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To Zak Reddan,  
the kindest man in the world:  
7,443 days since we met.  
None wasted.
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If a man’s faith is his enemy There is no refuge anywhere.




Prologue

[image: 002]

Tuesday, 7 December 1563

 




It was a cold day for a killing. The Scotsman, Robert Urquhart, rubbed his hands and breathed on them as he waited in Threadneedle Street, in London. Watching the door to Merchant Taylors’ Hall, he clutched each finger in turn, trying to keep them supple, his grip strong. He cursed the grey December skies. Only when two men appeared at the top of the steps, walking very slowly and deep in conversation, did he forget the chill in his bones. His victim, William Draper, was the one on the left – the jewelled gold collar gave him away.

He studied Draper. Narrow face, grey hair and beard, about sixty. Not tall but well dressed, in an expensive green velvet doublet with lace ruff and cuffs. Eyes like a fox. He looked selfish, judgemental – even a little bitter. You could see how he had made his money: with an ambition as cold and biting as this weather, and with as little remorse.

Urquhart watched Draper pull his cloak close and wait, standing on the bottom step, above the frozen mud. The man continued talking to his less well dressed companion. The carts and pedestrian traffic of the street passed in front of them, the snorting of the horses and the drivers’ breath billowing in the cold morning air.

It could not be done here, Urquhart could see that. Not without risking his own arrest. That would be as bad as failure. Worse – for he knew her ladyship’s identity. They would torture that  information out of him. Arrest would simply require her ladyship to send another man, to kill him as well as Draper.

He walked to the end of the street and looked back casually. A servant led a chestnut palfrey round the corner from the yard and held it steady, offering the reins to Draper who mounted from the bottom step with surprising agility. Draper offered some final words to his companion from the saddle, then gestured goodbye with a wave of his hand and moved off.

Westwards. He was going home.

Urquhart started forward, walking briskly. He felt for the knife in his belt, the dagger in his shirt sleeve, and the rounded butt of the long-barrelled German wheel lock pistol inside the left breast of his doublet. He hoped he would not have to use it. The noise would bring all London running.

He followed his victim to his house in Basinghall Street. Four storeys high and three bays wide, with armorial glass in the windows. He waited outside for some minutes then drew a deep breath and slowly exhaled, taking a moment to reflect on his mission.

He climbed the few steps to the door and knocked hard. A bald man in knee-length breeches answered.

‘God speed you. An urgent message for the master.’

The bald man noted the Scottish accent. ‘Another time, sir, you would be right heartily welcome. Alas, today my master has given instructions that he is not to be disturbed.’

‘He will see me. Tell him I come with a message from her ladyship. It is she who bids me seek his help.’

‘Regretfully, sir, I cannot disobey an order—’

‘You are very dutiful, and that is to be commended, but I urge you, look to your Catholic conscience, and quickly. Her ladyship’s business is a matter of life and death. Tell Mr Draper I have travelled far to see him in his capacity as Sir Dagonet. He will understand.’

The bald man paused, weighing up his visitor’s appearance and demeanour. He looked at his shoes, dirty with the mud of the  street. But the visitor seemed so confident; Mr Draper might well be angry if he turned away an urgent communication brought by a Scotsman. ‘Wait here, if you please,’ he said, stepping backwards into the shadows.

After several minutes he reappeared. ‘Mr Draper will see you. This way.’

Urquhart followed the servant along a dark passageway, through a high hall, and past a pair of large wooden benches piled with bright silk cushions. He noticed a gilt-framed portrait of the master of the house, and another of a stern-looking man in an old-fashioned breastplate and helmet – Draper’s father, perhaps. There was a big tapestry of a town under siege at one end of the hall. Above the fireplace were two brightly painted plaster figures of black women in red skirts, their exotic paganism allowing the plasterer to bare their breasts shamelessly. Here was a whitewashed stone staircase. At the top, a picture of the Virgin. Finally they came to a wide wooden door.

‘What is your name, sir?’ asked the bald man over his shoulder.

‘Thomas Fraser,’ Urquhart replied.

The servant knocked, lifted the latch and pushed the door open. Urquhart crossed himself. He loosened his sleeve, felt the hilt of the dagger, and entered boldly.

The room was long, oak-panelled and warm, and had an elaborate plaster ceiling. Two fireplaces in the far wall were alight, the blazing logs held in place by polished silver-headed firedogs.

The servant turned to his right and bowed. ‘Mr Draper, this is the Scotch esquire who has come on behalf of her ladyship. His name is Thomas Fraser.’

Draper was sitting behind a table at one end of the room, looking down at a piece of paper. Urquhart saw the same narrow face and grey beard he had seen outside the hall. He stepped forward and bowed respectfully. He heard the door shut behind him, and the latch fall.

‘You come from her ladyship?’ the merchant said softly, looking up. There were tears in his eyes.

Suddenly Urquhart felt nervous, like a boy about to steal silver coins from his master’s purse. Why the tears? Was Draper expecting him? But there was just one thing to do and the sooner it was done the better.

‘Sir,’ he said, taking another two steps closer, so he was barely six feet from the table. ‘I come with an instruction from her ladyship.’ He reached for his dagger.

Suddenly a deep north country voice called out from behind him: ‘Hold fast! Move no further!’

Urquhart turned. Behind the door as it had opened had been a huge bearded man dressed in a black doublet and cloak. His hair too was black and curled. In his early thirties, he had obviously seen action on more than one occasion. A livid red mark stretched from above his right eyebrow to his right ear. On his left hip he wore a silver-handled side-sword, and he was holding a pistol.

For one throb of his pulse, Urquhart was motionless. But in that moment he understood what had happened. Her ladyship had been betrayed. He did not know by whom, or how, but it left him in no doubt what he had to do. The instant he saw the scarred man move his pistol hand, he pulled the dagger from his sleeve and hurled it at the man’s chest. The next instant he rushed towards him, one hand reaching out to grab the pistol and the other fumbling for the knife at his own belt.

When the gun went off, Urquhart was moving forward. And then, suddenly, he was on his side, the report echoing in his ears.

Only then did he feel the pain. It was as if his scream of agony was a sound formed within the severed nerves of his left thigh. There was a mess of blood and torn flesh. He could see splintered bone. As the sliced nerves and the sight of the shreds of bloody meat combined into a realisation of one single hideous truth, he gasped and raised his head, dizzy with the shock. The rip his dagger had made in the black cloak and shirt revealed a glint of a breastplate. The man was drawing his side-word.

‘You are too late,’ the north country voice declared. ‘Our  messenger from Scotland came in the night. Mr Walsingham knows.’

Urquhart screamed again as the pain surged. He thumped the floor, unable to master the feeling. But it was not the wound that mattered – it was the failure. That was worse than the physical hurt. It did not matter that he was a dead man. What mattered was that his victim was still alive.

Eyes blurred with tears of shame, he thrust his hand inside his doublet for his own pistol. The scarred man was too close. But he forced his trembling hands to respond, and drew back the wheel of the lock. Gasping, he twisted round, aimed at Draper’s head, and pulled the trigger.

The noise of the gun was the last thing he heard. An instant later the blade of the side-sword flashed through his throat and lodged in the back of his neck, in the bone. And then he was suffocating and tumbling in a frothing sea of his own blood.

It was not an easy death to behold.
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Friday, 10 December 1563


Clarenceux sat at the table board in his candlelit study, listening to the rain. It drummed on the roof and splattered in the puddles in the street two storeys below. He pulled his robe close around him against the December chill, nuzzling his bearded chin in the fur collar, smelling the wood smoke that had infused the fur over the years spent in the same chair, in the same robe. Thunder rumbled across the sky. The rain seemed to increase in intensity, as if in answer to the thunder’s command. He was alone but for his papers and this little halo of golden light.

Ever since the birth of their second child, seventeen months ago, he had spent the evenings working on his heraldic manuscripts, his visitations. His wife, Awdrey, had retired early as usual, to do her embroidery by the light of the candle in the alcove above their bed. He liked to think of her there, needle in hand, in her candlelight, while he worked here at the other end of the house, in his own light. It was as if their evenings were joined by the two golden flames. Even though they were doing different things in different places, they were together.

He reached forward and lifted an old gold cup – once the property of a royal duke, to judge from the enamelled coat of arms it bore – and sipped some wine. He opened the manuscript book before him, and read the first page. The title read: A Visitation of ye counties of Essex and Suffolke, commenc’d July ye 20th 1561, by me,  William Harley, Clarenceux King of Armes. That had been two and a half years ago, one of his regular expeditions to catalogue all the gentlemen in those two counties who were entitled to bear coats of arms. Such expeditions were among the most enjoyable aspects of his work as a herald. When war threatened, and he had to ride through enemy territory to confront a king or a general, his responsibilities were far more onerous. And dangerous. But that trip through Essex and Suffolk had been a good occasion; he had met many amiable gentlemen and very few pretentious ones. He smiled at the memory of setting out that day, with his companions all dressed in his heraldic livery. Even Thomas, his old manservant, had joined them, persuaded for the first time to don the brightly coloured clothes of a herald’s entourage. He had frowned constantly, and grumbled regularly, but he too had been proud.

Clarenceux was about to turn the page when he heard a knocking sound, down below. Three clear strikes on his front door, echoing through the silent house.

Few people called after curfew. Queen Elizabeth might have abolished the law by which Protestants, religious dissidents and dangerous free-thinkers were burnt at the stake, but everyone was aware that the searches continued. Only now they searched for Catholics. A week ago a Catholic priest had been found sheltering in a house in London. The royal guard had put him in the pillory on Cornhill. In full view of the crowd, they had nailed his ears to the wood. When the blood ran down, they smeared the word papa – pope – on his forehead, and laughed as they drank wine and spat it on him. After three hours they sliced off his ears and dragged him, screaming, to the Tower. No one had seen him since.

The echoing thud of metal on oak rang out again.

Clarenceux sat still. His house had never been searched before, let alone in the middle of the night. He himself had never been questioned. He had always believed a man of his rank to be above accusations of religious treason. He had led diplomatic embassies to Germany, Spain, Holland and Denmark. He had  declared war on France, personally, in Rheims, on behalf of Queen Mary . . .

The knocking came again, hard, insistent.

But he was a Catholic.

He covered his face with his hands, and whispered a prayer into his palms. He did not have much time. Where was everybody? The boy servants would be sleeping in the back attic. Awdrey would be lying in bed with the baby in her cot. Annie, his daughter, would be in her room. The maidservant, Emily, and Nurse Brown would be asleep in the front attic. Thomas normally slept in the hall on the first floor, but he would think twice about answering the door at this late hour.

Again came the knocking, sounding through the house.

Clarenceux went to the door and lifted the latch. He felt a slight draught on his face. There was darkness beyond, and silence.

In his mind he saw torches by night. He saw himself manacled, being led to the Tower. He imagined the cut of the iron on his wrists, the sound of the chains. The fact he had not done anything treasonable would not save him. It was the use of accusations, the spectacle of men being arrested, that mattered. He  would matter, a gentleman paraded through the city in his heraldic livery, his ears nailed to the pillory – an example to the people.

Two more heavy strikes on the door.

He looked back into the candlelit room, across at the coat of arms painted on the panelling above the fireplace. They were his family arms, granted to his father, whose portrait also hung in the room. His father’s sword was on one side of the fireplace, his own on the other. Like his father, who had served the old king, he was a gentleman. He had rights. But this might be the last time he would see this room. This might be the point at which he lost those rights, and all his status and property.

And so would his family.

He strode to the fireplace and took his sword from its hook on the wall. He picked up the candlestick from the table and left the chamber. The stairs creaked under his weight as he stepped  down, feeling his way with his heels against the wooden steps, left hand holding the sheathed sword.

He entered the hall and raised the candle. The light was reflected in a small round mirror on the opposite wall. Further along, to his left, he could see the pile of blankets on Thomas’s mattress in front of the fireplace. The fire was now just faintly glowing embers.

‘Thomas?’ Clarenceux called.

He heard his own deep voice fall away into the silence. He searched the shadows with the candle glow. ‘Thomas, are you down here?’

The door in the wall opposite was open. Beyond were the stairs leading down to the main entrance.

‘Mr Clarenceux,’ came an urgent whisper from below. ‘Sir, what would you have me do?’

Clarenceux went to the door. Thomas was at the bottom of the stairs, looking up at him. His shock of white hair, deep-set eyes and heavily lined face gave him a gaunt look at the best of times. Worry made him look even older.

‘Open it. If it is the queen’s men, they will only return. If our visitors are our friends, they need our help.’

Thomas nodded, and turned to the front door.

Clarenceux lifted his candle to the cresset lamp in the wall to his left. He lit it. The wick began to burn brightly. He heard Thomas shoot open the three bolts on the heavy oak door. The fist of his mind clenched, listening for men’s footsteps, for the clink of armour, the knock of a drawn sword against a breastplate, the men shoving his servant aside . . .

There was a pause.

‘It’s Henry Machyn. Mr Clarenceux, it’s Henry Machyn!’

Clarenceux felt relief shine through him. He smiled. Machyn was harmless, an old man, well into his sixties, with a deep love for the Catholic saints and rituals. He looked down the stairs, and saw Thomas taking Machyn’s sopping wet cloak.

The man must be mad to come out on a night like this.

He shook his head and walked briskly back into the hall to light some candles, so he could properly receive his visitor. But as he did so, the darkness of the hall reminded him: it was very late. It was pouring outside. Machyn had called despite the alarm he would undoubtedly cause. Most of all, Machyn’s house was at a considerable distance, within the city walls, in the parish of Holy Trinity the Less. What on earth was he doing here, after curfew, in St Bride’s, outside the city?

Clarenceux stopped. He turned and looked back at the doorway, lit up by the cresset lamp burning in the staircase wall.

This was not right.

He heard the slow footsteps and the stick of the old man on the stairs, and Thomas sliding the bolts home on the front door.

He walked over to a large elm table that stood by the shuttered windows. He placed his sword on it carefully, and picked up two more candlesticks. One candle was askew. He righted it thoughtfully, and lit both. For a moment he caught a glimpse of his reflection in the round mirror to his left. Brown eyes; short dark hair with a few streaks of grey; short beard trimmed neatly. A kind, enquiring face. He was tall and fit, despite his forty-five years. Riding, walking and sheer intellectual energy had kept him physically as well as mentally strong.

The man who now shuffled into the candlelit room was of an altogether different appearance. Henry Machyn was short, and moved slowly with the aid of his stick, a white-haired hollow of a man. He was drenched from his collar to his shoes. His old-fashioned jerkin dripped on to the rushes, as did the leather-wrapped parcel he carried beneath his right arm. He was fat-faced; his clothes hung from his shoulders as if they had been piled over him. But it was his expression that shocked Clarenceux. He usually had an amiable, avuncular countenance: one belonging to a man who would cheerfully regale drinkers in a tavern with a tall story. But that face, surrounded by a circle of receding white hair, now looked simply bewildered. Two milky blue eyes looked out at Clarenceux: imploring, yet without hope, as if  Machyn had just watched the hanging of a dear friend and was now wishing for death himself.

‘Goodman Machyn, what in the name of heaven brings you here at this time?’ Clarenceux gestured to his servant, who had followed Machyn up the stairs. ‘Thomas, fetch some towels.’ He looked again at the deathly face of his friend. ‘You know it is perilous to be alone in the streets at night.’

‘I need your help, Mr Clarenceux,’ Machyn said in a hoarse voice. ‘I trusted the wrong man. Everything is gone. It is over for me. The end. And my dearest Rebecca . . .’ his voice began to crumble; his whole face broke into sobs ‘. . . my wife, my son, my friends, everyone . . .’

It was as if Machyn’s very character had been caught in a trap and sliced in two, and each half was dying separately, in lonely sorrow, unable to reassure the other.

‘Goodman Machyn, my friend, what do you mean? Who would want to harm you?’

But Machyn did not answer. He was crying openly, his cheeks and beard glistening wet in the candlelight.

Clarenceux stepped forward and put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Come now, sit down.’

Machyn shook his head. It took a few seconds for him to regain his composure. ‘No, I do not need to sit. I need to talk, to tell you something.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I know you think you do not know me very well, Mr Clarenceux. But I believe I know you. I have met you many times over the years, and I have always paid attention to your deeds, and your achievements, your integrity. And that is why, now, at the end, I know I can trust you.’

‘The end? What do you mean, Henry? The end of what?’

Machyn hesitated, clutching the object under his arm. ‘Will you do me the honour of looking after this book for me? It is my chronicle.’ He lifted the parcel to draw attention to it.

Clarenceux removed his hand from Machyn’s shoulder and took the package. He carefully peeled off the wet leather covering,  and let it fall to the floor. The volume itself was mostly dry. He turned it over: it had a fine, thick vellum binding, stamped in the centre on both sides with the design of a whale surrounded by a circle of waves.

‘It has been my work for thirteen years,’ said Machyn, wiping his face. ‘Every event I have witnessed with my own eyes, every funeral for which I provided the black cloth and trappings, every sermon at St Paul’s Cross, every execution at Tyburn, every burning of a reformer or a heretic at Smithfield, every procession I have seen through the city . . . everything, everything.’

‘It sounds like a monumental achievement,’ said Clarenceux. ‘Bound in vellum, too.’

‘Like the volumes in your own library.’

Clarenceux nodded, and smiled briefly. ‘Some of them.’ His collection of books was probably the most extensive that Machyn had ever seen, but even he had few bindings as fine as this. ‘Of course I will . . .’ he began. Then he stopped himself.

He paused. The room was silent. He could hear the rain outside. He felt uneasy again, as he had when he had heard the knocking.

‘Why do you want to give it to me?’

‘Because you are the most noble man of my acquaintance. You value old chronicles, and this one is so very precious. It will still be valuable after I am dead. In fact, far more so. I need you to look after it.’

Clarenceux looked away, towards the candles on the table. So very precious. Those may have been the words of the man standing in front of him, but they had not been composed in this room. Most of all, it was the word need that caused him to think. Machyn needed to tell him something. He, Clarenceux, was Machyn’s last resort.

‘But you have other friends, Henry, and you have a son.’

Machyn shook his head. ‘John is not interested in our history or the perilous state of our faith. He is impetuous, and still has the hunger of youth. He wants to see the world. Maybe one day he will not return from one of his voyages. I want this book to  last for centuries. Like the chronicles you use when checking your visitations. I always intended that it would come to you in the end. I have bequeathed it to you in my will.’

‘You have made a will?’ Clarenceux was surprised. Most men waited until they were dying before setting their affairs finally in order.

Machyn raised his right hand. It was shaking. He made the sign of the cross over his face and chest. ‘I only ask one thing of you, Mr Clarenceux. Promise me, please, if anything does happen to me, you will go to Lancelot Heath, the painter-stainer . . .’

‘Henry . . .’

‘No, no. Please,’ said Machyn, shaking his head. ‘Please listen, for this is most important. If anything happens to me, you must go to see Lancelot Heath, in the parish of St James Garlickhithe. Tell him your name is King Clariance of Northumberland. And tell him I have given you a date. But do not tell him what it is. He will understand.’

‘What date?’

‘June the twentieth 1557. Exactly like that. June the twentieth.’

Clarenceux looked at Machyn, standing dripping before him. The man was clearly asking him to do much more than look after a chronicle. He could see his lip trembling.

He glanced away. He looked at the light of the candles burning on the table and thought for a moment about Awdrey upstairs, in the glow of her candlelight.

‘Henry,’ he said gently, turning back to face the old man. ‘What meaning has this date? Why need I remember it?’

Thomas returned with the towels. He passed one to Machyn, who wiped his face slowly and dried his shaking hands.

Clarenceux continued. ‘Look, my friend, we have known each other for fifteen years at least, maybe twenty. But you have never before come to my house in the middle of the night, without a lantern, breaking curfew. How did you get past the city gates? The city watch? You have never asked me for a  favour before, except to borrow a book occasionally. But now you come here in the middle of the night, and ask me to look after this, your own chronicle, and you start talking about its importance after you are dead? And you tell me you have made a will. You are either losing your mind or you are not being honest with me.’

Machyn opened his mouth to speak but uttered no sound. He wiped his eyes and face.

Clarenceux walked over to the elm table. He put the book down carefully and straightened it. He spoke in a low voice, without turning round.

‘You know how dangerous it is to possess seditious and heretical writings. You know there are spies. The laws of this kingdom apply to me as well as you.’

‘Not in the same way, Mr Clarenceux. No, not in this case.

‘As for the gates . . . there is an old elm near Cripplegate. There is a door just behind it that opens on to the tenement of a blacksmith called Lowe. He left the door unlocked for me, against the mayor’s instructions, as a favour.’

Clarenceux turned and put his hands together, palms against each other. He thought for a moment. Then he let his hands fall to his sides.

‘I do not know what to say. Will you not tell me the meaning of this . . . delivery?’

‘If you ever need to know, you will find out.’

‘If I need to know? If I need?’ Clarenceux was aware of his suddenly raised voice. He breathed deeply, trying to regain his calm. ‘Henry, I believe I have the right to know what you have brought into my house.’

The old man nodded. ‘You have every right.’

Clarenceux glanced at Thomas. ‘Would it help if we were alone?’

‘You have every right to know,’ repeated Machyn, ‘but that does not mean it is right to tell you.’ He held Clarenceux’s gaze for a long time. ‘No, I trust Thomas, whom I know to be a good man who has spent many years in your service.’ He paused. ‘But  let me ask you this. Why are you a Catholic?’

Clarenceux concentrated. ‘Because . . . because it is what I believe to be the whole truth. The way God wants us to pray, the honest understanding of the Almighty – not a matter of faith at one’s own will, or partial obedience to God.’

Machyn said nothing.

Clarenceux continued, feeling a little uneasy. ‘It is possible to be both a true believer and loyal to her majesty.’

‘If you believe that then you deceive yourself,’ said Machyn. His white-haired and white-bearded face had a sudden intensity, near to anger. ‘When I knocked on your door you must have wondered whether the guard had come for you. It took you a long time to answer.’ He paused, searching Clarenceux’s expression. ‘One can only remain faithful to the queen and God if the queen herself is faithful to God. Our present queen is not. You know that. At some point you will have to decide whom to obey: the Creator or His creation. Tell me, are you prepared to live your whole life in fear of that moment?’

Clarenceux looked back at the book on the table. A golden glow touched its pale binding. He walked over to it and put his hand on the cover, feeling the embossed and polished skin.

‘In Malory’s book, in the Tale of Sir Urry – isn’t that where King Clariance appears?’

‘Yes. Yes, it is.’

Clarenceux turned. ‘Will you assure me, Henry, that I am not putting my family at risk by having this book in my house? Just tell me so, and I will promise you that all will be well.’

Machyn’s hand fidgeted with the head of his stick. ‘I cannot.’

‘Then, have you considered what you will do if I refuse?’

‘I believe you will accept, William. You are a good man.’ He looked as if he was one of the saints commanding Clarenceux to answer. ‘You know God’s will. It is in your heart.’

In that instant, those sad eyes were the eyes of a saint. Clarenceux considered. All the world he knew, all the sounds he could hear and all the things he could see were in accord. He  did not know what to do but he believed one thing. That it was God’s will that he should help this man, his fellow believer.

‘This is a test of faith.’

‘It is for me, Mr Clarenceux. It has been for a long time. Twice as many years as I have recorded in that book.’

Clarenceux ran his hand over his beard. The fear of having his house searched remained. As did his sense of injustice, and his loyalty to his friends and God. His God. The gentle power that directed him when he was in doubt. The all-seeing watchman without whom he would have no protection from his enemies.

‘Very well,’ he said quietly. ‘I will do what you want, as a favour. But you too must do me a favour. You must explain the real meaning of all this. I need to be prepared.’

‘Thank you, Mr Clarenceux.’ Machyn smiled for the first time since he had arrived. He stepped forward and reached out with his right hand. He took Clarenceux’s and shook it, and continued to hold it. ‘Whom else do I know who would understand the significance of King Clariance? If you were to see a quotation from the book of Job, you would recognise it, I have no doubt. You are a man I can trust to fight for justice, for what is true and right. If you need to know the secret hidden in this book, you will find it out.’ As he said these last words, Machyn let go of Clarenceux’s hand. He crossed himself again.

‘The book of Job?’

But Machyn was animated. ‘It doesn’t matter. You are much younger than me. You will outlive these persecutions. One day you will know what I have learnt, and when that day comes, you will be able to decide what to do . . . better than me.’ He glanced at the sword on the table. ‘You will see justice and truth prevail. Believe me, I want to tell you everything. But there isn’t time. If you see Lancelot Heath, and if he gathers the Knights of the Round Table, the way to understand that book will become clear to you. To you, Mr Clarenceux. No one else.’

‘Henry, stop. This is confusion, not explanation,’ Clarenceux  protested. ‘The Knights of the Round Table? Who are they?’

Machyn put his hand to his forehead. ‘I am sorry. I cannot think clearly. I am a foolish old man. I tried to prepare myself on the way here, so I would know what to say, but . . . it has all disappeared.’ He let his hand drop to his side. He frowned, clutching his stick tightly. Then his expression became solemn again.

‘Listen. I will say this. The fate of two queens depends upon that book.’ He nodded, reflecting on what he had just said. ‘And now I must go,’ he added, turning round and walking towards the door.

‘Two queens? You must tell me more, Henry.’

But Machyn kept moving. ‘It is very late.’

Clarenceux glanced at Thomas. The servant picked up a candle and followed Machyn.

‘Tell me more,’ Clarenceux repeated. ‘If you want me to look after that book, you must tell me what dangers it holds. I must think about my family.’

Machyn stopped. ‘Mr Clarenceux, that book is only dangerous if you know it is dangerous. If nothing happens to me, then you will never know what it holds. Nor will anyone else.’ He smiled weakly. ‘It is just a chronicle, Mr Clarenceux, the ramblings of an old man in his twilight years, nothing more.’ He turned.

‘Wait,’ Clarenceux said, watching him. ‘Stay here tonight, Henry. It is dreadful out there.’

Machyn was at the top of the stairs, silhouetted by the light of the cresset lamp. ‘No. Thank you for your kindness, Mr Clarenceux. I fear I would tell you too much. Besides, darkness and foul weather are my protectors. There is a sergeant-at-arms called Richard Crackenthorpe who has men out looking for me. The worse the weather, the easier it is for me to pass along the alleyways unnoticed.’ He started to descend.

Clarenceux walked forward. ‘Looking for you? Why?’

‘You can guess,’ Machyn replied. He continued down the stairs with Thomas following. ‘The same reason why I had to see you.’

He reached the bottom. Clarenceux remained at the top, by  the lamp. He watched Thomas set down his candle and lift the large wet cloak on to Machyn’s shoulders. The candle shone on the side of Machyn’s face as he turned to address Clarenceux.

‘Go with God, Mr Clarenceux.’

Thomas unbolted and opened the door. Machyn put his hand on the frame to steady himself, and then stepped out into the rain and darkness.
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Henry Machyn found himself once more in Fleet Street, in the dark. He shuffled across to the houses on the far side, to get out of the rain. He felt tired. The cold bit into his face and hands and he leant heavily on his stick. When he reached the overhanging jetty of a house, he paused. He was safe for the moment.

Lightning flashed across the angled roofs of the houses fronting the street. A moment or two passed, then the thunder came. There was no let-up to this downpour.

I should have accepted Mr Clarenceux’s invitation to stay.

He blinked, water dripping from his eyebrows. No. I did the right thing. It is too dangerous now.


He stood still, with one hand against a wall and the other on his stick. All his plans ended with Clarenceux and the chronicle. Where to go now? He could not go back home. He needed to find somewhere he could rest, somewhere dry. He could sleep anywhere, he was so tired.

But a glimmer of satisfaction warmed him. He had done it. The book was in the hands of the most intelligent, conscientious and dignified person he knew. A man who could defend himself and had powerful friends. Straining his old eyes, he saw the line of the roof of the herald’s house. And up there, on the first floor, there was a chink of yellow light between the shutters: the candle on the elm table. His book was lying beside that candle. Mr  Clarenceux would soon read it. Before long he would read the end – and then he would know.

Despite Richard Crackenthorpe’s threats, the book was secure. No royal sergeant-at-arms would dare search the house of a herald, surely. Whatever happened to him now, his part in this act was done. The burden he had borne for the last twenty-six years had been lifted from his shoulders.




3

[image: 005]


Clarenceux stood in the hall, leaning over Machyn’s book, which lay open on the table. The Cronacle of Henrie Machine, marchaunt-ttayler & parrish clerke of Holy Trinitie ye Lesse was scrawled in a very uneven hand across the top of the page. Beneath it was the first line of the first entry, in an equally unsteady script:  The xiij day of juni 1550 did Ser Arthur Darse knyghte John Hethe paynter & Hare Machyn marchaunt mete . . . A line or so later he read, & aftre to Paull’s crosse wher we harde a godly sermon by ye gode bysshope of Dorham.

Clarenceux stared at the first paragraph. It was not just the writing which was appallingly bad; the spelling was awful. He had never seen such a badly written manuscript. Machyn had meant that he and his friends, Sir Arthur Darcy and John Heath, had ‘heard a goodly sermon by the good bishop of Durham’.

He turned the page. The next entries were much the same. On the right-hand side was an entry about the earl of Southampton’s funeral in August of the same year. Machyn had provided the ceremonial velvet and the black cloth to drape the church, as well as the banners used in the funeral procession. No doubt it had been one of his commissions as an undertaker. That was how the two of them had met: Clarenceux had been the herald at a funeral for which Machyn had provided black cloth and heraldic escutcheons.

He reminded himself of the hard-working ethic of his friend. Machyn was entirely self-taught, and intensely aware of his lack  of formal education. That made him humble, self-knowing and perceptive of frustrated desires in others. He was a good man in every way. Clarenceux had no right to criticise his writing. Many men of Machyn’s standing could not read or write at all.

He cast his mind back over what he knew of Henry Machyn and his brother Christopher. They had come to London as boys, from Leicestershire, early in the reign of King Henry the Eighth. They had both completed apprenticeships and become members of the Company of Merchant Taylors. Both had been moderately successful. Christopher had owned six or seven shops when he died. Henry’s ambitions had been more spiritual and historical. It was wholly fitting that the prized possession of this self-educated tradesman should be not a line of tenements but a finely bound chronicle filled with his own humble lettering.

‘Sir,’ said Thomas, standing in the middle of the hall, not far from his bed, ‘may I ask, will you be staying up? Would you like me to stack the fire?’

Clarenceux looked over his shoulder and glanced first at Thomas, then at the fireplace. Then he remembered the date that Machyn had given him: 20 June 1557.

‘Wait,’ he murmured, going back to the book. He turned the pages and started looking at the entries.


The xix day of June . . . The x day . . . The xiii day . . . Even the dates were in the wrong order. For a moment he thought that Machyn had made a mistake. But he soon realised that the entries had simply been jumbled up. They had been copied into this book from preliminary notes. There were almost no crossings out.

Then he saw it, towards the bottom of the page. He read the entry silently at first, tracing the scrawl.



The xx day of Junj dyd pryche my lord abbott of westmynster at Powlls crosse & mad a godly sermon of dyves & Lazarus & ye crossear holdyng the stayffe at ys prechyng & ther wrer gret audyense boyth the mayre & juges & althermen & mony worshipfull.




He lifted the book, holding it in the light of the candle, and turned to his servant. ‘What do you make of this, Thomas? This is what Henry has written under the date that he told me to remember. It reads: “The twentieth day of June did preach my lord abbot of Westminster at St Paul’s Cross, and made a goodly sermon of Dives and Lazarus, and the crosier held the staff at his preaching; and there was a great audience, both the mayor and judges and aldermen and many worshipful.” There it ends. All I can think of is that he meant “worshipful men”. I was there that day.’

‘Respectfully, sir, even if you were there, I do not understand why that is so extraordinary.’

‘Nor do I, Thomas. Nor do I.’ Clarenceux glanced again at his servant. He looked tired. ‘No, Thomas, I will not need a fire. Go back to bed. I am sorry you were disturbed.’

Thomas nodded his thanks. But he did not move.

‘Yes?’

‘Sir, it was a relief to me . . . that it was Goodman Machyn.’

‘I know. I feared the same.’

There was a deep silence. The thought of being paraded in chains to the Tower once more passed across Clarenceux’s mind.

‘Good night, Thomas.’

‘Good night, Mr Clarenceux.’

Clarenceux snuffed out one candle, left one on the table for Thomas, and took the last with him up the stairs to his study. He shut the door behind him and put the book on his table board. He pulled his furred robe back around him, put a felt cap on his head, and sat down. Once more he opened the book and began to read.
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Henry Machyn’s arms ached; so too did his legs. With an awkward, painful twist of his wrist between the planks of the fence, he touched the latch, turned it and unfastened it. He pushed the gate, which creaked open. Picking up his stick, he heaved himself forward into the yard, chilled to the bone. He stepped into a puddle but did not care at all, since his feet were already too soaked for it to make any difference. He did not even bother to lock the yard gate behind him. All that mattered to him was that he was heading to a place to rest his head in the dry. If it was the last thing he ever did, he wanted to lie down in the warm.

He stepped forward, stumbling, reaching out with one hand, feeling for the stable door. It was further than he remembered. At last it was there, wet wood beneath his fingers. Water ran down his face as he moved along, feeling for the handle. He found it. But the door was shut fast. No! Please, no – let it open. Let me find some rest here. His fingers caught on the edge of the frame, and ran, slowly, up the edge. They felt a wooden swivel latch, and undid it.

The sound of rain on the roof, and the sweet smell of hay and horse dung. Machyn heard the horses stir, and his own short breaths. Feeling dizzy, he moved towards the ladder leading up into the hayloft. The horses moved uneasily in the blackness. Machyn felt the rung of a ladder and tucked his stick under his  arm. He began to climb. He told himself that at the top of this ladder was a place where he could at last lay his head down, and sleep on the hay, as he had done as a boy in the stable adjoining his father’s mill. Another step, a steadying of his foot, and another heave of his tired body on one leg. The dizziness increased. He needed to hold himself still. But a minute or two more, that was all it would take. He put his forehead against the ladder. A minute or two. And then he would be safe and dry.

Whatever was to happen to him tomorrow, he would at least spend this night in peace. Crackenthorpe would never think of looking for him here, in Mr Clarenceux’s stable loft.
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It was past midnight but Clarenceux could not close Machyn’s chronicle. Every so often he noted his name Harley or his title Clarenshux; for the earlier years there were many references to Norrey, Norroy or Norray, when he had been Norroy King of Arms. He saw an entry dealing with a feast held by the Worshipful Company of Skinners, of which he was a warden. He turned back a few pages and noted the funeral of Lady Darcy:  & ther was ij haroldes of armes, Mr Clarenshux and Mr Somersett in ther ryche cottes.

He flicked backwards and forwards. Norrey. Clarenshux . . . His titles echoed in his mind as he read them over and over again. Among the previous year’s entries was one that mentioned the proclamation that the English and Scottish queens would meet. Elizabeth and her Catholic cousin, Mary, Queen of Scots. The proclamation had been made in both English and French, and, Machyn had noted, with a trumpett blohyng and a harolde of armes Mr Clarenshux in a ryche cotte with a serjant of armes.

Clarenshux again. He began to feel uneasy. This was almost a chronicle about him. True, there were many other entries that did not name him, or have anything to do with him; but the world of Henry Machyn, as contained in this book, revolved around him. Machyn had almost been spying on him. Events in Machyn’s own life were hardly ever mentioned. But there were many references to Clarenceux’s personal life. Here was one  describing the baptism of his second daughter. Another referring to his marriage. Another referring to his promotion from Norroy to Clarenceux. Another about his visitation of Suffolk.

Clarenceux looked around his study. He looked at the book presses: one stood against the side wall, the other at the far end of the chamber. He looked at the fireplace and the painted carved wood above. His coat of arms. He looked at the chest, and the books on it, and the piles of books on the floor. A loose piece of paper had fallen out of one. A few vellum indentures were piled beside it. He looked at his table board, scattered with vellum deeds and books. Three candlesticks, two of which were without candles, stood there. Four quills, two of which needed sharpening. A knife. A metal pen. Ink. Red wax for his seal. Everything was normal, untidy, and connected to him.

He turned back to Machyn’s chronicle.

This was not like a chronicle. This was more as if someone else – Henry Machyn – had been writing the diary of another man’s life, his life. Why on earth would anyone write someone else’s diary for them? He pulled his robe closer against the cold. Machyn had spent the last thirteen years writing a chronicle about him, and had never previously breathed a word about it. Why? What did that entry for 20 June 1557 mean?

. . . dyves & Lazarusw . . .

He crossed the room, and reached for a New Testament that lay on the top of the book press against the far wall. Taking it back to his table board, he turned to Luke, chapter sixteen, and started to read, in Latin, the story of the rich man and the poor man, Lazarus. The rich man gave nothing to Lazarus, and so ended up in hell, while the poor man was taken into heaven to be with Abraham.

Was Machyn referring to himself as the poor man and him, Clarenceux, as the rich one? He read on. The rich man begged Abraham to send Lazarus to his brothers, to tell them to give generously to the poor. Abraham replied that the living brothers had the writings of Moses and the prophets. If they would not  listen to those ancient texts, they would not listen even if a man were to rise from the dead.

Clarenceux rubbed his eyes, unable to make sense of the story. Why did it apply to him? He had no brothers. Did Machyn think that he, Clarenceux, had not been generous enough to the poor? Surely not. As for the reference to ancient texts – did it mean that men in the future should pay attention to chronicles? Like Machyn’s own? Was that all there was to this?

Thunder rolled across the sky. Still the rain continued.

He put the Bible back on the shelf and turned again to Machyn’s book. If this was really about preserving the past, why had he been given the book now? Surely Machyn had more to write? I asked Machyn the wrong question. I should not have asked ‘why me?’ but ‘why now?’


He turned to the last page. The bottom half was blank. His eye settled on the last passage. It read: The xj day of Desember Hare Machyn wrytre of this cronacle dyed beyng kylled by ye order of Ricd Crackenthorpe queenes serjant att armes. Esperance.


Clarenceux felt as if he had been punched. Machyn killed? By this Crackenthorpe? That date is tomorrow. What did Machyn say? ‘If anything happens to me’? It isn’t a case of ‘if’. He believes he is going to die. He believes it so sincerely that he’s written it in his chronicle.


Clarenceux shook his head, his thoughts whirling. Machyn cannot mean to kill himself. Not unless he has some mad idea of doing so and blaming his enemy, through this book. But what does he mean by Esperance? What does hope have to do with his own murder? He mentioned the name of Crackenthorpe on the stairs as he left. He must have known that I would make the connection. But if he had something to say, why did he not tell me? He was more concerned about the book itself, and making sure that I took charge of it.


Machyn was concealed in a great cloak of darkness, thunder and falling water. Clarenceux had no hope of finding him before morning. He might as well go to bed. But how could he? He  would not be able to sleep, knowing what he knew. Besides, if Machyn’s prediction was right, there were only hours to spare.

He pushed open the shutter to his study and looked down. He felt the cold air on his face and heard the rain on the tiles and in the street. It was pitch black. He could not even see the outline of the roofs on the other side of the road. He pulled the shutter to. But as he did so he caught sight of a book on the table board, the one he had opened just before Machyn had knocked. A Visitation of ye counties of Essex and Suffolke . . .


For heaven’s sake, Machyn’s life is at stake. And I am worried about getting wet.

He threw off his robe, lifted the candlestick, and went downstairs. ‘No, don’t get up, Thomas,’ he commanded, as he marched along the length of the hall. He pulled back the carpet draped over a chest, lifted the lid, and pulled out his leather boots and travelling cape. ‘I’m going out to search for Machyn,’ he explained, seeing Thomas raise himself on to one elbow in the shadows. He unbuckled his shoes, tossed them across into the corner of the hall. ‘Is there a lantern by the back door?’

‘By the door to the kitchen, sir, as always. But Mr Clarenceux, can you not hear the weather?’

Clarenceux started to pull on his boots. ‘I know it is bad, Thomas, but I fear for his life. Tell my wife where I am, if she asks for me. I’ll be back by dawn.’
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Clarenceux and Thomas were not the only men awake that night. Across London, in dark bedchambers, dozens of people were stirring uneasily at the sound of thunder and heavy rain. Some men were lying beside their wives, imagining the mud on the roads in the morning, or worrying about money, or disease, or business, or God, or death. Women were awake, listening to their husbands’ snoring, or their children crying, or the breathing of babies in cradles beside them, hoping that they would survive the cold nights of winter. And a few lay thinking of the searches for heretical texts, and the brutal beatings and trials of those who were found practising the old faith. Had God deserted them? Was this what their queen wanted for them: to be terrorised into this new Protestant faith? Everyone was in darkness, feeling their way around bedchambers, cradles, fears, doubts, injustices.

Among those who were not sleeping were two richly dressed men in a large, high-ceilinged room of a grand new house on the Strand. One of them was in his early forties. His clothes were formal: a deep red velvet robe with gold buttons and shoulder studs, and an elaborate chain of office upon his shoulders. He wore a small ruff round his neck, which was almost concealed by the folds of the hood of the robe. His long reddish-brown beard was full, and his moustache equally so. His eyes were tired – there were folds of skin beneath them – but they were not  unkind. His middle fingers were laden with rings. He was standing, concentrating on a paper document, which he now set down on a fine linen-covered table. Leaning forward, he marked the paper with a quill pen. Cecil. He put the pen back on its holder and reached for a cup of wine.

‘More traitors, Sir William?’ asked his companion, who had been waiting for some while.

‘More than ever, Francis. This business is like killing beetles. You see one, and you pick up a stone nearby to crush it, and in so doing you find a dozen more of the damned things crawling around beneath that stone.’ Cecil lifted another paper, glanced at it, and then shifted his gaze to the other man. ‘Talking of crushing, this informer of yours, is he going to live?’

Francis Walsingham was a small, neat man of thirty-one. His black beard and moustache were trimmed short. His hair had begun to recede on the sides, forming a widow’s peak; this he tried to cover up with a black cap that fitted tightly to his head. He was dressed entirely in black – doublet, hose and robe – apart from his white ruff and a single gold ring. Although small, he had the look of an ambitious man, not a compassionate one. He did not smile often, and when he did, it did not signal pleasure so much as the achievement of a personal goal.

‘So Draper is my informer now, is he, Sir William?’ Walsingham walked towards the fireplace. He opened his robe to feel the heat and stood looking into the flames. ‘He will live. Probably. I do not greatly care. How much he knows is what interests me.’

‘You have no more information about his attacker?’

‘No. It was stupid of Crackenthorpe to kill him. The pistol was German, very expensive, but anyone of rank could have bought it. The knives were from various makers in London and the north. They tell us nothing.’

‘So, what are you going to do?’

‘I have not decided. If we let him go, will he act as bait? Or will he warn Machyn and the others?’

Cecil set down his paper. ‘I do not believe we have a choice.  If he will not tell us about the chronicle, it is likely that he knows little or nothing about it. I’m sure you have tried your usual methods. We must be more imaginative, more creative.’

Walsingham walked towards his patron and lifted a goblet from the table. ‘That would be dangerous.’

‘Our situation was far more dangerous before the message came from Scotland. Only we did not know it.’

Walsingham nodded. ‘I did think of burning Machyn’s house, on the assumption that we would destroy everything inside, including the chronicle.’

‘Fires are dangerous in London.’

Walsingham’s eyes narrowed. ‘What concerned me was that we would be unable to verify the chronicle was there. We would always be worried that he had given it to one of the other so-called Knights of the Round Table. How many of them are there? Draper said four but that seems too few. So, we do not know. But I do know you could not look her majesty in the eye and tell her that you simply think that the chronicle has been destroyed. Lord Dudley would pour scorn on you – and in front of her. You would be forced from her presence.’

Cecil did not react. Walsingham was often direct like this with him, to the point of rudeness. He was the same with others too, even the queen herself. It was an unfortunate side effect of his intense focus, his determination to achieve results. It was best ignored.

‘I am not going to fail her, Francis,’ Cecil replied calmly, looking at the next item on the pile of papers. ‘You might be too young to remember her brother’s settlement of the throne but, believe me, it still rankles with her majesty.’

Walsingham noted the comment about his age. ‘I might be younger than you, Sir William, but I know. You signed the document by which King Edward disinherited both his sisters . . .’

Cecil looked up sharply. ‘So did Dudley’s father, the duke of Northumberland.’

‘But when King Edward was dead, and Mary seized power, and executed Jane Grey, you blamed Northumberland entirely.  You stood by and let him be executed as well. And now his son is her favourite. In jumping between these stepping stones, you have only narrowly avoided being swept away by the torrent.’

Cecil retained his composure. ‘I sometimes suspect that you forget to whom you are speaking. I was only a witness of that disinheritance, not the protagonist.’

Walsingham set his cup down carefully on the table. He looked Cecil straight in the eye. ‘I never forget to whom I am speaking, especially not when it’s you, Sir William. I am grateful for your patronage every hour of the day. I am grateful for my place in Parliament. But you would not continue to value me if I forgot your weaknesses. You should pay more attention to them yourself. And every lie you utter is a weakness, for every lie is a hostage to the truth. I know you were more than a witness. You confessed as much to the late queen. I heard so from those who were there.’

Cecil hesitated, then made himself smile. ‘True, Francis. How true. I too would have been executed if it had not been for the late queen, God rest her soul. And her sister, our blessed Elizabeth, God grant her long life.’ He paused, allowing Walsingham to try to guess what he might say next. ‘It is somewhat ironic that I should be so profoundly grateful to a Catholic queen as well as a Protestant one. Do you not agree?’

Walsingham said nothing. It was not ironic, it was a mark of Cecil’s genius. And he, Walsingham, knew it more than anyone. Anyone, that is, except Elizabeth herself.

He wandered back towards the fireplace. ‘The reason I came this evening is not to delight you with my manners. I am aware that certain talents, such as flattery, are quite beyond my abilities. Nor can I debate the finer points of religious tolerance and treason with you. I am more interested in finding these Knights of the Round Table. Like you, I do not think that Draper knows more than he has already told us. He is a coward, like most selfish men. He would not have given us the name of Henry Machyn or told us about the chronicle if he was trying to conceal  the plot. So, I propose that we let him go – to be bait on the end of our fishing line – and that we watch him. But when we get Machyn, or any of his accomplices, how far do we go to get the truth?’

‘If you are asking whether your men may apply torture . . .’

‘It is a delicate subject, I fully understand. Some of Draper’s friends are wealthy.’

‘You also appreciate that her majesty does not approve of painful techniques.’ Cecil picked up his cup of wine and took a sip. He set the cup back down again, turning it between his fingers on the table. ‘However, she does not approve of rebellion either.’

‘So, if the enmity of these men is sufficient to warrant it?’

‘Then God will thank you for doing what you have to do.’

Walsingham nodded. He turned to leave. Cecil’s voice made him pause.

‘Do not forget, Francis, that as long as Elizabeth is queen, God is not just all-forgiving. He is Protestant too.’
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Clarenceux walked cautiously through the darkness of his stable yard, holding the unlit lantern in his left hand and reaching out with his right for the wall. Rain dripped down the side of his face. He felt stone and moved to his left until he touched the wooden gate. It was unfastened. The stable lad must have failed to close it properly.


A shutter banged somewhere; otherwise he could hear nothing except the incessant rain. He moved slowly along the dark of Fleet Street, running his hand along the front of his neighbour’s house. He wished it were not quite so dark – just a clearer sight of a roofline would have helped.

He wondered which way he should take. How was he to get past the city gates? They would be closed, and the city walls were impossibly high. He knew that certain houses abutted the walls but he had no idea where he might climb up. He had no option but to find the door by which Machyn himself had come, by the Cripplegate elm. Machyn must have gone back that way, returning to his house. To his wife, Rebecca, and son John.

Clarenceux could just make out the shadowy shape of St Bride’s Church, and the line of the city wall along the far bank of the Fleet, leading down to the Thames. He could hear the water of the river gushing under the bridge ahead. Knowing the road well, he walked a little faster, with his arms out in front of him in case he should trip over some unseen obstacle in his path.

Here was the bridge. The river below was in full spate. He could smell the refuse that littered the banks and see the shadow of the city walls. Some nights when the weather had been better he had stood at this spot and looked down to the Thames, seeing the moon in the water. Not tonight.

On the city side of the Fleet the wall made a sharp turn, and moved away from the river up the hill to Ludgate. Abutting the wall were two lines of houses, one behind the other. He walked on, wiping the water from his face, until he came to the looming blackness of Ludgate itself. The gate was shut fast, but Clarenceux was reassured: he was cold and wet but he knew where he was. He turned and followed the line of houses built along the wall to the north, along the line of the Old Bailey.

He came to a corner. The tall shadow on his right was Newgate. Muffled shouts came from within a building nearby; a fight must have broken out in the prison. He sighed, despondent. At this rate it would take him all night to reach Machyn’s house.

Ahead was the gate of the old priory of St Bartholomew the Great. Once it had been a beautiful church. He cursed the old king – as he always did when he came here – for Henry the Eighth had ordered the destruction of the nave and all the abbey buildings. Twenty years had now passed; what was left was a paltry wreck. That was the thing that enraged him about Protestants. They might speak from conviction, and they might seek God’s will just as fervently as those of the old religion – but then they recklessly destroyed things of divine beauty. That could not be done with God’s blessing. They spoke for themselves, not with God in their hearts.

He wiped his face and leant against a wall. Ahead there was an intense dark shadow – St Giles’s Church: it would not be much further to the elm. He could see the outline of the city’s north wall and Cripplegate ahead. He made his way towards it until he felt the cold stone of the gate tower beneath his hand. He stepped carefully forward, slipping in the mud, and pressing himself against the wall. He sensed the elm, which grew from  the side of the bank, and then felt its bark. He moved between it and the wall. Here was the door, still unlocked. It creaked open, and he went through.

He was now in a dark sheltered yard, somewhere just inside the north wall of the city, as blind as he had been when he first stepped out of his house. He reached up and felt the wet shingles of a low roof. It must be a stable of some sort, or the blacksmith’s forge. What’s the smith’s name? Lowe. Not that he is likely to appear now, not in this weather.


Clarenceux’s knee struck stone. He bent down and felt a large water-filled cistern. Water for the forge. He moved around it: not far away was another door. He found the latch and opened it tentatively. He closed the door behind him and started to walk down the right-hand side of the street.

Holding the unlit lantern in his left hand, he ran his right over the walls and shop fronts, doors and stone pillars. He bumped into barrels, mounting blocks, carts, cases and piles of wood. His ankle clipped a crate lying in the darkness in the street. At one point he slipped and fell in the mud, landing on his hands and knees in the wet slime, fumbling around in the dark for his lantern and hat.

Why am I doing this? Machyn’s problems are his own.

No. He needs my help. And despite his age, he managed this journey in the dark. So I can too.

A dog started barking nearby. Trembling, he reached out, and felt the stone of a pillar. It was the church gate of St Mary Aldermanbury.

O blessed saviour Jesus, help me.

He leant against the church wall, gasping. He felt pain in his hand, and realised he was grinding his palm into the stone of the church wall. What was happening to him? Fear. To go on would be to leave the comfort of the church and enter a deeper, malevolent darkness: a darkness in which he would be as fully visible to the Devil as if it were daylight, and all the iniquities of the city at night would be invisible to him.




8

[image: 010]


Lying in the darkness, Rebecca Machyn wiped the tears from her face. She turned in the narrow bed. What have we done to deserve this?


She remembered Henry’s words, and his kisses. And his tears. And the emptiness of the words he had spoken – how his reassurances had sounded false and shallow, and yet how deeply distressed he had been.

She had done as he had said. Mistress Barker had been very good to her, as usual. She had let her have a chamber at the front so she could watch over her own house. Rebecca had heard people passing several times, and knocking on the door. But if Henry had returned he was not answering their calls.

She tried to remember happier times. The day she married Henry: it had been a bright January morning, nearly fifteen years ago. But every memory of that day led inexorably to the first terrible memory of her marriage. Mary lying there, eighteen months old, for ever motionless in the cot. The stillness of death. It was as if, in dying, the child had become a cruel hoax played upon her by the Devil – as if the child had never really had life but only the appearance of it. And then Katherine at the same age. An object in the cot, with its eyes open. No longer hers. No longer female or even human.

How good Henry had been to her then. How understanding.

The third time it had happened – three years ago – she had  wanted to die herself. To be with her babies, to open the door to heaven for them. If it hadn’t been for Henry, I would have done it. I would have thrown myself off the bridge. Only he stopped me. Wise Henry. He knew. He had lost four of his five children by Joan, his first wife, and then Joan herself had died. My three girls were not even half of his sorrow. He still prays for her and for all seven of his dead children. He does not deserve even more grief.

Outside, men were talking in low voices. She turned again on the straw mattress, her cheek lying on the wet pillow.
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Clarenceux gasped, sodden and cold. His face was soaked with rain. He was shaking.

Here is the street, Little Trinity Lane. Machyn’s house is on the left, about forty yards down the road. The first-floor jetty is lower than those on either side.

He walked on. At full stretch he could touch the projecting beams of the houses with his fingertips. He ran his hand along and felt the jetties, until he found one that was lower. He felt a wooden beam, plaster, a wooden doorframe, a door . . .

He drew the knife that hung from his belt and struck with the hilt against the door three times, just as Machyn had knocked on his door earlier.

No answer came, nor was there any sound except the raindrops in the puddles. If Henry is not at home, I’ll speak to his wife or his son.


Again, he knocked.

As he waited the doubts came upon him. And then the fear grew again. This time he knew he had reason to be afraid. He heard footsteps somewhere, splashing through puddles.

Suddenly a gloved hand clamped down on his neck, and forced his face hard against the door. A shoulder shoved him in the back, so that one of the iron studs bruised his ribs. Held there, with an arm across his throat, he dropped the lantern. He felt a stranger’s gloved hand searching him, pulling apart his fingers. 

‘Drop the knife.’ The voice was rough and deep, the uneducated growl of a soldier from the north.

Clarenceux did not drop the knife. ‘I am William Harley, Clarenceux King of Arms, herald to her majesty Queen Elizabeth, by divine grace Queen of England, France and Wales and Lord of Ireland,’ he shouted into the darkness. ‘Take your hands off me!’

‘Drop the knife,’ said the man holding him, ‘or I’ll stick it in your groin.’

Clarenceux sensed several men around him. ‘Give your name!’ he shouted back, letting go of the knife.

‘What are you doing here, herald? And without a light?’

‘Had you a light yourself, you would see that I do have a lantern. It went out some time ago in this accursed rain. It is on the ground at my feet.’

The stranger’s hand let go. Clarenceux turned. Suddenly a brilliant, intense light burst in his face. It burnt into his eyes, making him flinch. One of his interrogator’s companions had opened the aperture of a mirrored lantern and was holding it up. Clarenceux could only blink as the light rose and swept down to the doorstep and mud where his own cold lantern lay.

There were six of them. He saw the circle of their hats and faces briefly. Then the light disappeared, and he was once more in darkness.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/jame_9780755358595_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
7 ”fJAM'Es 1
FORRESTER





OEBPS/jame_9780755358595_oeb_001_r1.gif





OEBPS/jame_9780755358595_oeb_002_r1.jpg





