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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
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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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      Introduction

      
      Fifteenth-century England was the scene of a violent feud between the houses of York and Lancaster. Its origins lay in the
         deposition of the last Plantagenet, Richard II, in 1399 by his cousin, Henry of Lancaster. However, matters only came to a
         head when the strong warrior King, Henry V, died in 1422 whilst campaigning in France. He left a young queen and a nine-months-old
         baby boy. For almost the next two decades England was ruled in the name of the young Henry VI by powerful factions of the
         nobility. When Henry VI came of age, however, the crisis did not pass: although Henry was a good man, he proved to be a weak
         king. In 1453 he succumbed to a sudden fit of insanity and ceased to be king in everything but name. The fortunes of the House
         of Lancaster would have been ruined had it not been for Henry’s ruthless and energetic French Queen, Margaret of Anjou. Surrounded
         by her Lancastrian warlords, Margaret tried to beat off the challenge to the throne posed by Henry’s cousin, Richard, Duke
         of York.
      

      
      The political tension between these two eventually erupted in bitter civil war. At first the House of York was severely checked
         at the Battle of Wakefield when Richard of York and one of his sons were defeated, captured and executed. The fortunes of
         the House of York now lay in the hands of Richard’s three sons, Edward (later Edward IV), George, Duke of Clarence and Richard, Duke of Gloucester (later Richard III). Edward claimed the crown in 1461 but not until the early spring of 1471
         did he finally defeat the Lancastrians; first the Earl of Warwick at the battle of St. Albans and then Queen Margaret, her
         principal lieutenant, Somerset, and Margaret’s only son, Prince Edward, at Tewkesbury. Somerset and the young Edward were
         killed, Margaret was captured and later sent back to France and, on the eve of the Ascension 1471, the hapless Henry VI, so
         long a prisoner in Yorkist hands, died mysteriously in the Tower of London.
      

      
      To many observers it looked as if the House of York was established for ever (the only remaining Lancastrian claimant was
         Henry Tudor hiding in exile) but it had already sowed the seeds of its own destruction. In 1464 Edward had fallen in love
         and secretly married the young widow, Elizabeth Woodville. A beautiful but grasping woman, Elizabeth flooded Edward’s court
         with her own retainers and cousins. Clarence, Edward’s brother, openly detested her. Richard of Gloucester, more stable and
         secure, supported his brother though it was obvious that there was little love lost between himself and Elizabeth Woodville.
         The court of Edward IV became embroiled in a sinister power struggle which permeates these letters of Luke Chichele.
      

   



      
      
      Luke Chichele’s Own Introduction

      
      I see the brother write this down beneath the date January 1491. He has two days. Two days the abbot has given both him and
         me to write my story down. And why not? The good Lord created the world in seven days, so why should my tale take any longer?
         Perhaps they are frightened that I may go, slip back into the black pit of madness, where the demons lurk. Great black shadows
         with the bodies of women and the faces of monkeys leaping and dancing above the flames. I have spoken about them to Brother
         George but he says they are phantasms of my mind, a sickened soul. I see from his grey eyes, sad and gentle, how he thinks
         I am mad. Well, why shouldn’t he? I tell him I have lived in Hell but he replies I am foolish, witless but what does he know?
         I have wandered around Hell’s burning streets, across its icy hills and I have never seen him there. So, what does he know?
         Not as much as I do. Murder, treachery, treason, men on fire with ambition, bodies gashed, public murder and secret assassination.
         The screams of the dying are carried, encouraged, pampered by the black ooze of treason, that’s why I am here in this abbey
         on the edge of London, brought by King Henry VII’s agents from across the seas. Henry Tudor, who is now King. The rest have
         all gone, shadows dancing across the fields. Edward IV, York’s son, with his golden aureole of hair and ivory-white face,
         clothed in silks of blue, silver and samite. Oh, yes, I laughed when I heard the ‘Golden Boy’ was dead. His brothers too and the Woodville woman, his beautiful witch of a wife.
      

      
      I see Brother George flinch at my words but who cares? For if I am mad, then it’s due to grief. Brother George crouches over
         his writing-tray, shaking his head. A faithful monk, a careful scrivener, he puts down all he hears. Perhaps he is right.
         I rave on like a maddened wolf does at the golden full moon. Let me be calm. My name is Luke Chichele, a native of Newark
         in Nottinghamshire, born in one of the not-so-great houses in the cobbled square under the tall, spired church. A stone’s
         throw from the castle where King John died, his rotten guts running out like water after eating foul or poisoned fruit. I
         suppose that’s where it all started. My father used to take us into the castle. He was a draper and the seneschal or keeper
         always wanted fresh cloth for the ladies of the garrison. Father, in his guttural English, for he was a Fleming born and raised
         in Ghent, would tell us about King John’s death and take us to the chamber where he perished. My brother Stephen and I would
         stand open-mouthed in the room and speak in hushed tones about the death of kings. Poor Stephen! He would go home and pray
         in our garret beneath the eaves and beg the good God to have pardon on the soul of King John. God curse the entire brood of
         Plantagenets, be they York or Lancaster! St. Bernard was right when he said, ‘From the devil they come and to the devil they
         can go.’
      

      
      I was different from Stephen, spending the night wondering how and why rotten fruit could turn a man’s innards to water. I
         used to go down to the fleshing-place, the shambles in Newark, where the butchers had their stalls. I would stand transfixed
         as the carvers slashed the innards of cows, bulls and sheep. Knee high to a buttercup, I would squat, ankle deep in the offal,
         not bothered about the orange blood or light-blue innards, the smell or the dirt but just marvel at God’s unbelievable creation. Each corpse a world of its own.
      

      
      I became a student, an excellent one, God forgive my pride. My horn book was always neat and I excelled in numbers and writing.
         My mother wept for joy, my father beamed at the very mention of my name, his thin, sallow face a veritable beacon of love.
      

      
      ‘I thought so,’ he would announce in broken English. ‘I thought my boy would be clever. Flemish blood will out. Like his father
         he will go far in life.’ And, ignoring the embarrassment of my mother and brother, down he would sit and tell me for the hundredth
         time how he had once served in the household of Richard of York and his wife Cecily, the Rose of Raby, providing them with
         materials, samite, velvets, the best wool grown in England and the finest cloth woven in Flanders.
      

      
      My father, a wealthy man, hired the best of teachers. I studied hard, learnt fast and entered the schools at Oxford, staying
         at Exeter Hall in Turl Street, the one built by Walter Stapleton, Bishop of Exeter. He had been Treasurer to King Edward II,
         until he was pulled off his horse outside St. Paul’s, murdered, slashed and cut open like a pig. Murder. It seems to touch
         every aspect of my life. Brother George shakes his head.
      

      
      ‘You must not do that,’ he reminds me gently. ‘Let matters unfold slowly like a roll of cloth being displayed by a draper.
         Slowly, carefully, so all the texture and colour is caught.’
      

      
      So, after my studies at Oxford in the Trivium and Quadrivium, I entered the universities of Paris, Salerno and, finally, Cordoba
         in Spain. My speciality was not theology or philosophy, rhetoric or logic but medical care. I had read my Dioscorides, Hippocrates
         as well as John of Gaddesdon’s Rosa Mystica. I liked the latter, although I do not believe a magpie’s beak hung round our neck would cure toothache; or goat’s cheese
         a pain in the eyes, or leeches the evil humours of the blood.
      

      
      My real teachers were disease and battle, the great plague which swept the flat surface of the world with its poisonous vapour.
         Sweet Christ, I have seen the sights! Towns deserted as if pillaged by Death himself as he stalked the streets and stinking
         alleyways. Behind him the plague manifesting itself like some putrid rotten flower with its angry abscesses and black pustules.
         All life was gone. No crops were sold. No animals slaughtered and so starvation rode behind on its death-grey horse. In France,
         already ravaged by a bloody war, out of every wood and glen, people crept upon their hands for their legs could not bear them,
         to eat the corpses of animals lying dead in the fields. When these were gone they opened the graves and churchyards to eat
         the corpses of those who had gone before. Some blamed the Jews, God help that blighted race! Others, more simple, unripe cherries
         or the putrid fat of mutton.
      

      
      De Chanillac, professor of medicine at Salerno, announced, ‘The plague was caused by Jupiter sucking in bad air and spitting
         it out which caused the great sea near India to boil. Reptiles crawled out and spread the disease.’ He recommended Theriac,
         the powder made from the chopped bodies of snakes which had been dead more than ten years. Other doctors maintained you should
         inhale over a pot of steaming turds. What nonsense! In Cordoba I found the truth. In the encyclopaedias of Rhazes and Avicennas’
         “Canon of Medicine”. No one believed them but I did; the pestilence which walks in darkness and the sickness that destroys
         at noon-day comes from our own filth. Look at any house now. The floor is strewn with clay and rushes which are left lying
         for twenty years to nurse a collection of spittle, vomit, dog turds and other excrement. So, the disease will return. Brother
         George looks frightened but I tell the truth. I am a physician, no quack. I always remembered the epitaph of some poor unfortunate ‘I died of too many physicians’ and I came to hate many of my colleagues with
         their astrological charts and smelly urine jars. In my arrogance I wanted the truth and to be sure I found some of it.
      

      
      I came home and joined the armies of either Lancaster or York as they moved like two swordsmen around the throne of England.
         One battle after another, bloody fights in misty valleys or in dank green woods. The same sorry tale, men hanged, cut, gibbetted.
         Sweet Christ, I saw the insides of many bodies. God’s creation opened by mace, dagger, club, sword or speedy gallow, and I
         was there. I studied the folds of skin, the arrangements of tubes in the stomach and how wounds healed and others did not.
         Gradually my ideals fell away like a snake sheds its skin. My father died suddenly, hacked to death in one of those stupid
         little affrays between York and Lancaster. You see, he had never forgotten the House of York and when Duke Richard made his
         bid for the crown, Father, like the generous fool he was, gave him money and joined his armies.
      

      
      He got himself knighted by Richard of York himself in the presence of one of his sons, Edmund. My father was with both of
         them at that battle in a snowstorm outside Wakefield when Duke Richard and his son Edmund lost the battle and their heads,
         which were later adorned with paper crowns and set high above Micklegate Bar at York. My father was no more fortunate; despite
         his plate armour, an arrow caught him full in the throat. His body was tossed like a rag into a cart and I hurried home to
         arrange the funeral. Memories. Black shapes against white snow. My mother arrived from Newark, her face and body throbbing
         with pain and grief. Stephen, pale, thin, already gaunt, even before he took his vows and entered the Carmelite monastery
         at Aylesford in Kent. My mother died within months, a second victim of murder, the assassin being grief for her husband. A good man. Oh, no, Brother George, not a saint, but a man kind and courageous. Christ, I still feel
         the pain!
      

      
      As I said, my high ideals died with him. I became a physician, with lodgings off Rolls Passage in Chancery Lane. At first
         the other physicians laughed at me but my reputation spread. I insisted on cleanliness and used red cloths, draped over windows,
         to cure smallpox and so my wealth grew, one full strong box after another. I became well known in the city and watched the
         growing power of York. The Lancastrian King, Henry VI, I then considered witless, a fool, and openly admired York’s three
         falcons of sons; Edward, later king, Richard, Duke of Gloucester and golden-haired George of Clarence. They seized the kingdom,
         smashing Henry’s armies at Barnet and Tewkesbury in that hot, dry summer of 1471. The Lancastrian generals went into the dark,
         heads and balls cut off in some market place, and the Yorkist warlords swept south to London, a cruel horde of kites and ravens.
         Poor Henry VI died suddenly in the Tower but who cared then? I was lost in my own happiness for I had met my Blanche. Blanche
         Munnel, daughter of a merchant, skin as white as a turtle dove but hair as dark as the night; her eyes sloe black and lips
         like rich red cherries. Sweet as the honey comb she was.
      

      
      She mocked me but she loved me despite, (as she often said,) my swarthy looks and jet black hair. ‘More a Turk than a Christian!’
         she would pertly announce. Oh, Christ, I loved her and miss her still! Why are the best traps in the calmest places? The fiercest
         storms on the sunniest days? Brother George shakes his head. I am not to do this. So I go back down the tunnel of time. Blanche
         I courted, wedded and bedded. I continued to practise my physic, content in my lot until Michaelmas 1474, when I received
         a summons from Edward’s queen, Elizabeth Woodville.
      

      
      
      She had heard of my fame. I was to enter her household and receive rich robes and fat fees paid at Michaelmas and on the eve
         of Saint John. Perhaps a knighthood. I met the Queen in her palace at Havering. Christ, I could see how (even as a widow with
         grown sons) she had trapped Edward of York. Blanche was beautiful but Elizabeth was magnificent. Gold, red-shot hair, alabaster
         skin, a proud arrogant mouth which dazzled all the more when she smiled, her eyes dark wells of shimmering passion.
      

      
      I took the benefits offered. I became a courtier, a man sought after, on nodding acquaintance with the King, his two brothers,
         the royal dukes; and the other great lords, Hastings, Rivers and Buckingham. Blanche was proud. We moved to a greater house
         in Lombard Street, the plaster white as snow, the beams of polished black; chambers and ante-rooms, kitchens and butteries
         and a long beautiful garden. I was there fourteen years ago, the roses were dying in the last golden burst of the summer and,
         although I did not know it then, so was my life. The descent into Hell had begun. A summons from the King. I was to attend
         on him in person in the great hall of Baynards Castle on the Thames. The letter was friendly. Blanche danced with pleasure,
         her sweet face flushed with pride at this further token of royal approval. I, of course, watched her, my chest puffed out
         with self-importance, my stupid head full of dreams, of being in velvet robes like some great lord. But pride comes before
         a tumble. But, oh, what a fall! Lucifer dropping like a star into the pit of Hades. I see Brother George shakes his head again.
         He says I have said enough. Let the letters speak, he says. Oh, yes, they have them still. I kept them, you see, in an old
         leather canvas bag, one of the few things I was still carrying when the Tudor’s agents seized me and bundled me across the
         English cog at Dordrecht in Hainault. They have them all. some do not concern this matter, so they put them away in an old chest outside the refectory door. But the
         rest? Oh the rest they have kept and Brother George will transcribe them as he thinks fit.
      

   



      
      
      Brother George’s Transcription
Letter 1

      
      Luke Chichele, physician, to his brother Stephen, monk of Aylesford Priory, all health and greetings. Another letter to a
         brother whom I never see but miss just as dearly as I ever did. Blanche sends her love and wishes you well. She does not like
         your order. She cannot understand, how ever strict the Carmelites may be, why we can only visit you once every three years.
         ‘Too strict!’ she cries. ‘Too harsh for any man!’ Yet she teases, for I know she wishes you well. I, as always, practise the
         art of healing and, I dutifully admit, accumulate as much silver in my strong boxes here, as you do wealth in the kingdom
         of heaven.
      

      
      My service at court proceeds well but now I must hasten on to other matters. A month ago I was summoned by King Edward IV
         himself to his presence chamber at Baynards Castle. I went there in my best robes, expecting to be alone but, when the man-at-arms
         led me into that splendidly draped chamber, I found the King and my mistress, the Queen, attired in dress of state, seated
         in great chairs on the dais with a throng of people around them. In a window seat on the King’s left. I glimpsed Richard,
         Duke of Gloucester, with his russet hair, white pinched face and green eyes, so glassy and hard they remind me of a cat Father
         once had. Seated next to the King in a glorious profusion of silk and velvet was George of Clarence. God knows he is a beautiful man, too beautiful, almost woman-like, with his golden curls
         and petulant mouth. The King, as ever, was in good heart, tall, big-boned, his great frame has filled out. Too much wine,
         boars’ meat, and his favourite, sugared pastries covered with junkets of cream. I have told the Queen to watch her husband’s
         diet, too much red meat flushes the blood and upsets the humours of the body.
      

      
      The Queen was as beautiful as ever. A veritable Madonna in her cloth of gold and blue ermined trimmed robe. She smiled at
         me before her eyes slid angrily to where George of Clarence lounged, his arm on the throne chair, as if he would pluck it
         from his brother. There were clerks, scriveners, and other officials of the household. One man caught my eye, tall, dark,
         swarthy as a Moor with a finely trimmed, oil-soaked beard. He was garbed in costly vestments, the purple and white of a bishop;
         his white gloved hands gently polishing the pectoral cross which hung around his neck. Beside him, seated on stools, were
         four other men but their backs turned to me so I could not recognise them. A steward ushered me alongside them, a hush fell
         over the proceedings and I sensed there had been fierce debate and sharp altercation. I went on both knees and bowed, easing
         myself back on the stool. The King smiled at me graciously, as if I was a person of great import. He has that way with him.
         Of making small men fell great, humble men proud. I have not yet decided what I am.
      

      
      ‘You are most welcome, Luke,’ he began. ‘My lady wife, the Queen, speaks highly of you,’ he grinned. ‘And of your advice.’
         He extended ring-bedecked fingers, to the swarthy cleric standing at the end of the row of stools. ‘This is his Grace, Pierre
         Renaldi, Bishop of Aquila, personal legate and emissary of our father in Christ, the Pope. He has come with a strange request.’
         Edward let his hand fall way. ‘His Holiness,’ he continued, ‘has heard stories, nay, even reports, of how one of our predecessors,
         the late and lamented King Henry VI, has become the source of veneration, nay, even miracles. An appeal has been made to His
         Holiness and to the Cardinals that Holy Mother Church deem King Henry worthy of beatification.’ Edward continued to smile
         though everybody else looked away.
      

      
      So typical of our King. Nothing seems to embarrass him. For almost twenty-five years the King’s father and family had been
         locked in combat with King Henry VI and the House of Lancaster. Both sides spilt blood in battle or at the execution block.
         Yet, Edward now took the possible canonisation of his former rival as if it was some great honour heaped upon himself. I,
         of course, like yourself, have kept myself free from the bloody whirling politics of the time but, in that quietened hall,
         I realised why the Pope’s request caused such embarrassment to everyone but the King. Henry had been Edward’s prisoner in
         the Tower when he died so mysteriously. Of course, I had heard the rumours. Most men say Henry died of displeasure, of deep
         melancholy on hearing about the defeat of his wife and the death of his only son at Tewkesbury in the west country. Others,
         a few, claim Henry was murdered.
      

      
      The Queen was the first to break the silence.

      
      ‘Who has made this request?’ she asked, glaring at Renaldi. The papal legate raised his shoulders, shrugging non-committally.

      
      ‘Most Reverend Father,’ she repeated menacingly as only my mistress can, ‘I made a request. Who has petitioned the Holy Father?’

      
      ‘We have had request from your own subjects, Madam,’ he replied smoothly.
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