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Prologue — The Last Night of the Priory

Tynemouth, January 1539

Brother Anselm heard the horses before he heard the bell.

Their hooves struck the frozen road beyond the gatehouse—slow, heavy blows that travelled through the stone beneath his feet. The sound crossed the priory yard, climbed the pillars of the church and seemed to shake dust from the dark roof above him.

He held the lamp higher.

“They are early,” whispered Brother Matthew.

Anselm looked towards the great west doors. Wind pressed against them with a long, low moan.

“No,” he said. “We are late.”

The two monks stood alone in the ruined quiet of the church. The stalls were empty. The silver candlesticks had gone. Chests that had once held bright vestments stood open, showing bare wood and bent hinges. Even the small painted figure beside the altar had been removed.

Men carrying the king’s authority had been expected for days.

They had come at last.

Another gust battered the doors. Somewhere outside, a horse snorted. A man shouted, and the gatehouse bell began to ring.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Brother Matthew flinched at every stroke.

Anselm did not. He slipped one hand inside his robe and felt the hard circle hidden there. It was no bigger than his palm, but it seemed to weigh as much as the stones around them.

“Give it to them,” Matthew said. “It is bronze. They are hunting gold.”

“They are hunting anything that proves the old road existed.”

“The old road is a story.”

Anselm took the object from his robe.

Bronze caught the lamplight. Three tiny crowns had been worked into its face above a line of curling waves. At its centre sat a seven-pointed star. The inner circle turned beneath Anselm’s thumb with a soft metallic click.

Brother Matthew stared at it.

“If it is only a story,” Anselm said, “why have men crossed half the kingdom to find this?”

The bell rang a fourth time.

Then came the boom of a fist against the outer gate.

Anselm wrapped the bronze disc in waxed cloth and placed it inside a narrow wooden case. With it he put a folded sheet covered in names.

Not the names of kings.

Not the names of rich men.

They were the names of ordinary people whose words had been trusted to the priory: sailors who had seen strange lights beyond the headland, masons who had found older stones beneath the church, widows who had carried messages between distant houses, and children who had noticed things adults had walked past.

Small truths. Dangerous truths.

The sort most easily lost.

“Come,” said Anselm.

He led Matthew behind the empty shrine and down three steps into the shadow of the eastern wall. The passage was so narrow that their shoulders brushed the stone. At its end stood a door no visitor to the priory had ever seen.

It was barely four feet high.

Seven stars had been cut into the lintel.

Matthew raised his lamp. “What is behind it?”

“A beginning.”

Anselm opened the wooden case again and lifted out the wrapped Seal. He fitted the point of the bronze star into a hollow in the wall. Stone moved against stone. The little door opened upon darkness and the smell of salt.

The pounding at the gate stopped.

For one hopeful second, the whole headland fell silent.

Then wood splintered in the distance.

“They are inside,” Matthew said.

Anselm pushed the case beyond the door. He removed a piece of charcoal and wrote six words on the pale inner stone:

THREE KINGS LOOK EAST.

Below them he added:

THE FOURTH KEEPS NO CROWN.

He hesitated before writing the final line.

“Who is that for?” Matthew asked.

Anselm thought of the names in the darkness. Sailors. Masons. Widows. Children.

He wrote:

FOR THE CHILDREN OF A LATER SHORE.

Voices entered the church.

Anselm closed the door, turned the star and removed the bronze disc from the wall.

Brother Matthew stared at it. “You did not leave the key.”

“No.”

Anselm crossed to a broken floor slab beside the old shrine. He knelt, pressed the centre of the bronze disc and twisted.

It separated into two rings.

At last, Brother Matthew understood.

Anselm gave him the inner star-ring.

“Take the cliff stair,” he said. “Wait until the tide turns. Carry this north.”

“And you?”

Anselm closed his hand around the outer Seal.

Boots struck the church floor.

“I shall give them something to find.”

Matthew vanished into the side passage as torchlight spilled between the pillars. Anselm straightened his robe and walked back towards the empty altar.

A tall man entered the church ahead of the others. His face remained hidden beneath the brim of a dark hat.

Something black drifted from his shoulder.

A feather turned once in the cold air and settled upon the stones.

The man looked at Anselm.

“Where is the Seal?”

Anselm smiled.

Outside, far below the priory walls, the tide began to rise.




Chapter One — The Feather in the Locked Room
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Ozzy found the feather at nine minutes past ten on a Saturday morning.

Elliot knew the exact time because he had written it down.

He had also written down the wind speed, the height of the tide and the fact that Evelyn had said, Nothing mysterious is going to happen today, precisely eleven minutes earlier.

He underlined that part twice.

“Stop looking so pleased,” Evelyn said.

“I’m not pleased.”

“You’re doing your pleased face.”

“This is my interested face.”

They stood beneath the enormous stone gatehouse of Tynemouth Priory while the North Sea wind tried to turn Elliot’s notebook into a kite. Beyond the arch, broken church walls rose against a sky the colour of pencil lead. Gulls wheeled over the headland. Far below, waves burst white against the rocks.

At Evelyn’s feet, Ozzy had pushed his nose beneath a temporary wooden barrier.

Only his back legs and wagging tail remained visible.

“Ozzy,” Evelyn said. “Out.”

The tail wagged faster.

“That has never worked,” Elliot said.

“It might one day.”

Evelyn crouched and reached for the terrier’s collar. Ozzy reversed before she could catch him, sneezing dust, and sat proudly between them.

Something long and black hung from his mouth.

Elliot stopped smiling.

The barrier blocked a shallow stone room beside the gatehouse. A printed sign had been tied across it.

RESTRICTED AREA

LOOSE MASONRY — NO ENTRY

Evelyn took the feather gently from Ozzy. It was almost as long as her hand and so dark that its edge shone blue in the weak sunlight.

“Crow,” Elliot said.

“Probably.”

“Or raven.”

“Probably not.”

“Ravens lived at the Tower of London.”

“We’re not at the Tower of London.”

“Birds can travel.”

Evelyn turned the feather between her fingers. Its shaft was clean. The ground inside the barrier was damp and gritty after the previous night’s gale, yet the feather carried no mud.

It had not been lying there for long.

“How did it get inside?” Elliot asked.

“The wind.”

“The wind was blowing from the east last night.”

“And?”

Elliot pointed through the gatehouse towards the sea. “East is that way. This room opens west.”

Evelyn looked at the feather again.

Behind them, visitors moved through the entrance in bright coats, talking over the wind. Their mum was across the courtyard helping to arrange tables for the heritage morning. None of the adults appeared interested in Ozzy’s discovery.

Why would they be?

It was only a feather.

Evelyn was about to drop it into the nearest bin when Ozzy shoved his nose under the barrier again.

This time he growled.

Ozzy growled at vacuum cleaners, wheelie bins and a stone lion outside the library. His growls did not always mean danger.

But this one was different.

It was low and uncertain.

Evelyn knelt beside him.

“What is it, boy?”

Ozzy’s ears pointed into the restricted room.

At first Evelyn saw only a patch of old floor, several fallen chips of stone and a green plastic sheet covering the back wall. Then the sheet moved in the wind.

For half a second, it exposed a man’s black boot.

Evelyn grabbed Ozzy’s collar.

The sheet fell back.

“There’s somebody in there.”

Elliot moved closer to the barrier. “Staff?”

“Staff usually wear badges.”

“You couldn’t see that high.”

“Staff don’t usually hide behind sheets.”

The boot shifted without making a sound.

Evelyn stood. “Hello?”

No answer.

She glanced towards the courtyard. The nearest volunteer was explaining the gatehouse to a family. Mum was carrying a box through the museum doorway.

When Evelyn looked back, the green sheet hung flat against the wall.

The boot had gone.

Elliot bent to inspect the floor beyond the barrier. “There must be another way out.”

“Or a place to hide.”

“That room is too shallow.”

“Then where did he go?”

Ozzy answered by wriggling free.

His collar slipped through Evelyn’s fingers. Before she could catch him, he squeezed beneath the wooden rail and bounded into the restricted room.

“Ozzy!”

The terrier vanished behind the green sheet.

Evelyn ducked under the barrier.

“You’re not allowed in there,” Elliot hissed.

“Neither is he.”

“The sign says loose masonry.”

“Then stay there.”

That was enough to make Elliot follow.

The shallow room smelt of wet stone. Evelyn stepped carefully around fragments scattered across the floor and pulled the plastic sheet aside.

There was no man.

There was no second exit either.

Ozzy stood with his front paws against the back wall, sniffing a narrow vertical crack. Recent damage had exposed a patch of stone lighter than everything around it.

Elliot switched on the torch he carried in his backpack.

“You brought a torch in daylight?” Evelyn asked.

“It’s dark now.”

The beam moved across the wall.

Lines appeared in the pale stone.

Someone had carved a shape no wider than Elliot’s thumb: a tall, narrow door with a pointed top. Above it were seven tiny stars.

Elliot opened his notebook.

“Don’t touch it,” Evelyn said.

“I’m drawing it.”

“Quickly.”

Ozzy sniffed the base of the carving. Evelyn held the feather beside it. One side of the black shaft had been shaved flat.

Not a bird feather, then.

A pen.

The sudden scrape of a shoe sounded behind them.

Evelyn spun around.

A tall man stood on the other side of the barrier.

His long black coat moved in the wind. Silver-grey hair showed beneath a wide-brimmed hat, and a neatly trimmed beard framed a face that Evelyn recognised from the poster beside the entrance.

PROFESSOR MALACHAI CROWE

THE BURIED KINGDOMS OF NORTHUMBRIA

SPECIAL TALK — ELEVEN O’CLOCK

Crowe’s steel-blue eyes passed from Evelyn to the carving, then to Elliot’s open notebook.

He took an antique brass watch from his waistcoat pocket.

“Nine minutes past ten,” he said.

Elliot looked at his own recorded time.

Crowe smiled.

“That,” he said, “is considerably earlier than I expected.”




Chapter Two — Three Kings

Evelyn tried to think of an innocent reason for Professor Crowe to know when they would find the carving.

She could not think of one.

Elliot, meanwhile, was still looking at his watch.

“Mine says nine minutes past too,” he said.

“Most reliable watches do.”

Crowe slipped the brass watch back into his waistcoat. Up close, he seemed even taller than he had on the poster. A faint scar crossed one eyebrow. Rain shone on the shoulders of his coat, although it had not rained since Evelyn and Elliot arrived.

“Were you inside this room?” Evelyn asked.

Crowe’s eyes settled on her.

“Should I have been?”

“Someone was.”

“Evelyn,” Elliot whispered.

She ignored him. “We saw a boot.”

Crowe looked down at his own polished black boots.

“A remarkably common item,” he said. “Especially in the North East of England, where sandals are a poor defence against January.”

“It’s July.”

The corner of Crowe’s mouth lifted. “Then I have underestimated you twice.”

A woman in a navy waterproof hurried across the courtyard towards them. A radio knocked against her belt, and a plastic staff badge bounced beneath her chin.

“What on earth are you doing in there?”

Evelyn recognised Mrs Hume, the site manager. She had been giving instructions near the tables when they arrived.

“Ozzy ran in,” Evelyn said. “We went to get him.”

Ozzy sat down and attempted to look like a dog who had never run anywhere in his life.

Mrs Hume folded her arms. “And the barrier?”

“Already like that,” said Elliot.

“It has been tied in place since eight o’clock.”

Evelyn looked at the loose length of rope hanging from one end of the rail. The knot had not broken. It had been untied.

Crowe stepped forward.

“No harm appears to have been done, Margaret.”

Mrs Hume’s expression became no less stern, but some of the tightness left her shoulders. “Loose fragments came down in the gale. That room hasn’t been checked.”

“Then the children have demonstrated that your barrier needs improving.”

“Professor—”

“And possibly discovered why the stone fell.”

Crowe pointed towards the little carving.

Mrs Hume ducked beneath the rail. Her annoyance disappeared the moment she saw it. She removed her glasses, wiped them and looked again.

“That wasn’t visible yesterday.”

“Are you sure?” Elliot asked.

“I have worked here for fourteen years.”

Crowe crouched beside the mark without touching it. His coat spread across the dusty floor like a pool of ink.

“Seven stars,” he murmured.

Evelyn watched him carefully. “Have you seen it before?”

“No.”

He answered too quickly.

Ozzy sniffed the professor’s coat. Crowe held very still until the dog lost interest.

Mrs Hume spoke into her radio and asked someone named Ben to bring another barrier. Then she took several photographs of the exposed stone.

“You three need to come out,” she said. “All three includes the dog.”

Elliot closed his notebook.

Crowe’s gaze followed it.

“An excellent habit,” he
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