

[image: Cover: Mirage by Camilla Lackberg and Henrik Fexeus.]




Traitor's Legacy

S. J. PARRIS

[image: Hemlock Press logo.]




Copyright

Hemlock Press

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 

1 London Bridge Street 

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2025

Copyright © Stephanie Merritt 2025

Cover design by Blacksheep © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2025

Cover photograph © Magdalena Wasiczek/Trevillion Images. Title calligraphy by Stephen Raw.

Stephanie Merritt asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Without limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Source ISBN: 9780008595791

eBook Edition © March 2025 ISBN: 9780008595814

Version: 2026-05-04




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change fontof font

Change justification

Text to speech

Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008595791



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dramatis Personae

Prologue

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty-Three

Thirty-Four

Thirty-Five

Thirty-Six

Keep Reading…

About the Author

Also by Jane Casey

About the Publisher



Dramatis Personae

Dramatis Personae

The de Wolfe household:

Sophia de Wolfe, widow of Humphrey de Wolfe

Hilary Mabey, steward

Jasper de Wolfe, son of Humphrey de Wolfe

Lina, a maid

Mick, a manservant

The Lord Chamberlain’s Men:

Richard Burbage, principal actor

Will Shakespeare, writer and actor

Tobie Strange, actor and musician

Doug, actor

Jo Goodchild, costume maker

The court:

Sir Robert Cecil, Master Secretary to Queen Elizabeth, and also her spymaster 

Thomas Phelippes, his cryptographer

Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex

Frances Devereux, Countess of Essex

Lizzie Sidney, Frances’s daughter by her first husband, Sir Philip Sidney

The North household:

Sir Thomas North, diplomat, soldier, translator

Lady Judith North, his wife

Edmund North, his son

Agnes Lovell, his ward

Fred, a stable boy

The Admiral’s Men:

Philip Henslowe, theatre impresario

Ned Alleyn, principal actor

Anthony Munday, writer and former spy

John Singer, a clown

Sundry characters:

Leila Humeya, midwife and physician

Beth Munday, Anthony’s wife

Nat Leman, a soldier

Dan Hammett, proprietor of the Saracen’s Head

Ben Hammett, his son

Badger, a street child

Roger Manners, Earl of Rutland

Grace Perry, a nursemaid




Prologue

28th December 1598

The armed men come at first light, a dozen in all, boots churning up the fresh snow. On their shoulders they carry swords, bills, axes; their faces are set grim against the cold. At their head strides a broad-chested man of some thirty or so winters, with the bearing of a Roman general, or perhaps an English prince; he calls encouragement to his fellows as they march through the dawn streets. They make a curious regiment: grey-bearded men in step with skinny youths; ­weather-worn faces that speak of outdoor labour next to the pale complexions and ink-stained hands of scholars. Shutters creak open as they pass, bleary-eyed neighbours squinting to glimpse the strange procession.

A street boy, feet wrapped in sacking, dances beside the men, seeming oblivious to the weather.

‘Where are you going?’

‘To war,’ says their leader, not breaking his pace.

‘In Ireland?’ The boy’s eyes widen. He has a white streak through his brown hair that makes him look like an inquisitive badger.

‘In Shoreditch. Will you join us?’

‘How much?’

The man laughs. ‘Fourpence if you keep lookout. Can you whistle?’

The boy puts two fingers in his mouth and produces an alarum that could carry all the way across the frozen Thames to Bankside. The few passers-by stop in their tracks and stare.

‘No, really, draw everyone’s attention to our business, why don’t you,’ mutters one of the company, the one with the high forehead and serious eyes.

‘Go home to your writing table, if this is too much adventure for you,’ calls the leader cheerfully. His companion responds with something inaudible, trudging sullenly in his wake.

Two girls of the town – face-paint smudged after a busy night – watch the motley band as they round the corner on to Holywell Lane.

‘I know him,’ says one, nodding to the man at the front.

‘Be a rarity to find a man in London you haven’t known,’ says her friend, pulling her shawl tighter.

‘No, I mean’ – the first girl smiles and shakes her head – ‘I’ve seen him before. I can’t place his name though. Come on, let’s see what this is about.’

‘Just call them all “sweetheart”, that way you don’t have to remember,’ sniffs the other, though she follows in the hope of some diversion. Where can they be heading, at this hour?

The men stop in front of a shuttered building on Curtain Road. The snow falls thicker, settling on hat brims and sleeves, making white waves of the rutted street. The facade before them has a forlorn and neglected air; two years now since its timbers shook to the laughter or gasps of a crowd, on account of the leasehold dispute.

‘Well, then, gentlemen,’ says the broad-chested man, planting the handle of his pikestaff in the snow. Now that they are here, he seems less certain of how to proceed. ‘You,’ he says, snapping his fingers at the boy, who is still skipping at his side. ‘Stand on that corner, whistle if anyone comes.’ He flicks a coin in the air; it spins through the whirling flakes and the boy catches it deftly.

‘Like who?’

‘Constables. Magistrates.’ The man thinks. ‘Lawyers especially. You know what a lawyer’s robes look like?’

‘Course.’ The boy glances up at the building. ‘Are you robbing, then?’

‘No indeed. You can’t steal your own property. Am I right, gentlemen?’ He turns to his fellows; they murmur doubtful assent.

‘God’s teeth,’ says a big man as he pushes to the front. He wears a rabbit-skin hat and the apron of a master builder over his jacket. ‘Stop your jawing and let’s get this done while the light lasts, before we freeze our bollocks off.’ And he raises a mallet and smashes it into the plaster between two joists.

‘Romeo!’ says the painted girl suddenly, pointing as the men begin to dismantle the structure before their eyes. ‘That’s who he is. He’s Romeo.’

‘Oh yes! And Prince Hal,’ exclaims her friend, delighted. They work the playhouses sometimes.

‘Richard the Third!’

‘Tamburlaine!’

The man who led the company hears them and turns, sweeping off his hat in a low bow to reveal a thatch of curly hair, receding only a little.

‘Ladies. Richard Burbage, player, at your service.’

‘You’re tearing down The Theatre?’

‘Not at all. Merely carrying out a few necessary refurbishments.’ He offers a charming smile as a beam falls  at his back.

‘Christ’s sake, Burbage,’ one of the men shouts from the doorway, dust billowing around him, ‘this was your damnable idea. Are you going to leave the rest of us to do the hard part?’

‘Do excuse me, dear ladies.’ And Romeo retreats to pull down a supporting wall, humming a plaintive song of love as he goes.

By the time dusk falls, the snow is ankle-deep and all the timbers have been loaded on to waiting wagons, the horses straining and slipping under the load. The site of The Theatre is now a patch of torn-up earth, scarred with trenches where the foundations once stood, like the wounds left by pulled teeth. Over the course of the day, an audience has gathered, scuffles and arguments breaking out between supporters of the men stripping the building and those who call them thieves and scoundrels, but as it grows dark and the last posts are tethered to a cart, even the most dedicated onlookers drift away.

‘What will you do with it?’ asks the badger-haired boy, eyeing the wagons.

‘Ship it across the river and rebuild it,’ says the man called Burbage. His face is streaked with sweat, despite the cold, but he looks triumphant.

‘Won’t they come after you? For stealing it, I mean?’

‘This is all bought and paid for, lad.’ Burbage slaps his palm against a pile of beams. ‘The Theatre was my father’s life’s work. Just not the land it stood on, unfortunately. But now we have new land, and we’ll raise the finest playhouse London has ever seen. Here’ – he tosses the boy a sixpence – ‘buy yourself some boots.’

The child magics the coin away and watches as the convoy struggles south, towards the city. When the last cart has swung precariously around the corner, wraiths begin to appear from the gaps between buildings. London’s poor, the dispossessed, the hungry, scouring the churned ground for anything the players might have left behind: any scraps of timber, half-bricks, iron nails, a glove or even a ring dropped in haste, anything that can be sold. Crows and magpies loudly announce themselves, descending on the fresh-turned earth in search of food before falling snow covers it again. The boy observes all this dispassionately from his vantage point in the street. Even after the scavengers have left, he finds himself reluctant to abandon his post. He was appointed watchman, after all; if the curly-haired man should return and find him still on duty, there might be another coin in it.

Along the southern wall is a row of outbuildings that the players have not bothered to dismantle. These are padlocked, but the boy is skinny enough to work his way in through a broken window. He finds the place empty, but it will do for shelter; he pulls the sacking from the casement, wraps himself in it and settles in for the night.

He dozes, loses track of the passing hours measured out by church bells, so that when he catches the sound of voices outside – hushed, urgent – he has no idea what time it might be. He presses his face to the gap in the shutters and peers out.

People are approaching from the far side of the empty plot. He can’t see how many; there’s a faint glimmer of moon between the clouds and their breath steams in the raw air. Two, he thinks: swaddled in hooded cloaks and carrying something large and awkward between them. Wordlessly, they lower it into one of the trenches where the foundations stood. They re-emerge; there is a sharp, whispered exchange, then a sudden curse. One of the figures is casting around as if he has lost something; he even hops back into the hole, but his fellow – the boy is sure they are both men – is growing impatient, hissing at him to hurry. The one in the ground asks for a light; ‘Are you mad?’ the other snaps back. Another terse back-and-forth, ending with the second man stalking away. The one in the trench remains, his head and shoulders outlined against the snow.

Slowly, the boy bends to pick up a stone from the floor; reaching his arm through the window, he pitches it as hard as he can at the wall of a garden abutting the plot. As a strategy it’s not without risk; they might come in search of him. But he has gambled correctly. At the clatter, the man starts and scrambles up, cursing again as he hastens after his companion into the night.

When he is certain they have gone, the boy climbs out and inches forward to peer over the edge of the hole. The snow lends a pale glow to the darkness; he can just make out the shape at the bottom.

It’s a body, wrapped tight in a shroud. He’d guessed as much from the way they were carrying it, and evidently one that is not getting Christian burial. After a moment’s pause, the boy jumps down into the trench that is now a grave; he knows from experience that the dead make no fuss about being robbed, and this body might have trappings – buttons, buckles, maybe an earring – worth a few pence. Even teeth can be sold if they’re sound and you know the right people, though the boy lacks the implements to remove them. He is not afraid of death; he’s seen it often enough in his years on the streets.

But as he pulls back a corner of the winding cloth – one hand over his mouth and nose, you never know if it’s plague that took them – he jumps back in shock. Here is the face of a girl – beautiful, young, serene and unmoving as a marble tomb. Not much older than himself, perhaps (he thinks he is twelve, it’s hard to keep track). He lifts the shroud back as far as her shoulders, but can see no obvious signs of violence. You might almost think she was sleeping, the way her dark lashes lie on her white cheeks. But then, if she died naturally, why has she been left here, for the crows and dogs to find? She is wearing no jewellery, at any rate, and appears to be dressed only in a plain wool gown. The boy considers whether to unwrap her further when his finely honed instincts prickle and he freezes, alert to the slightest disturbance of the air. Was that a scuffle along the boundary wall? Maybe no more than a fox, but if he should be found here, with her, he’ll be taken for a killer. He decides to cut his losses. Snowflakes are falling on her face and this bothers him somehow; he moves to cover her again, but wait – what’s this? Tucked inside her bodice is a folded paper with writing on it.

The boy breathes on his frozen fingers and debates whether to take it. He can’t read, but he knows a woman who can; maybe this says something about who the girl is and why she died. But if he has to give account of himself, of how he came to find it, chances are the magistrates won’t believe he didn’t touch her. Let someone else deal with the consequences. He whispers an apology and covers her face.

The clink of a bridle cuts through the snow-muffled air, out on Curtain Road; the horse’s snorting breath  alarmingly close. The boy starts and topples back, landing on his backside next to the body; as he puts out a hand to steady himself he feels a sharp pain in his palm and closes his fingers around a small, hard object. Before the rider has passed, he levers himself nimbly out of the hole and bolts over the boundary wall, crouching in the shadows on the other side. There, he unfolds his fist and smiles to himself; he can just make out the gleam of a jewelled brooch lying on his palm, the kind gentlemen wear on their caps, worth a good deal more than the pennies he had from the players. All in all, a good day’s work.




One

29th December 1598

Thrust in tierce. Counter parry; riposte in tierce over the arm. Engage, attack, advance, retreat. Circular parry in seconde, disengage. Lunge in quarte; riposte. Good; again.

The clash of foils and the quick breathing of the combatants is the only sound in the gallery. Candles have been lit against the scant midday light, casting an amber glow over the wood panelling and tapestries of hunting scenes. The fencing master feints, engages, but hesitates imperceptibly, less than the space between heartbeats, as a bead of sweat trickles into his eye; his pupil spots the opening and seizes on it, lunging forward over the arm, too fast for the fencing master, who finds himself backed up with the point of a foil at his throat.

‘A palpable hit,’ he concedes, glad of the chance for respite.

‘Consider yourself dead.’ His pupil’s expression is unreadable behind the thin leather mask. Only a pair of bright tawny eyes are visible, missing nothing.

‘Will we rest a moment?’ the master asks hopefully.

‘If you need to. I’ll send for something to drink.’ His pupil unties the ribbons holding the mask in place and shakes loose a cascade of chestnut hair, briefly releasing a scent of rosewater into the close air, before catching the locks and winding them into a coil, which she secures with a comb at the back of her head. Her face is flushed with the exertion and the triumph of winning a bout, making her seem younger than her ­thirty-five years. The fencing master, who is ten years older, wonders how much longer he will be able to keep up with her.

She lays her foil in its case, crosses the gallery and takes a linen cloth proffered by the young maid who waits unobtrusively in a window embrasure, ostensibly to fetch and carry but also for the sake of propriety; not that this is something Sophia de Wolfe cares about overmuch, but her steward insists on it.

‘Lina, would you bring us a jug of small beer and some elderflower cordial?’ she says, wiping her face.

The maid bobs a curtsy but, before she can obey, the doors at the far end of the gallery open to admit a tall woman in a severe black dress. She ignores the fencing master entirely and casts a disapproving glance at her mistress’s attire, though she manages to compose her expression before speaking.

‘Madam. Forgive the interruption, but there is a man at the gate demanding to see you.’

‘Really? What manner of man?’ Her tone is casual, but there was a flicker of tension and she knows Hilary caught it. Her steward has never asked about her past – she is well versed in discretion – but she misses nothing.

‘One with few manners.’ Hilary sniffs. ‘Somewhat unkempt. Forties, if I had to guess. Fading yellow hair and a face marked with pox scars.’

Sophia is careful to betray nothing. ‘And what does he want?’

‘He won’t say. But he insists that it’s urgent.’ A moment’s hesitation before the steward hands over a folded slip of paper. ‘He sent this.’

Sophia opens it, takes in the symbol marked there, nods and refolds it, pressing the crease sharp between her fingertips.

‘Show him to the library,’ she says. Her voice conveys neither pleasure nor apprehension.

‘Madam—’

‘You are reprieved, Maître Jules,’ Sophia says, turning to the fencing master with a half-smile. ‘Until the same time tomorrow, anyway. Lina, you can bring those drinks to the library, but you won’t need to stay.’

‘Madam.’ Hilary steps into her path as the fencing master packs his weapons into their case. ‘You cannot receive a stranger alone. Nor dressed like that.’

Sophia glances across and considers the distorted outline of her reflection in the window glass. For her fencing practice she wears close-fitting black breeches, tailored to her own design by a seamstress who has no qualms about the propriety of such garments for a woman; grey silk hose and soft-soled velvet slippers that allow her to remain nimble on her toes; a loose white shirt beneath which she binds her small breasts with linen, for comfort. If she had her way, she would dress like this always, dispensing with stays and petticoats and hoops and bodices for good. There was a time, many years ago – she smiles to think of it – when she was obliged to present herself as a boy, and she resented having to give up that freedom of movement when the danger was past and she was restored to herself. Although, she reflects as she follows her steward out of the gallery and along a panelled corridor, she is not sure that she has ever really been herself; not since she was nineteen years old, at least. All the names she has had since then, including the one she uses now, have belonged to someone else.

‘He’s not a stranger,’ she says, to Hilary’s back. ‘Besides, I could be wearing a pair of antlers on my head and he wouldn’t notice. He’s not a man who pays attention to such things.’

‘What is he to you, then?’

‘An associate. From years back. The master knew him,’ she adds, as if invoking her late husband will legitimise such a meeting. At this, Hilary turns and gives her a sharp look.

‘So why is he here now?’

Sophia shakes her head. ‘I imagine I’m about to find out.’

Hilary doesn’t reply, but the set of her shoulders is eloquent. Sophia smiles to herself. It’s not as if her steward didn’t know what went on in this house, with its secret rooms, its midnight comings and goings, though she probably thought those days were over. Sophia had thought so too. She is surprised to find her palms tingling.

‘Bring him in through the back, though,’ she says as they reach the entrance hall. Hilary nods and turns towards the kitchens, while Sophia continues along the ground-floor corridor and pushes open the door to the library. Here she breathes deeply, inhaling the scent of old books and polished wood, beeswax and leather. This room always reminds her of her father. Another thing few people know about her: that she grew up in an Oxford college, surrounded by academics, that at twelve years old she could read Greek and Latin better than her brother and almost as well as the scholars who passed through her father’s tuition. But today the library fails to calm her; she paces, agitated, not so much by the prospect of the visitor himself but by what he represents, as signified by the astrological symbol for Venus hastily scribbled on the note he gave Hilary as proof of his intent.

When the door opens she forces herself to stand composed, hands clasped together. Hilary hovers behind the man with a coiled air, as if she is poised to tackle him to the floor at any sudden move.

‘Thank you, Hilary. You can leave us now,’ she says. Her steward hesitates, but does as she is bid, parting with a warning look.

‘I need you to look at this,’ the man says without preamble, thrusting a piece of paper at her.

Sophia laughs. ‘I’m very well, thank you, Thomas, and how are you?’

He frowns, perplexed, and she remembers this about him; that he is as oblivious to sarcasm as he is to social niceties. He has come with a specific purpose and does not see the point of wasting time on anything else. She studies him as the thin December light falls on his pocked face. The years have not been kind to him, but then he is not a man to take care of himself. As predicted, he has neither noticed nor cared that her fencing clothes show off her long legs and slender hips. And yet, behind those mild eyes that swerve away from hers, one of the most remarkable minds in England is ticking away ceaselessly. This man’s abilities have saved the queen’s life more than once, though you wouldn’t know it to look at his patched jacket and worn boots.

‘Thomas Phelippes. How long has it been – five years?’ She holds out her arms before remembering that he does not like to be touched, and lets them fall to her side. ‘No “How do you, Mistress de Wolfe, condolences on the death of your husband”?’

‘Humphrey de Wolfe died two years and three months ago. The eighteenth of September 1596.’

‘That’s true, he did. But I miss him still.’

At this, he shows a flicker of interest. ‘The marriage was arranged for you by Sir Francis Walsingham. To provide for you financially after you left his service.’

‘Again, true. And as you see, I am well provided for.’ She gestures to the walls of books, the expensive carpet. ‘That doesn’t mean I didn’t care for my husband. Humphrey was a good man.’

‘He was extremely efficient,’ says Thomas Phelippes, which is possibly the highest compliment he can imagine. ‘I need you to look at this.’

Sophia steps forward and takes the page he holds out; she has exhausted his capacity for small talk. The paper is covered in water stains and when she opens it, she sees that the ink has run in places, blurring characters here and there, but what she reads causes her a quick intake of breath – not on account of the message, which is still hidden, but the form.

‘What is this?’

‘Your cipher.’ He frowns. ‘You don’t remember?’

‘Of course, but – I haven’t seen these signs in nearly a decade. Where did it come from?’

‘A corpse.’

‘What? Whose?’

He shakes his head. ‘Outside my brief. I was sent first to see if it meant anything to you, and second, to fetch you.’

‘Fetch me where? Sent by whom? Oh.’ She looks at him, spinning the paper between her fingers, and for a moment he meets her eye. ‘You are back in harness. Government work, I mean,’ she adds, when he doesn’t reply.

‘If you like.’ His gaze slides away again. ‘He’s expecting us.’

Sophia glances around the room – the books, the good beeswax candles, the antique statue of the goddess Artemis on her plinth by the window, shipped from a temple in Crete – and draws breath. It’s true that she has a comfortable life now, as the widow of a wealthy cloth merchant, in this handsome house he left her, with its discreet and loyal servants. The paper in her hand, this threadbare man in front of her and what he is proposing, could undo it all – what’s more, it could threaten the one thing in her life more precious to her than all this material comfort. Would she really risk that, after so long spent searching? But she notices her heart is beating faster. Fear or excitement? She has always found it hard to distinguish between the two.

Eventually she nods. ‘Give me a moment to change.’

Phelippes looks impatient. ‘I was urged to hurry.’

‘Thomas, I am dressed for a sword fight.’

‘Oh.’ He tilts his head to one side as if seeing her for the first time. ‘I suppose you are. Well, best to be prepared.’




Two

The house they approach is nondescript, neither grand nor ramshackle, off Monkwell Street, close by the Barbers’ Hall. Sophia is familiar with the kind of place; she met Thomas Phelippes in many such forgettable locations, back when she was working closely with him. There are few people abroad in the snow-bound streets; those they pass are huddled into hoods and caps, and pay little attention to the riders, only muttering an oath if they are forced to step out of the horses’ way into drifts of snow banked up along the gutters. If they glance up, they will suppose they see a fine lady wrapped in a fur-lined cloak and riding a black mare, followed by some shabby bareheaded retainer whose coat is too thin for the weather.

They pass through a gate and into a yard where the snow has been cleared; wordlessly a boy with downcast eyes takes the horses. Sophia removes her glove and slips him a coin; still he does not raise his head to look at her. Trained not to notice who comes and goes here, she guesses.

A narrow-faced man relieves them of their coats and beckons them to follow, also without speaking. Sophia tries to catch a glimpse of her reflection in a window as they pass; she has dressed hastily in a gown of dark red silk which, now that she glances down, looks peculiar with snow-damp riding boots. Despite Hilary’s protestations, she had not waited to have her hair properly arranged or apply cosmetics; in consequence, her cheeks are pinked by the cold and tendrils of hair have escaped their combs; she hears her father’s voice telling her she looks like a wild peasant girl, the way he used to when she would bowl in, skirts flying, breathless from racing through the Oxford meadows with her brother. Both long dead, she reflects, though the thought is interrupted by the sight of a forbidding oak door at the end of the hall. The narrow-faced man opens it and steps back.

Sophia follows Phelippes into a receiving room of middling size, dominated by a wide hearth where a fire blazes. The small casements face north and let in little light. Beneath them is a desk with fat candles in glass holders; seated behind it, a figure she feels she half-knows, though they have never met.

He is bent over a pile of papers and makes no acknow­ledgement of their arrival, continuing intently with his writing. It’s an old trick, designed to show where the balance of power lies in the room, and Sophia has no patience for it. She clears her throat purposefully; his quill pauses. She takes five paces across the room until she is standing before the desk, and picks up a round polished lump of obsidian he is using to weigh down letters.

‘Master Secretary. You sent for me.’

With a remarkably controlled lack of urgency he looks up and meets her gaze. For a long moment, they appraise one another. So this is Robert Cecil, whose late father, Lord Burghley, was Queen Elizabeth’s most trusted adviser from her youth. Sophia runs through the bare facts she knows about the newly appointed principal secretary: thirty-six, Burghley’s second son (his intellectual if not his official heir), raised to statecraft and its shadowy counterpart from boyhood. Distinguished enough in his looks: dark hair swept up from a wide forehead, reddish pointed beard, shrewd eyes that don’t waver from hers. He wears a black wool doublet and a neat starched ruff, unshowy but expensively tailored. She observes that he doesn’t rise from the desk to greet her; this, too, is a reminder of who is doing the summoning here, but she suspects it is also to divert attention from the most notable aspect of his appearance – the fact that he is unusually short. It is said that the queen calls him ‘my pygmy’ and that Cecil detests the nickname, which follows him in whispers through the corridors of Whitehall, undermining his political stature. In the penny broadsheets and slanderous pamphlets that circulate around the booksellers’ stalls in St Paul’s churchyard, anonymous detractors paint Sir Robert as a malformed hunchback, crooked as his character, but all Sophia can see – though she is careful not to let her gaze rest too long on his person – is a slight curvature of the spine, his left shoulder a little higher than the right.

He lays his pen carefully in its stand and cocks his head.

‘Mistress de Wolfe.’ No smile. Perhaps he noted her looking. ‘How good of you to take the time.’

‘I had the impression it was not optional.’

At this his lips curl thinly. ‘Oh, one always has a choice, I think. Thomas, offer Mistress de Wolfe a seat.’

Phelippes draws up a chair for her, across the desk. She smooths her skirts carefully and perches on the edge. It is lower than Cecil’s; this, too, is deliberate, and she dislikes it, though she determines not to let him see.

‘So. Thomas has explained the situation?’

‘Partially. Something about a message found with a corpse?’

Cecil steeples his fingers.

‘I understand you have connections with the playing com-
panies?’

Sophia draws on all her experience to keep her expression neutral. She fights the temptation to exchange a glance with Phelippes.

‘From time to time I have donated small sums to support them with production costs. Printing of playbills, costumes, and so on. My late husband and I were great aficionados of the theatre. What has that to do with this business?’

‘Why the Lord Chamberlain’s Men?’

‘Why not?’

‘Well.’ He leans back and his focus shifts to a corner of the ceiling, as if he is searching for the most diplomatic form of expression. ‘The playing companies attract scandal, Mistress de Wolfe, without even trying. It seems they cannot help it. And I would have thought that, with your history, you would want to avoid any prospect of your current name being associated with the slightest whiff of notoriety.’

‘My history.’ Her voice is steely now; she leans forward and grips the edge of the desk, daring him to say what he means. Her current name; that was clever. A little hint of what he knows.

That pinched smile again. ‘My predecessor Sir Francis Walsingham was a meticulous keeper of records, Mistress de Wolfe. I’m aware of your valuable contribution to the security of the realm in the last years of the Eighties.’ He pauses, piqued at her expression. ‘Something amusing?’

Only your pomposity, she wants to say. ‘You make it sound so heroic, Master Secretary. As if I had led a force to war. When in fact I was a governess and ladies’ companion in Catholic households. All I did was listen at doors, steal letters and lie to people for money.’

‘We were at war,’ he says, with surprising vehemence. ‘Against the forces that seek to make us vassals of the Pope again. And you, with others like you, have been our foot soldiers – Walsingham knew that well enough, though he struggled to convince my father and Her Majesty to open the Treasury for his efforts. You would be surprised to know how many attempts on the queen’s life were foiled by people listening at doors and stealing letters. Then again, perhaps you would not.’ He picks up his quill and turns it between his fingers. ‘I ask about the playing companies because yesterday the Chamberlain’s Men dismantled The Theatre and carried away all the timbers while the leaseholder, Master Allen, was out of London for the holidays.’

‘In this weather?’ Sophia can’t help but laugh at the audacity; that will have been Richard Burbage’s idea, no question. Even Cecil allows a smile – the first genuine one she has seen since she arrived – though his face grows quickly sombre again.

‘They are nothing if not determined. And at dawn this morning, a corpse was found in one of the foundation trenches on the empty site. That paper Thomas showed you was inside her clothing.’

‘Her?’ Sophia’s throat constricts. Someone she knows?

‘Agnes Lovell. Thirteen years of age. Daughter of the late Sir John Lovell of Suffolk, ward of Sir Thomas North. Any connection to you?’

Sophia shakes her head; the name means nothing, and a wave of relief courses through her. She flexes her hands where she had clenched them tight.

‘Yet this message,’ he continues, ‘which was clearly meant to be found, is written in a cipher that was unique to you during your time working for Walsingham. And the body was placed in a location particular to the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, with whom you also have links. Someone wishes to suggest a connection, it seems.’ He waits, dark eyes fixed on her, as if that might provoke a confession.

‘But who would know about that cipher? Thomas created it for me and I understood it was retired at the same time I was.’ She gestures at Phelippes; he gives a terse nod. ‘Only someone with access to Walsingham’s papers could know of its existence, and even there I would have been referred to by an alias. As for the players – half London must have known by the end of yesterday that the site of The Theatre would be a focus of attention. Perhaps the killing was intended to incriminate them? This poor child was murdered, I take it?’

‘She’s being examined, but I think we may safely assume foul play. Did you ever cross paths with Sir Thomas North?’

‘No.’

‘What about your husband?’

‘I don’t recall Humphrey mentioning him. But then I expect you would have a better idea of my husband’s connections than I, Master Secretary, since you have read Walsingham’s papers.’ Belatedly, it occurs to her that she has not yet asked the obvious question. ‘What did the message say?’

‘Did you not read it?’

She laughs again. ‘It’s nearly ten years since I last looked at that cipher. I don’t have Thomas’s memory for codes – it would take time and patience to unlock its meaning.’

‘We have neither,’ Cecil says, in a tone that reinforces the point. ‘Fortunately, we do have Thomas. Tell her.’

Phelippes clears his throat.

‘Those who build their house on stolen ground

Must needs beware, lest all their sins be found.’

It’s doggerel, though it sounds oddly sinister in his flat, affectless voice.

‘Well?’ Cecil leans forward; he looks as if he is about to snap his fingers at her.

‘Stolen ground,’ she muses. ‘That seems obvious, doesn’t it? The Theatre, I mean. The argument between the Burbages and Giles Allen over who owns it.’

He appears to weigh this. ‘So you think it is about the playing companies?’

‘I think it extreme to use a young woman’s body to deliver a grievance over a leasehold dispute. But what else should it mean, if she was found at The Theatre?’

Cecil leaves a pregnant space before speaking.

‘Sir Thomas North served recently in the Irish war.’

‘Ah. So you think it’s political?’

Cecil sighs and replaces his quill in its stand. ‘Everything is political, Mistress de Wolfe. There are those who believe Ireland is stolen ground.’

‘The Irish, for a start.’

‘Well, quite. And since the Earl of Essex is about to launch a fresh campaign against the rebels there, with the consequent need for another round of taxes and conscription, it is in the national interest to keep morale up and the populace firmly behind our brave troops. Do you see?’

She sits back in her chair. ‘I can see that a death which may reference the less than admirable actions of the English army in Ireland would be awkward for the government, Master Secretary, yes. What I don’t understand is what you expect me to do about it.’

He presses his lips together as if she is being deliberately obstructive. ‘You are already entangled in this matter, Mistress de Wolfe, whether you like it or no. Somebody chose to use your cipher. Surely you see the relevance of that? Assuming that you yourself are not party to the girl’s death, it means that someone who knows your most secret history is involved in this business.’ He exhales in frustration. ‘What I mean to say is that I need your help.’

There is a kind of satisfaction in seeing his discomfort in asking; she wonders if this is because she is a woman, or simply because he is the type of man who must be in control of everything.

‘In what capacity do you propose I help?’ she asks. The balance of power between them has subtly shifted.

‘Make enquiries. Speak to your acquaintance from the old days, discover whether anyone could have learned your cipher. Look through your husband’s correspondence to see if he had any business with Sir Thomas North or Sir John Lovell. Sound out your contacts at the playhouses in case some buried matter there might offer a connection. Report your findings to me. We have not made the girl’s identity public yet. I want to resolve this before the broadsheet writers and pamphleteers learn about it and use it to turn the city against the Irish campaign.’

‘What if I were to tell you I have no love for the Irish campaign?’

‘Then I would have to pretend I misheard you,’ he says, not troubling to hide his impatience, ‘because that would be a foolish opinion for a loyal citizen to express to a minister of the crown. What say you, Mistress de Wolfe – will you assist in this matter?’

She tilts her head and smiles. ‘Are you asking me to work for you, Master Secretary?’

He huffs again; he is not enjoying being a supplicant. ‘I am asking you to lend England such skills as you have, as you did before, to avert a crisis.’

Such skills as you have; it might be a compliment, or the reverse. Reluctantly, she is beginning to admire him. But she won’t make it too easy.

‘My skills, as you call them, were deemed superfluous to requirements by your father after Sir Francis Walsingham died,’ she says, with a degree of hauteur.

‘I regret that,’ he says, and she is surprised to find his sincerity convincing. ‘My father’s priority was cutting costs, and in pursuit of that end he pared the Service to the bone. But my lord father is no longer with us’ – here the briefest glimmer of emotion touches his eyes, before he masters it – ‘and it is my intention to rebuild Walsingham’s network to its former glory. You would be properly remunerated.’

‘God rest my lord Burghley,’ she says, and means it. When did Burghley die? Was it only this past August, still labouring day and night for England at the age of seventy-seven? She remembers the funeral procession, the horses with their black plumes, the crowds bowing heads as the cortège passed. The end of the old order; a sharp reminder that Her Majesty’s reign was drawing towards its final act, with the country’s future unresolved.

Cecil inclines his head with a rueful smile. ‘I’m not sure even God could persuade him to rest,’ he says. He presses his lips together, businesslike again. ‘Well?’

‘You know I have no need of your money?’

‘I’m well aware that Humphrey de Wolfe left you a considerable fortune. But it was never really about the coin for you, was it? Was it not more of a quid pro quo arrangement, shall we say?’

‘I’m not sure I take your meaning, Master Secretary.’ She is tiring of this game now; she would like him to set his cards on the table. ‘Please speak frankly, so that we can both go about our day.’

‘Very well, Mistress de Wolfe. Or shall I call you Sophia Underhill? Or Kit? Mary Gifford? Or Kate Kingsley?’ He smiles, pleased with himself. A palpable hit, she thinks. ‘I see that last one is the name that makes you flinch, though you hide it well. Hardly surprising – no one was ever brought to justice for the murder of your first husband, Sir Edward Kingsley, were they?’

She holds his gaze, defiant.

‘I merely observe that your arrangement with Walsingham offered a degree of protection, lest anyone ever associate you with the woman who called herself Kate Kingsley fifteen years ago. Canterbury is not so far away, after all.’ He allows her a moment to digest this, before continuing, ‘I would like to give you my solemn assurance that such protection would be ongoing. I hope that would set your mind at rest.’

She lets out a dry laugh. Having dangled before her the prospect of blowing her life up, he would now like to set her mind at rest, as long as she does what he asks.

‘If nothing else,’ he adds carefully, before she can reply, ‘think of the boy. Consider the potential repercussions for him. Do you imagine the queen would receive at court any playing company that employed him, knowing who his father was? The Chamberlain’s Men would have to look to their own interests first.’

She stares at him; her hands in her lap have turned cold and numb.

‘I will do what I can.’ Recovering herself, she stands and brushes out her skirts. She doesn’t wait for instructions; she wants to have the last word and leave before her face betrays her rising fury. Any shred of admiration has evaporated. Walsingham would never have relied on such petty threats.

‘Lying to people for money,’ Cecil says musingly, as she reaches the door, quoting her own words back to her. ‘A pithy description of an espial’s work, I like it. Perhaps more flattering to say you are a professional dissembler, Mistress de Wolfe. Clearly it runs in the family.’

She doesn’t look back. She is out of the door and into the yard so fast that she almost forgets her cloak; the thin-faced retainer has to run after her, holding it out. There are almost certainly penalties for cursing at the queen’s principal secretary, even in a meeting that has not officially happened; she has no wish to find out what they are by losing control.

She has mounted before the stable boy can even bring a block; she wrenches her horse around (too savagely, poor beast) and urges it on, feeling its hooves skidding on the icy cobbles. Even when Phelippes manages to catch her up at the corner of Silver Street it takes some time before she can speak; when she does, she rounds on him with all the force of her anger.

‘You told him, I suppose?’

Phelippes shrinks back in his saddle; she remembers how he dislikes raised voices.

‘I didn’t have to – he knew already. I only confirmed my part in it.’

‘Then, who—’ Understanding dawns before the words are out of her mouth. ‘Anthony. Damn him.’ She turns the black mare  and kicks her onwards. Snow has begun to fall around them again.

‘Where are you going?’ Phelippes calls after her.

‘To The Rose,’ she shouts over her shoulder, her voice carrying through the tumbling flakes.




Three

At the Rose Theatre on Bankside, the Admiral’s Men are supposed to be rehearsing, but they can talk of nothing except their rivals’ daring raid on The Theatre. Philip Henslowe, the manager, a man with a comfortable girth and permanently fraught expression, walks in tight circles around the pit like a bear on a chain, too agitated to notice the snow settling on his shoulders. Leaning against a pillar in the covered seats, Anthony Munday lets out a quiet sigh and watches his breath cloud around his face in the freezing air. It is his play they are making little progress on; he should be working on the next one, but Ned Alleyn likes him to be available for last-minute changes, and they are due to perform the current work at court in a week’s time. The afternoon light is fading and the best part of his day is already wasted listening to Henslowe make the same complaint over and over with a fusillade of curses. Anthony crosses his arms over his chest and tucks his hands into his armpits until he can vaguely feel his fingers again.

‘Those fuckers,’ Henslowe spits again, midway through someone’s speech. ‘They’re planning to rebuild the whole bloody thing down here, right next door, I know it. There’s a piece of land leased the other side of Maiden Lane, I’ll wager that arch-fucker Burbage is behind it. Come spring, the Chamberlain’s Men will be stealing our audiences from under our noses – when we’ve barely got them back after the plague years.’

Ned strides to the edge of the stage and glares down at his father-in-law.

‘Then we shall just have to make sure we offer better fare than them,’ he says. ‘Which we cannot hope to do if you keep interrupting our process.’

‘How?’ says Henslowe, throwing his hands in the air. ‘They have Will Shakespeare! What do we have – Anthony Munday?’ He laughs as if even the name is preposterous. ‘How are we supposed to compete?’

‘I’m still here, you know,’ Anthony says mildly from his corner.

‘Ignore him, Ant,’ Ned says, throwing a grimace his way. ‘You’re that Stratford bumpkin’s equal in every respect.’

Anthony smiles, though he knows Ned is being kind.

‘Can we get on with this, I’m freezing my knackers off here?’ calls John Singer, the clown, dancing a little jig to make the point.

‘Stop moaning, you’ve got braziers, haven’t you?’ Henslowe says, pointing at the two burning either side of the stage before resuming his pacing. ‘Costing me a fortune, and for what? Who’s going to come out in this weather?’

‘God’s teeth – we perform before the queen on Twelfth Night! If you don’t hold your tongue and let us continue,’ Ned declaims, hands on his hips, ‘I swear to God I’ll—’

But they will never know the reach of his threat, because at that moment the doors to the pit open and a woman in a long blue cloak sweeps in, followed by a tall, muscular young man who looks as if he carries at least one knife tucked somewhere on his person and would know how to use it. In fact, Anthony knows this to be the case; he recognises them both, and his heart jolts a little at the sight of her. Silently, he chides himself.

‘Well, this is all we need,’ Henslowe says. ‘Mistress de Wolfe – come to gloat, have you? I suppose it was your doing?’

Sophia stops short and pulls her hood back. ‘What?’

‘Why, this business at The Theatre, of course. I should have suspected your hand in it.’

Anthony expects Sophia to cut Henslowe down with a withering remark – she has no time for his petty resentments – so he is surprised to see that she looks appalled, the colour drained from her face.

‘My hand? How do you mean, Master Henslowe?’

‘You understand me well enough. Burbage would not feel emboldened to make such grand gestures if he didn’t have the promise of your money to cushion his landing when he falls on his arse. All these men here’ – he gestures to the company on stage – ‘have families to feed, you know. If the Chamberlain’s Men rebuild south of the river and take our audiences, their children will be on the street and you can have that on your conscience.’

Sophia stares at him for a moment, then bursts out laughing; Anthony hears a note of relief in it. ‘You seem to have mistaken me for Lord Hunsdon, Master Henslowe,’ she says lightly. ‘I have no influence over the Chamberlain’s Men – the clue is in the name. You should speak to their patron if you have a grievance.’

‘But how will you sleep at night, Mistress de Wolfe, when you have put us out of business and I am forced to sell myself to sailors at Tilbury dock?’ Ned says, grinning at her with his hips thrust forward, to ribald laughter from the company.

‘Oh, I would not let you fall so far, Master Alleyn,’ Sophia says, her composure recovered. ‘I’m sure I could find a respectable position for you in my household. How are you at washing pots?’

Ned laughs; there’s a chorus of murmurs from the men behind him, to the effect that they could think of positions they’d like her to offer them, until Ned snaps his fingers and they fall silent. ‘I had rather be a potwasher in your house than to dwell in the tents of the wicked, Mistress de Wolfe, though I think you did not come south of the river to offer me a job in your kitchen?’

‘I came to speak to Anthony,’ Sophia says, her gaze raking the tiered benches until it lights on him. Again, that foolish surge of feeling as their eyes meet; he tamps it down and nods soberly, hoping she can’t read his face.

‘Poaching my writers as well as my audiences now?’ Henslowe cuts in. ‘We can’t spare him, you’ll have to come back.’ This, even though Henslowe’s only acknowledgement of his existence today has been to insult him.

‘Of course we can,’ Ned says gallantly. ‘We’ve barely tackled the first scene. Well, Munday – don’t keep a beautiful woman waiting.’ He extends a leg and offers Sophia a sweeping bow. Perhaps he thinks that, if he is charming enough, he might win her allegiance, and the funds that come with it, from his rivals. Only Anthony knows why this will never happen, and it has nothing to do with the man from Stratford and his highfalutin verse. He grabs up his hat and follows her into the snowy yard.

‘I need to speak to you,’ Sophia says, whipping around and fixing him with a flinty glare. In his experience, no good has ever come of a woman saying those words in that tone. He waits. The young man, her minder, stands a few feet off and folds his arms across his chest, apparently as impervious to the weather as an oak trunk. Anthony gives him a nod; the young man returns it, unsmiling.

‘Sir Robert Cecil sent for me today.’ She hisses it like an accusation.

‘Oh?’ Whatever he had expected, it was not this. ‘What did he want?’

‘He knows about Tobie, and he’s using it to bend me to his will. The only person who could have told him is you.’

A sharp gust of wind lifts her hood; her hair is coming loose from her jewelled hairnet beneath, her cheeks are flushed by the cold, her eyes shining. The thought occurs to Anthony, unbidden, that this is what she would look in the throes of passion (except, one hopes, less angry), and he does his best to banish it immediately.

‘Could we talk somewhere warmer?’

After a moment she sighs impatiently and strides out of the gates. Bankside is full of taverns, most of which are also brothels, though this would not trouble Sophia. He follows her up the street towards the river and into the Swan. Sophia tucks herself into a corner table furthest from the fire, drawing admiring stares from the other drinkers, though any ideas they may have of approaching are quickly quashed by a glare from her young companion, who sits at a neighbouring table, hackles up like a guard dog.

‘I’ve never spoken to Cecil about Tobie, I promise you,’ Anthony says in a low voice, when Sophia has called for hot wine. ‘He has access to all Walsingham’s papers, don’t forget. We have to get used to the idea that there’s probably nothing he doesn’t know about us.’

She looks at him without speaking, and there is an understanding in her expression that only those who worked for Francis Walsingham can share. Anthony still remembers the thrill of his first missions to France and Rome some twenty years ago, as a youth of barely eighteen, disguised as the son of a prominent English Catholic. Such service as he provides to the realm is less exciting these days, but it did at least bring Sophia into his life. He thinks of the day Thomas Phelippes charged him with tracing a twelve-year-old boy as the Admiral’s Men toured Kent after the playhouses shut down, that plague summer of ’96.

‘If anyone is going to tell Tobie the truth about who he is, it should be me,’ Sophia whispers, as if Anthony is the one threatening to expose her secret.

‘And …’ He hesitates to ask, it’s a sensitive topic. ‘Do you have plans to do so?’

She sighs. ‘When the time is right.’

‘Sophia, it’s been two and a half years.’ Two and a half years since he had found Tobie Strange in Canterbury: almost thirteen, a scrivener’s son and a chorister at the cathedral school, whose future looked uncertain after his parents had died of plague within a month of one another. A conversation with an elderly servant in the scrivener’s household had led him to the woman who had once been the infant’s wet nurse and convinced him that this was the boy he was looking for; a child of such delicate beauty and enchanting voice that Ned Alleyn had needed little persuasion to take him into the company immediately for the women’s parts.

‘Exactly,’ Sophia says. ‘He was fifteen in November, he thrives. But it’s a tender age. I have to tread carefully or I mar everything. How would you have felt, at fifteen, to learn that your parents were not your parents?’

Anthony shrugs. ‘I was orphaned and made a ward of the City at eleven, I know how that feels. I might have been glad to learn that I had a mother still living.’ Especially a wealthy one, he doesn’t say aloud.

She drops her voice so that he can barely hear her. ‘And to know that she was never married to your father, who was an executed traitor?’

‘Perhaps not that.’

‘Well, then. Tobie believes himself to be the legitimate son of respectable people. The truth is a hard burden to lay on young shoulders. It may be that I can never tell him, for his sake.’ A flash of pain crosses her face at this, and she turns her face away. ‘But I certainly don’t want bloody Robert Cecil forcing my hand.’

‘What does Cecil want from you?’

‘This girl,’ she says, when the wine has been brought and the serving boy has withdrawn. ‘The one discovered in the foundations of The Theatre today. You must have heard?’

‘I heard only that there was a body. A street girl, I assumed, died of cold overnight. There are bodies found every morning since the freeze came, to the city’s shame. Henslowe is more exercised by Burbage’s plan to move south of the river, all the talk at The Rose is of that. Why is Cecil involved?’

‘She was not a street girl. She was the ward of Sir Thomas North, and they think she was murdered.’

‘Good God. The Lovell heiress?’ He feels his jaw slacken. He pictures North, a pompous arsehole whose greed and bad  judgement had brought suffering to a great many people. ‘But – what has she to do with you?’

‘Good question. I never heard her name before today, poor child. But Cecil does not believe me when I say I have no connection to her, and he’s using Tobie to press me into giving up what I know. Which is fruitless, since I have nothing to give.’ She folds her hand into a fist and flexes it open. She hasn’t touched her wine. ‘What do you know of North? He’s a writer, isn’t he?’

‘Of sorts.’ He catches her smiling at his dismissive tone.

‘You men of letters. What would you have to talk about, if not your rivals’ lack of talent and the monstrous injustice of their success?’

He laughs, but in the back of his mind he hears Henslowe again: They have Will Shakespeare – what do we have … ?

‘North has published translations of Plutarch’s Great Lives of the Greeks and Romans,’ he says. ‘He’s tried to adapt them for the stage, but has found no takers, as far as I know. So he’s hardly a rival. He is a man with enemies, I can tell you that much.’

‘In the theatre?’

‘I was thinking more of his military career. You know he led a force in Ireland two years ago?’

‘Is there any nobleman who hasn’t?’ Sophia rolls her eyes.

He doesn’t blame her; the war to suppress the Irish rebels has gone on so long that most Londoners barely give it a thought, except when they are inconvenienced by unexpected taxes to fund it, or yet another spate of conscription – though that only affects poor men and their families. For the nobility, it’s an opportunity to win the queen’s favour and reward, if you’re willing to take the risk.

‘It’s said by returning soldiers that North was among the most corrupt of commanders out there – which is an achievement, considering the competition,’ he says.

‘What kind of corruption?’ She sits forward, interested.

‘The usual. Taking of bribes to allow men to desert, keeping dead men on his muster roll so he could pocket the pay of non-existent troops, cutting corners with rations and equipment to skim off the difference. They say more of his company died from hunger or disease due to lack of provision than died in combat. And for that, the queen gave him a pension of forty pounds a year.’

Sophia acknowledges this with a wry twist of her mouth. ‘I wish I could profess to be surprised when men of good birth fail catastrophically in high office and are rewarded for it, but that is how we do things in England, it seems. So you’re saying any number of people might want revenge on North for the death of their brother or father or son in Ireland?’ She is glaring at him as if this is his fault.

‘Hundreds, potentially. He’s not liked by the common man.’

‘But the common man would not know about—’ She stops, with a pre-emptive glance around the tap-room. The drinkers by the fire sneak furtive looks at her from time to time, but there is no indication that anyone is trying to eavesdrop.

‘About what?’

She leans closer and speaks in French – not that this is any greater guarantee of security in London, Anthony reflects, especially not in Bankside, where all the foreign sailors congregate.

‘The dead girl was found with a note in her clothes, written in cipher. My cipher,’ she clarifies, watching his reaction closely. ‘This is why Cecil thinks it must have some connection to my work for Walsingham. I can’t explain it, but it could only have been written by someone with intimate knowledge of Walsingham’s methods of communication. That rules out the average conscripted soldier, surely?’

‘Walsingham had informers in the army and navy, naturally,’ he says, considering. ‘Perhaps some ciphers were reused?’

‘Thomas Phelippes says not. That one was mine alone. He thinks it’s more likely someone went through Walsingham’s papers after his death, when security was less than scrupulous. If that’s the case, it could be pure chance they chose mine.’

‘Or not. You’ll have made enemies too, during your years in Catholic households.’

She bristles. ‘Only if someone suspected me. Which they did not. I was very good at what I did.’

Anthony says nothing; in his experience, when you work undercover people often suspect you on some deep level, even if they can’t articulate what it is that doesn’t feel right. He would wager that there are figures from Sophia’s past who guessed she was not what she seemed, and if one of them is a killer of young women, this could signify danger to her. But she is right; only a handful of people would have the means to access Phelippes’s ciphers, and they all belong to the highest echalons of government. He feels a chill along his arms.

‘What did it say, this message?’ he asks, in English.

She takes a sip of wine before intoning: ‘“Those who build their house on stolen ground, must needs beware, lest all their sins be found.”’

He cocks an eyebrow. ‘Iambic pentameter. Bit plodding. Sounds like the sort of thing Shakespeare trots out when he can’t think how to end a scene.’ He says this partly to amuse her, but she is frowning in concentration.

‘I thought at first it was a reference to the playhouses, because of where she was found, and Burbage not owning the land The Theatre stood on,’ she says. ‘But if the murder is a direct attack on Thomas North, then the message would seem to be political.’

‘The English in Ireland,’ he says, nodding. ‘Those sins it mentions could be an allusion to North’s corruption during the last campaign.’

‘True, but if his general corruption is common knowledge, why warn him to beware lest it be found out? It sounds as if the writer means something more specific, something North thinks he has kept secret. Can you make enquiries?’

‘Me?’ He hadn’t meant to yelp it quite so forcefully.

‘Yes. You frequent low taverns, don’t you? The kind where returning soldiers might gather to air their grievances?’

‘Only when I can’t avoid it,’ he says, with an attempt at dignity. ‘It’s useful for observing people.’ But it’s true, he thinks; there are too many nights when he chooses to follow the players to some insalubrious tap-room after the show rather than go home.

‘Like the one where Falstaff and Pistol drink in Shakespeare’s play of Prince Hal,’ she adds, a mischievous smile hovering at her lips.

‘Did you like that scene? I found the comedy a bit heavy-handed.’

‘The groundlings loved it.’ She is grinning openly now. ‘Oh, stop it, Anthony – petty jealousy is beneath you. London is big enough for more than one playwright. Ask around in the taverns, will you? See if any soldiers from the Irish campaigns can tell you stories about Sir Thomas North that might explain that note. If I understood its meaning, I might have a hope of working out its connection to me.’

He sighs. ‘Sophia, if you will take my advice’ – he already knows she won’t, he wonders why he’s even bothering to say it – ‘we’re talking about someone who has killed a young girl. Surely Robert Cecil doesn’t expect you to undertake the ­investigation yourself? It could be dangerous. Sophia?’ he nudges, when she appears lost in thought.

‘Yes, that’s curious, isn’t it? Does Thomas North have children? By blood, I mean?’

‘A grown son and daughter, I believe. What’s curious?’

‘The girl. Agnes Lovell. If this is someone wanting revenge on North for what he did in Ireland, wouldn’t they seek to punish him by going after his own children, not a girl who was merely his ward?’

‘Perhaps she was an easier target. Or perhaps it was a different kind of punishment. I would imagine the wardship was lucrative – Sir John Lovell was a wealthy man. Owned a large coastal estate in Suffolk. Agnes’s death would be a financial blow to North, even if there was no affection involved.’

‘That poor child.’ She shakes her head. ‘Used like a chess piece by men. She was only thirteen, Anthony. And that note – I don’t know, it’s made me feel in some obscure way responsible. Say you’ll help me?’

‘You can’t take it upon yourself,’ he begins, then stops as a thought occurs. ‘Wait – you said thirteen?’

‘So Cecil told me. Is that significant?’

He wraps his hands around his mug, considering. ‘Well, when a girl is orphaned and her care signed over to a guardian through the Court of Wards, the wardship ends at fourteen, when she can legally inherit and marry. For boys it’s ­twenty-one. But if Agnes stood to gain her father’s estate, and North was managing her lands to his own profit, that arrangement would be due to end at her next birthday.’

He can see Sophia’s quick mind working as she looks at him, her brows knit together.

‘Not much of a punishment, then, if he was about to lose the wardship in a matter of months anyway. Or do you think someone wanted to stop her inheriting?’

‘I’ve no idea. Just thought her age might have a bearing on it.’

‘Good point.’ She stands and picks up her gloves. ‘That’s something to pursue. Thank you, Anthony. You’ll make enquiries for me about Ireland, then?’

He sighs. ‘I’ll try my contacts. But, Sophia, I don’t think—’

‘I will keep your advice in mind.’ She smiles to soften the blow. ‘But I have to show Cecil that I am doing as he asked, so that he will leave Tobie alone. Besides, I am already implicated by the cipher, and I want to know who’s done that, and
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