted?'

Here a wise man shows himself a fool . Shakespeare reminded himsdlf the theatre was not Burghley's
trade. "L ook you, my lord, you must bethink yoursdlf: aplay is more than words set down on paper. It's
men and boys up on the stage, making the words and scenes seem true to those that see ‘em.”

"And s0?7"' Burghley remained at sea.

But Nick Skeres tirred on hisstool. "I know his meaning, my lord!" he exclaimed. "We can trust
him--we think we can trust him, anyway." He spoke quickly, confidently; hewas at easein theworld of
plots and counterplots, as Shakespeare was while treading the boards of the Thesatre. "But the play
engrosses the whole company. Any one man, learning what's afoot, can discover it to the Spaniards, at
which--" He drew hisfinger across histhroat.

"Ah." Now William Cecil nodded. Swinging back toward Shakespeare, he asked, "Think you your
troupe of players holds such proditors, as Eden held the serpent?”

"I know not. | would not--I could not--say ay nor nay or ever | sounded them . . . and, in the sounding, |
might mysdlf betray."

"A point," Baron Burghley admitted. "A distinct point." He seemed anything but happy, yet did not reject
Shakespeare's words because they weren't what he wanted to hear. Shakespeare admired him for that.
He asked, "What's to be done, then?'

"A moment, first, an't please you," Shakespeare said, "for | had not rehearsed al the troubles hereto
pertaining.” Hewaited for Burghley to nod again before continuing, "This secret, as Master Skeres hath
said, must be held by the severad men of the company. That a one were no easy matter."

"Trueenough.” Another nod from Burghley. "What els=?"

"Not only must they keep it close, Sir, they must keep it close over some long stretch of time, wherein
they learn their parts and learn to play 'em: dl this, of course, in secret. And we shall have to contrive
costumes for the Romans and the--"

"Wait." Lord Burghley held up ahand. "How much of thismight you scant?'

"Why, as much asyou like, my lord," Shakespeare answered. The nobleman looked pleased, till he went
on, "If it suit you to have presented a clumsy, aborted botch of ashow, well dispense with rehearsal
atogether. But such aplay, wherein we're hissed and pelted from the stage, meseems would serve your
endslesswell than you desire.”

A wordless rumble came from deep within Lord Burghley's chest. Y ou show me a sea of troubles,
Master Shakespeare. How arm we against them? Here you must be my guide: you, not |, are the votary

of thismygery.”

"l seeno sureway," Shakespeare told him, wishing he could say something different. "What seemsbest is
this: to sound the players one by one, in such wisethat | give not the game away should aman prefer the
Spaniards--or even smple quiet--to daring the dings and arrows of outrageous fortune.”



"And if one of them be a cozener or an intelligencer?' Nick Skeres asked. Sure enough, he took
conspiracy and betraya for granted. "How shal you hinder him from sending the | ot of you to the block
or the gallows or such delightsome toys as only a Spaniard would think to devise?'

"Suchistherisk inherent in the exercise" Lord Burghley remarked.

You can say that, Shakespeare thought resentfully. You'll likely be dead ere we're well begun. And the
nobleman would diein hisown time, having lived along life. But if the playerswerefound out . . . Skeres
had the right of it. Such delightsome toys . . . He shuddered. He was not a particularly brave man.
Counterfeiting courage on the stage, hed seldom needed it in humdrum everyday life.

"Would you see England free again?' Burghley asked softly.

Ay, there's the rub, Shakespeare thought. Every hamlet in theland dreamt of England free again. He
found himsdlf nodding. He could do nothing else.

"Then weéll find ways and means, find them or make them." The baron sounded perfectly confident.
Again, Shakespeare sllently fumed. But what can | do save go forward? He'd aready heard enough to
make him adead man if he didn't Sing to the Spaniards--and if things miscarry, he reminded himsdf. If
all go well, they'll make of you a hero.

He had trouble bdieving it.

Sir William Cecil briskly rubbed his hands together. "We are in accord, then--ist not so?' Shakespeare
nodded, still rather lessthan happily. The nobleman smiled at him. "Commence as quickly asmay be. The
sooner the play is done, the sooner the players have their parts by heart, the better. Only God knows
how long Philip--and Elizabeth--will live. We must be ready.”

Shakespeare didn't scream, but he came close. "My lord," he said carefully, "1 am now engaged upon
preparing anew play for the company, and--"

"This hath grester weight behind it," Burghley said.

Again, screams bubbled just below the surface. ™Y our Grace, if | cease work upon aplay haf done, who
will not wonder why? Wereit not best thet | draw no questionsto myself?"

"You quibble" Burghley sad ominoudly.

"By God, gr, | do not," Shakespeare answered. "And heréstherest of't: Lord Westmorland's Men will
pay mefor Love's Labour's Won, and pay mewell. Who'll pay mefor this Roman tragedy? A poet lives
not upon sweet breezes and moonbeams; he needs must eat and drink like any man."

"Ah." Burghley nodded. Taking from hisbelt asmall leather sack, he tossed it to Shakespeare, who
caught it out of theair. It was heavier than held expected. When he undid the drawstring, gold glinted
within. His eyes must have widened, for William Cecil let |oose another of hiswet chuckles. "Therésfifty
pound,” he said carelessly. "An you require more, Nick Skereswill havet for you."

"G-Gramercy," Shakespeare choked out. HEd never made anywhere near so much for a play; most of
hisincome came from his share of the Theatre's takings. He dso eyed Skeres. Any sum of money that

came through the sharp little man would probably be abridged before reaching itsintended destination.
Skeres stared back, bland as buitter.

"Have wefinished here?' Baron Burghley asked. Numbly, Shakespeare nodded. When he got to his feet,
hislegs, a firdt, didn't want to hold him up. Burghley said, "Get you gone, Master Shakespeare. I'll away



anon. We should not be seen entering or leaving together, nor should you come to my house, though it be
nigh. | am here on pretense of waiting on my nephews, Anthony and Francis Bacon.”

"Do | meet them on repairing hither another time, know they of this our enterprise?’ Shakespeare
inquired.

Sir William Cecil looked through him asif he hadn't asked the question. Chuckling, Nick Skeres said,
"Any cokes can see you're new to the game. What you know not, €en the bastinado can't squeeze from
you."

Shakespeare made a noise down deep in histhroat, nothing close to aword: "Urrr." Skeresmight call it a
game, but games didn't kill. Some do, Shakespeare corrected himself: baiting the bear or the bull. He
could dmost fed fangstearing into him.

Still shaking his head, he left the housein Drury Lane. He was halfway home before redizing no one had
said anything about how Nick Skereswould return to London. He shrugged. Skeres, he was sure, would
prove as dippery and evasive as a black-beetle or arat. He wished he could say the same for himsdif.

LOPE DE VEGA waved to atall, scrawny Englishman in ragged clothes who stood, as hopefully as he
could, by arowboat. "Y ou there, srrah!" he said sharply. "How much to row us acrossto Southwark?”
He pointed to the far bank of the Thames.

"Tuppence, Sr," the fellow answered, making a clumsy botch of hisbow. "A penny each for you and
your lady."

"Here, then." Lope gave him two bronze coins. "'Put us ashore as near to the bear-baiting garden asyou

"Tothe old one, or the new?" the boatman asked.
"Tothenew," deVegareplied.
"Yes, gr. I'll do't." The Englishman smiled at his companion. "Mind your step asyou get in, my lady.”

"Have no fear, my dear, my sweet," Lope said grandly, and gave Nell Lumley hisarm. She smiled asshe
took it. Shewas astall as he, blond and buxom, and called hersalf awidow for politeness sake, though
de Vegadoubted she'd ever wed. But she was fond of him, and he dways enjoyed squiring a pretty
woman around. He expected to enjoy lying with her afterwards, too. Cold country, hot blood, he
thought; Englishwomen had pleasantly surprised him.

And he enjoyed the fedling of being half, or alittle more than half, in love. It heated hisown blood, asa
cup of winewould. As often as not, he discarded one mistress and chose another for no more reason--
but also, hetold himsdf, for no less reason--than to have that sweset intoxication snging through his
vens

So now: he swept off his cloak, folded it acouple of times, and set it on the bench for Nell. She wagged
afinger a him. "Ah, Lope, my sweetheart, thou needst not do that."
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"] do't not for that | need to," he answered. "l do't for that | want to. Sit, Sit, Sit, Sit." He clucked likea
mother hen. Laughing, she sat.

The boatman pushed the rowboat into the Thames, then scrambled aboard himsdlf, his boots dripping.
He knew how to handle the oars, feathering them so next to no water dripped from the blades. They
hadn't gone far when Nell Lumley wrinkled her short, pert nose. "By Jesu, theriver stinks.” A dead dog,
al puffy and bloated, chose that moment to float past them, heading downstream.

"How canit hep stinking?' Lopereplied. "It isLondon's sewer. And London stinks. What city stinks
not? The city of heaven, mayhap, proving angdsdwdl therein.”

Of course, folk downstream drank the water into which folk farther upstream poured their shit and piss
and offal. Lope knew that. Hed dways known it. How could he, how could anyone, help knowing it?
But it wasn't anything he usually thought about. He took it for granted, as anyone did. Now, bobbing on
the stinking stream, he couldn't. He gulped.

" 'Steeth, lean over the Sde or ever you cast!" the boatman exclaimed.

And put morefilth in the river, de Vegathought. He clamped histeeth together. In alittle while, the
sck spell passed. Nell said, "'If passage over the Thames makes thee like to sick up thy dinner, what of
coming hereinthe Invincible Armada?’

Remembering the passage from Lisbon to Dover dmost did make him lose hislast medl. He patted his
mistress hand and gave her the prettiest lie he could come up with: "The company | keep here makes me
forget al that chanced before | set foot on England's shore.”

Nell Lumley blushed and ssammered. The boatman, sweat arting out under his arms despite the chilly
wegther, made a distinct retching noise. Lope shot him ahard look. He stared back, only effort on his
face. Nell didn't seem to have noticed. Lope et it pass--for the moment. Englishmen were rude by
nature.

The boat's ked grated on mud less than afurlong west of London Bridge. " Southwark, sir," the boatman
said, assmoothly asif he hadn't been insolent amoment before. He pointed. "There'sthe new
bear-baiting garden--you can see it past the roofs of the stews.”

"Yes. Thank you." De Vegahanded Ndl out of the boat. He tipped the boatman only afarthing. True,
the fellow had rowed well, but he didn't intend to forget the way the man had mocked his compliment.

Without aword, the boatman pocketed the small coin. Without aword, he shoved his boat into the
Thames and started rowing back toward London. And then, out of range of Lopesrapier, helet fly:
"L eather-jerkin, crystal-button, knot-pated, agate-ring, puke-stocking, caddis-garter, smooth-tongue
Spanish pouch!”

No matter how usdessit was, Lope's hand flew to the hilt of hissword. Nell giggled, which did nothing
to improve histemper. She said, "Fret not. He'sjeal ous, nothing more.”

"And s0 he hath good reason to be," Lope answered, mollified, "for am | not the luckiest man divein
Chrigendom?*

"Ah," Ndl said softly, and dropped her eyes.

They had to walk down a street of stewsto get to the bear-baiting. Even though de Vegawent armin
arm with his companion, the lewd women called out invitations that made his ears burn. Pretending he
didn't hear, he kept walking.



"He wants you not," one of the women called to another, "for see you? He hath aready awhore of his

Where Lope had been angry at the boatman, Nell wasfurious at the progtitute. " Stinking, poxy cdlet!"
sheyedled. "I bite the thumb &t thee!" That wasthe thee of insult, not of intimacy.

The contents of a chamber pot came flying out of athird-story window and splashed in the Street just in
front of them. Fortunately, most of the splash went the other way; Lope and Nell weren't badly fouled.

Ndl was dtill fuming. "Henry V11 closed the stews,” she said, "nor did they open again until the coming
of ... Queen Isabellaand King Albert.”

In different company, she might have said something hot about the Spaniards, L ope thought. But
he said only, "King Henry may have closed these stews, but surely, in atown the size of London, others
flourished.”

"That they dared cast whoredom in my face. . ." But Nell didn't directly answer Lope's comment, from
which he concluded she couldn't very well disagree with him.

They hurried on toward the bear garden. A long queue of Englishmen and -women of all etates,
leavened by a sprinkling of Spaniards, advanced toward the entry. The building was an ova that put de
Vegain mind of a Roman amphitheater, though built of wood and not enduring stone. Inside, dogs were
dready barking and growling furioudy.

At the entryway, L ope gave the fellow taking money apair of pennies. The Englishman waved him
forward. At the sairsfarther on, most people went up. He handed fourpence to the man waiting there
with another cash box. The man gave him aprofessionally courteous nod. "Want to bein at the deeth,
eh?" hesaid. "Go on down, then, and find places for yourselves as close to the pit as ye may."

"There!” Nell pointed. A few spaces remained in the very lowest row of benches. "If we hurry--" Now
sheled Lope, not the other way round. She went so fast, she tripped on the hem of her skirt as she
hurried down the stairs. She might have fallen had he not held her up. "Gramercy," she said, and kissed
him on the cheek.

An Englishman and hiswife and their young son were making for the same seets. They gave Lope and
Néel sour looks when they found themsalves edged out. The man, abig, burly fellow, muttered something
into hisbeard. "Nay, hush," said hiswife, whose pinched face bore what looked to be a perpetualy
worried expression. "Beshrew meif he be not adon.”

"He'sathief, that'swhat heis," the man rumbled. "Hed steal an egg out of acloister, hewould, like dl his
breed." But he went off and found seats for himself and hisfamily agood distance avay from deVega

L ope looked back over his shoulder and bared histeeth in what was as much a challenge asasmile. The
Englishman would not meet his eye. Lope nodded to himself, proud as afighting cock that hadn't had to
use hisspursto beet ariva.

Down in the pit, the first bear was already chained to the stout iron stake in the center of the earthen
floor. He was a good-sized beast, and didn't look too badly starved. His hot, rank odor filled Lope's
nogtrils. The madtiffs, still caged, smdled him, too. Their barking grew more frantic by the moment.

The Englishman Sitting next to Lope nudged him and said, "Half acrown on old bruin thereto day before
they kill him six dogs or more. If you like, acrown."

Lope eyed him. Hewasnt al that well dressed; five shillings--even two and sixpence--would be alot of



money for him. And helooked alittle too eager, alittle too confident. Men who knew too much about
bears and dogs were the bane of the garden, cheating those without inside information. "1 thank you, but
no," deVegasad. "I'm herefor to watch thefight, no more." The Englishman looked disappointed, but
Lope had declined too politely for him to make anything of it.

"A cozener?' Ndl asked in alow voice.
"Without adoubt,” Lope answered.

A winesdller moved through the crowd. Ndl waved to him. Lope bought a cup for her and onefor
himsdf.

He looked around the arena. It was dmost full now. Before long, they would . . . He couldn't even finish
the thought before they did. One man with alever could lift the movable sides of dl the madtiffs cagesat
once. Baying like thewolvestheir cousins, the great dogs swarmed into the baiting pit.

One died dmost at once, his neck broken by a shrewd buffet from the bear's great paw. Therest of the
madtiffs, more furious than ever, leaped at the bear, clamping their jawsto hisleg, hishaunch, hisbelly,
hisear. Roaring dmost like alion, herolled in the dirt, crushing another anima benesth him. A couple of
other mastiffs gprang free before hisweight fell on them. Muzzles dready red with blood, they sprang
back into the fight.

"Oh, bravely done!" Nell Lumley cried from behind Lope. She clapped her hands. Her eyes glistened.
"Tear himto pieced”

Nor was hersthe only voice raised in the bear garden. Shouts of, "Kill him!™ and, "Bite him!" rose from
al threeleves. So did ydlsof, "Rend the dogs" and, "Rip 'emto rags" Some of those surely came from
folk who'd put money on the bear. But the English, seeing one animal chained and attacked by ten, were
perversdy likely to take himinto their hearts, a least for alittle while.

Asif by accident, de Vegalet his hand rest on Ndl'sthigh. She stared at him in surprise; she might have
forgotten he was there. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips dightly swollen. She set her hand on his. He
smiled and kissed her. The noise she made at the back of her throat was amost asfierce as the ones
coming from the pit. Lope laughed alittle when they finally broke apart. Bear- and bull-baitings dways
made her wanton.

Three dogs were dead now, and a couple of others badly hurt. But blood dripped and poured from the
bear everywhere. He wobbled on hisfeet; apink loop of gut protruded from his belly. His grunts and
bellows came dower and wesker. "Helll not last," Lope said. Nell nodded without looking at him--she
had eyes only for the pit.

Asif directed by asinglewill, dl the mastiffs|eft aive, even the injured ones, sprang at the bear. Astheir
teeth pierced him, Nl groaned asif Lope were piercing her. The bear fought back for amoment, but
then sank beneath the dogs. Thedin inthe arenaall but deafened de Vega.

The shabby Englishman gtting next to him nudged him again. " See you? Y ou'd have won. He dew but
four, unlessthat fifth be too much hurt to live."

Lopesad, "Suchislife" aremark that gave the other man no room to comment.

Dog handlersin thick leather jerkins and breeches came out to drive the mastiffs back into their cages.
They needed the bludgeons they carried to get the big dogs off the bear's carcass. Once the dogs were
out of the pit, an assthat rolled its eyes at the stink of blood dragged away the body. 1t would be



butchered, and the mest sold.
"Hast thou eaten of bear'sflesh?' Lope asked Néll.
She nodded. "Seldom, but yes. Mighty fine it was, too: sweet as pork, tender aslamb."

"I thought the same," Lope said. "'l ate it once or twice in Spain. Were bears common as cattle, who
would look at beef?"

More attendants raked the ground and spread sand and fresh dirt over the pools of blood. Thefirst
bear-baiting might never have happened. So Lope's senses said, at any rate. But when the handlers
brought the next bear out to the stake, the lingering scent of blood in the air made him so wild, he dmost
broke free of them.

A fresh pack of madtiffs assailed the bear. He was smaller than the one that had fought before, but
seemed wilier. Herolled again and again, and hunched himself so the dogs had trouble reaching his belly
and privates. Madtiff after madtiff went down. Another one dragged itsdlf out of the fight on gtiff forelegs,
its back broken. A handler smashed in its head with aclub.

"Hell kill them al!" Nell was as happy to cheer for the bear as she had been to clap for the dogsin the
firg fight.

And the new bear did kill them dl. Asthe last madtiff, itsthroat torn out, staggered off and fell down to
die, Lopethought, Most of the bettors want to hang themselves--that hardly ever happens. And the
dog breeders, too, with so many expensive animals dead. A whole new pack of mastiffs had to be
loosed againgt the bear. Since it had taken so many wounds from the earlier pack, the baiting ended in a
hurry.

That was aswell. London's short day was drawing to aclose. Lope rose and gave Nell Lumley hisarm.
"Shall we away to the city and find aplace for the two of us?’

Her answering smile had nothing coy init. "Yes, let's" she said. Sure enough, after a bear-baiting her
own anima spirits were in the ascendant.

Lope and Néell had just |eft the bear-baiting garden when someone cdled his name from behind. It wasa
woman'svoice. Asif inthegrip of nightmare, Lope dowly turned. Out of the arena came his other
mistress, Martha Brock, walking with aman who looked enough like her to be her brother, and probably
was.

He would be, Lope thought in helpless horror. 1f she were betraying me, she couldn't get in much of
atemper. But if she'snot . . . Oh, by the Virgin, if she'snot . . . ! Too late, heredized the Virgin was
thewrong oneto ask for intercession here.

"Who'sthat?' Martha Brock demanded, pointing at Nell.
"Who's that?" Nell Lumley demanded, pointing at Martha
"Dear ladies, | can explain--" Lope began hopelesdy.

He never got the chance. He hadn't thought he would. ™Y ou are no surer, no, than isthe cod of fire upon
theice, or hailstoneinthe sun!" Néell cried. "And | loved you!™

"Impersevant thing!" Marthaadded. "A truant dispogtion!™



Lopetried again. "l can expl--"

Again, no good. They both screamed at him. They both dapped him. They didn't even quarrd with each
other, which might have saved him. When they both burst into tears and cried on each others shoulders,
Martha's brother said, "Sirrah, thou'rt arecreant blackguard. Get thee hence!l” He didn't even touch his
sword. With de Vegaso plainly in the wrong, he didn't need it.

Jeered by the Englishmen who'd watched his discomfiture, Lope walked back toward the Thames dl

alone. When Pizarro's men conquered the Incas, one of them got as his share of the loot a greet golden
sun . .. and gambled it away before morning. Hed made himsalf a Spanish proverb, too. But here I've
outdone him, Lopethought glumly. | lost not one mistress, but two, and both in the wink of an eye.

WILL KEMP LEERED at Shakespeare. The clown's features were soft as clay, and could twist into any
shape. What lay behind his mugging? Shakespeare couldn't tell. "Thefirst thing we do,” Kemp exclaimed,
"let'skill dl the Spaniardd™

Hedidn't even try to keep his voice down. They were donein the tiring room, but the tireman or his
assigants or the Theatre watchmen might overhear. "God mend your voice," Shakespeare hissed. "Y ou
but offend your lungsto speak so loud."

"Not my lungsdone," Kemp said innocently. "Are you not offended?"
"Offended? No." Shakespeare shook hishead. "Afeard? Yes, | amn afeard.”

"And wherefore?" the clown asked. "Ist not the desired outcome of that which you broached to me just
now?'

"Of courseitis," Shakespeare answered. "But would the fountain of your mind were clear again, you
prancing ninny, that | might water an ass at it. Do you broadcast it to the general before the day, our
heads go up on London Bridge and cur-dogs fatten on our bodies.”

"Ah, wel. Ah, well." Maybe Kemp hadn't thought of that at all. Maybe, too, he/d done his best to give
Shakespeare an apoplexy. His best was much too good. He went on, "An you writethe play, I'll act in't.
There" He beamed at Shakespeare. " Are you happy now, my pet?' He might have been soothing a
fractious child.

"Why could you not have said that before?' Shakespeare did his best to hold histemper, but couldn't
help adding another, "Why?'

"Youwant everything dl initsplace”" Agan, Will Kemp might have been--likely was--humoring him. "'l
can see how that might be so for you--after al, you'd want Act First done or ever you went on to Act
Second, eh?"

"l should hope s0," Shakespeare said between histeeth. What was the clown prattling about now?

Kemp deigned to explain: "But you're apoet, and so having al in order likesyou well. But for aclown?
He shook hishead. "Aslike as not, 1've no notion what next I'll do on stage.”

"I've noticed that. Weve all of us noticed that," Shakespeare said.

"Good!" Kemp twisted what had been meant for areproach into acompliment. "If I know not, nor can
the groundlings guess. The more they're surprised, the harder they laugh.”



"Regardless of how your twisted turn marsthe fabric o' the play,” Shakespeare said.

Kemp only shrugged. Shakespeare would have been angrier had he expected anything else. The clown
said, "l know not what I'll do tomorrow, nor care. If | play, then| play. If | choose instead to
morris-dance from London to Norwich, by God, I'll do that. I'll do well by it, too." He seemed to fancy
theridiculousidea. "Folk would pay to watch me on the way, and | might write abook afterwards.
Kemp's Nine Days Wonder, I'd call it."

"No man could in nine days dance thither," Shakespeare said, interested in spite of himself.

"I'veten pound to say yourealiar." By the gleam in Kemp's eye, he was ready to strgp bellson hislegs
and set off with aman to play the flute and drums. Hed meant what he told Shakespeare--he didn't
know what he/d do next, on stage or anywhere e se. "Come on, poet. Will you match me?"

The man's a weathervane, blowing now this way, now that, in the wind of his appetites,
Shakespeare thought. He held up aplacating hand. "I haven't the money to set against you,” helied. "Let
it be even asyou claim. Fly not to Norwich, nor to any other place." Heredlized he was pleading. "Y ou
perform this afternoon, you know, and on the morrow aswell.”

"Theresno more valor in you than in awild duck,” Kemp said scornfully. "Y ou are asvdiant asthe
wrathful dove, or most magnanimous mouse.”

Hetold the truth. Shakespeare knew too well how little courage he held. But he wagged afinger a Will
Kemp and said, "If you'd bandy insults, think somewhat before you speak. Y ou twice running used valor
; it might better in thefirgt instance have been courage.”

"Woe upon you, and al such false professord™ Kemp retorted. " O judgement! Thou art fled to brutish
bessts.”

Shakespeare threw hishandsin theair. "Enough!” And so, however maddening, it was. Kemp had, in his
own way, said he/d do what needed doing. Shakespeare didn't think the clown would betray him to the
Spaniards after that--not on purpose, anyhow. "Not aword now, on your life," hewarned. On my life,
too, not that Kemp cares a farthing for't.

"What, gone without aword?" the clown said. "Oh, very well, for your joy."

When Shakespeare came out of thetiring room, he felt held aged ten years. Thetireman gave him a
curious glance. "What'stoward?' he asked.

"That Kemp is more stubborn-hard than hammered iron," Shakespeare said disdainfully, teling the truth
and acting at the sametime. "At last, meseems, he hath been brought towards reason.”

"Towards doing what you'd have him do, you mean,” the tireman said. His name was Jack Hungerford.
His beard, which once had been red, was now white; that only made his eyes seem bluer. Hed had
charge of costumes and props for decades before Marlowe's Tamberlane made blank verse the
standard for plays, and he had dl the shrewdness of hisyears.

Here, though, he played into Shakespeare's hands. "I'll not say you're mistaken," the poet replied, and
Hungerford looked smug. But keeping the tireman happy wasn't enough. As much asthe players, he
would be a part of what followed. Shakespeare picked hiswords with care: "How now, Master Jack?
Y ou've seen more than isto most men given.”

"Andif | have?' Hungerford asked. His eyes were suddenly intent, while the rest of hisface showed
nothing whatever. Shakespeare had seen that blank vizard more times than he could count, these years



since the Armadalanded. Indeed, he/d worn that blank vizard more times than he could count. It was an
Englishman's shield againgt discovery, againg treachery, in aland no longer hisown. Having it raised
againgt him saddened Shakespeare, but he understood why Hungerford showed so little. The safest
answer to the question Whom to trust? was No one.

He'll make me discover myself to him, Shakespeare thought unhappily. Then the risk ismine, not his.
Well, no help for't. He said, "Y ou well recall the days before I sabellaand Albert took the throne.”

" Twas not so long ago, Master Will," Hungerford replied, histone studioudy neutrd. "Y ou recall 'em
yoursdf, though you've only haf my years.”

"Good days, | thought," Shakespeare said.

"Some were. Some not so good." Thetireman reveaed nothing, nothing at al. Behind Shakespeare's
back, one of hishandsfolded into afist. I might have known it would be like this. But then Hungerford
went on, "Better days, | will alow, than some of those we livein. | say as much--1 hopel say as
much--not only for that aman's youth doth naturally seem sweeter in the years of hisage.”

"Think you those good days might come again?'
"I know not," Hungerford said, and Shakespeare wanted to hit him. "Would it were so, but | know not."

Was that enough encouragement to go on? Shakespeare didn't think so. Damn you, Jack Hungerford,
he raged, but only to himself. He stalked away from the tireman asif Hungerford had offered him some
deadly insult. Behind him, Hungerford caled for one of hisassstants. If he knew where Shakespeare had
been heading, he gave no sign of it.

That day, Lord Westmorland's Men put on Marlowe's The Cid. Shakespeare had only asmall part: one
of the Moorish princeswhom the Cid first befriended and then, in the name of Chrigtianity, betrayed. He
unwound histurban, shed his bright green robe, and |eft the Thesatre early, hoping to take advantage of
what little daylight was|eft in the ky.

Booksdllers hawked their wares in the shadow of St. Paul's. Most of them sold pamphlets denouncing
Protestantism and hair-raising accounts of witches out in the countryside. Some others offered the texts
of plays--as often as not pirated editions, printed up from actors memories of their lines. The volumes
usudly proved actors memories|ess than they might have been.

Shakespeare ground histeeth as he walked past agtdl full of such plays. Hed suffered from stolen and
surreptitious publications himself. That he got nothing for them was bad enough. That they mangled his
words was worse. What they'd done to his Prince of Denmark . . .

He'd added injury to insult by buying his own copy of that one, to seeif it were as bad as everyonetold
him. It wasn't. It was worse. When he thought about the Prince's so-called soliloquy:

To be, or not to be. Aye there's the point.
Todie todeep, isthat dl? Ayeal:

No, to deep, to dream, aye marry there it goes.



He'd seen that, burned it into his memory, so he could quote it asreadily aswhat held redly written. He
could--but he didn't have the somach to get past the third line.

Splendid in hisred robes, abishop came out of St. Paul's and down the steps, surrounded by aretinue of
more plainly dressed priests and laymen. The soldiers on guard at the bottom of the stairs stiffened to
attention. One of them--by hisfair hair, surely an Englishman--knelt to kissthe cleric'sring as he went

past.

The Spaniards enslaved some of us, Shakespeare thought. Others, though--others enslaved
themselves. No one had made that soldier bend the knee to the bishop. No one would have thought less
of him had he not doneit. But he had. By al appearances, held been proud to do it.

Even if | go on with this madcap scheme, will it have the issue Lord Burghley desires?
Shakespeare shrugged. HEd come too far to back away now unless he inclined to treason. That might
save you. It might make you rich. He shrugged again. Some things were bought too dear.

Motion up at thetop of . Paul's caught hiseye. A man in artisan's plain hose and jerkin waswalking
about on the flat-roofed steeple, now and then stooping asif to measure. We have a Catholic Queen
and King once more. Will they order the spire finished at last? Shakespeare shrugged one more
time It would be yet another sign we are not what we were, what we once set out to be. But how
many even care? Gloom threatened to choke him.

Gloom aso made him inattentive, so that he dmost walked past the gal he sought. It wasn't the sight of
the books that made him pause, but the sight of the booksdller. "Good den, Master Seymour,” he said.

"Why, Magter Shakespeare! God give you good den aswell,” Harry Seymour replied. He was atall,
lean man who would have been good-looking had he not had alarge, hairy wen on the end of his nose.
"Do you but passthetime of day, or can | find summet for you?"

"I'm dways pleased to pass the time of day with you," Shakespeare answered, which wastrue: hed
never known Seymour to print or sell pirated plays. He went on, "But if you've the Annals of Tacitus
doneinto English, I'd be pleased to buy it of you."

"Asmy head lives, Master Shakespeare, | do indeed. And I'll take oath | fetched hither some few of that
titlethismorning.” Seymour came around to the front of the stal. "Now where did | put 'em?. .. Ah!
Herewe are." He handed Shakespeare acopy. "Will you want it for aplay?’

"I might. But my Latin doth stale with disuse, wherefore I'm fain to take the short road to reminding me
what hetreats of." Shakespeare admired the ornate first page, illustrated with awoodcut of swaggering,
toga-clad Romans. "A handsome volume, I'll not deny.”

" "Twould be handsomer till, cased in buckram or fine morocco.” Like any book dealer, Seymour sold
his wares unbound; what boards they eventually wore depended on the customer's taste and purse.

"No doubt," Shakespeare said palitely, by which he meant he didn't intend to bind the book at al. Not
even Baron Burghley's gold could tempt him to such extravagance. Asaplayer and a poet, he knew too
well how money could rain down one day and dry up the next. He would cling to as many of those coins
ashecould. Inad of which. .. Heheld up the trandation. "What's the scot?'

"Six shillings," Harry Seymour answered.

"My good fellow, you are athief professed,” Shakespeare exclaimed. "But your theft istoo open. Y our
filching islike an unskilful Snger; you keegp not time."



"Say what you will, Will, but I'll have my price or you'll not have your book," Seymour said. "'l give
thanks to the holy Mother of God that | can stay at my trade at dl. Times are hard, and grow no easier.”

"I am not some wanderer, staggering haf drunk past your stdl. | do regularly give you my custom when |
seek somework of scholarship--or so | have done, up till now." Shakespeare's indignation was part
perfectly red, part feigned. If he gavein too easily, the bookseller might wonder why--and Seymour's
oath had proved him a Cathalic. | must seem as | always was, Shakespeare thought. The degper into
this exercise he got, the harder that would grow.

"Y ou know not what | had to pay Master Danidls, the which rendered into our tongue the noble Roman's
words," Seymour protested.

Sensing weakness, Shakespeare pressed him: "That you're a subtle knave, avillain with asmiling cheek,
makesyou no lessaknave and avillain." He made asif to thrust the Annals back at Seymour.

The booksdller had grit. " Save your player'stricks for the stage,” he said. "'l gave you my price."

"And | giveyou my farewell, if you use me s0." Shakespeare didn't want to have to search for adifferent
trandation el sawhere, not when he had thisonein his hands, but he didn't want to pay six shillings, ether.
Nine days wagesfor a soldier, on one book?

Harry Seymour made arumbling, unhappy noise down deep in histhroat. "Five and sixpence, then," he
sad, asif wounded unto death, "and for no other man dive would | lessen the price €en afarthing.”

His honor salved, Shakespeare paid at once, saying, "There, you see? | knew you for the gentleman you
are, exceedingly well read and wondrous affable: suffed, asthey say, with honorable parts.”

"Y ou reckon him a gentleman who doth asyou ligt," Seymour said sourly. "Go your way, Master
Shakespeare; | am yet out of temper with you. May you have joy of the sixpence you prised from me."

Hisjoy in that sixpence quite quenched, Shakespeare strode north and east, back towards his
Bishopsgate lodgings. Light faded from the sky with every step he took. The winter solstice was coming
soon, with Christmas hard on its hedl's. They were both coming sooner, indeed, than he reckoned right.
After their coronation, Isabellaand Albert had imposed on England Pope Gregory's newfangled
caendar, cutting ten days out of Junein 1589 to bring the kingdom into conformity with Spain and the
rest of Catholic Europe. When Shakespeare looked at things logically, he understood those ten days
weren't redlly stolen. When he didn't--which was, mankind being what it was, more often--he till felt as
if hed had his pocket picked of time.

Some stubborn souls il celebrated the feast of the Nativity on what Gregory's cdendar inssted was
January 4. They did soin secret. They had to do so in secret, for the English Inquisition prowled hardest
at this season of the year, sniffing after those who showed affection for the old calendar and thusfor the
Protestant faith adhering to it.

Along with darkness, fog began filling the Streets. Here and there, men lit cressetsin front of their homes
and shops, but the flickering flames did little to pierce the gloom. Shakespeare hurried up Chegpside to
the Poultry, past the smaller churches of St. Peter and St. Mildred, and up onto Threadneedle Street,
which boasted on the west side churches dedicated to St. Christopher-le-Stock and St. Bartholomew.
Helet out asigh of relief when Threadneedle Street opened on to Bishopsgate. A moment later, he let
out agasp, for asquad of Spaniards tramped toward him. But their leader only gave him abrusquejerk
of thethumb, asif to tell him to hurry home,

"I thank our worship,”" he murmured, and touched his hand to the brim of his hat as he ducked down the



Sde street that would take him to the Widow Kendall's. The Spaniard nodded in return and led hismen
south and west dong Threadneedle. A decent man doing well the task to which he was set,
Shakespeare thought. More than afew of the occupiers were decent men. Still, the task to which Philip
had set them was the subjugation of England. And, on nine years evidence, they did it well.

"Oh, Master Will, 'tisgood to see you," Jane Kendall said when Shakespeare came into her house. As
he went over to stand by thefire, she continued, "I was sore afeard them Spanish devils had took you."

"Not s0. Asyou see, I'm here." Shakespeare looked around the parlor. "But where's Master Foster?
Most days, heis before me, and, having somewhat to do betwixt close of Theatre and my coming hither,
| know | am later than | might be."

"Later than you ought to be," the Widow Kenddl said in reproving tones. "And asfor Master Peter--"

Before she could go on, Jack Street broke in: "He'sin the Hole. They nabbed him at last. | wouldn't
guesswhat his law was, but outside the law, certes.”

Shakespeare didn't know what his missing roommate'sillegd speciaty was, either, but wasn't surprised
to learn those in authority thought Peter Foster had one. " Can we do aught for him?* he asked.

Jack Street gloomily shook his head. "Not unless we want them bastards asking after us next,” the glazier
said, which struck Shakespeare as atogether too likely.

"He's paid till the end of the month,” Widow Kendall said. "An he bide yet in gaol then, I'll sall hisgoods
for what they bring." She thought more of what she might do for herself than for her lodger.

After warming himself by the fire, Shakespeare went off to the ordinary around the corner for supper. A
szzling beefsteak and half aloaf to sop up the juices made him a happy man. Hetook out his quill and his
bottle of ink and set to work on Love's Labour's Won. "By God, Master Will, what isit like, to have so
many wordsin your head?" the serving woman asked.

"So that they comeforth, Kate, dl'swell," he answered. "But if my thoughts be dammed, then I'm
damned with them." He pounded hisforehead with the hed of his hand to try to show her thefeding he
got when the words would not move from his mind to the pagein front of him.

Shelaughed and nodded and said, "Will another mug of beer loose the flow?"

"One other may," he said, and she poured his mug full from the pitcher she carried. He went on, "Ask me
not again, | pray you, for with too much drink I've trouble knowing whether the words that come be
worth the having."

"I'll leave you tot, then," Kate said, and she did.

But tonight the words, whether worth the having or not, did not want to come. Shakespeare stared into
the candle flame and tried dl the other tricks he knew to break the wall between hiswit and his pen, but
hed little luck. While the upper part of hismind dutifully tried to get on with Love's Labour's Won, the
deeper wellspring, the part from which inspiration sprang, dwelt with the woes of the ancient Iceni, not
with his present characters. He smote hisforehead again, thistime in good earnest. The sudden pain did
him no good, ether.

Helooked around in frustration. He had none but himself to blame for histroubles. The hour grew late;
he was the only customer I€eft in the place. With everything quiet and serene, he should have written asiif
fiends were after him. He muttered a curse. Fiends were after him, but not the sort that set his pen free,



When Kate came by again, helaid down the pen with asigh. She gave him asympethetic smile, saying, "l
saw you troubled, but did not like to speak, for fear | might send flying the one word that'd free you."

"That word's nowhere to be found tonight, or el se dready flown," Shakespeare answered ruefully. "Were
my pen aponiard, it would not stab.”

"Say not so, for | know thy yard pierces,” Kate said. Her smile, thistime, was of adifferent kind.

"Ah. Sitsthewind in that quarter, then?" Without waiting for an answer, Shakespeare got to hisfeet.
Even a such amoment, he was careful to gather up his precious manuscript and pensand ink before
heading for the stairway with the serving woman. "Thou'rt sweet, Kate, to give of thysdf to aspring gone
dry likeme"

"Spring'salong way off, and it's cold outside," she said. "And | doubt methou'rt dry indl thy humors.
Else, after last we lay between the sheets, why found | awet spot there?"

Laughing, he dipped an arm around her waist. "I own mysdlf outargued,” he said. She snuggled against
him and sighed softly. He held up his papers. "Bdike thou couldst outwrite me, too. Art fain to try?”

"Goto," shesad. "Methat needs must make amark to set down my name?”

They cameto thetop of the stairs. Her door stood just to the right. She opened it. They went inside.
Kate closed the door. Shakespeare took her in hisarms. "Kissme," he said. Shedid.

When heleft the ordinary, hed come no further forward on Love's Labour's Won. His head was high
and he had aspring in his step even so. He started to whistle abdlad, then fdll silent and shrank into a
dark doorway when he heard other footsteps coming down the dark street. If it wasn't curfew time, it
was close. Running into a patrol now wasthe last thing he wanted. The men who walked by spokein low
voices, and in English. He would have bet they too didn't want to run into a patrol. And he didn't want to
run into them, ether, and slently sighed with relief when they vanished into thefog.

He sat down at the table in the parlor once he got back to hislodgings, hoping he could set afew words
down on paper before he got too deepy to work. But he hadn't written above aline and a haf before
Peter Foster stuck his head into the room to see what was going on. "Oh. Master Will. God give you
good even," he said.

"Giveyou good even," Shakespeare echoed automaticaly. Then he gaped. "They said you werein the
Holel"

"Why, so | was." Fogter laid afinger by the side of his nose. "God gave me agood even, and agood set
of gilksand ahit of charm besides." He held up the skeleton keys for Shakespeare to admire. He looked
like aman used to picking locks, sure enough.

"Bravely done," the poet said. "But will they not come after you again?”'

"Since when? Bdlike the turnkey knows not I'm gone," Peter Foster said with fine contempt. "Nay, Will,
I'll couch ahogshead here tonight, then budge abeak come morning. | tell you true, I'll be glad to 'scape
that sawvmill who degpswith us.”

"Asyou reckon best," Shakespeare said with ashrug. "Me, I'd not care to deep herein my own bed
before fleaing the sheriffs”

"You fret morethan 1," Foster said, not unkindly; perhaps he was doing his best not to call Shakespeare
acoward. "May | turn Turk if they're here or ever I'm gone. Y ou've seen naught of me, mind."



"Think what you will of me, but I'm no delator,” Shakespeare said. And if they pull off my boots and
give me the bastinado till | can bear no more? He did his best not to think about that. He was glad
when Peter Foster nodded, apparently satisfied, and went off to bed. But, by theway Love's Labour's
Won foundered, it might have been aboard Sir Patrick Spens ship on the luckless voyage to Norway.
Shakespeare went to bed himself. Jack Street did indeed make the night hideous, but his snores were the
least of what kept Shakespeare awake so long.

When he got up, Foster was gone. No one had come after the clever little man with the interesting tools.
Shakespeare went off to the Theatre in athoughtful mood. His roommeate knew crime as he himself knew
poesy, and might well have made a better living at his chosen trade.

"BUENOS DA-AS, YOUREXCELLENCY," Lopede Vegasad, sweeping off hishat and bowing to
Captain Bdtasar GuzmAn. "How may | serve you thismorning?'

"Buenos dA-as, Lieutenant,” GuzmA jn replied. "Firgt of al, let me compliment you on La dama boba.
Y our lady was amost ddlightful boob, and | thoroughly enjoyed watching her antics yesterday.”

Lope bowed again, thistime amost double. "1 am your servant, Sir!" he exclaimed in delight. His superior
had never before paid him such acompliment for histheatrical work--or, indeed, for work of any other
kind.

Captain GuzmA jn went on, "And my compliments especialy for wringing such afine performance from
your Diego. | know that cannot have been easy.”

"Had | known | would have to use him, I would have made the servant adegpier man,” de Vegasaid.
"Asthingswere-" He mimed cracking awhip over Diego's back.

"Even s0." GuzmA jn nodded. Then he raised an degant eyebrow and asked, "Tel me: after which of
your mistresses was Lady Niseamodeled? Or should | say, which of your former mistresses? The sory
is, they had it in mind to throw you into the bear pit for the mastiffs sport.”

"Please believe me, your Excellency, it was not so bad asthat." He asked Captain GuzmAin to believe
him. Hedidn't tell his superior that what he said wastrue.

GuzmAn's eyebrows rose higher still. "No, en? It certainly has been amighty marvel hereabouts. |
suppose | should admire your energy, if not your luck at the bear garden. Everyone who saw them saysa
man would be lucky to have one such woman, let onetwo."

How can | answer that? de VVegawondered. Deciding he couldn't, he didn't try. Instead, he repested,
"How may | serveyou, Sr?"

Reather than answering him directly, Baltasar GuzmAjn said, " our timing could have been better,
Lieutenant. In fact, it could hardly have been worse.”

llgrl?l

"Have you forgotten you are to meet with Cardina Parsons thismorning?' GuzmA jn eyed him, then
assumed a severe expression. "l seeyou have. What a pity. It could be that the Cardina, being an
Englishman and having just come from Canterbury, has not heard of your, ah, escapade. It could be. |
hopeitis. But | would not count onit. The manisdevilishly well informed.”

Lopesghed. "Yes, ar. | know heis," hesaid glumly. "I'll dothebest | can.”



"Splendid. I'm sure you said the same to both your lady friends.”

Ears burning, Lope beat a hasty retrest from Captain GuzmAjn's office. As hed feared, Enrique waylaid
himinthe hall. GuzmA jn's servant also bubbled with enthusiasm for La dama boba. "I especialy
admired Niseda's transformation from aboob to awoman with a mind--and agood mind--of her own," he
sad.

Since Lope had worked especialy hard to bring off that transformation, Enrique's praise should have
delighted him. And, infact, it did leave him pleased, but he had no time for Enrique now. ™Y ou will
excuseme, | hope," he said, "but I'm on my way to St. Paul's.”

"Oh, yes, of course, for your meeting with the Archbishop of Canterbury.” Enrique nodded wisdly.
Everyone knows my business better than | do, de Vegathought with a stab of resentment. Captain
GuzmAn's servant continued, "He isavery wise man, and avery holy man, too, no doubt.”

"I know," Lope said, desperate to be gone. "If you will excuse me--" Retreating sill, he hurried out of the
Spanish barracks and west to the greatest cathedra in London. The booksellers near the steps tempted
him to linger, but he res sted temptation and went up the stairs and into the great church. If books came
bound in skirts, though . . . Annoyed a himsdlf, he shook his head to try to didodge the vagrant

thought.

A deacon came up to him as he stepped into the cool, dim quiet. "And you would be, gir . .. ?' the
fdlow asked in English.

Lope proudly replied in his own Cadtilian tongue: "I have the honor to call myself Senior Lieutenant Lope
FA®Iix de Vega Carpio."

He was not surprised to find the deacon spoke Spanish, too. "Ah, yes. Y ou will be here to meet the
Archbishop of Canterbury. Come with me, seA+or "

Quiet evaporated as the deacon led de V ega through the cathedral. Masterless men dickered with
merchants and artisans who might have work for them. Lawyersin rich robes traded gossip. Smiling
bonarobas, fragrant with sweet perfume and showing as much soft flesh asthey dared, lingered near the
lawyers. One of the women smiled at Lope. Heignored her, which turned the smile to ascowl. He didn't
careto buy atart'sfavors, no matter how fancy and lovely she was: he preferred to fall inlove, or at least
toimagine hed fdleninlove. And what's the difference? he wondered. Only how long the feeling
lasts.

"Do haveacare," the deacon warned him. "Picking pockets, or ditting them, isasport here.”
"Thistoo, | suppose, is Christian charity," Lope said. The deacon gave him an odd ook.

Away from the vast public spaces of St. Paul's were the chambers the clergy used for their own. The
deacon led de Vegato one of those. Then, like Enrique going in to see Captain GuzmA jn, he said, "Wait
here for amoment, please," and ducked into the room by himsalf. When he returned, he beckoned. "His
Eminence awaits you with pleasure.”

"Heistoo kind," Lope murmured.

Evenintherich regdiaof acardinal, Robert Parsons looked like amonk. His face was long and thin and
pale; his close-cropped, graying beard did nothing to hide the hollows under his cheekbones. He held out
hisring for de Vegatokiss. "I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Senior Lieutenant,” hesaid in
Latin.



"Thank you, your Eminence," Lope replied in the same language. He switched to English: "' spesk your
tongue, Sir, an you have no Spanish.”

"I prefer Latin. Itismore precise," Parsons said. By his gppearance, he was nothing if not a precise man.

"Asyou wish, of course." Lope hoped his own Latin would meet the test. Heread it well, but he was no
clergyman, and so did not often spesk it. 'l am at your servicein every way."

"Good." Cardina Parsons|ooked down a some notes on his desk and nodded to himsdlf. "I am told you
are the Spanish officer most concerned with sniffing out treason in the English theetre.”

"Yes, your Eminence, | believe that to betrue," Lope answered, pleased hed remembered to use the
infinitive

"Thisis because’--the Archbishop of Canterbury checked his notes again--"you are yourself an aspiring
dramatis?"

"Yes, your Eminence," de Vegarepesated, wondering if the English churchman would take him to task for
it.

But Parsons only said, "I am glad to hear it, Lieutenant. For treason is afoot in that sphere, and you,
being familiar with itsdevices, arelesslikely to let yoursdlf be cozened than would someone uninitiated in
itsmyderies”

Lope had to think before he answered. The cardina's Latin was so fluent, so confident, he might have
been whisked by a sorcerer from the days of Julius Caesar to this modern age. He made no concessions
to Lope'sweaker Latinity; Lope got the idea Parsons made few concessions to anyone, save possibly
the Pope.

"Y our Eminence, | go to the theatre more to watch the audience than to watch the actors,” de Vegasaid.
"Many of them | know well, and they have not shown themselves didoya to Queen Isabellaand King
Albert."

Robert Parsons snorted like a horse. L ope needed amoment to redlize that was intended for laughter.
Parsons said, "And how likdly isit that they would declare their treason before an officer of hisMost
Catholic Mgesty of Spain?"

"Y ou make me out to beafool, achild," Lope said angrily.

"By no means, Lieutenant.” The Archbishop of Canterbury's smile was cold aswinter dong the Scottish
border. "With your own words, you make yoursdlf out to be such.”

Without hisintending it, de VVegas hand moved a couple of inches toward the hilt of hisrapier. He
arrested the motion. Even if hewasinsulted, drawing sword on a prelate would certainly send him to
geol, and probably to hdll. He gave the cardind a <tiff bow. "If you will excuse me, your Eminence--"

"I will not." Parsons voice came sharp asawhipcrack. "l tel you thereistreason amongst these men,
and you will be God'singrument in flensng it out.”

"But, your Eminence"--Lope spread his hands--"if they do not show it to me, how can | findit? Thereis
no treason in playsthat are performed. The Master of the Revels sees and approves them before a play
reachesthe stage. Sir Edmund Tilney isthe one who will know if the poets plan sedition--indeed, he has
arrested some for trying to say what must not be said.”



Like Parsons face, hisfingers were long and thin and pale. When he drummed them on the desktop, they
reminded de Vega of aspider'slegs. "Again, you speak of overt treason,” Parsons said. "The enemies of
God and Spain, like Satan their patron, are more subtle than that. They skulk. They congpire. They--"

"With whom?' Lope brokein.

"] shdl tdl you with whom: with the English nobleswho still dream of setting &t liberty that murderous
heretic jade, Elizabeth their former Queen." Parsons eyesflashed. "King Philip wastoo merciful by haf in
not burning her when first she was saized, and again in not daying more of the men who served her and
upheld her while sheruled.”

He had, L ope remembered, spent more than twenty yearsin exile from his native land. When he spoke
of skulking and conspiring, he spoke of what he knew. Cautioudy, de Vega asked, "Have you anyonein
paticular inmind?'

He expected the Archbishop of Canterbury to name Christopher Marlowe--everyone seemed to put
Marlowe at the head of hislist of troublemakers--or George Chapman or Robert Greene (though
Greene, he'd heard, wasill unto desth after eating of abad dish of pickled herring). But Parsons, after an
abrupt nod, replied, "Yes. A danderous villain by the name of William Shakespeare.”

"Shakespeare?' Lope said in surprise. "'l pray your Eminence to forgive me, but you must be mistaken. |
know Shakespeare well. Heis aman of good temper--of better temper than most poets, | would say."

"Wheat of the friends of poets?' Cardinal Parsons asked.

L ope needed a heartbest to notice he'd put the feminine ending on friends. Well, Batasar GuzmA jn had
warned not much got past the cardinal, and he was right. ™Y our Eminence!" Lope said reproachfully.

"Letitgo. Letit go. Forget | sadit," Parsonstold him. "But | warn you, Lieutenant, thereis more to that
man than meets the eye. He has been seen in homes where aman of his station has no fit occasion to call,
and he kegps company no honest man would keep, or want to keep."”

"He knows Marlowe well," Lope said. "Knowing Marlowe, he will aso know Marlowe's acquaintances.
Many of them, | fear, are men such asyou describe.”

"Thereismoretoit than that,” Cardina Parsonsinssted. "1 do not know how much more. That, | charge
you to uncover. But | tell you, Lieutenant, thereismoreto find." His nogtrils quivered, like those of a
hunting hound straining to take a scent.

Captain GuzmA jn had dark suspicions about Shakespeare, too. Lope had dismissed those: who ever
thinks hisimmediate superior knows anything? But if Robert Parsons and GuzmA jn had the sameides,
perhaps there was something to it. "'l shal do everything | can to aid the cause of Spain, your Eminence,”
deVegasad.

Chill disapprova in hisvoice, Parsons answered, "It isnot merely the cause of Spain. It isthe cause of
God." But then he softened: "I do take your point, Lieutenant. Work hard. And work quickly. My latest
newsisthat hisMost Catholic Maesty does not improve, but draws closer day by day to his eternal
reward. With hiscrigs, very likely, will comethe criss of our holy Catholic faith herein England. No less
than theinquisitors, you defend againgt heresy. Go forth, knowing God iswith you."

"Y es, your Eminence. Thank you, your Eminence.”" Lope kissed Cardind Parsons ring once more. He
left the cardind's Studly, left St. Paul's, asfast as hislegswould take him. No doubt Parsons had intended
acompliment in comparing him to an inquisitor. But what hedd intended and what Lope felt were very



different things

The Inquisition was necessary. Of that de V ega had no doubt. But there was a so a difference between
what was necessary and what was to be admired. Vultures and flies are necessary. Without them, the
ground would be littered with dead beasts, he thought. No one invites them to dinner, though, and
no one ever will .

SHAKESPEARE KNELT IN the confessond. "Bless me, Father, for | have snned,”" he said. The priest
in the other Side of the booth murmured a question he hardly heard. He confessed his adultery with the
serving woman at the ordinary, hisrage at Will Kemp (though not al hisreasonsfor it), hisjeaousy over
Christopher Marlowe's latest tragedy, and such other sinsas cametomind . . . and as could safely be
told to a Catholic priest.

As Shakespeare had conformed to Protestant worship during Elizabeth's reign, so he conformed to
Romish ritud now that 1sabellaand Albert sat on the English throne and Philip of Spain stood behind
them. More often than not, conforming came easy. The Catholic Church'srituals had agrandeur, a
glamour, missing from Protestantism. Had Shakespeare been able to choose faiths on his own, he might
well have chosen Rome's. Hisfather had quietly stayed Catholic dl through Elizabeth'sreign. But having
invadersimpose his creed on him galled Shakespeare, asit gdled many Englishmen.

The priest gave him his penance, and then, with alow-voiced, "Go, and Sin no more," sent him on his
way. He went up toward the dltar in the smal parish church of St. Ethelberge the Virgin--the church
closest to hislodgings--knelt in a pew, and began to say off the Ave Mariasand Pater Noster sthe
priest had assgned him. By thetime hefinished, he did fed cleansed of sin, dthough, being aman, he
knew he would soon sumbleinto it again.

Nineyears of conforming to Catholic ways was also long enough to leave him full of guilt about what he
hadn't confessed. Despite the sanctity of the confessiond, any mention of his meeting with Lord Burghley
would have gone straight to the English Inquisition, and no doubt to the secular authoritiesaswell. He
was as sure of that as he was of his own name. Even so, heraised his eyesto the heavens as he finished
hislast Ave Maria. The priest wouldn't know what he kept to himself, but God would.

Crossing himsdf--another gesture that had grown close to automatic since the coming of the Armada--he
got to hisfeet to leave . Ethelberge's. As he walked down the aide toward the door, Kate came out of
the confessiona and started up toward the dtar. Dull embarrassment made Shakespeare look down at
the stone floor. She'd probably confessed to the same passage of lovemaking as he had. For her, of
course, it was only fornication, not adultery.

Heforced himsdf to look her in the face. "God give you good day," he said, asif he knew her, but not in
the Biblica sense.

"And you, Magter Will," she answered quietly. "Shdl we see you again at the ordinary thiseven?’

"Belike," he said. She walked on by him. Her smal, secret smile said she might have confessed, but
hadn't fully repented.

He started back to the Widow Kenddl's. He wanted to get in what writing he could while some daylight
lingered, and before most of the other lodgers came home and made the place too noisy for him to think
in the rhythms of blank verse. He wished he were arich man, like the Baconsin whose home held met
Lord Burghley. Being able to it down in aroom without half a dozen other people chattering in his

ear . .. isbeyond your means, so what point fretting yourself over it?



He hadn't gone far before an apprenti ce--easy enough to recognize by his clothes, for he woreaplain,
flat cap and only asmall ruff a histhroat--pointed to him and said, "There goes Master Shakespeare.”

Being aman whose face many saw, Shakespeare had that happen fairly often. He dmost made aleg to
the 'prentice, to acknowledge he was who the young man thought he was. But something in thefellow's
tone made him hold back. The apprentice hadn't just recognized him; by the way he sounded, others
were looking for Shakespeare, too. He didn't carefor that at dl.

Sure enough, though, another man and awoman pointed him out to their friends on hisway back to his
lodgings. And, when he got there, Jane Kendall wasin aswivet. "Oh, sweet Jesul” she exclamed. "First
Master Foster, now you! Whatever shdl | do?"

"What mean you, Madam?" he asked, thinking, What will you do? Find more lodgers; what else? But
if they pursue me as they pursue Peter Foster, whatever shall | do? He doubted whether running to
Stratford would help him. They'd track him down there. Could he get over the border to Scotland? Have
they got theatresin Scotland? Might a player live there, or would he slowly starve?

"Why, Master Shakespeare, the fellow asking after you, he looked aright catchpole, hedid,” hislandlady
answered. "Had agreat gruff deep voice, too, enough to make anybody afeard. Oh, Master
Shakespeare, what have you done?’

"Naught," Shakespeare answered. And that was true, or something close to true. Hed set down not a
word on paper. The closest thing to evidence anyone might find among his possessons was the
trandation of Tacitus Annals. But it wasn't the only work of history in histrunk, and he hadn't so much
as dogeared the relevant page. Asfar as proof went, they'd be on thinice.

But how much would that matter? The bastinado, the rack, thumbscrews, the water torture the English
Inquisition favored. . . If they hauled him away and began tormenting him, how long could he hold out?
He shuddered. Sweat sprang out on hisforehead. He was no hero, and knew it too well. If they tortured
him, hewould tell al he knew, and quickly, too.

Doing hisbest not to think of such things, he went to the ordinary for supper and for work. All he knew
about what he ate wasthat it cost threepence. He did notice Kate's smile, and absentmindedly gaveit
back. After shetook away hiswooden trencher, he got to work on Love's Labour's Won. Tonight, the
writing went well: better than it had for afortnight, at least. He dipped hisquill in the bottle of ink again
and again; it raced across the page.

Kate knew better than to talk to him when the words tumbled forth like the Thames at flood. When at
last she came over to histable, it was only to warn him: " Curfew's nigh.”

"Oh." He didn't want to stop, but he didn't want to be caught out, either, not if they werelooking for him
anyway. As he gathered up his pens and papers and ink, he came back to the real world. Now the smile
he gave the serving woman was sheepish. "Another time, | fear me."

She nodded, not much put out. "When | saw you writing so, | knew that would be the way of't." Her
voice softened. "God keep thee."

"And thee." Shakespeare pushed his stool back from the table. He couldn't have gone on much longer,
anyhow; the candle was burnt amogt to the end. With an awkward nod--amost the nod ayouth might
have given apretty maid he was too shy to court--he hurried out of the ordinary.

He rose the next morning in darkness; in December, the sun stayed long abed. Porridge from the pot on
the hearth and amug of the Widow Kendal's ae broke hisfast. And he wasn't the first lodger up; Jack



Street went out the door while hewas Htill eating.

When Shakespeare followed the glazier out of the lodging house, a big man stepped from the shadows
and said, "Y ou are Master William Shakespeare." He had to be the fellow who'd spoken to Jane
Kenddll; hisvoice came rumbling forth from degpin his chest.

"Andif | be he?' Shakespeare asked. "Who are you, and what business have you with me?
"Y ou are to come with meto Westminger," the man replied. "Forthwith."
"But I'm wanted at the Theatre," Shakespeare said.

"Y ou're wanted in Westminger, and thither shal you go," the big man said implacably. "Thewind liesin
the east. Come--let'sto theriver for awherry. Twill be quicker thus." He made the sign of the cross.
"God be my witness, Master Shakespeare, you are not arrested. Nor shall you be, so that you do asyou
are bid. Now come. Soonest there, soonest gone.”

"I am your servant,” Shakespeare said, ever so glad he was not--or apparently was not--the other man's
captive.

Morning twilight had begun to chase the dark from the eastern sky when they got down to the Thames.
Even s0 early, hdf adozen boatmen shouted at them, eager for afare. "Whither would you go, my lord?"
one of them asked after the fellow sent to fetch Shakespeare set aslver groat in his hand.

"Westminger," the big man answered.

"I'll hieyou thereright yarely, sir,”" the boatman said. He proved good as hisword, using both sail and
oarsto fight hisway west againgt the current. Thewind did indeed blow briskly from the east, which
hel ped speed the small boat to Westminster. They got there faster than Shakespeare would have cared
to walk, especialy when he gtill would have had trouble seeing where to put hisfeet.

His-guide?--took him through the maze of paaces and other sate buildings. He heard Spanishin the
lanes and halways dmost as often as English; Westminster was the begting heart of the Spanish
occupation of his country. The mere word made him queasy--it was often used of aman'slying with a
woman. And, indeed, through his soldiers King Philip had thrown down Queen Elizabeth, thrown down
al of England, and. . . .

"Bide hereamoment,” the Englishman with the deep voice said, and ducked into an office. He soon
came back to the doorway and beckoned. "Come you in." Turning to the man behind the large, ornate
desk, he spokein Spanish: "Don Diego, | present to you SeA+or Shakespeare, the poet." Shakespeare
had little Spanish, but followed him well enough to make sense of that. The Englishman gave his atention
back to Shakespeare and returned to his native tongue: "Master Shakespeare, hereis Don Diego Flores
deVadA©s"

Shakespeare made aleg to the Spaniard. "I am honored beyond my deserts, your Excellency,” he said.
In fact, he was more nearly appaled. Diego Flores commanded al of King Philip's soldiersin England.
What knows he?

Instead of trandating, as Shakespeare had expected, his guide politely inclined his head to the Spanish
grandee and withdrew. Flores proved to speak good if accented English, saying, " Please seat yoursdlf,
SeA+or Chakespeare." He waved to astool in front of the desk. Like most Spaniards, he made ahash
of the sh sound at the start of Shakespeare's name and pronounced it asif it had three syllables.

"Thank you, my lord." Shakespeare perched warily on the stool. He would sooner have fled. Even



knowing flight would doom him made it no less tempting. He took a deep breath and forced some
player's counterfeit of calm on himself. "How may | serve you today?"

Don Diego Hores studied him before answering. The Spanish commandant wasin hisfifties, hisbeard
going gray, his hooked nose sharper in histhin face than it might have seemed when he was young. When
hesad, "l amtold you are the best poet in England,” he sounded like aman not in the habit of believing
what hewastold.

"Again | say, your Excellency, you do me too much honor."

"Who surpasseth you?' FHores asked sharply, the Spanish lisp making his English sound ol d-fashioned.
When Shakespeare did not reply, the officer laughed. "There. Y ou see? Honor pricks you on, more than
you think. This| understand. This| admire. If it be asin to covet honor, | mysdalf am the most offending
soul alive." He jabbed athumb at his own chest. "And so--for thiswere you summoned hither. Because
you are the best."

"What would you of me? Whatever sort of poet | be, | am apoet of English. | know not the Spanish
tongue”

"Claro que sA-," Don Diego said, and then, seeing Shakespeare's puzzled expression, "Buit of course.
Y ou are desired because you write English so well." Shakespeare was sure he looked more puzzled than
ever. Flores continued, "Have you not heard that King Philip, God love him, failsin regard to his heath?"

Wasthat atrap? Ought | to claimignorance? Shakespeare wondered. After some thought, he rejected
the idear the King of Spain's decline was too widely known to make such knowledge dangerous.
Cautioudy, the poet said, "Ay, your Excellency, | have heard somewhat of't."

"Muy bien. Very good." The Spaniard again trandated for himsdlf, though this time Shakespeare
followed him perfectly well. Crossing himself, Horeswent on, " Soon the good Lord will summonto his
bosom the great King."

"May King Philip live and reign for many years." Shakespeare saw no way to say anything else, not to
Philip's commandant in England.

"May it be so, sA-, but Philipisamorta man, being in that like any other.” Flores sounded impatient;
perhaps he knew more of the state of Philip's health than was common gossip in London. "To make for
him amemorid, amonument: it isfor this| summoned you hither.”

"My lord?" Shakespeare dtill felt at sea. "As| told you, | am apoet, aplayer, not a stonecutter.”

The Spanish grandee snorted. One unruly eyebrow rose for amoment. He forced it down, but il
looked exasperated; plainly, Shakespeare struck him as something of adullard. That suited Shakespeare
well enough; he wished he struck FHores asamumbling, drooling smpleton. The officer gathered himsdlf.
"May the memorid, the monument, you make prove immorta as cut stone. | would have from you,
seA+or, adramaon the subject of his Most Catholic Mgjesty's magnificence, to be presented by your
company of actors when word of the King's mortality comesto this northern land: ashow of his
greatness for to awe the English people, to make known to them they were conquered by the greatest
and most Christian prince who ever drew breath, and to awe them thereby. Can you do thisthing? |
promise you, you shal be furnished with agreet plenty of histories and chronicles wherefrom to draw
your scenes and characters. What say you?'

Do I laugh in hisface, he'll hold me lunatic--and stray not far from truth. How can | do't? Another
thought immediately followed that one: how can | say him nay? Shakespeare did hisbest: "May't please



your Excdlency, | find mysdlf much engaged in press of business, and--"

Don Diego Flores de Va dA©s waved that aside with adry chuckle. "For his Most Catholic Mgjesty,
himself the best, none save the best will serve. We bind not the mouths of the kine who tread the grain.
Y our feeisan hundred pound. | pay it now, and desire you to set to work at once, none of us knowing
what God's plan for King Philip may be." Hetook from adrawer afat leather sack and tossed it to
Shakespeare. Chuckling again, he added, "And what say you now of this business of yours?"

Dizzily, Shakespeare caught the sack. Gold clinked sweetly. Nothing € se could be so heavy in so smdll a
space, for Horeswould scarcdly try to trick himwith lead. An | live, | amrich. But how can | live,
with Burghley and the Spaniard both desiring plays of me? He had no answer to that. "l am your
servant,” he murmured once more.

"SA-, es verdad." Don Diego didn't bother trandating that. He pointed to the door. ™Y ou may go. | look
for the play in good time."

Shakespeare rose. He left--almost staggered from--the commandant's chamber. The big Englishman with
the deep voice waited outside to take charge of him. Asthey walked down the hall, Shakespeare saw
Thomas Phelippes writing in anearby room. Did Phelippes have anything to do with this? If so, did that
make it better or worse? Again, Shakespeare had no answer.

1V

"SHAKESPEARE WILL WRITE aplay on thelife of hismost Catholic Mgesty?' Lope de Vegadug a
finger in hisear, asif to make sure hed heard correctly. " Shakespeare?”

Captain Baltasar GuzmAjn nodded. "Y es, that is correct. Y ou seem surprised, Senior Lieutenant.”

"No, your Excellency. | seem astonished. With the Archbishop of Canterbury and, it appearsto me,
everyone esein the world suspecting him of treason, why give him such aplum? Heis, without a doubt,
afinewriter--"

"And you are, without adoubt, naive." GuzmA jn smiled. Lope made himsalf smile back, in lieu of picking
up hisstool and braining his arrogant little superior with it. That supercilious smile till on hisface, Captain
GuzmAn continued, "If Shakespeareiswell paid, he may belessinclined to treason. This has been
known to happen before. If he writesaplay praising King Philip, he may be too busy to get into
mischief.” Heticked off points on hisfingers as he made them.

"But what sort of play will hewrite?' Lope asked. "If he is atraitor--1 don't believeit, mind you, but if he
is-won't he dander the King instead of praisng him?"

"Not with the Master of the Revelslooking over his shoulder every moment," GuzmA jn replied. "I the
Master finds even aspeck of Sander in the play, it will not go on the stage--and SeA+or Shakespeare
will answer agreat many pointed questions from the English Inquisition, from Queen Isabellaand King
Albert'sintelligencers, and from Don Diego Flores de ValdA©s. Shakespeare may be a poet, but | do
not think him afool. Hewill know this, and give uswhat we require.”

Lope didn't care for the way Captain GuzmAn eyed him. You are a poet, and | do think you a fool ,
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the nobleman might have said. But what he had said made more than alittle sense. "It could be," de Vega
admitted reluctantly.

"Generous of you to agree. | am sure Don Diego will be reli(-*:ved," GuzmAin said. Lope dtiffened. He
was more used to giving out sarcasm than to teking it. GuzmA jn pointed at him. "And one more thing will
help keep us safe againgt any danger from SeA+ or Shakespeare.”

"What'sthat, your Excdlency?
"You, Senior Lieutenant.”
"Y our Excdlency?'

"You," Baltasar GuzmA jn repested. " Shakespeare iswriting about King Philip of Spain. You area
Spaniard. Y ou are dso mad for the English theatre. What could be more natura than that you tell the
Englishman what he needsto know of hisMost Catholic Mgesty, and that you stay with histroupe to
make sure dl goeswell? Hewill be grateful for it, don't you think?"

"What | think," Lope said, "isthat you may be committing asin under the eyes of God by making me
enjoy mysdf somuch.”

Captain GuzmA jn laughed. "'l will mention it to the priest the next time | confess. | think my penance will
belignt."

"l hopeyoureright. . .. You order meto go to the Theatre, Sir?' de Vega asked. His superior nodded.
Lope wondered how much liberty held just received. "Thiswill be the whole of my duty till the play goes
before an audience?'

GuzmA jn nodded again. The pleasure that shot through Lope was so intense, he thought he would have
to add it to his next confession. But then the nobleman said, "Thisisfor the time being. It may change
later. And if any emergency or uprising should occur--"

"God forbid it!"
"God forbid it, indeed. But if it should, you will help meet it as| think best."

"Of course, your Excedllency. Thisgoeswithout saying. | am, first of al, aservant of hisMost Catholic
Magedty, asisevery Spanish man in thisdark, miserableland.”

"Muy bien. | did want to make sure we had everything clear.” Something flickered in Batasar GuzmAn's
eyes. Amusement? Malice? Perhaps abit of both: "And with you, Senior Lieutenant, | was not sure
anything went without saying. Buenos dA-as.”

"Buenos dA-as," Lope echoed. He rose, bowed himsdlf almost double, and l&ft the captain's chamber
without showing he'd felt, or even noticed, the gibe. It was either that or draw hisrapier and have at
GuzmAn. Hedidn't want to fight. For one thing, the man was his superior, and entitled to such jests. For
another, athough de Vegadid not despise his own skill with asword, Captain GuzmA jn was something
of aprodigy with abladein hishand. Set against the requirements of honor, that shouldn't have mattered.
Theworld being asit was, it did.

When Lope got back to his own chamber, he found Diego snoring away. He'd expected nothing less. He
didn't bother shaking his servant. He booted him insteed, taking out some of the anger he couldn't spend
on Captain GuzmA jn.



Shaking Diego was often awaste of time anyway. Kicking him worked better. " AjMadre de Dios! " he
exclaimed, and sat bolt upright. He blinked at Lope, his eyes tracked with red veins.

"Get up, you dormouse, before | seethe you in honey," de Vegasnarled. "Y ou can't deep away the
wholeday."

Diego groaned. "Not more playacting,” he said. In face, under Lope's merciless direction, he had
performed well as TurA-n, the servant in La dama boba. And why not? He was aservant. All hehad to
do was play himsdlf, remember hislines--and stay awake.

But Lope shook hishead. "No, not more playacting for you." Ignoring Diego's sigh of rdlief, de Vega
went on, "But | may be doing more of it--and in English, no less.”

"Why hasthis got anything to do with me?' Diego asked around ayawn.

"I can read your mind, you rascd.” Lopeglared a him. "Y ou're thinking, My master will be off acting. |
can lie here and slegp till the day of Resurrection. Y ou had better think again, wretch, or you'll deep
the deep of adead man. I'm going to need you more than ever."

"For what?'

"Perhaps for more acting," Lope said, and hislackey groaned again. He took no notice of that. "Perhaps
to carry messages for me. And perhaps for who knows what? Y ou are my servant, Diego. Y ou can
work for meand do as| say, or you can find out how you like things on the Scottish border."

"Madre de Dios," Diego said once more, sadly thistime. "Being aservant isa hard life. Who would say
otherwise? | have to obey another man's orders, my timeisnot my own--"

"Oh, what apity,” de Vegabrokein. "Y ou cannot deep every blessed hour of every blessed day. Every
50 often, you have to stand up and earn your bread instead of having it handed to you aready dipped in
diveail."

" And where have you seen dlive oil in England, seAA+or, savein what we bring here from Spain for
oursalves?' Diego said. "The English, they hateit. If that doesn't prove they're savages, what does it
prove?'

"It proves you're trying to change the subject,” Lope answered. "That won't work, though. That won't
work, and you, by God, will."

"Lifeishard for aservant with acrud master.” Diego sighed. "Lifeishard for any servant, but especialy
for one so unlucky."

"If I were acruel master, you would aready be up on the Scottish border, or sent to Ireland, or elsetied
to the whipping post on account of your laziness," Lope said. "Maybe that would wake you up. Nothing
else seemsto.”

"| dowhat | haveto do, seA+or," Diego said with dignity.

"Y ou do haf of what you have to do, and none of what a good servant ought to do," de Vegaretorted.
"Maybe you should fal in love. You'd stay awake for your lady, and you just might stay awake for me,
too."

"Fdl inlove with an Englisnwoman? Not me, seA+or." Diego shook his head so vigoroudy, hisjowls
wobbled back and forth. He didn't seem to have dept through any meals. With ady smile, he added,



"L ook what Englishwomen have given you--nothing but trouble. And | don't need awoman to give me
trouble, not when I've got a master.”

For amoment, Lope sympathized with his servant. His own superior, Captain GuzmA n, had given hima
good dedl of trouble, too. But GuzmA jn had aso just given him the freedom of the English thestre. That
made up for al the trouble he'd ever had from the cocky little nobleman, and then some. And, no matter
what fat, lumpish Diego said, women had their uses, too.

RICHARD BURBAGE STARED at Shakespeare. "Tdl it meagain,” the big, burly player said. "The
donsarefain to have you make aplay onthelife of Philip?"

"Even s0," Shakespeare said unhappily. The two stood aone on the outthrust stage of the Theatre. No
apple-munching, beer-swilling, wench-pinching groundlings gaped at them from the open areaaround it;
no richer folk peered from the gdleries. It was still morning--rehearsa time. The afternoon's play would
be Prince of Denmark. Burbage would play the Prince, Shakespeare hisfather's ghost. HEd just
emerged through the trap door from the damp, chilly darkness under the stage. Hed written the lines they
were practicing, but Burbage remembered them more readily than he did. On the stage, nothing fazed

Burbage.

He threw back his head and laughed now, both hands on his comfortable belly. A couple of the tireman's
assstants and an early-arriving vendor turned their heads hisway, hoping they might sharethe jest. He
waved to them, asif to say it was none of their affair. Had Shakespeare done that, they would have
ignored him. Burbage they took serioudly, and went back to whatever they'd been doing. Shakespeare
sighed. Not by accident was Burbage aleading man.

Mirth till shining in his eyes, Burbage spoke for Shakespeares ear done: "Well, my duck, onething it
shows beyond doubt's shadow."”

"What'sthat?' the poet asked.
"They sugpect not your other commission.”

"But how am | to do both?" Shakespeare demanded in an impassioned whisper. "Marry, how? Tisthe
most unkindest cut of al, Dick. Two playsat once? That will drive me mad, and madder till | seewhich
be fated to journey from pen and paper to--this." His wave encompassed the painted glory of the
Thedtre.

"A pretty gesture,” Burbage remarked. "Do you use it when gppearing, thus." He crouched asif coming
up through the trap door, then stood with a broader, more extravagant version of Shakespeare'swave. "
"Twill help to draw the auditory into the business of the play.”

"I'll do't,” Shakespeare said, but he refused to let the other man distract him. "I've not yet sounded the
whole of the company on the other. After this, how can 1? They'll take mefor the Spaniards dog, and
think | purpose luring 'em to treason.”

"Anather, haply, but not you, Will." Burbage set ahand on his shoulder. "Y ou're an honest man, none
honester, which everybody knows."

"And for which | do thank you." Shakespeare'slaugh rang wild enough to make curious eyes swing his
way again. Hewished heldd been ableto hold it in, but felt asif hewould burst if hetried. "But honedt!
Were| honest to al here embroiled, I'd die the death i'the next instant."”



"By no means." Burbage shook his head and looked somber. "In sooth, you'd die the desth, but asSow
asthose who had you could in their ingeniousness mekeit.”

"The devil damn thee black, thou moon-calf scroylel™ Shakespeare said, which only made Richard
Burbage laugh. Still furious, Shakespeare went on, "Will Kemp'd use me so. From you, | hoped for
better.”

"Write your play on Philip," the actor told him. "Write it aswell as ever you may, for who knows what
God list? An we givet, we givet. Anwe put forth in its place some different spectacle--why, that too's
God'swill, and therdsanendtoit.”

He would play the one as gladly as the other, reckoning the company would profit from either,
Shakespeare redlized. That made him no happier than he had been. If Burbage didn't care whether he
strode the boards as Philip of Spain or in togaand crested helm as Gaius Suetonius Paulinus, did hetruly
care who ruled England? Did he truly care about anything but his own role and how the playgoers would
see him? That was a question with any actor: with one who enjoyed--no, reveled in--such genera
acclaim as Richard Burbage, aquestion al the more pointed.

News of the play on King Philip'slife raced through the company like wildfire. Who will stop the vent of
hearing when loud rumor speaks? Shakespeare thought with sour amusement. He, from the orient to
the drooping west, doth unfold the acts commenced on this ball of earth, stuffing the earswith
false reports. He wished this report were false.

Will Kemp sdled up to him, il carrying the skull héld use while playing the gravedigger comethe
afternoon performance. "Y ou'll give me some words wherewith to make'em laugh, ist not s0?" he said,
working the jawbone wired to the skull so that it seemed to do the talking.

"Bedill, old bones," Shakespeare said.

Kemp tossed the skull in the air and caught it upside down. That only made its empty-eyed leer more
appdling. "Philip's such apompous, praying, prating pig, any play which hath him in't will need somewhat
of leavening, lest it prove too heavy for digestion.” The clown's voice became a high, wheedling whine.

"Hereisthefirg I've heard you care afig for thewords | do give you," Shakespeare said tartly. "It were
better that those who play own clowns speak no more than is set down for them.”

Kemp'sflexible face twisted into an expression so preposterous, even Shakespeare couldn't help smiling.
"But Magter William, my dove, my pet, my chick, my poppet,” the clown cooed, "the pith of t it is, asl've
sad aforetimes, the groundlings laugh louder for my words than for yours."

"| pith on you and the groundlings both." Shakespeare stood with hislegs spraddied wide, asif easing
himsalf. Will Kemp gaped at him. Forestalled, by God! Shakespeare thought. You were about to make
your own pissy quibble, and looked not for the like from me. He added, "The Devil take your laughs
when they flaw the shape of my play, as I've said before. Hear you me now?"

"l hear." Kemp looked angry, angry and ugly. He started to say something more, then spun on his hedl
instead--for a big, bulky man, he moved, when he chose, with astounding grace--and stalked away.

Another caring more for himself than aught else. Shakespeare sighed. It was either sigh or weep
from despair. Someone will sall usto the Spaniards. Sure as Pilate's men nailed Jesu to the rood,
someone will think first of thirty pieces of silver and not of all of England. Someone--but who?

Hewouldn't be burned dive, not for treason, or most of him wouldn't. They would haul him to Tower Hill



on ahurdle, and hang him till hewas almost dead. Then they'd cut him down and draw him asif hewere
asheep in ashambles. They'd throw his gutsinto the fire while he watched, if he was unlucky enough to
keep lifein him yet. That done, they would quarter him and display his head and severed limbs on

L ondon Bridge and elsawhere around the city to dissuade others from such thoughts and deeds.

He shuddered. That was English law; Elizabeth had used Catholics who plotted againgt her thus. For dl
he knew, the Spaniards had worse punishmentsfor traitors.

Somebody tapped him on the shoulder. He jumped and amost screamed. 1 humbly do beseech you of
your pardon, Master Shakespeare,” Jack Hungerford said. "I meant not to startle you.”

"My thoughtswere. . . el sawhere," Shakespeare said shakily, and the tireman nodded. Shakespeare
gathered himsdlf. "What would you?'

"Why, I'd ready you for your turn on stage, of course," Hungerford replied, his eyes plainly asking, How
far off were your wits? "The hour draws nigh, you know."

"I'll comewith you." Shakespeare followed him ashed lately followed too many men from whom he
sooner would have fled.

Back in thetiring room, Hungerford was all brisk efficiency. He powdered Shakespeare's face and hands
with ground chalk, then smeared black grease under his eyesfor a skull-like effect. "Here, see yoursdf,”
he said, and pressed a glassinto Shakespeare's hand.

Shakespeare studied the streaky image the mirror gave back. "Am | more haggard than | was before?”
he murmured.

Hungerford, perhapsfortunately, paid him no atention. The tireman was rummeaging through the
company's robesto find asmoke-gray one shot through with silver thread. "Y ou'll have acare with this
down under stage,” he said severdly. " 'Tisthe sole habiliment we havefit for aroya spook. Smutchiit,
and the cleaning costs us dear.”

"Il mind meoft."

"Good. Good. You'd better." Like any tireman worth his salt, Jack Hungerford cared morefor his
clothes and other propertiesthan for the players who wore them. He thrust a polished pewter crown at
Shakespeare. "See how't glisterslike silver? Thereés not aghost in al the world can match the Prince's
father for finery."

"I've no doubt you're right, Master Hungerford." Shakespeare set the crown on his head. It was too
small. Hed been playing the ghost ever since he wrote the tragedy, and had yet to persuade the tireman
to get acrown that fit him.

Hungerford handed him abowl full of shredded, crumpled paper. "Do you remember to set thisdight just
aforethetrgp door opens. Twill make afine smoke wherewith to amaze the groundlings.”

"| shall remember," Shakespeare promised gravely. "Do you recdl inturn, | have played therole before.
Do you further recal, | an hewho devised it."

The tireman only sniffed, as amother might when her son ingsted he was agrown man. However much
heinssted, shewould never bdieveit, not in her heart. Hungerford never believed players knew
anything. The more they said they did, the lesshe believed it, too.

A rising buzz came from out front: the day's audience, hurrying into the Theetre. When Shakespeare



stood to go to his place under the stage and await his cue to rise through the trap door, Jack Hungerford
grabbed the bowl full of paper scrapsand st it in his hand before he could reach for it. "See you? Y ou
would haveforgottenit,” Hungerford said, triumph in hisvoice.

What point to quarrding with him? Shakespeare had bigger worries, swarms of them. "If you'd haveit
0, snitisfor you," he said wearily. Thetireman stirred, about to speak again. Shakespeare spokefirst:
"By my haidom, Master Jack, I'll not forget methe candleto light it with."

Hungerford nodded. By his expression, he couldn't decide whether Shakespeare had merely called him
by his Chrigtian name or had called him a Jack, a saucy, pdtry, sily fellow. Since Shakespeare had
intended that he wonder, the poet was well enough pleased.

He did make a point of remembering the candle. Hungerford would never havelet him liveit down had
he forgotten after their skirmish. He so made apoint of carrying it carefully, so he didn't have to come
back and gtart it burning again. Not out, brief candle, hethought. Light this fool the way through
dusty gloom.

He had to walk doubled over; had the stage been high enough to let him straighten up, it would have
been too high to let the standing groundlings see the action on it. He peered out at the crowd through
chinks and knotholes. He couldn't see much--the men and women in front blocked his view of those
farther back. His earstold him more than his eyes could. It sounded like afull house, or something close,
and it sounded like an enthusiagtic one.

"It'l like theewdl, Lucy," said aman standing close enough to Shakespeare for hisvoiceto be digtinct
among the multitude. "The Prince of Denmark, he feigns he's mad, so--"

"Goto, Ha!" Lucy brokein. "I've not seenit afore, and | shan't thank thee for poiling the devisings.”

God bless you, Lucy. You're a woman of sense, Shakespeare thought. He knew too many playwrights
who were too fond of boasting of their machinations. He thought them fond in the other sense of the
word, for their plays seemed ingpid to him when he knew ahead of time everything that happened.

Footsteps on the boards above his head. Words heard dimly through thick wooden planks: the sentinels
Bernardo and Francisco, talking of the night. Shakespeare hurried over to the little platform under the
trap door. Helit the papers. They caught at once, and began filling the space under the stage with smoke.
It tickled hisnose and histhroat. He fought againgt acough.

Horatio and Marcellus came on. Francisco |eft, his boots thumping. Shakespeare cocked his head to one
sde, listening for his cue. His chaky fingers closed on the trgp-door latch. Bernardo raised hisvoiceto
make sure the waiting ghost heard: . . . Where now it burns, Marcd lus and mysdlf, the bell then besting
one--"

Shakespeare |oosed the latch. Down swung the trap door. Hed made sure the hinges were well oiled, so
they didn't squedl. Up he popped through the door, with afine cloud of smoke around him. A woman
shrieked, which made two more cry out in sympathy. If one screamed, others dways followed. And he
was good enough to make that first one scream.

He had no lines here, or in his next couple of appearances. He had but to stand, looking ominous and
menacing, till his cueto stalk off, and then go below once more. One of the tireman's helpers crawled out
to bring him another bow! full of bits of paper and afresh candle. ™Y ou nigh gasted them out of their
hose, Master Shakespeare,”" he whispered.

"Good," Shakespeare whispered back. "Get thee gone.” The tireman's hel per went back the way hel'd



come. Shakespeare crouched in the smoke under the stage, fuming alittle himself. 1'd best know how to
frighten them with the ghost, he thought. If not I, then who? He had failed once or twice: hed been
bad, or the audience had been bad, or who could say what had gone wrong? He didn't dwell on the
falures. Every player had them, in every role. But he'd made the most of the part far more often. And so
| shall again today.

He hadn't long to brood. The ghost appeared again in thefirst scene, and again vanished without aword.
Then he appeared once more in the fourth scene of the first act. He was once more silent, but he
beckoned to Burbage as the astonished Prince of Denmark.

Thefifth scene was his. He had to vanish once more a the end of the fourth, then come back up on stage
through atrap door closer to thetiring room. And he had hislines, urging the Prince to action againgt his
murderous uncle. Shakespeare spoke them in arumbling, echoing voice that might indeed have come
from beyond the grave. Gasps and a couple of muffled squedlstold him hiswords and looks were
striking home. He remembered to use the gesture Burbage had liked during the rehearsal. The other
player beamed. Shakespeare wasn't sureit really added anything, but it pleased Burbage and it didn't
hurt.

"Adieu, adieu, adieu!" Shakespeare said. "Remember me." He stretched the words out into something
closeto awail, then sank through the trap door. By that time, the space under the stage was so full of
smoke, it wasn't far from the sulphurous and tormenting flames to which the ghost said he must render
himsalf up. He had afew linesfrom below later in the scene, and then an appearance in the third act,
where the Prince could see him but his mother could not. After that, eyes singing, he retreated to the
tiring room. "Have a care with the robe, Master Will, do," Jack Hungerford said. "Here, sit you down. I'll
get it off you." Once the robe was safe, he added, "Well played. I've rarely seen you better in the part.”

"For which | thank you." Shakespeare rubbed his streaming eyes. " 'Swounds, give me abowl! of water,
that | may wash away the smoke." He coughed. Now he could, without marring the play.

"You'l take off the chalk with water, but not the black,” the tireman warned. "I have a cake of soap for
thet."

"Giveit me, but plain weter firg."

Shakespeare was drying his face on agrimy towel when Burbage took advantage of a scene where he
wasn't on stage to go back and clasp his hand. Pointing to Shakespeare, he started to laugh. "With your
paint haf off and al besmeared, your aspect is more fearful now than ever before the groundlings.”

"I believet." Shakespeare turned to the tireman. "Wher€'s that soap, Master Hungerford?"

He washed again, then dried himsalf once more. "Better," Burbage said. "And the specter was asfine as
you've ever given him." Heimitated the gesture he'd urged Shakespeare to use. " Saw you how the
audience clung to your every word theresfter, you having drawn them into the action thus?"

Shakespeare had seen no such thing, but he didn't fed like arguing. Things had gone well, no matter why.
That would do. "They did seem pleased,”" he said.

"Asthey had reason to be. And now | needs must dash--I'm before ‘em again in amoment.” Burbage
clapped Shakespeare on the shoulder, then hurried back toward the stage.

In his shirt and hose, Shakespeare watched the rest of The Prince of Denmark fromthewings. In his
present mood, ascene just past pleased him most: the one where the Prince admonished the playersto
gpesk trippingly and warned the clowns against making up their own lines. He stood for every poet ever



born.

After the play ended, Shakespeare came out in his own person to take his bows. He used the gesture
he'd made while playing opposite the Prince to show the audience who hewas. And Richard Burbage,
aways generous, waved to him and called out to the crowd, "Behold the man whose play you saw!" That
got him more applause. He bowed deeply.

The groundlings streamed out of the Theatre. By their buzz, they liked what they'd seen. Shakespeare
retreated to the tiring room to don shoes and doublet and hat and talk things over with the company and
with the players and poets and other folk who got past the glower of the tireman's burly helpers.

In came Christopher Marlowe, apipe of tobacco in his mouth. As soon as Shakespeare caught the first
whiff of smoke, he started to cough. "Marry, Kit, put it by, | prithee,” he said.

"I will not, by God," Marlowe said, and took another puff. His eye swung to the beardless youth who'd
played Ophdlia, and who was now getting back into the clothes proper to his sex. "All they who love not
tobacco and boys are fools. Why, holy communion would have been much better being administered ina
tobacco pipe.”

Hereveled in scanda and blasphemy. Knowing as much, Shakespeare didn't react with the horror his
fellow poet tried to rouse. Instead, he said, "Put it by, or I'll break it, and that gladly. Having spent the
whole of thefirst act benegth the stage, I'm smoked and to spare, smoked as a Warwickshire sausage.”

"Ah. Then you have reason for asking. I'll do't." And Marlowe did, knocking the pipe against the sole of
his shoe and grinding out the coas with hisfoot. He gave Shakespeare amocking bow. ™Y our servant,
ar.

"Gramercy." Shakespeare returned the bow asif he hadn't noticed the mockery. Nothing could be better
caculated to annoy Marlowe.

Or s0 he thought, especidly when Marlowe gave him ashark's smile and said, "Damn you again, Will."
"What, for speaking you soft? An | huff and fume, will't like you better?”

"No, no, no." Marlowe made asif to push him away. "I know the difference ‘twixt smal and great. De
minibus non curat lex. No, damn you for your Prince of Denmark."

Thistime, Shakespeare bowed in earnest. "Praise from the master's praise indeed.”

"Inthis play, you are my master. And, since | fancy not being mastered, | am t'overcomeyou. Thereare
Grecian pots, 'tissad, with figureslimned in contortions wild, and with the painter's brag writ above 'em:
&€ As Thus-and-So, my rival, never did." After first seeing The Prince of Denmark last year, | set to
work on Yseult and Tristan, aforewhich | shal not write, & As Shakespeare never did,’ but, when you
watch it, you may take the thought asthere."”

"And then my turn will come round again, to see how | may outmatch you." Shakespeare's early
tragedies owed agood ded to Marlowe, who'd led the theatre when Shakespeare came to London from
his provincia home. Since then, Marlowe had chased him more often than the reverse. "We do spur each
other on."

"Wedo," Marlowe agreed. "But you have in your flanksfor now different spurs, of onesort . . . and
another." He gave Shakespeare ady look. "Y ou're to make the Spaniards a King Philip?'

"I am." Shakespeare wasn't surprised Marlowe had heard about that. He didn't need to keep it secret, as



he did the other piece. Of course, Marlowe knew about that, or something about that, too. Shakespeare
wished he didn't. The other poet did not know how to keep his mouth shut.

Marlowe proved as much now, saying, "But will they seeit? Or will the players strut the stage in other
parts?'

Shakespeare had been pondering the same question. He didn't care to discussit with anyone else,
especidly in the crowded tiring room, and most especidly. . . . "Have acare," he hissed. "The Spaniard
comes. Would you have had him hear you prattle of boys and tobacco and communion?’

"Danger ismy mest and drink," Marlowe answered blithely, and Shakespeare feared that was true.
Making aleg like acourtier, the other poet gave Lope de Vegahis most charming smile. Even
Shakespeare, for whom it was not intended, felt itsforce. "Master Lope!" Marlowe exclaimed. "Always
apleasure, and an honor."

"No, no--the pleasureismine." De Vegareturned the bow. He looked dapper and dangerous, the rapier
on hiship seeming apart of him.

"l hear your comedy on the foolish woman was a great success,” Marlowe said. Shakespeare had heard
nothing of the sort. Theless he heard of the Spaniards doings, the happier he was. Marlowe went on, "
Tispity | have not Spanish enough to follow comfortably, ese | had come to see how you wrought.”

Lope de Vegabowed again. "Y ou aretoo kind."

"By no means, Sr." Y es, when Marlowe chose, he could charm the birds from the trees--as can any
serpent, Shakespeare thought uneasily.

The Spaniard turned to him. "Y ou will tell me a once, Master Shakespeare: isthe Prince of Denmark
med, or doth he but feign his &ffliction?’

Marlowe's eyes gleamed. "I have asked mysdf that very question. So would any man of sense, on seeing
the play. But here we have aman of better sense, for he asks not himsdlf but the poet!”

"Heis but mad north-northwest," Shakespeare answered. "When the wind is southerly he knows ahawk
from ahandsaw."

"Fleonyou!" deVegasad, as Marlowe burst out laughing. Lope went on, "Y ou give back the Prince's
words, not your own."

"But, good my gir, if the Prince's words be not my own, whose then are they?' Shakespeare said, his
voice asinnocent as he could makeit. "Certes, | purpose the question being asked. And | purpose each
hearer to answer in himsdlf, for himsdf.”

"Men seek God and, seeking, find Him--so saith the Grecian poet,” Marlowe observed. "Who'd have
thought the like held for madness?”

He and Shakespeare could, if they chose, hash it out over pint after pint of bitter beer. If Lope deVega
reckoned himsdlf insulted, or trifled with, that was amore serious maiter. But the Spaniard seemed willing
to let it pass. He changed the subject: "Y ou are to write aplay on the life of hisMogt Catholic Mgesty, |

"l have been given that privilege, yes," Shakespeare said, privilege striking him as a better word than
Cross.



"Y ou are fortunate in your subject, hisMgesty in hispoet,” de V ega said--he made no mean courtier
himsdf. Marlowe's glance was haf rueful, hadf scornful. Lope continued, "It will please me very much to
help you in your enterprise however | may."

"Truly, gr, you aretoo kind." Thelast thing Shakespeare wanted was Lope's hel p. "But there's no need
for--"

"No, no." Lopewaved his protest aside. "l ingst." He grinned disarmingly. "For, by helping you, | help
myself to coming to the Theatre whenever | please. Should you desire a veritable hombre de EspaA+ a
to play a Spaniard, nothing would like me better."

Shakespeare wanted to shriek. He couldn't tell de V ega everything he wanted to, or even afraction of it.
But. .. "Tacite, Will,"” Marlowe said quickly.

In Latin, that meant be quiet. In English, it would have been good advice. Evenin Latin, it was good
advice. But wasit also something more? Wasit an dlusion to Tacitus and to the Annals? How much did
Marlowe know? How much did he want to show that he knew? And how much did Lope know, and
how much was Marlowe liable to revea to him for no more reason than that he could not take the good
advice he so casudly gave?

One of Lieutenant de Vegas eyebrowsrose. In dow Latin of hisown, he asked, "And why should
Magister Gugliedmus keep silent, | pray you?'

Damn you, Kit, Shakespeare thought. But Marlowe, auniversity man asfluent in Latin asin English,
kept right on in the ancient tongue: "Why? To keep from offering you therole of Philip himself, of course.
| doubt his company would stand for it, and | am certain Master Burbage's fury at being balked of the
hero'srole would know no bounds." He talked himself out of trouble amost asreadily ashetaked
himsdf intoit.

Richard Burbage had little Latin, but he did have the player's ability to hear hisname mentioned a a
remarkable distance. He came up to Marlowe and asked, "What said you of me, sr?' By theway he
leaned forward and set hisright hand on his belt near his sword, he would make Marlowe regret it if the
answer were not to hisliking.

But Marlowe spokein English ashe had in Latin: "I said you would midikeit, did Lieutenant de Vega
here take the part of King Philip in the play Will isto write. He hath gracioudy offered to attempt some
rolein the drama, but that, meseems, were a part too great.”

Just for a heartbeat, Burbage's eyes flashed to Shakespeare. The poet gave back abland, blank face. He
knew he couldn't trust the Spaniard, and didn't know he could trust Christopher Marlowe. If Marlowe
had hoped to learn more than he already knew from the actor, he got little, for Burbage laughed, dapped
him on the back, and said, "Why, Kit, no man can have a part too great--thus say the ladies, any road.”

Shakespeare's laugh was relieved, Marlowe's somewhat forced--he had scant interest in or experience of
what the ladies said in such matters. Lope de Vega scratched hishead. " 'Tisajest," hesaid. "I know't
must be, but | apprehend it not." After Shakespeare explained it, de Vegalaughed, too, and bowed to
Burbage. "Y ou have awit of your own, Sir, and not just with another'swordsin your mouth.”

Will Kemp reckons otherwise, Shakespeare thought. Burbage bowed back to the Spaniard. "You are
tookind, dr," he purred, meaning nothing e se but, I'm more clever than either of these two, and if |
but wrote. . . . He had aplayer's vanity, too, in full measure. It sometimesirked Shakespeare. Today he
gladly forgaveit. He would have forgiven anything that put the Spaniard off the scent.



But how, dear God, am | to write Lord Burghley's play with de Vega ever sniffing about? And
even if Thou shouldst work a miracle, for that | may write it, how can we rehearse it? How can
we offer it forth? Hewaited hopefully. As hed feared, though, God gave no answers.

LOPE DE VEGA couldn't have screamed louder or more painfully as a betrayed lover. He knew that for
afact; he'd screamed such screams before. This, however . . . "But, Sir, you promised me!™ he cried.

" am sorry, Lieutenant,” said Captain GuzmA jn, who sounded not sorry in theleast. "l warned that, in an
emergency, | would shift your duty. Here we have an emergency, and so | shall shift you.”

"A likely story." Lopewas convinced his superior intended to drive him mad. GuzmA jn knew how to
make hisintentionsred, too. "What kind of emergency?'

"A soothsayer, prophesying against Spain and againgt King Philip," GuzmA jn answered.

"Oh," Lopesadin crestfalen tones. Unfortunately, that was an emergency. Soothsayers and witches and
what the English called cunning men caused no end of trouble. But then he had abrighter, more hopeful
thought. "' Could not the holy inquisitors ded with this false prophet? Surely such arogue bresks God's
law before he bregks man's.”

Baltasar GuzmA jn shook his head. "They call it treason first and blasphemy only afterwards. They have
washed their hands of the fellow."

"AsPilate did with our Lord," de Vegasaid hitterly.

"Senior Lieutenant . . ." GuzmA jn drummed hisfingers on the desk. " Senior Lieutenant, | bear you noill
will. Y ou should thank God and the Virgin and the saintsthat | bear you noiill will. Wereit otherwise, the
Inquisition would hear of that remark, and then, in short order, you would hear from the Inquisition. Y ou
have your pen, and some freedom in how you useit. Y ou would be wise to guard your tongue.”

Hewasright. That hurt worse than anything ese. "l thank you, your Excdlency,” Lope mumbled, hating
to have to thank the man a whom he was furious. He sighed. "Wédll, if theresno help for it, I'd best get
the business over with asfast as| can. Who isthis soothsayer, and where can | find him?'

"Heiscaled John . . . Wash." Captain GuzmAjn made heavy going of the English surname. "He dwells
in"--the officer checked his notes-"in the ward caled Billingsgate, in Pudding Lane. Heisby trade a
butcher of hogs, but heisto be found more often in atavern than anywheredse.”

"May | find himin atavern!" Lope exclamed. "I know Pudding Lane too wdll, and know its stinks. They
make so much offd there, it goesin dung boats down to the Thames."

"Wherever you find him, seize him and clap him in gaol. Well try him and put him to death and berid of
him oncefor dl," GuzmAjn said. As de Vegaturned to go, his superior held up ahand. "Wait. Don't hunt
this, ah, Wash yoursdlf. Take asquad of soldiers. Better, take two. When you catch him, the Englishmen
he hasfooled are ligble to try arescue. Y ou will want swords and pikes and guns at your back.”

"Very wdl, sr." De Vegawasn't sure whether it was very well or not. Alone, he might dip in and get
away with John Walsh with no one else the wiser. With a couple of squads at his back, he had no hope
of that. But Captain GuzmA jn had apoint. If he went after Walsh by himsdf and got into trouble, he
wouldn't come out of Billingsgate Ward again. How had Shakespeare put it in Alcibiades? The better
part of valor is discretion--that was the line that had stuck in Lope's memory.



He had no trouble getting soldiers to come with him. When he told the men egting in the refectory what
his mission was, they clamored to come dong. "By St. James, sir," one of them said, crossing himself,
"the sooner we get rid of troublemakerslike that, the better. They stir the Englishmen up against us, and
that givesusno end of grief.”

"Let'sgo, then," Lope said. Some of the Spaniards paused to gulp down wine or beer or Suff alast bite
or two into their mouths, but for no more than that. They buckled on swords, picked up spears and
arquebuses and back-and-breasts, set high-crowned morions on their heads, and followed de Vega
south and east from the barracks towards noisome Pudding Lane.

London had been occupied long enough and grown peaceful enough to make a couple of dozen
Spaniards tramping through the streets--obvioudy on some business, not merely patrolling--something
lessthan ordinary. " 'Ware! 'Warel" The cry rang out again and again. So much for surprise, Lope

thought.

From farther away, he heard another cry: "Clubs!" That was the shout London apprentices raised when
they went into a brawl. Before long, a pack of them--some armed with clubs, others carrying daggers or
stones--came up the street towards the men he led.

"Giveway," he shouted in English. "Giveway, or you will be sorry for it!" He nodded to his own men.
They were better armed than the apprentices, and armored to boot. They aso |ooked eager to take on
the youngsters who'd come up againgt them. The "prentices stopped, wavered . . . broke.

One of the soldierslaughed. "They haven't got the cojones to stand up to real men,” he said. "We besat
them when we first got ashore, and we can beat them again if we haveto.”

"That'sright," another soldier said. But then he added, "1'd sooner not fight, so long aswe can hold 'em
down without it." That perfectly summed up Lope'sview of things.

He had wondered if his nose could guide him to Pudding Lane. But London was acity of such
multifarious stinks, he had to ask hisway. He had to ask hisway twice, in fact; thefirst Englishman who
gave him directionstold him alieand got him logt. No, they don't all love us, he thought.

But he made a better choice with the second man he asked. The fellow was deek and prosperous, with
fur trim on hisdoublet. He made aleg at Lope, and fawned on him like adog hoping to be patted. "Ay,
good my lord, certes; 'tisno smal honor to enjoy the privilege of directing you thither." He pointed south.
"Do you go to the church of St. George in Botolph Lane, and then one street the further, and you haveit.
God grant you catch whatever villain you seek, too."

"God grant it indeed.” Lope crossed himself, and was not surprised to see the Englishman follow his lead.
Folk who had clung to the Roman faith before the Armada came were likeliest to uphold the new Queen
and King--and the Spaniards who kept them on their throne.

Thisman said, "We have seen too much of wars and dtrife. Let there be peace, of whatever kind.”

"Amen," Lopereplied. Privatdly, he thought that a craven's counsdl. But it worked to keep the kingdom
quiet. Hewould have had al the English so craven.

After more bows and a ceremonious leavetaking, Lope trandated for his men what the deek fellow had
said. "Let'sfind the church, let'sfind the street, let's find the son of awhore we're after, and then, by
God, let's find something to drink,” one of them said. Severa others nodded approval.

So did Lope. "We may find this Wa sh and something to drink together," he said, "for | hear he



prophesiesin taverns.”

The soldier who'd spoken before guffawed. " And after he's drunk enough, he's one of these
piss-prophets,” he said, which got alaugh from everyone e se. Plenty of people made aliving divining the
future--or saying they did--by examining their clients urine.

Someone emptied a chamber pot from a second-story window. No way to be sureif the stinking
contents were aimed at the Spaniards. A couple of men--including the fellow who'd made the joke--got
gplashed, but most of the stuff just went into the mud of the street, which dready held morethan itsfair
share of ordure and piss. "Eh, Sancho, now you're a piss-prophet,” one of the other troopers said.
Sancho's reply was almost as pungent astheair.

Pudding Lanewas only a couple of blockslong, but made up in stench what it lacked in length. DeVega
marveled that he hadn't found it by scent. Along with dl the usua London miasmas, he smelled pig shit,
pig piss, rotting swinesflesh, pig fear. "Any man from this street must be afase prophet,” he said, "for
not even God Himsalf could stand getting close enough to him to tdll him anything.”

He started asking after John Walsh. "I don't ken the man,” one hog butcher said. "Never heard of him,"
said asecond. "An hebewho | think heis, hedied o' the French pox summer aforelast,” athird said. "A
went hometo Wales, adid, whence acame," afourth offered. " Seek him in Southwark. He dwelleth
there these days, with a punk from apick-hatch," afifth declared.

Patiently, Lope kept asking. Sooner or later, he was bound to come on someone who either favored
Isabellaand Albert or smply craved peace and quiet. And he did. A lean man in apigskin gpron looked
up from hiswork and said, "Belike you'l find him in the Blue Fox, haf ablock toward the Tower in East

Chezp."

Again, Lopetrandated for hismen. "A good thing we have you with us, seA+or," irrepressible Sancho
sad. "If we had to look for interpreters, everything would take three times aslong, and like as not they'd
tell usmoreliesthan truth.”

De Vegawasnt sure the lean man hadn't told alie. But the tavern, to hisrelief, did prove easy tofind. A
sgnboard with the silhouette of arunning fox, bright blue, hung above the door. ™Y ou men stay herein
the street,” Lopesaid. "I'll goindone. If Godiskind, I'll hear the man spesking treason from hisown
lips. ThenI'll sgnd for you. "If not"--he shrugged--"again, it's God's will."

"Honor to your courage, Lieutenant,” asoldier said.

"Thisfor courage." Lope snapped hisfingers. "I want to dedl with thisfellow as quickly as may be, for |
have business of my own to attend to." Some of the men winked and sniggered and made lewd jokes he
only haf heard. Thanksto his reputation, they thought he meant business with awoman, or with more
than one. But is not the Muse a woman, too? he thought.

He sat down at atable near the door in the Blue Fox. "Ale," he said when abarmaid came up to him: it
was aword he could pronounce without reveading himself asaforeigner. He set a penny on thetable.
The woman snatched it up and came back with amug of nasty, sour stuff. He wished held taken a
chance and asked for wine.

But he didn't have to drink much. He nursed the mug and looked around. He aso wished someone had
described John Wa sh to him. The place was full of Englishmen, most of them--by their talk and by the
amell--pig butchers. Was Walsh here’? Could he ask without giving himself away? If that fellow inthe
pigskin apron had steered him away from the wanted man and not toward him . . . I'll make him sorry if
he did. I'll make him worse than sorry.



"Hear me, friends,” asquat, homely, pockmarked man said, and the folk in the tavern did hear him:
something closeto silence fell. Lope pretended to drink ale as the pockmarked man--who also had on a
pigskin apron over hisjerkin and hose--clambered up onto atable and went on, ™Y ou know God hath it
in Hismind for usto befree o' the Spaniard, for doth He not say, 8 When you therefore shall seethe
abomination of the desolation, spoken of by Danid the prophet, stand in the holy place, (whoso readeth,
let him understand)*? And understand we not al too well who isthe aforesaid abomination of the
desolation? And stand not his minions on the holy soil of England?”

"That'sright, John!" someone called.
"Tdl usmore!" someone & se added.

"Right gladly will I," said the pig butcher, who had to be John Wash. "Again, in the selfsame book of
Matthew, saith not the Lord, & Then they shdl deliver you up to be afflicted, and shdl kill you: and ye
shall be hated of al nations, for my name's sake. And then shal many be offended, and shal betray one
another, and shall hate one another? Saith He not that very thing? And are we not afflicted, yea, sore
afflicted, and dain? And betray we not one another, and hate we not likewise one another? But hark ye
to what He saith next. Hark ye, now: &€ And because iniquity shall abound, the love of many shdl wax
cold. But hethat shall endure unto the end, the same shall be saved.""

He switched from Matthew to Revelations, but Lope had heard enough. Setting down his mug, he
ducked out of the Blue Fox and beckoned to the soldiers. With them behind him, he stormed back into
the tavern and shouted out a verse from Matthew that John Walsh had skipped: " &€ And many fase
prophets shdl arise, and shal deceive many.' " Then he switched to Spanish, shouting, "Arrest that man
there on the table. Santiago and forward!"

"Santiago!" the soldiers roared. They rushed toward the preaching pig butcher.

"Limb of Satan!" an Englishman cried. He hurled hismug at Lope, who ducked. The mug shattered on
the morion of the man behind him. Another flying mug hit a Spaniard in the face. Hefdl with agroan, his
nose smashed and bloody.

A moment later, a Spanish sword bit into the pig butcher who'd thrown the mug that hurt the soldier. The
Englishman shrieked. More blood spurted, improbably red. "Let it begin here, as S. John the Divine saith
it shal begin at the end of days!" John Walsh bellowed. "The star called Wormwood and the smiting of
thesun! Ay, letit begin herel™

"Wormwood!" the Englishmen yelled.

Lopewondered if they knew what the word meant. Not likely, he judged, but it made afineradlying cry
even s0. Asfor him, he shouted, "We must take the false preacher now, or London goesup inriot!" It
had happened before, though not for four or five years. If it happened again, the blamewould land on
him. Where would they send him then? The Scottish border? The Welsh mountains? Ireland, which was
supposed to be worse than either? Was any place worse than Irdland? If any was, they'd send him there.

An arquebus bellowed, deafeningly loud in the closetavern. Thelead bal buried itsdf inthewal. After
that, the firearm was good for nothing but aclumsy club. In atavern brawl, bludgeons and knives and
swords counted for more than guns. De Vegawished for afirearm that shot more than one ball, or at
least for onethat could be reloaded quickly. Wishing didn't help.

The Spaniards armor did. So did the extra distance at which they could do harm, thanksto their swords.
But then an Englishman, an enormous fellow, picked up abench and swung it like aclub. The wegpon
was clumsy but potent. The Englishman felled two soldiersin quick succession.



Another swing amost caved in Lope's skull. But he ducked, stepped close, and stabbed the big manin
the ssomach with hisrapier. The bench fell from the man's hands as he wailed and clutched at himself.
"Comeon!" Lope shouted. Only asmall knot of stubborn defenders still protected John Walsh.

"Let'saway out the back door!" one of them said. De Vega cursed in sonorous Spanish. He hadn't
known the Blue Fox had aback door. He hurled himsdlf a the Englishmen, doing hisbest to forestall

their escape.

A couple of them tried to hustle Wa sh toward the back of the tavern. They might have pulled him to
safety, but he didn't seem to want to go. "Nay, nay!" he cried, struggling in their grasp asif they were
aresing him. "Let it begin here! It must begin here!"

Sancho tackled him. When he went down, half a dozen Spaniards legped on him, while the rest drove
back or knocked down the Englishmen still on their feet. "Ishe il dive?' Lope asked.

"Yes, Senior Lieutenant. HEIl liveto hang,” one of histroopers answered.

"After this, | think hanging'stoo good for him,” Lope said. "But tie him up and gag him. Gag him well, by
God, or thefilth he shouts out will bring the English down on us before we can get him to safety.”

Even asthings were, stones flew when they emerged from the Blue Fox. But another arquebusier brought
his match to the touch-hole of hiswegpon. It roared and belched forth agreat cloud of pungent smoke.
And the ball, as much by luck as anything else, knocked an Englishman kicking. The others drew back,
naive enough to believe the Spaniardslikdly to hit twicein arow. Knowing better than they what
arquebuses could do, Lope silently thanked them for their caution.

Back at the Spanish barracks, Captain GuzmAjn asked, "Y ou have the prisoner?’
"Yes, your Excdlency," Lopereplied.

GuzmAinignored his draggleq state and the wounds his men had taken. Hed given the right answer. ™
Muy bien, Lieutenant,” GuzmAn said. Y ou may now return to the Theetre." Wearinessfell from Lope.
GuzmA jn had given the right answer, too.

SAM KING STEPPED on William Shakespeare's foot. "Ow!" Shakespeare ye ped; the young man il
wore muddy boots. A little more calmly, the poet added, " 'Ware wheet, Master King; ‘ware wheat."

"| pray pardon, dir,” King said. "I'm yet unused to the confines of thisroom." He spoke with a broad
Midlands accent. Shakespeare had sounded much the same when he first came to London, but, wanting
to take the stage, had had to learn in ahurry to sound like aLondoner born.

"By God, you're used to the confines of my toe, and to flatten it to flatter your fancy,” Shakespeare
grumbled. But then he sighed. "I own theresno help for't. And had the Widow Kendall taken in another
lodger maein place of this Cicely Sdllis, hedd trample mein your place.

"Ay, belike" Sam King said. " 'Tismonstrous strange Mistress Cicely should hire awhole room to hersalf
of the old hag. 'Tis monstrous dear, too." His belly rumbled. "Marry, but I'm hungry,” he muttered, more
to himsdlf than to Shakespeare. Whatever he did in the city--some of thisand alittle of that, Shakespeare
gathered--it got him little money. His face had a pinched, paelook, and his clothes hung loosaly on him.

The take at the Theatre had been good. As Christmas neared, people wanted to be gay. Shakespeare
had gold not only from Lord Burghley but from the Spaniards aswell. He took out three pennies and



handed them to Sam King. "Here. Get yourself to an ordinary and egt your fill tonight.”

To hisamazement, King began to blubber. "God blessyou, sir. Oh, God blessyou," he said. "I tread on
you, and then you give me good for evil, as our Lord says aman ought to do." His scrawny fingers
closed over the coins. "I'll pay you back, sr. Marry, | will."

"An't please you. An you can without pinching," Shakespeare said. "An it be otherwise . . ." He shrugged.
Threepence meant lessto him than to Sam King. The skinny young man blew his nose on the fingers of
the hand that wasn't holding the money, wiped them on his shabby doublet, and hurried out of thelodging
house,

Shakespeare got out hiswriting tools and took them to the ordinary he favored. He was relieved not to
find hisfellow lodger there; King would have inssted on chattering a him when he wanted to work.
Love's Labour's Won was almost done. He needed to finish it asfast as he could, too. For onething, the
company's patience was wearing thin. For another, he didn't know how long he had till Philip of Spain
died. He would need to have both his specia commissions reedy by then, whichever one actudly saw the
light of day.

Kate the serving woman came up to him. "God give you good even, Magter Will," shesaid. "The
threepenny is barley porridge with boiled beef.” He nodded. She went on, "There'slambswooal, if you'd
liefer have it than the common brewing.”

"I would, and | thank you for't," Shakespeare answered. On achilly December evening, warm spiced
beer would go down well.

Maybe the lambswool helped histhoughts flow freely. Whatever the cause, he sat and wrotetill he was
the last man left in the ordinary. Only when his candle flame began to leap and gutter asthe candle neared
extinction did he reluctantly pick up his papers and quills and ink and go back to the lodging house.

"It'slong past curfew, Master Shakespeare,” Jane Kendall said severely when he camein. "l was afeard
foryou."

"Herel am." Shakespeare didn't want to talk to her. He threw apinelog on the hearth. Before long, it
flared up hot and bright. The Widow Kendall sent him areproachful stare. He never noticed it. He sat
down at thetablein front of the fireto write alittle more while the log gave such finelight. Hislandlady
threw her handsin the air and stalked off to bed.

He hardly noticed her go. It was one of those magical evenings where nothing stood between hismind
and the sheet of paper in front of him. He'd been writing for some time--how long by the clock, he
couldn't have said, but twenty-five or thirty lines worth, with scarcely a blotted word--before redizing he
wasn't donein the room. The new lodger, Cicely Sdllis, stood in the doorway watching him work.

"Give you good den," she said when he looked up. "1 midiked troubling you, your pen scratching dong
o fad.”

"I do thank you for the courtesy,” Shakespeare answered. " There are those--too many of ‘em, too--will
break into awriting man's thoughts for no more reason than to see him stop and scuff the ground,
wondering what he meant next to say."

"Somefolk, able themsalves to shape naught of beauty, are fain to mar another'swork, for that they may
not find themsalves outdone. An you'd back to't, make as though | am not here. Y ou'll offend me not.”
Cicely Sdliswasfive or ten years older than Shakespeare. Sheld probably been a striking woman till
smallpox scarred her face; benesth the flawed skin, her boneswere very fine. She wore no ring.



Shakespeare didn't know whether she was spinster or widow.

"Again, my thanks" he said. When he stretched, something crunched in his back. It felt good. He twisted,
hoping he could get more relief. He noticed his hand was cramped, and wondered how long he'd been
writing dl told. "I can pause here. | have the way now, and shall not wander from it when | resume.”

"Right glad | am to hear you say s0." A gray tabby wandered in after Cicely Sdllis. It stropped itself
againgt her ankles. She bent and scratched it behind the ears. It began to buzz. It wasn't abig cat, but
purred very loudly. "There, Mommet, there," she murmured. When she looked up again, she asked,
"Y ou'll soon have finished the play, Master Shakespeare?”

"God willing, yes" he answered.

"I hopeto seet," shetold him. "I've seen some others of yours, and they liked mewell. Can | get free, I'll
pay my penny again.”

"No poet can hopefor higher praise,” he said, which won asmile from her. He went on, "Have you a
hard master, then, one who kegpsyou at it every minute?'

She nodded and pointed to her chest. "I do, Sir, the hardest: mine own sdlf." She stroked the cat again. It
purred even louder. Its eyes were green. So were hers. She studied him. "'If you would have. . .
guestions answered, haply | could help you."

"Ah." Hed wondered what she did. No wonder sheld wanted aroom al to herself. ™Y ou are a cunning
woman, then?' Hewouldn't say witch, evenif they amounted to the same thing.

And Cicdly Sdlis, sengibly, wouldn't answer straight out. "Marry, Master Shakespeare, in thisworld of
men awoman needs must be cunning, mustn't she, if she'sto make her way? Now | hear something, now
| say something, and the world turns round.” She nodded almost defiantly, asif to say, Make of that
what you will .

Shakespeare didn't know what to make of it. In London as esawherein England, esawhere dl through
Christendom, witches, or people claiming to be witches, were afact of life. They did a least as much
good for the sick asfancy physicians, asfar ashe could tell. Did they take their power from Satan?
People said they did. Now here before him stood one of the breed. He could ask her himsdlf, if he had
the nerve.

Hedidn't.
"l am. .. content with my lot," he said. If she weretruly awitch, shewould see he waslying.

He couldn' tell whether she did or not. She gave him half acurtsy. Her eyes glinted, asthe cat Mommet's
might have done. "No smdll thing have you said there, nor no common thing, neither,” shereplied at last.
"The richest man in the world, be he never 0 hedlthy, be he wed to ayoung and beautiful wife who
loveth him past dl reason, hath he contentment? Not likely! He will hunger for more gold, or for more
strength of body, or for some other wench besides the one he hath, or for al those things together. ISt
not so, Master Shakespeare?”

"Before God, Mistress Sdllis, | think you speak sooth,” Shakespeare answvered.

She stroked Mommet again. He was an uncommonly good-natured cat; as soon as she touched him, his
purr boomed out, filling the room. She said, "I have once or twice before been styled soothsayer. | do
not say | am such, mind, but | have been so styled.”



Shakespeare nodded. "I believeit. If it be so, belike you make agood one.” He intended no flattery, but
meant every word. What she'd said about arich man's restless desire for more showed she could seea
long way into the human heart. That had to be asimportant for a soothsayer asfor a poet crafting plays.

She studied him again. He had rarely known such ameasuring glance from awoman--or, indeed, from a
man. Marlowe's gaze came close, but it dways held an undercurrent of mockery absent from her
expression. Her eyes did shinelike acat's. He wondered what trick of witchcraft made them do that. Of
nights, acat's eyes, or adog's, gave back torchlight. A man's eyes, or awoman's, did not. But Cicely
Sdlis did.

Mommet suddenly stopped purring. His fur puffed out till he looked twice his proper sze. He hissed like
asnake. A freezing draught blew under the door, making the hair on Shakespeare's arms prickle up, too,
and sending aswarm of bright sparks up the chimney asthe flamesflared.

In adeep, dow voice not quite her own, Cicely Sdllis said, "Beware the man who brings good news, and
he who knows less than he seems.”

"What?' Shakespeare said.

The one word might have broken the spell, if spell there was. The cat's fur smoothed down on his back.
He sprawled on hisside, licked hisbelly and privates, and began to purr once more. Thefire eased. And
the cunning woman, her eyes merely human eyes again, frowned alittle and asked, " Said you somewhat
tome?'

"l did." Shakespeare went on to repest, as best he could, what shed told him.
Her frown deepened. "I said that?" she asked.
"On my oath, Mistress Sdllis, you did." Shakespeare crossed himsdf to show he meant it.

Witches were supposed to fear the Sgn of the cross. Cicely Sdllis showed no such fear. She only
shrugged her shoulders and laughed a nervous-sounding laugh. "'l will believe you, sir, for that you have
no causeto lieto methus. But asfor thewords. . ." She shook her head. "I recollect 'em not.”

"No?' Shakespeare pressed it alittle. Cicely Sdllis shook her head again and pressed a hand to one
temple, asif she knew pain there. Being aplayer himself, Shakespeare knew acting. As best he could
judge, the cunning woman was sincere in her denid. Bemused, he tugged at hislittle chin beard. " 'Tis
passing strange, that.”

"Soitis"" Mistress Sdllis rubbed the side of her head once more. She yawned. ™Y our pardon, but I'm
fordone. Mommet, come." The cat followed her into the room sheld hired from Widow Kendall as
obediently asif it wereadog.

Was it acat? Or wasit the cunning woman's--the witch's--familiar pirit? Shakespeare had trouble
imagining afamiliar spirit, ademon surdly reeking of brimstone, purring with such content asit lay on the
floor. But then, what know you of demons? the poet asked himsdlf. Aslittle as may be, and wish it
wereless.

Hetried to write abit more. That bothered him less than it would have the day before. He yawned, too.
He could go to bed with aclear conscience now. He knew where Love's Labour's Won was going, and
knew he would finishitin aday or two. Then onto King Philip, and to. . . the other play.

His bedroom was dark when he went in. Jack Street's snores made the chamber hideous. Shakespeare
knew he himself would have no trouble deeping despite the racket; held had timeto get used to it.



How--indeed, whether--Sam King could manage was a different question.

Shakespeare didn't bother with a candle when he stowed hiswriting toolsin the chest by his bed. Hed
dedlt with thelock so often in darkness, he might amost have been ablind craftsman whose fingers saw
aswell asmost men'seyes. Theclick of the key in thelock made Street the snoring glazier mumble and
turn over, though how he heard that click through his own thunderstorm was beyond Shakespeare. The
poet sighed--quietly--and yawned again.

As he dipped the bottle of ink back into the chest, hisfingers brushed anew and hence unfamiliar bulk:
the trandation of the Annals hed picked up in front of St. Paul's. " 'Sdeath,” he whispered: a curse that
was a the sametime a least half aprayer. Thetrandation itsdf was innocent. But if anyone thought to
search for it, his death waslikely whether it were found or not. That would mean Lord Burghley's plot
was betrayed.

He shut the chest, locked it, and pulled off his boots. The wooden bed frame and its leather straps
creaked as he lay down and burrowed under the covers. Despite yet another yawn, deep would not
come. Hismind spun faster than the spinning hand of aclock. How can Burghley's plan hope to escape
betrayal? There's surely far more to't than one poor poet and a play that may never been seen.
Can he do so much with so many under the Spaniards' very noses without their suspecting? 'Tis
false we English breed no traitors. Would ‘twere true, but these past nine years have proved
otherwise.

What did Burghley purpose? Shakespeare shook his head. Ignorance, here, isbliss. What | know not,
no Spaniard can rip from me. Hewished he didn't know it wastied to word of Philip's desth. But the
English nobleman had had to tell him that. He needed some notion of how long he had to write the play
and to train the actors of his company to performit.

That thought made him shake hishead. He il didn't know whether dl of Lord Westmorland's Men
would appear in aplay that, if Lord Burghley'srising failed, could only be judged treason. If he sounded
aplayer and the man refused, what could he do? Could he do anything? Would not the very act of doing
something make a disaffected player more likely to go to the Spaniards, or to the lickspittle English who
followed Isabellaand Albert?

Quedtions, questions. When questions come, they come not single spies, but in battalions. All the
guestions were out in the open. Answers skulked and hid and would not show themselves, ether by light
of day or in these miserable, usdless, pointless nighttime reflections.

Shakespeare shook his head again. His bed let out another creak. Jack Street grunted, shifted, and, for a
wonder, stopped snoring. In the third bed in the room, Sam King sighed softly. Had he been avake all
thiswhile, poor devil ? Shakespeare wouldn't have been surprised. Street’'s cacophony took getting used
to.

After some more squirming, Shakespeare felt deep at last draw near. But then he thought of his curious
meeting with Cicely Sdllis, and rest retreated once more. She was a cunning woman indeed. Whoever
caled on her would get his money's worth, however much he paid. She was probably even cunning
enough to keep from faling foul of the Church, which took Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live ever
more serioudy these days.

What had she meant when her voice changed there for alittle while? Some sort of warning, without a
doubt. But did it come from her aone, from God, or from Satan? Shakespeare ground his teeth. How
could he know? Cometo that, did Cicely Sdllis hersaf know?

One more yawn, and deep finaly overmastered him. He woke in darkness the next morning. With the



winter solstice at hand, the sun wouldn't risetill after eight of the clock, and would set before four in the
afternoon. In the kitchen, porridge bubbled above thefire. Shakespearefilled abowl with it. It was bland
and uninteresting: barley and peas boiled to mush together, with hardly even any sdt to add savor. He
didn't care. It filled the empty placein hisbdly for awhile.

Most of the lodgers were adready gone before Shakespeare rose. Regardless of whether it waslight or
dark, they had their trades to follow. Cicely Sdllis, by contrast, came into the kitchen just asthe poet was
finishing. The cunning woman nodded but said nothing. She too had her own trade to follow, but could
follow it here a the lodging house. By the way Widow Kendall beamed at her, she was paying a pretty
penny for that room of hers. Enough to make the widow raise the scot for the rest of us?
Shakespeare wondered worriedly. He doubted he could stand even one more vexation on top of so

many.

When he went out into the street, he found he would have no accurate notion of when the sun came up,
anyhow. Cold, clammy fog clung everywhere. It likely wouldn't lift till noon, if then. Shakespeare sucked
inalong, damp breath. When he exhaled, he added fog of his own to that which had drifted up to
Bishopsgate from the Thames.

He should have gone straight to the Theetre. He might have found some quiet time to write before the
rest of the company camein and began rehearsing for the day's play.

Instead, though, he wandered south and east, away from the suburbs beyond the wall and down towards
theriver. He didn't know--or rather, didn't care to admit to himsdf--where he was going till he got there.
By the time he neared the lowland by the Thames, the fog hung alittle above the ground.

But even the thickest fog would have had ahard time concedling the Tower of London. Itsformidable
gray stonewall and towers shouldered their way into the air. People said Julius Caesar had first raised
the Tower. Shakespeare didn't know whether that was true or not, though held used the conceitin a

couple of plays. The Tower surely seemed strong and indomitable enough to have stood since Roman

days.

However strong it seemed, it hadn't kept the Spaniards out of London. And now, somewherein there,
Queen Elizabeth sat and brooded and waited for--deliverance? Can | help to give it her? Or give | but
myself to death?

\Y

AFTER CHRISTMAS MASS, Lope de Vegaand Baltasar GuzmA jn happened to come out of the
church of St. Swithin together. Lope bowed to his superior. " Feliz Navidad, your Excdlency,” hesad.

GuzmA jn, polite as acat, returned the bow. "And a happy Christmasto you aswell, Senior Lieutenant,”
hereplied. "I have aduty for you."

De Vegawished hed ignored courtesy. "On the holy day?' he asked, dismayed.

"Yes, on the holy day." Captain GuzmA jn nodded. "1 am sorry, but it is necessary, and necessary that
you doit today." He didn't sound sorry. He never sounded sorry. He was stubborn as a cat, too; he went
on, "l want you to take yoursdf to the church of St. Ethelberge’--another English name he
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massacred--"and ask the priest thereif this poet friend of yours, this Shakespeare, has come to partake
of our Lord's body and blood on the anniversary of Hisbirth."

"Ah." However much Lope wished otherwise, Captain GuzmA jn was right here, as he had been with
going after John Walsh--this was anecessary duty. "l shdl attend to it directly. And if he has not?’

"If he has not, make note of it, but do no more now," GuzmA jn replied. "Then wewatch him closaly ten
daysfrom now. If he celebrates Christmas by the old caendar, the forbidden calendar, we shal know
him for a Protestant heretic.”

"Yes, gr." Lope sghed. "Heretic or not, we surely know him for asplendid poet.”

"And if his splendid poetry serves Satan and the foes of Spain, isn't he all the more dangerous for being
ylendid?' GuzmAjn said.

And hewas right about that, too. Again, Lope wished otherwise. Again, he sighed. But, because Captain
GuzmAjn wasright, de Vega asked, "How do | find this church of St. Ethelberge?' He had amost as
much trouble with the name as his superior had done, and added, "Where do the English find such people
to canonize? Swithin here, Ethelberge there, and | hear thereisdso a St. Erkenwald in thiskingdom.
Truly | wonder if Rome has ever heard of these so-called saints.”

"| have plenty of worries, but not that one," Baltasar GuzmA jn said. "If the Inquisition and the Society of
Jesus found these saints were fraudulent, the churches dedicated to their memories would not stay open.”

He'sright yet again, Lope thought, surprised and alittle resentful. Threetimesinarow, all of a
Christmas morning. He'd better be careful. If he keeps that up, | may have to start taking him
seriously. He wouldn't like that, and | wouldn't, either. Since GuzmA jn hadn't answered him the first
time, hetried again: "How do | find St. Ethelberge's church, Captain?’

"|t's Shakespeare's parish church, sA-? Shakespeare livesin Bishopsgate, sA-? Go to Bishopsgate. You
know the way there, sA-?" GuzmA jn waited for Lope to respond. He had to nod, for he did know the
way to and through that district: it led out of London proper to the Theatre. "All right, then,” the captain
told him. "Go to Bishopsgate. If you find the church yoursdlf, fine. If you don't, ask someone. Who
wouldn' tell aman how to get to achurch on Christmas morning?'

Hewas, of course, right yet again. "l go," Lope said, and hurried off toward Bishopsgate as much to
escape Captain GuzmA jn and his darmingly sharp wits asto find out whether Shakespeare had been to
Mass. Even though the day was gloomy, London's houses and public buildings made a brave show,
being decorated with wreaths and strands of holly and ivy, now and then wound up with broom. Many of
the ornaments had candles burning in them, too. In thefirst couple of years after the coming of the
Armada, such signs of the season had been rare. Elizabeth and her heretic advisors discouraged them, as
they'd discouraged so many observances from theritual year. But, with the return of Catholicism, the
customs that had flourished before Henry V111 broke with Rome were aso coming back to life.

Many doors stood open, the rich odors of cookery wafting out warring with those of garbage and
sewage. From Advent, the fourth Sunday before the Nativity, to Christmas Eve, people restricted their
diets. On Christmas Eveitsdlf, mest, cheese, and eggs were all forbidden. But Chrisimas. . . Christmas
wasaday of rdease, and also of sharing. Only skinflints closed their doors againgt visitors on Christmas

Day.

A man inwhat looked like a beggar's rags with aroast goose leg in one hand and amug of winein the
other came up the street toward Lope. By the way he wobbled as he walked, he'd already downed
several mugs. But he gave Lope an extravagant bow dl the same. "God blessyou on the day, sir,” he



sad.

"Andyou, gr," de Vegareplied, returning the bow asif to an equa. On Christmas, as on Easter, were
not dl menequd in Chrig?

Lopedid haveto ask after St. Ethelberge's church. But peopleindeed proved eager to help him find it.
He got there just when aMass was ending. And he got his answer without having to ask the priest, for
with his own eyes he saw Shakespeare coming out of the church in adashed doublet of black and
crimson as fancy as anything Christopher Marlowe might wear.

L ope thought about waving and calling out a greeting. He thought about it for a heartbest, and then
thought better of it. He ducked around a corner instead, before Shakespeare spotted him. What excuse
could he offer for being in Bishopsgate on Christmas morning, save that he was spying on the English
poet? None, and he knew it.

He got back to the barracks in the center of town without asking anyonefor directions. That left him
proud of hi [nself; he was strutting as he made hisway to Captain GuzmA jn's office. And he'd been right,
and GuzmAn, for once, wrong. That added to the strut. He looked forward to rubbing his superior's
noseinit.

Whatever he looked for, he didn't get it. When he opened the door, GuzmA jn wasn't there. His servant,
Enrique, sat behind his desk, frowning in concentration over aquarto edition of one of Marlowe's plays.
He read English better than he spokeit, though still none too well.

He didn't notice the door opening. Lope had to cough. "Oh!" Enrique said in surprise, blinking behind his
spectacles. "Good day, Senior Lieutenant.”

"Good day," Lopereplied politely. "Where's your principa ?'

"Hewas bidden to afeadt, sir," GuzmAjn's servant replied. "Heleft me behind here to take your report.
Did the priest at this church with the name no sane man could pronounce see SeA+or Shakespeare at
Masstoday?'

"What do you doif | tell you no?" de Vegaasked, trying not to show how angry hewas. GuzmA jn could
send him off to Bishopsgate on Christmas morning, but did the noble stay around to hear what held
found? Not likely! He went off to have agood time. And if I'd been here, maybe someone would have
invited me to this feast, too.

"I bring his Excedllency the news, of course,”" Enrique said. "After that, | suppose he sends out an order
for Shakespeare's arrest. Do | need to go to him?”

"No." Lope shook his head, then jabbed his chest with histhumb. "I myself saw Shakespeare leaving the
church of St. Ethelberge’--he could pronounce it (better than most Spaniards, anyway), and didn't missa
chance to show off--"not an hour ago, so there's no need to disturb Captain GuzmAjn at hisrevels”

"I'm glad," Enrique said. De V egawondered how he meant that. Glad he didn't have to go looking for
GuzmA jn? But then the servant went on, ""From everything | can tell, the Englishman is too fine a poet for
me to want him to burnin hell for opposing the true and holy Catholic faith.”

"Tienes razA3n, Enrique," Lope said. "I had the same thought mysalf." And if Enrique agrees with me,
he must beright.

"Do you have any other businesswith my magter, Lieutenant?' the servant asked.



Yes, but not the sort you mean--this shabby treatment he's shown me comes close to touching my
honor , Lope thought. But he wouldn't tell that to GuzmA jn'slackey. He would either take it up with the
officer himself or, more likely, decide it wasn't adeliberate insult and stop worrying about it. All he said
to Enriquewas, "A happy Chrismasto you."

"And to you, seA+or." AsLope turned to go, Enrique picked up the play once more. He read aoud:

" & O lente, lente currite noctis equi:
The garsmove ill, timeruns, the clock will srike,
Thedevil will come, and Faustus must be damned.

O, I'll legp up to my God! Who pulls me down?

Thisisvery fine poetry, | think."
"And|," de Vegaagreed, "even if he borrowed the dowly running horses of the night from Ovid."

"Well, yes, of course" said Enrique, who, despite being a servant, somewhere had acquired aformidable
education. "But he usesthelinein away that makesit hisown. He doesn't just trot it out to show how
learned heis.”

"A point,” Lopesad. "Marloweisavery clever man--and if you don't believe me, ask him."

GuzmAjn's servant grinned. "Meaning no offenseto you, seA+or, but conceit is avice not unknown
amongst poets.”

"l have no ideawhat you're talking about, Enrique,” de Vegareplied, deadpan. They both laughed. Lope
closed the door behind him and headed for his own quarters.

He expected to discover Diego there, snoring up a storm. Christmas was aholy day, too holy for almost
al work (not that Diego fdt like working on the most ordinary day of the year, either). But the servant's
bed was empty. Lope crossed himself. "Truly thisisaday of miracles," he murmured.

In hisown little inner room, he found paper and pen and ink. He opened the shutters, to take such
advantage of England's fleeting December daylight as he could, and began to write. Maybe Christmas
wastoo holy for that, too. De Vega had no intention of asking a priest's opinion abouit it.

A RAGGED MAN on adtreet corner thrust abowl of spiced wine a a pretty woman walking by.
"Wassal!" hecdled.

She looked him over, smiled, and nodded at him. "Drinkhail!" shereplied. He handed her the bowl and
kissed her on the cheek. She drank, then gave him back the bowl.

"A happy New Y ear to you, sweetheart!" the ragged man called after her as she went on her way. He
sang inasurprisingly swest, surprisngly true baritone:



"Wassall, wassall, aswhite as my name,
Wassdll, wassall, in snow, frost, and hail,
Woassall, wassall, that much doth avail,

Wassall, wassal, that never will fail."

William Shakespeare tossed the fellow apenny. "A happy New Y ear to you aswell, grrah.”

The ragged man doffed his cap. "God bless you on the day, sir'" He held the bowl out to Shakespeare.
"Wassl!"

"Drinkhail! Shakespeare replied, and drank. Returning the bowl, he added, "I'd aslief go without the
kiss." Some Grecian, he couldn't remember who, had said the like to Alexander, and paid for it.
Marlowe would know the name.

With achuckle, the ragged man said, "And I'd aslief not giveit you. But by my troth, g, full many afair
lady have | bussed, and thanks to the wassail bowl | owe." He lifted the cap from hishead again. "Give
you joy of the coming year."

"And you." Shakespeare walked past him. A couple of blocks farther on, another man used awassail
bowl to gather coins and kisses. Shakespeare gave him a penny, too. He got in return adifferent song,
one he hadn't heard before, and did his best to remember it. Bits of it might show up in aplay yearsfrom
Now.

All dong the crowded street, men and women wished one another happy New Y ear. They'd done that
even back before the coming of the Armada, for the Roman tradition of beginning the year in wintertime
had lingered even though, before the Spaniards came, it had formally started on March 25. Aswith the
caendar, |sabdlaand Albert had changed that to conform to Spanish practice. People caled 1589 the
Short Year, for it had begun on March 25 and ended on December 31.

Snow crunched under Shakespeare's shoes. Soot and dirt streaked it. Back in Stratford, snow stayed
white some little while after it fell. Not here. Stratford was alittle market town; he would have been
surprised had it held two thousand souls. London had at least a hundred times as many, and more than a
hundred times as many fires belching smoke into the Sky to smirch the snow sometimes even beforeit fell.

A snowball whizzed past his head from behind. He whirled. The urchin who'd thrown it stuck out his
tongue and scurried away. With ashrug, Shakespeare went on waking. He'd thrown snowba s when he
was aboy, too. And my aim was better, he thought, though that might have been the man'sview of the
boy he'd been.

He strode past a cutler's shop, then stopped, turned, and went back. The Widow Kendall had broken
the wooden handle on her best carving knife not so long before, and had complained about it ever since.
She kept talking about taking the knife to atinker for anew handle, but she hadn't doneit. Like as not,
she never would get around to doing it, but would grumble about what afine knife it had been for the rest
of her days. A replacement, now, areplacement would make her afine New Y ear's present.

"Good morrow, sir, and ajoyous New Y ear to you," the cutler said when Shakespeare stepped inside.
"What seek you? An it have an edge, youll find it here." Shakespeare explained what he wanted, and
why. The cutler nodded. "I have the very thing." He offered Shakespeare aknife of about the same size
asthe one Jane Kendall had used.



"Certes, 'tisaknife." Shakespeare tried the edge with histhumb. "It now seems sharp enough. But will't
Say 07"

"The hardest knifeill-used doth lose hisedge,” the cutler replied, "but it hath a better blade than most,
and will servefor al ordinary work. And surely she for whom you buy't hath awhetstone?"

"Surely." Shakespeare had no ideawhether Jane Kendall owned awhetstone. He supposed she must;
how could she keep akitchen in good order without one? Setting the knife down on the counter, he
asked the next important question: "What's your price?' When the cutler told him, he flinched. " So much?
Half that were robbery, let done the whole of t. Tisfor atallowchandler'swidow, not silver clad in

parcd gilt for the kitchen of aduke."

They haggled amiably enough. Not for all his poet's e oquence could Shakespeare best the cutler down
very far. At lag, till muttering under his bresth, he paid. The cutler did give him aleather shesth for the
knife. "The better your widow caresfor't, the better ‘twill serve her. Dirt and wet breed rust asfilth
breeds maggots."

"l understand.” Shakespeare didn't intend to lecture hislandlady on housewifery. What the Widow
Kendall would say to him if he showed such cheek did not bear thinking abouit.

Hetook the knife back to hislodgings. On the way there, he dipped a hdfpenny into the sheath. Giving
the Widow Kendd| the knife without the propitiatory coin would have been inviting her to cut hersdlf with
it.

"Oh, God blessyou, Master Will!" she exclaimed when he handed her the knife. Shegavehima
muscular hug and stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the cheek. That was another kiss he could have done
without; her breath stank with eating toasted cheese. He did his best to smile as she said, "I've thought
me of getting anew one since that handle broke, but. . . ." She shrugged.

But you'd sooner have done without, or gone on with the old marred one, than have fared forth
yourself to a tinker's or a cutler's, he thought. "May you have good use of't,” he said.

"I'msurel shall,” shesaid. "Cometakeamug of ae, an't pleaseyou.”

That mug was the only New Y ear's gift he had from her. Since hed expected nothing more, he wasn't
disappointed. But Christopher Marlowe came by the house later that day and gave him acopy of
Tacitus Annals--intheorigind Latin. "l dare hopeyou may findit . . . ingpiring,” the other poet
murmured.

Aswas Marlowe's habit, he'd spent lavishly. The book was bound in maroon leather and stamped with
gold. Shakespeare wanted to hit him over the head with it; with any luck, it would smash in hisskull.
How much did Marlowe know? How much did he want Shakespeare to think he knew? How badly did
he want to drive Shakespeare to distraction? That, more than the other two together, Shakespeare
judged.

Showing Marlowe he'd drawn blood only encouraged him to try to draw more. With asmile,
Shakespeare answered, "I'm sure | shdl. The treason trials under Tiberius, perchance?' Ever so dightly,
he stressed the word treason.

Marlowe bared histeeth in something that looked like asmile. "Treason? What word isthat? And in
what tongue? Tartar? | know it not."

"Perdie, Kit, may that be s0," Shakespeare said. "May the day come when that Tartar word's clean



forgot in England.”

Laughing, Marlowe patted him on the cheek, as an indulgent father might pat ason. "Our lineswill fail or
ever that word'srouted from our . . ." He drew back, sudden concern on hisface. "Will, what's amiss?'

"Y ou will find a better time to spesk of failing linesthan when my only son'sbut alittle more than ayear
inN'sgrave,” Shakespeare said tightly. Hisfists bunched. He took a step towards the other poet, whom he
saw for amoment through avell of unshed tears.

Marlowe backed away. "Pardon my witlessness, | pray you," he said.

"l will--one day," Shakespeare answered, angry still. Marlowe | eft the lodging house moments |l ater.
Shakespeare wasn't sorry to see him go, not only because of what he'd said but a so because he wouldn't
linger to make more gibes about Tacitus and treason that might stick in someone's mind.

Though it was snowing hard on Sunday, Shakespeare made a point of going to Mass at the church of S.
Ethelberge the Virgin. It was, by Pope Gregory's cdendar, the fourth of January--by England'sold
reckoning, December twenty-fifth. He wanted to be sure he was seen at Catholic servicesthat day. If he
were not, he might be suspected of observing Christmas on the day the Spaniards--and the English
Inquisition--deemed untimely. Since he truly deserved suspicion, he had al the more reason not to want
to seeit fal on him. The pewsin thelittle church were more crowded than usua. Maybe--probably--he
wasn't the only soul there making a point of being seen.

Hewent to St. Ethelberge's again two days | ater, for the feast of Epiphany, the twelfth and last day of
Christmas. A gilded brass Star of Bethlehem hung from the rood |oft. Some of the parishioners put on a
short drama about the recognition of the Christ Child by the Three Kings. Shakespeare found the
performances frightful and the dia ogue worse, but the audience here wasn't inclined to be criticd. Inthe
Thestre, the groundlings would have mewed and hissed such players off the stage, and pelted them with
fruit or worsetill they fled.

After Twelfth Night passed, the mundane world returned. When Shakespeare went off to the Thestre the
next day, he carried with him the finished manuscript of Love's Labour's Won. Heflourished it in triumph
when he saw Richard Burbage. "Here, Dick: behold the fatted caf.”

Burbage just jerked athumb back toward the tiring room. "1 care not afig to seet, not until Master
Martin hath somewhat smoothed it."

With asigh, Shakespeare went. Geoffrey Martin, the company's prompter and playbook-keeper, would
indeed dress the fatted calf he carried. He had a habit of writing elaborate, impractica stage directions.
And, like any author in the throes of enthusiasm, he sometimes made mistakes, changing a character's
name between appearances or giving aline or two to someone who happened not to be on stage at the
moment. Martin's job was to catch such things, to have scribes prepare partsfor al the principal actorsin
aplay, and to murmur their linesto them if they faltered during a performance.

Martin dso worked closely with Sir Edmund Tilney, the Master of the Revels, who made sure nothing
blasphemous or treasonous appeared on stage. If Lord Burghley's plan was to go forward, Martin had to
be part of the plot.

The prompter was about forty. He'd probably been handsome once, but nasty scars from afire stretched
across hisforehead, one cheek, and the back of hisleft hand. The work he had--precise, important, but
out of the public's eye--suited him well.

"Good morrow to you, Master Shakespeare,” he said, looking up from a playbook. "Here at last, isit?



Wevewaited longer than we might have, to see what flowed from your pen.”

"I know, Master Martin," Shakespeare said humbly. "I'm sorry for't." Facing the prompter made him fed
asif hewere back in schoal again, the only difference being that Geoffrey Martin wielded a pen of his
own, not aswitch.

He read faster and more accurately than anyone el se Shakespeare knew. That pen of his drank from the
ink pot on thetablein front of him, then darted at the manuscript of Love's Labour's Won like atriking
asp. "When will you learn to put stage directionsin aform players can actualy use?' he asked, morein
sorrow than in anger: he said the same thing every time Shakespeare handed him amanuscript.

"Y our pardon, Master Martin," Shakespeare said. "I do essay precision, but--"

"Y ou succeed too well," the prompter told him, aso not for the first time. "With directions such asthese,
you bresk the action like aman digointing aroast fowl. Smplicity, Sr--asmplicity's what winsthe race.”

Shakespeare wasn't convinced Martin was right. Like any playwright, he wanted thingsjust so, with dl
the actors moving at his direction as Copernicus and hisfollowers said planets moved around the sun.
But the prompter'sword carried more weight in such mattersthan his. As Martin went from one page to
the next, Shakespeare did presume to ask, “"What think you?"

"Asde from these wretched stage directions, very pleasant, very gay," Geoffrey Martin answered.
"Without a doubt, the company will buy the play of you. And then you'l put al your work towards the
new King Philip, ist not 07"

"Asmuch of it as| may, yes," Shakespeare answered. The prompter's question gave him the opening he
needed: "Tdl me, Master Martin, what think you of --?"

But before he could finish the question, Martin lifted ahand. "Hold," he said, and such was the authority
in hisvoice that Shakespearefdl slent. "Herein your second act, you have entering three lords and three
ladies”

"l do," Shakespeare agreed, looking down at what he'd written--the second act seemed along way off
these days.

"See you here, though. Only two of these ladies speak: the one Rosdine, the other Katharine. What point
to thethird one, the one you style Maria?"

"Why, for to balance the third lord, of course," Shakespeare answered.
Geoffrey Martin shook his head. "It sufficeth not. Give her somewhat to do, or el se take her out.”

"Oh, very well," Shakespeare said tetily. "Lend me your pen, then." He scratched out aname and
subgtituted another. "Now hath she this passage, once Katharine's.”

"Good enough.” Martin read on. After abit, helooked up and said, "I am much taken with your Signor
Adriano di Armato, your fantastical Venetian. Some poets | need not name might have sought instead to
make of him a Spaniard, the which the Master of the Revelswould never countenance.”

Shakespeare'sfirg thought had been to make him a Spaniard, to get the extralaughs mocking the
invaderswould bring. But he too had concluded Sir Edmund would never let him get away withit. Again,
though, he had the chance to ask the question he wanted, or one leading towards it: "What think you,
Master Martin, of having to take such care to keep from rousing the Spaniards ire?"



"Working with the Master would be smpler without such worries, no doubt of't,” the prompter replied.
"But you'll not deny, | trugt, that heresy's strong grip'd yet constrain us had they not come hither. | have
now the hope of heaven. Things being different, hellfiréd surely hold me after | cast my morta dough.”

"Ay, belike," Shakespeare said, none too happily. Without a doubt, Geoffrey Martin had given him an
honest answer, but he hadn't said what Shakespeare wanted to hear.

"Why? Believe you otherwise?' Martin asked--he'd heard how half-hearted Shakespeare's answer
sounded, which the poet hadn't wanted at al.

"By my troth, no," Shakespeare said, thistime using his experience on the stage to sound as he thought
Geoffrey Martin would want him to.

"I should hope nat, gir," the prompter said. "King Philip, God keep him, isagreat man, avery great man.
He hath from ourselves saved us, and in our own despite. Of whom else might one say thelike, save only
our Lord Himsdf?

"Even s0," Shakespeare said, and got away from Martin asfast as he could. The players he'd sounded
had al been willing, even eager, to help try to expe the Spaniards from England. The tireman had been
noncommitta. The prompter, plainly, took the Spaniards part. And if Geoffrey Martin suspected
treason, he knew important earsinto which to whisper--or shout--his suspicions.

"Why the long face, Will?* Burbage caled when Shakespeare wandered out onto the stage again.
"Midikes he the mouse your mountain at last ddlivered?’

"Nay, the jests seemed to please him well enough,” Shakespeare answered. "But he hath . . .
misgivings. .. inadof . . . certain other matters.”

Someone clgpped him on the shoulder. He jumped; he hadn't heard anybody come up behind him. Will
Kemp's dadtic features leered a him. Cackling with mad glee, the clown said, "Whét better time than the
new year for adrawing and quartering? Or would you liefer rout out winter's chill with aburning? I'll
stake you would."

"Goto!" Shakespeare exclamed. "Get hence!”

"And wherefore should 17* Kemp replied. "I know as much as doth Dick here." Before Shakespeare
could deny that, the clown continued, "I know enough to hang us dl, than the which what could be
more?'

Put so, he had apoint. Burbage said, "The object is not to let others know enough to hang us dl--others
now including a certain gentleman (marry, avery certain gentleman heis, too) who dl too easily can
confound us."

"Knew you not that Geoff Martin hath his nose in the Pope of Rome's arsehole?’ Kemp said with another
mocking smile

" 'Steeth, Will--soft, soft!" Shakespeare hissed, the ice outside having nothing to do with the chill that ran
through him. "He need but cock his head hither and helll hear you.”

"He'sright, man," Burbage said. "D'you want your neck stretched or your bowels cut out or the flesh
roasted from your bones? Talk too free and you'll win your heart's desire.”

"Oyeof littlefaith!" Kemp jeered. "Dear Geoff's prompter and book-keeper. He hath before him anew
play--so new, belike theink's sill damp. What'll he do? Plunge his begk into itsliver, like the vulture with



Prometheus. A cannon could sound beside him without his hearing't.”
Burbage looked thoughtful. "He may have reason,” he said to Shakespeare.

"Hemay beright," Shakespeare said. "Right or wrong, reason hath he none. Where'sthe reason inaman
who will hazard hislife for nothing but to hear his own chatter? God deliver me from being subject to the
breath of every fool, whose sense no more can fed but hisown fancies.”

"Daoth thy other mouth call me?' Will Kemp retorted. He strode away, then stopped, bent, and spoke
loudly with his other mouth.

"Whoreson beetle-headed, flap-eared knave," Shakespeare burst out--but quietly. He remembered all
too wdll that, if he angered Kemp, the clown could betray him, too.

"A bacon-fed knave, very voluble," Burbage agreed, "but when have you known a clown who was
otherwise?' Hetoo spoke in alow voice. After amoment, he went on, "And what, think you, may we do
about Martin?'

"In sooth, | know not," Shakespeare said miserably. "Would we could just sack him, but the company'd
risein revolt--and with reason (that word again!), did we try it without good cause.”

Burbage nodded. "True. Every word of't true."
"But this business cannot go forward without him, nor with him in opposition,” Shakespeare said.

"Look you to your part of't," Burbage told him. "Write the words that needs must be writ. Think on that,
for none ese can do't. Asfor the other--haply you misread Martin's mind and purpose.”

"That | did not," Shakespeare declared.

"Well, asmay be," Burbage said with ashrug. "But | say thisfurther: we are embarked here on no smdll
enterprise, ist not s0?" After waiting for Shakespeare to nod, he went on, "We may be sure, then, we are
not alone embarked. We need not, unaided, solve al conundrums attached hereto.”

"It could be," Shakespeare said after some thought. "Ay, it could be. But, an we solve them not, who
dl?’

"That is hidden from mine eyes, and so should it be, for what | know not, no inquisitor can tear from me,"
Burbage said. Shakespeare nodded again, alittle more heartily; hed had the same thought. Smiling,
Burbage continued, "But to say it is hidden from mine eyesis not to say it hath no existence. Others,
knowing little of the partswe play, will be charged with shifting such burthens as an o'erstubborn
prompter. Is that not so?"

"Itis" Shakespeare said. "Or rather, it must be. But would | knew it for atruth, not for an article of faith.”

"Aswhat priest or preacher hath not said?' Burbage answered with alaugh. "Write the words, Will.
When the time comes, I'll say 'em. And what follows from thence.. . . 'tisin God's hands, not ours.”

Hewas right. He was bound to be right--which went some way towards setting Shakespeare's mind at
ease, but not so far as he would haveliked. It did let him get through the day at the Theatre without
making afool of himsdlf, which he might not have managed had Burbage not calmed him.

A couple of evenings later, asthe poet was making hisway down Shoreditch High Street towards
Bishopsgate after a performance, a man stepped out of the evening shadows and said, "Y ou're Master



Shakespeare, are you not?”'
"l am," Shakespeare said cautioudy. "And who, g, are you?"

He used that gr from caution; had he felt more cheerful about the world and the peoplein it, he would
have said sirrah. The fellow who'd asked his namelooked like amechanica, alaborer, in leather jerkin
and laddered hose. When he smiled, he showed a couple of missing teeth. "Oh, you need not know my
name, gr," hesaid.

"Then we have no business, one with the other," Shakespeare answered, doing his best to sound polite
and firm a the sametime. "Give you good den." He started on.

"Hold!" the stranger said. As he set ahand on the hilt of his belt knife to emphasize the word,
Shakespeare stopped. In grumbling tones, the fellow added, "Nick said you were atickle 'un. Theré'sa
name for you, by God and St. George! Y ou ken Nick Skeres?'

Skereshad led him to Sir William Cecil. "1 do,” Shakespeare said reluctantly.

"WEell, good on you, then.” The stranger gave him another |ess than reassuring smile. "Nick sent meto
your honor. Y ou've someone in your company more friendlier to the dons than an honest Englishman
ought to be?"

From whom had Skeres heard about Geoffrey Martin? Burbage? Will Kemp? Someone else atogether?
Or had this bruiser any true connection to Skeres at al? With such dignity as he could muster,
Shakespeare said, "l treat not with aman who hath no name.”

"Damn you!" thefdlow said. But he didn't draw that knife. Instead, exasperated, heflung a
name--"Ingram!"--at the poet.

Chrigtian name? Surname? Shakespeare couldn't guess. But the man had given him some of what he
wanted. Shakespeare answered him in turn: "Y es, there is such aone, Master Ingram.”

"His name's Martin, eh? Like the bird?' Ingram asked. With odd hesitation, Shakespeare nodded. So did
the other man. "All right, friend.” He touched the brim of hisvillainous cap. "God give you good even,” he
said, and vanished once moreinto the deepening shadows. The poet stared after him, scratching his

head.

"SURELY, S EA' OR SHAKESPEARE, you know that his holiness Pope Sixtus promised King Philip a
million ducats when the first Spanish soldier set foot on English soil, and that he very handsomely paid dl
he had promised,” Lope deVegasad. "A million gold ducats, mind you."

"Yes, | understand,” Shakespearereplied. "A kingly sum, in sooth.”

They sat with their heads together in the tiring room at the Thesatre. De V ega puffed on a pipe of tobacco.
The smoke rising from it fought with that from torches, lamps, and braziers. "I am glad you follow, gr," he
said. "This needs must gppear in the play on hisMost Catholic Mgesty'slife”

Shakespeare had been scribbling notes in a character Lope could not have deciphered had hislife
depended on it. Now he looked up sharply. "Wherefore?' he asked. "It doth little to advance the action,
the more s0 as Pope and King never met to sedl thisbargain, it being made by underlings.”

"But it shows how beloved of hisHolinesswasthe King," Lopereplied.



"By the King's own deeds shdl | show that,” Shakespeare said, "deeds worth the showing on a stage.
Here, he doth--or rather, his men do--naught but chaffer like tradesmen at the market over the sum to be
paid. Werethis your play, Master de Vega, would you such ascene include?!

After some thought, Lope spread hishands. "l yield me," he said. He sucked at the clay pipe, hoping the
smoke would cam him. Working with Shakespeare was proving harder than held expected. The
Englishman knew what was required of him: aplay ceebrating and memoridizing Philip II'slifeand
victories. But he had his own ideas of what belonged in such aplay and how the pieces should fit
together.

Having won his point, he could be gracious. "My thanks, sir," he said. "Sith the play'll bear my name, |
want it to be amatch for the best of my other work."

"For your pride's sake," Lope said.
"For my honor's sake," Shakespeare said.

Lope sprang from his stool and bowed low, sweeping off his hat so that the plume brushed the floor.
"Say ho more, Sir. Your fellow poets and players would think less of you, did you write below your best.
This | understand to the bottom of my soul, and I, in my turn, honor you for it. | am your servant.
Commeand me."

"Sit, 9t," Shakespeare urged him. "'l own | stand in need of your counsel on the incidents of your King's
life and on how to show 'em, the which is made more harder by his seldom leaving Madrid, thosein his
command working for him al through the Spanish Empire.”

"Even s0." Lope returned to his seat. He eyed the English poet with considerable respect. ™Y ou have
more experience bringing history to the sage than 1.

Shakespeare's smile somehow didn't quite reach hiseyes. "When | put words into the mouths of
Romans, | may do't without fear the Master of the Revelswill think my ghosts and shadows speak of
matters political.”

Lope nodded. "Certes. Thisis one of the uses of the distant past.” He leaned forward. "Here, though, not
so distant isthe past of which we speak. How thought you to portray the King's conquest of the heretic
Dutchmen?'

"Why, through hiskinsman, the Duke of Parma."
"Excdllent,” Lope sad. "Most excdlent. Parmabeing dead, no unsightly jealousieswill to him accrue.”

They kept at it till the prompter summoned Shakespeare to sort out something or other in the new play
he'd offered the company. A harried look on hisface, the English poet returned a couple of minutes later
to say, "Your pardon, Master de Vega, but thisbidsfair to eat up somelittle while. He hath set upon my
pride ablot, catching me with my characters doing now one thing, now another quite different. Having
marred it, | now needs must mend it."

"QuA® IAjstima," Lope said, and then, in English, "What apity." He got to hisfeet. "1 am wanted
elsawhere anon. Shall we take up again on the morrow?"

" "Twere better the day following," Shakespeare answered.

L ope nodded. "Until the day. Hasta luego, seA+or " Shakespeare dipped his head, then hurried off. De
Vegaleft the Theatre. HEd come on horseback today. One of the tireman's hel pers had kept an eye on



the beast to make sure it would still be there when he came out. Lope gave the Englishman a hafpenny
for histrouble. By the fdlow's frown, hed hoped for more, but every man's hopes miscarried now and

again.

Riding through the tenements that huddled outside the city wall, Lope felt something of a conquering
caballero. Hed seldom had that fedling afoot. Now, though, he looked down on the English. From
literally looking down on them, | do so metaphorically as well, hethought. Aman'smindisa
strange thing.

The English knew him for a conqueror, too. That made his passage harder, not easier. They got in his
way, and feigned deafness when he shouted at them. They flung curses and catcalls from every other
window. They flung other things, too: stonesto make hishorse shy and rear, lumps of filth to foul the
beast and him. He never saw histormentors. The ones not safe inside buildings melted into the crowds on
Shoreditch High Street whenever he whirled in the saddleto try to get aglimpse of them.

By the time he got back down to Bishopsgate, he wasin a perfect transport of temper. One of the Irish
galowglasses at the gate, seeing hisfury, asked, "Would your honor have joy of us breaking some heads
for you, now?'

"No. Let it go. You cannot hope to punish the guilty," Lope said, once he'd made sense of the heavily
armed foot soldier's brogue.

With alaugh, the Irishman said, "And what difference might that make?'Sdeeth, Sr, not agroat's worth.
A broken head'll make you shy of tormenting a gentleman afterwards, be you guilty or no."

But Lope repested, "Let it go." The gallowglasses and kerns brought over from the western idand looked
for excusesto fal upon the English. Considering what the English had donein Ireland over the years, they
had reason for wanting revenge. But the outrage their atrocities spawned made them amost as much
ligbility as asset for the Spaniards and for Isabellaand Albert.

Loperodeinto London. He il drew catcals and curses. Inside the wall, though, Spaniards were more
common, as were Englishmen who favored the Spanish cause. A man who flung, say, abal of dung ran
somered risk of being seen and noted. Catcalls Lopetook in stride.

When he got back to the barracks, the stable boys clucked at the horse's sorry state. "And what of me?”
Lopesad indignantly. "Am | aplant in apot?’

"It could be so, seA+or," one of them answered. "And if it is, you're awel manured plant, by God and
S. James." He hdd hisnose. Hisfriends laughed. Had the misfortune befalen someone e se, Lope might
have laughed, too. Since it was hisown, laughter only enraged him. He stormed off to his chamber.

There he found his servant, deeping the deep of the innocent and just. "Diego!” he shouted. Diego's
snores changed timbre, but not rhythm. " Diego! " Lope screamed. The servant muttered something
vaguely placating and rolled from his back to his belly. Lope shook him like aman trying to shake fleas
out of adoublet.

Diego's eyes opened. "Oh, buenos dA-as, seA+or " hesaid. "Isit an earthquake?"

"If there were an earthquake, it would swallow you asthe whae swalowed Jonah," Lope said furioudy.
"And do you know what? Do you know what, you son of a debauched doth?"

His servant didn't want to answer, but saw he had no choice. "What, seA+or ?" he quavered.

"If there were an earthquake, it would swalow you as the whale swallowed Jonah, and you wouldn't



even know it!" Lope bellowed. " Scotland--"

That got Diego's attention, where nothing up till then redlly had. "Not Scotland, seA+or, | beg you," he
brokein. "The Scots are even worse than the Irish, from dl | hear. May the holy Mother of God turn her
back on meif I lie. They cook blood in asheep's ssomach and call it supper, and some say it isthe blood
of men."

"Scotland, | was going to say, istoo good for you," de Vega snarled. He had the satisfaction of watching
Diego quall, asatisfaction marred when his servant yawned in the midst of cringing. "By God, Diego, if
you fal adeep now I'll murder you in your bed. Do you think I'm lying? Do you want to find out if I'm
lying?’

"No, seA+or. All | want todois. . ." Diego stopped, looking even more miserable than he had. He'd
undoubtedly been about to say, All | want to do is go back to sleep. Hewasn't very bright, but he
could see that that would land him in even more trouble than hed aready found. A querulous whine crept
into hisvoice as he went on, "I thought you'd Say at that damned Thegtre alot longer than you did.”

"And s0?' Lope said. "And so? Because I'm not here, does that mean you get to lie there like a salt cod?
Why weren't you blacking my boots? Why weren't you mending my shirts? Why weren't you keeping
your ears open for anything that might be to my advantage, the way Captain GuzmA jn's Enrique does?"
Why does that vain little thrip of a Baltasar GuzmAjn get a prince among servants, while I'm
stuck with a donkey, and a dead donkey at that?

Diego §a’d something inflammatory and scanda ous about exactly how intimate Enrique and Captain
GuzmAjn were. "How would you know that?' Lope jeered. "When have you been awake to see them?'

"It'strue, seA+or," Diego answered. "Everybody says so."

Lecturing his servant on what "everybody said" wasworth struck de Vegaas awaste of breath. But his
pause was thoughtful for more reasonsthan thet. If GuzmA jn redlly did prove a maricA3n, asodomite,
he might lose his position. Hewould, in fact, if he brought scanda to himself or to the Spanish occupiers
asagroup. And who would benefit if Baltasar GuzmAjn fdl? | would, Lope thought. People can call
me a great many things, but a sodomite? Never!

Diego's narrow little eyes glittered nadtily. "Areyou thinking what I'm thinking?"

"No," Lope sad, not without well-concealed regret. "1 am thinking that maybe you would do better
adeep after al. When you're awake, your mind goes from the chamber pot to the sewage ditch. For |
happen to know Captain GuzmA jn had amistresstill they quarrdled afew months ago.”

"And why would they quarrdl?' Diego asked. "If held sooner--"

"AjBastal" Lope said. "And not just enough but too much. Get up. Get out of here. Do what you're
supposed to do. Then, once you've done that--which will include cleaning the clothes | have on, for the
English threw filth a me and my horse today--once you've done that, | say, you'll have earned your rest,
and youll enjoy it more.”

His servant looked highly dubious. De V ega supposed he had some reason. The only way he could enjoy
his rest more would be to make love without waking up. Diego aso thought about making some remark
on the state of Lope's clothes. Again, he was wise to think twice. Grumbling under his breath, he did at
last get out of bed.

Lope pulled off his boots, shed his stinking netherstocks and hose, and got out of his befouled doublet.



He changed quickly; the room was cold. And then he went off to make the day's report to Captain
GuzmAin. "Damn you, Diego," he muttered under his bresth as he went. No matter what everybody said
about GuzmA jn-—if everybody said anything about him--Lope still had to deal with him. That was hard
enough aready, and would be harder till if de Vegawatched his superior out of the corner of hiseye,
looking for Sgns he might be a sodomite.

Before he got to GuzmA jn's office, he ran into Enrique. Or had Enrique gontri ved to run into him? Eyes
wide with excitement behind the lenses of his spectacles, Captain GuzmAjn's servant said, " Tell me at
once, Senior Lieutenant--what isit like, shaping aplay with SeAt or Shakespeare?”

"I don't shape here," Lope said, remembering he might have to watch Enrique out of the corner of his
eye, too. "'l only have some lumber to sell. Shakespeareisthe carpenter. He cuts and carves and nails
thingstogether. Hell do it very well, too, | think."

"He hasamind of hisown?" Enrique asked.

"AjPor Dios, sA-!" Lope exclaimed, and the clever young servant laughed. Y ou can think it'sfunny," de
Vegatold him. ™Y ou don't have to work with the Englishman.”

Enrique sighed. "Oh, but | wish | did!"
"Isyour master in?" Lope asked.

"Yes, | think s0," Enrique said. "Hewasat a. . . friend's house last night, but he said before he left that
held try to return in good time."

Hesaid amiga, not amigo: the "friend" was of the feminine persuason. So much for what everybody
says, Lope thought. "Have you seen her?' he asked. "Is she pretty?"

"| should hope so, seA+or!" Enrique said enthusiastically. " A face like an angd's, and tits out to here" He
held ahand an improbable distance in front of his chest.

So much indeed for what everybody says, de Vegathought. When he walked into Baltasar GuzmAn's
office, the young captain looked like a cat that had just fallen into abowl of cream. And when GuzmAin
asked, "What'sthe latest, Senior Lieutenant?' he didn't sound asif held bite Lope's head off if hedidn't
like the answer. He must have had anight to remember.

| wish | wereinlove again. | probably will be soon, but I'm not now, and | missit. Sghing, deVega
summarized his session with Shakespeare. He dso summarized the English attitude toward lone
Spaniards on horseback: "Only my good luck they chose to throw more dung than stones. | might not
have made it back if they'd gone the other way."

Captain GuzmA jn said, "I'm glad you're safe, de Vega. Y ou're avauable man." While Lope was till
gaping, wondering if hed heard straight, his superior added, "And I'm glad things are going so well with
the English poet. Keep up the good work."

L ope l€ft his office in something of adaze. Maybe GuzmA jn's amiga redly did have the face of an angd
and tits out to there. Lope couldn't imagine what € se would have made the sardonic nobleman seem so
much like ahuman being.

"WHERE'S MASTER MARTIN?" Shakespeare asked in the tiring room at the Thegtre. "He wasto
have the different severd partsfrom Love's Labour's Won ready to go to the scribes, that they might



make for the playersfair copies.”
"Good luck to 'em,” Will Kemp said. "Therés not aroogter living could read your hen scratchings.”

The clown exaggerated, but not by a great deal--not enough, at any rate, to make Shakespeare snap
back at him. Richard Burbage looked around. "Ay, where ishe?' Burbage said, asif Kemp hadn't
spoken. "Geoff's steady as the tides, trusty as a hound--"

"Ah, Dick," Kemp murmured. "Y ou shew again why you're so much better with another man'swordsin
your mouth.”

He'd made that crack before. It must have stung even so, for Burbage glared at him. A couple of players
laughed, but they quickly fdl slent. Not only was Burbage alarge, powerful man, but he and hisfamily
owned the Theatre. Insulting him to hisface took nerve--or a fool's foolishness, Shakespeare thought.

"Pray God he hath not absconded,” Jack Hungerford said.

That drew aloud, raucous guffaw from Will Kemp. "Pray God indeed!" the clown said. "He'sto the
broggerswith al our papers, for the which, they'll assuredly pay him not afarthing under sixpence
hapenny--he'srich for life, belike."

He got abigger laugh there than he had when he mocked Burbage. Shakespeare didn't find the crack
funny. "L oose papers may not sgnify to thee, that hast not had pirates print 'em without thy let and
without thy profit,” he growled. "Asever, thou think'st naught for any of the company but thysdlf. Thou'rt
not only fool, but assand dog aswell."

"A dog, isit?' Kemp said. "Thy mother's of my generation; what's she, if | be adog?’

Shakespeare sprang for him. They each landed a couple of punches before the others of the company
pulled them apart. Smarting from ablow on the cheek, Shakespeare snarled, "A dog thou art, and for the
sake of bitchery." He didn't know that Kemp sought whores more than any other man, but flung the insult
anyhow, too furiousto care about truth.

Before the clown could reply in like vein, someone with aloud, booming voice called out from the
doorway to the tiring room: "Here, now! Here now, by God! What's the meaning of this? What's the
meaning of't, by God?"

"Congtable Strawberry!" Burbage said. "Good day, Sir."

"Good day," Walter Strawberry said. He was ajowly, middle-aged man who looked like a bulldog and
hed little more wit.

"l hopeyou arewel|?' Burbage said. The Thestre belonging to hisfamily, he dedlt with the congtable. "I
have not seen you long; how goesthe world?’

"It wears, Sir, asit grows,” the constable replied.

"Ay, that'swdl known." Burbage'stone grew sharper: "Why come you here?' He quietly paid the
constable and his helpersto stay away from the Theatre except when the players needed aid.

"First tell you me, what's this garboil herein aid of ? What'sit about, eh?' He pointed to the men holding
Shakespeare and the others with agrip on Kemp.

"Words, words, words," Shakespeare answered, twisting free. "Good words are better than bad



strokes, and the strokes Will and | gave each other were poor as any ever given. We are, meseems,
friendsagain." Helooked toward the clown.

Kemp had dso got loose. "Mogt friendship isfeigning, most loving merefally,” he said. Shakespeare
dtiffened. With anasty smile, Kemp added, "But not ours." He came over to Shakespeare and planted a
large, wet, smacking kiss on his cheek, whispering, " Scurvy, dotard, thin-faced knave," ashe did so.

His acting wouldn't have convinced many, but it sufficed for Congtable Strawberry. "Good, good,” he
boomed. "High spirits, anima spirits, eh?”

"Why come you here?' Richard Burbage repested, as Shakespeare and Kemp, both cued by animal
spirits, mouthed, Ass, at each other.

"Why come | here?' the congtable echoed, asif he himsalf might have forgotten. He coughed
portentoudy, then went on, "Know you a certain wight named Geoffrey Martin?'

"Wedo," Burbage answered.

Will Kemp said, "A more certain wight never was born, by God." Strawberry ignored that, which
probably meant he didn't understand it.

"Why come you here?' Burbage asked for the third time. "Hath aught amiss befdlen him?

"Amiss? Amiss?' Walter Strawberry said. ™Y ou might say so. Y ou just might--an you reckon murther
aught amiss, you might.”

"Murther?" The dreadful word came from haf the company, Shakespeare among them. Horror and
astonishment filled most voices. Shakespeare's held horror one. He realized he was not surprised, and
wished to heaven he were.

"Murther, yes, murther most foul,” Congtable Strawberry said. "Master Martin, awere found besides an
ordinary, stabbed above an eye--the dexterous one, it were--the said wound causing his deceasing to be.
Murther, the which were to be demongtarted.”

"Who'd do such aheinous deed?’ Burbage said. Again, Shakespeare knew, or thought he knew, all too
well. Ingram had looked the sort to be handy with aknife.

"Master Burbage, gir, | know that not. Thiswhile, | know that not,” the constable said gravely. "I put it to
you--ay, to adl of ye--what manner of enemies had he, of foes, of rivas, of opposants, and other suchlike
folk who wished him not well? Never set | mine eyne upon the man till overlooking his dead corpse, so
haply you will have known him better than 1."

Behind Shakespeare, someone murmured, " Vere legitur, lex asinus est "

"What'sthat?' Strawberry said sharply. "What's that? If you know somewhat of the case, speak out! An
you know not, keep agrave silence, liketo Master Martin's keeping the silence of the grave. If you be
lukewarm of knowing, Spew nothing out of your mouths."

"Truly, you areareveation to us,” Will Kemp sad.

"Doth any man here know who might have been the prime motion of the said Master Geoffrey Martin's
untimely coming to dust?" the constable asked.

Shakespeare felt Richard Burbage's eye on him. Misery roweled him. | meant it not to come to this,



tolled in hismind again and again, like agreat iron bell. Before God, | meant it not. But cometo thisit
had, whether he/d meant it or not. He couldn't even be surprised. Had he not embarked on treason, or
what 1sabellaand Albert and their Spanish props would reckon treason, no one would have dain poor
Geoff Martin. And treason and murther ever keep together, as two yoke-devils sworn to either's
purpose.

Wadter Strawberry looked from one player to another, searching the faces of men and boys, making
them search their consciences. Shakespeare had never known the tiring room so silent.

He did not break the silence. Neither did Burbage.

"Well," the constable said at last. "Wl and well and well, and yet, not so well. A man is murthered. His
blood crieth out for revengeance. | had fondly hoped you might make the way more smpler--"

"Fondly, quotha," someone said in a penetrating whisper.

Strawberry stared, but did not spy the miscreant. He coughed and repeated himself: "I fondly hoped you
might make the way more smpler, but an't be no, 'tis no. Whosoever the wretch that strook him down
may be, | purpose discovering him. And what | purpose, | aim at. Give you good morrow.” He turned on
his heel and ponderoudly strode away.

That clotted silence held the tiring room for another minute or two, till the players were sure the constable
was out of earshot. Then amost everyone started talking at once. Almost everyone: Shakespeare held
aoof, lislening without speaking. One wild guess followed another: footpads? an outraged husband? a
creditor? a debtor?

"Methinks our prize poet doneit,” Kemp put in, "for that Master Geoffrey was ever changing his precious
verses”

That roused Shakespeare to speech: "Did | day on such account, you had been years dead, and more
deserving of 't than our poor prompter.”

"Ah, but | make you better," the clown said smugly.

"Enough!" Richard Burbage'sroar filled the room, startling everyone into momentary sllence once more.
He pointed first at Kemp, then at Shakespeare. "Too much, by God! Give over, else you quarrd with
m"

Shakespeare nodded. After amoment, so did Will Kemp. Shakespeare wondered how long the truce
would last. From what he knew of the clown, not long. And, of course, Burbage could throw wood on
thefire, too. And so can you, Shakespeare reminded himself.

More quietly, Burbage went on, "We need anew man to perform the office of playbook-keeper and
prompter as soon as may be, for we shall make proper ninnies of ourselveswithout him. Know ye of a
man ableto do't and at liberty?’

Nobody said anything. At last, Jack Hungerford spoke up: "I'll nose about. Players, now, players come
and go, but we who tread not the boardsincline more towards finding one place and holding it."

"WEll find someone," Burbage said with the air of aman trying to sound confident. "But meanwhile, we
al must needs watch our fellows backs. Any one of us may of aday be dull. If aplayer haveforgot his
part and be out, let him not go even to afull disgrace. Whisper to him--give him the words he wants. Al
will go forward, and dl for the best.”



Hungerford said, "Till we have our new man, it were better to give plays we have done before many a
time and oft, that by familiarity wefed aslittle as may be the lack."

Burbage nodded to thetireman. "Well said." He eyed Hungerford in aspeculative way. "Until this
exigency be past, could you, Jack, undertake some of what Master Martin did, your hel perstaking your
place with costumes and the like?!

Hungerford looked unhappy. "I'd be scarce a'prentice in's trade, as my hel pers are scarce more than
‘prenticesin mine. Twould make us wesker al around than we are.”

"Weaker in thewhole of thefabric, yes, but without the rent this garment our company would otherwise
auffer,” Burbage said. "And only for abrief space of time, till we find the man can take poor Geoffrey's
place

Burbage usualy thundered like Jove, browbesting, pushing the company aong the path he wanted by
force of will. Here, though, he roared as gently as any sucking dove, cgoling the tireman into doing what
he wanted. In truth, Jack Hungerford needed little cgoling. "I'll dot," he said, "but only for alittle while,
mind."

"Gramercy," Burbage said, and made aleg. The tireman chuckled in embarrassed pleasure.

"Gramercy," Shakespeare echoed, moving hislipswithout sound. Had Hungerford stayed stubbornin his
refusal, Burbage's eyelikely would have falen on him next. Who would do better for a makeshift
prompter than the man who'd penned many of the playsin the first place and might reasonably be
expected, therefore, to know everyone's lines?

And | have not the time in which to do't, he thought desperately. Two playsto write, not aword set
down on either . . . and he ill had to act, too. He wanted to cry. He wanted to scream. He wanted to
lock himself in aroom with nothing but his books and do nothing but set words on paper. He could have
none of what he wanted.

They got through the afternoon'’s performance without disgracing themselves. As Shakespeare [eft the
Thestre afterwards, Richard Burbage came up beside him. His shoulders sagged in asilent sigh, but he
wasn't redlly surprised. Burbage said, "Sad for poor Martin's family. He had anew babe, | believe, o' the
lady hewed after hisfirst wife perished in the fire that marked him."

"Most piteous sad indeed.” Shakespeare trudged down Shoreditch High Street towards filthy, crowded
London: towards hishome.

Burbage matched him stride for stride. After awhile, hesaid, "Will . . ."
Shakespeare didn't answer. He just kept walking.
"Will .. "

"What ist?" Shakespeare snapped. "Are you sure you want to know?' Thistime, Burbage was the one
who didn't say anything. He only waited. After amoment, Shakespeare redlized what he was waiting for.
"God be my judge, Dick, | devised his death not."

"I thought naught other. Therés none o' the killing blood in you--else, as you say, Will Kemp werelong
snce sped.” But Burbage's smile quickly faded from hisfleshy lips. "That you devised it not, | believe
with al my heart. That it grieved you, | believe dso. That it amazed you, asit amazed us. . ." He shook
his head. "No."



"Why say you s0?" Shakespeare asked.

"For that you spake of Martin his Popery as hurtful toa. . . acertain enterprise,” Burbage answered.
"Wast the second Henry who cried out, & Who will rid me of this turbulent priest?--and behold! there's
Becket dead.”

Shakespeare laughed uneadily. That shot struck much too close to the center of the target. Trying to lead
Burbage away from the truth he'd found, the poet said, " 'Tistreason or folly or both together to set
adongsde aking'smy name."

Burbage, however, was not so easily distracted. "An | hire me another Popish prompter, will hetoo lie
dead in aditch the day after?"

"I know not," Shakespeare said.
"What think you?"' the player perdsted.

"I think . .. | think agreat shipissetting sall. | am thereon, haply, one small sall. If the wind blow foul,
‘twill tear meto ribbons--and they'll haul me down in atrice, and raisein my place another . . . and the
ship'll sail on as before. Are you answered, Dick?"

"I am answered,” Burbage said heavily. "And I'll inquire of those with whom | speak how they stand with
Rome"

"Softly! Softly!" Shakespeare warned. "If they wonder why you put such questions, 'twere better never
to have asked at dll.”

"Y ou take mefor afool," Burbage said. "He's the other wight."
"Heh," Shakespeare said. "Another one who'sfain to jape on'sown.”
"We're not on the boards now, Will."

"Think you not?" Shakespeare shook hishead. "Till this. . . enterprise go forward, if it go forward, we
are players everywhere, players dways. Forget it a your peril."

Burbage chewed on that for afew paces. By the sour face he pulled, he did not like the taste. He pointed
ahead. "Therés Bishopsgate." He hurried on aone, flinging words back over his shoulder: "If you have
the right of't, best not to be seen with you.”

That hurt. It would have hurt worse had Shakespeare not been convinced he was right--which made
Burbage right to avoid his company. The player passed through the gate and disappeared. Shakespeare
followed more dowly. Hefdlt he ought to ring abell like aleper, to warn folk of his presence. Histouch
was liable to prove as deadly as any leper's. That he knew too well.

And then, when he was only a couple of houses from the one where he lodged, something €l se occurred
to him. Geoffrey Martin had proved an annoyance to those who'd framed this plot. HEd proved an
annoyance, and they'd brushed him aside as casudly asif hewere afleaon adoublet. And if | prove an
annoyance? Shakespeare shivered. But Lord Burghley styled me his strong right arm. The poet
shivered again. Plenty of people in the street that chilly afternoon were shivering, so he went unnoticed. If
| prove an annoyance, they'll brush me aside as yarely as poor Geoff Martin.



CAPTAIN BALTASAR GUZMA-«N held up asheet of paper to Lope de Vega. "We are ordered to
take specid notice, Senior Lieutenant, of any who profane Lent thisyear by eating of foods forbidden
theseforty days."

"We are ordered to do dl sorts of foolish things," Lope answered. "Thisis more foolish than most. The
English, from al I've seenin my time here, break the rules as often as they keep them." He exaggerated,
but not by an enormous amount. A surprising amount of meeat got eaten here in the weeks before Easter.

GuzmA jn waved the paper. "But this" he said portentoudy, "is aspecid year."

"How isthisyear special?' de Vega asked, as he knew he was supposed to do. "I know his Holiness has
declared that 1600 will be ayear of jubilee, but 15987" He shrugged. "To me, it ssemsayear among
years”

"Not s0." His superior waved the paper again. Lope was getting tired of seeing it without being able to
read it. GuzmAjn went on, "Ash Wednesday, this year, is the fourth of February, and Easter the
twenty-second of March.”

"They'reearly,” Lope remarked. "Isthat enough to make it specid ?'

"Asamatter of fact, yes," GuzmAjn answered. "It is, it says here, as early as Eagter can come." He
waved that damned paper one moretime. "Thisis, of course, the twenty-second of March by the
calendar Pope Gregory ordained fifteen years ago.”

"Yes, ten days earlier by the old calendar the heretics still love," Lope agreed. "But Easter isn't like
Christmas--we don't have one day and they another.”

"Ah, but this year, we do," Captain GuzmA jn said. "By their calendar, what we call the paschal full moon
fdlsbefore the verna equinox. They will count the Sunday after the next full moon as Easter--April the
twenty-sixth by our reckoning, the sixteenth by theirs. Now do you understand?!

After amoment, de Veganodded. "I think o. If their Easter islater, their Lent will begin later, too,
and--"

"And they will find it no Sin to eat meat during thefirst part of our Lent,” GuzmA jn brokein. "They either
have to keep the fast an extramonth to make themsealves both safe and what they cal holy, or--"

Lopeinterrupted in turn: "Or break the law of God and thefast. | seeit now, your Excellency. You're
right--thisisaspecia year." He wouldn't have wanted to keep the Lenten fast for more than two months,
and he doubted whether many stubbornly Protestant Englishmen would, either.

Baltasar GuzmA jn nodded. "We can smoke out alot of heretics who've hidden from us since the
Armadalanded. The sooner we get rid of the last of them, the sooner welll have peace in the kingdom.”

"Peace." Lope sghed. "It seemslike one of those miragesthat fool travelerslogt in the desert. Y ou follow
the mirage, and what looks like water recedes before you. If we had peace here, maybe one day | could
go hometo Spain. | wonder if | would recognize Madrid. After so long here, I'd probably think it was
beastly hot."

"Onething is certain, though,” Captain GuzmA jn said. "Aslong asthere are sl Protestantsin England,
well have no peace. Thiskingdom hasto follow the holy Catholic faith. All the world, one day, will
follow the holy Cathalic faith. Then, truly, peace will come." He crossed himsdlf. Hiseyes glowed with a
Crusader'svison.



"Yes." De Vegacrossed himsdf, too. But then, incautioudy, he said, "Weve fought the Portuguese and
the French, and they're Cathalic, too--after afashion.”

GuzmAjn waved that aside. "When al theworld is Catholic, there will be peace," he declared, asif
chalenging Lopeto argue with him. Lope didn't. He might not have been so passonatdly certain of that
as GuzmA jn was, but he bdlieved it, too.

"Isthere anything else, your Excellency?' he asked.

To his surprise and disappointment, GuzmA jn nodded. "Y es. What do you make of the murder of, ah,
Geoffrey Martin?' He made heavy going of the dead man's Chrigtian name.

"A robber, | suppose,” Lope answered with ashrug. "1 hear his purse was empty when the constables
found hisbody."

"Robbery, perhaps, but what else?' his superior perssted. "He was a good Catholic, and now he's dead.
We might have learned agreat ded from him."

"Had someone gpproached him?' Lope asked. "If anyone had, | never knew it."

"Nor |," GuzmA jn said. "But that does not necessarily signify. He could have been talking to the English
Inquisition with us none the wiser. The inquisitors dways hold their cards closeto their
chests—-sometimes too close to play them, | think, but they are not anxious for my opinion.”

"Losing the prompter isablow to the company,” Lope said. "They will have to replace him as soon as

they can."

"And with whom they replace him may beinteresting.” Captain GuzmAn eyed de Vega. "If Shakespeare
isas much an innocent as you think, he certainly has odd things happen around him."

"And if you think Shakespeare afootpad, your Excdlency, you prove you do not know theman at al,”
deVegareplied.

"That isnot what | said, Senior Lieutenant,” GuzmA jn said, adistinct chill in hisvoice. "Please think about
what | did say. You aredismissed.” To show how very dismissed hewas, his superior bent hishead to
his paperwork with him gtill in the office.

Seething, Lope gave GuzmA jn a salute whose perfection was an act of mockery. "Good day, your
Excdlency," he snarled sweetly. His about-face might dmost have been a dance. He neither dammed
GuzmAn's door on walking out nor shut it silently, as Enrique had. Instead, he lft it open. The captain's
exasperated sigh and the scrape of his chair on the wood floor as he pushed it back so he could get up
and close the door himsalf were music to de Vegasears.

He knew nothing but thanks at escaping the barracks--thanks and cold, for snowflakes fluttered on the
northwesterly breeze. It's January. It could be snowing in Madrid, too, hetold himsdlf. It wastrue. He
knew it wastrue. It didn't help. When he thought of Madrid, he thought of a place where the vine and the
oliveflourished. Hetried to imagine grapes and olives growing in London, and laughed at himself. Not
even a poet'simagination stretched so far.

In the street outside the barracks, a Spanish soldier and a skinny Englishwoman were striking abargain.
He gave her acoin. Sheled him away. Before long, he would get relief. Lope didn't know whether to
envy or pity him for being satisfied so eesily.

"I'd sooner be amonk than buy anasty counterfeit for love," he muttered. That didn't mean he enjoyed



living like amonk. He had, though, ever since histwo mistresses were so inconsiderate asto run into
each other outside the Southwark bear garden. Goodbye, Nell. Farewell, Martha. High time | found
SOmeone new.

Hewouldn't do it by the barracks. He knew that. The Spanish soldiers stationed there drew trullsas a
lodestone drew iron. De Vegadidn't want women of easy virtue. He wanted women who would fall in
love with him, and whom hewould love. . . for awhile.

He wandered down towards the Thames, past the church of St. Lawrence Poultney in Candlewick
Street. Not far from the church, awoman with awicker basket caled, "Whelks and mussels! Cockles
and clamg! Fresh today. Whelksand mussels. . . !"

Maybe they were fresh today, maybe they weren't. In this wesather, even shdllfish stayed good for a
while--one of itsfew virtues Lope could think of. He eyed the woman selling them. She was afew years
younger than he, wrapped in awool cloak she would have thrown out two years before if she could have
afforded to replace it. The worried ook on her face told how hard life could be.

"Whelks or musss, Sr?' she said, feding hiseye on her. "Clams? Cockles? Good for dinner, good for
supper, good for soup, good for stew.” She al but sang the desperate littlejingle.

"Cockles, | think," Lope answered, "though | should be pleased to buy anything from so lovely a
cregture.”

Her weary sigh sent fog swirling from her mouth. "I sdll that not,” she said, voice hard and flat.

"God forbid I meant any such thing!" Lope exclaimed, though he had, at least to test her. He swept off his
hat, bowed, and told her his name, then gave her hismost open, friendly smile and asked hers.

"l oughtn't totdl it you," shesaid.

"Andwhy not?' He affected indignation. "What shdl | do with it? Make witchcraft againgt you? They'd
burn me, none less than the which I'd deserve. Nay, sweet lady, | want it only for to writeit on the
doorposts of mine heart. My heart?' He couldn't remember which wasright.

The girl with the basket of shdlfish didn't enlighten him. A tiny smile did lift the corners of her mouth for a
moment, though. She said, "Thereésaded of foolery inyou, ist not s0?"

"I know not whereof you spesk," Lope said, donning acomically droll expression.

That smile was like a shy wild thing he had to lure from hiding. He fdlt rewarded when he saw it. "I'm
Lucy Watkins, dr," shesaid.

"My lady!" Lope bowed again. She wasn't his lady. Maybe she never would be. But he intended to make
trid of that.

Vi

SMOKE FROM THE fireplace, smoke from the flames under aroasting capon, and smoke from half a
dozen pipes of tobacco filled the Boar's Head in East Cheap. Shakespeare's eyes stung and watered.
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"What's the utility of tobacco?" he asked the player beside him, who'd been drinking sack with
singleminded dedication for some little while now. "What pleasure takes one from the smoking of it,
besides the pleasure of setting fire to one's purse?' The stuff was, among other things, devilishly
expensve.

The player blinked a him in owlish solemnity. "Why, to pass current, of course," he answered. After a
soft belch, he buried his nose in the mug of sack once more.

"It suffices not," Shakespeare murmured.

"Pay him no heed," Christopher Marlowe said from across the table. Marlowe had a pipe. He paused to
draw in smoke, then blew a perfect smoke ring. Shakespeare goggled. Hed never seen that before. It
amogt answered his question by itsdlf. Laughing at his flabbergasted expression, Marlowe went on, "He
issengblein nothing but blows, and soisan ass.”

"Isthat s07" the player said. "Wdll, Sirrah, you can kissminearse.”

Marlowe rose from his stoal in one smooth mation. "Right gladly will 1." He came around the table,
kissed the fellow on the mouth, and returned to his place. The drunken player gaped and then, too late,
cursed and wiped his mouth on the deeve of hisdoublet. Loud, raucous laughter filled the Boar's Head.
Under it, Marlowe nodded to Shakespeare. "'Y ou were saying, Will?*

"What good's tobacco?' Shakespeare asked.

"What good ist?' Now Marlowe was the one who stared. "Why, let Aristotle and al your philosophers
say what they will, there is nothing to be compared with tobacco. Have you tried it, at the least?"

"I have, four or five yearsgone by. | paid my shilling for the damned little clay pipe, and two shillings
more for the noxious weed to charge it with, and | smoked and | smoked till | might have been a
chimneytop. And . . ."

"And?' Marlowe echoed.

"And | cast up the good thregpenny supper I'd had not long before--as featly as you please, mind,
missing my shoes atogether--and sithence have had naught to do with tobacco, nor wanted to."

"Liked you the leek when first you ate of it? Or the bitter taste of beer?"

"Better than that horrid plant from unknown clime." Shakespeare shuddered at the memory of how his
guts had knotted.

"By my troth, | was seeking for afool when | found you,” Marlowe said. ™Y ou have not so much brain as
ear-wax; in sooth, there will be little learning die then that day you are hanged." He leered at
Shakespeare. "And who knows which day that will be, eh, my chuck?'

"Go to," Shakespeare snarled. Marlowe would not keep his mouth shut. "More of your conversation
would infect my brain. Y ou draw out the thread of your verbosity finer than the style of your argument,
you scambling, outfacing, fashion-mongering peevish lown.”

"Wl shot, Will," Thomas Dekker called. The young poet whooped and clapped his hands. Lord
Westmorland's Men had put on hisfirgt play only afew weeks before. He lifted up hismug of winein
sdute. "Reload and give him another barrdl!" He drained the mug and dammed it down.

Shakespeare caught a barmaid's eye and pointed to Dekker. When shefilled the youngster's mug again,



Shakespeare paid her. Dekker was chronically short of funds; till Shakespeare's company bought his
comedy, he'd been one step from debtor's prison--and now, rumor had it, was again.

Marlowe clucked reproachfully. "Buying aclague? | reckoned it beneath you. The Devil will not have
you damned, lest the oil that'sin you should set hell onfire." He emptied his mug, and gave the barmaid a
halfpenny to refreshit. "1 pay mine ownway," he declared, drinking again.

"I am sure, Kit, though you know what temperance should be, you know not what it is," Shakespeare
answered swestly.

"Me?Me?' Marlowe'sindignation was convincing. Whether it was a so genuine, Shakespeare had no
idea. "What of you, en?1 am too well acquainted with your manner of wrenching the true cause the false

way."

As Shakespeare had with Dekker, so Marlowe aso had a partisan: aboy actor of about fourteen, as
pretty as one of the girls he played. He laughed and banged his fist down on the tabletop. Marlowe
bought him more of whatever he was drinking--beer, Shakespeare saw when the serving woman poured
his mug full again. Hed aready had quite alot; hectic color glowed on his cheeks, asif he were coming
down with afever.

Marlowe blew another smoke ring, then passed the pipe to the boy, who managed a couple of unskillful
puffs before coughing piteoudy and turning even redder than he was. Marlowe took back the pipe. He
kissed the stem where the boy's lips had touched it, then put it in his own mouth again.

Watching intently was atal, thin, pale man who wore wore arich doublet of dashed slk. Histongue
played over hisred lips as he watched Marlowe and the boy. "Who'sthat?" Shakespeare asked Dekker.
He pointed. "I have seen him aforetimes, but recal not his name.”

"Why, 'tis Anthony Bacon," the other poet replied. "Hehath a. . . liking for beardless boys." He laughed
and drank again. Shakespeare nodded. Not only had he seen Bacon, heéd visited the house Anthony
shared with hisyounger brother, Francis, to see Sir William Cecil. He suddenly wondered what Anthony
knew of the plot. Wonder or not, he had no intention of trying to find out.

Marlowe and Shakespeare weren't the only poets and players and other theatre folk dueling with words
inthe Boar's Head. Will Kemp had got George Rowley, an actor notorious for hisdow thinking,
splutteringly furious at him. As Rowley cast about for some devastating comeback--and looked more
and more unhappy as none occurred to him--Kemp gave him amocking bow and sang out, "L ook, he's
winding up the watch of hiswit; by and by it will srike.”

"I'll grike you, you--you--you . . . fool!" Rowley shouted amidst genera laughter, which only got louder
at hissorry reply.

"Ishis head worth ahat? Or his chin worth abeard?' Kemp demanded of the crowd, and got back
shouts of, "No!" that pierced the smoke and came echoing back from the stout oak beams of the roof.
George Rowley surged up from his bench and did try to strike him then, but other actors held them apart.

Marlowe smiled across the table at Shakespeare. "Ah, the Boar's Head," he said fondly. "What thingswe
have seen, done at the Boar's Head! Heard words that have been so nimble, so full of subtle flame--"

Shakespeare brokein, "Asif that everyone from whencethey came. . ." He paused in thought, then
carried on: "Had meant to put hiswholewit in ajest, and had resolved to live afool the rest of hisdull
life"



"Not bad, Will," Marlowe said. "No, not bad, and al the better for the interna rhyme. . . . Purposed you
that from when you began to speak?’

"An| say yes, youll cal meliar; an | say no, you'l cal melucky clot-poll," Shakespeare answered. The
other poet grinned back at him, atogether unabashed. Shakespeare turned thoughtful. "Think you the like
hath vauein shgping did ogue?'

Marlowe leaned forward. "A thought of merit! It might lead mere leaden prose towards the suppleness of
blank verse"

They batted the idea back and forth, nearly obliviousto the racket around them, till the pretty boy beside
Marlowe, indignant at being ignored, got up to go. Shakespeare wondered if Marlowe would notice even
that. Anthony Bacon did, he saw. Despite the lure of versification, the lure of the boy proved stronger for
Marlowe. He spoke soothingly. When that failed to have the desired effect, he charged his pipe with
tobacco, lit it with asplinter kindled from anearby candle, and offered it to the boy. The youngster took
another puff, made ahorrible face, and coughed asif in thefina stages of some dreadful tisick.
Shakespeare's sympathies were with him.

Regardless of Shakespeare's sympathies, the boy and Marlowe |eft the Boar's Head together. Marlowe's
arm was around the boy's waist; the youngster's head nestled againgt his shoulder. Bacon watched them
hungrily. Anyone looking at them would have guessed they were sweethearts. And so, Shakespeare
supposed, they were. But Marlowe could not hide--indeed, took pride in not hiding--his appetites. The
English Inquisition might burn him for sodomy. Secular authorities, if they caught him, would merely hang
him.

Maybe the talk with Marlowe was what he needed to get hiswits going, though. That night, at the
ordinary, he began work on the play Lord Burghley had asked of him. He wished he were aswedlthy as
one of the Bacons, or as Burghley himsdf. Committing treason was bad enough. Committing it in

public. ..

He put ahand over his papers whenever Kate the serving woman came near. She found it funny instead
of taking offense. "I'll not steal your words," she said. "Since when could |, having no letters of mine
owvn?'

She'd said before she needed to make a mark instead of signing her name. Shakespeare relaxed--a very
little. Whenever anyone but Kate walked past the table where he wrote, he kept on covering up the
manuscript. That, of course, drew more attention to it than it would have got had he kept on writing. A
plump burgess looked down at the sheet in front of him, shook his head, and said, ™Y ou need have no
fear, Sr. Nor God nor the Devil could make out your character.”

Geoffrey Martin had voiced similar complaints. But poor Martin had been the company's book-keeper;
he naturally had alow opinion of the hand of amere poet. To hear someone with less exacting standards
scorn Shakespeare's script was oddly reassuring.

After awhile, Shakespeare was the only customer |eft in the ordinary. His quill scratched acrossthe
paper o fast, theink on one line scarcely had time to dry before his hand smudged it while writing the
next. He started when Kate said, " Curfew's nigh, Master Will."

"So soon?' he said, amazed.

"Soon?' She shook her head. ™Y ou've sat there writing Sith you finished supper, none of you but your
right hand moving. Look--two whole leavesfilled. Never saw | you write so fast.”



Little by little, Shakespeare came forward in time amillennium and a haf, from bold, outraged Britons
and swaggering Romansto London in the year of our Lord 1598. "I wrote two leaves? By God, | did.”
Hewhistled in wonder. He couldn't remember the last time held done so much of anight, either. Not
even when hewasfinishing Love's Labour's Won had his pen flown likethis.

"Ist something new, then?' she asked.

"Yes." He nodded. He could safely say that much. And he could safely let her see the manuscript, as
sheld reminded him earlier in the evening, for she couldn't read it. And . . . dl of asudden, hedidn't fed
like thinking about the play any more. "Might | bide alittle longer?' he asked. Kate nodded. She didn't
seem much surprised.

Later, when they lay Sde by side on the narrow little bed in her cramped little chamber, she set her pam
onthe left Sde of hischest, perhapsto fed his heartbeat dow towards norma from its pounding peak of
afew minutes before. Shakespeare set his own hand on hers. "What's to become of us, Will?' she asked.

He sghed. Hed run into atogether too many questions lately for which he had no good answers. Here
was another. Having no good answers, he responded with aquestion of hisown: "What can become of
us? I've awife and two daughtersin Stratford. 1've never hid ‘em from thee.”

Kate nodded. "Y es, thou'rt honest, in thine own fashion." That neither sounded nor felt like praise. But
here they lay together in her bed, warm and naked and sated. If that wasn't praise of the highest sort a
woman could give aman, what wasit?

"l do lovethee," he said. Kate snuggled against him. He leaned over and kissed her cheek, hoping he
wastdling the truth. He sighed again. "Did | haveachoice. . ."

But before Shakespeare was born, Henry V111 had wanted a choice, too. When the Pope wouldn't give
him one, he'd pulled England away from Rome. Now, of course, the invading Spaniards had forcibly
brought her back to the Catholic Church. But even if Elizabeth still reigned, even if England were il
Protestant, divorce was for sovereigns and nobles and those rich enough to pay for aprivate act of
Parliament, not for the likes of astruggling poet and player who lived in a Bishopsgate lodging house, had
asour wifefar away, and sometimes dept with the serving woman at the ordinary around the corner.

"Didgst thou have achoice. . ." Kate echoed.

Before God, | know not what I'd do, Shakespeare thought. If he hadn't got Anne with child, he
doubted he would have wed her. Y ears and years too late to worry about that now, though. What
therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder . Hed heard that text in sermons more
times than he could count since the Armada put |sabellaand Albert on the English throne. Priests harped
on it, to show that Protestants who countenanced divorce were heretics and sinners.

"Didst thou have achoice. . ." Kate repeated, alittle more sharply thistime.

Would she have me lie to her? Shakespeare wondered. He was just then and would keep on lying to
practicaly everyone he knew. Why should a serving woman be different from anyone else? Because |
do-- because | might--love her. Not a perfect answer, but the best he could do.

"Did I have achoice, my chuck . . ." Shakespeare sghed and shrugged, expecting her to throw him out
of that narrow bed for not crying out that he would cleave to her come what might.

Shedartled him by laughing, and startled him again by kissing him on the cheek. "Perhaps thou art truly
honest, Will. Mogt men'd lie for the sake of their sweetheart's fedings.”



"I'll givetheewhat | can, Kate, and cherish al thou givest me. And now | had best be gone.”
Shakespeare got out of bed and began to dress.

"God keep thee, Will," she said, ayawn blurring her words. "Hurry to thy lodging. Surdly curfew's past.”

"God keep thee," he said, and opened the door to her room. He went out, closing the door behind him.

LOPE DE VEGA came up to the priest. The Englishman marked his forehead with the ashes of the
"pam” (usudly, in this northern clime, willow or box or yew) branches used the previous Pam Sunday. In
Latin, the priest said, "Remember, thou art dust, and to dust thou shalt return.”

Crossing himsalf, Lope murmured, "Amen," and made hisway out of St. Swithin's church. Mot of the
people he saw on the streets, English and Spaniards dlike, aready had their foreheads marked with the
sign of repentance that opened the Lenten season. Anyone who didn't, especidly in ayear when
Catholics and heretics celebrated Easter more than a month apart, would get some hard looks from those
whose duty was to examine such things.

Though it was il thefirst week of February, the day was springlike: mild, amost warm, the sky ahazy
blue with fluffy white clouds drifting dowly acrossit from west to east. The sun shone brightly. A few
more such days and flowers would begin to open, seedsto bring forth new plants, leavesto bud on trees.

Once, Lope had seen thisweather hold long enough for nature to be fool ed--which made the following
blizzard dl the crueler by comparison. He didn't expect this stretch to last so long. Usudly, they werelike
adeceitful girl who promised much more than sheintended to give. Knowing as much, he didn't fed!
himsdlf cheated, as he had when hed first come to England.

"I am sure you are brokenhearted that Lord We§tmorl and's Men have got a dispensation to let them
perform through Lent,” Captain Batasar GuzmA jn said outsde the church.

"Oh, of course, your Excellency,” de Vegareplied. He was damned if held let thislittle pipsquesk, il
wet behind the ears, outdo himin irony. He touched hisforehead, asif to say the ashes there symbolized
his mourning. But then he went on, "Most of the acting companies gain these dispensations. They would
have ahard time staying in businessif they didn't." Acting companieswere by the nature of things
shoestring operations (Lord Westmorland's Men a bit less than most); they could ill afford losng more
than atenth of their revenue by shutting down between Ash Wednesday and Eagter.

"Wll, go on up to the Thestre, then," GuzmAjn said. "Seeif anyoneis bold enough to flaunt his heresy to
theworld a large. Whoever heis, he will pay."

"Yes, gr," Lopesad. "Sir, isthere any further word of hisMost Catholic Mgjesty? Shakespeare has
asked after him. Not unreasonably, he wants some notion of how much time he has to compose the
dramaDon Diego Floresde VadA©s set him."

"| have news, yes, but none of it good," Captain GuzmAjn replied. "The gout has attacked his neck,
which makes both eating and deeping very difficult for him. And the sores on his hands and feet show no
sgn of hedling. If anything, they begin to ulcerate and spread. Also, hisdropsy isno better--if anything, is
worse."

Tears stung Lope's eyes. He touched the ashes on his forehead again. "The priest in the church spoke
truly: to dust we shal return. But thisis bitter, aman who was--who is--so gresat, having an end so hard
and dow. Better if he smply went to deep one night and never woke up.”



"God will do as He pleases, Senior Lieutenant, not as you please. Would you set your judgment against
His?'

"No, sr--not that it would do any good if | did, for Hecanactand dl | candoistak.”

GuzmA jn relaxed. "So long as you understand that. With aman who makes plays. . . Forgive me, but |
wondered if you arrogated some of the Lord's powersto yoursdlf, since you make your characters and
move them about asif you were the Almighty for them.”

Lope looked a him in astonishment. "1 have had those blasphemous thoughts, yes, sir. My confessor has
given me heavy penance on account of them. How could you guess?'

"It seemed logicd," GuzmAjn sad. "Y ou have aworld inside your head, an imaginary world filled with
imaginary people. Who could blame you for bdieving, now and again, that that imaginary world isrea?
Y ou makeit seem redl to othersin your plays--why not to yoursaf aswell?’

"Do you know, your Excellency, | am going to have to pay serious attention to you, whether | want to or
not," de Vegasaid dowly.

Baltasar GuzmA jn st ahand on his shoulder. "Now, now, Senior Lieutenant. Y ou had better be careful
what you say, or you'll embarrass both of us. Being your superior, | should do the embarrassing. Let me
try: how isyour latest lady friend?’

L ope wasn't embarrassed. He flashed GuzmAjn agrin. " She's very well, thank you," he said, and heaved
adgh. "l do believe sheisthe sweetest creature | ever met.”

"And | do believe you've said that about every woman for whom you ever conceived an affection, which
must be half the women in England, at the very least.” Captain GuzmAjn grinned, too, a nasty, crooked
grin. "How am | doing?'

"Pretty well, thanks," Lope answered. "Y ou make me glad I'm going to the Thestre." He wasn't sorry to
hurry away from St. Swithin's, for Captain GuzmA jn's shot had hit in the white center of the target. Lope
did passionately believe, at least for awhile, that each new girl was the one upon whom God had most
generoudy bestowed His gifts. What point to loving someone, after al, if sheweren't pecia? Lucy
Watkins, now . . .

As he made hisway through the teeming streets of London, he thought of her shy little smile, of her soft
voice, of the paelittle wisps of hair that came loose no matter how tightly plaited therest was. . . and of
the taste of her lips, of her uncommonly sweet smdll, of the charms he hadn't sampled yet but soon hoped
to.

A constable and atavern-keeper stood arguing outside the latter's door. The constable wagged hisfinger
inthe other fellow'sface. "Marry, there is another indictment upon thee" he said severdly, "for suffering
flesh to be eaten in thy house, contrary to the law; for the which | think thou wilt howl."

"All victuallers do so," the tavern-keeper protested. "What's ajoint of mutton or two in awhole Lent?"

"Inawhole Lent?' the congtable said. "A whole Lent, with Ash Wednesday scarce begun? Thou'lt go to
the dock for this, beshrew meif thou dost not. Every soul isof amind to crush out Protestantism like it
was a black-beetle in amongst the sdlat greens. Bad business, heresy, terrible bad.”

"Protestantism? Heresy? Art daft, George Trimble? What's that to do with abit o' mutton?--for the
which thou'st shown no small liking, Lentsgone by."



"Liar!" the congtable exclaimed, in tonesthat couldn't mean anything but, 1n the name of God, keep
your mouth shut! He went on, "Besides, Lents gone by have naught to do with now. It'sdl the caendar,
itis, that hasto do with heresy."

"How?' the tavern-keeper demanded.

"Why, for that it does, that's how," George Trimble said. L ope sighed and went on hisway. He could
have explained what the problem was, but he didn't think either of the quarreling Englishmen would have
cared tolisten to him.

By now, the men who took money at the Thestre recognized L ope and waved him through asif he were
one of the sharers among Lord Westmorland's Men. He wished he were. The life of a Spanish lieutenant
was as nothing next to that which Burbage or Shakespeare or Will Kemp lived. De Vegawas sure of it.

Kemp threw back his head and howled like awolf when Lope walked into the Theatre. De Vegagave
back a courtier's bow, which at least disconcerted the clown for amoment. Kemp, he noticed, wore no
ashes on hisforehead. What did that mean? Did it mean anything? With Kemp, you could never be sure,

Swords clashed as a couple of actors rehearsed afight scene. One glance told de Vega neither of them
had ever used ablade in earnest. Burbage, he'd seen, had some notion of what he was about. These
fellows? The Spaniard shook his head. They were even worse than Shakespeare, who'd never pretended
to beawarrior.

Burbage, now, boomed out the Scottish King'slines:

" & Cangt thou not minister to amind diseased,
Pluck from the memory arooted sorrow,

Raze out the written troubles of the brain,

And with some sweet oblivious antidote
Cleanse the stuffed bosom of that perilous stuff
Which weighs upon the heart? "

" & Therein the patient must minister to himsdlf,"  replied the hirding playing the doctor.

Burbage frowned. Lope had seen the Scottish play a couple of times, and admired it. He knew, or
thought he knew, what the actor was supposed to say next. And, sure enough, someone hissed from the
tiring room: " & Throw physc to thedogs." "

" & Throw physic to thedogs; I'll noneof it," " Burbage finished, and went on in hisown voice: "My
thanks, Master Vincent. Theline would not cometo me."

"No need to praise my doing only that for which you took me into your company,” replied Thomas
Vincent, the new prompter and playbook-keeper. He came out to nod to Burbage. ™Y ou should reprove
meif | keep silence." He was about Lope's age, lean, and seemed bright. Lope had learned he went to
Mass every Sunday. Before the Armada came, held been as zed ousin attending Protestant Sunday
services,



A trimmer, de Vegathought scornfully. Whichever way the wind blows, that's the way he'll go. But a
lot of men, likely amgjority, werelike that. It made things easier for those who would rule them.
Shakespear€'s like that, too, Lope reminded himsdlf. He was no Catholic when Elizabeth ruled this
land. Which was one more reason to reckon him an unlikely traitor. HEd made his compromises with the
way things were. The ones you had to worry about were those who refused to change, no matter what
refusing cost them.

Geoffrey Martin, Lope thought. HEd paid no specia attention to the prompter while Martin lived. Now
that Martin was dead, it wastoo late. Sr Edmund Tilney--or, if not the Master of the Revels,
someone in his office--could tell me more about him.

"Seek you Master Will?* Richard Burbage called.

"Anyou do, you'vefound him." But that was Will Kemp, not Shakespeare. The clown went from making
aleg at Lopeto collapsing in aheap before him: one of the better pratfalls he'd seen.

De Vegashook hishead. "Many thanks, but nay. | have that for which | came." He bowed to Burbage
(who looked surprised at his saying no) and to Kemp, resisting theimpulseto try to match thefool's
loose-jointed toppling sprawl. Then he hurried out of the Thegtre.

Captain GuzmAjn didn't think of this. Maybe I'll learn something important. Even if | don't, I'll
look busy. If I have my own ideas and follow them up, how can GuzmAjn complain about me? He
can't--and if I'm busy on another play of my own, well, by God, he'll have a hard time complaining
about that, too.

"HAVE YOU A moment, Master Hungerford?' Shakespeare hated asking the question, and the ones
that would follow. He hated it even more than he had when held spoken with Geoffrey Martin. When
Martin gave the wrong answers, the inconvenient answers, Shakespeare hadn't known what would
happen next. Now hedid. If blood flowed, it would drip from his hands.

But the tireman only nodded. "Certes, Master Will. What would you?' He flicked a speck of lint from a
velvet robe.

"What costumes have we for a Roman play?' Shakespeare asked.

"A Roman play?' The tireman frowned. "M eseems we could mount one a need." In most dramas, no
matter when or where they were s&t, playerswore clothes of current fashion. Audiences expected
nothing else. But Roman plays were different. People had a notion that the Romans had dressed
differently. And so actors strode the boards in knee-length white tunics and in gilded helmswith nodding
crests mounted (often insecurely) above them. Despite his answer, Hungerford's frown didn't go away.
"Why ask you that, though? | know for a certainty we offer no Roman plays any time soon, nor Grecian
ones, neither."

Shakespeare nodded nervoudy. ™Y ou spesk sooth. But | am writing a Roman play, onethat may be
shown soon &fter it'sdone.”

"Ah?" Hungerford quirked a gingery eyebrow; they'd held their color better than his hair or his beard.
"Thisdongsdeyour King Philip?'

"Yes," Shakespeare said: one syllable covering alot of ground.

"Y ou've much to do, then, and scant time wherein to do't," Hungerford said. Shakespeare nodded; that



was amanifest truth. Thetireman asked, " And what title hath thislatest?

"Boudicca," Shakespeare answered, and waited to see what would come of that. If Jack Hungerford
knew Latin and remembered his Roman history, the title would be plenty to darm him--and to hang
Shakespeare, if he mentioned it to the wrong people.

But the name was only anonsense word to Hungerford; Shakespeare saw as much in hiseyes. "Scarce
sounds Roman at dl,” the tireman said.

"Itis, though," Shakespeare said, and summarized the plot in afew sentences.

Even before he finished, Hungerford held up ahand. "Are you daft, Master Shakespeare? Never would
Sir Edmund let that be seen. No more would the dons. Our livesd answer for the tenth part of't--no, for
the hundredth.”

"I know't," Shakespeare said. Marry, how | know't! "And yet | purpose going forward even so. What
Sy you?'

Jack Hungerford didn't say anything for somelittle while. He stroked his chin, studying the poet. "Y ou
sought to sound me once before on this matter, en?”"

"I did," Shakespeare agreed.
Thetireman shook hishead. "No, sir. You did not. Y ou fought shy of 't then."

"Andif | did?" Shakespeare threw that back asachallenge. "Y ou hold my lifein the hollow of your hand.
Closeitand | perish.”

"I wonder," Hungerford murmured. "Tell me, an you will: did you discover yoursdf to Geoff Martin?'
Shakespeare said not aword. He hoped his face gave no answer, either. Hungerford grunted softly. "If |
say you nay, will Constable Strawberry, that good and honest man, sniff after my dayer like adog too
old to take a scent after abone that never wasthere?"

"I devised not poor Geoff's death, nor compassed it," Shakespeare said.

"Thewhichisnot what | asked," the tireman observed. Shakespeare only waited. Jack Hungerford
grunted again. "I'mwith you,” he said. "I have not so much lifeleft, and midike living on my kneeswhat
remans”

"Praise God!" Shakespeare exclamed. "I know not how we could have gone on without you."

"With anew tireman, belike, aswe have anew prompter," Hungerford said. "Will you tel meI'm
mistook?" Shakespeare wished he could and knew he couldn't. Hungerford nodded to himself. "A
Roman play, ist? But tell mewhat you require, Master Will, and you shall havet presently.”

"My thanks™" My thanks if you cozen me not, if you fly not to the Spaniards soon as | turn my back.
"Which of the boys thought you to play the part wherefrom the piece takesits name?' Hungerford asked.

"Why, Tom, of course," Shakespeare answered. "No woman, I'll swear, could better awoman
personate.”

But the tireman shook his head. "He will not serve.”

"What?'Swounds, why not?"



"Item: hiselder brother isapriest. Item: hisuncleis a sergeant amongst Queen Isabellas guards.” Jack
Hungerford ticked off points on hisfingers as he made them. "Item: hisfather gave the rood screen at
their parish church, such adornments having been ordained once more on our being returned to Romish
ways. Item: the lad himsdf more than oncein my hearing hath said he'sfain on becoming aman to follow
his brother into the priesthood.” He glanced over a Shakespeare. "Shall | go on?"

"By my troth, no. Would you had not gone so long!" Shakespeare made an unhappy hissing noise. "Why
knew | solittle of thelad hisleanings?'

"Why?I'll tell you why, Master Will." Hungerford chuckled. "To you, he's but aboy playing partswrit or
by you or by some other poet. Y ou think on him more than you think on afancy robe some player
wesars, ay, but not much more. Did you think on him asa boy, now . . ." Hisvoicetrailed away, then
picked up again: "1 warrant you, I'd need to ingtruct Master Kit in none o' this."

"Belikethat's so0. Indeed, I'm sure Kit hath made it apoint to learn al worth knowing of the boy, from
top to bottom."

"Just s0. Y our bent being otherwise, you--" The tireman broke off. The look he sent Shakespeare was
somewhere between reproachful and horrified. ™Y ou said that of apurpose.”

"1?" Shakespeare looked asinnocent as he could. His own worries helped keep glee from hisface ashe
went on, "If the part be for another, as meseems it needs must, what of him? How keepwe himin
ignorance of thisour design?’

"Haply hisvoicewill break, or his beard sprout. He's rising fifteen,” Hungerford said. " Some troubles
themsdalvesresolve.”

"Haply." Shakespeare made theword into acurse. " & Haply' suffices not. Y ou spoke of Geoff Martin.
Areyou fain to have hisfae befdl aboy, for no cause but that he's of Romish faith? He will diethe
death, | tdll you, unless he be eased from this company erewe give our Boudicca." If ever we give't, he

thought unhappily.

Thetireman frowned, too. "Sitsthewind in that corner?’

"Nowhere else," Shakespeare answered. "What's a mere boy, to those who'd dice for a kingdom?”
"Anthey think thus, should they winit?' Hungerford asked.

"Aretheir foes better?' Shakespeare returned. " Saw you the auto de fe this past autumn?”

"Nay, | saw't not, for which I give thanksto God. But I've seen others, and | take your point." Jack
Hungerford bared histeeth in what was anything but a smile. "Would someone's hands were clean.”

"Pilate'swere. He washed 'em,” Shakespeare said. Hungerford showed histeeth again. With asigh,
Shakespeare continued, "Would they'd tasked another with the deed, but, sith 'tismine, how can | do't
save with the best that'sin me?"

Hungerford eyed him. "They might have choseworse. In many severd ways, they might have."

"Y ou do me o'ermuch honor," Shakespeare said. The tireman shook his head. Shakespeare refused to let
himsdf be distracted: "What of Tom?We must separate him from ourselves."

"If heisto be driven hence, Dick Burbageisthe man to do't,” the tireman said.



"I'll spesk to him," Shakespeare said at once. The more someone, anyone, else did, the lesshewould
have to do himsdlf, and the less guilty he would fed. He looked down at his hands. They dready had
Geoffrey Martin's blood on them. He didn't want Tom's there, too. He didn't even want the burden of
pushing Tom from Lord Westmorland's Men. He dready carried too many burdens.

Only when he went looking for Burbage did he stop and think about the burdens the other player carried.
Tom was without a doubt the best boy actor the company had. Once he was gone, which of the others
would take hisroles? Which of the others could take hisroles? How much damage would hisleaving
cause to performances? On the other hand, how much damage would his staying cause to him?

Burbage listened with more patience than Shakespeare would have expected--with more patience, in
fact, than the poet thought he could have mustered himsdlf. At lagt, helet out along sigh. "Whet of the
company will beleft once you have your way with it?" he asked somberly.

"Would you liefer see Tom dead?" Shakespeare asked.
"I'd liefer seehim playing,” Burbage said.
"Tdl me heisnot of the Romish persuasion, and have your wish."

With another sigh, Burbage shook his head. "I cannot, for heis." He set his megaty hand on Shakespeare's
shoulder. "But hear me, Will. Hear mewdl."

"l am your servant,” Shakespeare said.

"Buzz, buzz!" Burbage said scornfully. "Go to, Will. | dance to your piping now, and well we both
know't."

"Would it were my piping, my friend, for my feet too tread its measures.”

"The which brings me back to what I'd tell you. Mark my words, now; mark 'em well. The purpose you
undertake is dangerous, the friends you have uncertain, the timeitself unsorted, and your whole plot too
light, for the counterpoise of so great an opposition.”

"Say you 07" Shakespeare asked. "Say you 07"
"Marry, | do."

Shakespeare wished he could fly into agreat temper. | say unto you, you are a shallow cowardly
hind, and you lie, he wanted to shout. By the Lord our plot isas good a plot as ever was laid, our
friends true and constant! A good plot, good friends, and full of expectation! A good plot, very
good friends! What a frosty-spirited rogue are you!

Hewanted to say dl that, and more besides. He wanted to, but could not. "What of't?" he said, and did
not try to hide his own bitterness. "We go forward €en so--forward, or to the Spaniards. There's your
choice, and none other."

Burbage's eyes had the look of afox's asthe hounds closed in. "Damn you, Will."

"Anon," Shakespeare said, understanding Burbage's hunted expression al too well--hed felt hunted
himsdlf for months. "But, for now, you'll seeto Tom?"

"I'll do't," Burbage said. Forward, Shakespeare thought.



"NOW HERE IS an interesting bit of business." Captain Baltasar GuzmA jn held up asheet of paper.

L ope de Vega hated it when his superior did that. It was ways for effect; GuzmAjn never let him
actualy read the papers he displayed. And Lope wasin atesty mood anyhow, for hisvist to Sir Edmund
Tilney had yidded exactly nothing useful about Geoffrey Martin and whoever had dain him. With such
patience as he could muster, de Vegasaid, "Please tell me more, Sir.”

"Well, Senior Lieutenant, you will know better than | how the pretty boy actorsin these English theatrica
companies draw sodomites as abowl of honey drawsflies" GuzmAin said.

"Oh, yes, Sir," Lope agreed. "It isascandd, ashame, and adisgrace.”

Captain GuzmA jh waved the paper. "We now have leave to go after one of these wicked fellows, and an
important one, too."

"Ah?' deVegasad. "Who?' If it turned out to be Christopher Marlowe, he would go after the English

poet with aheavy heart. Marlowe didn't hide that he loved boys. Far from hiding it, in fact, he flaunted it.
He was s0 blatant about hisleanings, Lope sometimeswondered if part of him wanted to be caught and
punished. Whatever that part wanted, the rest of him would not care to be humiliated and then executed.

But GuzmAin said, "A certain Anthony Bacon. Do you know the name?"

"Madre de Dios, | should hope so!" Lope exclaimed. "The older brother of Francis, the nephew of Lord
Burghley . . . How did you learn that such aman favored this dreadful vice?' How isit that you can
think of arresting such an important man, with such prominent connections, for sodomy? was
what he redlly meant. The rich and the powerful often got away with what would ruin someone ordinary.
But not here?

Not here. GuzmA jn answered, "Oh, this Bacon's habits are not in doubt. Even aslong ago as 1586,
when he was an English spy in France, he debauched one of hisyoung servants. He was lucky the
French court wasfull of perverts'--hislip curled--"or he would have suffered more than he did.”

"We aren't arresting him for what happened in France while Elizabeth was till Queen of England, are
we?' Lope asked. Even for a charge as heinous as sodomy, that might go too far.

But Baltasar GuzmA jn shook his head. "By no means, Senior Lieutenant. He has taken up with one of
the boy actorsin acompany, and there can be no doubt he's stuck it in asfar asit would go.”

Do you know, do you have the faintest idea, what's being said of you and Enrique? Lope
wondered. He shook his head. GuzmA jn couldn't possibly. He couldn't spesk with such disgusted relish
about what Anthony Bacon had doneif held done the like himself, or if he knew people thought held
donethelike. Lope had seen good acting in the Spanish theetre, and in the English, but nothing to
compareto GuzmAn's performance, if performanceit were.

"A question, your Excellency?" de Vega asked. Captain GuzmA jn nodded. Lope went on, "How isit
that thisfallsto usand not to the English Inquisition? Bacon has committed the sin of buggery, not treason
againgt Isabellaand Albert or rebdllion against hisMost Catholic Magesty.”

"Asit happens, Don Diego Flores de VadA©s referred the maiter to us" GuzmAn replied. "It may yet
come down to treason. Remember--not so long ago, your precious Shakespeare visited the house
Anthony and Francis Bacon share. Why? We till don't know. We have no idea. But if we take Bacon
and squeeze him till--"

"Squeeze him till the grease runs out of him," Lope brokein. Captain GuzmA jn looked blank. Lope



explained: "Bacon, in English, means the same as tocino in Spanish.”

"Doesit?' GuzmAin's smilewas forced. "Shall we stick to the business at hand? If we take Bacon and
sueeze him, we may finally find out why Shakespeare was there--and from that, who knows where we
might go?If it were up to me, Burghley would have lost his head with the rest of Elizabeth's chief
officers.”

"King Philip ordered otherwise," de Vegasaid. His superior grimaced, but that was an argument no one
could oppose.

GuzmAin said, "Wewill 0o saize Bacon, then. Wewill seize him, and wewill see how hefries”" He
waited for Lopeto laugh. Lope dutifully did, even if hed made the jokefirdt.

Half an hour later, the two of them rode hotspur out of London towards Westmingter at the head of a
troop of Spanish cavarymen. They had passed through Ludgate and were trotting west dong Feet
Street when Lope suddenly whipped his head around. "What isit?" asked Batasar GuzmAjn, who
missed very little.

"| thought that fellow walking back towards L ondon, the one who scrambled off the road to get out of
our way, was Shakespeare,” de Vegaanswered. "Isit worth our while to stop and find out?’

GuzmA jn congidered, then shook his head. "No. Even if it was, he could have too many good reasons,
reasons that have nothing to do with the Bacons house, for being on thisside of London. Walking in his
own city isnot evidence of anything, and neither is getting out of the way of cavalrymen.”

"Muy bien," Lope said. "I would have used these arguments with you, but if you hadn't been
persuaded. . . ." He shrugged. "Y ou are the captain.”

"Yes. | am." GuzmAin bared histeeth in ahunter's grin. "And now | want ataste of Bacon--of tocino,
eh?' Now he wouldn't leave the pun aone.

Thetroop of horsemen pounded up Drury Lane. Westminster seemed to Lope a different world from
London: less crowded, with far bigger, far grander homes, homes that would have done credit to a
Spanish nobleman. Only the abominable weather reminded him in which kingdom he dwelt.

Captain GuzmAn reined in. He pointed to a particularly splendid half-timbered house. "That one," he
sad. "Senior Lieutenant de Vega, you will interpret for us."

"l am at your service, your Excellency.” Lope dismounted.

So did GuzmA jn and the cavalrymen. A few of the latter held horses for the rest. The others drew
swords and pistols and advanced on the estate behind the two officers. "1 hope the hereticsinside put up
afight and give us an excuse to sack the place," atrooper said hungrily. "God cover my arse with boilsif
you couldn't bring away ayear's pay without half trying." A couple of other men growled greedy
agreemen.

"By God, if they give usany trouble, we will sack them," Captain GuzmA jn declared. " They're only
Englishmen. They have no business standing in our way. They haveno right to stand in our way." The
cavarymen nodded, staring avidly--wolfishly--at the house upon which they advanced.

Pde English faces stared out of them through the windows, whose small glass panes were held together
by strips of lead. Before de Vega.and GuzmA jn reached the door, it opened. A frightened-looking but
well-dressed servant bowed to them. "What would ye, gentles?' he asked. "Why come ye hither with
such ahost a your backs?!



"We require the person of SeA+ or--of Master--Anthony Bacon, he to be required to give answer to
certain chargeslaid againgt him," Lope answered. He quickly trandated for Captain GuzmAjn.

His superior nodded approval, then turned and rapped out an order to the cavalrymen: " Surround the
place. Let no oneleave.”

Asthetroopers hurried to obey, the house servant said, "Bide here amoment, my magters. I'll return
presently, with one wholll tell ye more than | can." He ducked into the house, but did not presumeto
closethe door.

"Can they hide himin there?' Lope asked.

"Not from us." GuzmA jn spoke with great conviction. "And I'll tear the place down around their earsif |
think that'swhat they'retrying."

The servant was as good as hisword, coming back almost at once. Behind him strode aman made
severd inchestdler by ahigh-crowned, wide-brimmed hat. The newcomer's enormous, fancy ruff and
velvet doublet proclaimed him a person of consequence. So did his manner; though no bigger than Lope
(apart from that hat), he contrived to look down his nose a him. When he spoke, it wasin elegant Latin:
"Whét do you desire?"

So much for my trandlating, de Vegathought. "1 desire to know who you are, to begin with," Captain
GuzmAnreplied, dsoin Latin.

"1?1 am Francis Bacon," the Englishman replied. He wasin hislate thirties--not far from Lope's
age--with along face, handsome but for a rather tuberous nose; a pale complexion; dark beard and
eyebrows, the latter formidably expressive; and the air of aman certain he wastaking to hisinferiors. It
made de Vegawant to bristle.

It put Baltasar GuzmAjn's back up, too. "Y ou are the younger brother of Anthony Bacon?" he snapped.
"I have that honor, yes. Who are you, and why do you wish to know?"

GuzmA jn quivered with anger. "'l am an officer of hisMost Catholic Maesty, Philip |1 of Spain, and |
have cometo arrest your brother, i, for the abominable crime of sodomy. So much for your honor.
Now whereis he? Speak, or be sorry for your silence.”

Francis Bacon had nerve. He eyed GuzmA jn asif the captain were something noxious hedd found floating
inamud puddle. "Y ou may be an officer of the King of Spain, but thisis England. Show me your
warrant, or else get hence. For the house of everyoneisto him as his castle and fortress, aswell for his
defense againgt injury and violence asfor hisrepose.”

GuzmAjn'srapier cleared the scabbard with a wheep! Lope aso drew his sword, backing his superior's
play. The troopers with pistols behind them pointed their weapons at Bacon's face. "Damnation to you
and damnation to your castle, Sir,” the dapper little noble ground out. "Hereis my warrant. Obey it or die.
The choiceisyours."

For amoment, L ope thought Francis Bacon would let himsdlf be killed on the spot. But then, very visibly,
the Englishman crumpled. "I beseech your Lordshipsto be merciful to abroken reed,” hesaid. "Ask. |
will answer.”

In Spanish, Captain GuzmA jn said to Lope, 'Y ou see? Fear of death makes cowards of them all."

"Yes, your Excellency," de Vegaanswered in the same language. Watching Bacon'sface, he added,



"Haveacare, r. | think he understands this tongue, whether he caresto speek it or not.”

"Thank you. | will noteit, | promiseyou." GuzmA jn returned to Latin as he gave his atention back to the
Englishman: "So. Y ou are the brother of the abominable sodomite, Anthony Bacon."

"I--" Francis Bacon hit hislip. "I am Anthony Bacon's brother, yes. | said so."
"Whereisyour brother?'
"Heisnot here”

The point of GuzmA jn's rapier leaped out and caressed Bacon's throat just above his ruff, just below his
beard. "That isnot what | asked, Englishman. One moretime: where is he?"

"[--1--1 do not know. Y ou may take my life, but before God it isthe truth. | do not know. Day before
yesterday, he left this house. He did not say whither he was bound. | have not seen him since.”

"Tipped off?" Lope wondered aoud.

"By whom?' Captain GuzmA jn demanded. "What Spaniard would do such awicked, treacherous

"Perhaps another sodomite, a secret one," de Vegasaid.

GuzmA jn grimaced and grunted. "Y es, damn it, that could be. Or it could be that SeA+or
Home-is-his-cagtle hereislying through histeeth. HEll be sorry if heis, but it could be. WEI find out, by
God." Heturned and called over his shoulder to the cavarymen at his back: "Now we take the place
gpart." The troopers whooped with glee.

Oneof thefirg thingsthey found, in the front hal, was, not Anthony Bacon himsdlf, but apainting of him.
Hewas even paer than his brother, with alonger, wispier, more pointed beard and with along, thin,
Sraight nose rather than alumpy one. But for their noses, the resemblance between the two of them was
griking.

Pointing to the portrait, Lope told the cavarymen, "Here is the wretch we seek. Whoever finds him will
have areward." Hejingled coinsin his belt pouch. The troopers grinned and nudged one another. With a
grin of hisown, deVegasaid, "Go on, my hounds. Hunt down this rabbit for us.”

The Spaniards went through the Bacons home with amethodical ferocity that said they would have done
wdll as robbers--and that might have said some of them had more than alittle practice at the trade. They
examined every space that might possibly have held aman, from the cellarsto the kitchensto the dttic.
They knocked holesin severa walls: some Protestants houses had " preacher holes' concealed with
marvelous cunning. A couple of troopers went out onto the roof; Lope listened to their boots clumping
above his head.

They did not find Anthony Bacon.

His brother Francis asked, "How much of my own will they leave me?' By the way the troopers pouches
got fatter and fatter astime went by, the question seemed reasonable.

But Captain GuzmA jn was not inclined to listen to reason. His hand dropped to the hilt of hisrapier once
more. Y ou will cease your whining,”" he said in asoft, deadly voice. "Otherwise, | shdl sart inquiring
amongst the younger servants here about your habits”



If he had any evidence that Francis Bacon liked boys, too, he hadn't mentioned it to Lope. Buit if that was
ashot in the dark, it proved an inspired one. The younger Bacon sucked in a horrified breath and went
even whiter than the portrait of his brother.

With more clumping, the cavarymen on the roof came down. The oneswho'd gone through the house
returned to the front hal. "No luck, your Excellencies,” their sergeant said. "Not adice of this Bacon did
wefind." Now he was making de Vegasjoke.

Lopedid hisbest to look on the bright side. "WEéll run him down."

Baltasar GuzmA jn nodded. "Well run him down, or well run him out of the kingdom. Let him play the
bugger in France or Denmark. They deserve him. Let'sgo." He led Lope and the troop of cavarymen
out of the house. Francis Bacon stared after them, but said not another word.

As Lope mounted his horse and started riding back to London, he thought, Nobody would dare call
GuzmAijn a maricA3n now, not after the way he's hunted Anthony Bacon. The troop had almost got
back to the barracks before something €l se dong those lines occurred to him. No one would dare call
Captain GuzmAjn a maricA3n now, but does that really prove heisn't one? He worried &t that the
rest of the day, but found no answer to it.

THE EXPRESSION WILL KEMP amed at Shakespeare lay hafway between aleer and aglower.
"Well, Master Poet, what have you done with Tom?"

"Naught,” Shakespeare answered, blinking. "1s he not here?' He looked around the Theatre. Hed just
got there, alittle later than he might have. He saw no sign of the company's best boy actor.

Kemp went on leering. "An you've done naught, what wish you you'd done with him?"

"Naught!" Shakespeare said again, thistime in some darm. Tom was acomey--morethan a
comely--youth, and such liaisons happened often enough in the tight, atogether masculine world of the
theatre. But what might be ajest at another time could turn deadly now. If the Spaniards or the English
Inquisition started wondering if he were asodomite, they might also start wondering if he were atraitor.
What was buggery, after al, but treason against the King of Heaven?

But from the tiring room came a sharp command: "Go to, Kemp! Give over."

Had Richard Burbage spoke to the clown like that, afight would have blown up on the spot. Not even
Kemp, though, failed to respect Jack Hungerford. He asked the tireman, "Know you somewhat o' this
métter, then?'

"Ay, somewhat, and more than somewhat, the which is somewhat more than you," Hungerford
answered.

"What's toward, then, Master Hungerford?' Shakespeare asked. Maybe, if everyone stuck to facts, no
onewould throw any more insults around. And maybe the horse will learn to sing, Shakespeare
thought--one more bit of Grecian not quite folly he had from Christopher Marlowe.

"My knowledgeisnot certain, mind,” the tireman said. Shakespeare braced himself to squelch Will
Kemp before the clown could offer sardonic agreement there, but Kemp, for awonder, smply waited
for Hungerford to go on. And go on he did: "Some will know and some will have guessed Tom hath
been . .. an object of desire for those whose affections stand in that quarter.”



That proved too much for Kemp to resst. "When their affections stand,” he said, "they want to stick 'em
up his-"

He didn't finish. Somebody--Shakespeare didn't see who--shied a pebble or aclod of dirt a him. Helet
out an irate squawk. Before he could do anything more, Shakespeare brokein to say, "Carry on, Master
Hungerford, | pray you."

"Gramercy. So | shall. Asl said, he'sa Ganymede fit to tempt any who'd fain be Jove. But even as Jove
cast down Saturn, so Tom's Jove himself's been o'erthrown. Anthony Bacon'sfled London, a short jump
ahead of the dons.”

"Bacon?' Shakespeare said. "Lord Burghley's nephew?' Hed met Burghley in the house that belonged to
Anthony Bacon and hisyounger brother.

Hungerford nodded. " The same, methinks."
"Heisfled?'

Thetireman nodded again. "Not caught yet, by al accounts. He being aman of parts, haply he may cross
to the Continent il free."

"To the Continent? No, sir. No!" Kemp said. "Were he continent, he'd need not flee, now would he?
And forsooth! aman of parts. | knew not till this moment sausage was a Bacon's troublous part.”

Shakespeare groaned. Hungerford looked pained. Kemp preened. Shakespeare asked, "Tom was
Bacon'single, then? 1 own | have seen Bacon here, though never to my certain knowledge overtopping
the bounds of decency.”

" & Tomy certain knowledge,' " Kemp echoed in amocking whine. "Why think you he came hither?
For the plays?' He laughed that ideato scorn, adding, " Quotha, his brother could write the like, did he
pleaseto do't.”

"A rasher Bacon never spake," Shakespeare said indignantly. Will Kemp opened his mouth for another
gibe of hisown, then did a better double take than most he used on stage, sending Shakespeare a
reproachful stare. The poet |ooked back blandly.

Missing the byplay, Jack Hungerford said, "'l fear me Tom'll not return to the boards. He's smirched, and
would smirch us did we use him henceforward.”

That had severa possibilities. Kemp rose to none of them. Shakespeare eyed him in some surprise. The
wealth of hiswit outdone by the wealth of his choices? the poet wondered. No other explanation
made sense.

Then, suddenly, Shakespeare raised a hand to his mouth to smother alaugh. What did Paul say in his
epigtleto the Romans? All things work together for good to them that love God, that was the verse.
Now he couldn't have to worry about either asking Catholic Tom to play Boudicca or finding some good
reason for not asking him. He hadn't just found a good reason--the Spaniards themselves had handed
him one.

But the more he thought about it, the lessinclined he wasto laugh. Maybe the way that verse from Paul's
epistle had worked out here was asign God truly lay on hisside, Lord Burghley's side, Elizabeth's Side,
England's side. Shakespeare hoped so with al his heart. Their side needed every scrap of help it could

Oet.



Hungerford went on with his own train of thought: "He being smirched, | wonder who'll play his parts
henceforward.”

Will Kemp had avoided temptation once. Twice, no. He said, "Why, man, had this Bacon not played
with his parts, weld worry on other things." The tireman coughed. Shakespeare would have been more
annoyed at the clown had the identical thought not popped into his mind the instant before Kemp said it.

The day's play was another offering of Romeo and Juliet; they keenly felt Tom's absence, and the
groundlings et them hear about it. Caleb, who played Juliet in his place, made a hash of hislines severa
times and wouldn't have measured up to Tom even if he hadn't.

Richard Burbage was not pleased. He bearded Shakespeare in the tiring room after the performance. "l
am told thiswas the Spaniards doing," he said heavily.

"I am told the same," Shakespeare answered.

Burbage glowered at him. "Were| not so told, I'd blame you. Since this madness of yours commenced,
the company is stirred, as with a spoon--along spoon.”

"Onefit to sup with devils?' Shakespeare asked, and Burbage gave him acold nod. That hurt. Totry to
hide how much it hurt, Shakespeare busied himself with the lacings of his doublet. When he thought he
could speak without showing what hefelt, he said, " This came not from me, hath naught to do with me,
and | am cdled adevil for't? How would you use mewere| guilty of somewhat, having spent al your
wrath upon mine innocence?'

"You cameto me. You said, Tom needs must avoid, ese. . . thus and so advanceth not. What said [ ? |
sad, I'd liefer seehim playing.”

"You sad dsoyoudtend toit regardiess.”

Burbage ignored that. "Well, he's gone now." His gesture suggested crumpling a scrap of waste paper
and throwing it away. Then he drew himsalf up. "I lead this company. D'you deny it?"

"Not I, nor would | never," Shakespeare said at once.

He might aswell have kept silent. Burbage went on asif he had, repesting, "I lead this company. The

land we stand on, the house we play in--we Burbages | ease the one and own the other. D'you deny that
?l

"How could I?" Shakespeare asked reasonably. "All true, every word of 't."

"All right, then. All right." Burbage's angry exhdation might have been the snort of abull just beforeit
lowered its head and charged. "Hereswhat I'd ask of you: if | in any way obstruct you, who takes my
place, and what befdls me?!

Shakespeare wished he could pretend he didn't understand what his fellow player was talking about. He
couldn', not without making himsdlf into aliar. Miserably, he said, "1 know not.”

"God damn you, then, Will!" Burbage's thunderous explosion made heads turn hisway and
Shakespeare's, dl over thetiring room. Shakespeare wished he could sink through the floor as held sunk
down through the trap door while playing the ghost in Prince of Denmark.

When the buzz of conversation picked up again and let him spesk without having everyonein the
crowded room hear what he said, he answered, "Thereisin this something you see not."



Burbage folded hisarms across hisbroad chest. "That being?' By histone, he believed he saw
everything, and dl too clearly.

But Shakespeare said, "An | prove athing obstructive, | too am swept away for another, | know not
whom. Y ou reckon me agent, Dick. Would | were. Would | might persuade myself | were, for aman's
awaysfainto think himsef free. Agent | am none, though. | am but toal, tool to be cast asde quick as
any other usdessthing of wood or iron."

He waited, watching Burbage. The player was aman who ddlighted in being watched. He probably
made up hismind well before he deigned to let Shakespeare know hed made up hismind. He played
deciding asif the Theatre were full, and every eye on him done. "Mayhap," he said at last--aking
granting mercy to asubject who probably did not deserve it. Shakespeare felt he ought to applaud.

Instead, he said, "I'm for Bishopsgate. I've endless work to spend on King Philip."

"Andon..." Burbage was vain and bad-tempered, but not afool. He would not name, or even come
closeto naming, Boudicca--not here, not where so many ears might hear.

"Yes" Shakespearelet it go at that. He set his hat on his head. Having his own share of aplayer's vanity,
he tugged it down low on hisforehead to hide hisreceding hairline. Hed squandered afew shillingson
nostrums and dlixirs purported to make hair grow back. One smelled like tar, another like roses, yet
another like cat piss. None did any good; over the past year or so, he'd stopped wasting his money.

The Lenten thregpenny supper a his ordinary was a stockfish porridge. Stockfish took hours of soaking
to soften and to purge itsdlf of the sdlt that preserved it. Even then, it wasvile. It was aso cheap, and
doubtless hel ped pad the place's profit.

Because the ordinary was crowded, Shakespeare worked on King Philip there. The more of the other
play he wrote, the more he worried about strangers eyes seeing it. When he went back to hislodging
house, he intended to Sit by the fire and seeif he could change horses. Most of the other people who
dwelt with the Widow Kendall would lie abed by then.

Hislandlady hersdlf remained awake when he camein. "Give you good even,” she said.

"And you, my lady." Shakespeare swept off hishat and gave her abow Lieutenant de Vega might have
admired. Jane Kendall smiled and smpered; she enjoyed being made much of.

But her amile disappeared when Shakespeare put a fresh chunk of wood on the fire. HEd known it
would, and had hoped to sweeten her beforehand. No such luck. "Master Will!" she said, her voice
sharp with annoyance. "With the winter so hard, have you any notion how dear wood's got?"

"In sooth, my lady, you'd have set it there yourself erelong,” Shakespeare said, as soothingly as he could.
"Y ou'd be wood to spare wood, would you not?' He smiled, both to sweeten her further and because his
wordplay pleased him.

It failed to please her, for shefailed to noticeit. "Daft, he callsme," shesaidto noonein

particul ar--perhaps she was letting God know of hissins. "Bought he the wood he spares not? Marry, he
did not. Cared hewhat it cost? Marry, not that, either. But called he me wood? Marry, hedid. Hell
drive meto frenzy thus, to frenzy and to bed." On that anticlimactic note, sheleft the parlor.

Shakespeare pushed atable and a stool up closeto thefire. He took out the latest sheet of paper for
Boudicca--no others-and set to work. A couple of minutes later, he yawned. Over the years, he'd got
used to writing playsin odd moments snatched from other work and deep.



Something brushed againgt his ankle. Before he could start, the cat said, "Meow.”

"Good den, Mommet." Shakespeare scratched the gray tabby behind the ears and stroked its back.
Mommet purred ecstatically. When Shakespeare stopped stroking the cat so he could write, it sat up on
itshind legs and tapped his shin with afront paw, asif to say, Why don't you go on?

He glanced down &t it, atrifle uneasily. Would a common cat sit so? he wondered. Or hath this beast
more wit than a common cat? Still purring, the animd twisted into an improbable pose and began
licking its private parts and anus. Shakespeare laughed. Would afamiliar do anything so undignified?

Cicdly Sdllis appeared in the doorway. "God give you good even, Master Shakespeare,”" she said--she
certainly had no trouble pronouncing the name of the Lord, aswitcheswere said to do. "Have you
seen--? Ah, there heis. Mommet!"

The cat went on licking itself as Shakespeare answered, "And you, Mistress Sdllis?!

She snapped her fingers and cooed. Mommet kept ignoring her. With asmall, rueful shrug, she smiled at
Shakespeare. "He does as he would, not as| would.”

"Carekilled acat, or so they say," the poet replied.

Laughing, the cunning woman said, "If hedie of care, héll live forever. But how isit with you? Did he
disturb you from your work? Do 17?7

"No, and no," Shakespeare said, thefirst no truthful, the second polite. "I am well enough. How ist with
yoursdf?'

"Wl enough, asyou say," Cicdy Sdlisanswered. "Truly, | have been pleased to make your
acquaintance, for your name | hear on everyone'slips.”

"Y ou ken my creditors, then?' Shakespeare said. "Better they should cometo you for their fortunes than
tome™

"A thing I had not heard was that you were in debt.” She paused, then sent him aseverelook. "Oh. You
quibble on & fortune."

"Had | one, my lady, | should not quibble on't.”

She snorted. That made the cat look up from grooming itself. She snapped her fingers again. The cat rose
to itsfeet, stretched, purred--and rubbed up against Shakespeare once more. "Vile, fickle beast!" Cicely
SHlissaidin mock fury.

Shakespeare reached down and stroked the cat. It began to purr even louder. "Ay, there'streason in
‘em, intheir very blood,” he said.

"How, then, differ they from men?"' she asked.

That put him back on uncomfortable ground--all the more so, considering what he was writing. He
stopped petting the gray tabby. It looked up at him and meowed. When he didn't start again, it walked
over toitsmistress. "And now you think I'll make much of you, en?' she said as she picked it up. It
purred. Shelaughed. "Belike you'reright." She glanced over to Shakespeare. "Shall | bid you good

night?"

"By no means," he answered, polite once more: polite and curious. "Y ou'll think me vain, Mistress Sdllis,



but from whaose lips hear you of me?”

Vanity had something to do with the question, but only so much; he wasn't Richard Burbage. But he
might learn something useful, something that would help keep him dive. The more he knew, the better his
chances. He was sure of that. He was also sure--unpleasantly sure--they weren't very good no matter
how much he knew.

"Fromwhoselips?' Cicely Sdllis pursed her own before answering, "I'll not tell you that, not straight out.
Many who come to mewould liefer not be known to resort to a cunning woman. There are those who'd
cdl mewitch."

"l believeit," Shakespeare said. What's in a name? he wondered. The English Inquisition could, no
doubt, give him adetailed answer.

"Well you might," she said. "But believe aso no day goes by when | hear not some phrase of yours,
repeated by one who likes the sound, likes the sense, and knows not, nor cares, whence it cometh.
&€ Who ever loved that loved not at first sight? or--"

Shakespeare laughed. "Y our pardon, | pray you, but that is not mine, and Kit Marlowe would wax wroth
didl damit."

"Oh." Shelaughed, too. "It's| who must cry pardon, for speaking of your words and speaking forth
another's. What am | then but a curst unfaithful jade, like unto mine own cat? | speak sooth even so."

"Y ou do me too much honor," Shakespeare said.

"I do you honor, certes, but too much? Give me leave to doubt it. Why, | should not be surprised to hear
the dons admiring your plays."

He looked down at what he'd just written. Queen Boudicca, who had been flogged by the Roman
occupiers of Britannia, and whose daughters had been violated, was urging the Iceni to revolt, saying,

"But mercy and lovearesinsin Rome and hell.

If Rome be earthly, why should any knee

With bending adoration worship her?
She'svicious, and, your partid selves confess,
Agpiresto the height of dl impiety;

Therefore 'tisfitter | should reverence

The thatched houses where the Britons dwell

In careless mirth; where the blest household gods
See nought but chaste and smple purity.

‘Tisnot high power that makes aplacedivine,

Nor that men from gods derivetheir line;



But sacred thoughts, in holy bosoms stor'd,

Make people noble, and the place ador'd.”

What would the dons say if they heard those lines? What will the dons say when they hear those
lines? Helaughed. He couldn't help himsdlf. Give meleave to doubt they will admire them.

Cicdy Sdlis misunderstood the reason for hismirth, if mirth it was. She sounded angry asshe said, "If
you credit yoursdf not, who will credit you in your despite?”

"Not the dons, methinks," he answered.

"But have | not seen 'em 'mongst the groundlings?’ she returned. "And have | not seen you yoursdlf in
converse earnest with 'em? Come they to the Thestre for that they may dispraise you?”'

Damn you, Lieutenant de Vega, Shakespeare thought, not for the first time. Not only did the man
threaten to discover his treason whenever he gppeared, but now held just cost him an argument.
Shakespeare'sfury at the Spaniard was al the greater for being so completely irrational.

When he did not respond, the cunning woman smiled asmile that told him she knew shed won. She said,
"When the dons and their women come to see me, shdl | ask ‘em how they think on you?'

"Thedons. . . cometo seeyou, Mistress Sallis?' Shakespeare said dowly.

"In good sooth, they do," she answered. "Why should they not? Be they not men like other men? Have
they not fears like other men? Sicknesses like other men? Fear not their doxiesthey arewith child, or
poxed, or both a once? Ay, they see me. Some o' the donsd liefer go to the swarthy wandering
Egyptians, whom in their own land they have dso, but they seeme.”

"Very well. | believet. An it please you, though, | would not have my namein your mouth, no, nor inthe
Spaniards ears neither.”

Shakespeare thought he spoke quietly, camly. But Mommet's fur puffed up along hisback. The cat's
eyes, reflecting the firdight, flared like torches asit hissed and spat. By theway it stood between
Shakespeare and its mistress, it might have been awatchdog defending its home.

"Easy, my poppet, my chick, easy." Cicely Sdlisbent and stroked the cat. Little by little, itsfur settled.
Once it began to purr once more, she looked up at Shakespeare. "Fear not. It shall be asyou desire.”

"For which | thank you."
"I'll leave you to't, then," she said, scooping Mommet up into her arms. " Good night and good fortune.”

She spoke asif she could bestow the |l atter. Shakespeare wished someone could. Hewould gladly take it
wherever it camefrom.
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LOPE DE VEGA looked up from the paper. "I pray you, forgive me, Master Shakespeare,” he said,
"but your character is not easy for one unaccustomed to it.”

"You arenot thefirg to tell me s0," the English poet answered, "and | thus conclude the stricture holds
sometruth.”

They sat on the edge of the stage in the Thestre, legs dangling down towards the dirt where the
groundlings would stand. Behind them, swords clashed as players practiced their movesfor the
afternoon’s show. Looking over his shoulder, Lope could tdll a aglance which of them had used a blade
in earnest and which only strutted on the stage.

But that was not hisworry. The nearly illegible words on the sheet in hisleft hand were. He pointed to
one passage that had, once held deciphered it, particularly pleased him. "Thisisyour heretic Queen
Elizabeth, speaking to his Most Catholic Mg esty's commander as she goesto the Tower?'

Shakespeare nodded. "Just s0."
"It hath thering of truth," Lope said, and began to read:

" &€ Stay, Spanish brethren! Gracious conqueror,
Victorious Parma, rue the tears | shed,

A mother'stearsin passon for her land:

And if thy Spain were ever dear to thee,

O! think England to be as dear to me.
Sufficeth not that | am brought hither

To beautify thy triumphsand thy might,
Captive to thee and to thy Spanish yoke,

But must my folk be daughter'd in the Streets,
For vadiant doingsin their country's cause?
Ol if to fight for lord and commonwedl

Werepiety inthine, itisinthese'"

"Will it serve?" Shakespeare asked anxioudly.

"Most excellent well," Lopereplied a once. "It is, in sooth, afine touch, her pleading for mercy thus.
How came you to shapeit so?'

"l bethought me of what she might tell King Philip himsdlf, did he come to London, then made her spesk
to his genera those same words," Shakespeare said.

"Ah." Sitting, Lope couldn't bow, but did take off hishat and incline his head to show how much the



answer pleased him. "Most clever. And then the Duke of Parmasreply is perfect--perfect, | tell you." He
read again:

" & At mineunclesbidding, | spareyour life,
For mercy is above this sceptr'd sway:
‘Tismighty in the mighties; it becomes

The throned monarch better than his crown,
It isenthroned in the hearts of kings,

And blesseth him that gives and him that takes." "

"If it please you, | am content,” the Englishman murmured.

"Please me? Y ou are too modest, sir!™ Lope cried. While Shakespeare--modestly--shook his head, the
Spaniard went on, "Would King Philip might read these wondrous words you writein hisbehaf. Asl
live, hed praise ‘'em. Know you the Escorial, outsde Madrid?'

"I have heard of't," Shakespeare said.

" "Twill be hisMost Catholic Mgesty's monument forevermore,” Lope said. "And your King Philip,
meseems, will liveaslong.”

"May he have many years," Shakespeare said in alow voice. "May this play remain for years unstaged.”

Lope crossed himsdlf. Y es, may it be so, though | fear me the day will come sooner than that.” He
tapped the sheet of paper with afingernail. "1 shall take back to my superiors areport most excellent of
this"

"Gramercy," the Englishman told him.

"No, no, no." De Vegawagged ahand back and forth. " 'Tis | should thank you, seA+or. Again, you
prove yoursdf the poet Don Diego knew you to be."

Will Kemp sidled up to them. "What business have you put in for aclown?' he asked in asquesky
whine

"It isaplay on the death of agreat king," Lope said coldly; he did not like Kemp.
"All the more reason for japes and jests,” the clown said.
"You are mistaken," de Vegasaid, more coldly till.

To hissurprise, Shakespeare stirred beside him. "No, Lieutenant, haply not," he said, and Lopefelt
betrayed. Shakespeare went on, " Sweeten the posset with some honey, and down it goes, and sinks
deep. Without thesame. . ." He shook his head.

"I havetrouble bdieving this" Lope said.



"Then who'sthe fool 7' Will Kemp said. Hewent on, " &€"A wasthefirgt that ever borearms.' " A
sudden shift of voicefor, " & Why, he had none." " Back to the origind: " &€ What? art a heathen? How
dost thou understand the Scripture? The Scripture says, Adam digged; could he dig without arms? I'll put
another question to thee. If thou answerest me not, confess thysdlf--" "

"Confessthysdf ablockhead," Lope brokein. "What isthis nonsense?"

Quietly, Shakespeare said, "It isfrom my Prince of Denmark, sir, the which you were kind enough to
praise not long since.”

Kemp bent and took Lope's head in both hands. The Spaniard tried to twist away, but could not; the
clown was stronger than he looked. Solemnly--and, Lope redized after amoment, doing an excellent
imitation of Richard Burbage--Kemp intoned, " &€ Alas, poor Y orick. | knew him.' "--asif Lope's head
werethe skull of the dead clownintheplay. " &1 knew him, Horatio; afellow of infinitejest, of most
excdlent fancy. He hath borne me on his back a thousand times; and now, how abhorred in my
imagination it il Here hung those lipsthat | have kissed | know not how oft.' " He kissed Lope de Vega
on the mouth and let him go.

Furious, Lope sprang to hisfeet. Hisrapier hissed free. "Whoreson knave! Thou diest!" he roared.
"Hold!" Shakespeare said. "Give over! He made his point with words."

Kemp seemed too stupid to care whether he lived or died. Pointing to Lope, he jeered, "He hath no
words, and so needs must make hiswith the sword." With a mocking bow, he added, "Fear no more
kisses. I'm not so sdt arogue that you shall make a Bacon of me.”

"All the contagions of the south light on you!" Lope said. But he did not thrust at the hateful clown.

Heregretted hisrestraint amoment later, for Kemp bowed once more, and answered, "Why, here you
ae"

"Go to, both of you!" Shakespeare said. "Give over! Master de Vega, thisonce | will pray pardon in the
clown's name, for--"

"I want no pardon, not from the likes of him," Kemp broke in, which aimaost got him spitted yet again.

"Silence! Oneword more shal make me chidetheg, if not hate thee," the English poet told him.
Shakespeare turned back to Lope. "I will pray pardon in's name, sir, for how el se but by clowning shall
aclown answver?'

Breathing heavily, de Vega sheathed hisblade. "For your sake, Master Shakespeare, | will put by my
quarre.”

But it was not for Shakespeare's sake, or not altogether, that he took it no further. Shakespeare gave him
an honorable excuse, yes, and he seized on it. But Will Kemp--demons of hell torment him, Lope
thought--had been right, and had proved himsdlf right, no matter how offensively hed doneit. Lope
wouldn't admit that to the clown, but couldn't help admitting it to himself.

"I thank you," Shakespeare said.
"Not |." Kemp minced away, sticking out his backside at every step.

Through clenched teeth, Lope said, "L et the doors be shut upon him, that he may play the fool nowhere
but in hisown house.”



"In sooth, he's wise enough to play therole," Shakespeare answered with asigh, "and to do that well
cravesakind of wit."

"He doth indeed show some sparksthat are like wit--but not much likeit," de Vegasad. "And what
passesfor hiswit likes me not much.”

With another sigh, Shakespeare said, "Have you not betimes seen it with players, that differences 'twixt
whom they play and who they are smudge even in their own minds?"

"I have." But Lope would not leaveit done. "If this be so with Kemp, send himto . . . How isthe place
whither you send distraught and lunatic people caled?"

"To Bethlem, within Bishopsgate," Shakespeare replied at once.

"ToBethlem, SA-. Gracias," Lope said. "Let him live there when not upon the stage, and make a
spectacle for the genera even when he plays not." The English poet only spread his hands, asif to ask,
What can you do? And, since Kemp'sfoiblestruly weren't Shakespeare'sfault, de Vegaspread his
hand, too, slently answering, Nothing at all. Aloud, he went on, "I shall take my superior, as| say, a
good report of your progress, which will aso, | doubt not, shortly reach Don Diego's ear.”

"l am glad it pleasesyou," Shakespeare said. "And, | warrant you, once Master Kemp hath thelines
wherewith to work hisfoolery, hell make aproper man, as one shall seein asummer's day; amost
lovdy, gentleman-like man."

"God grant it be s0." Lope knew he didn't sound convinced. He bowed. "I go."

When he got back to the Spanish barracks, Enrique wouldn't let him in to see Captain GuzmAjn till hed
recited and trandated Shakespeare'slinesfor Elizabeth and the Duke of Parma. When he'd finished,
GuzmAjn's servant kissed his bunched fingertipslike alovesick youth. "Again, Senior Lieutenant, | envy
you your fluency in English. If only | spoke better, | would be with you at the Theatre every moment until
my principal beat me with sticksto hold meto hisservice."

Lope believed him. "His Excellency would beat you to get you not to do something,” he observed. "With
Diego . . ." Hedidn't go on. Enrique was clever enough--more than clever enough--to draw hisown
pictures. "And now that | have sung for the privilege, be so kind asto take meto your principal.”

"Of course. If you will do methe favor of accompanyingme. . ."

Baltasar GuzmA jn listened attentively to Lope. When de Vega sarted to quote the English, though, his
superior held up ahand. "Spare methat. | don't know enough of the language to follow. Give methe

gist, en espaA+ol "

"Certainly, your Excellency,” Lope said, and obeyed.

When held finished, GuzmA jn nodded. "Thisal soundswell enough, Lieutenant. | have one question,
though." Lope nodded, too, looking asif he awaited nothing more eagerly. Captain GuzmA jn asked,

"Can you be sure no treason lurks here, that an Englishman would hear but you do not? Y ou have harped
on Shakespeare's subtlety before.”

The question was better, more serious, more important, than Lope had looked for. "I--" he began, and
then shook hishead. "No, S, | cannot be sure of that. | am fluent in English, but not perfect. Still, the
Magter of the Revelswill pass on the play before it appears. | may missthisor that. He will not."

"Yes That iss0." Captain GuzmA jn nodded and looked relieved. "And Sir Edmund ismost rlisble.” He



clicked histongue between histeeth. "I have to make sure he staysrdiable, en?’
"Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?" de Vegaremarked.

" Just so--who watches the watchmen?' GuzmA jn turned Latin into Spanish. He eyed Lope, who felt a
sudden horrible fear the little nobleman might decide he ought to do that job. But GuzmA jn shook his
head, reading de Vegasthought. "Y ou'll stay whereyou are. Y ou're doing well there, and | have no one
else who could take your place. So your precious Shakespeare redly iswriting this play, en?!

"Heredly is, your Excellency," Lope answered.

"Good. Very good," Captain GuzmA n said. "One more English whore--pay him, and he doeswhat you
wart."

SHAKESPEARE WAS TIRED of cheese and stockfish and even of fresh fish. What he wanted was a
beefsteak, hot and sizzling and full of juice. When he grumbled to Kate in the ordinary, she leaned toward
him and spokein alow voice. "Y ou can have what you crave, though not for the thregpence of a
common supper.”

"Ah?" Helooked around. Only a couple of other men sat in the ordinary, and they were quietly arguing
over some business dedl. Even so, he answered in awhisper of hisown: "Y our master hath fitted out a
closeroom for such dedlings?'

"So hath he done, upgtairs. For ashilling .. ."

With alaugh, Shakespeare shook hishead. " Stockfish it shdl be." Did its being forbidden make a
thregpenny beefsteak suddenly quadruplein worth? Not to him. And you were wise to take no chances
on betraying yourself in a small way, lest you discover your larger treason, he thought.

Kaesad, "I've heard thisisnot truly Lent at dl, the which'd make the eating of mest at this season no
an”

"I've heard the same," Shakespeare admitted. "But the priests say otherwise, and theirsisthe word of
weight." He was pleased she thought he refrained from fear of sin aswell as because of cost. The more
he had to hide, the less he wanted anyone thinking he had anything.

He'd amost finished his unsatisfying Lenten supper when someone who was not aregular strode into the
ordinary and looked around. Shakespeare needed a moment to redlize that, though he hadn't seen the
fellow here before, he knew him even so. The newcomer recognized him at the same moment, and
walked over towards histable. "Master Shakespeare, an | mistake not,” he said.

"Indeed, Constable Strawberry," Shakespeare answered. "Give you good even.”
"And you." The constable perched on astool. He waved to Kate. "A cup of sherris-sack, and yarely."

Asthe serving woman brought it, Shakespeare thanked heaven he hadn't brought Boudicca to the
ordinary--although, he reminded himself uneasily, Water Strawberry could aso have come to the house
where he lodged. Fighting that unease, he said, "What would you?'

"I'm turning up clods, you might say," Strawberry replied gravely. He nodded, pleased with hisown turn
of phrase. "Aye, I'mturning up clods."



Seeyourself in a glass, and you'll turn up a great one. The thought flickered through Shakespeare's
mind. He bit back the urgeto fling it in Strawberry'sface. Will Kemp wouldn't have hesitated, but Kemp
had lessto lose. Wearing his polite player's mask, Shakespeare asked, "And what have you turned up?’

"Somewhat of this, somewhat of that,” Strawberry answered. "For ensample, that you and the expired
prompter, to wit one Geoffrey Martin, were prompt to quarrel not long before the time of hisuntimely
demise. Forgive mefor speaking prose, but there you haveit."

"| have worked with Master Martin since coming to London and joining Lord Westmorland's Men."
Shakespeare did hisbest to sound annoyed and not frightened. "We dways quarrel whenfirst | give him
aplay. Learned you that in your questioning?"

Congtable Strawberry solemnly nodded. "I did, Sir. Indeed | did. And what's the whyfore behind it?"

"That he would change what | would were |eft unchanged,” Shakespeare answered. "Every man who
shapes aplay will quarrel thus with a company's prompter. Learned you that in your questioning?'

"l did, gr," Strawberry repeated.
"Then why"--Shakespeare dmost said whyfore himself--"come you here?!

"Fear not, Master Shakespeare. | draw nearer the occasion of my occasion, so | do." The constable
took ascrap of paper from hiswallet, peered down at it, and then put it back. "D'you ken aman named
Frizer?'

"Frizer?' the poet echoed. Strawberry nodded. Shakespeare shook his head and shrugged. "No, gir.
That name | wot not of."

"Ingram Frizer, he cdlshimsdf," Strawberry went on.

| ce ran through Shakespeare. He hoped his surprise and dismay didn't show. That loud-mouthed
knifeman who'd asked if Geoff Martin was causing trouble . . . The poet made himself shrug again. 'l am
nonethewiser, ar."

"Ah, well. I've said the same thing, the very same thing, many atime, so | have." The constable held up
hismug and called to Kate: "Here, my dear, fetch me another, if you'd be so genderous.”

"So can she scarce help being,” Shakespeare remarked.

"Ah, in sooth? That likes mein awoman, genderosity, so it does. | thank you for learning me of it."
Strawberry laid afinger by the sde of his nose and winked. When the serving woman refilled hismug, he
patted her backside.

She poured wine in hislap. He let out a startled squawk. "Oh, your pardon, | pray you," Kate said
swestly, and went back behind the counter.

Strawberry fumed. "Methought you said she was genderous of her person,” he grumbled, dabbing at
himsdlf. "1 saw no hint of that--marry, none." He sipped what was | eft of the wine, his expression il
sour.

"A misunderstanding, belike," Shakespeare said.

"Ay, truly, for | understood the missto be of her person . . ." The constable took another pull at the mug,
st it down, and looked at Shakespeare asif just redizing he was there. "Ingram Frizer," he said again.



"| told you, gr, | know not the man.”

"Y ou told me. Oh, yes, you told me." Constable Strawberry nodded and then kept on nodding, asif he
ran on clockwork. "But you ken aman who knows the aforespoken Frizer."

"Not to my knowledge," Shakespeare said.

"Ah, knowledge." Strawberry was still nodding, perhapswisdly. "1 know al manner of things| have no
knowledge of. But | say what | say, the which being so in dispect of the man.”

"What man?' Shakespeare demanded, hoping a show of temper would mask his growing fear. "1 pray
you, tell mewho it is quickly and spesk apace. One moreinch of delay isa South Seaof discovery.
Takethe cork out of your mouth that | may drink your tidings. Pour this concealed man out of your
mouth as wine comes out of abottle."

"Asyoulikeit, dr, | shdl. HisnameisNick Skeres. Will you tell me you ken him not? Eh? Will you?'

Shakespeare would have liked to, but dared not. Too many people had seen him with Skeres, and might
givehimthelie "Yes, wevemet," he admitted. "We are not friends, heand I, but we've met.”

"Not friends, isit?" Water Strawberry leaned forward, using his bulk to intimidate. "Be ye foes, then?
Say you 07"

"No," Shakespeare answered. "l say we are not friends. | ken the man not well enough to cal him
friend--nor he me, I'd venture.”

"l see” Strawberry gave no sign asto whether he believed what the poet told him. "Know you wherethis
Nick Skeres locution isto belocated?’

"Where he dwells, mean you?'
"Said | not that very thing?"

"| dare say. Y our pardon, Constable, but | know not. As| told you, we are but acquaintances, not
friends”

He waited tensdly for the next question Strawberry would send hisway. The constable was not bright,
but he was diligent. He might--he plainly did--need longer than amore clever man would haveto find his
answers, but he had a chance of finding them in the end. Not tonight, though. Finishing hiswine, he got to
hisfeet. "I thank you for passing the time of day with me, Master Shakespeare, | do. Haply 'twill provein
your regard much ado about nothing. | hope it may so. Give you good den." He lumbered out of the
ordinary.

"Who wasthat man?' Kate asked after Strawberry closed the door behind him. "Tell me heisyour
friend, and you shdl no more be mine."

"God save me, nol" Shakespeare exclaimed. "Heis a constable from Shoreditch, inquiring after the desth
of poor Geoff Martin, of which | believe | have spoke somewhat.”

"A congtable? | might have known," Kate said darkly. "With the help of a surgeon he might yet recover,
and prove himsdlf an ass™

"At bottom, heis nothing e se--but an officious ass, mind."

"I would have moreto say of himthanthat . . . but let it go, let it go. Put his hands on me, would he?



Marry, I'd best bathe, to wash the taint away. A constable!" She muttered something else, which
Shakespeare, perhaps fortunately, could not make out.

He had intended going back to hislodging and working on Boudicca there. Hed just sat down in front of
thefire, though, when Cicely Sdllis came out of her room with aswarthy fellow who lifted his hat to her,
sad, "Muchas gracias,” and then vanished into the night.

As casually as he could, Shakespeare said, "That was a Spaniard.” He hoped hiswords covered the
pounding of his heart.

The cunning woman nodded. "Heis. . . friend to awoman who hath oft come hither, and so thought to
ask of me aquestion of hisown."

"l hope he paid well," Shakespeare said.

Cicdy Sdlisnodded again, and smiled. "He did indeed. The dons are foolswith their money, nothing
less. Whether | gave him full . . . satisfaction | know not, though | dare hope.”

"Ah." Shakespeare had been about to ask what the Spaniard had wanted, and had been afraid she
wouldn't tel him. Now he thought he knew, especidly asthefdlow waswell into hismiddle years. "He
heth adifficulty in risng to the occason?'

"Een 0." Amusement glinted in Cicdy Sdllis eye.

"And have you aphysic for theinfirmity in'sfirmity?" Shakespeare coughed. "'l do but inquire from
curiogty, mind."

"Certes" That amused glint got brighter. "How shdl | say't? Often-times, if aman beieve | havethis
physic, why then | do."

Shakespeare found himsalf amused, too. " Strong reasons make strong actions, then?" he asked.

"Betimesthey do, Master Shakespeare,” the cunning woman said. "Ay, betimesthey do. Our remedies
oftinoursdvesdolie”

"A truth. Without doubt, atruth. Would more knew it."

Now Cicely Sellis shook her head. "Nay, say not so. Were it other than a secret close kept, who would
visit cunning women? Do you publishit, and | starve." She clasped her hands together in mock distress.

"No." Shakespeare laughed out loud as he too shook his head.
"How not? How could it be otherwise?"

"How? I'll tdl you straight. What's the common curse of mankind? Folly and ignorance. To wisdom
man'safool that will not yield. I do now mind me of asaying, & Thefool doth think heiswise--and you
may aswell forbid the seafor to obey the moon, as or by oath remove or counsd shake the fabric of
man'sfolly. That istruth, or therebeliars.”

"Y ou think not much of them God made.”
"| think God made them--fools," Shakespeare said. "Or will you quarrel ?!

"Not I," Cicdy Sdlissaid. "Never let it besaid | could do such an unchrigtian thing asthat. And I'll leave
you to your work now, good sir, lest you find reason to quarrel with me." She dropped him acurtsy that



might have come from a noblewoman--not that he'd ever had a noblewoman drop him a curtsy--and
drew back into her room. "God give you good even," she said, closing the door behind her.

"And you," Shakespeare answered, though he wasn't sure she heard. He perched on the stool in front of
the table, then nervoudy got up and put more wood on the fire. The Widow Kendall would complainin
the morning when she found it gone, but she wasn't here now, and Shakespeare needed the light. He also
needed to take a deep breath and cam himsdf before setting pen to paper on Boudicca. First
Constable Strawberry, then that whoreson Spaniard . . . 'Svounds, an | die not of an apoplexy,
‘twill be the hand of God on my shoulder, holding me safe from harm.

It was, perhaps, not by accident that his mind and his pen turned to the revolt Britain, under the queen of
the I ceni, raised againgt the Romans, and to the Romans horrified response. How would they feel,
seeing a province they thought subdued rise and smite ‘em? he wondered.

His pen began to move. Poenius Postumus, a Roman officer, began to speak on the page:

"Nor can Rometask uswith impossibilities,

Or bid usfight againgt aflood; we serve her,

That she may proudly say she hath good soldiers,
Not davesto choke all hazards. Who but fools,
That make no difference betwixt certain dying

And dying well, would fling their fames and fortunes
Into this Britain-gulf, this quicksand-ruin,

That, anking, swalows us! what noble hand

Can find asubject fit for blood there? or what sword
Room for his execution? what air to cool us,

But poison'd with their blasting breaths and curses,
Wherewe lie buried quick above the ground,

And are, with labouring sweat and breathless pain,

Kill'dlike daves, and cannot kill again?'

Shakespeare paused to read what held just written, and nodded in satisfaction. He started to add
something to Poenius speech, but his pen chose that moment to run dry. Muittering, hoping he wouldn't
lose hisingpiration, heinked it and resumed:

"Set meto lead ahandful of my men



Againgt an hundred thousand barbarous daves,

That have march'd name by name with Rome's best doers?
Serve ‘em up some other meat; I'll bring no food

To stop the jaws of dl those hungry wolves,

My regiment's mineown."”

He nodded again. Y es, that would do nicely. Poeniuswould later kill himsdlf for shame at not having
joined Suetonius victorious army. Meanwhile, his anguished despair would move the play forward--and
make the groundlings cheer hisBritish, femdefoe.

After the Romansfirst conquered Britain, Tacitus said, they'd flogged Boudiccaand violated her
daughters. Rumor said the Spaniards had raped England's Virgin Queen after capturing her. Shakespeare
didn't know whether rumor wastrue, but he intended to use it in the play.

But not tonight, he thought, yawning. He began to rest his head on hisarms, then jerked upright with
adarm tingling through him. If hefell adeep in front of the hearth and someone else got alook at what he
waswriting . . . If that happened, he was a dead man, and Lord Burghley's plan dead with him. He made
himsalf get up and put away the deadly dangerous manuscript before he went to bed. Hislast thought as
dumber seized himwas, | may not make this business easier, but | will not make it harder .

WHEN LOPE DE VEGA waked into his chamber, he expected to find Diego adegp. He wouldn't even
have been angry if he had; it couldn't have been far from midnight. The dice had rolled Lopesway, and
he'd stayed in the game longer than he'd expected. Gambling during Lent was probably asin. Whether it
was or not, it was certainly profitable.

A lamp burned in the outer room where Diego dwelt. The servant wasn't even in bed, but sitting on a
gool. Lopegrinned a him. "If you deep dl day, will you stay awake dl night? Why arentyou. .. 7'

Hed intended to say snoring, but hisvoicetrailed away. He stared at Diego in astonished dismay. His
servant stared back, more appalled still. Diego had just cut a bite from abig chunk of roast beef, and
now stopped with that bite hafway to his mouth. The dim, flickering lamplight was more than enough to
show how pale he went.

"Madre de Dios," Lope whispered. "Diego, you idiot, have you turned Protestant now?"
Diego's fleshy jowlswobbled as he shook his head. " Protestant? God save me, no, sir!™

"How is God supposed to save you if you eat meat during Lent? Don't you know we're hunting
Englishmen who do the very same thing? Are you out of your mind?'

"No, sr. I'm just hungry,” his servant answered. "Bread and cheese, bread and cheese . . . To the Devil
with bread and cheesg!”

"No, no, no." Now de Vegawas the one who shook his head. "To the Devil with eating meet at this
season of theyear. Or, | should say, the idea of eating mest at this season of the year has come Straight
from Satan.”



"No such thing, gir," Diego said indignantly. "No such thing. | got hungry, that'sdl. It'snothing s

"Nothing, en? Suppose| call Captain GuzmA jn? Suppose | call apriest? Suppose | cdl apriest from the
Spanish Inquigtion, or the English? Will they think it's nothing? Would you have turned the color of whey
if you thought it was nothing?"

Diego shot him aresentful stare. "What are you doing here, anyway? When you didn't come back and
you didn't come back, | thought you were off screwing your new Englishwoman. If you hadn't walked in
when you weren't supposed to, you never would have seen me."

"And you still would have snned,” Lope said.

"And so what?" his servant replied. "God would have known, and maybe my confessor, but nobody else.
I'm not doing any harm.”

L ope pointed to the chunk of beef. "Get rid of that. Wrap arag around it so nobody can seewhat it is
and get rid of it. Y ou didn't think anyone would catch you, but now somebody has. And do you know
what that means? Do you, Diego?"

"What?"' Diego asked gpprehensively.

"It meansyou are mine," de Vegaanswered. "Mine, do you hear me? | hold your lifein my hand, and if |
chooseto squeeze. . . ." He hed out hisright hand, palm up, and dowly folded it into afist. He made the
fist astight as he could, to make sure Diego got the idea.

His servant shuddered. "Y ou wouldn't do such athing, seA+or . . . would you?"

That lat frightened question, one Diego surely didn't want to ask but aso one he couldn't hold back, told
Lopejust how worried he was. "Maybe | wouldn't,” Lope said. "But, on the other hand, maybe | would,
too. That depends on you, don't you think?"

"Onme?' Diego didn't like the sound of that.

"Onyou," Lope said again. "Maybe you were just hungry thisonce, asyou say. If you were, maybewe
can forget about it. If you keep your nose clean from now on--if you stay awake, by God, and if you do
all the things you're supposed to do--then nobody needs to know about it. But if you think you can go on
being lazy and useless, wdll, eveniif | can't wake you up, 1'd bet the inquisitors damned well can.”

Diego looked sullen. "That's blackmail."

"Yes itis isntit?' deVegaagreed chearfully. "A shame | need to blackmail you into doing what you
ought to be doing anyhow, but if that's what it takes, that'swhat I'll do. Y ou will stay awake from now
on, won't you?"

"SA-, seAA+or," Diego said, sounding more sullen till.

He sounded sullen enough, in fact, to make Lope wonder whether he might prove dangerous. Best to
forestall that, Lopejudged. "Don't even think about poisoning me or knocking out my brainswhile I'm
adeep,” hewarned. "I'm going to write down just what I've seen, and I'm going to sedl the letter and give
it to someone | trust. If anything happensto me, you know what will happen to you, don't you?'

"SA-, seA+or," his servant repested, his voice gloomy.

Lope amiled. "Very good. Now, while I'm writing suppose you take that roast beef away. Then come



back and go to bed. Y ou won't mind doing that, will you?'

"No, sir." Diego heaved an enormous sigh. He wrapped the offending mest in arag, as de Vega had
suggested, and carried it out. Lope went into his own chamber, using the lamp in the anteroom to light the
oneinsde. Because he worked on playsin odd moments, he always had paper and pens and ink handy.
He sat down on the stool and Started to write.

Diego came back very quietly. Asif by magic, the pen vanished from de Vegas hand and hisrapier
replaced it. Y ou don't want to try anything foolish, do you, Diego?' he said softly.

"No, seA+or." The servant didn't even bother pretending he hadn't been thinking about it. "'l guess|
don't. Good night."

"Good night," Lope said. "When | finish what I'm working on here, I'm going to take off my boots and
leave them out there for you to black. I'll expect them to be ready when | get up in the morning. Y ou'll do
agood job, won't you?'

"I'll take care of them, yes." Diego sounded like aman utterly without hope. Lope used therapier to
wave him out of the room. Once his man was gone, Lope did finish the | etter--better safe went through
hismind. He sealed the letter then got out of his boots and put them in the anteroom. When he went back
into his bedchamber, he barred the door from the inside. As soon asthe | etter wasin someone ese's
hands, he'd be reasonably safe. Till then--better safe, hetold himsdf again.

Out beyond the barred door, Diego cursed quietly. His blasphemies were music to Lope'sears. Then
Diego picked up the boots; their heels thumped together. Lope hugged himsalf with glee as he got into
bed. Not even the threat of the Scottish border had turned Diego into atolerable servant. The threat of
the Inquisition, though, seemed to have turned the trick.

And when Lope woke the next morning, he found Diego dready up and waiting for him. "Here are your
boots, seA+or," the servant said tonelesdy. All the mud and scuff marks were gone from them; the
leather gleamed with grease. Still with no expression in hisvoice, Diego went on, "What e'se do you
require?"

"Do | hear rain outside?' Lope asked. Diego nodded. De Vegasaid, "Wdll, in that case, you can fetch
me my good wool cloak, and get me ahat with an extrawide brim.”

"Just asyou say," Diego answered, and went to do it. He didn't grumble. He didn't even yawn. It was
likeamiracle. Lope had no ideahow long it would last, but aimed to enjoy it whileit did. Taking the
letter held written with him, he went off to get his breakfast. Even the porridge the barracks kitchen
served up tasted better than usua this morning.

With abowl of barley mush and a cup of wineinsde him, he went to see hissuperior. Asusua, Captain
Baltasar GuzmA jn's servant intercepted him before he got through the door. 'Y ou're looking cheerful this
morning, Senior Lieutenant,” Enrique remarked.

"| fedl chearful," de Vegareplied.
" Shakespeare's play goeswdl?*

"Yes, | think so," Lope said. If Enrique wanted to think that was why he felt happy, the servant was
welcometo do~so. De Vegaadded, "Asamatter of fact, I'm going up to the Theatre as soon as| see
Captain GuzmA jn. IshisExcdlency in?'

"Un momento, por favor." Enrique ducked behind the door, asif to see whether GuzmAjn wasthere,



though he had to know perfectly well. But he was smiling when he came out again. "He saysheis
delighted to seeyou. Gorightin."

"Gracias." De Vegawaked past Enrique and made aleg at Captain GuzmA jn, who nodded in return
from behind hisdesk. "I trust your Excellency iswell?' Lope said.

"I'll do," GuzmAn said dryly. As Enrique had, he went on, "Y ou look pleased with yoursdf today,
Senior Lieutenant.”

"Andsol am, ar." Lope handed him the letter held written. "Would you do me the courtesy of holding
this unread unless some misfortune befdls me?

Captain GuzmA jn raised an eyebrow as he took the sealed sheet of paper. "Just as you say, of course.
May | ask whether it hasto do with your theatrical connections or with your women?"

"With neither," deN Vegaanswered, and had the satisfaction of watching that eyebrow jump in surprise
again. But GuzmAn stowed the letter in his desk without another word. Lope bowed. "Many thanks,
your Excellency. And now, if you'll excuse me, I'm off for Shoreditch.”

"How aarmingly diligent," GuzmA jn murmured. He might amost have been Lope himsdif, talking to
Diego. That comparison, perhaps fortunately, didn't occur to Lopetill held got a horse from the stables
and ridden out through Bishopsgate. When it did, the rain--a steady downpour--muffled his bad language
so that only the couple of Englishmen closest to him turned their heads hisway.

L ope squelched through the mud around the Thestre. The space within the wooden O where the
groundlings would stand was muddy, too. On stage, actors rehearsed under the protection of a painted
canvas canopy--the heavens, they caled it. "Whereis Master Shakespeare?' Lope called in English to
Richard Burbage. "I see him not."

The big player's broad shoulders went up and down in ashrug. "He should have come hither,” Burbage
answered. "He should have, but he did not do't. | know not where heis mysdlf, Master de Vega, and
wish to heaven 'twere otherwise.”

"KEEP DRY, NOW," the Widow Kendall called out as William Shakespeare |eft her house to go to the
Thestre. With rain drumming down, the advice struck him as useless, but was no doubt kindly meant. He
nodded and hurried away.

Hisbelly growled as he hurried through Bishopsgate. Lent wore on him. But he dared not bresk the fast,
not inthisyear of dl years. He was much more virtuous than he might have been, to make sure the
Spaniards paid him no specid notice.

"Master Shakespeare?”

The voice came out of the rain. Shakespeare jumped. "Who isit?" he asked sharply, peering through the
dripping early-morning gloom.

"Here| am, your honor."

Shakespeare's heart sank. He'd heard that dy, whining voice before, seen that clever, ugly face. "What
would you, Master Skeres?' hesaid. "Let it be brief, an you can. | must to the Thestre."

Nicholas Skeres shook hishead. "I fear me not, or not yet. Y ou needs must come with me, and



draightaway.”
"Wherefore?' Shakespeare demanded.

Skeres smile showed his bad teeth. It also made Shakespeare want to drive them down histhroat. "The
wherefore of't's not for meto say,” Skeres answered. "Still and al, them as sent me, they'd not be happy
did I come back to 'em solus.”

"And who did send you?"

"Them you'll meet when | fetch you thither." From everything Shakespeare had seen, Nick Skeres
delighted in being uninformative. He also delighted in the power he held over Shakespeare. When he
sad, "Come," the sngp of command filled hisvoice.

And Shakespeare had to go with him. He knew as much. He hated it, but he knew it. He did say, "They'll
missme, up in Shoreditch.”

Nick Skeres shrugged. "Better that than they missyou whose man | am.” He turned away towards the
southwest. Heart sinking, Shakespeare followed, however much he wanted to go in the opposite
direction.

A horsetrying to haul awagon full of barrels through the muck blocked a narrow street. The wagon had
bogged down. The driver rained blows on the horse's back. With dl its strength, the beast strained
againg the weight and the mud. Then, with anoise like apistol shat, it broke aleg. Its scream waslike
that of awoman on the rack.

"Cut itsthroat,” Skeres said with alaugh. "It's knacker's mest now."

Soitis, Shakespeare thought grimly. And you'd cut my throat as heartlessly, you bloody, bawdy
villain, did | likewise break down in your employ. Nick Skeres laughed again, asif to say he knew
what was going through Shakespeare's mind--knew and didn't care. And that was dl too likely true.

"Weve not far to go," Skeres said after awhile.

"What? Hereabouts?' Shakespeare pointed. "There's the London Stone, the which signifiesthe
Spaniards barracks cannot lie a stone's throw distant. Beard we the donsin their den?”

Skeres laughed again, which did nothing to reassure Shakespeare. "They think the same: that noned be
so fond asto plot under their very noses." Even as he spoke, a squad of unhappy-looking Spaniards
tramped past on patrol. One man glanced towards the two Englishmen and kept walking. Therest paid
them no attention at all.

"Madness," Shakespeare muttered. Nick Skeres grinned at the Spanish soldiers, who disappeared round
acorner one after another. Reluctantly--most reluctantly--Shakespeare nodded. " Though this be
madness, yet thereismethod in't."

"E'en 0," Skeressaid. "Here. Come you with me. Thisisthe house we seek.”
The building in question was large and well made. "Whoseit it?" Shakespeare asked.
"It belongsto Sir John Hart, the dderman,” Skeres answered. "But that's nor here nor there."

Instead of going to the door and knocking, as he had at the Bacons house in Drury Lane afew months
before, he led Shakespeare to a side gate that opened onto an enclosed garden: one surely splendid in



spring and summer, but sad now, with scarcely any green to be seen. "Who'd meet us here?!
Shakespeare said, pulling his hat down lower to keep hisface dry.

"Why, the men who'refain to see you. Who else?' Nick Skeresreplied. Shakespeare glared. The other
man looked back, unperturbed and resolutely close-mouthed. He took Shakespeare towards arose
arbor that no doubt perfumed the air and gave welcome shade when the sun shone high and hot, but that
seemed as badly out of season asthe rest of the garden now. As Shakespeare drew closer to it, he saw
through the rain that two men sat in that poor shelter--waiting for him?

" 'Shlood, Master Skeres, they'll take their deaths,” he exclaimed.

Shrugging, Skeres answered, "An they fret not, why should you?' He sounded atogether indifferent. The
milk of human kindnessranthininhim, if itranat all.

When Shakespeare ducked hisway into the arbor, both waiting men dowly got to their feet. "God give
you good morrow,” Sir William Cecil rumbled.

Shakespeare bowed low. "And you, your Grace," he said. "Buit . . . should you hot go inside, where. . .
whereit'swarm and dry?' Where | may hope you'll die not on the instant, was what he meant. Lord

Burghley was paer and puffier than he had been the previous autumn; he wheezed with every bregth he
took, and shivered despite being swaddled in furs.

But he shook his head even so. "Who knows what ears lurk within? As the matter advanceth, so
advanceth also the need to keep't secret. And here, in sooth, we speak under therose.” He chuckled
rheumily. Despite the laugh and his bold words, though, hislips had a bluish cast that darmed
Shakespeare. He gathered strength and went on, "When last we met, | told you my son would take this
meatter forward. Allow meto present you to him now. Robert, hereis Master Shakespeare, the poet.”

" am your servant, sir,”" Shakespeare murmured, bowing to the younger man as he had to the el der.

Robert Cecil gave back abow of his own. He was about Shakespeare's age, with along, thin, pale face
made longer till by the pointed chin beard he wore and by his combing his sedl-brown hair back from his
forehead. He would not have been atal man even had he stood straight; a crooked back robbed him of
severd moreinches. But when he said, "I take no small pleasure a making your acquai ntance, Master
Shakespeare, being an admirer of your dramas,” Shakespeare bowed again, knowing he'd got praise
worth having. The younger Cecil's voice was higher and lighter than hisfather's, but no lessfull of sharp,
even prickly, inteligence.

Sir William Cecil sank back to the bench from which held risen. To Shakespeare'srelief, hiscolor
improved dightly when he sat down. Switching to Latin, he asked, "How fares your play upon the
rebellion of Boudicca?'

"I hopetofinishit before spring ends," Shakespeare replied in the same language. "1 am certain sure, my
lord, you will dready know | am aso ordered to write aplay upon thelife of King Philip.”

"Yes, | doknow that." Lord Burghley nodded. "1 aso know the Spaniards are paying you more than |
gaveyou at our last meeting. Robert, be so good as to make amends for that."

"Certes, Father." Robert Cecil reached under his cloak. His hands were long and thin and pale,
too--hands a musician might have wished he had. He gave Shakespeare asmall but nicely heavy leather
sack. "We cannot | et ourselves be outbid.”

"By God, sir--" Shakespeare began, darmed back into English.



Theyounger Cecil waved him to slence. "Did wefear betraya from you, weldd work with another. Thisis
for our pride's sake, not suffering our foesto outdo us.”

"Gramercy." Shakespeare bowed once more.

"Y our thanks are wel come but not needed, for doing thislikesuswell," Robert Cecil said. Hisfather
nodded. Shakespeare did not answer. No doubt the younger Cecil meant what he said. But Shakespeare
knew he might have met with Ingram Frizer and his knife had he displeased the two powerful Englishmen.

Inadof which. . ."Congtable Strawberry knows Ingram Frizer's name," the poet warned.

"We know of Congtable Strawberry,” Lord Burghley said with another wet chuckle. "Fear not on that
score.”

Robert Cecil nodded. "If he have wit enough to keep himsdf warm, let him beer it for adifference
between himsdf and hishorse.”

"Hiswitsare not so blunt as, God help us, | would desire them," Shakespeare said.

"Comparisons are odorous,” the younger Cecil observed, proving he had indeed marked Walter
Strawberry's style, "but not Hercules could have knocked out his brains, for he had none.”

"Belike," Shakespeare said, "yet some of what your wisdoms would not have discovered, that shalow
fool hath brought to light."

"Helll find no more," Robert Cecil said. With that Shakespeare had to be content--or rather, lessthan
content.

"Nick!" Sir William Cecil said sharply.
"Your Grace?' Nicholas Skeresreplied.

"Go walk the garden, Nick," the old man told him. "Bring back report of its beautiesin, oh, aquarter
hour'stime.”

Shakespeare would have resented such a peremptory dismissal. Skerestook it in stride. He dipped his
head in what was more than anod but less than abow. "Just asyou say, my lord,” he murmured, and
withdrew from the arbor.

Both Cecils stared at Shakespeare, who suddenly felt very much done. "What--what would ye?' he
asked, and felt blood rush to hisface in embarrassment at hearing hisvoice quaver.

Lord Burghley said, "Heres what, Master Shakespeare: 1'd fain hear some of your verses. The play
advanceth, ay, but my course on earth doth likewise. The horses of the night of which Marlowe writ will
not run dow for me. Give me some foretaste, then, of the dish | ordered but shal not eat.”

"My lord, may you glut yoursdlf with it," Shakespeare said. Lord Burghley only shrugged and gestured
for him to go on. After amoment's thought, he did: "Y ou are to understand, thisis Boudicca, urging her
gawartsto war againgt the Romans.”

"Ah, very good." That was Robert Cecil, not hisfather. "Giveit us."
"l shall, asbest | recall it," Shakespeare replied. "Here, then:



&€ Had we adifference with apetty ide,

Or with our neighbours, good sirs, for our land-marks,
Thetaking in of somerebelliouslord,

Or making ahead against commoations,

After aday of blood, peace might be argued,;

But where we grapple for the ground welive on,
Theliberty we hold as dear aslife,

The gods we worship and, next these, our honours,
And with these swords that know no end of battle,
These men, besides themselves, alow no neighbour,
Those mindsthat where the day is claim inheritance,
And where the sun makesripe thefruits, their harvest,
And where they march, but measure out more ground
To add to Rome, and herei'the bowelson us;

It must not be. No, asthey are our foes,

And those that must be so until wetire'em,

Let's use the peace of honour, that'sfair dealing,

But in the end our swords. That hardy Roman,

That hopesto graft himsdf into my stock,

Must firgt begin hiskindred underground, and be adlied in ashes.""

Hewaited. Thetwo Cecilslooked at each other. Sowly, magisteridly, Lord Burghley nodded. So did
his son, who despite his briskness deferred to the old man's opinion. Shakespeare felt asif hed just
received the accolade. Robert Cecil said, " "Twill serve. Beyond doubt, 'twill serve. Have you more?"

Shakespeare beamed. "By my troth, you know how to please apoet!" William Cecil laughed; Robert
alowed himsdlf athin chuckle. Shakespeare continued, "Thisis Caratach, Boudicca's brother-in-law and
the great warlord of the Iceni--"

"We know our Tacitus, Master Shakespeare,”" Robert Cecil brokein.

"Your pardon, | pray," Shakespeare said. "The groundlings, however, will not: thus| needs must make it
plan.

"Indeed. Y ou know your craft best, and so 'tis| must ask your pardon,” the younger Cecil said. "Carry



on."
"So | shdl. Thisis Caratach, | say, speaking to Hengo, who is hisyoung nephew, and Boudiccas."

"And whois not in thetext of the Annals," William Cecil declared in avoice that brooked no
contradiction.

"In sooth, your Grace, heisnot,” Shakespeare agreed, "but | need him for the play, and so summoned
him to being.”

The two Cecils put their heads together. Sir William Cecil said, "Again, Master Shakespeare, we take
your point. The play'sthething. Let us heer it."

"Gladly. Hereis Caratach:

& And, little Sir, when your young bones grow iffer,
And when | seeyou ableinamorning
To beat adozen boys, and then to breakfast,

I'll tieyou to asword.'

And Hengo replies’--Shakespeare did his best to change his voice to aboyish treble--" &€ And what
then, uncle? " In hisusud tones, he spoke for Caratach once more: " & Then you must kill, Sir, the next
vdiant Roman that callsyou knave.' " Treblefor Hengo: " &€ And must | kill but one? " His own voice
for Caratach: " & An hundred, boy, | hope.' " Hetried to make the treble fierce, for Hengo's reply was,
" &1 hope, five hundred."" Through Shakespeare, Caratach said, " & That's anoble boy!" "

Lord Burghley raised a hand. Shakespeare obediently fdll silent. The old man said, "1 chosewisdly, to
summon you. Y ou make afine fletcher for the shaft | purposeloosing at the dons. I--" He broke off and
began to cough. He had trouble stopping. His face turned red and then began to turn blue. His son leaned
towards him, raw fear on hisface. William Cecil waved Robert back. At last, he mastered the coughing
fit. Sowly--too dowly--hisnorma color, or rather pallor, returned. Hewent on, "Belike I'll looseit from
beyond the grave, but may it fly no less straight for that.”

"Amen, your Grace," Shakespeare said.

Rain dripping from the brim of his hat, Nicholas Skeres returned to the rose arbor. Nodding to Lord
Burghley and Robert Cecil inturn, he said, "I'll take him away now." By the way he spoke, Shakespeare
might have been abuitt of de.

"Yes, do, Nick." Robert Cecil spoke the same way, which set Shakespeare's teeth on edge. But then the
crookback added, "He hath our full favor. Let al your friends know as much.”

"I'll do't, sir. Y ou can depend on Nick Skeres." Shakespeare could imagine no one on whom he less
wanted to depend. But nobody in this mad game cared afarthing for what he wanted. Skeresturned to
him with ahaf mocking grin. Y ou may not know't, Master Shakespeare, but | reckon you the safest
man in London these days."

"What mean you?"' Shakespeare asked.



That grin got wider. "Therés not aferret, not aflick, not afoist, not ahigh lawyer in the city but knows
your name and visage--and knows you're to be let done. God help him who sets upon youin Lord
Burghley's despite.”

"And my son's" Sr William Cecil said. "Hewill outdo me, as any man should pray hisson will do."

Shakespeare wondered about that on severa counts. He'd known plenty of men, his own father among
them, who wanted to see their sons as | ess than themsalves, not greater. More than afew of that type, far
from advancing their sons, did everything they could to hold them back. And Robert Cecil, though surely
aman of formidable wit, lacked hisfather'sindomitable will. Maybe his dight frame and twisted back
accounted for that. Or maybe the younger man would have been the lesser even had he been born
graight. In the end, who but God could know such things?

And what is a playwright but a man who seeks to make a god of himself and creatures of his
characters? Shakespeare shoved the blagphemous thought aside, though surely it had crossed the mind
of everyone who'd ever touched pen to paper in hopes of writing something worth going up on stage.

Enough, hetold himself, and bowed to the two Cecils. "My lords, again | say gramercy for the favor you
show me."

"We do but give you your deserts,”" Robert Cecil answered. Shakespeare wondered whether that had an
edgeto it or he himsdf was seeing shadows where nothing cast them. He feared he wasn't. If aword
from the Cecils—-aword ddlivered through Nick Skeres, and perhaps through Ingram Frizer as
wdll--could ward him againsgt cheets and thieves and pickpockets and highwaymen, what could a
different word do? He pleased the Cecils now. If ever hedidn't. .. An| please them not, 'twill be a
mayfly's life for me.

Skeres stirred. "We'd best awvay."

"Go you, gentles." Robert Cecil's smile was strange, bloodless, amost fey. "Asfor my father and me,
why, how can we get hence, when never werewe here at al?'

A hit of aballad lately popular in London ran through Shakespeare's mind:

With an host of furious fancies

Whereof | am commander,

With a burning spear, and a horse of air,
To the wilderness | wander.

By a knight of ghosts and shadows

| summoned am to tourney

Ten leagues beyond the wide world's end.

Methinksit is no journey.

AsNick Skeresled him out of Sir John Hart's garden, he dowly nodded. Yes, "Tom o' Bedlam" fit well.



Hed just given the Cecils some smdll taste of the furious fancies whereof he was commander. And if they
both weren't knights of ghosts and shadows, who deserved the name?

Skeres peered over the gate before opening it. "Safe as can be," he said, sounding asif he wanted to
reassure himsalf as much as Shakespeare. "Now go your way, sir, and I'll go mine, and I'll seeyou again
when next there's need. Give you good morrow." Off he went, a a skulking haf trot. He quickly
dissppeared intherain.

Shakespeare started off towards the Thesatre. A squad of Spaniards coming back to their barracks
tramped right past him, their boots splashing in unison. Since they wore armor that they would haveto
grease and polish to hold rust at bay, and that kept trying to pull them down into the mud, they were
likely even more miserable than he. None of them looked at him.

He hurried up towards Bishopsgate. Not far from the house where he lodged, atall, thin, ragged man
with astout staff in his hand and asword on his hip stepped into the middle of the Street, asif to block his
path. Heart pounding, Shakespeare boldly strode toward the fellow--who stepped aside to let him pass.
Had the ragged man been a high lawyer who recognized him and et him go? Had the man decided he
looked like someone who might put up afight, and let him go on account of that? Or had he not been a
robber at all”? Shakespeare realized he would never know. Life offered fewer certainties than the stage.

When Shakespeare got to the Theatre, one of Jack Hungerford's helpers pointed to him and let out a
delighted whoop: "God be praised, he's herel™

"In sooth, God be praised!" Richard Burbage boomed from center stage--his usua haunt. "We'd begun
to fear you'd gone poor Geoff Martin'sway, and the great and wise Constable Strawberry would
summon one of usfor to identify your mora remainders.” Like most playersworth their hire, Burbage
had a knack for mimicking anyone he chanced to meet. He made no worse hash of the language than the
congtable himsdf, though.

"Some of uswere less afeard than others,” Will Kemp said. Shakespeare wondered--as he was no
doubt intended to wonder--how the clown meant that. Had he meant to say some people remained
confident nothing had happened to Shakespeare? Or did he mean some people wouldn't have cared had
something happened? Better not to know.

"| pray your pardon, friends," Shakespeare said. "1 was summoned to see someone, and had no choice
but compliance.

He hoped the company would take that to mean he'd been called before Don Diego Flores de VadA®©s.
Kemp, aswas hisway, drew adifferent meaning from it. His hands shaped an hourglassin the air.
Severd playerslaughed. So did Shakespeare.

Hislaughter abruptly curdled when Burbage said, ™Y our spanid of a Spaniard came sniffing after you
earlier today, and made away in some haste on hearing you'd come not."

"Said he what he wished of me?" Shakespeare asked, cursing under his breath. Lope de Vega, of
course, would have no trouble learning he hadn't goneto Don Diego. | did well, not using the lie direct
, Shakespeare thought.

"Hed fain hear moe King Philip, eseI'm a Dutchman,” Burbage answered, at which Will Kemp began
staggering around asif in thelast stages of drunkenness and mumbling guttura nonsense that might have
been Dutch. Shakespeare laughed again. He couldn't help it. When Kemp let himself go, no man who
saw him could help laughing.



He lurched up to Burbage and made asiif to piss on his shoes. Burbage sprang back asif hed really done
it--and, had Burbage held gtill amoment longer, he might have. When helet himsdlf go, helet himself go
atogether. He sumbled after Burbage, who said, "Give over, Will."

Kemp spouted more guttural pseudo-Dutch gibberish and gave him abig, wet kiss on the cheek.
Burbage exclamed in disgust. He shoved Kemp away. The clown looked at him out of eyes suddenly
huge and round with grief. "Thou lovest me not!" he wailed, and tears began diding down his cheeks.

"Madman," Burbage said, haf in annoyance, half in affection. Now Kemp bowed like adon. Burbage
returned it. Kemp skittered up to him--and kissed him again. "Madman!" Burbage cried again--thistime,
afull-throated roar of rage.

"Not I." The clown et out amourning lover'sSigh. "With pretty Tom gone, | seek beauty where | find it.”
He puckered up once more.

"You'l find my boot in your backside, sure as Tom found Bacon'syard in his," Burbage said. Kemp's
sghwordlesdy clamed he wanted nothing more.

Shakespeare asked, "Know you where de Vega went on leaving this place? Will he descend on me with
acompany of pikemen at his back, fearing me murthered?"

Nobody answered. Shakespeare made asif to tear hishair.

That only got him a scornful snort from Kemp, who said, "L eave clowning to clowns, foolery to fools.
Y ou have not the art of't."

"Wherefore should that hinder me?" Shakespeare replied. ™Y ou leave not sense to sensible men.”

The playerslaughed and clapped their hands. Will Kemp's glower, thistime, was perfectly genuine. He
enjoyed making othersthe butt of hisjapes. When he had to play therole, though, it suited him lesswell.

Before he and Shakespeare could start another round of insults, Richard Burbage asked the poet, "Doth
the work thusfar done suit the principa ?"

Was he speaking of Don Diego or of Lord Burghley, of King Philip or of Boudicca? Shakespeare
wasn't sure. He wondered if Burbage were sure. Either way, though, he could safely nod. "So | am given
to understand.”

"Good, then. Beside that, naught el se hath great import.” Burbage set his hands on hishipsand raised his
voicetill it filled the Theatre: "Now that Will's back amongst us, and back with good news, let'sthink on
what we do this afternoon, eh? The wives of Windsor shal not be merry unlesswe make them so."

Kemp fell to with more spirit than he often showed at rehearsals--but then, of course, he played Sir John
Fastaff, around whom the comedy revolved. Even though the play ended with Falstaff's humiliation, the
part was too juicy to leave him room for complaint. Indeed, after the rehearsal ended, he came up to
Shakespeare and said, "Would you'd writ more for the great larded tun." He put both hands on his belly.
He was not athin man, but would play Fastaff well padded.

"More? Of what sort?" Shakespeare asked. He knew Kemp spoke because he wanted the role, but was
curious even 0. The clown might give him an idea worth setting down on paper.

But Kemp said, "He istoo straitened in atown of no account. Let him cometo London! Let him meet
with princes. No, by God--he deserveth to meet with kings!”



Shakespeare shook hishead. "I fear menot. | got leave to write of the third Richard, he being villain
black. But, did I bring other Kings of England into my plays, and in especia did | speak them fair,
‘twould be reckoned treason, no lessthan the.. . . other matter we pursue. Can you tell me |l am
mistook?"

Will Kemp scowled. "Damn me, but | cannot. Devil take the dons, then! A bargain, Master
Shakespeare--do we cast them down, give me Falstaff and aking.”

If he had areason to throw off the Spaniards yoke, he would be lesslikely to go to them in afit of
temper or smply afit of folly. "A bargain,” Shakespeare said solemnly. They clasped hands.

LOPE DEVEGA and Lucy Watkins stood among the other groundlings at the Theatre. The boy playing
Mistress Page said,

"Good hushand, let us every one go home,
And laugh this sport o'er by acountry fire;
SrJohnand dl.”

Richard Burbage, who played Ford, replied,

"Let it beso. Sir John,
To Master Brook you shal hold your word;
For heto-night shdl liewith Mistress Ford.”

A flourish of horns announced the end of the play. The actors bowed. Despite the rain that had been
coming down al day, the Theatre erupted in gpplause. Lope clapped hishands. Beside him, Lucy
hopped up and down in the mud, squedling with delight. De Vegasmiled. "I am gladeit pleasesthee,” he
said. He had to repeat himsdlf to make her hear him through the din.

She nodded, her eyesshining. "Ay, it likesmewdl. My thanksfor bringing me hither."

"El gusto esmA-0," Lopereplied. And the pleasure was his; through the way The Merry Wives of
Windsor enchanted her, he enjoyed it as he couldn't have if hed come done. Thewhelk-sdller didn't try
to pick it to piecesto see how it worked. Shejust let it wash over her, taking it asit came. Lope couldn't
do that by himsdlf. With her, he could.

William Shakespeare came out on stage. "Behold the poet!" Will Kemp shouted. The gpplause got
louder ill. Shakespeare bowed. Lucy Watkins whooped and blew him kisses. She wasn't the only one
in the crowd sending them to him or to one or another of the players. After another bow, Shakespeare
withdrew. The rest of the company followed him, one or two at atime.



"Art fain to meet them?' Lope asked.
Shedared a him. " Could 17" shesaid, asif expecting him to tell her no.

He bowed. " "Twould be my pleasure," he said. "Pleasing theeismy pleasure.” Lucy leaned forward to
peck him on the cheek. A man who smelled of onions standing behind them whooped and rocked his
hips forward and back. Lope ignored the churl. He took Lucy's hand and led her towards the wings,
towards one of the doors that opened onto the backstage tiring room. A ddlight of faling inlove, ashed
said, wasthat which he took in making her happy.

Some small part of him knew that one day before too long he would spy another face, another form, that
pleased him as much as Lucy's, or more. Hewould fal in love with the woman who had them, too.
Maybe he would lose hislove for the whelk-sdller, maybe he wouldn't. He had no trouble staying in love
with two or three women at once--till they found out about it. Then he had trouble. He tried to forget
what had happened after the bear-baiting in Southwark.

Lucy helped by digtracting him. "Look! A man guardsthe way. Will he give usleave to go forward?'

"Fear not, my swest," Lope answered grandly. Thetireman's helper had just turned a prosperous-looking
merchant away from the door. De Vega pushed past the disgruntled Englishman, an anxious Lucy on his
arm. "Good day to you, Edward,” he said.

"Ah, Master Lope." Thetireman's helper sood aside. "Go in, gr. | know they'll be glad to see you.”

Thelook on Lucy Watkins face was worth twenty poundsto him. "They'll be glad to seethee?’ she
whispered in what couldn't have been anything but awe.

"Certes," Lope said, and patted her hand. "They are my friends." Her eyes got wider ill. He wanted to
take her in hisarms and kiss her on the spot, but didn't for fear of embarrassing her. She wasn't, and
didnt act like, atrull, awoman of the town; if she gave herself to him when they were aone together, she
behaved like alady whenin public.

"God give you good morrow, Master Lope," Richard Burbage called when de Vegaand Lucy cameinto
the tiring room. Lope bowed in return. Lucy's curtsy came a heartbeat dower than it might have, but was
graceful asaduchess. Asif she were anoblewoman, Burbage made aleg &t her.

"They are thy friends," she said in wonder, pressing closer to Lope.
"I'd never lieto thee, sweetheart," he answered, and knew hewaslying.

Will Kemp had got out of the padded costume he'd worn as Falstaff. The water held used to wash paint
and powder from hisface still dripped from his beard. He was puffing on a pipe of tobacco. "Here," he
said with an inviting smile, holding it out to Lope. Smoke eddied from his mouth and nose as he spoke.

"Gracias." Lope puffed, too, blew out his own stream of smoke, and handed the clay pipeto Lucy.

"I've not donethis before," she said doubtfully. Kemp snorted. Lope shot him awarning glance. For a
wonder, he heeded it. Lucy raised the pipe to her lips. She sucked in smoke--and then coughed and
choked and amost dropped the pipe. She made a horrible face. "What vile stuff! How can anyone take
plessureint?'

Lope retrieved the pipe and gave it back to Kemp. "We have no trouble," he said. The clown nodded.
Lucy only looked more disgusted. Will Kemp laughed. For once, he and Lope agreed completely.



Before that agreement could shatter, asit waslikely to do, de Vegaled Lucy away from the clown and
over to Shakespeare. She curtsied to the English poet. He bowed over her hand, saying, "I am pleased
to make your acquaintance, my lady."

"And | yours, Sr," shesaid. "The play today--twasamarvel. | dl but split my sdeslaughing. When
Fagaff hid amongst the washing--" She giggled.

Shakespeare raised an eyebrow, ever o dightly. "That it like you delights me," he said. Without words,
his face said something ese to Lope, something like, You didn't choose her for her wit, did you?

"Her pleasure becomesming" Lope murmured. Lucy, still gushing about The Merry Wives of Windsor,
didn't notice. Shakespeare gave back athoughtful nod, part understanding; part, Lope thought,
something dse. Here is a quirk worth remembering for a play, waslikdly going through the English

poet's mind.

"Hark you now, Master Lope," Shakespeare said. "Here's Don Juan de |diA jquez, King Philip's
secretary--whoserole, | hope, you'll essay--gpeaking to hisroya master:

&€’ Isthe sun dimm'd, that gnatsdo fly init?
The eagle sufferslittle birdsto sing,

And isnot careful what they mean thereby,

Knowing that with the shadow of hiswings
He can at pleasure gint their mel ody;

Even so may you the circle of theworld." "

Lope tasted the lines, then dowly nodded. "An honor to play so great aman. An honor to have such
splendid wordsto say." Shakespeare nodded thanks for the compliment.

Lucy Watkins eyes widened. "Thoult tread upon the stage, with Master Shakespeare here writing theea
part?"

"Even s0, my beloved," Lope answered. Some women, especidly those of higher blood, would have
looked down their noses at him for it. To one who sold shdllfish, though, the glamour of the theatre
seemed perfectly real. Lope knew how tawdry aplaceit could be. In Lucy's eyes, it shone--and so,
through her, it shone again for him, too, a least for alittle while.

When he and Lucy left the Theetre alittle later, they found the closest lodging they could. He never quite
figured out whose arms first went around whom. Lucy had been lesslively in bed than some women held
known. No more. Up till then, he hadn't learned dl that went into igniting her. He laughed at the moment
they spent themsalves together, something held hardly ever done despite dl his many partners. The
theatre had more enchantments than even heldd thought.
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ALONG WITH THE rest of the parishioners, Shakespeare came to the church of St. Ethelberge early
on Easter morning, before the bellsrang out that would have summoned them to Mass. Ashewalked
into the church, deacons went up and down the aideslighting candles and torchestill the building blazed
withlight.

A small stone sepul cher stood againgt the north wall of the church. More candles burned before it; it was
covered by acloth embroidered with scenes of the Passion and the Resurrection. On Good Friday, a
priest had laid the Host and a crucifix within it. Since then, men prominent in the parish had taken turns
watching over the sepulcher, receiving bread and de and some smal payment for their service.

Now the clergymen formed a procession that went up to the sepulcher. A priest swung a censer over it.
The sweet smoke tickled Shakespeare's nogtrils. Another priest ceremonioudly lifted the sepulcher cloth,
while athird took the pyx that held the Host and returned it to its usua position above the dtar.

Then, solemnly, yet another priest raised the crucifix from the sepulcher and carried it in triumph al
around the church. The bellsin the steeple clamored out joy. The choir sang Christus Resurgens:
"Chrigt, rising again from the dead, dieth no more. Death shal have no more dominion over Him. For in
that He liveth, He liveth unto God. Now let the Jews declare how the soldiers who guarded the sepul cher
lost the King when the stone was placed, wherefore they kept not the rock of righteousness. Let them
ether produce Him buried, or adore Him rising, saying with us, Allduia, Allduia™

The crucifix was reverently placed on an dtar on the north side of the church. Worshipers crept towards
it, some on their knees, otherson their bellies. Tears of rgjoicing streamed down their faces asthey
adored therisen Christ.

Tears stung Shakespeare's eyes, too. His father had spoken of such ceremonies when he was ayoung
man, and again in Mary'sreign. Till the coming of the Armada, Shakespeare had never seen them himsdif.
Elizabeth had suppressed them dong with so much other Catholic ritua. They did have agrandeur, a
passion (fitting word for this season of the year), missing from the Protestant liturgy she'd imposed on

England.

Matins began. And my treason thrive, all this once more€'ll be cast down, Shakespeare thought. That
saddened part of him, the part that responded to the drama of Catholic ceremonia. But therest . . . Did
we choose it of our own will, well and good. But the dons forced it down the throat, as a farmer'll
force an onion up the arse of a sick ox. Let them keep it.

Mass followed Matins. At the end of the ceremony, Shakespeare queued up to receive communion.
"Haveto take my rights,” someonein front of him muttered. He nodded, though the words hadn't been
amed a him. Taking communion on Easter Sunday marked one as part of the adult community; being
denied the Host on this holiest of days ostracized and disgraced a man or awoman. In some
towns--even in some churchesin London, Shakespeare had heard--folk delinquent with parish dues
could be refused the sacred wefer.

He reached the head of theline. "Hoc est enim Corpus Meum," the priest murmured, as he had so many
times before, and popped the Host into Shakespeare's mouth. Sinners, it was said, choked on the Host.
To prevent embarrassing accidents, a parish clerk stood by the priest with a chalice of unconsecrated
wine. He offered it to Shakespeare, who took amouthful to wash down the unleavened morsdl.

Often, when he left the church after Easter Mass, the green of new spring growth offered its own



symbolic resurrection. Not thisyear. With Easter so early--only aday after the equinox--winter's grip il
held the land. Trees and bushes remained bare-branched; the muddy ground was brown, with only the
sckly yellow-gray of last year's dead grass showing here and there.

To hisown surprise, he didn't much care. Maybe the Mass had inspired him. Or maybe . . . He stopped,
asudden ddlighted smileilluminating hisface. Do | not work towards England's resurrection?

However much the thought pleased him, it did nothing for the fellow behind him, who bumped into him
when he unexpectedly halted. "Here, pick up your feet, you breathing stone,” the man grumbled.

"| pray pardon,” Shakespeare said, and got out of the way. Still unhappy, the man who'd bumped him
went up the street. Shakespeare followed more dowly. The glory of that notion gtill blazed in him. It
struck him as aperfect cap for the day Christ rose from the dead.

It struck him as a perfect cap, that is, till he got back to the house where he lodged. Jane Kendall had
goneto the early Mass, too, and had got back before him. She was dready throwing fresh wood on the
hearth. Thisday, for once, she cared nothing for expense. " God bless you, Master Will!" she said. "Now
wefeadt!"

"Let it beso, my lady,” Shakespeare answered. "Never before thisyear have | known Lent to seem so
long."

"Nor I," hislandlady said. "I had not thought on it thus, but you have the right of't. | wonder why it might
beso."

"Haply for that Lent began so early," Shakespeare said. " "Twas but the middle part of February, mind
you."

Widow Kenddl nodded. "Y es, it could be. But now Lent too is passed away. Will you do me the honor
of carving theleg of pork | took just now from the fire?"

"A rareprivilege!" Shakespeare cried, and bowed over her hand as he'd seen Lope de Vega bow over
that of hislatest lady friend. Jane Kendall giggled and simpered, playing the coquette for al shewas
worth. Shakespeare's ssomach rumbled. He'd gone without meet for along time at ahard season of the
year, which made it seem even longer. Spit flooded into his mouth at the thought of finally breaking the
fed.

Ashe carved dice after dice from the leg of pork, afew odd bits--or perhaps more than a few--found
their way into his mouth. Hislandlady looked on indulgently. No matter how indulgent she looked, he did
try to be moderate, and evidently succeeded well enough. " Pleaseth you the flavor?' she asked.

He made sure he swallowed the morsdl in his mouth before answering, "Ay." He had no trouble sounding
enthusiastic. The Widow Kendal had been lavish with cloves and cinnamon and pepper, and the meet
was s0 fresh, it hardly even needed the spices to taste good--an advantage of Easter's coming in acool
season of the year.

One by one, the other lodgers came back to the house. Shakespeare exchanged Easter greetings with
Jack Street and Cicdly Sellisand Sam King and the rest. When Jane Kendall wasn't looking, he tossed
Mommet a bit of pork. The cat made the treat disappear, then stared up at him asif to say, Well,
where'stherest of't?

Everyone ate pork and bread and boiled parsnips smothered in melted cheese and drank the Widow
Kendall's fresh-brewed de. Shakespeare wondered if he were the only one not only eating mesat but



making apoint of eating it where others could see. Nobody, now, could claim he was continuing the
Lenten fast and waiting for what the old calendar reckoned to be Easter.

Jack Street patted hisbdly. "Oh, that's monstrousfine,” the glazier said. "Would | were so full every
day."

Sam King nodded. He till remained without steady work, so afeast like thishad to be an even bigger
treat for him than for the other man. Grinning at Street, he said, " So it's the emptiness within you, then,
that roars forth when you deep?’

That made everyone laugh--everyone but the glazier, who asked, "What mean you?'
"Why, your snoring, man,” King said. "What els=?"
"What?" Jack Street shook hishead. "' snore not.”

Despite making every night hideous for hisfellow lodgers—-and, very likdly, for their neighborsto either
Sde aswell--he meant it. The more the otherstried to convince him he did indeed snore, the lesswilling
he wasto believeit. "Let's to the church once more," Sam King said, "and I'll take oath on the Gospel
there”

Street shook hishead again. "Nay, 1'd not have you forsworn for the sake of ajape.”
"Tdl truth and shamethe Devil, Master Street: you do snore of nights," Shakespeare said.

" 'Tis not the many oaths that make the truth, but the plain single vow that isvowed true--and | vow, |
snore not." Jack Street was beginning to sound angry. He gulped down his mug of ae, then reached for
the pitcher to pour it full again.

Shakespeare began to wish Sam King had kept his mouth shut. The silence that hovered round the
feasterswas distinctly uncomfortable. If Street didn't want to believe he snored, how could the rest of
them persuade him? They couldn't, but they knew the truth too well to be content with hisdenids, no
matter how vigorous. This quarrd was liable to fester and burst out again weeks from now.

Cicely Sdlisdrew out the chain she wore around her neck. It had a sparkling pendant at the end of it,
onethat had been hidden in the valley between her breasts. The pendant caught firelight and torchlight as
sheswung it inasmdl arc, back and forth, back and forth. "Be easy, Master Street," she said in a soft,
soothing voice. "Be easy. No cause for wrath. Be easy.”

"And why should I, when dl mock and fleer at me?' the glazier said.

The cunning woman didn't answer directly. She kept swinging that pendant in the same dow, steady
rhythm. Ever so dightly, she shook her head. "By no means, Master Street,” she sad, still quietly. "We
areyour friends here. We are al your friends here. No one seeks to do you harm.”

"Methought otherwise," Street said, but less belligerently than he'd spoken before. His eyesfollowed the
cheap glass pendant asit moved. His head began to go back and forth at the same rate. Shakespeare
had trouble keeping his eyes off the pendant, too, but he managed. Jack Street didn't even try.

"No one seeksto do you harm,” Cicely Sellis repeated.

Sam King made asiif to speak. Shakespeare used hislong legsto kick the young man under the table.
Something out of the ordinary was going on here. He didn't know what, but he didn't want to seethe
spell broken. Not till that phrase crossed his mind did he wonder whether he'd been wise to kick King



diter dl.

Cicely Sdliswent on as she had before: "All'swell, Master Street. Naught's amiss. No need for fury.
Hear you me?"

"I hear." Street's voice came from far away, asif he heard with but haf an ear. Hiseyes, hishead, ill
followed the pendant's motion, though he didn't seem to know they were doing it. When he reached for
hismug of ae, he did so without looking away from the sparkling glass.

"Good." The cunning woman let the shiny pendant go back and forth for another minute or so, then
asked, "Hear you me?" once more as she kept on swinging it.

"l hear," Street said, even more distantly than before.

"Then hear also there's no cause for fuss, no reason to recal the warm words just past, no purposeto
holding 'emin your memory."

"No causefor fuss," Jack Street echoed dreamily. "No reason to recall. No purpose to holding.”
"E'en s0." Cicdly Sdllisnodded. "Shdll it be as| ask of you, then?'
"It shdl be s0." Theglazier tried to nod, but the motion of the pendant till held him captive.

"Good. Let it be s0, then, and fret no more on't.” Cicely Sdllis stopped swinging the bauble, and tucked it
away again. When she spoke once more, her voice was loud and brisk: "Would you pass me the pitcher
of de, Magter Street?I'm fain for another mug mysdlf.”

"Eh?' Street dtarted, asif suddenly wakened. "Oh, certes, Mistress Sdllis. Hereyou are.” He gave her the
pitcher. With achuckle, he said, "Belike you'll hold it better than I, for what | drank mounted straight to
my head. Methought | dozed at table. | have had adream, past the wit of man to say what dream it was,
man had aswell snore as go about to expound this dream. Methought | was--there isno man can tell
what. And methought | had--but man is but adeepy foal, if hewill offer to say what methought | had."

"I'd drink somewhat of de mysdf, Mistress Sdllis, when you have poured your fill," Shakespeare said.
Nodding, the cunning woman passed him the pitcher. Hefilled his mug, too, then quickly emptied it. Jack
Street gave no sign of remembering the argument over whether he snored. He talked, he laughed, he
joked. How had Cicdly Sdllis managed that?

Sam King leaned forward to take the pitcher after Shakespeare finished with it. The young man's eyes
were wide and staring as he poured golden ale into his mug. He mouthed something acrossthe table at
Shakespeare. The poet raised an eyebrow, not having got it. King mouthed the words again, more
exaggeratedly than before: "She'sawitch.”

That was indeed the other name for a cunning woman. Even so, Shakespeare kicked King under the
table again. Some names were better left ungpoken. And King did keep quiet after that. But the fear
never left hiseyes.

After the feast, Shakespeare stooped to stroke Mommet. The cat arched its back and purred. "Y ou
pleesehim,” Cicdy Sdlissad.

"Haply hell fetch me amouse or rat, then, astoken of's praise," Shakespeare answered. Mommet
twisted to scratch behind one ear. Shakespeare thought he saw afleafly free, but couldn't be sure: aflea
on arammed-earth floor smply disappeared. Mommet went on scratching.



With asmile, the cunning woman said, "Y ou ken cats well." Shakespeare was the only lodger who spoke
to her--or, for that matter, even acknowledged she was alive and in the house. If she noticed, she gave
nosgnof it.

Inalow voice, hesaid, "Y ou made them afeard." In an even lower voice, he added, "Y ou made me
afeard.”

"Wherefore, Master Shakespeare?”

"Wherefore?' Shakespeare still held his voice down, but couldn't hold the anger from it--anger and fear
often being two sdes of the same coin. "Why e se but for your show of witchery?'

"Witchery?' Cicely Sdllis started to laugh, but checked hersalf when she saw how serious hewas. "Thank
you | bein sooth awitch?!

"I know not," he answered. "By my haidom, | know not. But this| know: no one e se dwelling here hath
the least doubt." He shook his head. "No, | mistake me. Y ou are yet clean in Jack Street's eyes, for he
recaleth naught of what you worked on him."

That got through to her. Her mouth tightened. The linesthat ran to either corner of it filled with shadow,
making her suddenly seem five years older, maybe more. Sowly, shesad, "'l but sought to forestall a
foolish quarrd.”

"And so you did--but at what cost?" Shakespeare's eyes flicked towards Sam King, who seemed to
have set to work getting drunk. "Would you have the English Inquisition put you to the question”?”

Cicely Sdlis gaze followed the poet's. "He'd not blab," she said, but her voice held no conviction.

"God grant you beright," Shakespeare said, wondering if God would grant awitch any such thing. "But
you put meinfear, and | am aman who earns his bread spinning fables. Nay more--I am aman who
sruts the stage, who hath played a ghost, who hath known somewhat of strangeness. And, as| say, you
affrighted me. What, then, of him?" His voice dropped to awhisper: "And what too of the Widow
Kendd|?'

"I pay her, and wdll." The cunning woman didn't try to hide her scorn. But her eyes, dmost asgreen as
her cat's, went back to Sam King. "I'd liefer not seek anew lodging so soon again.”

"Again? Cameyou here, then, of asudden?' Shakespeare asked.

Reuctantly, Cicely Sdllisnodded. Shakespeare ground histeeth till atwinge from amolar warned he'd
better do no more of that. Did the English Inquisition dready know her name? Wereinquisitors dready
poised to swoop down on this house? If they sei zed the cunning woman, would they seize her and no one
els2? Or would they aso lay hold of everyone who'd had anything to do with her, to seek evidence
againgt her and to learn what sort of heresy her acquaintances might harbor? Shakespeare didn't know
the answer to that, but thought he could make a good guess.

"I meant no harm,” Cicely Sdllissaid, "nor have | never worked none.”

"That you have purposed none--that | believe," Shakespeare answered. "What you have worked . . ."
He shrugged. He hoped she was right. He hoped so, yes, but he didn't believe it, no matter how much he
wished he could.



CAPTAIN BALTASAR GUZMA«N looked disgusted. "I havejust learned Anthony Bacon has taken
refuge at the court of King Chrigian1V," he said.

Sure enough, that explained his sour expression. " Something is rotten in the state of Denmark, then,”
Lope de Vegaanswered, "if itsKing will give shdlter to aproved sodomite. He shows himself to be no
Chrigtian, despite his name--only a God-cursed L utheran heretic.”

Captain GuzmA jn nodded. "Y es, and yes, and yes. Every word you say istrue, Senior Lieutenant, but
none of your truth does usthe least bit of good. Denmark and Sweden persist in their heresy, asthey
persist in being beyond our reach.”

"Yes, dr," Lope agreed. "A pity he escaped us. If you like, though, we can dways go back and arrest his
younger brother."

"Nothing is proved againgt Francis Bacon, and the family has connections enough that we cannot
proceed against him without proof. That too isapity.” GuzmAjn sighed. After amoment, though, he
brightened. "Forty years ago, after Mary died and the English relgpsed into heresy, who would have
imagined we would grow strong enough to come here and correct them? In ageneration or two,
Denmark’sturn, and Sweden's, may yet come.”

"God grant it be s0." De Vega crossed himsdf. So did his superior. With agrin, Lope went on, "l
confess, your Excellency, | won't be sorry to missthat Armada, though.”

"No, nor |." But GuzmA jn's eyes glowed with what L ope recognized after amoment as crusading zedl.
"But after Denmark and Sweden are brought back into the true and holy Catholic faith, what then? The
Russans do not admit the supremacy of his Holiness the Pope.”

"Before| cameto England, I'm not sure I'd ever even heard of Russia,” Lope said. "Now I'vetakedto a
few men who've been there. They say the weather in Russais as much worsethan it ishere asthe
weather hereisworse than Spain's. If that's so, God has dready punished the Russiansfor their heresy."

"It could be" GuzmA jn said. "Buit it could also be that the men you talked to areliars. | don't think any
place could have westher that bad.”

"Y ou may beright, your Excellency.” Lope snapped hisfingers, remembering something. "With Anthony
Bacon in Denmark, is there any word that Tom, the boy actor from Shakespeare's company at about the
sametime, iswith him?'

"Let mesee" Baltasar GuzmA jn ran hisfinger down the report he'd received. He got close to the bottom
before stopping and looking up. "Heis accompanied by a handsome youth, yes. No name given, but . . ."

"But we are well rid of two sodomites, and the Danes are welcometo them,” Lope said.

"Wearewdl rid of them, yes, but better they should have gone to the gallows or thefire than to
Denmark." Captain GuzmAn had no givein him.

And Lope could hardly disagree. "Y ou'reright, of course, your Excellency. With some luck, well catch
the next ones we flush from cover before they can flee”

"Just S0, Senior Lieutenant. Just exactly s0." GuzmA jn set down the paper. "Now you know my news.
What have you for me?"

" Shakespeare continues to make good progress on King Philip,” de Vegaanswered. "I wish your
English were morefluent, Sir. I'd quote you line after line that will live forever. The manisgood. Heisso



very good, | find him intimidating when | St down to write, even though he worksin adifferent language.”

"Asthings are, spare me the quotations,” GuzmA jn said. "If anything's more deadly than listening to
verses you don't understand, | can't imaginewhat it is." He steepled hisfingertips and looked over them
at Lope. "You arewriting again, then? In spite of the intimidation, | mean?"

"Yes, your Excdlency.”

"Part of me says | should congratulate you," Baltasar GuzmA jn observed. "Part of me, though, believes
I'm not keeping you busy enough. With everything e se you have to do, how do you find time to set pen

to paper?'

GuzmA jn had a habit of asking dangerous questions. He also had a habit of asking them so they didn't
sound dangerous unless hisintended victim listened carefully. Otherwise, aman could easily launchinto a
disastrous reply without realizing what he'd donetill too late. Here, Lope recognized thetrap. He said, "l
will answer that in two ways, your Excdlency. First, aman who will write does not find timeto doit. He
makes timeto do it, even if that means deeping less or edting faster. And second, sir, lately I've had
more help from Diego than I've been used to getting.”

"Y es, Enrique mentioned something about that to me," GuzmAjn said. "I would have thought you needed
amiracleto get Diego to do even hdf thework a proper servant should. How did you manageit?

"Maybe | waslucky. Maybe Diego saw thelight,” Lope answered, not wanting to admit his blackmail.
"Or maybeit's smply spring, and the sun iswaking him asit does the frogs and the snakes and the
dormice and dl the other creaturesthat deep through winter."

"A pretty phrase, and apretty conceit," Captain GuzmA jn said with alaugh. "But Diego has been your
servant along time now, and he's alway's been just as deepy and lazy in the summertime as he has with
snow on the ground. What's the difference now?"

"Maybe he'sfinaly seen the error of hisways," de Vegareplied.

"It could be. The only way he waslikely to see such athing, though, it ssemsto me, was up the barrel of
apistol,” GuzmAijn said. Lope didn't answer. His superior shrugged. "All right, if you want to keep a
Secret, you may keep a secret, | suppose. But do tell me, since you are writing, what are you writing
about?'

By theway he leaned towards L ope, he was more interested than he wanted to et on. Hed ways held
his enthusiasm for Lope's plays under tight rein. Maybe, though, he really enjoyed them more than he
showed. Lope said, "I'm caling this one El mgjor mozo de EspaA+a.”

" 8 The Best Boy in Spain'?" Captain GuzmA jn echoed. "What'sit about, awaiter?"

"No, no, no, no, no." Lope shook his head. "The best boy in Spain is Ferdinand of Aragon, who married
| sabellaand made Spain one kingdom. | told you, your Excellency--Shakespeare's rubbing off on me.
Heswriting aplay about history, andsoam 1."

"Aslong asyou don't start writing onein English,” GuzmAjn said.

"That, no." De Vegathrew hishandsin theair a the mereidea. "I would not care to work in alanguage
where rhymes are so hard to come by and rhythms so irregular. Shakespeareis clever enoughin
English--just how splendid hewould be if he wrote in Spanish frightens me.”

"W, he doesn't, so don't worry your head about it," Captain GuzmAjn said—-easier advice for himto



givethan for Lopeto take. But he went on, "I did very much enjoy your last play, the one about the lady
who was anitwit."

"For which | thank you, your Excdllency,” Lope said.

"If thisnext oneisas good, it should have abigger audience than Spanish soldiers stranded in England,”
his superior said. "Write another good play, Senior Lieutenant, and | will do what | can to get both of
them published in Spain.”

"AjSeA+or!" Lope excaimed. Baltasar GuzmAin, being both rich and well connected, could surely
arrange publication as easily as he could snap hisfingers. Lope's heart thudded in his chest. Hed dreamt
of achancelikethat, but knew dreamsto be only dreams. To seethat one might cometrue. .. "l am
your servant, your Excellency! And | would be honored--you have no idea how honored | would
be--were you to become my patrA3n." He redlized he was babbling, but couldn't help it. What would |
do, for the chance to have my plays published? Almost anything.

GuzmAjn smiled. Yes, he knew what power he wid ded with such promises. "Write well, Senior
Lieutenant. Write well, and make sure the Englishman writeswell, too. | cannot tell you to neglect your
other duties. | wish | could, but | cannot.”

"l understand, Sir." De Vegawas quick to offer sympathy to a man who offered him the immortality of
print. He knew Captain GuzmAjn was saying, Do everything | tell you to do, and then do this on
your own. Normdly, he would have howled about how unfair that was. But when his superior dangled
the prospect of publication beforehim. . .

| am a fish, swimming in the stream. | know that tempting worm may have a hook in it. | know,
but I have to bite it anyway, for oh, dear God, | am so very hungry.

SHAKESPEARE LOOKED AT what he'd written. Slowly, he nodded. The ordinary was quiet. He had
the place amost to himself, for most of the folk who'd esten supper there had long since left for home.
He had the ordinary so much to himsdlf, in fact, that he'd dared work on Boudicca here, which he
seldom did.

And now . .. Ceremonioudly, heinked his pen onelast time and, in large | etters, wrote alast word at the
bottom of the page. Finis.

" 'Sblood,” he muttered in weary amazement. "Never thought | to finish't." Even now, he half expected
the Spaniards or the English Inquisition to burst in and drag him away inirons.

But dl that happened was that Kate asked, "What said you, Master Will?"

"Naught worth hearing, believe you me." Shakespeare folded his papers so no untoward eye might fal on
them. "I did but now set down the ending for atragedy o'er which I've [abored long.”

"Good for you, then,” the serving woman answered. "What'sit called, and when will your company
performit?’

"l know not," hetold her.
"Y ou know not wheat it's caled?"

"Nay," Shakespeare said impatiently. Too late, he realized she wasteasing, and made aface at her. "l



know not when well giveit." He avoided telling her thetitle. She wouldn't know what it meant--no one
without L atin would--but she might remember it, and an inquisitor might be able to tear it out of her.
Shakespeare hadn't steeped himself in conspiracy hiswhole life long, as men like Robert Cecil and Nick
Skeres had done, but he could see the advantages to keeping to himself anything that might prove
dangerousif anyone e seknew it.

Kate, unfortunately, saw he was holding back. "Y ou're telling meless than you might,” she said, morein
sorrow than in accusation.

"Tdling you aught ismore than | should,” Shakespeare said, and then, "Tdlling you that ismorethan |
should."

He paused, hoping she would take the point. She did. She wasignorant, but far from stupid. "I'll ask no
more, then,” she said. "Go on. Curfew draws nigh.” She lowered her voice to add, "God keep thee.”

"And thee," Shakespeare answered. He rose from the stool where held perched most of the evening,
bowed over her hand and kissed it, and left the ordinary for hislodging.

The night was foggy and dank. The moon, not quite two weeks after what the Catholic Church called
Easter Sunday, wa