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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.
     

      Paul Doherty

  



      
      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

  



      This book is dedicated to Garry Francis Davey
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      Prologue

      ‘Mes cum fust endormie e tapist dreiture’

      ‘Right and law be as if fast asleep’

      Contemporary ballad

      Today the Crypt of Westminster Abbey is, in both name and atmosphere, a gloomy and forbidding place. It lies buried beneath
         the Chapter House of the Abbey, octagonal in shape with walls seventeen to eighteen feet thick. The width of its floor is
         almost nine yards, the only light is provided by six windows with chamfered jambs and square heads. The jambs are set back
         almost two yards from the outer face of the wall, they have a segmental pointed arch in front of them. The windows are heavily
         barred, steel rods are embedded in the stone sill at the bottom and the square head of the window at the top. The floor inside
         is tiled, the ceiling, a stone vault, has chamfered ribs radiating from a thick-set rounded column in the centre of the crypt
         which has a moulded capital and base. This central column or pillar is about two feet in circumference and fashioned out of
         red brick, on close inspection it will be found that some of these bricks can be removed to reveal hollow recesses behind them.1

      The windows, as you look at them from left to right, peer out over what used to be the waste land and cemetery of the monks
         of Westminster. Through the window on the far left of the column can be glimpsed the pathway which still stretches from the
         south east door of the Abbey church leading to the main road across which stands the House of Lords. In 1303 this pathway
         led from the Abbey to the Royal Palace. The window to the far right of the column now overlooks one of the gardens of the
         Canons of the Abbey, in 1303 the window looked out over the most desolate of the Abbey grounds just below the Infirmary of
         the Black Monks of Westminster. This sixth window is, in 2005, quite different from the other five, it has no stone sill.
         The reason for this is that, between Tuesday 30th April 1303 and Friday the 3rd May 1303, the sill of this sixth window was
         hacked away by the mason John of St Albans and a carpenter called Philip under the direction of a former merchant, Richard
         de Puddlicott, in order to loosen the bars across the windows, this sill has never been replaced.
     

      The entrance to the Crypt today is still as secure as it was in 1303 being entered by a doorway in the west wall down a corridor
         and turret-staircase east of St Faith’s chapel, the ceiling above is barrel-vaulted. In 1303 the staircase was broken by a
         two yard gap which could only be spanned by a wooden bridge, in 2005 the gap has been closed by wooden steps. The doors to
         the staircase and Crypt are heavy with fortified locks. In 2005 these keys are held by the verger, in 1303 they were in the
         custody of high ranking officials of the Royal Treasury. In 2005 the area outside the crypt window is a narrow grassy verge
         and the private gardens of the Canons, in 1303 the entire area was wasteland, the rest God’s Acre, the cemetery of the monks.
         In 2005 this gloomy Crypt has electric lighting but, in 1303, the six windows would be heavily shuttered by wooden boards
         behind the iron bars, the only light would be from cresset torches fixed in iron sconces on the walls or wax candles and oil
         lamps. In 2005 the Crypt holds nothing but some chests and an ironing board for altar cloths and other items. In 1303 however, the Crypt of Westminster was
         a treasure house containing most of the royal regalia of the Crown of England as well as jewels, silver and gold coins, goblets,
         jugs, chalices, cups, saucers, spoons, vases not to mention unique treasures such as the Cross of Neath; the Holy Cross of
         Holyrood [the Black Cross of St Margaret from Scotland]: the Sceptre or the Rod of Moses: the sword of King Athelstan from
         the ninth century, which had cut though the rock of Dunbar: the sword of Weyland the Smith last used to knight Henry II and
         the sword of the mythical prince Tristan which had been presented to King John by the Holy Roman Emperor. The Crypt also held
         important possessions of the reigning king, Edward I, [1272 to 1307], including the dagger used in an attempt to assassinate
         him whilst he had been on crusade in the Holy Land. According to one story, Edward had been resting in his tent near Acre
         when an assassin sent by the Old Man of the Mountain entered his tent with a poisoned dagger and tried to kill him. Edward
         had slain the assassin whilst his beloved wife Eleanor of Castile sucked the poison from the wound. Edward I had recovered
         and kept the dagger as a personal relic.2 All these treasures, both family and personal, became the plunder of a band of robbers.
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