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“I hate this room, Ian. There is no air, and I’m dreadfully afraid.”

She had sat up, her shift hanging off one shoulder. Ian closed his eyes tightly and turned on his heel. “Go to sleep,” he said gruffly.

“Will you leave when I’m asleep?”

“I will stay.” He took a lunging step and dropped into the small rickety chair.

“Are you cold?”

Ian jumped, for Olivia stood beside him suddenly, holding her blanket out toward him. Truly she could have overpowered him easily in that moment. What on earth was happening to him?

“Take the blanket,” she said. “I shall be warm enough.” Olivia draped the blanket around his shoulders, but he dared not move. He did not trust himself, for in his mind’s eye he could picture perfectly what his body longed to do.

“Oh my God,” he muttered, dropping his head onto his hands. She must be a witch, and he was under her spell. He had never felt such a need for a woman in his life.

“Good night,” she said finally and moved away. And still, Ian did not move or speak, for he knew that if he did, he would go to Olivia’s cot and slide down next to her, and forget who they were and what their circumstances were …


Dedication

This one is for grandpa.

I sure hope there are John Deere caps, cowboy boots and little girls’ bikes that need fixing in heaven.
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Prologue
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Rutland Castle

Cornwall, 1580

… be not afraid of greatness. Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon ’em.

—TWELFTH NIGHT, II, V, 143

“Poppet, how will I ever keep up with you?”

Olivia giggled as Anne Ford read over her Latin translation. She pulled her legs up and crossed them beneath herself on the bench so she could sit higher. “May I read now, Annie?”

Anne laughed. “Of course, dearest child.” She stared at Olivia for a moment, and a sad look suddenly pulled at the corners of her mouth.“’Tis sure who your mother is, child. Such a brain as yours could be sired by no less.”

Olivia pulled a large, leather-bound volume toward her, keeping her eyes on the pages as she opened the tome. She did not like to speak of her mother. A woman she had never seen, never heard from. In her small ten-year-old heart, she wished Annie to be her mother. And so she closed her mind to anything that disturbed such a fantasy.

Annie, her beautiful Annie, stood and straightened her skirts. “I shall make us our noon meal, then, Poppet.” Her Annie must be in a thoughtful mood, for she mentioned Olivia’s mother again. “Your mother would laugh if she could see me now: nursemaid, cook, and all-around drudge. Of course, she knows well enough that I do this, for she asked me to.”

Olivia shut her eyes tight and sent a small prayer heavenward that Annie would quit speaking of the terrible woman called her mother.

With a small wistful sigh, Annie moved off, and Olivia relaxed her thin little arms, her long fingers unclenching and showing the half-moons her fingernails had dug into her palms.

Olivia pushed herself from the bench and hefted the big book from the table so that she could read in the soft chair. Even as she lugged her heavy burden, Olivia walked as Annie had taught her, head high, shoulders back: like the ladies at court.

She had just gotten situated when Annie rushed back in, her long skirts kicking up a bit of dust. Olivia chewed on her lip, hoping that Annie did not notice the dust. Sweeping was Olivia’s duty, and she had neglected the chore terribly.

“I knew it would happen someday. God in heaven, I knew this day would come.”

Olivia quickly looked from the floor to her Annie’s face when she caught the distraught tone of her guardian’s voice.

Annie stopped in the middle of the room, a small piece of paper in her hands as she closed her eyes and leaned her head back on her neck.

Olivia sat staring at her quietly. There was something very, very wrong. And Olivia feared that she knew what it was.

“If only there was some other way!” Annie whirled around, her face distorted with emotion, and Olivia sank against the back of her chair.

Annie looked at her then, and blinked. “Oh, Livie,” she said softly, and then smiled largely. “I should not scare you so, child, for all is well.”

Olivia said nothing. She was smart. She knew full well that something was wrong.

“We have treasure to take with us,” Annie said, going to a chest set beneath one of the tall windows that looked out onto the seas below their lonely cliff. The woman pulled a large, heavy-looking bundle from the chest. She turned to Olivia and winked. “Our allowance is at an end, but I have saved a bit. And, it is well that my father was a rich man. Now hurry, child, for we are warned that his message precedes the evil which comes by only the miracle of a swift horse.”

Someone banged loudly on the front door, jolting Olivia as Annie clutched her bag more tightly to her stomach. “Come quickly!”

Olivia jumped from her seat and curled her fingers around her guardian’s. They scurried across the vast room to the large painting of Annie’s great-grandfather. With a quick glance around, Annie yanked on the wall sconce, and one side of the portrait sprang from the wall.

Olivia knew of the hiding place. She knew of all the hiding places in the large castle. There were also tunnels that ran down through the cliff so that one could get to the rocky beach below without leaving cover. Her guardian’s father had not been a rich man through legal means.

Annie hustled Olivia into the small room behind the wall and pulled the portrait so that it clicked against its latch once more.

“Now we must be still as mice, dear heart. I do not want to risk opening the door to the stairs until this terrible man is gone.”

Olivia did not have to ask who the terrible man was. She knew whom Annie had railed against. She knew what was happening now. She had only needed a moment to sort it out in her mind. Olivia crouched on the floor so that she could see through the peepholes. They were cut into the eyes of the little dog, which had been painted sitting at Annie’s great-grandfather’s feet. Breathing as softly as she could, Olivia peered through the dark cloth at the room they had just vacated.

“Be still, dearest.” Annie squeezed her shoulder.

She heard the thump of boots in the hall, a strange sound, as a man had never trod the halls since Olivia had lived in the castle. And she had lived there for as long as she could remember.

And then a shadow fell across the doorway. The man strode through, his large frame making the room seem rather smaller than it ever had been before. He wore a long cloak and no hat, and he was alone.

Funny, that. Olivia had always pictured this moment with soldiers breaking down the doors, and hordes of terrible people violating her life, burning her books, taking her away to a horrible end: For she had definitely pictured this moment.

And Olivia had thought that, perhaps, She would be at the front of the throngs of invaders: tall, proud, and beautiful, as Annie had always described Her. Her red hair a brighter shade than Olivia’s own, but her hands exactly the same shape, with long fingers and thin wrists.

Olivia stared down at her hand for a moment, her knuckles white, fingers clenched in a fist as she waited without breathing.

She heard movement and slid her gaze back to the peepholes. The man had picked up her Latin translation. Olivia could only stare as the weak light streaming in through the large windows glanced off the white parchment in the man’s hands, illuminating his face in an unearthly way.

He was young. He was beautiful. It hurt her, actually, that he was so beautiful. Her throat burned with tears at the sickness of it. That evil should come clothed as an angel.

The man set the translation down slowly, reverently it seemed. Then with the tips of his fingers he caressed the top of one of her books that sat on the table.

Olivia furrowed her brow as she watched. Perhaps he had not come to hurt her? He did not seem like the villain she had conjured in her mind. He was not dark and ugly, with clawed hands that would snatch a young girl from her bedchamber and do unspeakable harm to her.

The man turned slowly and went to where Olivia had left the leather-bound tome she had been reading before Annie had interrupted her. He sat, picked up the book and opened it.

Olivia took a smooth, quiet breath. She could feel Annie beside her shaking. Her guardian, of course, could not see what was happening. As quietly as she could, Olivia glanced back at Annie and smiled reassurance. Annie just closed her eyes, raising a finger to her lips.

When Olivia turned back to the scene through the peepholes, the man was sliding a paper from the pages of the book. Olivia stiffened. It was a sonnet she had written, a silly scribbling, really. But the awful thing was that she had signed her name … her entire name. Annie had warned her about ever even speaking her name out loud. Her guardian would probably expire on the spot if she knew Olivia had written it down.

The man sat very still for a few moments before folding the paper and depositing it under his cloak. He stood quickly then, the book slipping from his lap and landing with a loud clap on the floor. Annie jumped as the sound reverberated in the high-ceilinged room.

Olivia did not move as she watched the dust disturbed by the book billow along the stone floor. She felt her nose itch and quickly pinched her nostrils together with her fingers.

The man turned, striding purposefully toward the door, and Olivia relaxed her hunched shoulders in relief. And then she sneezed. Two short, high squeaks and then one long, nose-clearing blow, just like she always did.

Annie’s hand tightened on her shoulder like a claw, and Olivia could do nothing but squeeze her eyes shut. Her mind was frozen with terror, and she could think of nothing at all to do but wait for the evil angel to crash through the wall and take her away.

“I am going to set the house afire,” she heard a strong male voice say. “Seek safety.”

Olivia opened her eyes in surprise, staring out through the peepholes. The man was looking directly at their hiding place. Gooseflesh rose along her arms, and her throat went so dry she despaired of ever swallowing again.

“Leave England,” he said. “Do not come back, and I will let you live.”

Annie’s hand was clamped so tightly on Olivia’s shoulder, she could no longer feel her arm. But Olivia still did not move as she watched the man turn quickly, his dark cloak sweeping out behind him like wings, and quit the room.

She blinked once, wondering if she dreamt, then stood and looked up at Annie. Her guardian had tears streaming down her cheeks, and she grabbed Olivia in a tight embrace. “Oh, Livie,” she whispered. She said nothing more, but held Olivia against her skirts.

They heard the bang of the large front door, and Annie released her quickly. “Come,” she said, turning about in the cramped space and pulling a small wooden door open. It creaked loudly, and more dust swirled up from the floor. Olivia sneezed again, completely aware that hers was a funny way of doing a normal function. The two first sneezes, high-pitched and feminine and the last one a loud, long whoosh that cleared her head with its gusto. Annie usually laughed whenever it happened. Always waiting through the entire sneeze to give her blessing. Today neither of them laughed.

Annie shooed her through the opening, and Olivia grabbed the railing bolted to the wall and started down the steep stairs before her. The only sound as they went was the tapping of their hard leather slippers against the wooden stairs. They twisted their way downward carefully in the dark as the air became more dank and humid, and the banister became slick with moss.

As they got near the bottom, light began seeping through the blackness that surrounded them. Olivia hurried her steps since she could see better, her feet finally sinking into soft sand when she reached the cave that cut into the cliff under Rutland Castle. It was a shallow cave, with just enough room for a small dinghy tied to a metal divot set in the rock wall. The opening to the sea was small and low.


“ ‘Tis a good thing it is low tide, or we’d be sitting on these steps all night waiting to get out,” Annie said.

Olivia just nodded. And then she began to shake.

“Ah, now, child.” Annie knelt down in the wet sand beside her and wrapped her in a warm embrace. “ ‘Twill be all right, my dearest. I am going to take care of you like I always have.”

“My books,” Olivia said through chattering teeth.

“We shall get new ones!” Annie patted her back.

Olivia reached up to touch the ring that hung on a chain about her neck. As it always did, the small circlet of gold gave her strength.

“And we shall get you a tutor! We will live a better life, sweetling, for we will not have to hide any longer. We shall go to Italy. We will go as mother and daughter, and we shall live in grand style, with servants and tutors and anything else your precious heart desires. I am going to take care of you forever, dearest, by my will I am!”

Olivia giggled.

Annie grasped her shoulders and held her away. “And what is it you find so funny in this situation?”

“You have a William?”

Annie frowned.

“You said, ‘by my will-I-am.’ By my William! You have a William, Annie?” Olivia laughed again. “I never knew you had a suitor.”

Annie just rolled her eyes. “You and your word games, Livie. I do swear. You are more trouble than I can shake a spear at.”

“William Shake-spear, you say?” Olivia laughed merrily. “Ah, he sounds like a strong, warrior of a man.”

“Oh you!” Annie stood and smoothed her hand over Olivia’s crown. “Come on, now, we must get this boat free and out in the water.”

Olivia, feeling much better after a good laugh, scampered over to untie the boat. “ ‘Tis a good name, though, Annie! Should we be the Shakespeare family? Ohhhh,” she sighed gustily, “poor dear papa. He was such a strong man, large and lovely he was, William Shakespeare, before he tripped on the stair, broke his nose, and died of infection.”

“Why did he not just trip on the stair and break his neck?” Annie asked, pushing at the dinghy so that it slid toward the cave’s opening.

“Because, for one to break his nose and die of the infection sounds much more unbelievable.”

Annie stopped for a moment and stared at her.

Olivia giggled. “In subterfuge, Annie, the unbelievable is much more believable.”

Annie laughed shortly before leaning down and pushing at the boat once more. “You and that imagination, Livie Shakespeare. You’re just like your father. If a man could spin a tale, ’twas that William Shakespeare.”


Chapter 1
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Windsor Castle

April 1597

All the world’s a stage. And all the men and women merely players; They have their exits and their entrances; And one man in his time plays many parts …

—AS YOU LIKE IT, II, VII, 139

The glittering crowd roared with laughter, Queen Elizabeth’s bellow louder than them all. Sir Ian Terrance crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the stone wall beside him, his gaze scanning the people watching the play. He hated these things: too damn many people.

He scrutinized the periphery, his mind quickly analyzing what his eyes saw. The archway leading to the outer hall, Whiting standing to the right. Ian acknowledged his man with a nod and kept going. A group of women next caught his eye. He stopped for a moment and watched them: Nothing suspicious there. Ian continued his visual tour, a man stood just off the group of chatting women. Ian was about to move on before he realized there was something odd about the man.

Ian shifted a bit, glancing to where the man seemed to be staring. The hairs rose on the back of Ian’s neck, and he looked quickly back at the slight figure in the back of the room. He was thin, tall, dressed as a gentleman—a shabby one, but a gentleman all the same. And instead of watching the play as everyone else in the room, he stared rather obsessively at the Queen.

Slowly, Ian pushed away from his place against the wall and began skirting the room toward the man. As he came near his quarry, a slim white hand snagged Ian’s arm.

“Ian!” the mouth that belonged to the hand whispered.

“Andromeda.” Ian shook his sister off of him. “I am busy.”

“But, Ian, have you seen Sir Richard?” His sister clamped her rather strong hand around his arm once more. “He promised to sit with me, and I obtained special permission from the Queen.” Her shoulders slouched forward and her brown eyes dulled. “And now he is not here.”

Ian groaned. “Andy, really, I do not have the time …”

“Find him for me, Ian, please.”

“Zounds, Andy. ’Tis the man’s night to revel. He has shown his bravery in battle and is now initiated into the Order of the Garter. Let him be.”

“You are being more than mean, Ian. You are being terrible.”

“I have the right as your brother to be terrible to you. Anyway, the way you have your talons in the man already, he has precious few nights of being a bachelor left. I am not about to go running out, drag him in here, and begrudge him his fun, Andy.” Ian carefully extracted his sister’s hand from his arm. “Now sit down and enjoy the play before the Queen realizes that you do not attend her.”

“Fine. But if you chance to see Sir Richard, please …”

“I shall warn him that you stalk him, yes.”

Andy stamped her foot and said as loudly as she dared, “Upon my life, Ian, you can be the worst toad.”

“I know, I know. Now sit.” He waved her away.

“You do not approve your sister’s choice in a match?”

Ian jumped as he was watching to make sure Andy found her seat, and had not realized that the young man whom he had been going after had come to him.

He had a long, thin face, pale with a handful of freckles sprinkled across his nose and a dark auburn beard. And he sported a pair of sky-blue eyes that probably made the women weep at his feet.

“Pardon my large ears, sir, but I could not help overhearing.”

Ian shrugged. “Sir Richard Avery is a fine enough man. It just pains me to see another male fall into a woman’s marriage trap.”

“And yet, this woman is your sister.”

“And thus I know that whoever marries the girl will rue the day.”

“And you, sir, I would guess that you have yet to be trapped?”

“I plan never to suffer such a fate.” The people around them laughed loudly, and Ian glanced toward the stage. “Are you enjoying the play, sir?” he said, remembering his first intention of finding out the man’s identity.

The man blinked owlishly, and then a smile crept across his full mouth, and he laughed aloud.

Ian frowned. The man had a very soft laugh, and rather full, pouty lips. Perhaps he had been mistaken. It seemed that the man probably used his large blue eyes to catch himself those of the male persuasion. Ian nearly groaned out loud. Wonderful, the man probably thought Ian was trying to engage him in conversation and a little something else afterward.

But he must determine the man’s interest in the Queen.

“Actually, I find it hard to stomach the characters,” the man said.

“Really?”

“Yes, they were much more full-bodied in Henry IV. It seems a shame, really, that we must see them again so watered down.” The man shrugged. “But I hear ’twas what the Queen wanted: a return of Oldcastle, that is to say, Falstaff, and Mistress Quickly. She ordered it, so ’tis done.”

Ian’s ears pricked up at the slight sound of bitterness to the man’s words. “What is your name?”

Just then thunderous applause broke out around them. “William,” the man said over the din. “If you’ll excuse me. I must be going.” He hurried off, walking the perimeter of the room toward the stage.

Ian followed behind, his instincts at full alert, but William disappeared behind the curtain at the side of the stage.

“Ian!”

Ian glanced over his shoulder when he heard his sister’s voice. He scowled, held up his hand, and mouthed “one moment,” before continuing after his quarry. But when he got to the curtain and peeked behind it all he could see were actors rushing about half-dressed. William, it seemed, had vanished.

“Damn.”

“What is it, Ian?”

“Nothing, ’tis nothing. What do you want of me now, Andy?”

“You mustn’t tell Sir Richard that I am anxious for him. Please, promise that you will not.”

Ian wanted to strangle her. “If you don’t wish the man to believe that you salivate over his very footsteps, then cease so doing, dear sister.”

“Ian!”

“I have the remedy to our situation!” He placed his hands upon Andy’s shoulders. “If I happen upon the poor plagued Richard, I shall say absolutely nothing at all.”

“That shall be the day.” Andy rolled her eyes.

“Touché, little sister. It warms my heart when you speak back to me so.”

Andy whacked him on the shoulder. “You are the most terrible tease, Ian. But, truly, say nothing to Sir Richard. I had permission to sit with him during this play only, and I really should not be seen with him now that it is over.” She glanced behind her to where the Queen sat surrounded by her courtiers.

Ian huffed a disgusted laugh. “If it upsets her, I would like nothing more than to arrange a secret rendezvous for the two of you.”

His sister turned a worried gaze upon him. “Do not do anything stupid, Ian. It bodes ill that the Queen is constantly angry with you. Do not put her in a temper this eve.”

Ian laughed without a trace of humor. “Don’t worry your pretty head, Andy. The Queen adores being in a temper with me. It is why she keeps me around, I’m sure.”

“You know that’s not true, Ian. You are indispensable to her!”

“More pity to me.”

Andy’s soft brown eyes rounded in horror. “You should not say such things,” she hissed under her breath.

Ian shook his head wearily. “Dearest Andy, have you not learned yet that I can say anything I damned well please? She will never let me go, ever. Believe me, I have done my worst, and she still has her claws in me like tenterhooks.”

Andy swallowed audibly and looked around them quickly.

“But, alas, I’ll not frighten you with my ill-placed words any longer. I go anon to find the identity of a certain young William.” He said this last more to himself than to his sister, but she stayed him with a hand on his arm.

“William? Do you mean the man you were following to the stage?”

Ian stopped. “Yes,” he said in surprise. “Do you know him?”

“Of course! He is Shakespeare. The one who has written such entertaining plays of late. The Queen is quite impressed with the man, though she is very upset he has run off without meeting her. Even ordered the play acted out this night …” She tapped her finger against her chin. “The Merry Wives of Windsor, I think he has called it.”

“Shakespeare?” Ian could only stare at the now deserted stage. “That was Shakespeare?”

“Find out everything you can of this Shakespeare fellow, Sir Ian.”

Ian jerked at the sound of the man’s name. When one began hearing too much about an obscure person it was never coincidence. He had learned that well enough in the last seventeen years.

“Shakespeare, Your Majesty?”

“Yes, the writer of the plays.” The Queen walked regally about the perimeter of the room, her blue eyes sharp, as she obviously made sure there was no one hiding behind the curtains. “ ‘Tis a matter of great discretion, Terrance. That is why I am asking you.”

Ian truly wanted to groan aloud. He stared at the ceiling for a moment. Thank you for the integrity you ingrained within me, Father, it has ruined my life.

“Terrance!”

With an audible sigh Ian looked again at his ruler. She glared at him, but he did not tremble like everyone else. The worst she could do was cut his damned head off, and at this point Hell seemed a sight better than earth.

Then an image of his sister materialized in his mind’s eye, and Ian gritted his teeth. Ending his life was truly the least this woman could do to him. He bowed his head before her angry stare.

The Queen breathed heavily through her nose. “You tax my patience, Terrance.”

“ ‘Tis my calling, obviously.” The words were out before he could stop them.

“Your calling,” she said, her voice trembling with rage, “is to protect me, do as I ask, and bow to me as your liege!”

Without lifting his head, Ian answered, “And I do all three, Your Majesty.” He did not flirt or flatter, though, and that was what she craved. But he was not about to flirt with a sixty-four-year old woman. He did not flirt with any woman for that matter. Nor did he flatter. He had no use for women who required anything more than a good night of sweaty sex and a sixpence for their trouble.

Feeling that he had given the Queen enough of his demure act, Ian straightened. “What is it you want me to find out about Shakespeare?” he asked.

Elizabeth stared at him icily for a moment, then turned with a swish of her skirts and went to her chair. She sat, drumming her beringed fingers on the gilded arm.

“Find out who he is, where he is from,” she finally said. “I want to know everything about his background.” She looked at him, then her gaze slid away.

Ian blinked. He had seen something in her eyes that he had never seen before. Fear. And something else. Confusion, doubt, perhaps? No, that would make Elizabeth human. He must have been mistaken.

“Could you tell me what I am looking for?” he asked. “It would make it a bit easier.”

The Queen looked at him again, her gaze unwavering and steely. “Just listen for anything suspicious. You will know it if you hear it.”

Ian nodded, thinking of the way Shakespeare had stared at the Queen the night before. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

She waved her hand, dismissing him. He bowed low, then turned and left through the privy chamber. Along with the usual cortege of courtiers, there were some ladies-in-waiting milling about, though his sister was nowhere to be seen. Ian grimaced and hurried through. But just as he reached the door, he felt a large hand clap over his shoulder.

“Terrance.”

Ian turned. “Crandle.”

“How is she today?” the tall man whispered, pulling at his dark beard.

“Very much the same as always, actually, my lord.” Ian moved as if to leave, but the Earl of Crandle did not let go of his shoulder, so he waited.

“She seemed agitated this morning.”

Ian forced himself to hold back a long, bothered sigh. These men of the Queen made him want to run screaming from humanity. Their lives revolved around the ruler’s moods and whims. Pathetic creatures, all of them. Especially Crandle of late, since the Queen had decided he was in disfavor. Usually the earl was her very most favorite only following Essex. After all, the man had been a young crony of Dudley’s. And everyone knew that Dudley held a special place in the Queen’s affections. There had once even been rumors that they would marry.

“Well,” the earl urged anxiously, “has she told you what has perturbed her? Did she give you some sort of …” here the man waved his fingers in the air. “Some sort of, um, job which would tell us why she is upset?”

Ian frowned. “You wish to know what the Queen wanted of me?”

“Yes, yes, that would help to gauge her feelings most admirably.”

Perhaps he had been an agent of the Queen for too many years. He was beginning to see plots in everyone’s eyes. He squinted suspiciously at Crandle. “You know full well that I cannot tell you anything.”

“Crandle, Terrance, what is it that you two are whispering about?”

Ian’s scowl deepened at the sound of Essex’s voice. If there was anyone more pathetic than Crandle, it was Essex.

“I’m just trying to ascertain what has the Queen in a pique,” Crandle answered.

“And?” Essex turned his pretty face toward Ian.

“And I have informed the earl that I cannot divulge my conversation with Her Majesty.” He glared at Essex. “As you well know.” Essex had queried him for information on more than one occasion. “Now, I’m terribly busy.” He nodded at the two gentlemen and strode off without waiting for their reply.

“Bunch of preening peacocks,” he grumbled under his breath as he finally gained the fresh air outside. The sun shone brightly, and flowers were blooming in their beds. But Ian only pulled his hat lower on his head and put his hand to the hilt of his sword as he left the confines of Windsor Castle to make the journey to London.

In order to investigate this Shakespeare person, Ian would have to enter the world of actors, theaters, and writers. The thought made him clench the fingers of his free hand. Writers, poets: He had thought to be one once. Long ago in those naive dream-filled days before he left his father’s farm in Derbyshire and ventured into the dark, stinking alleys of London.

Ian shook his head hard. “Don’t think of it!” he said aloud. A woman in front of him gave him a wide berth, obviously scared that he was some sort of madman. He chuckled a bit, for he cared not what others thought of him. In truth, he had not cared about himself in a long, long time.

“Something happens to which we should be privy,” Crandle whispered to his friend.

Essex waved the thought away. “Be patient, Crandle, you shall be in the Queen’s good graces anon. She will not stay angry with you forever.”

“It is not only that, Essex. There is something more. The Queen is preoccupied with something that distresses her.”

“You see more than what is there.”

“No, good man, I see through what is there.”

Essex shook his head. “I know not of what you speak.”

“I have told you, Essex, the Queen is not happy with you either. Though you were her favorite, you have fallen from that stature.”

Essex frowned. “You speak nonsense.”

“I do not, and well you know.” Crandle looked slyly about as if to make sure that no one overheard their conversation. “Did she not let you wallow in your depression last winter? You ran off in a pique to your country house, and the Queen cared not at all.”

“She cared.”

“She cared not! And you, the earl of Essex, are her peer, ’tis sure. You have royal blood as well as she. And pure yours is, not tainted by bastardy.”

Essex grabbed Crandle’s arm and pulled him toward a wall. “Speak thusly and you shall hang!”

“I speak only truth.”

Essex frowned.

“You deserve more for your troubles than such as she gives, Essex.”

“And you should be careful of your words, Crandle.”

“Then keep your ears to doors, Essex. Let us find out what upsets our Queen. For if it is something that mayhap could be used to further your own self, you should take note upon it.”

“I need not further my own self. The Queen looks favorably upon me. ’Tis you she is angered with.” Essex seemed to need reassurance, though, for he bit his lip for a moment, and then asked, “Do you not think so?”

“We should watch and listen, Essex, ’tis all I will say.”


Chapter 2
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False face must hide what the false heart doth know.

—MACBETH, I, VII, 81

She heard the knock at her door and started, sending a smattering of ink across the page. “Faith!” Olivia blotted the page as she stood. Another knock sounded, harder this time. “I’m coming!” She marched to the door and opened it a crack.

The heavy portal swooshed inward, sending her sprawling on her backside.

“Sorry!” Ben Jonson said breathlessly as he shoved the door shut and bolted it.

“Are you in trouble again, Ben?”

“Yes.” He peeked out her small window and then pulled down the darkening drapes.

Olivia sighed and scrambled up, rubbing her bottom. “Whatever have you done now?”

Ben shrugged, turning away from the covered window. “Just a little bit of a brawl. But it seemed I picked some gentleman to knock in the eye, and he was shouting the constable down on me.”

“And I assume you’ll be wanting to stay here for a few days?” She rolled her eyes and went to clean her quill. “I shall get nothing done with you here, Ben.”

“Just a few days to let this little problem die down.” Ben went to Olivia’s small cupboard and pulled out a loaf of bread.

“You could always go stay with your wife,” she said loftily, turning away from him.

“Do not start with that, Liv. She stifles me, and you have no way of knowing how that feels. Anyway, you have earned a few days of rest from what I hear. The special showing at Windsor was a smashing success, was it not?”

Olivia snorted. “Oh yes,” she said sarcastically. “Bringing Falstaff back and marrying him off was such a lovely idea.”

“Liv, you have an unhealthy way of criticizing our monarch.” He made a slashing motion with his finger against his neck.

She frowned at him as he bit into the loaf and dropped down onto her small cot. “Do not call me Liv. You shall forget yourself one of these days and do so in public. Then where will I be?”

“Sorry, Will,” Ben said around a gob of yeasty bread. He nodded toward the parchment littering her small, rickety desk. “What are you working on?”

Olivia shrugged as she pivoted on her stool and concentrated on shaving her quill. “I am trying to finish the second part of Henry IV.” She sighed as she put away her writing paraphernalia. “My heart just isn’t in it, though. I started writing this even before I wrote part one, and I am itching to start something new.”

“Yes, I know what you mean. Though I have come to the end fewer times than you, it can get frustrating.” He dropped back and kicked his boots onto the cot. “And now you are telling me that it does not go away, even with practice?” He groaned.

“Get your muddy shoes off my bed, you ingrate.”

Ben pushed around so that his legs hung over the side, but did not sit up. He took another bite of bread, chewing and humming at the same time.

Olivia rolled her eyes. Men. They were disgusting, truly. It sometimes made her ill to try to impersonate the crackbrained fools.

“Some fellow has been asking questions about you, Li … Will.”

Olivia stiffened, her heart pounding rapidly in her chest. She tried to keep her voice calm. “Really? Who is he? What does he want?”

Ben scratched himself and tore off another hunk of bread with his teeth. “Some agent of the Queen, actually.” He grunted as he came up on his elbows. “Maybe you’re finally going to get your due for all those little cracks about our fair Lizzie.”

“Fair Lizzie?” Olivia snorted. Just the thought of the Queen made her stomach clench, so she shook her head as if to dislodge the woman’s presence from her mind. “What was he asking about me?”

“Oh, wanted to know where you came from. Who your family was.” Ben shrugged and dropped back onto the cot. “No one could give him any answers, of course.” He let a beat of silence go by, then said, “And neither could I.”

It was a bit of a sore subject that Olivia would not tell Ben any more of her background than that she had lived on the Continent for more than half her life. He had probed, but she had kept her mouth tightly sealed. It was hard to break a habit, especially when that habit was a way of keeping her head attached to her neck.

She turned away from Ben so that he would not see the terror that must surely be evident in her eyes. An agent of the Queen asking questions of her background? Lord above she had been too bold in putting Annie in The Merry Wives of Windsor. She had used the name Anne for one character and Ford for another. She had not been so bold as to use both names for the same character, but still it had obviously sparked the Queen’s suspicion. Of course, she had also used a few of Annie’s traits in the character of Anne Page. She had probably just done something rather stupid.

She had probably just hastened her own death.

“Who is he, this man who is so interested in me?”

“That large nodcock, Sir Ian Terrance.”

“Sir Ian Terrance? I don’t think I would know him on sight.”

“The one that walks around behind the Queen like the frigging angel of death. Always wears black, never in fashion.”

Olivia nodded. “Ah, yes, I spoke to him, actually, at Windsor last eve. I have heard he is one of the Queen’s top men.”

“Aye, that he is. It’s funny, too, for I hear he is brash with his tongue and often offends Her Majesty. But he has been made a knight, been given two estates, and his sister is now a lady-in-waiting. And he began as nothing more than a farmer’s son.”

“He must have proved his worth in some other way than twittering about the Queen with a mouthful of foolish flattery.”

Olivia heard rustling as Ben sat up. She turned, and the serious look in her friend’s eye made her even more nervous. “He’s a bad one, Will. There is no telling the men he has killed. I nearly pissed my pants when I heard him asking questions about you. What if they suspect you’re a woman?”

Olivia laughed, the sound full of much more bravado than she felt. That was the least of her problems.

“I mean, I saw through your costume. And, although I’ve made some brilliant additions to your mannerisms and disguise, I don’t think it would stand up to anything like an …” Ben coughed. “Interrogation by Sir Terrance.”

“Not to worry, Ben.” Olivia stood and strode to the changing screen at the corner of the cramped room. “I shall ask a few questions of my own, find out exactly what they want from me. Perhaps I offended Her Majesty somehow in Merry Wives.”

She slipped behind the screen and took off her shirt. Then she untied the cloth that bound her small breasts, letting out a deep breath as it came undone.

“Can’t say as I can think of a single thing that might offend in that light comedy of yours, Will. Although, I must say you are amazing. Finishing it in such a short time, and doing such a fine job, too.”

“I am none too thrilled, personally,” she said as she pulled her flannel night rail over her head. “I plan to rewrite the thing before selling it to a troupe.”

“Ah, and now I will have to plunge to my death over a cliff. ’Twas a wonderful piece of work, and you hate it. What must you think of my dreary attempts at greatness?”

Olivia came out from behind the screen, fluffing out her short-cropped auburn hair. “Ben, you have talent and you know it. With practice you shall be great. With practice I hope to reach that pinnacle as well.”

Ben stood, his eyes taking in her appearance like a hungry man looking at a plump chicken. She knew that he cared for her in a way that she did not feel for him. Only three years younger than she, he still seemed like such a child. And, truly, she would never know the love of a man.

Olivia pulled a heavy blanket from the chest against the wall and threw it at her dear friend.

“You get the floor, Ben.”

“Yes, of course.” He blinked and looked away from her quickly, then huffed and puffed as he laid the blanket on the floor and yanked off his boots.

Olivia walked about her small room snuffing the candles, then with a bone-deep sigh settled on her cot. She closed her eyes and quietly sent a prayer toward heaven asking God to please take extra special care of Annie. When she finished, she had to bite her lip to keep from crying. With this new little twist in her life, she wished more than anything that Annie were still around at least to share her secret.

It had been seven years, though, since Annie died. Seven years since Olivia had come back to England with no money and only a dream to write plays for the theaters. Seven years since she had taken on the persona of her fictitious father, William Shakespeare.

“Liv?”

“Yes?”

“You’ve already achieved greatness. In my eyes, at least.”

Olivia smiled and reached her hand down in the darkness to curl her fingers around Ben’s. “Thank you, Ben. I could never do it without you.”

Ben slowly brought her fingers to his lips. “Glad I could be of help.”

He could definitely use some help. Unfortunately, Elizabeth had been quite stringent when she refused to allow him to recruit that help. Ian sagged against the dirty brick wall of the Rose Theater and watched a group of ragged urchins playing some sort of game in the street. For a moment in the Rose, Ian had thought that he had struck a gold mine of information.

“Oh, yeah.” Some young boy dressed as a woman player had nodded. “’Tis Shagspeare you be askin’ about?”

Ian had nodded tentatively, unsure because of the lad’s mispronunciation of the name.

“From Stratford, ’e is
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