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  PROLOGUE




  London, England, 1656




  Matthew Hopkins, the Witch Hunter General, offered his prisoner a friendly smile. ‘Well, Nicolas?’ he said. ‘Don’t you

  want to come outside? Breathe God’s fresh air?’




  Ragged, pale, stooped in chains, Nicolas Murrell emerged blinking on to the roof of Cromwell Tower. A warm summer breeze blew the prison shadows away, and for a heartbreaking moment he let his

  mind soar free.




  How long have I been here? he thought. Three days? Three weeks?




  It felt like forever.




  Not long ago he had been a feared outlaw and demonologist leading a coven of witches against the Order of Witch Hunters. But now his plans were nothing but ashes in his mouth, and all he had to

  look forward to was a slow death at the hands of Hopkins, his bitterest enemy.




  Murrell stood tall. I am not afraid.




  ‘Clank, clank, clank.’ Hopkins smiled, taking Murrell’s arm and leading him down the flagstone path.




  Trellissed roses engorged the air with perfume; bees droned among the petals, sun-drunk and greedy for pollen.




  ‘You’ve been my guest at the Tower for a month and have yet to speak a single word,’ Hopkins said with a shake of his head.




  As he walked Murrell stole a glance at his captor. A comfortably lived middle age had softened his face – but his eyes, oh yes, they were as hard as ever.




  ‘Such a shame, because old acquaintances like us have so much to talk about.’ Hopkins paused to pinch a rose from its stem and let it fall. ‘Diseased. Rotten.’ He crushed

  it under his boot. ‘Like so much else in this world.’




  On they went until they emerged into a perfectly manicured garden of raised flower beds basking in the sun. Sprays of poppies, bursts of marigolds, swollen, heart-shaped tulips – red

  everywhere Murrell looked. Red. Blood-red. The colour of Hopkins’ murderous Order.




  ‘Welcome to my respite,’ Hopkins said. ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’




  Murrell hid his queasiness behind a blank stare. Far below spread London, her rooftops, towers and spires shimmering under a heat haze.




  This monstrous Tower rises higher than every building in the city, he thought. It must be visible from miles around.




  ‘I tend my garden and it repays me with beauty and colour.’ Hopkins gestured around him. ‘And in that spirit I keep you safe from those clamouring for your execution, yet you

  give me nothing in return. Whatever happened to quid pro quo?’




  The sun glowered down like a swollen eye. Murrell blinked and sweated. I am not afraid, he thought. I am not . . . afraid.




  ‘I already know a lot,’ Hopkins continued, plucking out a thorn that had embedded itself in his finger. ‘David Drake, that Witch Finder’s boy you tangled with, he’s

  told us what you and your Coven were doing at Rivenpike. Tut, tut! Consorting with demons and practising black magic to try and overthrow my beloved Order? Still, old habits, eh,

  Nicolas?’




  Murrell watched as a robin with a lame leg tucked into his feathers hopped out from a nearby hedge. Was he mistaken, or was the little bird watching him back?




  ‘Drake is cooperating.’ Hopkins licked the blood from his finger. ‘If only you would do the same – it would make our lives so much easier.’




  The robin hopped closer, head cocked, black eyes shining.




  ‘You’re probably wondering why I’ve not been administering to you in the usual ways this time,’ Hopkins said with a smile. ‘Well, I tried that before and

  it got me nowhere. Even when I -’ he imitated a pair of scissors with his fingers – ‘snipped bits off you. It seems like a long time ago now, doesn’t it? Do you

  remember?’




  Murrell felt an itch where his thumb used to be. He remembered. He remembered that night very well.




  ‘So I’ve decided to take a more radical approach to our situation. This way, please.’ Butterflies swarmed around Hopkins as he set off down another path; for a precious moment

  he disappeared from view.




  Seizing his chance, Murrell picked the unresisting robin up and felt a warm connection between them. Giddy with relief, he recited some magic words then whispered, ‘Greetings, my new

  friend. Will you be a quick and secret familiar for me? Will you help me escape this prison?’




  ‘I will,’ the robin replied with a soothing pulse of magic. ‘My name is Thorn, and you are not alone any more.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Murrell breathed, letting the robin flutter away. ‘Thank you . . .’




  Hopkins was waiting for him by a low metal hatch built into the battlements. At his signal, two soldiers appeared seemingly from nowhere and grabbed Murrell’s arms.




  ‘I call this the Oven,’ Hopkins said, wrenching the hatch open. ‘It used to be a coal scuttle, and as you can see it’s quite small.’




  Quite small? Murrell thought. It’s tiny! Surely he doesn’t mean . . . Fear stole his breath as he realized what Hopkins was about to do.




  Hopkins poked his head into the darkness. ‘Goodness, it’s like a furnace in here!’ He re-emerged with a smile and nodded to the guards, who tightened their grip around

  Murrell’s neck and thrust him through the hatch.




  The confines forced him to tilt his head to one side and draw his knees up to his chin. He gasped. Where there should have been air there was only heat, prickling his scalp and scouring his

  throat.




  ‘You can cooperate,’ Hopkins said, ‘or you can roast. It’s your choice.’




  The last thing Murrell saw before the hatch clanged shut was the Witch Hunter General picking up a snail from the path and tossing it over the battlements.
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  FIRE MAGIC
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  Here beginneth auspiciously the second part of this work.




  Malleus Maleficarum or The Witch Hammer




  by Jacob Sprenger
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  Hazel opened her heart and let the magic loose. Fire washed through her, heating her blood. She breathed in brimstone, feeling powerful, feeling

  dangerous.




  Titus’s words echoed through her mind: You must understand your magic, and learn how to control it. Planting her feet further apart, she adjusted her balance as the fire inside

  intensified. Her heart raced, each beat booming into the next, faster and faster.




  I’m a Wielder, she thought. A Fire Witch, and I am in control.




  The moon was only a sickle in the sky, but the forest clearing lit up bright as day when Hazel engulfed herself in a blazing cocoon of magic. Firelight burnished the trees and shimmered through

  the leaves.




  She focused on a dark figure standing twenty paces away – tall, crooked and with a swollen, misshapen head. A demon, a monster, an enemy to be burned . . . The flames roared louder as she

  willed them into a swirling ball around her left fist.




  Aim for the head . . .




  Placing her weight on to her back foot, Hazel cocked her arm, swivelled, and with a grunt of effort hurled the fireball in one smooth motion. It raced away, a yellow comet trailing smoke, and

  she knew straight away that she’d got it wrong.




  Too much force . . . It’s going to . . .




  The figure smashed backwards into a tree and exploded in an eye-scorching flash. Hazel covered her face against the blast. By the time she looked up the fire had dissipated, leaving behind the

  smell of smoke and a few smouldering patches of grass. She sank to her knees, shaking with exhaustion.




  A man in a long black coat emerged from behind a tree and grimly surveyed the devastation. ‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘Well done. Very controlled.’




  ‘I’m sure no one in a ten-mile radius saw that little display,’ the dormouse perched on his hat added.




  Hazel stood up, smoothed the wildness out of her deep red hair with all the dignity at her disposal and snapped at the mouse: ‘Bramley, I’m really not in the mood for your sarcasm.

  And Titus, I’m doing my best, aren’t I?’




  ‘Your best isn’t good enough,’ the old man said as he strode up to her. His name was Titus White, and Hazel had employed him to help find her mother after she had been

  kidnapped by the demonologist, Nicolas Murrell. ‘You’ve been practising wielding for weeks and you’re still hopeless.’




  Bramley, Hazel’s closest friend and magical familiar, jumped on to her shoulder and buried himself in her hair.




  ‘I hit the targets now,’ Hazel said hotly. ‘Every time.’




  ‘Yes, and every damn thing around them.’ Titus picked up the smoking remains of the scarecrow and threw it on the pile with the others she’d immolated that night. He snapped

  his fingers. ‘Come with me, girl.’




  Hazel kicked at the ground and followed him to the edge of the clearing. Dusky fields and forests sloped down towards a vast constellation of twinkling lights.




  ‘Look down there,’ Titus said. ‘That’s London. We’ll be there tomorrow, and if anyone gets the slightest whiff of your magic then you and me both will be arrested

  and sent to the pyres.’




  ‘I never asked you to come with me,’ Hazel said, folding her arms. ‘You insisted.’




  ‘Yes, because your mother would have wanted me to,’ Titus said. ‘And I’ll do right by her or slit my own throat.’




  ‘So what are you complaining about then?’




  ‘I’m complaining because I know she’d want me to stop you from pursuing your plan to rescue her.’




  ‘I can’t leave her in Baal’s clutches – who knows what torment that demon is putting her through?’ A ripple of fire ran through Hazel’s hair. ‘I’m

  getting her back, Titus, and you can’t stop me.’




  ‘I can lock you in a chest,’ he growled.




  Hazel glared at him. ‘Just you try! I’ll burn my way out.’




  ‘Damn it all, girl, can’t you listen to reason? Murrell is the Order’s prisoner. For all we know he might already be dead. And even if by some miracle you do get to speak to

  him, why would he help you, the girl whose interference got him arrested in the first place?’




  ‘I don’t know, but I’m going to try anyway.’ Hazel stomped back into the clearing. ‘Stay here if you want – I don’t need your help.’




  ‘And what about Bramley?’ Titus called after her. ‘Does he get a choice about the peril you’re dragging him into?’




  Titus’s huge horse Ajax was tethered to a tree. Hazel stopped to run her hand down his nose. ‘I’m doing the right thing,’ she murmured, and as if sensing her doubt the

  faithful old stallion gave her a gentle nuzzle.




  Leaving him to his grass, Hazel climbed into the enclosed wagon that she and Titus called home. The one-room interior, complete with bunk beds, table and workbench, was its usual wondrous mess.

  Books, maps and strange mechanical devices lay scattered over every surface. A stove glowed contentedly with a pan of milk simmering on top.




  Hazel breathed deeply, feeling some of her anxiety fall away; the wagon had been her home for the past few weeks and she’d grown to love it.




  ‘You’re very quiet, Bram,’ she said, plucking her tiny familiar from her hair and holding him in the palm of her hand.




  ‘I’m tired,’ Bramley said irritably, trying to scrabble back up into Hazel’s tangled red locks. ‘I’ve only had three naps today.’




  ‘You understand why I’m going to London, don’t you?’ Hazel said, lifting him to eye level. ‘Every second Ma spends trapped in the Underworld, it hurts me. I feel it

  in my heart, a sort of wrenching and twisting. I have to try and save her, and I need you—’




  ‘To help,’ he finished, hopping on to the table. ‘It’s all right, Hazel, I want to. You’re my witch, so where you go, I go too.’




  Before she had a chance to ask if he really meant it, Titus threw open the door and stormed inside. ‘That’s right, girl, keep running away. It’s easy to ignore the brutal truth

  if you refuse to look it in the eye, isn’t it?’




  ‘The truth?’ Angry magic fizzed through Hazel’s hair. ‘Is that what you want? Then how about this for a dose? You’re a washed-up drunkard, Titus White, and

  it’s your neglect that drove your apprentice away to side with the Witch Hunters.’




  ‘And it was you that nearly got him killed by that spider-demon!’ Titus bellowed, making a lunge for her.




  Hazel darted behind the table, gathering an apple-sized ball of magic between her hands. Ensuring it was not hot enough to hurt, she threw it at Titus’s chest. Surprised, he cried out and

  fell backwards into a chair.




  Before either of them could land another blow, either verbal or physical, Bramley let out a warning flash of his own fire magic. ‘Can you two please, for once, just try to get

  along?’ he squeaked. ‘Hazel – although Titus has many faults and bad habits, he’s our friend and we need his help.’




  ‘But—’ Hazel began.




  ‘Hush!’ Bramley turned to Titus. ‘Titus – Hazel is stubborn and will do whatever she wants no matter what we say. So we may as well rub along together and get on with it,

  hadn’t we?’ His whiskery frown deepened. ‘Hadn’t we?’




  Hazel’s anger was already slipping away. She knew blaming Titus for David’s betrayal wasn’t fair. After all, she was the one who had employed the two of them to help find her

  mother, so the trouble they had got into since was all down to her.




  ‘You know, Hazel,’ Titus said, patting himself down to check for injuries, ‘I thought I’d hate it when Bramley decided he was going to talk to me as if he were my

  familiar, but he does occasionally speak sense.’




  ‘I suppose he does sometimes,’ Hazel admitted. She took Titus’s hand and helped him up.




  ‘Your aim’s improved,’ he said, brushing off his coat.




  Hazel shrugged. ‘I suppose it depends on how angry I am with the target.’




  Titus’s mouth twitched with a smile. ‘And your magic – it was cold.’




  ‘I wanted to hit you, not burn you alive.’ Hazel looked away. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled.




  ‘Friends again?’ Bramley said, climbing into his favourite teacup and yawning mightily. ‘Good.’




  Titus sat down at the table and began to clean out his pipe bowl. Hazel poured them both some warm milk from the stove and sank down on to her bunk.




  ‘So, we’ll be in London tomorrow?’ she said.




  ‘Aye. We’ll leave the wagon here and ride the rest of the way on Ajax. If David really is working with the Witch Hunters he’s most likely told them all about us, so we need to

  travel incognito.’




  ‘Huh! David . . .’ Bramley said. ‘Nasty little turncoat.’




  Hazel stared into the milk. David Drake, Titus’s former apprentice. Brave, courteous and handsome – at least he had been until Spindle the spider-demon had poisoned him and cost him

  an eye. My fault, she thought. Not Titus’s. Mine.




  The three companions sat in silence for a while as the leaves outside hissed like shingle on a beach.




  ‘Your mother would want me to stop you, you know,’ Titus said.




  ‘I know.’




  ‘But I can’t, can I?’




  Hazel didn’t look up. ‘No.’




  Titus sighed and put his pipe back in his pocket. ‘It’s no wonder I’m driven to drink.’




  ‘I need your help,’ Hazel said softly. ‘I really can’t do this without you.’




  ‘I’m still here, aren’t I?’ Titus tossed a blanket over her head. ‘Now get some sleep, you foolish witch. For who knows what tomorrow will bring?’




  ‘Trouble, that’s what,’ Bramley muttered from his teacup. ‘And strife.’
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  AT THE GATES
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  ‘I resolved to go to London, the theatre




  of all my misery to come.’




  Joseph Cotton (died of plague in 1655)
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  ‘Well, there it is,’ Titus said, drawing Ajax to a halt on the brow of a sunlit hill. ‘London.’




  Hazel lifted herself up in the saddle and peered over his shoulder. ‘Oh my . . .’




  A city covered the valley floor, brown and hazy under the smoke from fifty thousand chimneys. Church spires, towers and temples pierced the rooftops, and through the middle of it all looped a

  wide grey river. Tenements and warehouses lined the north bank, leaning forward as if struggling to hold back the crush of buildings behind them.




  Hazel shook her head in wonder. ‘It’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.’




  ‘It stinks, even from here,’ Bramley squeaked from the brim of her hat.




  ‘He’s right. The place is a cesspit,’ Titus said, urging Ajax onward.




  They followed a lane along the edge of the forest until it joined a cobbled road heaving with traffic: farmers drove livestock, traders pushed handcarts, and pedlars with bulging panniers slung

  over their shoulders shouted out their wares. All were heading to London.




  Titus urged Ajax into the flow behind a swaying hay wain. Hazel hardly knew where to look; she had never seen so many people before. I wonder if any of them are witches, keeping their powers

  secret like me? Bramley, who disliked noise, buried himself in her hair.




  Titus bought a pie from a hawker on the side of the road and handed it to Hazel. ‘Remember – we run a rat-catching business, I’m Mr Arthur Lowe, and you’re my daughter,

  Demelza.’




  ‘Why do I have to have such a silly name?’ Hazel said through a mouthful of pastry.




  ‘I had a dog called Demelza once, so it’ll be easy for me to remember.’




  Bramley stirred mischievously behind her ear. ‘You do look like a Demelza. It suits you.’




  ‘We’re nearly at the gate,’ Titus said. ‘Make sure your rat stays hidden.’




  ‘How dare you!’ Bramley squeaked. ‘I’m a dormouse, and—’




  ‘Hush, Bram,’ Hazel said. ‘You can scold him after we’re inside. For now just stay out of sight.’




  The wheat fields and pastures came to an abrupt halt at the foot of a gigantic earthwork wall, a remnant from the Witch War encircling the whole of London. The wooden parapets were long-gone and

  grass now grew on its slopes, but the stone-fortified gate ahead was still a formidable defence.




  Soldiers wearing lobster-pot helmets interrogated everyone before letting them pass, and Hazel’s heartbeat quickened as they edged closer; she felt horribly conspicuous, as if her magic

  was plain for all to see.




  ‘Here we go,’ Titus muttered as one of the soldiers beckoned them over with his billhook.




  ‘State your business,’ he said.




  ‘I’m Arthur Lowe, a rat-catcher from Bristol,’ Titus said, affecting a West Country burr.




  The soldier turned his keen gaze on to Hazel. ‘And you?’




  ‘Lizzie Lowe,’ Hazel said. ‘Apprentice rat-catcher and company bookkeeper.’




  ‘Rat-catchers, eh?’ The soldier frowned. ‘Where’re your cages? Haven’t you got any ferrets?’




  ‘My brother’s following later with our gear,’ Hazel replied.




  The soldier grunted. ‘Off your horse, the both of you. I need to check you for plague signs.’




  ‘But we’re fit as fleas,’ Titus said amicably. ‘No plague on us.’




  ‘Are you going to cause me trouble?’ The soldier hefted his billhook.




  ‘No, sir,’ Hazel said, jabbing Titus in the ribs. ‘We’re happy to help.’




  She dismounted and allowed the soldier to tip her head back with his gloved hand and examine her neck for buboes; it was clear he was reluctant to touch her in case she was infected.




  ‘You seem all right,’ he said after checking them both. ‘But if you want to stay plague-free be careful where you go. Southwark’s rife with it, so be warned.’




  ‘That’s why we’re here,’ Titus said, remounting Ajax and helping Hazel up behind him. ‘We’ll soon get rid of the vermin—’




  ‘Vermin ain’t the cause,’ the soldier said. ‘It’s those filthy witch prisoners the Order has penned up on the river.’




  ‘Oh, aye? Many of them, are there?’




  ‘Hundreds. Locked up in a prison hulk and breathing foul vapours everywhere. They’re the cause of this outbreak, mark my words.’




  ‘Burn the lot of them, I say,’ Hazel said, tasting the ugliness of the words.




  ‘Beats me why they don’t! Hopkins ain’t doing the job he’s paid for . . .’ The soldier trailed off. ‘Well, I think I’ve said enough. On you

  go.’




  ‘Much obliged to you,’ Titus said, tipping his hat as he urged Ajax on.




  ‘Think fast, girl!’ the soldier called as he lobbed a pear at Hazel, who caught it one-handed.




  ‘Thanks!’ she called back.




  ‘I said your name was Demelza,’ Titus said as they entered the gatehouse.




  ‘My name, my choice.’ Hazel polished the pear on her dress. ‘And I prefer Lizzie – after Queen Elizabeth Tudor. You told me she liked witches.’




  ‘Yes, well, things are different now, so have a care. The Witch Hunters will be looking for us, so keep the story straight and your magic hidden.’




  ‘And that means controlling your temper,’ Bramley added.




  ‘Stop nagging, the both of you,’ Hazel said. ‘I’m the most even-tempered person you could ever wish to meet.’




  ‘If that’s the case, we’re doomed,’ Bramley groaned.
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  THE BANNERED MARE




  [image: ]




  Southwark is an abominable sink of




  beastliness and corruption.




  The Prudent Traveller by Gerhardt Ohler
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  Southwark High Road struck a straight line between handsome timbered houses all the way to London Bridge and the Thames. It was market day, and a

  swirling sea of people flowed around stalls and handcarts, bartering for everything from hats to honey-bread. From her vantage point on Ajax, Hazel saw a water-seller struggling under the weight of

  his tanks; a printer with ink-stained fingers hawking news pamphlets; two noblemen in frock coats and wigs walking arm in arm out of a haberdashery, and a beggar child creeping behind them with her

  eyes fixed on their pockets.




  ‘Stop fidgeting, girl,’ Titus snapped as Hazel wriggled behind him. ‘Keep still!’




  ‘I want to see what’s happening.’




  ‘Oh, come here.’ Titus lifted her up and sat her in front of him. ‘Happy now?’




  Hazel grinned and nodded.




  ‘Well, I’m not,’ Bramley said from behind her ear. ‘This place is far too noisy. And what if I fall? I’ll be trampled into mush under all those feet.’




  A butcher emerged from his shop and hurled a bucket of offal into the gutter. Mangy dogs and even mangier children dived in to fight over the scraps.




  ‘Watch it, idiot!’ Titus shouted.




  The butcher made a gesture that Hazel supposed was extremely rude and stomped back inside.




  ‘When was the last time you were in London?’ she asked.




  ‘About a thousand years ago,’ Titus replied. ‘The College of Witch Finders was based in Baynards Castle, although I spent most of my time on the road – I never did like

  staying in one place for too long.’




  ‘Where do you think they’ll be keeping Murrell?’ Bramley said.




  ‘They probably have him in the Tower of London, but I know a place where we can find out for sure.’




  ‘You’re taking us to a tavern, aren’t you?’ Hazel said, digging her elbow into Titus’s ribs.




  ‘I am, and for three good reasons. One, we need a discreet place to stay. Two, information. If you want to know anything, a tavern is the best place to ask. And

  three—’




  ‘So you can get drunk,’ Bramley said.




  ‘Now listen, girl and her rat,’ Titus growled. ‘We’ve been travelling for nearly a month. My arse is aching, my spirits are low, and this fool’s errand is likely to

  be the death of me. So, yes, I’m bloody well going to have a drink.’




  ‘I think it’s best we don’t argue about this,’ Bramley whispered. Hazel was inclined to agree.




  Titus steered Ajax out of the crowd and down a quiet side street. Here, the eaves of the houses on either side were so close together they had to ride down the middle to avoid hitting their

  heads. The clamour of the crowd receded, the smell of refuse grew.




  Hazel’s initial excitement at entering the city was slowly replaced by an unnerving claustrophobia. There were too many people, too many soldiers, too many walls and gates . . .




  Bramley stroked her neck with his tail as they made their slow, crooked way deeper into Southwark’s backstreet maze – an airless, decaying place where the people they passed were

  dirty and thin and watched them through narrowed eyes.




  ‘They don’t like strangers around here,’ Titus said.




  ‘And we’re already a pretty strange bunch,’ Bramley said.




  At last they emerged into a sunlit courtyard. On the far side was a thatched tavern with a timber balcony and a sign in the shape of a rearing horse.




  ‘I’m glad to find my legs still work,’ Titus said as he dismounted and stretched enough to make his joints crack.




  A grubby boy with strands of straw in his hair emerged from a stable. ‘Staying at the Bannered Mare, mister?’ he asked.




  ‘We are.’ Titus flipped him a coin. ‘This is my horse, Ajax. He needs fresh oats and a brush down.’




  The boy nodded and took the reins as Hazel slid off the saddle and joined Titus by the door.




  He looked down at her. ‘Rat-catchers, right?’




  ‘Right. And I’m Elizabeth, right?’




  Titus grunted and led the way into a low-ceilinged barroom with a scattering of early afternoon patrons. Hazel was pleased to find it cool and filled with a not unpleasant smell of tobacco and

  ale.




  There was no one serving at the bar so Titus turned to a ferocious-looking woman sloshing her mop over the floor. ‘Excuse me, madam . . . ?’




  ‘Mr Treacher!’ she bellowed without looking up.




  A cheerful voice echoed from a back room. ‘Coming, my little dove!’




  Titus raised an eyebrow at Hazel, and she hid a smile behind her hand.




  A barrel-shaped man with a nose the colour of claret appeared behind the bar. ‘There she is,’ he said. ‘The woman I married. Red-faced and furious, just the way I like

  her.’




  ‘A fine specimen of the fairer sex,’ Titus remarked.




  ‘Aye, that she is.’ Mr Treacher gave his wife an adoring look as she hurled the bucket of dirty mop water out of the front door, narrowly missing a passing gang of dockworkers.




  ‘My name is Mr Arthur Lowe,’ Titus said, ‘and I’ll have a pint of your best. And this is my daughter, Lizzie. She’ll have a small beer.’




  ‘I’d prefer water,’ Hazel said, hopping up on to a stool.




  ‘Water?’ Treacher laughed, handing Titus his drink. ‘I don’t recommend that, Lizzie.’




  ‘Why not?’




  Titus stared into his mug as if it contained the meaning of life and then took a long swallow. ‘London water’s not safe to drink,’ he said, wiping the froth from his moustache.

  ‘Small beer for you.’




  ‘All right. But I don’t want a small one. I’ll have a normal-sized one, please.’




  ‘Small doesn’t mean small as in small,’ Treacher said. ‘Small beer is watered-down ale you can drink without getting drunk.’




  ‘No fun at all,’ Titus said. ‘But perfect for little girls.’




  ‘Very well then, I’ll have a large small beer.’




  ‘Right you are,’ Treacher said.




  ‘I don’t suppose I get a drink?’ Bramley whispered in Hazel’s ear.




  ‘Do you have any rooms, Mr Treacher?’ Titus said.




  ‘We do,’ he replied, passing Hazel a mug. ‘Plenty, actually. Business is slow in the Bannered Mare, I’m afraid.’




  ‘Why’s that?’ Hazel asked.




  ‘There’s been a plague outbreak hereabouts.’




  ‘The soldier at the gates told us it was caused by the witch prisoners held by the Order,’ Hazel said. She took an experimental swallow of beer and found that it warmed her insides

  in a surprisingly pleasant way.




  ‘Mm, well, I don’t know about that,’ Treacher said. ‘I’m old enough to remember when witches weren’t blamed for every ill that blew in on the wind. Mrs

  Treacher’s grandmother – God rest her -had a touch of magic about her and she never did anyone any harm.’ He sighed. ‘Times have changed, and not for the better.’




  ‘Agreed.’ Titus lowered his voice. ‘We’ve also heard that the Witch Hunters have captured Nicolas Murrell.’




  Treacher nodded darkly. ‘Aye. Brought him in a few weeks ago. I heard he was trying to summon a demon by sacrificing children . . .’ He cast a glance at Hazel and trailed off.

  ‘I don’t know if it’s true or not, but plenty of folks are willing to believe it.’




  ‘Keeping him in the Tower, are they?’ Titus said.




  Treacher shook his head. ‘A prisoner as important as him will be locked up on Cromwell Island.’




  ‘What’s Cromwell Island?’ Hazel asked.




  Treacher leaned closer. ‘It’s the Witch Hunters’ new prison. They only finished it last year. Built it right in the middle of the Thames.’ He shuddered. ‘Terrible

  place. Escape-proof.’




  ‘An escape-proof island?’ Bramley squeaked. ‘That doesn’t sound too hopeful.’




  ‘There’s a view of it from London Bridge, if you’re curious,’ Treacher continued. ‘Right, I’ll get your rooms made up. You’d like some food in the

  meantime?’




  Hazel’s stomach rumbled. ‘Yes, please.’




  ‘And another ale,’ Titus said, tapping his mug.




  ‘Right you are.’




  Hazel and Titus found a quiet table in an adjoining room and sat down.




  ‘I told you we’d get news at an inn,’ Titus said.




  ‘I don’t like what the landlord said about that island,’ Bramley said, climbing into Hazel’s lap. ‘If it’s as impregnable as he says . . .’




  Hazel tapped him on the nose. ‘Let’s wait until we’ve seen it before we start panicking.’




  Mr Treacher brought over more ale and a board laden with bread and butter, cheese, and thick slices of ham. ‘Here you go. Let me know if you need anything else.’




  ‘There’s nothing there for me,’ Bramley whined.




  ‘I thought rats liked cheese,’ Titus said, tearing into the bread.




  Hazel saw Bramley bristle, so she hastily cut off a slice of her pear and put it on her lap for him to nibble on. They ate in silence until Titus leaned back in his chair and regarded Hazel from

  under his furrowed brow.




  ‘Well?’ she said, picking through the remains of the ham. ‘Spit it out.’




  ‘I want you to be prepared.’




  ‘Prepared for what?’




  ‘Failure. If my long and eventful life has taught me anything, it’s that things don’t often end happily.’ He looked down, lost in thought. ‘Hell, sometimes things

  don’t end at all, they just get worse.’




  Hazel looked at the Witch Finder’s craggy face and wondered, not for the first time, what hardships he’d endured over the years. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ she said.

  ‘But that’s not going to stop me trying.’




  ‘I admire your determination, but if a thing’s impossible, it’s impossible, and you just have to let it go, right?’




  Hazel folded her arms. ‘Wrong.’




  ‘Let’s just take a look at this island, shall we?’ Bramley said. ‘Then we can talk about what to do next.’




  Titus drained the last of his ale. ‘Well don’t say I didn’t warn you, slop-sprite.’




  They were about to leave when a dirty-haired girl in a ragged dress sidled up to their table and held out her hand. ‘Spare a coin for a plague orphan?’




  Titus turned his sternest glare on to her. ‘Do I look like I’m made of money?’




  Hazel smiled and slid the remains of the food across the table. ‘Here – have this.’




  ‘Not the pear!’ Bramley hissed at Hazel. ‘Oh, too late,’ he added dejectedly, as the girl hastily wrapped everything up in a grubby handkerchief.




  ‘How old are you?’ Titus asked.




  ‘Eight and a half,’ the girl replied.




  ‘Eight and a half?’ he boomed. ‘You look about six. I’ve seen more meat on a dirty fork.’




  Hazel kicked him under the table.




  ‘Oh, very well,’ he said, handing over a couple of coins. ‘Now, be off with you.’




  The girl gave a little bow and scampered away.




  ‘Too soft-hearted, that’s my trouble,’ Titus grumbled.




  Hazel snorted. ‘Come on, let’s take a look at this island.’




  





  4




  FLASK AND STUBB’S
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  ‘Thence to the coffee house.’




  Samuel Pepys, MP, JP, diarist




  [image: ]




  Tired as they were from their journey into Southwark, Hazel and Titus roused themselves and headed back out into the sultry, mid-afternoon sun.

  Bramley took residence behind Hazel’s ear and began to clean his whiskers of pear juice.




  ‘You’d better memorize the route, Hazel,’ Titus said. ‘If we lose each other you’ll need to find your way back here. Believe me, you don’t want to get lost in

  Southwark.’




  ‘Don’t worry about me. I have an excellent sense of direction.’




  ‘Since when?’ Bramley said.




  ‘Since always.’




  Titus stopped in the middle of the courtyard. ‘Prove it. Take us back to Southwark High Road.’




  ‘Fine.’ Hazel chose the alley that she was pretty certain they had arrived down. ‘It’s this way.’




  The heat trapped under the eaves prickled her skin with sweat and made her dress stick to her back. Lanes branched off in both directions, narrower still and quickly kinking out of sight.




  She stopped by a door with a large red cross painted on it. ‘What does that mean?’




  ‘It’s a warning to stay away,’ Titus replied. ‘Some poor wretch in there has got the plague, so they’ve been locked inside until they either recover, or

  die.’




  ‘But that’s terrible,’ Hazel said.




  ‘It’s the law – a precaution to stop the disease from spreading.’




  ‘Doesn’t anyone help them?’ Bramley asked.




  ‘Friends or neighbours might bring food.’ Titus shrugged. ‘But beyond that, no.’




  ‘Ma would be able to do something,’ Hazel said hotly. ‘She knows all sorts of healing spells. Don’t men like Hopkins realize that Wielders could make this city a better

  place?’
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