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		Note to Parents

		Shakespeare’s plays sometimes contain difficult themes. We have handled these sensitively, but would recommend that younger children in particular read the stories aloud with a trusted adult, so that they can discuss anything that causes them concern.
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		Introducing Shakespeare

		The world’s most famous playwright and poet, William Shakespeare, was born in the English town of Stratford-upon-Avon about 450 years ago, in 1564. Often called the “Bard” (which means “poet”), he wrote 39 plays and more than 150 poems. These were very popular. Even the queen, Elizabeth I, used to watch his plays!

		Going to see a play was a bit different in Shakespeare’s time than it is today. For a start, it was performed in the open air, and all of the actors were male, with boys playing the parts of girls and women. There were no individual seats, and the audiences were quite rowdy, shouting, cheering, booing, and sometimes throwing things at the actors!

 		As well as writing the plays, Shakespeare also used to act in some of them as part of the group of actors called the Lord Chamberlain’s Men. He, like other actors, sometimes played more than one role.

		Shakespeare wrote most of his plays between 1589 and 1613, producing many of the best-loved ones quite early on. These were often comedies, such as A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Twelfth Night, or histories about past kings. His most famous tragic romance, Romeo and Juliet, was written toward the end of the century, and the dark, brooding story of Macbeth was first put on stage around 1606.

		Shakespeare grew up in Stratford-upon-Avon. His father was a glove-maker and the family was fairly wealthy. When he was 18, he married Anne Hathaway, and the couple had three children.

		During the years when he was most active, Shakespeare spent a lot of his time in London, while his family stayed in Stratford-upon-Avon. Tragically, his son, Hamnet, died in 1596, when he was 11, possibly from bubonic plague. Some people think that his son’s death may have caused Shakespeare to slowly turn away from comedies and write his tragic plays, although we don’t know for sure.

After 1613, Shakespeare is said to have been at home more often. He died and was buried in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1616, at the age of 52.

		Although Shakespeare has been dead for more than 400 years, his work is still incredibly popular all over the world. Four of his most famous plays are included in this book, in simplified form and using modern language so they can be more easily understood. They will introduce you to a few of his wonderful characters and exciting plots. The comedies are full of fairies, hilarious mix-ups, and naughty tricks, while the tragedies include murder, witchcraft, and family feuding. So, settle down, get comfortable, and prepare to be transported to the wonderful world of Shakespeare’s incredible imagination.

	

		
			A Midsummer Nights Dream

		

	
		A Midsummer Nights Dream

		The Characters

		Theseus, Duke of Athens.

		Hippolyta, Queen of the Amazons, engaged to Theseus.

		Egeus, Hermia’s father.

		Hermia, Egeus’s daughter, in love with Lysander.

		Demetrius, in love with Hermia.

		Lysander, in love with Hermia.

		Helena, in love with Demetrius.

		Oberon, King of the Fairies.

		Titania, Queen of the Fairies.

		Puck, a mischievous fairy.

		Bottom, a weaver.

		Peaseblossom, a fairy.

		Cobweb, a fairy.

		Moth, a fairy.

		Mustardseed, a fairy.

		Other fairies and attendants.

	

		
			Act One

			Once, the city of Athens in Greece was ruled over by Duke Theseus. The duke was about to marry Hippolyta, the queen of the Amazons, and everything was being prepared for their wedding day. They were interrupted by a man name Egeus. 

			“Duke Theseus, I need your help,” said Egeus with a frown on his face. “This is my daughter, Hermia.” 

			A pretty young woman stepped out from behind him looking sullen. 

			“And this is Demetrius.” He pointed at a handsome young man, who wore a slightly awkward expression. 
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			“And this rogue is Lysander.” 

			Another young man, even more handsome than Demetrius, stepped forward. He defiantly glared at Egeus.

			“Demetrius is a fine man,” Egeus went on. “I have given him permission to marry my daughter. But then Lysander came over with silly gifts and love poems. I don’t approve of him and I told him to stay away from Hermia, but he won’t and now she is in love with him. She says she won’t marry Demetrius like I want her to. The ancient law of Athens says that if my daughter refuses to marry the man I choose, I can have her put to death.”
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			Theseus could see that Egeus was very angry. He turned to Hermia. “Is this true, Hermia? You know you should obey your father. And Demetrius is a fine man.”

			Hermia folded her arms and glared at Demetrius. “Lysander is also a fine man.” 

			Theseus nodded. “I’m sure he is, but since your father wants you to marry Demetrius, he is probably the better man.”

			Hermia snorted. “My father doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Duke, if I refuse to marry Demetrius, will you really have me killed?”

			Theseus was a kind man, but but the law was the law. “You will either be put to death or forced to live as a nun,” he said. “So, you have until the next new moon—my wedding day—to make up your mind. And on that day, you will either marry Demetrius, become a nun, or die.”

			Demetrius piped up. “Hermia, please choose me. Lysander, you should leave her alone. She is mine, her father said so.”

			“If Egeus loves you so much, why doesn’t he marry you instead?” Lysander replied with a wicked grin. “Then I can marry Hermia and we’ll all be happy.”

			“See how this rascal mocks me?” Egeus cried. “Lysander, you will never marry my daughter!”
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			Lysander turned to Duke Theseus, looking serious now. “My lord, I am as noble and as rich as he is. We are similar in every way—except for the fact that Hermia loves me and not him, so that makes me the better match for her. And Demetrius can have a wife. Hermia’s best friend, Helena, is desperately in love with him.”

			The duke frowned. “I had heard that. But look, if Demetrius is who Egeus wants Hermia to marry, the law is on his side. Hermia, you have until the new moon.”

			With that, the duke took Hippolyta by the hand and they left to carry on their wedding preparations.

			Lysander and Hermia were left alone. Lysander comforted Hermia. “The course of true love never did run smooth, my darling. But I have a plan. I have an aunt who lives outside of Athens. She is rich and loves me like a son, since she has no children of her own. We can get married at her place, and since it’s outside the city, the law won’t apply. If you want to marry me, meet me in the woods tomorrow night. You know, the spot where we met with Helena once.”

			“I’ll be there,” Hermia promised.
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			Before Hermia and Lysander parted, Helena herself appeared around the corner.

			“Helena! How are you?” Hermia greeted her best friend warmly. 

			Helena rolled her eyes. “Don’t be nice to me when I am hating you,” she joked. “You are too pretty and wonderful and that’s why Demetrius loves you instead of me.”

			Hermia gave her friend a hug. “I swear, I give him no encouragement. I try to send him away and he just follows me around more.”

			
				
					[image: ]

				

			
			Helena gave a bitter laugh. “That’s great to hear. You try to send him away and he sticks to you like glue. I beg him to stay with me and he can’t leave fast enough. Life really isn’t fair.”

			“Well, you won’t have me distracting him much longer,” Hermia said, leaning in and lowering her voice. “Lysander and I are running away.”

			Lysander nodded. “Yes, we leave tomorrow night. We’re going to meet at our spot in the woods, and then we’ll run away and be together forever.” 

			The two lovers left, eagerly looking forward to their new life together, leaving Helena pondering the news that Hermia would soon be gone. She knew that Demetrius would be heartbroken. Then, an idea struck her.
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			“If I warn Demetrius what Hermia is doing, he will be grateful,” she told herself. “Hermia and Lysander are going to be together, no matter what. So, if I tell Demetrius their plan, he will try to go after them. It won’t work but he might remember how kind I was to him. And maybe that will help him start to love me.” It was a slim hope, but it was all that Helena had. She went home feeling pleased with her plan. 

			Meanwhile, some friends from Athens wanted to celebrate the duke’s wedding day. As they liked to act in their spare time, they decided to put on a romantic play. They wanted it to be a complete surprise, so they agreed to meet in the woods to rehearse in secret.
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			The woods outside the city were big and ancient. Sometimes people were known to stray off the paths and spend days wandering around before they were able to find their way out. What none of the humans of Athens knew was that the woods were home to the court of the fairies, and sometimes very strange things went on beneath the trees …

		

		
			Act Two

			Deep in the forest, a furious argument was taking place between Oberon, the king of the fairies and his wife, Titania, the queen of the fairies. Titania had just acquired a new servant boy and now Oberon was jealous.

			“That boy should be my servant, not yours. Give him to me,” Oberon pouted.

			Titania folded her arms. “I will not. His mother asked me to raise him before she died. Me, not you.”

			“I am the king of the fairies!” Oberon shouted, sending birds fluttering from the nearby trees. “I can have what I want.”

			“Unless I say no,” said Titania smoothly. “Now, I’m leaving and if you can’t be grown up about this, then I suggest you stay away from me. I don’t have the patience to argue with you all the hours of the day.”
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			She left Oberon sitting on a stump. 

			In a terrible mood, Oberon called for his fairy servant, Puck. Puck was Oberon’s jester. His job was to amuse the king by pulling pranks on unsuspecting humans. 

			“Puck, today you will entertain me by helping me get sweet revenge on my annoying wife.”

			Puck grinned with glee. “It would be my pleasure, sire.”

			“Good,” Oberon rubbed his hands. “A little while ago, I discovered a new flower growing in this forest. It’s bright purple and it’s called love-in-idleness. I want you to fetch me one of those flowers. If you put the juice from it on the eyelids of a sleeping human, it will make them fall madly in love with the next creature they see.”

			“I’ll be back in the twinkling of an eye,” Puck promised. 
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			As Puck flew away into the wood, Oberon paced the clearing. “I’ll put the juice on Titania’s eyes when she is asleep. And she’ll fall in love with something ridiculous, like a bear or a bull, or even a monkey! I’ll make sure she looks silly in front of the whole court. Then, I will use another herb to bring her back to her senses—and then I’ll make her give me that servant boy.”

			As Oberon muttered to himself, he heard footsteps in the undergrowth. He stood behind a tree and used his fairy magic to make himself invisible. Then, he watched as Demetrius hurried into the clearing, followed by Helena. 
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			“Leave me alone, Helena. I don’t love you,” snapped Demetrius “You told me Hermia would be here with Lysander, but I don’t see either of them. Just go away!”

			“I can’t go away, Demetrius, I love you,” Helena wailed. “If you stopped making me love you, I would go.”

			“Making you love me?” Demetrius repeated angrily. “What am I doing to make you love me? Have I wooed you in any way? Have I even been nice to you? Or have I told you over and over again that I do not, and will not, love you? Just get out of here. The sight of you makes me feel sick.”

			Even these harsh words didn’t put Helena off. “And not seeing you makes me feel sick,” she said firmly. “It doesn’t matter how mean you are to me. I love you and being around you is better than not.” 

			With a roar of frustration, Demetrius marched on into the wood with Helena hot on his heels.

			Oberon stepped out from the trees and made himself visible again. “Poor girl,” he chuckled to himself. 

			With a rustling of leaves, Puck flashed back into view carrying the purple flower.
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			“Excellent work,” Oberon thanked him. “I will take some of this flower’s juice. I know a place where the wild thyme blows, where roses and nodding violets grow. That is where Titania takes her naps. While she sleeps, I will smear this on her eyelids.” He handed a couple of petals to Puck. “And I want you to follow that young couple that just went by. You will be able to tell them by their Athenian clothes. The girl is in love with the boy. Dab the juice from those petals on his eyes and make sure that the next thing he sees is her, then he will fall in love with her too. Got it?”

			Puck nodded. “I do, my lord.”

			 “Good. Meet me again at dawn.”

			Oberon stole away to Titania’s bower, a grassy hollow surrounded by beautiful blossom trees and wildflowers. Titania was fast asleep in the soft grass, so Oberon crept in, dropped the flower juice on her eyelids, and hurried away. “Ooh, I hope she wakes up when something really hideous walks by,” he giggled.

			Lysander and Hermia came walking by the bower. They did not see Titania there as they stopped nearby.
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			“You’re tired, my love,” Lysander said. “Let’s stop here for the night.”

			“This grass is so thick and soft!” said Hermia, patting it with her hand. “We’ll sleep well here.”

			“Yes, and carry on at first light,” Lysander said. “We’ll reach my aunt’s house tomorrow.”

			The two of them lay down a little way from one another in the thick grass and wildflowers and soon they were asleep. 
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			Not long after, Puck came skipping by. “I’ve been around this whole forest and I can’t find that Athenian boy,” he grumbled to himself. Then, he spied Lysander and Hermia asleep. “That must be him!” Puck exclaimed. “And that’s the poor girl who loves him.” He dripped the juice onto Lysander’s eyelids. “There we are. When he wakes up, he will fall in love with her.”

			Puck bounced away into the forest, completely unaware that he had found the wrong Athenian lad.
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			Meanwhile, the right Athenian lad was approaching the clearing from the other direction. Demetrius was still marching through the forest trying to find Hermia. Helena was still racing after him, begging him to come back to Athens with her.

			“Please, slow down!” Helena panted. “I can’t keep up with you, my love!”

			“So just stop following me,” Demetrius hissed, walking faster. 

			Helena came to a stop at last, puffing and blowing. “Oh, I give up. He’ll never love me. Hermia is so lucky. Two boys completely in love with her.” She sat down on a tussock of grass, feeling glum. Then, she spotted Lysander, fast asleep, but not Hermia, who was hidden in the long grass. 
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			“Lysander, are you okay?” Helena asked, prodding him. “Are you hurt? Lysander?”

			Lysander woke up. The flower juice began to work its strange magic and he stared straight at Helena. “I would run through fire for you, dear Helena. You are so beautiful! Where is that rogue Demetrius who you love? I’ll fight him for your love.”

			Helena blinked at Lysander. “You’ll do nothing of the sort! I love Demetrius. And what about Hermia? You love Hermia!”
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			Lysander shook his head. “No, I was a fool. I regret my time with Hermia. She is like a crow and you are like a dove. I was too young and foolish to understand that you are the love of my life.” 

			Helena glared at Lysander. She didn’t understand what was happening. He was saying everything that she had ever wished Demetrius would say to her. “You are playing a trick on me, aren’t you?”

			“No tricks, just love,” Lysander insisted. 

			Helena’s eyes filled with tears. “It is a trick. You don’t have to be so mean to me,” she sobbed. “I know that I don’t compare to Hermia. I know Demetrius doesn’t love me, or even like me. But you don’t have to make fun of me, Lysander. I thought you were kinder than that.”

			Lysander grabbed her hand. “I want to be kind to you every day for the rest of your life,” he said, gazing woozily into her eyes.

			“This isn’t funny!” Helena cried. “Does Hermia know you have this mean streak?”

			“I couldn’t care less about Hermia,” said Lysander, waving his hand. “She is history. You, Helena, are my future.” 

			“Leave me alone!” Helena begged him. She ran away into the forest.
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			“Helena, my one true love, come back!” Lysander called. He sprang to his feet and gave chase. The magic of the flowers was so strong that he forgot all about Hermia, who was still dozing nearby. 

			A few minutes later, Hermia woke with a start from a bad dream. She sat up. The wood was dark now, with only a little moonlight filtering through the branches of the trees. There were rustling, hooting and squeaking sounds in the undergrowth as the creatures of the forest went about their night-time business. It was all very different from being tucked up in bed in the city. Hermia felt quite scared. 
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			“Lysander,” she whispered, searching the grass for her beloved. “Lysander?” she said a little louder. She got to her feet and couldn’t see Lysander anywhere. Only a flattened patch of grass remained. 

			“Lysander!” she cried into the dark forest. When no answer came, she worried that he had been attacked. “I must go and look for him. He might be in trouble!” she said to herself. Taking a deep breath and trying to be brave, Hermia set off alone through the gloomy wood.

		

		
			Act Three

			Meanwhile, Queen Titania was still sleeping. She had no idea that the group of actors from the city had chosen a nearby spot as their rehearsal stage. 

			Their play was about a couple named Pyramus and Thisbe who fell in love against their parents’ wishes. A man named Bottom was going to play Pyramus and he took his role very seriously. 
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			“They will all weep when they watch us,” Bottom declared. “Our play will be so moving and tragic. But also romantic.”

			Unfortunately for Bottom and his friends, Puck happened to be passing by and his eye was caught by the rehearsal.

			The little imp cracked his knuckles. “Well, this looks like a bit of fun!” he said to himself. 

			When Bottom walked “off stage” into the trees, ready to make his grand entrance, Puck crept between the tree trunks and silently slipped the head of a donkey onto him, enchanting him so that he wouldn’t understand what had happened.
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			Bottom strode back into the clearing, saying his line. “If I were a handsome man, Thisbe, you would be mine!”

			To his surprise, all of his fellow actors looked terrified. 

			“It’s a monster!” cried the one playing Thisbe.

			“That’s not your line!” Bottom exclaimed. “You’re meant to say: ‘You are handsome to me, Pyramus.’”

			But instead of saying the line, Thisbe began to back away from him. 

			“What’s going on? Are you playing a joke on me?” Bottom asked. He frowned, and that made the donkey’s face look even more frightening.

			“You—you look different,” one of them stammered. 

			“You’ve been transformed!” said another. 
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			“What are you talking about?” Bottom demanded angrily. 

			The actors couldn’t take any more and they ran away in terror. 

			Bottom paced up and down the clearing. “This is a silly trick to play. We don’t have long to rehearse our play! Why are they trying to scare me? Maybe one of them wants my part … Well, I’ll show them I’m not scared. I’m going to stay right here and sing as loud as I can.”

			He took a breath and began a song.
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			Finally, this noise woke Titania. She sat up and looked around. The magic of the flowers settled in her eyes and she let out a gasp as she felt herself falling completely and madly in love with the strange mortal wearing a donkey’s head. “Your voice is beautiful,” she said. “Please sing again. And your face is beautiful. Please let me look upon it. You are so wonderful. I have to tell you: I love you.”

			Bottom was floored. “I don’t understand your reasons for saying that,” he spluttered. “But I guess reason and love don’t always have a lot to do with one another. Otherwise, why would a group of dear friends suddenly behave so strangely?”

			“Oh, you are wise as well as beautiful,” Titania gushed.

			“I should go back to the city with my friends, but I’m not sure I’m even wise enough to get out of this wood,” Bottom muttered. “That’s the real reason I stayed. I believe I’m lost.”

			Titania frowned. “No, no you can’t go! You aren’t leaving these woods now, even if you want to. I am the Fairy Queen and I love you, so you must stay with me. I’ll give you fairy servants of your own!”

			Titania hugged Bottom. “Oh yes, you will love it here! Fairy servants can do wonderful things. They can bring you jewels, sing to you while you sleep, and in time you will become like us, light and airy.”

			“That sounds … nice,” said Bottom politely. 

			Titania smiled. “Peaseblossom, Cobweb, Mote, and Mustardseed, come here!” Bottom jumped as four fairies appeared. 
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			“Ready,” said Peaseblossom. 

			“And I,” said Cobweb.

			“And I,” said Mote.

			“And I,” said Mustardseed. 

			“I want you to serve this gentleman,” said Titania. “He is my beloved and you will treat him well.”

			The fairies all exchanged glances and stifled giggles. They wondered why their queen was treating a human with a donkey’s head like an important guest! But they knew better than to question Titania when she wanted something. So, they all nodded and led Bottom away.

			Puck was thrilled at his trick. He went straight to Oberon. “My king, I have done the most hilarious thing! I found a mortal rehearsing a play in the woods with his friends. I placed a donkey head over his, so all his friends were scared off!”

			Oberon chuckled approvingly. 

			“That’s not all!” Puck gabbled. “Then Queen Titania woke up, saw him, and fell madly in love!”
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			Oberon laughed harder than he ever had before in his life. Tears rolled down his cheeks. “Oh, that’s amazing! Well done, Puck. You have outdone yourself! And what about the Athenian boy?”

			Puck nodded. “I did what you asked. He and she were both sleeping, so I dropped the juice on his eyelids and left. I imagine it’s worked by now.”

			Just then, Demetrius and Hermia appeared through the trees nearby. 

			“Hide,” Oberon hissed. “There he is!”

			Puck frowned. “That’s the same man, but that’s a different woman …”

			Oberon shot him a confused look, but then the mortals came into earshot. 

			“Why are you shouting at me?” Demetrius said. “You know I love you!”

			“And you know that I love Lysander,” said Hermia. “If you have killed him, or in any way harmed him, then you will have to kill me too. For I will never leave Lysander, and I know he would never have left me.”
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			“Calm down,” Demetrius begged. “I haven’t killed Lysander. I don’t even know where he is.” 

			“If you don’t know where he is, you are no good to me. Goodbye,” said Hermia coolly. She stalked away into the forest. 

			Demetrius sighed. “There’s no point following her while she’s in this mood,” he told himself. He was tired, so he decided to take a nap.

			Once he was asleep, Oberon and Puck crept out of their hiding places. Puck grinned, but Oberon wasn’t so happy.

			“What have you done?” Oberon said. “You were meant to make that man, Demetrius, fall in love with Helena of Athens. Instead, he’s still after Hermia! Go and find Helena right now and bring her here.”
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			Puck hurried away and Oberon knelt down next to Demetrius. He dabbed some flower juice on the young man’s eyelids. 

			Puck returned. “Helena is coming. And the young man that I mistakenly gave the first bit of flower juice to is following her.” He began to laugh. “Hasn’t it turned out well? Now they are both in love with her! This is going to be hilarious!” 

			“Oh, Puck, you are a rogue,” Oberon chuckled.

			The two fairies hid as Helena entered the clearing, followed by Lysander. 

			“Helena, listen to me! Why would I woo you as a trick?” Lysander pleaded. “Look at me, I’m weeping! How could I pretend that?”

			“You’re just taking the joke further and further,” said Helena. “And I don’t understand why! You love Hermia, and we both know it!”

			“No! I was a fool when I made promises to her,” said Lysander. “I didn’t understand what love was.”

			“And clearly, you still don’t,” said Helena.

			“Why won’t you love me?” Lysander asked. “Demetrius doesn’t even love you. He loves Hermia!”

			The sound of their quarrel woke up Demetrius, who had been concealed behind a bush. As he sat up, the first person he saw when he opened his eyes was Helena. “Oh, Helena!” he exclaimed. “You are a perfect and beautiful goddess. If only I could kiss your cherry-red lips!”

			Helena cried out in dismay. “Oh, so you’re in on the joke too? Why must you do this to me? Is it not enough to not be loved, I must now be mocked too? I know you both love Hermia. Stop pretending to love me, just to taunt me!”
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			Both Lysander and Demetrius denied that they had ever loved Hermia, just as Hermia herself appeared.

			“Lysander!” Hermia cried. “You’re safe! But why did you leave me?”

			“Love called me away,” Lysander shrugged. 

			“But how could that be?” Hermia asked. “You love me …”

			Lysander shook his head. “No, Helena is the one I truly love. Surely you must know that I really hate you?”
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			“You can’t mean that,” Hermia said, her lip quivering. 

			As Helena watched them, she was convinced that Hermia was in on the trick as well. “How could you, Hermia?” she demanded. “We’re meant to be best friends and now you’re helping the boys make fun of me.”

			“I’m not making fun of you!” Hermia exclaimed. “It seems that you are making fun of me!”

			“Don’t deny it,” Helena shot back. “You all think it’s funny for Lysander and Demetrius to pretend they love me. Well, it’s not a joke to me!”

			“My dear Helena, allow me to explain myself,” said Lysander. “My love, my life, my soul, fair Helena.” 

			“Are you mocking her, my love?” asked Hermia.

			“Shut up,” Demetrius snapped to Lysander. He turned to Helena. “I love you more than he ever could.”

			“Oh really?” Lysander cried. “I would die for her. Be a man and fight me!”

			Hermia grabbed his arm. “My love, what has gotten into you?”

			Lysander tried to shake her off. “Let me go, you ugly beast!” 
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			Hermia stared at him. “Why are you being so rude to me? You said you loved me! We ran away to be together!”

			Demetrius was watching with a grin. “Are you sure you want to fight, Lysander? Or was it all for show?”

			“Of course I’m going to fight,” Lysander snapped. “But I can’t while Hermia is clinging onto me. I might hate her, but I don’t want to hurt her!”

			“What more harm can you do to me than hate?” Hermia wailed. “I don’t understand! Only a few hours ago, you were in love with me!”

			“Well, now I hate you and I love Helena,” said Lysander stubbornly. 

			Now, Hermia turned to Helena in a fury. “How could you? You have stolen his heart! You are a horrid thief!”

			Helena rolled her eyes. “Fine, you want to keep your little joke, whatever. I have been a good friend to you ever since school. I think you’re pathetic.”

			With a shriek, Hermia lunged for her friend and tried to slap her. Both the men jumped in front of Helena and blocked the way. 

			“She shall not harm you, Helena,” said Lysander. 

			“You know what else I remember from school?” Helena snapped. “That Hermia could be mean and nasty. She would play tricks. Nobody ever thought it would be the sweet-looking little girl. But though she’s only little, she is fierce.”
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			“Little, am I?” hissed Hermia. “You may be freakishly tall, but I can still fight you!”

			The two men turned to each other.

			“Still want that duel, Lysander?” Demetrius smirked. 

			“I’m ready now,” Lysander returned, and the men marched away to duel.

			“If you want to fight me, you’ll have to catch me first!” Helena said to Hermia. “And I may not be a great beauty, wanted by all the men, but my legs are longer and I can run faster than you!” She raced away out of the clearing, leaving Hermia reeling with confusion.
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			Oberon and Puck slipped out of their hiding places.

			Oberon looked sternly at his servant. “Own up, Puck. Was that a mistake or were you playing with the humans again?”

			Puck held up his hands, but he was unable to hide his grin. “Genuine mistake, your majesty. You said a boy in Athenian clothes! How was I to know there were two running around the forest? Not that I’m sorry. This is brilliant!”

			Oberon pinched the bridge of his nose. “Right, here’s what we’ll do. Those two want to have a duel, but you will stop them. Make it foggy so they can’t find each other and then when they finally get tired and fall asleep, put this herb on Lysander’s eyes. It will reverse the effects of the flower and make all of this seem like a bad dream. Meanwhile, I’m going to Titania to make her give me that servant.”

			“Yes, your majesty.” Puck raised his hands and an unnatural fog settled across the forest. He could hear Demetrius and Lysander blundering around, shouting insults at one another, each daring the other to attack and neither being able to find their way.
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			Puck began to sneak around the trees, mimicking their voices and leading them even further astray. After a long time, they were both worn out. Each man lay down to sleep, not knowing that they were almost next to each other!

			A moment later, Helena came wandering by. She had become totally lost in the darkness. “I’ll never find my way back to Athens with no light,” she moaned, wringing her hands. “I may as well try to sleep and go at daybreak.” She lay down to sleep, right by the two boys, but she didn’t see them in the darkness.

			Puck was about to creep forward when Hermia wandered into the clearing, too, looking dirty and exhausted. “I can’t go any farther,” she cried to herself. “I must rest until the morning. If those silly boys are fighting, I really hope Lysander is safe. He might not love me, but I can’t stop loving him.”
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			Puck looked at the four mortals, all sleeping so close to each other. “Time to make it better,” he said. He crept over to Lysander and dabbed the herb on his eyes. Then, Puck slipped away into the shadows.

		

		
			Act Four

			Meanwhile, in Titania’s bower, she and Bottom were having a fine time. Titania picked flowers for Bottom and had the servants bring him all the finest food. 

			“I’m not sure why, but I’d really like some hay,” Bottom told her earnestly. 

			And when he had eaten his fill, Titania took him in her arms to sleep. “Away,” she instructed the servants. “We will be alone now.”

			When Oberon arrived at the bower, he saw Titania and Bottom cuddled up among the flowers. Puck scurried up behind him. 
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			“I think she’s learned her lesson, don’t you?” Oberon laughed. “I’ll reverse the magic and then you have to take that ridiculous donkey’s head off the human and send him back to Athens. Make him think he just had a really weird dream.”

			Oberon tiptoed into the bower and rubbed the herb onto Titania’s eyes. A moment later, she stirred. 

			“Oberon, I’m so glad to see you!” she said. “I had the strangest dream that I had fallen in love with a donkey. How odd!”

			Oberon chuckled. “It was no dream, my dear. Look, there lies your love.” He pointed behind her.

			Titania turned to see the snoozing Bottom and shrieked. “What is that?”

			“I made you fall in love with it, to teach you a lesson for not giving me the servant I wanted,” said Oberon.
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			Titania glared at him for a moment. Then, she threw back her head and roared. “What an excellent joke! Just for that, you can have the servant. Oh, Oberon, you do make me laugh!”

			The king and queen of the fairies kissed and danced away into the wood. 

			Puck crouched over Bottom and muttered a spell. “When you wake from this sweet sleep, with your own fool’s eyes you shall peep.” 

			Later, as dawn broke, Duke Theseus and Queen Hippolyta’s hunting party entered the wood.
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			“We shall have a magnificent hunt to celebrate our marriage,” Theseus declared.

			Egeus was part of the party and he suddenly called to Theseus in alarm. “My lord! My daughter is here, sleeping! And so are Lysander and Demetrius.” He peered closer at the sleepers. “And isn’t that Helena? What in the world are they doing here? I shall fight Lysander if he’s laid a hand on my daughter!”

			“I’m sure there is an excellent explanation,” said Theseus, who was in a jolly mood because of his wedding and didn’t want any arguments. “But isn’t this the day Hermia was to choose between Demetrius and being a nun?”

			“This is the day, my lord,” Egeus confirmed, with a bow. 

			“Well, let’s wake them up and find out,” said Theseus. “Horns!”

			The huntsmen blew their horns and all four of the youngsters woke with a start.

			When the Duke demanded that they explain what they were doing there, all four of them scratched their heads, bleary-eyed. 
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			“I can’t really remember,” Lysander admitted. “I know that Hermia and I had planned to run away together to these woods … so I guess we did?” 

			“Breaking the law!” Egeus cried. “Theseus, I demand punishment.”

			“Yes, that’s what happened,” Demetrius told Theseus. “Helena told me their plan, so I followed them. But then, it was weird. When I got here, it was like my love for Hermia melted away and I only wanted Helena. And now I understand that Helena was my true love all along. I don’t want to marry Hermia after all. I think she should marry Lysander.”

			“Me too,” said Lysander. 

			Everyone laughed, except for Egeus.

			“We’ll discuss this back at the palace,” Theseus commanded. “For now, it’s time for my wedding! Follow us back.”

			As the hunting party left the clearing, the four young lovers were left blinking at each other. 

			“I still feel really weird,” said Demetrius.

			“Like in a dream or something,” Helena agreed. 

			“Maybe we are still dreaming,” Lysander mused. “Was the duke here a minute ago?”

			“Yes, and my father,” said Hermia. 

			“Well, then we must be awake,” said Demetrius. “Let’s go! We can try to figure out what happened to us on the way.”

			They all trooped back toward Athens together, leaving Bottom slumbering alone in the clearing. 
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			A moment later, Bottom awoke with a start. He looked around the clearing. “Why, my friends must have left me to sleep in the forest all night! I had the strangest dream. I think I was a—donkey? What a dream it was! We must include it in our play for the duke!” He hurried back toward the city to find his friends, hoping he’d be back in time for the play.

		

		
			Act Five

			Just after the wedding ceremony was over, Bottom crashed into the palace. Luckily, Puck’s magic made everyone think the night’s events had been a dream. 

			“There you are,” the actors cried. “Get changed, it’s time to start!”

			Bottom held up his hands. “Before we do, what do you think about adding a scene where Pyramus turns into a donkey?”

			The other actors wrinkled their noses. 

			“It sounds a bit silly,” said the one playing Thisbe. “Who would want to see a play with nonsense like that in it?” 

			Bottom nodded. “You’re right; I don’t know what I was thinking.”
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			So, the actors performed their love story and it went down very well indeed. Even the fairies crept out of the forest to watch it, and they had to admit that it was very good, for a human play.

			When the play was over, Duke Theseus called the four young lovers to stand before him. 

			“Now Egeon, if Demetrius doesn’t want to marry Hermia anymore, don’t you think you ought to let her marry Lysander?” said the Duke. “After all, he’s got to be better than death or a nunnery, hasn’t he?”
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			“I suppose so,” Egeon growled. 

			With a shriek, Hermia flew into Lysander’s arms. “Please, Duke, will you marry us now?” she asked. 

			“Us too!” Helena added, after a quick whisper to Demetrius. 

			So, the two couples were married that very day. They lived happily ever after and they never did remember what happened on that midsummer night in the woods.

		

		
			Twelfth Night

		

	
		Twelfth Night

		The Characters

		Orsino, Duke of Illyria.

		Olivia, a countess.

		Valentine, one of Orsino’s servants.

		Viola, a girl, who pretends to be a boy called Cesario.

		A sea captain, friend to Viola.

		Sir Toby Belch, Olivia’s uncle.

		Sir Andrew Aguecheek, Sir Toby Belch’s friend.

		Maria, Olivia’s maid.

		Feste, a clown and servant to Olivia.

		Malvolio, steward to Olivia.

		Sebastian, Viola’s brother.

		Antonio, a sea captain, friend to Sebastian.

		Lords, priests, sailors, officers, musicians, and other attendants.

	

		
			Act One

			There once was a duke named Orsino, who lived in the ancient kingdom of Illyria. It was a beautiful and wealthy land. Orsino had a big house, set in lush gardens, and more money than he knew what to do with. But he was not content. In another big house, with even more gorgeous gardens next to his, lived the Countess Olivia. Orsino had fallen deeply in love with Olivia, but she didn’t love him back. 

			One afternoon, Orsino was in his house, surrounded by other lords and attendants, waiting for his servant, Valentine, to return from Olivia’s house. When Valentine came in, Orsino sprang up to greet him. “What news from my love?” he asked eagerly. 
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			“She wouldn’t see me,” said Valentine. “She won’t see anyone. She is still mourning her brother’s death.”

			“She has such a tender and sweet heart!” Orsino cried. “Oh, she is my ideal woman. I’m going to go and lie in a bed of flowers and dream of her!”

			He wandered out of the room, leaving his lords and servants to exchange secret smiles and sniggers over their duke’s lovesickness.
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			Meanwhile, on the coast of Illyria, the crew and passengers of a wrecked ship were struggling to shore. A young girl named Viola was among them. She was deeply distressed because her twin brother had been swept out to sea when the ship went down.

			The kindly captain tried to comfort her. “He might have been carried down the coast and washed up on a different shore.”

			“Oh, I hope so!” Viola cried. “Do you know this land?”

			The captain confirmed that he did. “I was born and bred not far from here. It’s ruled over by the noble Duke Orsino. He’s a good and kind man.”

			“That sounds like a safe place for me,” Viola mused. “But I will need to disguise myself. Who knows what would happen to a lady who is all alone. I’ll dress up a young boy and you will take me to the duke. I’ll get a job at his court as a singer for him or something. I’ll stay there until I’ve figured out my plan. Deal? I’ll pay you well.” 

			“Of course, I will help you and keep your secret,” the kind captain promised.
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			Late that night, in Olivia’s house, her cousin, Sir Toby Belch, was having drinks with his friend, Sir Andrew Aguecheek. They were being very loud.

			Olivia’s maid, Maria, burst into the room. “Keep the noise down, will you?” she hissed. “It’s disturbing my lady.” 

			Sir Andrew held up a hand. “That’s fine, I’m leaving anyway. I only came to woo Olivia and she won’t even see me.”

			Sir Andrew was a complete fool and Sir Toby mostly kept him around to make fun of him. He knew very well that Olivia would never marry Sir Andrew, but he said, “Stay! There is still hope, man!”

			“Oh, very well, I’ll stay another month,” said Sir Andrew. “After all, I am incredibly clever and accomplished. Maybe she will see that.”

			“The most clever and accomplished,” Sir Toby assured him, with a wicked twinkle in his eye. “Show me your excellent dancing again.”

			Sir Andrew began to caper around the room, looking like a foal learning to walk on wobbly legs. “See how great I am?” he cried.
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			“She won’t be able to resist,” Sir Toby chuckled.

			Maria shook her head at the pair of them.

			When Viola arrived at Orsino’s court, the sea captain introduced her as Cesario, a helpful boy who wished to serve the duke. Orsino liked Cesario very much from the beginning and felt that he could trust him. 
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			Viola found herself liking him back. 

			After a few days, Orsino gave Cesario the most important job of all. “Go to Olivia’s,” he said. “Go and tell her servants you will stand there until she sees you. Your feet will take root if they must!”

			“But surely she’ll just leave me there?” Viola objected. 

			“Don’t be polite about it, then,” Orsino urged. “Shout, stamp, and make all sorts of noise, but don’t come back without seeing her.”

			“Okay, but if she does let me in, what should I say?” Viola asked. 

			“Tell her how much I love her,” Orsino instructed. “Act out how strongly I feel for her. I’m sure she’ll hear it better coming from you than from a normal messenger, since you are such a handsome young lad.”

			As Viola left, she muttered to herself. “I’ll do my best to woo his lady, but I feel such strife. Because I would do anything to be his wife!”
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			Back at Olivia’s house, Feste the fool had just returned from a trip away. Olivia was annoyed with him for going away and Feste was trying to make her laugh.

			“You aren’t very funny anymore,” Olivia told him.

			Feste grinned. “Hah. You only think that because you’ve become the fool yourself.”

			“How so?” Olivia demanded. 

			“First, tell me, why are you mourning?” said Feste.

			“For my brother’s death,” Olivia replied.

			Feste nodded understandingly. “Oh yes, that is sad when his soul is in hell.”

			“His soul is in heaven!” said Olivia sharply.

			“Then you are the fool for mourning that your brother’s soul is in heaven,” said Feste, nudging Olivia. 

			Olivia laughed in spite of herself. She turned to her steward, Malvolio, a very snooty man. “What do you think, Malvolio? Shall we let Feste stay?”

			
				
					[image: ]

				

			
			Malvolio sniffed. “I’ve never understood why you find him funny.”

			“That’s just because you can’t take a joke about yourself,” said Olivia fondly. 

			Maria came in. “There is someone outside to see you,” she said. “A very handsome young man, actually,” she added, smiling at her mistress. 

			Olivia sighed. “Malvolio, can you go and deal with this? If it’s another message from the duke, I’m sick or not at home.”

			Of course, the handsome young man was actually Viola and she refused to go anywhere, no matter what Malvolio said. 

			“A very rude young man,” Malvolio reported back.

			“He sounds very determined,” Olivia said. “Fine, let’s hear what he has to say. I assume this is Orsino’s latest attempt.” She threw her veil over her face as Viola, dressed as Cesario, entered the room.

			Viola cleared her throat. “Most beautiful and wonderful lady, kindest in the world—”

			“You can skip the flattery,” Olivia interrupted. “Just get to the point.”

			“But I have learned this speech!” Viola objected. “It wasn’t easy, you know.”

			“If you had to learn it, it’s not real, is it?” said Olivia. “I heard you were being rude at the gates and I was intrigued. Just deliver your message quickly.”
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			“I was only rude because the man at the gate was rude,” Viola said indignantly. “But please, madam. I was told to speak to you alone.”

			With a weary sigh, Olivia dismissed all the servants with a wave of her hand. She lifted her veil. “Now, speak.”

			“Orsino loves you, my lady,” said Viola.

			“Yes, but I’ve told him before,” Olivia cut in. “I don’t love him back. He has to accept that.”
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			“I think if I loved you as much as my master does, I couldn’t accept it either,” said Viola. “I would sit outside your gate singing love songs day and night.”

			Olivia smiled, but more at the thought of Cesario sitting outside her gate than Orsino. “I see,” she said. “Well, nevertheless, I will never love him.”

			“In that case, goodbye, beautiful but cruel lady,” said Viola. She left feeling happy. She knew she had done a good job but was very certain that Olivia would never love Orsino. 

			But as she walked down the driveway, Malvolio caught up with her. He gave her a ring from Olivia’s finger. “My lady wants you to return tomorrow to tell her how Orsino took the news.”
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			Viola was surprised for a moment and then she laughed to herself. “I do believe she has fallen in love with me! Or rather, with Cesario,” she said. “Oh, poor Olivia. And poor Orsino for loving her. And poor me for loving him! This isn’t going to turn out well.”

		

		
			Act Two
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			Meanwhile, farther down the coast of Illyria, two more men had escaped the clutches of the sea. Viola’s twin brother, Sebastian, thanked his lucky stars that a man named Antonio had pulled him from the waves. But he mourned his sister, who he believed had drowned. 

			“I am going to go to the court of Orsino,” Sebastian told Antonio. “To see if he has a place for me.”

			“I have many enemies in Orsino’s court,” said Antonio. “So, it might be dangerous for me, but I don’t want to leave your side. I will pretend to be your servant.”

			The two of them set off.

			Meanwhile, Sir Toby, Sir Andrew, and Feste had stayed up late, talking and singing. Maria appeared and tried to shush them. “My lady is going to send Malvolio after you,” she warned, although she couldn’t help but smile at their silly songs.

			“Poo, we aren’t afraid of Malvolio!” said Sir Toby.

			At that moment, Malvolio came marching in, looking furious. “Are you mad, making this racket at this time of night?” he demanded. “This is not a party. If you aren’t able to control yourselves, you aren’t welcome here.”
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			“We can control ourselves very well,” Sir Toby giggled. “We were in tune and kept great time! Go and mind your own business, Malvolio. Maria, can we have more drinks?”

			Malvolio turned to Maria. “You are just encouraging them. I’m going to tell our mistress.”

			“Oh, buzz off,” Maria snapped as Malvolio left. 

			“Maybe I should challenge him to a duel,” Sir Andrew said. “That would put him in his place!”

			“Do it!” Sir Toby encouraged him.

			“Leave it for tonight,” Maria advised. “Olivia is in a bad mood. She hasn’t been herself since that boy from Orsino’s court came around. I bet I can think up a scheme to make a fool of Malvolio, with no need for fighting.”

			“Ooh, like what? What do you know about him that we can use?” Sir Toby wanted to know.

			“But I wanted to beat him up,” Sir Andrew complained quietly. 

			“I know he has a very high opinion of himself. And he uses a lot of big words, but he barely knows what they mean. We can use those things against him,” said Maria, with a wicked gleam in her eye.

			“How?” Sir Toby asked eagerly.
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			“I’m going to write love letters,” Maria announced. “My handwriting is very much like Olivia’s and he’ll believe the letter is from her.”

			“You are going to make him believe that Olivia is in love with him,” Sir Toby chuckled. 

			“It’s a funny plan!” Sir Andrew cried. 

			“Exactly, and he’ll believe it because he loves himself so much!” Maria giggled. “I’ll tell you where I hide the letter for him to find, so you can watch him open it! I’m off to bed now. See you in the morning.”

			As she left, Sir Andrew remembered that he was running out of money again. “If I don’t marry your cousin, I’ll be in deep trouble,” he grumbled. “I need her money.”

			“And I promise you shall have it,” Sir Toby said absently. “Come on, let’s find something else fun to do.”

			Back at Orsino’s court, Orsino was listening to music. 

			“Ah,” he said dreamily. “Cesario, if you ever fall in love, remember me. All true lovers are like this. All they can do is dream about their one true love and beg them to love them back.”

			“I know,” sighed Viola. 

			“Why, you are in love too?” Orsino cried. “Tell me about the person you love!”

			“They look a bit like you,” Viola said. 

			“Oh well, then she isn’t good enough for you,” said Orsino. “Now, please will you go back to Olivia for me?”

			“What if she cannot love you, sir?” Viola asked, a tad nervously. 

			“I cannot accept that answer,” said Orsino, shrugging.
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			“But what if there were another lady who loves you as dearly as you love Olivia? And you told her that you could not love her. Would she not have to accept that answer?” Viola asked.

			“It’s not the same thing,” said Orsino confidently. “Women don’t love as strongly as men do.”

			“Yes, they do!” said Viola indignantly. “Why, I—er, that is, my father had a daughter who loved a man very strongly indeed.”

			“And what happened?” Orsino asked.

			“Nothing, my lord,” said Viola blushing furiously. “She never told him.”

			Before Orsino could ask her any more questions, Viola stood up.

			“Um, I’ll go to Olivia now,” she said.

			“Yes, of course,” Orsino said. He held out a jewel. “Please take her this.”

			Viola hurried away.
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			Meanwhile, Maria had written her letter and dropped it in the grass, near where Malvolio was walking. She, Sir Toby, and Sir Andrew were hiding in a nearby hedge to watch. 

			“I remember Maria telling me once that Olivia cared for me and I’m sure I’ve heard Olivia herself say that if she were to fall in love, it would be with someone like me,” Malvolio mused to himself as he walked by.

			“He’s already half-convinced himself that she loves him anyway!” Sir Toby whispered indignantly. 

			“I ought to beat him,” Sir Andrew hissed, feeling the sting of jealousy. 

			“I would be Count Malvolio,” Malvolio carried on dreamily. “It’s not impossible. Wasn’t there a lady that married her butler?”

			“Oh, he does think a lot of himself, doesn’t he?” Sir Toby growled. “As if my niece would ever marry such a pompous idiot.”

			“I can see it now,” Malvolio said, dreamily. “We’ve been married for three months. I’ll order the servants around and wear an embroidered velvet robe. I would send that silly Sir Andrew away and Sir Toby would have to bow to me too.”

			Sir Toby made a strangled choking noise. “Does he really think I would ever bow to the likes of him?”
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			Malvolio spotted the letter on the ground and picked it up. “My love, I am nervous to admit my feelings since you work for me,” he read. “But know that our differences don’t matter to me and I love you. If you like me too, show me by wearing yellow stockings with cross garters. And by being rude to my family and the servants.”
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			Malvolio kicked his heels with glee. “It’s Olivia writing to me, I’m sure of it! I’ll do everything she says. I’m going to be rude to everyone, and I’m going to find my yellow stockings right now! Soon I will be a count and be treated the way someone as clever and excellent as me deserves!”

			He hurried into the house still clutching the letter.

			The tricksters emerged from the hedge, finally able to let out their peals of laughter. 

			“I could marry you for this!” Sir Toby gasped to Maria. “What a good joke!”

			“Just you wait,” Maria wheezed. “He’s going to go and put on his yellow stockings to show Olivia. She hates yellow! And she thinks tying garters in a cross pattern is ridiculous.”
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			Viola arrived to see Olivia and was allowed in right away. This annoyed Sir Andrew, who was hanging around outside hopefully with Sir Toby. He had still not been allowed in to see Olivia. 

			“First, tell me your name,” said Olivia, taking Viola’s hand. 

			Viola tried to remove her hand without being rude. “Cesario, my lady. Duke Orsino sends his—”

			Olivia flapped her hands. “Oh, I don’t want to hear any more about him. I sent my ring after you because I care for you, not Orsino. Do you think you could care for me? Tell the truth.”
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			Viola saw that Olivia really was in love with the boy she was pretending to be.

			“I’m sorry, I can’t feel the way you do,” said Viola gently. 

			Olivia’s face fell. “Are you sure? I love you so much already. I give you my whole heart.”

			Viola felt absolutely awful. She took Olivia’s hand and looked into her eyes. “I have one heart, my lady, and I can never give it to a woman. I must go. I won’t bring my master’s wishes to you again.”

			Viola left as Olivia was processing her strange words. The distressed countess called, “Please come back! You might find that you learn to love me.”
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			Meanwhile, Sir Andrew was furious that Olivia had let Viola in to see her when he hadn’t yet been allowed in.

			Sir Toby tried to calm him down. “She’s only doing it to make you jealous. It’s a test!” he lied. “It means she really loves you.”

			“Really?” Sir Andrew gasped. 

			“Of course!” Sir Toby fibbed. “She’s using Cesario to make you jealous. So, what are you going to do about it?”

			“Why, I will challenge him to a duel!” Sir Andrew exclaimed. “I’ll write him a letter.”

			“A great idea,” Sir Toby assured him. “Then you can fight and impress Olivia with your strength.”

			Sir Andrew left to go and write the letter. Just then, Maria came hurrying along to fetch Sir Toby. “You must come and see Malvolio,” she wheezed. “Our plan is working!”

			Meanwhile, Sebastian and Antonio had arrived in town. They agreed that Antonio would find them rooms and food while Sebastian explored.

			“Take my purse,” said Antonio. “You might want to buy something. I will try to keep out of the way of the guards. I am a wanted man in this town.”

			The two went their separate ways.
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			Olivia was sitting outside with Maria when Malvolio sauntered up, grinning widely and wearing bright yellow stockings, cross gartered in black.

			“Hello there sweet lady,” he leered.

			“What in the world are you smiling about?” Olivia asked. 

			“Because I know your handwriting,” Malvolio said, giving her a wink. 

			“Malvolio, what is wrong with you?” Olivia demanded as he swaggered about in front of her, showing off his legs. “Perhaps you should go and lie down.”

			“And dream of you, sweet one,” Malvolio said.

			
				
					[image: ]

				

			
			Maria was struggling to hold in her laughter. “Malvolio, why do you behave so boldly to my lady?” she said. 

			“Because I know,” Malvolio said. “Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them, eh?” He gave Olivia a meaningful look. 

			“What is he talking about?” Olivia asked Maria. 

			“I remember who liked my yellow stockings,” Malvolio carried on, winking again. 

			“He has gone mad,” Olivia said flatly. “Maria, please ask Sir Toby to take care of him and make sure he doesn’t hurt himself.”

		

		
			Act Three

			As the ladies both left, Malvolio smiled to himself. He was certain that Olivia was just testing him. He remembered the part in the letter about being rude to her family when Sir Toby arrived with Maria.

			“How are you Malvolio? Not feeling well, I hear?” said Sir Toby. 

			“Be quiet!” said Malvolio, putting his hand over Sir Toby’s mouth. “I cannot listen to you any more. I’m leaving.”
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			Malvolio stalked away. 

			“I’m surprised how well the trick is working,” said Sir Toby. “It only took the smallest nudge from us for him to behave like an idiot.”

			Sir Toby turned as Sir Andrew came in brandishing a piece of paper. “Here is my challenge! It’s harsh, I tell you!”

			Sir Toby read it aloud: 

			Cesario, you are a nasty fellow. Lady Olivia is nice to you, but you lie to her. I will find you and fight you when you next come by. If you try to kill me, you will be a villain. I hope God has mercy on one of our souls. I think he will have mercy on me, so you should be careful. 

			Sincerely, Your Friend and Enemy, 

			Sir Andrew Aguecheek.

			Sir Toby and Maria glanced at one another, each privately thinking it was the worst letter and the worst challenge they had ever read. 

			“Er, well done,” said Sir Toby. “I’ll give it to him, shall I?”

			“The timing is perfect. Cesario is with Olivia right now,” Maria added. 

			“Great! Sir Andrew, you go and wait in the orchard and when you see him come by, start shouting at him and sounding scary,” Sir Toby instructed. 
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			Sir Andrew obediently trotted off. “I’m very good at shouting,” he said. 

			Sir Toby wadded up the letter. “I’m not going to give Cesario this,” he scoffed. “He’ll see in a moment that it was written by a blockhead and he won’t rise to the challenge. I’ll go and talk to him and deliver the challenge that way. I’ll tell him Sir Andrew is a valiant knight and get Cesario all fired up to fight.”
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			Meanwhile, Olivia had invited Cesario over again to declare her love. Once again, Viola had told her she couldn’t love her and got up to go back to Orsino.

			“Please come again tomorrow!” Olivia called as Viola left.
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			As Viola walked through the gardens toward the gates, Sir Toby stopped her. “Sir, a man who has a quarrel with you is lying in wait down by the orchard and I must warn you, he is a fearsome beast.”

			Viola frowned. “I don’t have a quarrel with anyone!”

			“Believe me, he does have a quarrel with you, “Sir Toby insisted gravely. “And if you value your life, you will be ready to fight for it. He is a knight who has killed a great many people.”

			Viola was alarmed to hear that a fearsome knight wanted to fight her. “I’ll go back to the house and ask Olivia to give me a guard,” she said. “I have heard of men making up quarrels, just so they have an opportunity to fight and test their bravery. Maybe this man is one of those.”

			“Absolutely not!” Sir Toby blocked her way back. “It’s a very real quarrel and if you are any sort of a man, you will go and face him.”

			“Well, can you at least find out what I did wrong before I face him?” Viola asked, trying not to quiver. “I certainly didn’t mean to do whatever it is.”

			“I will go and talk to him now,” Sir Toby promised. “Feste!” he called to the fool. “Come and wait with this young man while I talk to Sir Andrew. Sir Andrew wants to fight him, so he should be very afraid, shouldn’t he?” Sir Toby gave Feste a wink. 

			Feste caught on to the joke right away. “Oh, you poor boy,” he said to Viola. “I will make your last moments brighter. Let me tell you a few jokes before you die.”

			Viola felt terrified. 

			Sir Toby hurried down to the orchard. “Oh, Cesario’s a devil with the sword!” he told Sir Andrew. “The fiercest man I’ve ever seen. They say he has killed a hundred men!”

			“Um, well then, perhaps I won’t mess with him,” said Sir Andrew, looking pale. 
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			“It’s too late for that, old boy,” Sir Toby chuckled. “He won’t be calmed now.” He took hold of Sir Andrew’s arm and walked him up the lawn toward Viola. 

			“Time to draw your sword, boy,” said Feste. 

			Viola did, with a shaking hand. She saw Sir Andrew quivering and assumed it was with the rage of a violent animal. “Are you sure I can’t just talk to him?” she whispered to Feste.

			“Absolutely sure,” said Feste cheerily, as he and Sir Toby pushed the two reluctant fighters together. 

			Viola took a deep breath and tried to remember everything she had ever learned from her brother about sword fighting. She tried to block as Sir Andrew came in with a swinging blade. 

			But as the first clang of the swords rang through the air, there came a shout from beyond the hedge. “STOP!” A stranger leapt over and ran toward them, drawing his sword. 

			It was Antonio. He had seen the fight and he had mistaken Viola for his friend, Sebastian. Antonio pointed his sword at Sir Andrew’s chest. “If you want a fight, you will have to face me, not him,” he said. 

			“Who the devil are you?” Sir Toby demanded. 
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			But before Antonio could give an answer, there was another shout and more men leapt over the hedge. This time, it was the city guards. 

			“Seize that man!” one of them cried.

			Two more ran over and grabbed Antonio by the arms. 

			“Antonio, I arrest you on the orders of Count Orsino,” said one of the officers.

			As Antonio was arrested, he looked at Viola. “The guards found me because I was out looking for you,” he said. “I will need money. Please, can I have my purse back?”

			Viola was puzzled. “Your purse?”

			“Please! At least give me some of the money, I beg you,” Antonio said as the officers started to drag him away. 

			Viola reached into her own pocket. “I do have some money. I’m happy to give you half, since you just helped me,” she said, holding out some coins. “But I don’t know what this purse is you are talking about. We’ve only just met.”

			Antonio stared in disbelief. “I saved this youth from certain death and nursed him back to health!” he cried. 

			“A likely story,” sneered one of the officers as they made him march away. 

			“It’s true!” Antonio shouted. “I was kind to him and now he won’t even help me when I am in trouble. Sebastian, you have done me a great wrong!” he howled over his shoulder as he was taken away.

			“Hah, this boy is clearly a coward and a liar and not worth your time, Sir Andrew,” said Sir Toby. He led the silly knight away, feeling that the joke had lost its fun. 
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			Viola was left speechless as she understood she had been mistaken for Sebastian. Could that mean her beloved brother was alive somewhere? she wondered.

			Meanwhile, on the other side of the grounds, Feste had run into Sebastian and had mistaken him for Cesario. He was trying to take him to Olivia. 

			“For the last time,” Sebastian growled, “I am not Cesario, I do not know your lady, and I am not going with you.”

			As he turned to leave, Sir Toby and Sir Andrew came by. Sir Andrew also thought he was looking at Cesario. He ran straight up and slapped him.

			Sebastian drew his dagger. “Are all you people mad?” he cried.

			Feste ran to fetch Olivia as Sir Toby drew his sword and faced Sebastian. 

			Olivia came running in. “Leave him alone, Sir Toby!” she cried. “You will not attack my guests! Cesario, I am so sorry. Go away, all of you,” she snapped to the rest of her household. “Come with me, Cesario. You can rest and recover from this unpleasant experience at the house.”
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			“Is this a dream?” Sebastian wondered quietly to himself as he looked at the beautiful lady. “If it is, I hope I sleep for a long time.”

			“Please will you come?” Olivia asked again. 

			“Madam, I will,” said Sebastian, taking her arm. As they walked back to the house, they passed Sir Toby and Maria. 
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			“Malvolio is certainly having a bad day!” said Maria to Sir Toby. Malvolio was locked in a darkened room, and everyone had told him that he was mad. They pretended not to believe him when he said he was following the instructions of a letter.

			Meanwhile, Olivia had declared her love for Sebastian and given him a pearl. Sebastian was confused. He thought she was a beautiful lady, but surely mad. “But then how could she stay in charge of such a large fortune and a house and all these servants?” he asked himself. “It’s all very strange. And even stranger that Antonio wasn’t at the inn. They said he went looking for me and never came back!”

			Olivia led Sebastian to a priest. “Now, I know this is fast,” she said. “But if you love me, please come and marry me. It can all be secret until you are ready to announce it to other people, but I want us to be married so we can feel certain in our love.”
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			Sebastian was surprised but couldn’t escape the feeling that Olivia was the woman of his dreams. “I will do as you ask,” he said.

		

		
			Act Four

			Orsino, Viola, and various other lords from Orsino’s court came to visit Olivia’s house. 

			As they were waiting to be let in, the guards passed by with Antonio. 

			“That’s the man who saved me from Sir Andrew, my lord,” Viola hissed to Orsino. 

			“Oh, I remember that man,” Orsino said. “The last time I saw him, he was attacking our ships.”

			“This is Antonio, my lord,” said a guard. “We arrested him for fighting.”
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			“He was trying to defend me,” Viola explained. “Although I don’t know why. He said some very strange things.”

			Orsino turned to Antonio. “So, Antonio, what brings you back here when you are a wanted man? And why would a notorious pirate go out of his way to protect my servant Cesario?”
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			“Have mercy, my lord,” said Antonio. “I am no pirate. I saved that man there from drowning. It was for his sake that I came back to this town, and it was only to protect him that I got involved in the duel. But then he pretended not to know me and not to have my purse, which I had given him only half an hour before.”

			“And when did you and this boy come to the town?” Orsino asked. 

			“Today, my lord,” Antonio replied. “But for three months before, we kept company with one another, day and night.”

			Olivia and her servants arrived.

			“Here comes the countess,” said Orsino. “We will talk more in a moment, but I must tell you, Antonio, that your words are nonsense. This youth has been my servant for the last three months.”

			“What do you want, Orsino?” Olivia greeted him. “If it’s the same old stuff, then I don’t want to hear it.” 

			“Still so cruel?” Orsino asked. 

			“Still so constant, my lord,” she fired back.

			“I love you more than any man has ever loved any woman,” Orsino declared grandly, getting down on one knee. “And I know you want Cesario, my servant, instead. How would you feel if I killed Cesario? I would do it, you know, for love. Despite the fact that the boy is a very dear friend to me.”

			
				
					[image: ]

				

			
			“I would cheerfully die a thousand deaths for your sake, my lord,” Viola told him, with feeling. 

			But Olivia just shook her head. 

			Orsino turned away and began wringing his hands as he walked down the path. “I have been stabbed in the heart,” he muttered to himself.

			“My lord, wait!” Viola called as she followed.

			“Wait, Cesario, where are you going?” Olivia asked, grabbing Viola’s arm.

			“I am going after Orsino. I love him more than I love my life or than I could love any wife,” Viola declared.

			“How can you have forgotten so quickly?” Olivia cried. As Viola looked puzzled, Olivia turned to a servant. “Go and call the priest,” she said. “My husband is confused.”

			“Husband?” Viola asked.

			“HUSBAND?” Orsino shouted from down the driveway. He marched back to the door and loomed over Viola. “Are you her husband?”
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			“No, my lord!” Viola swore. 

			“Oh, Cesario is just saying that because he is scared of you,” Olivia said. “He’s definitely my husband.”

			The priest arrived. 

			“Father, did you not marry us merely two hours ago?” she asked. 

			“Indeed, I did,” the priest nodded. “It was a beautiful ceremony.”

			“What?” Viola cried, throwing up her hands.

			“You liar!” Orsino cried. “Fine, be with Olivia, but make sure you and I never meet again.”

			“No, it’s not true!” Viola protested, but nobody listened to her. 

			At that moment, Sir Andrew and Sir Toby arrived. “We need a doctor!” Sir Andrew said. “Cesario attacked us and now we are bleeding!”

			“What in the WORLD?” Viola cried, feeling like she was surrounded by mad people. “I didn’t hurt you.”
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			“Yes, you did, you rogue,” Sir Toby growled. 

			“You are drunk,” said Olivia coldly. “Get to bed, the pair of you. Feste, fetch the doctor and have him see them there.”

			Feste led the two angry knights away.

			At that moment, Sebastian rushed up the driveway. He passed everyone else there without a second glance and sank to his knees in front of Olivia. “I’m so sorry, my love, I hurt your cousin, Sir Toby. He attacked me first, but it’s no excuse.” He looked up at Olivia. 
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			Her mouth hung wide open as she stared at him.

			“Oh dear, I have disappointed you. I will try to be a better husband ….” Sebastian trailed off as he saw that everyone else there was staring at him too.

			“It’s like an optical illusion!” Orsino cried as he looked between Sebastian and Viola. “The same face, twice!”

			Sebastian caught sight of Antonio. “Antonio! I’ve been searching for you for hours!” he said. 

			Antonio was very confused. “Which one is you?” he asked. “How are there two of you?”

			Finally, Sebastian saw Viola. He stared at her face as he walked right up to her. “Who are you? Why do you look like me? I’ve never had a brother.” He studied her face closely. “I had a sister, but she was lost at sea and drowned several months ago.”

			“How odd,” said Viola. “I had a brother, but he drowned at sea.”

			“My father had a mole upon his brow,” said Sebastian. 

			“And so did mine,” said Viola. “And he died, on my—”

			“—thirteenth birthday,” Sebastian chimed in, so they said the words together. 
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			The twins finally understood they had found one another again, alive and well, and they threw their arms around each other.

			“So, who are you?” Orsino asked Viola. 

			“My name is Viola,” she replied. “I am sorry for lying to you, my lord. I disguised myself as a boy to keep myself safe when I was shipwrecked here. And then I didn’t know how to tell you the truth.” 

			“Well, I never,” said Orsino. “Now that I see you for who you really are … you are the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on.”

			“Really?” Viola asked eagerly. “Because I have to admit, I’ve been in love with you this whole time.” 

			Olivia nervously cleared her throat. “So, which of you did I declare my love to?” 

			“Me,” said both of the twins at the same time. 

			Olivia blushed as everyone laughed at her mistake. “But w-which of you did I marry?” she stammered. 

			“Me,” said Sebastian. “And that wasn’t a mix-up at all for me. I’m happy I married you. But perhaps you wanted to be married to Viola?” he asked, with a twinkle in his eye. 

			“No! I am happy I married you,” said Olivia. 
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			An angry roar sounded from outside. Malvolio had escaped the darkened room.

			“Olivia, did you send me this?” Malvolio demanded rudely, waving the letter in her face. 

			Olivia read the letter. “Oh Malvolio,” she smiled. “I think you have been the victim of a trick. Maria, Sir Toby, Sir Andrew! I think you have some apologies to make!” 

			The three pranksters nodded sheepishly. “Sorry, Malvolio.”

			“You are all worthless fools!” Malvolio stormed away in a fury. 

			The rest of them went indoors together to hear the whole story of how the shipwreck had torn the twins apart, found them true love, and brought them back together.
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			Act One
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			It was a dark and stormy day on the Scottish moors long ago. Three witches danced in the swirling rain and fog. 

			“When shall we three meet again, in thunder, lightning, or in rain?” one of the witches called over the howl of the wind. 

			“When the fighting’s all done and the battle’s lost and won,” answered one sister. 

			“That will be at sunset. We’ll meet on the moor then and tell Macbeth his destiny,” said the third. 

			Together, they chanted. “Fair is foul and foul is fair. Hover through fog and filthy air!” With that, they dissolved into the mist and were whisked away by the storm. 

			Meanwhile, a fierce battle was raging on the other side of the moors. The Lord of Cawdor wanted to steal the throne of Scotland from King Duncan. Fighting against him was Macbeth, who was the Lord of Glamis. Macbeth had less land and money than the Lord of Cawdor and a lower title, but he was brave and strong. After a fierce fight, the rebels were defeated and the Lord of Cawdor surrendered.When the king heard what Macbeth had done for him, he was touched.
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			“I will make Macbeth the new Lord of Cawdor as thanks,” he said to his messengers. “Go and tell him the news.”

			Macbeth was already on his way back across the Scottish moors toward his home castle. Riding with him was his good friend Banquo, another loyal Scottish lord. 
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			“Such strange weather today,” Macbeth said as they rode. “Sometimes the air is still and sometimes it’s windy, but the fog never lifts.” 

			Just then, three figures loomed out of the gloom. Three wild-looking women, with skin as bleak as the sky and eyes as bright as lightning. 

			“Who are you?” Banquo cried. He and Macbeth put their hands on their swords. 

			“Witches,” Macbeth whispered. “We must be careful.”

			“All hail Macbeth, Lord of Glamis,” said the first witch, doing a sort of curtsey.

			“All hail Macbeth, Lord of Cawdor,” said the second witch. 

			“All hail Macbeth, soon to be king!” said the third witch. 

			Banquo laughed, thinking that this was some sort of joke. “Go on then, Macbeth is going to be king, is he? What about me?”
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			“You are lesser than Macbeth and yet great,” said the first witch, mysteriously. 

			“Not so lucky and yet much happier,” said the second. 

			“Your sons will be kings although you won’t be the king yourself,” added the third. “All hail Macbeth and Banquo!”

			The witches all bowed to them once more and then turned away. 
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			Macbeth had been struck speechless but now he started to stutter. “Hold on!” he said. “You know I am the Lord of Glamis, but how can I be the Lord of Cawdor? We already have one! I just fought him in a battle!”

			But the witches just smiled and disappeared into the fog. 

			Macbeth and Banquo stared at one another, turning what they had been told over in their minds. 
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			“They just vanished into thin air!” said Macbeth. “But they seemed so real.”

			“Are we going mad?” Banquo wondered. 

			“Your children shall be kings,” Macbeth said to him. 

			“You shall be king!” Banquo replied. 

			“And Lord of Cawdor too, apparently,” said Macbeth. “Surely it’s just nonsense?”

			Just then, two more figures appeared in the mist, but these were very real indeed. It was two of the king’s men, Ross and Angus.

			“Lord Macbeth! The king heard how you defended him and his throne in a fierce battle and is touched and pleased by your loyalty,” Ross called. 
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			“And he wishes to make you the new Lord of Cawdor,” added Angus. 

			Macbeth stared at them, then glanced at Banquo, as he remembered what the witches had just said. “But the Lord of Cawdor lives! He is defeated but still very much alive.”

			“The Kking is taking away his lordship and wishes you to have it,” Angus explained. “Congratulations!”

			Macbeth was shaken that one of the witches’ prophecies had come true so quickly. He began to wonder if they were right about him being king one day too. In those days, in Scotland, the throne wasn’t passed down from father to son. The king would choose who he wanted to be the king after him. Then, when he died, that king would take the throne. Often, kings did choose their own sons, but not always. Macbeth was the same age as Duncan, so he knew Duncan would never choose him.

			Is fortune telling me to kill the king? Macbeth wondered. Then he blushed and felt upset with himself for even thinking such a thing. No, I became Lord of Cawdor without doing anything. Could I be made king the same way?

			“The king wants to come and stay with you to celebrate your new lordship,” said Ross. “He’s already on his way to your castle. Can we ride there with you?”

			“Of course!” Macbeth stammered. 

			“This is turning into your lucky day,” Banquo murmured to Macbeth. They shared a glance as they each wondered if they had been told the whole truth about their futures …

			Together, the four men rode on toward Macbeth’s home. 

			They bumped into King Duncan on the way. He was delighted to see his two loyal lords, Macbeth and Banquo. 

			“I have something to talk to you about,” he said to the pair of them. “I’ve been thinking about who I should name as heir to the throne after me—” Macbeth held his breath “—and I have decided to choose my son, Malcolm.” He clapped his surprised son on his back.
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			Macbeth couldn’t help but feel a bit low. His hopes had been raised for nothing. 

			“Malcolm is a good lad but he’s a bit soft,” said Duncan. “If I die before the two of you, I’ll want to know that good lords like you are around him when he takes the throne.”

			Banquo and Macbeth both bowed their heads. “Of course.”

			Macbeth felt like being alone. He cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, please may I ride ahead of the group? I should warn my wife that you are coming to stay. I know she will want to prepare the castle.”

			“Don’t go to any trouble,” the kindly king said. “But of course, do go and let Lady Macbeth know. We’ll slow our horses a little.”

			So, Macbeth set off at a canter over the moors. As he rode, he thought about what had just happened. How can I become king? Duncan hasn’t named me his heir, he puzzled.
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			When he reached the castle, he cantered right up to the door, slid off his horse, and ran straight inside, calling for his wife. 

			“Why, Macbeth, what is the matter?” she cried, running down the stairs.

			“First, the king is coming to stay with us. He’s on his way now and we must make ready,” said Macbeth.

			Lady Macbeth clapped her hands and started to direct all the servants of the castle. Once they had all hurried away to prepare rooms and food, Macbeth pulled Lady Macbeth to a dark corner of the hall and told her everything that had happened to him on the moor. 

			Lady Macbeth wasn’t as loyal to the king as Macbeth was. She was a very ambitious lady and once she heard that Macbeth could be king, she began to dream of being Queen of Scotland. She decided that they ought to remove all obstacles in Macbeth’s way, beginning with King Duncan. 

			“We will kill him tonight as he sleeps,” she whispered. “Until then, look innocent.”
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			Macbeth didn’t like his wife’s plan. “We’ll talk about this later,” he hissed, as the king’s party drew near to the front gates.

			Lady Macbeth flapped her hands. “Just look innocent and leave the rest to me,” she muttered back. She went out to greet the king and his men, curtseying and welcoming them to the castle.

		

		
			Act Two
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			That night, the Macbeths threw a jolly feast to welcome the king and his men to their home. But while everyone else was in the great hall, making merry, Macbeth excused himself. He went out into the corridor and paced up and down, alone. He felt very troubled. He liked the idea of being king. His wife wanted him to be king. But killing the king went against everything he had always believed in. 

			“The king is my lord and I am his subject. I am also his host, who should be barring the door to any threats on his life,” Macbeth muttered to himself. “It’s a monstrous thing to think of. And if I killed him, I would have to kill Malcolm as well.” He paced faster and faster. “He is a good king. Surely the heavens would punish someone who murdered him. There really is no good reason to kill the king except for my own ambition.”
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			After a while, Lady Macbeth noticed her husband was missing and came out to find him.

			Macbeth put his hands on her shoulders. “We can’t do this. The king has been very kind to me, and I will not betray him so soon after.”

			Lady Macbeth sneered at him. “You are just afraid. I thought you were a brave and daring man. I see now you will risk everything to get the approval of the king, but not for yourself. You want the crown, but you dare not take it.”

			“I dare to do everything that is right,” Macbeth snapped back. “But this is wrong. And keep your voice down.”

			“You can’t just dangle this in front of me and then take it away again,” Lady Macbeth grumbled. She grabbed him by the shoulders and exclaimed, “You know I would love to be queen!”

			Macbeth wavered. “But what if we fail?”
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			“We won’t. Duncan has had a long and hard day. He will sleep soundly. I’ll give his two guards so much to eat and drink that they’ll pass out and remember nothing. We’ll sneak in, take the guards’ daggers, kill the king, and then put the daggers back in their hands.”

			“So, everyone will think the guards did it?” Macbeth asked. 

			“Exactly,” Lady Macbeth smiled. “And we shall cry and wail when we discover the death, along with everyone else.”

			“Very well,” Macbeth agreed. “Let’s do it for the throne.”

			The Macbeths went back into the hall and acted like nothing was on their minds. 

			After much feasting and laughter, the king announced that he was tired and going to bed. Everyone else began to drift away to their rooms too. Soon, the hall was empty. Macbeth found himself pacing the passages of the castle, unable to settle. 

			As he walked down a candlelit corridor, he bumped into Banquo and his son, Fleance. 

			“Macbeth!” Banquo smiled at him. ‘We’re just on our way to bed. Thank you for a wonderful evening.”

			Macbeth bowed his head and did his best to smile back. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

			Banquo leaned in and looked closely at Macbeth. “You know, I can’t stop thinking about those three witches. It seems that they told you something true. It makes me wonder about the other things.”

			“Me too,” said Macbeth, doing his best to keep his voice steady. “But I suppose we will just have to wait and see.”

			“I suppose so,” Banquo agreed.

			They said goodnight and Macbeth was left alone. He had a horrible vision of a dagger in the air before him, the handle toward his hand, with blood running down it.
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			A while later, the faint noise of a bell rang through the castle. Macbeth felt a stab of fear in his chest. He knew this was his wife giving him the signal that it was time. He crept through the castle, hoping nobody else had heard the bell. 

			All was quiet and still. Outside the king’s room, the guards lay slumped at their posts, fast asleep, as Lady Macbeth had promised. Macbeth bent over them and gently pulled their daggers from their belts. 

			He held his breath as he pushed the door open, hoping it wouldn’t creak. It swung as silently as a swooping owl and Macbeth stepped into the room, where the king lay slumbering sweetly on the bed. 

			A moment later, the terrible deed was done. Macbeth crept back out and hurried away down the passage. He walked to his bedroom as fast as he could. He already felt regret and horror at what he had done. Every shadow made him jump, and he didn’t breathe freely until he was in his room with the door closed.
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			“It’s a terrible thing we’ve done, a terrible thing,” he whimpered, staring at the bloody daggers in his hands. They looked just like the one in his vision. “I’m sure somebody heard me. There are noises out there, I’m sure of it. Can you hear anyone crying out in alarm?”

			“Nobody cried out. I was listening the whole time,” said Lady Macbeth. “An owl shrieked but that was it. Now go and wash the blood from your hands. And why did you bring those daggers down here with you? You need to return them and wipe some blood on the guards.”

			“I can’t go back,” Macbeth moaned. “I can’t look at what I did!”

			“You’re useless,” Lady Macbeth snapped. “Dead people can’t hurt you. Give me the daggers. I’ll do it myself.”
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			While Macbeth scrubbed his hands and arms, Lady Macbeth took the bloody daggers and walked through the dark castle.

			Back at the king’s room, the guards were still fast asleep. Lady Macbeth put the daggers beside them on the floor and then gently smeared a little blood on each of their hands.

			Dawn was breaking when she returned to their room. The Macbeths breathed sighs of relief that nobody had seen her. They changed into their night clothes and ruffled their hair, as if they had been asleep. Soon, they heard someone knocking on the castle doors. 

			The knocking turned out to be two other lords, Macduff and Lennox, who King Duncan had instructed to call on him early. 

			Macbeth came out to greet Macduff and Lennox, pretending he had just woken up. 

			“Sorry, Macbeth, we didn’t think you would all still be asleep,” said Macduff. “It’s just the king told me to come and see him at first light on some urgent business.” 
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			“Of course!” said Macbeth. He pointed Macduff toward the king’s room and stayed to chat with Lennox. 

			“It was a horrible stormy night,” said Lennox. “It sounded like the wind was screaming, and it felt like the world was shaking. It felt like something very wrong and unnatural was happening.”

			“Yes, it was a rough night,” Macbeth agreed, trying to hide his nerves.
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			They were interrupted by Macduff’s ear-piercing shriek. 

			“What’s wrong?” Lennox asked. 

			“Yes, what’s the matter?” Macbeth chimed in, as innocently as he could. 

			“The king is dead! Go and see for yourselves,” Macduff wailed. “Murdered!”

			As Lennox and Macbeth went to look, Macduff ran up and down, shouting, “Treason! Wake up! Wake up Banquo, Donalbain, and Malcom!”

			Lady Macbeth came hurrying over. “Macduff, why are you shouting?”

			“Oh, my dear lady, I don’t want to upset you,” Macduff began. 

			Banquo came in, rubbing his eyes. “What’s happened?”

			Macduff looked seriously at both of them. “I’m sorry to tell you that the king is dead.”

			Lady Macbeth and Banquo both gasped at the same time. 

			As all the grieving lords gathered, along with Duncan’s sons Malcolm and Donalbain, Macbeth returned. 

			“It appears that the king’s own guards did it,” he said in a wobbly voice. “They were lying there, outside his room, with bloody daggers. I’m sorry to say that I was so upset and angry that I just killed them. How could they?”

			“You—you did the right thing, my love,” said Lady Macbeth weakly. She wanted to make sure that nobody suspected her or Macbeth, so she decided to pretend to faint with shock. She suddenly collapsed to the floor. 
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			Several lords flurried around to support her.

			“Please, my lady, take this chair,” said Lennox. 

			“Thank you,” Lady Macbeth whispered. 

			“Let’s all get dressed and then discuss this further,” said Banquo. “We need to figure out how and why this happened.”

			“Agreed!” said Macbeth.

			As all the other lords went to their rooms to get ready, Malcolm and Donalbain huddled together in a corner. Their father’s murder had terrified them.

			“If someone wanted father dead, they might want us dead too,” said Malcolm. “After all, he had named me his heir.”

			“Yes, and it could be one of these lords,” Donalbain added. “I don’t feel safe with them.” 

			“Me neither. We should stay away until we know more,” said Malcolm. “I’ll go to England.”

			“And I’ll go to Ireland. We’ll be safer apart,” said Donalbain. “Let’s not return until the culprit has been discovered.”
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			Before the other lords had returned from their rooms, the two boys had fled the castle with nothing but the clothes they were wearing and their horses from the stables.

			“That’s very suspicious,” Macduff said, when the rest of them heard that the boys had gone. 

			“Yes,” Macbeth agreed, glad that the finger was being pointed at someone else. “Perhaps Malcolm is in a hurry to be king? He might have bribed the guards.”

			“Well, we can’t make him king,” Banquo declared. “Not after this.”

			Everyone agreed with that. 

			“But we have to have a king,” Lennox said. “I suppose we ought to choose from among ourselves. Shall we have a vote?”

			“I vote for Macbeth,” said Macduff. “He just won a battle for our king and Duncan’s last act was to make him Lord of Cawdor. Duncan obviously thought highly of him, and I think he would be pleased for Macbeth to be king.”

			Most of the other lords there nodded their agreement. So, Macbeth was named king and rode to Scone, the ancient royal city where all Scottish kings were crowned. The witches’ prophecy seemed to be coming true …

		

		
			Act Three
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			Most of the lords were happy that Macbeth was the new king. They thought he had fought bravely on the king’s behalf and that he had done the right thing by killing the guards. Banquo, however, couldn’t help but feel suspicious. He alone knew what the witches had said out on the moor, and he suspected Macbeth had hurried events along by killing the king himself. 

			“Still,” Banquo thought, “they said that Macbeth would not pass the crown down his line, but it would go to my sons. I should just let him get on with it.”
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			Macbeth was also thinking about the prophecy. He didn’t like that the crown was going to pass to Banquo’s sons instead of his own children. “I didn’t kill the king and go to all this trouble to hand the crown to Banquo’s son,” he grumbled to himself. Added to that, he worried that Banquo knew what his secret was. 

			When Macbeth, Lady Macbeth, and their household moved into the royal castle, they arranged to hold a feast. Banquo was one of the guests, but Macbeth also invited two men who he knew hated Banquo. These were murderers who Banquo had punished for their wicked deeds. Macbeth knew they wanted to get their revenge.
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			“Banquo is your enemy?’ said Macbeth. 

			“Yes,” they answered. 

			“Well, he is mine too,” said Macbeth. “He is a bad man and I have every reason to strike him down myself. But we have friends in common who will be upset with me if I do. So, I find it best to have it done subtly, and that’s where you come in.”

			“We shall do it, my lord,” said the first murderer, bowing. 

			“We shall give our lives, if necessary,” said the second. 

			“You are good men indeed,” said Macbeth, heartily. “I’ll tell you the best place to hide yourselves to wait until the perfect moment. It must be done tonight, away from the palace. Nobody can suspect it had anything to do with me. Make sure you kill Banquo’s son, Fleance, as well. I’ll come to you soon.” The murderers agreed and went to wait for their orders.

			Banquo and Fleance decided to pass the afternoon before the feast by going for a ride. The murderers lay in wait for them in the dark when they returned. Banquo and Fleance dismounted from their horses and handed them to servants to be taken to the stables. Then, father and son walked in the dark to the palace. The murderers leapt out and attacked. They killed Banquo, but Fleance escaped into the dark.
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			In the palace, Macbeth and Lady Macbeth were welcoming all the lords and ladies to the banquet. As everyone took their seats, one of the murderers slipped in through a side door. Macbeth subtly wandered over to him. “You have blood on your face,” he hissed. 

			The murderer wiped it off. “It’s Banquo’s, my lord.”

			“Well, better on the outside of you than the inside of him,” said Macbeth. “It’s done then?”
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			“Banquo is dead, but Fleance escaped,” the murderer reported.

			Macbeth cursed under his breath before composing himself. “I suppose that’s a problem for another day. Go now and we’ll speak tomorrow.”

			Lady Macbeth came to fetch him back to the table. “Come and make merry, my love,” she coaxed him.
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			But as Macbeth approached the table, he was startled to see the ghost of Banquo glide into the room and sit in his chair.

			Macbeth tried to the ignore the ghost. He walked over to his guests. “It is good to see all the Scottish lords under one roof,” he said to them, raising a goblet. “Except for Banquo. Where is he? He promised he would be here.”

			“I haven’t seen him, but it’s his loss,” said one lord. “Please sit with us, Your Highness.”

			“The table is full,” said Macbeth. 

			“No, there is a seat right here,” said the lord, pointing at the chair in which the ghostly Banquo sat staring at Macbeth.

			“Which of you did this?” Macbeth muttered. 

			Confused glances were shared around the room as Macbeth backed away from the table. 

			“You can’t say I did it,” he said to the ghost. “Don’t shake your head at me!”

			“Perhaps we should leave. The king is clearly unwell,” said Ross. 

			Lady Macbeth stood up. “Do not worry, dear friends. Macbeth is often like this. It will pass. Please do not leave. The more attention you pay him, the more embarrassed he will be. Please just ignore him for now.”

			She took Macbeth to one side. “Are you okay? Pull yourself together! You’re just staring into the air.”

			“Can’t you see it?” Macbeth whimpered. “What’s the point in burying the dead if they can just come back and haunt us whenever they want?”

			“What in the world are you talking about?” Lady Macbeth demanded. 

			“I can see Banquo right there!” Macbeth whispered. As he spoke, the ghost rose and left. “Oh, he’s gone,” Macbeth sighed in relief.
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			“Stop it now,” Lady Macbeth hissed. “It’s just your guilty conscience. Now go to the table and be normal.”

			With great effort, Macbeth plastered a smile upon his face and turned back to the lords. “Oh, I am so sorry, my dear friends. I have a strange condition that those who are close to me are used to. Think nothing of it! I wish you all love and health. Let’s drink to it, and to our dear friend Banquo, who we miss tonight.”

			They all toasted, but as Macbeth drank his wine, he caught sight of the ghost floating back into the room, and nearly spat it out in horror. “Get out of my sight!” he cried. “Get buried by the earth and stop staring at me!”
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			“Pay him no mind,” said Lady Macbeth, smoothly.

			“Please, don’t haunt me!” Macbeth begged the ghost. 

			The ghost drifted out of Macbeth’s sight, and Macbeth relaxed ever so slightly.

			“My dear, you’re ruining the party,” Lady Macbeth said through gritted teeth.

			“I’m sorry, my love. I suppose I am just not as brave as you,” Macbeth shot back. “It seems that you can see terrible sights and hold your nerve where I can’t.”

			“What sights, my lord?” asked Ross. 

			“Oh, don’t talk to him, Ross,” said Lady Macbeth. “It only encourages these fits and will make him worse. I’m afraid we’ll have to call it a night, my good lords. Please go now.”

			The lords bowed and wished good health upon the king as they filed out.

			Macbeth was still quivering. “We will be found out,” he worried. “Macduff wasn’t here either. Do you think he suspects something? I must get someone to spy on him. And I’ll go back to the witches tomorrow. I am in deep trouble, I am sure of it.”
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			“I am sure that you are very tired,” said Lady Macbeth. “Come and sleep.”

		

		
			Act Four

			Meanwhile back on the moors, the three witches were gathered around their cauldron, throwing in all sorts of disgusting ingredients and chanting:

			Double, double, toil and trouble, 

			Fire burn and cauldron bubble. 

			As the cauldron steamed and swirled, one of the witches jumped and looked up. “By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes,” she hissed.

			Macbeth walked up to them. “I need more information,” he said abruptly. 

			“You can hear it from our masters,” said one of the witches. 

			“Come high or low. Let yourself show!” the witches chanted. 

			A ghost wearing a helmet rose from the cauldron. “Ah, Macbeth,” it groaned. “Beware Macduff. Beware the Lord of Fife!” With that, it sank back into the cauldron. 
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			“Well, that’s unsettling, but thanks for the warning,” Macbeth said.

			A second ghost arose, this one looking like a child. It said: “Be bold because no one born of a woman can harm Macbeth.”

			Macbeth’s brow furrowed. “But we are all born of women. If no man can harm me, why should I beware Macduff? I’ll kill him anyway to make sure.”
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			A third ghost rose from the cauldron. It was another child, this time wearing a crown and holding a tree in his hand. “Be proud and do not fear those around you, Macbeth,” the ghost said. “You shall never be defeated until the great Birnam Wood surrounds the palace on Dunsinane Hill.”

			As the ghost sank back into the cauldron, Macbeth laughed with relief. “Well, that’s never going to happen! How could a wood uproot itself and march up a hill? But I need to know one more thing. Can you tell me if Banquo’s children will indeed rule the kingdom?”

			The witches raised their hands and shadowy figures came walking out of the mist and past Macbeth. Eight young men, all looking like Banquo, followed by the ghost of Banquo himself. 
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			“I see, so it is true. But why?” Macbeth asked. 

			The witches did not answer him. They danced around their cauldron and disappeared into the darkness. 

			As Macbeth made his way home, he heard word that Macduff had fled to England to look for Malcolm. Macbeth decided that the best way to stop Macduff was to kill his family.

			Macbeth sent a message to the two murderers who had killed Banquo, asking them to go to Macduff’s house. They rode there quickly and surprised Macduff’s wife and son. They killed his son, but his wife escaped. 

			Meanwhile, Macduff was in England with Malcolm. 

			“Come home right now and challenge Macbeth for the throne,” said Macduff. “The English have promised you an army. Take it and march to Scotland.”
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			Malcolm frowned. “If Macbeth did kill my father, he doesn’t deserve the throne. But I’m not sure that I would be a good king. Maybe, despite his faults and evil nature, Macbeth will be a better king for Scotland? He is brave and bold. I am weak and timid.”

			“You are a better man than you give yourself credit for,” Macduff told him. 

			Ross ran in with the news that Macbeth had ordered Macduff’s family to be killed. 

			Macduff was distraught. “I’ll challenge Macbeth to a duel and kill him myself!” he vowed, jumping up. 

			Malcolm got up too. “Macbeth has gone too far,” he declared. “I’ll collect that army from the English and march with you to take back Scotland.”

		

		
			Act Five
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			Back in Macbeth’s castle, Lady Macbeth was slowly slipping into madness. Her maid was so worried about her mistress that she called a doctor to come and see her. 

			“See how she sleepwalks?” the maid said as she and the doctor watched Lady Macbeth wander about with a lit candle while fast asleep.

			“Where did she get the candle?” the doctor asked. 

			“From by her bed. She has ordered her room to be lit at all times,” the maid whispered back. 

			Lady Macbeth began to rub her hands, as if she were washing them. “There’s a spot still,” she groaned, rubbing them harder. 

			“She always seems to dream about washing her hands,” the maid said. “She does this for an hour at a time.”

			“How strange,” mused the doctor. 

			“Out, damned spot, out, I say!” Lady Macbeth cried. “Why should we be afraid when we are the most powerful? But oh, who would have thought there would be so much blood? What, will these hands never be clean?”
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			As the doctor listened to Lady Macbeth ramble, he started to understand what had happened. 

			“Her mind and heart are burdened by this terrible murder,” he said to himself. “But I dare not tell anyone this. There is nothing I can do for her.” 

			He left in a hurry.

			More and more lords had begun to suspect that Macbeth had murdered the king and Banquo, and seized power for himself. A group of them began to gather their armies, ready for when Malcolm arrived with his English forces.

			Macbeth wasn’t worried that the lords were turning against him. “Let them all turn against me! Until Birnam Wood moves, I don’t have to worry,” he laughed. “And isn’t Malcolm born of a woman, the same as any other man? I don’t have to worry about him, either. That’s what the witches told me,” he said to his servants. 

			Another servant came running in, looking terrified. “My lord, the English forces are drawing near. There are ten thousand of them!”
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			“I’ll fight to the death,” Macbeth vowed, strapping on his sword. He felt his certainty in the witches’ prophecy begin to waver, but he kept his head held high.

			Malcolm, Macduff, and their army gathered a little way from Macbeth’s castle, next to Birnam Wood. Malcolm was still feeling very nervous about the battle ahead but as he looked into the trees, he had an idea.

			“Men,” Malcolm called, “take your swords and cut down a branch from a tree. We will use them to cover us and approach the castle more stealthily. Macbeth won’t have a chance to run away.”

			The men cheered and leapt to obey his order.

			Meanwhile, fear had gripped the castle. Everyone except Macbeth was feeling terrified of the battle to come. They grew even more afraid when a maid brought word that the queen was dead.

			Macbeth sighed. “Well, I suppose it’s likely she would have died today,” he said. “After all, we’re just brief candles in the dark.”
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			He was so hardened to horror that he didn’t feel a thing—until he saw Birnam Wood start to move slowly up the hill toward the castle. Fear flashed through his soul and he began to quiver. “How could I listen to those witches? I’m going to die! Sound the alarm bells! All men to arms!”

			As Malcolm’s forces drew near the castle, they threw their branches down and revealed the full strength of their army. 
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			“Take back Scotland!” Malcolm shouted. 

			“Let’s kill Macbeth!” Macduff added. 

			Up on the battlements, Macbeth yelled to his soldiers. “Stand firm!”

			Malcolm’s army attacked and the battle began. Macbeth’s soldiers fought back as well as they could, but they were outnumbered. Soon, they had managed to get inside the castle and then the fighting became really fierce. 

			As Macbeth fought, he tried to cling to what the witches had told him.

			“No one born of a woman can kill me,” he growled through gritted teeth. “And since everyone is born of women, that means no man can kill me!”

			A lord came running at him, wielding a sword. They fought and Macbeth killed him. “There,” he said to himself, “he was born of a woman and he couldn’t kill me. Maybe there is hope for me yet!”

			But as Macbeth was trying to comfort himself with these thoughts, Macduff was roaming the castle looking for Macbeth so he could take revenge for his family.

			He found Macbeth fighting on the battlements.

			“Over here, you beast,” Macduff snarled.

			“Go away, Macduff,” said Macbeth. “I already have too much of your family’s blood weighing on my soul. I don’t want to kill you too.”

			“You are worse than words can say,” said Macduff. “I will have my revenge.”

			They began to fight. 

			“You’re wasting your time,” said Macbeth confidently. “I bear a charmed life. I can’t lose to anyone born of a woman!”

			Macduff laughed when Macbeth told him this. “But I wasn’t born! I was cut from my mother’s womb. I don’t see any reason why I can’t kill you!”

			Macduff had come into the world by way of what we would now call a caesarean section. He hadn’t been “born” in the traditional sense of the word. 
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			Macbeth almost dropped his sword in alarm when he heard this. “Those cursed witches! They tricked me so well. Oh, I don’t want to fight with you,” Macbeth moaned, fearing his death was at hand. 

			“Then drop your sword and surrender to me,” Macduff said. “We’ll make an example of you, warning people what happens if they try to steal the throne of Scotland away from the rightful heir.”

			 “I will never bow to Malcolm,” Macbeth said fiercely, knowing how he would be humiliated. “I might have a prophecy against me, but I don’t mean to die here today!”

			They continued fighting, but soon Macduff’s sword slipped past Macbeth’s block and killed him. 

			
				
					[image: ]

				

			
			So, Malcolm’s forces won the battle and he was proclaimed King of Scotland. He rewarded everyone who had fought beside him, especially Macduff. Malcolm proved to be a good and strong king beloved by all. As for Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, they were remembered as two of the most awful murderers the country had ever known.
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			Act One

			Everyone in the city of Verona knew that the Montague and Capulet families hated each other. They were two of the richest clans of the city and legends told that they had been enemies for over a thousand years. Even the families’ servants hated each other! One day, some Montague and Capulet servants happened to meet in a city street. Immediately, they drew their swords and began to fight. A moment later, Benvolio, the nephew of Lord Montague, arrived on the scene. 

			Benvolio was actually a kind and gentle man who hated violence. “Stop this now,” he told them. “Let’s have peace.”

			Unfortunately, at that moment, Tybalt, the nephew of Lady Capulet, also arrived upon the scene, and he was the opposite of Benvolio. Tybalt was an angry man, and he hated the Montagues so much that he probably would have burned his own home down if he thought it would hurt the Montagues in some way. 
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			“Why do you talk of peace?” Tybalt snarled, drawing his sword. “I hate the word. And I hate you and all the other Montagues. Fight, you coward.” 

			As Tybalt attacked Benvolio, the fight spread across the street.

			News of the ruckus raced across the city. Before too long, more people joined in, including both the elderly lords Capulet and Montague.

			“Bring me my sword!” bellowed Lord Capulet from one side of the street. “I’ll make Montague sorry for this!”

			Lady Capulet came running after her husband. “Calm down, you’ll hurt yourself,” she urged him. 

			“You are a villain, Capulet!” yelled Lord Montague from the other side of the street, waving his sword around.
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			Lady Montague clamped her arms around him. “You are not going looking for a fight,” she declared. 

			Both husbands broke free of their wives and began to fight furiously. 

			A horn sounded as Prince Escalus, ruler of Verona, arrived on the scene. “STOP THIS RIGHT NOW!” the prince shouted angrily. “PUT YOUR WEAPONS DOWN.” Reluctantly, both sides dropped their swords to the ground. 
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			The prince glared at Lord Montague and Lord Capulet. “This is the third time I’ve broken up one of your fights this week. If I find you fighting again, you will pay for it with your lives. Capulet, come with me now to discuss this further. Montague, you will come to my palace this afternoon. Everyone else leave immediately.”

			As the crowd left, Lord and Lady Montague looked anxiously for their son, Romeo. 

			“Have you seen him? Was he fighting?” Lady Montague asked Benvolio.

			Benvolio shook his head. “No, I saw Romeo first thing this morning walking by himself and looking sad, but he wouldn’t tell me what was wrong. Look, there he is now. I’ll ask him again.” Benvolio ran to walk beside his cousin as Romeo wandered slowly down the street with his head bowed. 

			“Romeo, what is wrong? Can I help?” Benvolio asked. 

			“No, you can’t,” Romeo sighed. “I’m in love with Rosaline but she doesn’t love me back.”
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			“Then forget her, it’s pointless!” Benvolio urged. 

			“I can’t!” Romeo moaned.

			At that moment, a Capulet servant came hurrying by. He didn’t know Romeo and Benvolio were Montagues. He showed them a letter inviting everyone in town who wasn’t a Montague to the Capulets’ party that night. Rosaline was already on the guest list. 

			“Let’s go to the party!” Benvolio urged Romeo. “We’ll disguise ourselves, sneak in, and you can see how many other girls there are who are just as beautiful as Rosaline, and might be more interesting.”

			“I’ll go,” Romeo agreed. “But only so I can see Rosaline.”
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			Meanwhile at the Capulets’ house, they were getting ready for the party. Lord Capulet was holding the party so that Count Paris, a relative of the prince, could meet his daughter, Juliet. Paris wanted to marry Juliet right away. Lord Capulet thought that she was too young to marry, but he didn’t want to upset Paris, who was a powerful man, so he agreed to let them meet. 

			Lady Capulet, on the other hand, was very eager to see her daughter married to such a powerful person. Just before the party was due to begin, she bustled along to her daughter’s bedroom. Juliet was getting ready with her nurse, who had taken care of her since she was a child. 

			“Juliet, do you want to be married?” Lady Capulet asked bluntly. 

			“I’ve never thought about it!” Juliet said. 

			‘Well you should,” said her mother. “Younger girls than you have married in Verona and started families. And Count Paris wants to marry you.”

			“Why, he’s the perfect man!” Nurse cried. 

			“Exactly. The best in Verona,” Lady Capulet nodded. “So, Juliet, can you love him? He’s coming to the party tonight.”
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			“I-I’ll try,” said Juliet obediently.

			Lady Capulet hurried away to greet the first guests. Juliet followed her down to the party, wondering for the first time what it would be like to marry someone.

			As dusk fell, Romeo, Benvolio, and Romeo’s best friend, Mercutio, set off with a group of friends toward the Capulet house. They wore masks to hide their faces. Benvolio and Mercutio were in high spirits, but Romeo found it hard to join in the fun. 

			“Stop moping over Rosaline,” Benvolio urged him. 

			“It isn’t just that,” said Romeo. “I had a dream earlier. That something big will happen tonight. Something that changes the course of my life. Something that might bring my death.”

			“It was just a dream,” Mercutio scoffed. “Forget about it!”

			“I can’t,” said Romeo stubbornly. “This wasn’t just any dream.”
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			“Hurry up, or we’ll be too late to get in,” Benvolio said, pushing Romeo along. 

			They slipped in among the crowd thronging to Capulet’s brightly lit mansion. And even the loyal Montague boys had to admit that old Capulet could throw a wonderful party. The finest food and drink to be found in Verona was being served, and the best musicians played great songs.

			Lord Capulet was a jolly host, welcoming one and all to his home. He wanted everyone to dance and enjoy themselves. “Tonight is a celebration!” he cried.

			Mercutio and Benvolio made straight for the dancefloor, each finding the hand of a pretty girl along the way. Romeo stood back, searching the room for Rosaline. 

			However, as he looked around the party, he didn’t spot Rosaline, but a girl more beautiful than he could ever have imagined dancing with Count Paris. He had the sudden, certain feeling that she was the point of his life. The reason he had lived was to be brought here, on this very night, to see this girl dancing and smiling. 

			He grabbed the arm of a passing servant. “Excuse me, which lady is that dancing with Count Paris?” he asked, pointing. 

			The servant shook his head. “I don’t know.”
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			“She’s brighter than a flame,” Romeo murmured to himself. “She’s a jewel, too precious for this world. She’s like a dove among crows. How did I ever think I was in love with Rosaline? I never felt true love before this moment. And I never saw true beauty before tonight.”

			Unbeknown to Romeo, Juliet’s cousin Tybalt was lurking nearby and heard him speaking. “That’s a Montague voice,” Tybalt growled. “You,” he snapped at a servant, “fetch my sword. How dare he come here to sneer at our party. I’ll kill him now for shaming my family!”

			Lord Capulet overheard him. “Ah, that’s young Romeo, isn’t it?” said Capulet. “Well, leave him be. He might be the son of my enemy, but I’ve heard that he is well liked in the city. I don’t believe any Montague is good, but it will make us look bad to attack him in my house. Forget him and enjoy the party.”
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			“But he snuck in! He’s not allowed to be here,” Tybalt objected. 

			“I’ve said he is allowed,” said Capulet firmly. “I won’t have my party turn into a brawl. Now calm down or get out!”

			Tybalt scowled at his uncle. “Fine, I’ll go. But I’ll never forgive him for this.”

			Meanwhile, Juliet had finished dancing and had spotted Romeo watching her from the edge of the room. As their eyes met, she felt as if a thunderbolt had struck her, setting her heart racing and taking her breath away.
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			Juliet knew in an instant that the only man she could ever marry was this one. The two of them moved toward each other as if there was nothing and nobody else in the world. If the room had caught on fire and the sky had fallen in, they would not have noticed it. 

			They said hello and shared a glorious kiss—before Juliet’s nurse interrupted them to tell Juliet that her mother, Lady Capulet, wanted to speak to her. 

			As Nurse bustled Juliet away, Romeo felt for the second time that night as if all the air had been knocked out of his lungs. “She’s a Capulet!” he groaned. 

			He found his friends and asked them to leave with him.

			Juliet watched him go. “Nurse,” she called. “Who was that man who would not dance? The one who is going out of the door now.”

			Nurse went to find out but came back with a frown on her face. “His name is Romeo and he’s the only son of Lord Montague, your great enemy.”

			Juliet turned away feeling as if she had just been slapped. She walked back upstairs, feeling all at once the glow of fresh love and the burn of knowing it could never be.

		

		
			Act Two

			
				
					[image: ]

				

			
			As the Montague boys walked home from the party, Mercutio and Benvolio were in high spirits. But Romeo wasn’t. In fact, he didn’t feel like going home at all—he just wanted to be near Juliet. So, he slipped away from his friends, threw away his mask, and crept back to the Capulet mansion. 

			All the party lights were out, and the house was mostly dark, but Romeo spotted a light on upstairs in a room that led out to a balcony. “What’s that light?” he murmured to himself. “Perhaps it’s Juliet’s light. Well, I will wait here until sunrise. All I want is to see her face again.” 

			At that moment, the balcony door opened, and Juliet stepped out. 

			“It’s Juliet!” Romeo exclaimed to himself. “Oh, she looks sad. How can that be? She is the most beautiful creature in the world. Nothing should ever make her sad.”

			Juliet sighed and spoke to what she thought was the empty courtyard below. “Oh Romeo, Romeo, why must you be Romeo? I wish you weren’t a Montague and I weren’t a Capulet.”

			Romeo was stunned and thrilled to hear that Juliet cared for him as much as he cared for her.
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			“If that’s what you want, I’ll do it,” he called up. “If you say you’ll love me, I’ll never be a Montague again.”

			Juliet gasped and stared down into the courtyard, gripping the railing of the balcony. It was dark so she couldn’t see Romeo right away, but she knew it was him. His voice was already familiar to her, as if she’d heard it a hundred times. “How did you get in here?” she whispered. “It’s dangerous, you know. If my family finds you, they will kill you. How did you find me?”

			Romeo crept closer so that she could see his face. He smiled at her. “I followed my heart back here. I’m not scared of your family. I love you and I want to marry you.”

			“I love you too!” Juliet said beaming. “So, let’s get married. Arrange a ceremony. I’ll send a messenger to you tomorrow at nine and you can tell them where I will meet you and when.”

			“Juliet!” Nurse called inside. 

			“I’m coming!” Juliet called back. “You must go!”

			“I’ll see you tomorrow.” Romeo promised.

			“Juliet!” Nurse cooed. 

			“Go!” Juliet urged. “It’s nearly dawn and you won’t be safe here. Good night, sweet love!”

			“Sleep well,” Romeo said. He waited for her to go inside, then slipped back out of the garden. He knew he was far too excited to sleep so he decided to go straight to his friend, Friar Lawrence, and arrange the wedding there and then.

			Romeo found Friar Lawrence picking herbs in the early dawn. The friar was gathering ingredients to make antidotes to poisons. When he saw Romeo, he grinned and pointed at Romeo’s clothes. “Did you go to a party by any chance?”
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			“I have,” said Romeo. “I was at the Capulets and I have fallen in love with their daughter, Juliet. And she loves me! And we want to get married. So please, I pray, will you marry us today?”

			Friar Lawrence blinked at him. “But you loved Rosaline! How can you just turn those feelings off?”

			Romeo shrugged. “Because it wasn’t true love, I see that now.”

			“Well, I am happy for you, Romeo,” said Friar Lawrence. “If this is the real thing, then perhaps it can heal the hatred between your households once and for all. I will help you.”

			Romeo thanked him and left. On his way home, he met Mercutio and Benvolio. 

			“You gave us the slip last night!” chided Mercutio, grinning. “What are you up to?”

			“I’m sorry, something important happened,” Romeo explained. 

			“What could be SO important that you ditched your friends?” Mercutio demanded. 

			At that moment, Juliet’s nurse arrived. “Romeo, I wish to speak to you alone,” said Nurse. 

			“Why? Do you want to invite him to dinner?” Mercutio asked giggling.

			“Perhaps that’s where he was last night?” Benvolio suggested, nudging Mercutio. The two friends burst out laughing. 

			Nurse glared at them until Romeo took her arm and steered her out of their earshot.

			Nurse looked at him sternly. “Now, before I tell you what my lady said, I have something to say to you first. If this is a trick, then you are a very bad man indeed. Just as I always thought a Montague would be.” 
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			“I’m not, I promise!” Romeo protested. “I want to marry Juliet more than anything in the world. Tell her to come to Friar Lawrence’s this afternoon and there we shall be married.”

			Nurse stared at him for a moment longer before her face broke out into a big smile. “Then she will be there. Heaven bless you both!”

			She hurried away. 

			Meanwhile, Juliet was waiting eagerly at home to hear what message her nurse would bring. She paced up and down wondering where Nurse had got to. “What is taking so long?” she cried impatiently. 

			Eventually, Nurse tottered in and sat down on a chair with a groan.

			“You’re back!” Juliet cried. “But you look sad. Is it bad news?”

			“Shush, I’m just tired,” said Nurse. “My bones ache. Give me a minute, will you?”

			“Come on, Nurse, tell me!” said Juliet. 

			“I can’t yet. Can’t you see how out of breath I am?” grumbled the older lady. 

			Juliet folded her arms. “If you were out of breath, you wouldn’t have the breath to tell me that you were out of breath! Just tell me!”

			“I’ll tell you this,” Nurse rocked back in her chair. “You know how to choose a man. He’s very handsome. And he seems kind.”
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			“I know, I know!” Juliet cried. “But what about our marriage?”

			“Oof, my head aches and my back aches,” Nurse complained. 

			Juliet rubbed her feet. “Nurse, what did Romeo say?” 

			At last, the old lady smiled up at her young charge. “Have you been given permission to go to prayers today?”

			“Yes,’ said Juliet.

			“Well then, go to Friar Lawrence’s chapel,” said Nurse. “Because Romeo will be waiting there to marry you!”

			Juliet squealed, all irritation forgotten as she hugged Nurse. “I will go! I can’t wait! Thank you, Nurse, thank you!”

			That afternoon, Juliet changed into her nicest dress and slipped out of the house. She raced down the street as fast as she could, hardly daring to believe that this was actually happening, and that she was doing it. But when she burst through the door to Friar Lawrence’s chapel, she saw Romeo waiting for her at the altar and everything became wonderfully real.
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			“Are you both sure this is what you want?” Friar Lawrence asked. “This is very fast indeed.”

			“And yet still not fast enough for me,” said Romeo, gazing into Juliet’s eyes. 

			“Nor me,” Juliet replied, smiling back. 

			“Very well. I hope your marriage will bring good things to our city,” said the friar. 

			And so, the children of two mortal enemies were married in secret. Once the wedding was over, they knew they had to carry on as normal so that nobody would be suspicious, but Romeo promised to sneak into Juliet’s room that night to see her.

		

		
			Act Three

			After Romeo was married, he went back to find his friends. He felt like he was floating on a cloud of happiness, even though he couldn’t share his news. 

			But then Tybalt and some other Capulets rounded the corner. Tybalt marched straight up to Romeo. “Romeo, you are a villain!”

			Romeo held up his hands. “Tybalt, I have no argument with you.”

			“This doesn’t excuse what you have done to me,” Tybalt cried, his eyes popping with fury. 

			“What have I ever done to you?” Romeo asked. “You have no idea how I feel about you—or your family. I actually have a reason to love you dearly.”
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			Romeo’s own friends were stunned. 

			“Romeo, you can’t love a Capulet!” Mercutio cried, drawing his sword. “If you won’t fight this rat, I will.”

			Tybalt drew his own sword. “I’ll gladly fight you.”

			The two of them began to duel, ignoring Romeo and Benvolio’s pleas for them to stop.

			In desperation, Romeo ran between them and tried to hold their swords down. But as he did so, Tybalt whipped his blade around and stabbed Mercutio in the stomach. Then he and the other Capulets ran away.
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			Mercutio fell to the ground clasping his middle. Benvolio and Romeo rushed to his side. 

			“It’s a scratch,” Mercutio insisted. But his friends could see that he was badly wounded. 

			“Surely it’s not that bad,” Romeo said desperately. “Can you stand?”

			“No, I’m done for,” Mercutio cried. “You Capulets and Montagues have killed me!”

			As Mercutio died in the street, Romeo was filled with rage. He spied Tybalt parading away in triumph and raced after him with his sword drawn. 

			The fight was vicious and violent. Romeo, who had never wanted to hurt another man before, found himself wanting revenge for his best friend, who shouldn’t have died. 
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			He stabbed Tybalt in the side and Tybalt collapsed. 

			“What have I done?” Romeo cried, dropping his sword and running away.

			Soon, a crowd began to gather in the street, including Lord and Lady Montague and Lord and Lady Capulet. The prince was called and was upset when he saw who was dead, for Mercutio was his cousin. 

			Benvolio tried to explain what had happened. “Tybalt was looking for a fight, but Romeo refused to be drawn into a battle. So, Mercutio stepped in and took the fight. Tybalt killed Mercutio. And then Romeo killed Tybalt.”

			“You’re lying!” Lady Capulet cried as she knelt by Tybalt’s body. “Tybalt could not have been killed by just anyone. There must have been twenty men on him!”

			The prince ignored her. “If Romeo killed him, but he killed Mercutio …”

			“Then Romeo did the right thing,” Lord Montague said. “The law would have put Tybalt to death for killing Mercutio. Romeo has just done that.”

			“But out of revenge, not for the sake of the law,” the prince snapped. “Let it be known that Romeo is exiled. If he stays away from my city, I will let him live, but the minute he sets foot in Verona, he will die. Now get out of here, all of you. Your wretched families have killed my cousin. And now I must lay him to rest.”
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			Meanwhile, Juliet was in her room, unaware of all the trouble in the streets. She was anxiously waiting for night to fall so that Romeo could sneak in and visit her. But then Nurse came into her room in tears. “He’s dead, he’s dead! Who could have thought it would be Romeo?”

			Juliet blanched. “Is Romeo dead?”
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			“Tybalt is dead!” Nurse wailed.

			“What, Tybalt and Romeo are dead?” Juliet cried.

			“No, Tybalt is dead. Romeo killed him!” Nurse sobbed. “How could he? He is a wicked man.”

			Juliet burst into tears. “He is not a wicked man, he’s a good man. We don’t know what happened!”

			“Will you speak well of the man who killed your cousin?” Nurse demanded. 

			“Will I speak badly of the man who is my husband?” Juliet retorted. “I must see him. Nurse, please find him. Bring him to me.”

			Nurse reluctantly promised she would. She slipped away to find Friar Lawrence.

			Friar Lawrence had just told Romeo that he was exiled. The holy man felt this was good news. “You have been spared the death sentence,” he pointed out. 

			“But living in exile without Juliet, is the same thing as a death sentence,” Romeo cried. “I would rather be dead.”

			“Calm down,” the friar told him sternly. “Juliet is alive, you are alive, and the prince has just said that you can stay alive. This is a blessing.” 
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			Nurse arrived to deliver Juliet’s message. “My lady says she needs to see you right away. She needs to hear the truth from you.” With that, she left.

			Friar Lawrence took Romeo by the shoulders. “Now, what you will do is go to Juliet tonight. Say your goodbyes and then leave before morning. I know it will feel bad right now. But if you can get to the town of Mantua, you can stay there in hiding. I will send you messages about what is happening here. When things have calmed down, I will go to the prince and plead your case. Then someday, perhaps you can return, and you and Juliet can be together.”
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			Romeo could see the sense in what the friar was saying. “You are right. Being away from Juliet will be like torture, but it’s the best chance we have of being together forever one day.”

			“You’re a good lad,” the friar said fondly, ruffling his hair.

			As the sun set that night, Romeo crept through the darkening city toward the Capulet house. But while his young bride waited anxiously for him, her suitor had just arrived at the front door. 

			“Count Paris, thank you for coming,” Lady Capulet gushed as a servant showed him inside. 

			“Not at all. I am sorry for your loss. Tybalt was a great man,” said Paris, bowing his head to Lord and Lady Capulet.

			“Indeed, he was,” said Lord Capulet. “We are all shocked by his loss—Juliet most of all. She has stayed in her room all day.”

			“Juliet was very attached to her cousin, you see,” Lady Capulet sadly explained to Paris. “So, she might need some time to mourn before we think about moving forward with the marriage. I wish I could wring that Romeo’s neck!”

			“I completely understand,” said Paris. “I don’t want to push Juliet into marriage while she is mourning.”

			Lord Capulet began to worry that perhaps the rich count wouldn’t wait around if Juliet spent too long being sad about Tybalt. He was keen to make sure his daughter married well. He clapped his hands together. “Well, it’s Monday today. Surely Juliet will have done her mourning by Thursday. How about you get married then?”
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			“I would like that, if Thursday is not too soon?” Paris replied delicately. 

			“Not at all,” Lord Capulet assured him. “Lady Capulet will tell Juliet tomorrow.”

			Paris left and Lord and Lady Capulet went to bed, unaware that at that very moment, Juliet was helping her new husband, Romeo himself, climb into her chamber.
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			“I’m so sorry about Tybalt,” said Romeo. “Tybalt killed Mercutio and he’s my best friend! I just saw red. The next thing I knew, Tybalt was dead, and I was standing over him and I hated myself.” He hung his head. 

			“Don’t hate yourself,” Juliet pleaded. “I don’t hate you! Of course, I wish Tybalt wasn’t dead, but nothing could ever stop me from loving you.” They hugged and cried together for a long time. Romeo told her Friar Lawrence’s plan and that he would have to leave in the morning. 

			“I hope the sunrise will never come,” Juliet sighed. 

			But all too soon, dawn broke and Romeo and Juliet knew their time together was up.

			“Oh, please stay,” Juliet begged as Romeo got ready to climb back down into the courtyard.

			“I’ll stay if you want,” Romeo told her. “Anything for you. Of course, they might catch me and kill me then. But if that’s what you want …” his eyes twinkled. 

			“Don’t even joke about that,” Juliet scolded him. “Get out, get out!”

			Nurse popped her head around the door. “Juliet, your mother is coming!” 

			And so, the two lovers kissed goodbye and Romeo climbed back down, fetched his horse, and rode out of the city.
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			Just after Romeo had left, Lady Capulet burst into Juliet’s room. “Juliet, I want to speak to you.” 

			“I’m not well,” Juliet fibbed, wishing her mother would go away so she could mourn her lost love in private. 

			Lady Capulet stroked her cheek. “Of course you aren’t well, my darling. You mourn for your dear cousin, Tybalt. And you have a sick ache in your stomach that the villain who killed him, that vile Romeo, is still alive.”

			“Um, yes. He’s awful,” Juliet mumbled. 

			“Well, I have something to cheer you up,” Lady Capulet said breezily. “Your wonderful father has arranged for you to marry Paris—this Thursday! Isn’t that lovely?”

			Juliet stared at her mother in horror. 
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			“I can’t marry Paris,” she choked.

			Lady Capulet frowned. “You can and will. It’s all arranged.”

			“I won’t!” Juliet insisted. 

			“You must be joking!” Lady Capulet spluttered. “He’s one of the richest and most handsome men in Verona!”

			“I am not joking,” said Juliet, folding her arms.

			“Well you can tell your father that yourself and see what he thinks,” said Lady Capulet as Lord Capulet entered the room.
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			“Tell me what?” Lord Capulet asked. 

			“That I won’t marry Paris,” said Juliet. 

			Lord Capulet frowned. “You will do as we wish you to. Count Paris is a fine match.”

			“For someone else,” said Juliet firmly. “Not me.”

			Lord Capulet turned red. “You ungrateful wretch! You disobedient daughter! You WILL marry Paris.”

			Juliet felt desperate. She knew that she could never explain to them why she could not marry the count. 

			Lord and Lady Capulet stormed out of the room, warning Juliet to rethink or else.

			Nurse sat next to Juliet and patted her on the hand. “You should do as they ask, my dear. Romeo is exiled for life. He’s as good as dead. And Paris is a far better man. This is a stroke of luck for you.” 

			It hurt Juliet to hear her beloved nurse encouraging her to forget Romeo, but she knew there was no point in arguing. She pretended to agree. “You are right, good Nurse. I will go to Friar Lawrence now and pray for forgiveness for upsetting my parents.” 

			But as Juliet slipped out of her house, she swore to herself that she would find a way out of the marriage or die trying.

		

		
			Act Four
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			To Juliet’s dismay, Count Paris was already at Friar Lawrence’s chapel arranging their wedding. 

			Friar Lawrence was looking incredibly awkward. “You want to marry Juliet? Well I–er–suppose there is no reason why Juliet can’t marry you …”

			“Splendid,” said Paris, smiling. “Were you looking for me, Juliet?”

			“I have come to pray,” Juliet lied. 

			“Well then, I will not stand in your way, my love. I look forward to our wedding on Thursday,” Paris said. “Thank you, Friar.” He bowed and left. 

			As soon as the door closed behind him, Juliet began to wring her hands. “Oh Friar, what can I do? I can’t marry him. Unless you have a way out, I can only think of killing myself!”

			Friar Lawrence looked at her thoughtfully. “If you can’t marry Paris, and you have the strength of will to consider killing yourself, then we might have a way out of this.”

			“Consider it?” Juliet replied. “I would rather jump off a tower, fight a bear, or walk into a pit of snakes than marry Paris.”

			“In that case, take this.” said Friar Lawrence, pulling out a small bottle of liquid. “Go home, tell your parents you will marry Paris, and look happy about it.”

			“I don’t understand,” said Juliet.

			“Tomorrow night, when you go to bed, drink this. It’s a special potion that will make you appear dead. You will have no pulse, you will stop breathing, and your skin will turn pale. When they come to wake you in the morning, they will believe you are dead. You will be taken to your family tomb. There, two days after you drink the potion, you will wake up—and be free to flee this city and live with Romeo. In the meantime, I will write him a letter telling him the plan. Are you brave enough for this?”
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			Juliet grabbed the bottle. “The only fear I have is living without Romeo.” 

			Back at home, Juliet went meekly to her parents. “I was wrong to be disobedient to you, mother and father. I will marry Paris, as you asked me to.”

			“Good!” her father nodded. “You will marry him tomorrow.”

			The Capulet house became a flurry of activity as they began to prepare for the wedding. Juliet excused herself, pretending she was going to try on dresses in her room.
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			She was nervous to take the potion, but she held on tight to thoughts of Romeo and how wonderful it would be if the plan worked and they could live together forever. She shook out her hair, drank the potion, and then fell down on her bed apparently lifeless. 

			The next morning, Nurse came in to wake Juliet and found her dead. Her scream echoed around the whole house, bringing Lord and Lady Capulet running. They were devastated and in disbelief to find their daughter dead.

			“She died of a broken heart!” Lady Capulet wailed. “Over poor Tybalt! Romeo has killed our daughter as well!”
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			Friar Lawrence arrived with words of comfort. “She has gone to a better place.”

			And so, the wedding that had been planned was turned into a funeral with the Capulets and Count Paris leading the procession to take Juliet to the family tomb.

		

		
			Act Five

			In a terrible twist of fate, the messenger that Father Lawrence had sent with his letter did not make it to Mantua where Romeo was hiding. But Romeo’s cousin, Balthasar, did with the news that Juliet had been found dead. “I watched her family taking her to the tomb myself,” said Balthasar. “And I came to tell you right away.”

			Romeo was devastated to hear the news that his secret wife was dead. He felt like he had been stabbed in the heart.

			Balthasar was worried about his cousin, but Romeo assured him he was okay. “I’ll come back to Verona tonight. Go and hire us fresh horses,” he commanded. 
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			But Balthasar was right to be worried. As soon as he had gone, Romeo hurried straight to a man who made potions and asked for the quickest-acting poison he had. The potion master was hesitant. 

			“I do have such things but it’s against the law to sell them,” he said nervously. 

			Romeo gestured around the messy, dirty little shop. “I can see that you are struggling for money and I will give you a LOT of gold if you give me the poison. It’s for me, not for anyone else.”
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			Reluctantly, the man agreed, for he was in desperate need of money. Romeo took the poison and tucked it in his pocket, feeling grim determination settle within him.

			Back in Verona, Romeo and Balthasar headed straight for Juliet’s tomb. 

			What they didn’t know was that Paris was already there planning to pay his respects. When Paris heard other people coming, he ducked down behind some bushes to see who it was. 

			“It’s that rogue, Romeo!” Paris hissed to himself. He watched as Romeo began to break into the tomb. 

			Paris’s anger boiled over. “Stop right there, Montague!” he shouted, standing up. “You will not disturb poor Juliet in death as you did in life!”
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			Romeo turned toward him. “Paris, do not tempt a desperate man. Please go away and leave me here.”

			“No, you are a criminal and I demand that you fight me!” Paris shouted. 

			“If you want a fight, you’ve got one,” Romeo growled. 

			They drew their swords and began to duel. Every piece of grief and anger that Romeo felt was driving him on and Paris could not match him. Romeo stabbed Paris and he fell to the floor, dead.
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			Romeo turned to the door of the tomb and finished breaking in. His breath caught in his throat as he saw Juliet lying there, just as beautiful in death as she had been in life. 

			“Oh Juliet, I wanted to spend my life with you,” Romeo sighed. “But instead we will spend our deaths together in this tomb.” He opened the bottle. “Here’s to my love,” he toasted Juliet, then drank the poison. He kissed Juliet on the lips, then fell down dead.

			A few minutes later, Juliet woke up in the dark tomb. She looked around her and saw, with horror, Romeo sprawled by her side. “What’s happened?” she cried. “Oh, he has a bottle in his hand. He has drunk poison! But left none for me! Maybe some will be on his lips.” 
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			She leaned in to kiss Romeo, but there was no trace of poison on his mouth. In desperation, she looked around and saw Romeo’s dagger. She drew it and killed herself. 

			A few moments later, guards from the city watch arrived to investigate a disturbance reported at the tomb.

			As the horrified families began to gather, everyone wanted to know what had happened. 

			“Oh, our precious Juliet bleeds!” cried Lord Capulet. “That’s the Montague boy’s dagger that killed her!”

			“I think the sight of this will kill me!” Lady Capulet wailed. 

			Lord Montague came hurrying in. “My wife is dead! The stress of our son’s exile has killed her. Now what has happened?” he caught sight of Romeo’s body. “No, my son! My son! You cannot go before me!” he wept.

			Friar Lawrence arrived and explained to the prince what he knew. “They were so in love,” he told him. “I married them in secret. So Juliet knew she couldn’t marry Count Paris and I helped her with a plan, but it all went terribly wrong. She was meant to wake up and sneak out of the city to be with Romeo. But my letter to Romeo was delayed, so he thought Juliet had truly died.” 
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			Balthasar stepped forward. “I told Romeo that Juliet was dead, so we came back from Mantua together. I left him to visit the tomb alone. I think he couldn’t bear to live without Juliet.”

			“And then I suppose she woke up and couldn’t bear to live without him,” said the prince. He frowned sternly. “Capulet and Montague, see what misery your hate causes? Your children are dead because you denied their happiness.”
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			Lord Capulet and Lord Montague looked at each other and tears filled their eyes as they mourned the loss of their children. They each vowed that they would never again let their hatred destroy anyone’s happiness or life. 

			“I’m glad you have sorted that out now. Let nobody forget what happened here today,” the prince commanded. “For never was there a story of more woe than this of Juliet and her Romeo.”

		

	
		About the Plays

		A Midsummer Night’s Dream was first put on the stage around 1595, and went on to be a big hit. It is a romantic comedy, involving lots of different love stories which all get mixed up.

		The main characters are four lovers: Hermia, Helena, Lysander, and Demetrius. They live in Athens in Greece which is ruled by Theseus who is soon to marry Hippolyta. To celebrate this wedding, a group of villagers are rehearsing a play. Meddling in all their lives are the fairies: Queen Titania, King Oberon, and mischievous Puck.

		Animal masks were common in the traditional storytelling of the sixteenth century, so the appearance of a donkey’s head on the character of Bottom was less unexpected then than it might be now. This part of the play was extremely funny then, too!

		Twelfth Night (also called What You Will) is another romantic comedy involving funny mixups and tricks. It was written around 1600–1602, and features twins Sebastian and Viola. The action opens during a storm at sea. After the ship is wrecked, each twin believes the other dead, but in fact they are both alive and both end up in the same town. Viola decides it’s safest to dress like a boy, which makes her look just like her brother, and so the confusion begins!

		By contrast, Macbeth (written around 1606) is a tragic play about murder, betrayal, and a desire for power. However, it too contains supernatural elements, and opens on a misty moor in Scotland where three witches make a prophecy. They tell Macbeth three pieces of information. First, he will be named the Lord of Cawdor. Second, he will become king. Third, his friend Banquo’s descendants will be kings after Macbeth dies.

		When the first part comes true, Macbeth and his wife, Lady Macbeth, decide to kill the king, and it all goes downhill from there!

		The final play in this book, Romeo and Juliet, is a very famous tragic romance. Written around 1594, it tells the story of Romeo and Juliet, who are the children of two rival families in a town called Verona in Italy. Romeo gatecrashes a ball being held by Juliet’s family, and the two fall instantly in love. They hope their marriage will heal the feud between their families, but instead it all goes wrong very quickly.

		Although the story is sad, there are funny parts, too. Audiences loved it, and it remains one of the most commonly performed of Shakespeare’s plays. It has also been made into many films (one involving gnomes!), as well as an opera and a ballet.
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