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Cold. Darkness.

Being dust, she is scattered in this place—etched into the walls, burned into the timbers. Without sight or sense, she has only thought. And what use is that? How long has it been, she wonders, since that bastard Robert Winter put her here? Days? Months? Years?

She reaches out, stretching for something, anything, but as always, only cold meets her fingers. Or what she imagines her fingers to be, in this haunted setting. For the hundredth time, she explores her memory, forcing herself to return to the events of that night. The past comes back to her now in a rush of images—birds teeming in a whirling mist, deafening caw-cawing, demonic ravens tearing at her skin, pulling her apart, blasting her very being to dust. Dissolved into nothingness, she exists only in darkness, only in this place.

She pushes the images away, strives to think of nothing.

But then, voices.

They have come before, these sounds from outside her world. They talk of property, of profit, of...but wait. This is new. This one voice, this old, wheezing voice, talks of—

Lizzie Pickin.

The witch cannot smile, but the thought is there—a thought that imagines a wide, white-toothed contortion, and the possibility of something new. 

Perhaps all is not lost. 

Perhaps this wheezing voice will come to her, will bring her back from this place.

Will bring her the chance of vengeance.
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Spittle Feyldes, London 1677

––––––––
[image: ]


Cutler stands back from the others, watching. He pulls his cloak around himself, the cold wind nipping at his fingers. Three more men arrive in a cart pulled by a fine pair of bay horses. As the passengers climb down, Cutler notes the quality of the clothes, the shine of their boots. No doubt they have more wealth than wisdom, which might go in his favour. 

The house—known as Northwinds—is more substantial than he expected, which means it’ll take longer to assess the worth of the goods on sale. More to the point, less chance to grab something worthwhile.

‘After a bargain?’ says a voice at his side. 

Cutler turns and offers a smile, trying to recall the man’s name. ‘Not I,’ he says. ‘My employer.’

The newcomer nods. ‘Beckett? Aye. Not one for splashin out.’

Knowing the observation is accurate, Cutler says nothing—Billy Beckett might be a commoner, but he’s dragged himself up from the mud of the marshes to become a retailer of all things bright and shiny.

The other man nods towards the back door of the manor house. The auctioneer is already waving the visitors inside. ‘Here we go.’

Cutler catches sight of the man’s missing thumb and remembers the name—Four-Fingered-Ned. They fall in line behind the other buyers, passing through the plain wooden door and into the scullery area. There is no furniture in the room and no sign of the usual flatware and kitchen utensils. As the crowd moves into a wide passage and into the main hall, Cutler is gratified to see a hearty fire blazing in the hearth. At least the buyers will not freeze. 

He turns through three hundred and sixty degrees, allowing himself to gain a general feel for the goods on display. He sees the missing items from the kitchen presented on a long wooden bench at the back of the room. Nothing of value. Perhaps the auctioneer has already nabbed the decent stuff for himself. Further into the hall, beds, chairs, and various bookcases have been set out on either side, leaving a pathway through to the auctioneer’s desk at the far end. 

Casting an eye over the furniture, Cutler immediately dismisses the bulk of it. Seeing a couple of candelabras and an oak court cupboard that might be worth bidding on, he takes note of their locations. Moving off to one side, a row of wooden boxes holds promise. The first three or four contain a variety of candle holders, fireside tools, toasting forks, and dozens of pewter jugs. Cutler moves along, his sharp eyes missing nothing. The final three crates hold books. Picking up the topmost one, he flicks it open. Mikrokosmographia: A Description of the Body of Man by Helkiah Crooke. Cutler rolls his eyes. A worthless tome by layman’s standards, but its reputation as indecent—due to the anatomically correct, and somewhat lurid line drawings—makes him smile. He lays it to one side with several similar volumes. 

The banging of a wooden gavel prompts him to look up.

‘Gentlemen,’ says the auctioneer, his aides loitering close by in readiness. ‘Welcome to Northwinds, a property owned by the late Doctor Robert Winter and more recently by that same individual’s nephew...’ He nods to an older man standing to one side. ‘Edward Winter has placed this property and its contents up for sale on this sixteenth day of November, sixteen hundred and seventy-seven.’ He nods to the two assistants. ‘Then we shall begin.’ 

He points at two small candles on the desk. One of the assistants brings a lit spill from the fireplace. Touching the wicks of each candle, he waits until they flicker into life. The label of candle auction is, in this case, valid—the sale must end when the candles have burned out. Judging by the sum of wax still left to burn, Cutler guesses it’ll all be done within two hours. Turning back to the boxes on the floor, he picks up one or two books with tooled leather bindings. The titles are nothing to shout about. Placing them with the other medical books, he’s about to move on when he spots something. Bending, he reaches into the bottom of the chest and pulls out four notebooks.

Glancing up, he watches the auctioneer for a moment as the aides hold up a pair of figurines. A brief bidding war erupts but the items are snapped up by a well-known landowner—another one of several buyers lacking in both taste and sense. 

Cutler turns his attention back to the books. Bound in calf leather and clearly the work of an amateur, the paper is good quality, which suggests the owner valued his own ideas.  Flicking open the first page, Cutler sighs. Journals—the daily diaries of the original owner of the house, Doctor Robert Winter, which at least relate to the medical books. Flipping over pages at random, Cutler scans the occasional line. The fellow did have a bit of a reputation, so perhaps the books will offer useful advice on medical matters. 

But the fourth volume of the journals offers something more, something that could prove valuable in another sense altogether. Cutler’s eyes slide over the words and he realises he’s holding his breath. Letting it out, he notices his fingers. A tremor has started up in both hands, causing the journal to quiver. 

‘Found somethin?’ says the man from earlier.

Cutler manufactures a shrug, closing the journal. ‘Nah. Few medical books, nothin else.’ He becomes aware of a thumping in his chest—so loud the other man must surely hear it. With what he hopes is an act of nonchalance, he chucks the journals onto a table and clasps his hands together, focusing on the auction. The other man pauses, then walks on to examine a set of porcelain chamber pots. Cutler holds his breath and counts to ten. With a quick movement, he stoops to pick up the notebooks again. Stuffing them back into the box, he piles the medical books on top.

Wandering over to the other side of the room, Cutler keeps one eye on the box. Longing for an opportunity to continue reading, he knows displaying too much interest might alert one of the other buyers. He makes a big show of bidding on the oak court cupboard but loses out to one of the late arrivals. 

By the time the auctioneer comes to the sale of the boxes, most of the other buyers have lost interest and busy themselves making arrangements to uplift the items they’ve bought. Cutler hesitates to make a bid and it is only when the sale looks like being abandoned, that he holds up a finger.

‘Ah, Mister Cutler,’ says the auctioneer, his sneering smile acknowledging the low esteem he affords most of the buyers. ‘One shilling?’ He shakes his head as if Cutler’s bid is ridiculous. ‘Surely three, at least?’

Cutler holds up two fingers. 

The auctioneer sighs. ‘Very well. One box of assorted books to...Israel Cutler.’ He makes a note in his ledger, then nods to one of the assistants, who carries the box to the end of the room. Having settled his account, Cutler hangs around for a while, unwilling to appear too eager to leave.
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Later, Cutler leads one of the assistants to the cart he’s left around the side of the house. Unfastening the tailboard, they heave the box onto the back, then Cutler digs in his pocket for a penny. 

‘Fanks fer nothin,’ says the lad, glaring at the coin. 

As soon as he’s gone, Cutler leaps aboard the cart and sets off towards the city. Out of sight of the house, he pulls over to the side of the lane and scrambles into the back. Pulling out the medical books, he tosses them aside until he reaches the journals. Finding the fourth one, he flips it open to the first entry that caught his eye. He starts to read.
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A fwirl of black mift did furround uf and we three did huddel togeth’r within the boundery of the pentagram markens on the floor. The witch howl’d but even as I did watch, the mift retreet’d away. I did look toward Jane Norrif and fhe affur’d me of her welfear. But of Faulkner and the Witch Lizzi Pickin, I did obferve no fign. 
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The thumping in Cutler’s chest resumes and he sits for a moment, staring at the book, breathing deeply. Then, flicking back to a page earlier in the volume, he runs a finger down the notes until he finds what he’s looking for.

He studies the second relevant entry. ‘Cateaten Streete,’ he mutters. A location he’s familiar with and what it could mean. He rubs a hand over his mouth, feels the rough bristles of an unshaven face. Yes, there are possibilities here—the means of negotiating more than a decent finding fee, perhaps even a small fortune. But it will have to be handled with care. No half-arsed bargaining for a few sovereigns this time. 

Allowing the idea to take shape in his brain, he lifts his head, gazing off across the darkening landscape. The night is properly dark now and the lights of the city glisten along the horizon. He laughs. This is madness. As mad and wild as those poor souls Doctor Winter cared for in Bedlam. If this Lizzie Pickin really had revealed herself as a witch—a creature Doctor Winter most definitely banished into dust—why would anyone want to bring her back to life? Or indeed, how?

But Cutler knows one man who might answer these questions. A man who might offer considerable remuneration to whoever provides him with, not only means to acquire a pocket of land, but a route to accessing the darkest of arts. 

Packing up the books again, he throws a blanket over the box and clambers back onto the seat. A noise close by makes him jump. His head snaps round, fearing someone is watching. But no, it’s only a crow on the fence post. Or a raven, maybe. A shiver runs up his spine as the creature takes flight. Fastening his coat against the chill of the evening, he lights one of the lamps, hangs it from a hook on the side of the cart, and heads for home.
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Having made himself respectable via hot water and a sharp razor, Cutler considers the reflection staring back from the ironmonger’s window. The swirling pattern of the thickened glass is a poor substitute for a mirror, offering only a skewed resemblance, but the improvement is plain to see. Along with his best coat and a pair of unmuddied boots, he aims to amaze and confuse the man he is about to meet.

Walking south from Moregate, Cutler weaves his way down the main thoroughfare, admiring the modern town houses constructed in the years following the Great Fire. One day, perhaps he himself might purchase a property like these—a true sign of prosperity. He grins to himself at the idea of a Cutler in such a dwelling. If his current mission succeeds, that day may come a little sooner. Turning into a narrow lane, he dodges between dozens of vendors plying their trades, stepping sideways to avoid a pile of horse dung, and skipping back again out of the path of a cart. Rubbing his nose, he endeavours to breathe through his mouth. Even from here, the stink of the Thames cannot hide beneath the sweet aroma of freshly baked buns and roasting chestnuts. 

‘Two bags fer a penny, sir,’ says the chestnut woman, pushing in front of him.

‘Not today.’ He sidesteps again, bumping into another seller, this time proffering rosy apples.

It’s no easy task to reach the end of the lane without being accosted, but he does so and turns right across the square, ducking under the archway. The small courtyard beyond is overlooked by neighbouring offices—an accountant and, less appealing, a moneylender—but Cutler heads for the door in the middle. Pushing the door open, and ignoring the clerk (who eyes him with a degree of suspicion), Cutler takes the stairs two at a time up to the first landing. Another clerk—this one less willing to let him pass without question, leaps away from his desk and holds up a hand.

‘The master cannae see anyone wi’out an appointment, sir.’

Cutler pauses, staring at the little man. The clerk’s face might be said to resemble a hungry rabbit—a rabbit wearing a pair of eyeglasses and with a pencil lodged behind one ear.

‘I said—’

‘I heard you,’ says Cutler. ‘He’ll see me.’

The rabbit-faced man smirks. ‘Oh, he will, will he?’

Cutler delves into his pocket and produces a rolled-up sheet of parchment. ‘I have here details of a property he’s most interested in.’

The clerk reaches for the item, but Cutler jerks it away. 

‘For his eyes only.’

‘Hmph.’ Rabbit Face works his mouth for a moment, as if chewing up a more suitable rebuttal. ‘What name is it?’ Cutler tells him. ‘Humph. Aye, well. I’ll see if he’s in.’

Cutler waits while the man scurries across to the door, gives it a sharp knock, and enters. A minute passes, then the man returns, leaving the door ajar. 

‘Away in but mind he’s expectin another client in ten minutes.’

Cutler gives him a wide smile, walks into the office, and closes the door.

The man behind the desk is a few years past his best and likely not many short of his last if his drinking habits are anything to go by. He sits sideways on, breathing heavily as he peruses a document. He doesn’t move for several seconds, then as if the effort of shifting himself is almost too much to bear, he lays the document on the desk and swivels round to face his visitor. He looks at Cutler for a long moment, then nods slowly.

‘Oh, aye. Israel Cutler.’ He sighs. ‘No in gaol, then, laddie?’

‘Not this time.’

‘McMurdo tells me ye’ve a property deal to discuss.’

‘Not a deal as such, no.’

‘Then what?’

Cutler shifts one of the chairs from its place by the window and sets it down closer to the lawyer. Sitting, he slides the satchel off his shoulder and unlatches it. Taking out one of the journals, he lays it carefully on the desk. 

‘What’s this, a confession?’ The Scotsman sniggers at his own joke.

Cutler leans back and crosses one leg over the other. ‘I’ve two subjects to discuss. The first is a group of apprentice dwellins I know you’ve been after for a while and the other is somethin that may or may not be in one of those dwellins.’

‘For fuck’s sake, man—if ye must speak in riddles—’

‘It’s not a riddle, Mister Fletcher, but it’s also not somethin I can talk about with just anyone.’

Fletcher leans forwards. Resting fat elbows on the desk, he twiddles with his moustache. ‘That so? An why would that be?’

‘A row of four apprentice dwellings on Cateaten Streete.’

The lawyer’s eyebrows rise upwards half an inch. ‘What d’ye know about Cateaten Streete?’

‘I know you’ve been trying to buy it for the last year.’

‘So’s every fucker wi more than two ha’pennys to rub together—it’s one of a handful untouched by the Fire.’ He frowns, inclining his head to one side. ‘So, what is it about Cateaten Streete that prevents its sale? Tell me that, if ye can.’

Cutler lays a hand on the journal. ‘Until yesterday, I knew nowt of it but rumours.’

‘Aye?’

Cutler studies his fingers. ‘Rumour says somethin bad happened in one of those houses.’ He looks at Fletcher, holding his gaze. ‘And whatever form that bad thing took, it put a curse on the street.’

Fletcher swallows noisily. He rubs his chin then sits for a moment, studying his fingernails. ‘A curse, ye say? Aye, well, that’s one way to put it for sure.’

Cutler waits for him to say more. 

‘For certain, no-one has been able to buy those houses. Many have tried, including myself, but something...’ He shakes his head. ‘Something always seems to get in the way, as if, as ye say, a curse were upon it.’

Cutler smiles. ‘And you believe in curses, don’t you, Mister Fletcher?’

Fletcher straightens and blood seems to rush to his face. Shuffling his chair closer, so Cutler can smell the beer on his breath, he mutters, ‘I did tell ye that in confidence. In a moment of weakness.’

Striving to keep a straight face, Cutler says, ‘Funny—I recall it being more like a moment of drunkenness.’ 

Fletcher rests his meaty hands on the desk and takes several deep breaths. ‘Then let us agree that ye are aware of a...certain weakness of mine. One I should be most aggrieved if it were to be made public.’

Cutler nods. 

‘Furthermore, such beliefs, if they be shared between two individuals, may be said to be agreed by those individuals.’

A furrow makes its way across Cutler’s brow. ‘What the fuck are you talkin about?’

Fletcher avoids his eyes. ‘Simply that were it to get about that a person such as myself had certain beliefs, it might also get about that a certain other person held those same beliefs.’

Cutler twists his mouth into a smile. ‘Then let us agree that such things will not get about.’

Fletcher smacks his lips and grins. ‘So. Ye were saying...’

‘I believe I may have discovered what happened in one of the dwellins on Cateaten Streete.’ He pats the journal. 

The lawyer eyes the book. ‘In there?’

Cutler grimaces. ‘Not in this book, but in another, similar journal.’

Fletcher blinks. ‘Then why bring me a book that does not tell me whatever..?’ He waves a hand around. ‘Whatever it is you mean to tell me.’

Cutler smiles and waits. 

‘Och, for fuck’s sake. I am a lawyer, am I not? Yet ye do not trust me.’

‘I don’t trust you precisely because you’re a bloody lawyer.’

Fletcher chuckles. ‘Aye, that’s fair, I suppose.’ His face resumes a serious facade. ‘Go on.’

‘This,’ says Cutler, holding up the book, ‘confirms the identity of the man who wrote these journals, one Robert Winter, a doctor who worked at Bethlem Hospital, more commonly known as Bedlam.’

‘Oh, aye. Not a place ye’d want to end up in, for sure.’

‘And this same Doctor Winter stood witness against a woman accused of witchcraft, who, until the time of her trial, occupied a cell within Bethlem Hospital.’

‘Mad, then?’

‘Perhaps. In any case, they hanged her.’ He pauses. ‘But as Doctor Winter discovered, she did not stay in her grave.’

Fletcher grumbles out a sigh. ‘All this is very well, but I have still to view evidence of whatever it is ye claim these journals contain.’

Cutler unrolls the sheet of parchment. ‘I copied out a section of one of the journals. I think this will convince you.’ 

Fletcher takes the parchment and leans back, his rheumy eyes scanning the single paragraph. As he takes in the words, his face creases up. He lays the parchment on the desk, pushing it away as if it might contaminate him. Staring at Cutler, he mutters, ‘This is about Lizzie Pickin.’

‘It is.’ He waits for a moment. ‘You’ve heard of her, then?’

Fletcher moves his head in the affirmative. The colour seeps from his features as if a tap has been turned on in his neck. ‘Christ...’ He stands, steadies himself, then crosses to the window. 

Cutler waits.

Eventually, Fletcher resumes his seat. His voice is quiet now, thoughtful. ‘There were rumours about Lizzie Pickin. Some did say she clawed her way out of her grave.’ He mimes a scrabbling motion. ‘A grave, mind, that she’d been fixed into with iron rivets.’

Cutler lays a hand on the journal. ‘It’s all in the books. How she came to Robert Winter’s window at night, haunted him, taunted him, and finally showed herself as unnaturally alive and full of...’ He shrugs. ‘Evil.’

Fletcher stares at him, nodding. ‘Tell me about Cateaten Streete. What is the significance?’

‘The house where Doctor Winter and three others destroyed Lizzie Pickin.’

‘Destroyed how?’

‘It is not clear. But on completion of the deed, the witch and one of the men had vanished. Seemingly, into dust.’

Fletcher nods, as if this makes perfect sense. ‘Dust. Of course.’ He nods again, muttering to himself. ‘Tell me—is there mention of a five-pointed star in this activity?’

‘There is.’

Fletcher pauses for some minutes, rubbing his chin. Then, sitting up straight, he clasps his hands together. ‘And is the exact location of this house in Cateaten Streete made clear in the journals?’

‘It is.’

‘Then we must go there immediately.’ He struggles to his feet and lifts a long black coat from a stand near the desk.

‘Now, wait a minute,’ says Cutler. ‘I brought this to you—’

‘To be paid for yer troubles, aye, of course, and so ye will be. But there are things to establish, are there not?’

‘I suppose,’ says Cutler, standing. 

‘Then establish them I shall, and once I am convinced one way or t’other, I shall make payments.’

‘Fine.’

Fletcher is by the door, buttoning his coat. ‘And of course, you will provide me with the other books, too.’

‘Of course. They are in a safe place.’

‘Very well.’ Pulling the door open, he barks at the clerk. ‘Cancel my appointments, McMurdo. I shall return presently.’

McMurdo blinks, his eyes glancing between his employer and Cutler. ‘Aye, sir.’

Outside, Cutler stands for a moment, reminding himself that this is only a minor setback and in a matter of hours he could be a wealthy man. Or at least, something approaching wealth.
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