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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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To Patrick Moule, a very brave student of Trinity 
Catholic High School, with every good wish for 
the future.




The Gates of Hell are open night and day.
 Smooth the descent and easy is the way.

Virgil
 Aeneid: VI. 126.




PROLOGUE I

The road outside Chelmsford: December 1564

The rider cursed. He turned his horse’s head and peered through the misty gloom at the makeshift signpost planted at the crossroads. The night was bitterly cold. A sharp biting wind seared the flat Essex countryside, piercing his clothes, cooling the sweat on his neck and back. Andrew Cavendish, close friend of William Cowper, a member of Secretary of State Walsingham’s Office of the Night, pulled the vizard across his face so it protected his nose and mouth. He tugged at the soft-brimmed hat and, yet again, secured his cloak more tightly around him. He leaned over and patted his horse’s neck.

‘Now, now, girl,’ Cavendish murmured.

He dismounted, dug into the bag hanging from his saddle horn and took out a fistful of oats. The horse nuzzled his hand, nipping his fingers.

‘I know! I know!’ Cavendish let his horse feed. ‘You are cold and hungry, so is your master.’

Cavendish peered up at the clouds racing across the starlit heavens. He thanked God for the full moon; without it the countryside would be as black as a pit. He still had a long journey ahead of him. Perhaps he  should stop for the night? In that case he’d probably enter London tomorrow afternoon. Once there, he was safe.

He wrapped the reins of his horse round his hands and glared up at the signpost tilted drunkenly to one side. He was not sure whether it was the wind or some tinkers’ trick but now he had no clear direction which road to take. His horse whinnied and started back, its hooves scrabbling at the pebbled earth. Cavendish, alarmed, reassuringly patted the great horse pistol pushed into its saddle holster.

‘Whoa there, girl!’ he soothed. ‘Whoa there, now!’

Cavendish remounted, his arms and back still aching from his long ride. He cursed as his horse whinnied again, moving restlessly beneath him. Cavendish unbuckled the pistol pouch, whose weapon was loaded and primed. Was his horse fearful because the crossroads were cursed? After all, malefactors were hanged here and, beneath the packed earth, the rotting cadavers of suicides lay buried, small wooden stakes driven through their hearts. A haunted, ghostly place! Or was he being pursued? Cavendish turned his horse and faced the trackway he had come along. He had not heard or seen anything suspicious, yet, ever since he had left Chelmsford, a prickling between his shoulder blades, a suspicion that he was being closely watched dogged him.

He’d supped at the Turk’s Head on a meaty pottage and a jug of ale. The taproom had been warm and inviting with its roaring fires, its onions and hams hanging from the rafters. The locals were friendly, being used to travellers. Nevertheless, Cavendish had felt certain he was being scrutinised.

He had to reach London. He must inform Secretary  Walsingham and Master William Cowper about the priest and, more importantly, about the Soul Slayer, that hideous warlock. Cavendish was a graduate of the Halls of Cambridge. He always accepted the tasks assigned to him. Nevertheless, he’d found it difficult to accept what Secretary Walsingham had whispered to him in that secret, velvet-draped chamber in the Tower. He would have risen and left but William Cowper, sitting so silently beside Walsingham, had, by his presence, verified what their master was saying. Walsingham, with his piercing, glass-hard eyes, sensuous mouth and neatly clipped goatee beard, had seized Cavendish’s wrist, nipping the skin until he winced.

‘Andrew, dear boy.’ Walsingham’s upper lip had curled back over his teeth, a common gesture when Secretary Walsingham was excited or about to impart some great secret. Indeed, Walsingham only dealt in secrets. He was the Queen’s spymaster with a finger in every man’s pie, a nose for seeking out traitors, those who opposed the rule of the great Elizabeth.

Everyone feared Walsingham, even Cowper, the albino, Cavendish’s friend. Walsingham sifted amongst the secrets of men’s souls. With his sharp brain and ever-faithful memory, the Queen’s Secretary recorded and registered the most minor details of each individual he dealt with. William Cecil, the Queen’s principal secretary, was wary of Master Walsingham while, so rumour had it, even the Queen, ivory-faced, red-haired Elizabeth, secretly feared Walsingham and his cabinet of secrets. ‘Black Tom’ she nicknamed him: black in face, black in heart, black in soul.

‘Find the Soul Slayer,’ Walsingham had ordered. He pushed a scroll across the table and gave Cavendish’s  wrist one last nip. ‘Read what is there, memorise, then return it.’

Cavendish had. He could scarcely believe it. The Soul Slayer was a warlock of great magic and terrible power who had the ability to take a man’s heart and, when dead, hold that soul in thrall.

‘I don’t believe it!’ Cavendish had stuttered.

‘He’s in Essex.’ Cowper had spoken up. ‘The Soul Slayer, Henry Frogmore, has returned to England as he has done before.’ Cowper’s strange eyes gleamed, his voice shot through with anger. ‘I have hunted him through Europe and beyond, studied the reports of merchants, travellers, spies at foreign courts. He is here, a master of disguise. We want him captured, brought to London. Uncover his disguise, his whereabouts, his description. Come back here and I shall do the rest.’

Cavendish lifted his head as an owl hooted from a copse further down the trackway.

‘You’ll not find yourself alone,’ Cowper had continued. ‘The popish Church also wants the Soul Slayer: a Jesuit priest, Michael St Clair, has now entered the eastern shires. He moves in disguise from this house to that, given protection by the great Catholic families. We want him caught as well.’

‘Find him, Andrew!’ Walsingham had ordered. ‘You are the Queen’s own agent. You work for the Office of the Night. You deal in shadows, those things which hang between heaven and hell. The Queen herself is deeply interested in this matter.’

Cavendish had agreed. The Queen, Secretary Cecil and Master Walsingham had a great fear of witchcraft, warlocks and the power of magic. He felt tempted to ask why but a good agent, or scurrier as  Walsingham nicknamed his men, never asked, they simply obeyed.

Cavendish gathered the reins in his hands and suppressed a thrill of excitement. He had been successful! St Clair was on the road somewhere outside Colchester while he had a description of Master Frogmore. Walsingham and Cowper would be delighted at his news. Cavendish leaned down and patted his horse’s neck.

‘You’ve had your rest, girl!’ He took one look at the crossroads. ‘We’ll keep heading south, stop at the next farm or village.’

Cavendish dug in his spurs and the huge, deep-breasted gelding cantered along the moonlit trackway. Cavendish forced himself to relax. If his horse kept up this quick pace, he’d travel as long as he could despite the cold and loneliness. They passed a gallows, the horse shying at the crumbling skeleton in its iron gibbet.

‘If there’s a gallows,’ Cavendish joked, ‘there must be a manor house or village nearby.’

He turned a corner. The trackway dipped as it ran between the enclosing hedgerows. Cavendish was about to ride on when, out of the trees along the side of the road, slipped a horse and rider. Cavendish immediately reined in, his hand going to the horse pistol.

‘Stand aside!’ he shouted. ‘I bear the Queen’s commission!’

‘And I bear the Lord of Hell’s!’ came the mocking reply.

Cavendish fumbled at the pouch but horse and rider were on him. Cavendish glimpsed eyes gleaming behind the mask, the glint of a dagger; even as he  tried to move, the razor-edged blade caught him neatly across the neck, biting deep into the skin and bone. Cavendish, choking on his blood, swayed in the saddle. Images teemed through his dying brain before he toppled into the cold, waiting darkness.

His opponent seized the reins of Cavendish’s horse, murmuring to it quietly. He dismounted and turned Cavendish over, carefully searching the dead man’s wallet and pockets for documents. Once he was satisfied, he cut away the man’s leather jerkin and shirt so the skin above his heart was exposed. The Soul Slayer stared up at the sky; he mouthed a prayer and, as carefully and as expertly as a barber’s surgeon, he thrust his dagger into the warm flesh, digging deep for Cavendish’s heart.




PROLOGUE II

The Tower of London: December 1564

Elizabeth I, Queen of England, sat at the top of the great oaken table in a chamber above St John’s Chapel in the soaring keep of her country’s principal fortress. Elizabeth had pulled back the veil which protected her white, painted face and carmined lips: her red hair was held in place by a small, jewelled cap which her ladies had pinned so expertly before her yeomen of guard had escorted her from Whitehall to her black galley for a journey up the Thames to meet this, her Office of the Night, at the Tower.

Elizabeth was not pleased. The black galley was comfortable; she had been wrapped in furs while small warming-pans had been placed in the muffler covering her feet and legs. Nevertheless, the river wind had been biting cold and Elizabeth had to miss the elaborate masque so carefully prepared for her by the love of her heart, sweet Robin Dudley. She really should be with him, leaping high in the galliard or allowing Robin to sit on a sequinned stool beside her and whisper subtle flatteries, contrived conceits about how he loved her, how she was his mistress, the queen of his heart, the ruler of his soul . . . Such  pleasantries were a welcome relief from the tedium of Council business! As Elizabeth pulled at the fur doublet over her black damask dress, the starched ruff around the collar caught at her chin and made her wince.

‘It’s cold in here!’ she snapped.

‘Madame, madame.’ William Cecil, sitting on her left, pointed to the log fire crackling merrily in the hearth. ‘The room is stifling warm.’

‘More braziers could be wheeled in.’

‘Perhaps you have a chill?’

Elizabeth’s green, cat-like eyes blinked. She looked away.

‘I have no chill!’ she retorted.

She smiled dazzlingly at her principal Secretary of State. Cecil beamed back, but his smile faded as the Queen leaned across, a vicious pout to her lips, and tugged his small goatee beard spitefully.

‘I am your Queen, Master Cecil. My health is good; indeed, it has never been better!’

Cecil forced a smile. ‘Of course, your majesty,’ he whispered. ‘I was just concerned.’

Elizabeth withdrew her hand and slouched further down the great throne-like chair. She looked up at the roof.

‘I hate this place,’ she whispered. ‘My good half-sister Mary brought me here. I came through Traitor’s Gate. I thought I would never leave.’

The room fell silent as the Queen pretended to become lost in a reverie. Furtively she glanced across the table; Walsingham was dressed, as usual, in black from head to toe, apart from the white ruff at his neck. The Queen studied those hooded eyes, swarthy skin and carefully dressed hair, the neatly cut beard and  moustache. Walsingham could be taken for a popish priest or puritan. He caught her gaze and winked. ‘Black Tom’ was not frightened. In these matters, he whistled up the tune and was master of the dance.

Elizabeth’s gaze shifted to the man on Walsingham’s left, William Cowper, with his boyish, clean-shaven face, white hair and deep-set light-blue eyes. Cowper was an albino yet his strange looks hid a sharp brain and even keener wits. A veritable limner, Master Cowper: one of Walsingham’s best hunting dogs, he always flushed out his quarry and never left the hunt until it was brought down.

‘Well, well!’ Elizabeth rapped the table with her knuckles. ‘Here we are in the Tower at the dead of night to discuss the affairs of the Office of the Night.’

The Queen smiled thinly at her play on words but the three men stared stonily back. Elizabeth hid her annoyance. This was ‘Black Tom’s’ idea, yet one she had taken up so fervently. She was safe against spies, conspirators, traitors’ plot and counter-plot, but magic? The work of warlocks, the practitioners of the gibbet rites? They were a different matter. Hadn’t her own mother, so rumour claimed, won her place in Henry’s heart by witchcraft only to be destroyed by the same means? Catherine de Medici of France had a whole gaggle of astronomers and astrologers; Elizabeth was no different. She was not concerned about the fortune-tellers, the quacks who sheltered in their booths at St Bartholomew’s Fair. The real wizards and witches were those who could perform the three-day fast and summon up powers, and they had to be controlled. The Office of the Night had been set  up to scrutinise anyone who might threaten her or the throne.

‘The Soul Slayer.’ Walsingham decided to waste no more time.

Elizabeth moved quickly in her chair; the spymaster knew he now had her full attention. No more games, teasing or coquetry.

‘What about him?’ the Queen hissed.

‘He is in England, we know that!’

Elizabeth let her breath out in one long gasp.

‘Why?’

‘We don’t know.’

‘What’s his disguise?’

Walsingham pulled a face, his heavy-lidded gaze never leaving that of the Queen.

‘He has probably taken another man’s identity . . .’

‘Do, please tell me,’ the Queen beat her fist on the table, ‘what you know rather than what you don’t!’

‘We know he came from the Baltic lands. A captain of a ship out of Oslo believes he landed in Ipswich. We sent one of our best men, Andrew Cavendish, into Essex.’

‘And?’

‘Cavendish is dead.’ Cowper’s words were soft and sibilant. ‘Murdered by the Soul Slayer. His corpse was found under some bracken in a ditch on the road from Chelmsford. His throat was cut, his heart scooped out like a child would cream with a spoon.’

Elizabeth blanched. ‘And what else?’ she asked.

‘We don’t know,’ Cowper continued, ‘why the Soul Slayer has returned to England. He may be here to do a mischief, to strengthen his powers or simply hide before travelling on elsewhere.’

‘And you have no evidence as to his whereabouts?’

‘We have done some searches.’ Walsingham spoke up. ‘By a system of elimination we think he is still in Essex. It’s only a matter of time before we hunt him down.’ He pointed at his companion. ‘Master Cowper has been keen in the hunt; for months, years, he has pursued this warlock from afar.’

‘But why should he come here?’ Elizabeth insisted. ‘Unless he’s to be used by our enemies?’

‘That may be so,’ Cowper replied. ‘But he could also be here for his own nefarious purposes.’ He saw the questioning look in the Queen’s face. ‘The Soul Slayer,’ Cowper hurried on, ‘is a remarkable warlock. He is a true follower of Satan. He made a compact with hell and, in return, has received certain powers.’

Elizabeth sat back in her chair. She watched this strangest of men pick at a loose sliver of wood on the table. Outside the wind beat against the mullioned glass and shook the shutters, while one of the ravens cawed fiercely against the growing night storm.

‘We are waiting, Master Cowper.’

‘It is hard to believe,’ her agent continued, ‘but the Soul Slayer is a warlock who has entered into a contract of blood with the powers of darkness. He chooses his victim and kills him or her. He plucks out the heart and uses this in horrid sacrifice to develop and strengthen his powers.’

‘So, these powers have to be replenished?’ Cecil intervened.

‘Oh yes.’

‘And so he needs a steady trickle of victims?’

‘Stream would be the correct word,’ Cowper asserted. ‘The more victims, the greater the strength!’

‘And what are these powers?’ Elizabeth asked impatiently.

‘From the little we know, the Soul Slayer’s physical and mental strengths increase. He is impervious to cold, hunger, thirst and enjoys great physical and mental prowess.’

‘The same,’ Elizabeth snapped, ‘could be said for a horse which is well fed!’

Cowper ignored Cecil’s titter of laughter.

‘Your majesty, can a horse become a greyhound?’

The Queen’s jaw dropped. She even forgot to cover her blackening teeth.

‘Master Cowper, you jest?’

‘Your majesty, I do not. We know that the Soul Slayer can, for a short time, adopt the guise of one of his victims.’

‘So, how can he be pursued?’

‘With great cunning, your majesty. The only real sign is an inverted cross above his own heart.’

‘What else?’ Elizabeth asked. She pressed her hands against the table to fend off a feeling of unreality as well as the hell-spawned horror now being described.

‘He is well named a Soul Slayer.’ Cowper ran a finger round his collar.

Elizabeth noticed that, like Walsingham, the albino was dressed in black from head to toe except for the high-collared white shirt under his leather doublet.

‘Apparently the Soul Slayer is interested only in certain victims. He wishes to take men and women whose lives, whose moral state has made them vulnerable. Once he has killed them and plucked out their hearts, he can not only take on their form and shape but call on their soul to do his bidding.’

‘Like a noisome spirit?’

‘Yes, your majesty.’

‘And what can this spirit do?’

‘Wreak havoc. Tip a pot of oil onto a fire, weaken the structure of a bridge, dislodge a stone or boulder so it falls on the rider below. Arrange for a tree, half-rotten and bending, to topple at a precise time. The list is endless.’

‘You know a great deal about him.’

Cowper just smiled thinly.

‘He can be hired?’ Elizabeth asked.

‘We suspect,’ Walsingham replied, ‘that there are powers in Europe, and beyond, who would pay heavily for his services.’

‘And these could include our enemies?’

‘Your majesty, you have said it.’

‘And can this Soul Slayer be destroyed?’ Cecil asked, glaring across at Walsingham.

‘We don’t know,’ the spymaster replied. ‘We think he can. We do know others are hunting him.’

‘The Jesuits?’

‘Yes, the Jesuit, Michael St Clair.’

‘Who, what is this?’ Elizabeth asked.

‘Madame.’ Walsingham displayed his teeth in what he considered a grin. ‘The Jesuits are no strangers to you.’ He sniffed. ‘They are a highly organised, well-trained society of popish priests. They have allegiance to their superior general and to the Pope. Their main task is to preach and use all their powers to check, and eventually destroy, our Reformed Faith.’

‘Yes, yes, I know all about the Jesuits!’ Elizabeth snapped. ‘They slip into my realm and hide like rats in this house or that. We’ve hanged enough, and we’ll  probably hang some more, but what have they to do with this Soul Slayer?’

‘Cavendish did despatch one letter to us.’

Walsingham glanced quickly at his lieutenant.

‘He stumbled on the fact,’ Cowper declared, ‘that a Jesuit, Michael St Clair, was also pursuing the Soul Slayer. Shortly after the warlock landed in England St Clair followed. He, too, is disguised and, being a Catholic priest, moves from one Catholic family to another. He probably uses his priesthood to acquire knowledge on the whereabouts of his quarry. We believe St Clair has been sent by the Jesuit Order in Rome to hunt down and destroy the Soul Slayer.’

‘So, if we hunt St Clair,’ Cecil remarked. ‘He will lead us to the Soul Slayer?’

‘He might also,’ Cowper added, ‘inform us how to destroy him.’

‘Destroy him?’ Elizabeth rapped the table. ‘Who said, Master Cowper, that this being was to be destroyed? And if he is to be,’ she added hastily, ‘I would like to see him first.’

‘So, what do you propose?’ Cecil asked Walsingham.

‘Master Cowper here will leave London for Essex tomorrow. He will bear her majesty’s commission, a warrant to carry out her will in whatever matter be assigned to him.’

Elizabeth agreed.

‘Cowper will hunt down both St Clair and this Soul Slayer,’ Walsingham continued. ‘If he has good fortune, this will happen soon.’ Walsingham clicked his tongue and hid his own secret doubts. ‘Master Cowper has a passion for capturing this warlock.’

‘Let it be done,’ Elizabeth whispered. She pointed down the table at Cowper. ‘And, Master Cowper,  remember Cavendish’s fate. You are only to return with the Soul Slayer either dead or in chains, nothing else!’
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