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Letter to the reader

History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied. I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers. Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more. You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.
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About the Author

Paul Doherty is one of the most prolific, and lauded, authors of historical mysteries in the world today. His expertise in all areas of history is illustrated in the many series that he writes about, from the Mathilde of Westminster series, set at the court of Edward II, to the Amerotke series, set in Ancient Egypt. Amongst his most memorable creations are Hugh Corbett, Brother Athelstan and Roger Shallot.

Paul Doherty was born in Middlesbrough. He studied history at Liverpool and Oxford Universities and obtained a doctorate at Oxford for his thesis on Edward II and Queen Isabella. He is now headmaster of a school in north-east London and lives with his wife and family near Epping Forest.
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Praise for Paul Doherty

‘Teems with colour, energy and spills’ Time Out

‘Paul Doherty has a lively sense of history…evocative and lyrical descriptions’ New Statesman

‘Extensive and penetrating research coupled with a strong plot and bold characterisation. Loads of adventure and a dazzling evocation of the past’ Herald Sun, Melbourne

‘An opulent banquet to satisfy the most murderous appetite’ Northern Echo

‘As well as penning an exciting plot with vivid characters, Doherty excels at bringing the medieval period to life, with his detailed descriptions giving the reader a strong sense of place and time’ South Wales Argus
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Prologue
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Vienna—May 1994

Ann Dukthas sat on the edge of her bed in her suite of rooms at the Hotel Imperial in Vienna. The flight from London and the taxi journey into the city centre had been pleasant and trouble-free. Ann had unpacked and dined in the restaurant below. Afterwards, as she returned to her room, a special courier had called out her name across the foyer.

“Miss Dukthas!”

She walked across. The young man had asked for some proof of identity, then handed over a thick manilla envelope. Ann now stared across at the package lying unopened on the polished tabletop. She had received, from her mysterious acquaintance, Mr. Segalla, the invitation to fly to Vienna two weeks ago. Despite constant questioning by her curious, sometimes envious friends, Ann had told them nothing about this enigmatic stranger who had entered her life. She got up and walked across to the window, half listening to the noise from the traffic below.

“Yes,” she murmured. “Enigmatic.” That was the best description of Mr. Segalla. She recalled his Italianate good looks, those hooded, cynical eyes and, for the umpteenth time, Ann wondered if the story he had told her was the truth. She had done her own research; after all, that was her calling. Time and again, she had come across references, be they in America, Europe, or the Far East, to a man who claimed to have never died. A figure who moved in history’s shadows, though now and again he was glimpsed, or trapped, in its light. Legends flourished about him: how he was condemned by some ancient curse to wander the face of the earth; how he could never grow old, never die.

On the few occasions they had met, Segalla had refused to elaborate on such stories. He had produced evidence for his claims and would say no more. He was, however, more forthcoming on how he had survived in different places across the span of centuries.

“I have developed the skill, Ann,” he had remarked once, “to live deep in the shadows. Moreover, human nature never changes. Governments and kings always need the likes of me.”

Ann went and picked up the parcel Segalla had sent her. Every so often he would do this: invite her to some city, provide for her fare and accommodation, and then deliver a manuscript written, in fictional form, which revealed the truth behind some great mystery of history. She had studied the letter he had sent her before she’d left London, then done her own research about the death of Prince Rudolph and Maria Vetsera at the imperial hunting lodge of Mayerling on the thirtieth of January 1889. Never once had Dukthas, a professional historian, encountered such a mystery. It was like clutching moonbeams: they were there, but when you reached out, there was nothing. The tragedy and mystery of Mayerling had tantalised historians for the last hundred years. The death of one of Europe’s most important princes seemed, at first sight, so obvious. Both Rudolph and Maria had left notes and letters proclaiming what they were going to do. Their corpses were examined by the most eminent pathologists in Europe. Nevertheless, there was something wrong, something intangible which made many historians believe that, dreadful though Rudolph’s death was, it masked a greater tragedy.

Ann picked up a paper knife and slit open the envelope and gripped the package more tightly. Was this truth . . . ?
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