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				ONE

				I stand at the edge of the crowded square, watching the executioners light the pyres. The two men, dressed for work in dark red cloaks and charred leather gloves, circle the narrow wooden platforms, their lit torches held high. At the top of each pyre, four witches and three wizards stand chained to a stake, bundles of wood heaped around their feet. They stare into the crowd, determined looks on their faces.

				I don’t know what they did; they weren’t my captures. But I do know there will be no apologies from them. No last-minute pleas for mercy, no scaffold-step promises to repent. Even as the executioners touch their torches to the wood and the first of the flames leaps into the leaden sky, they remain silent. They’ll stay that way, stubborn to the very end. It wasn’t always like this. But the worse the Reformist rebellions get, the more defiant the Reformists themselves become.

				It doesn’t matter anyway, what they did. What magic they used. Spells, familiars, potions, herbs: it’s all illegal now. There was a time when those things were tolerated, encouraged even. Magic was seen as helpful – once. Then the plague came. Started by magic, spread by magic – we were almost destroyed by magic. We warned them to stop, but they didn’t stop. Now here we are, standing in a dirty square under a dirty sky, forcing them to stop.

				To my right, about twenty feet away, is Caleb. He stares into the fire, his blue eyes narrowed, forehead slightly creased. By his expression he could be sad, he could be bored, he could be playing against himself a game of noughts and crosses. It’s hard to tell. Even I don’t know what he’s thinking, and I’ve known him longer than anyone.

				He’ll make his move soon, before the protests begin. I can already hear the murmuring, the shuffling feet, the odd cry or two from a family member. People raise sticks, hold up rocks. They stay their hands out of respect for the men and women on the pyre. But once they’re gone, the violence will begin. Against the executioners, against the guards who line the street, against anyone who supports the justice doled out in front of us. People are frightened of magic, yes. But the consequences of magic frighten them even more.

				Finally, I see it: a gentle tug on a lock of dark blond hair, a hand placed slowly in his pocket.

				It’s time.

				I’m halfway across the square when the shouting breaks out. I feel a shove from behind, then another. I pitch forward and slam into the back of the man standing in front of me.

				‘Watch it, you.’ He whips around, a glare on his face. It disappears as soon as he sees me. ‘I’m sorry, miss. I didn’t see you, and—’ He stops, peering at me closely. ‘My word, you’re just a child. You shouldn’t be here. Go on home. There’s nothing here you need to see.’

				I nod and back away. He’s right about one thing: there’s nothing here I need to see. And somewhere else I need to be.

				I follow Caleb down a wide cobblestoned street, then through The Shambles, a maze of narrow, sludge-filled alleyways lined with squat, dark-timbered row houses, their pitched roofs casting a near-permanent shadow over the street. We wind through them quickly: Cow Lane, Pheasant Court, Goose Alley. All the streets in this area have funny names like this, originating from when the square at Tyburn was used for herding livestock.

				Now it’s used for a different kind of slaughter.

				The streets are deserted, as they always are on a burning day. Those who aren’t watching the burnings are at Ravenscourt Palace protesting them or at any one of Upminster’s taverns trying to forget them. It’s a risk, making an arrest today. We risk the crowds; we risk being seen. If we were arresting an ordinary witch, we probably wouldn’t risk it at all.

				But this is no ordinary arrest.

				Caleb pulls me into an empty doorway. ‘Ready?’

				‘Of course.’ I smile.

				He grins back. ‘Pointy things at the ready, then.’

				I reach under my cloak and pull out my sword.

				Caleb nods in approval. ‘The guards are waiting for us down on Pheasant, and, just in case, I’ve got Marcus posted on Goose and Linus covering Cow.’ A pause. ‘God, these street names are stupid.’

				I stifle a laugh. ‘I know. But I won’t need their help. I’ll be fine.’

				‘If you say so.’ Caleb reaches into his pocket and pulls out a single crown. He pinches the coin between his fingers and holds it in front of my face. ‘Shall we say the usual then?’

				I scoff. ‘You wish. I’ve got five times the quarry, so that’s five times the bounty. Plus, these are necromancers. Which means there’s at least one corpse, a bunch of blood, a pile of bones…that’s a sovereign at least, you cheapskate.’

				Caleb laughs. ‘You drive a hard bargain, Grey. Fine. Let’s make it two sovereigns and drinks after. Deal?’

				‘Deal.’ I give him my hand, but instead of shaking it, he kisses it. My stomach does a funny little tumble, and I can feel warmth rush into my cheeks. But he doesn’t seem to notice. He just shoves the coin back into his pocket, then pulls a dagger from his belt, and flips it into the air, catching it deftly.

				‘Good. Now let’s get going. These necromancers aren’t going to arrest themselves, you know.’

				We edge along the front of the houses, our footsteps squelching softly in the mud. Finally, we reach the one we’re looking for. It looks like all the others: a dingy white plaster thing with a wooden door covered in peeling red paint. But unlike all the others, given what’s on the other side. The wizards I usually catch are still alive, still corporeal. Not so, today. My stomach tightens in the familiar way it does before an arrest: part thrill, part nerves, part fear.

				‘I’ll kick it open, but you go in first,’ Caleb tells me. ‘Take charge of it. It’s your capture. Sword up and out. Don’t lower it, not for a second. And read the arrest warrant straightaway.’

				‘I know.’ I don’t know why he’s telling me this. ‘Not my first time, remember?’

				‘I do. But this won’t be like the others. They won’t be like the others. Get in and get out. Nothing fancy. And no more mistakes, okay? I can’t keep covering for you.’

				I think of all the things I’ve done wrong in the past month. The witch I chased down the alley who nearly got away. The chimney I got stuck in trying to find a hidden cache of spellbooks. The cottage I stormed that didn’t house wizards brewing potions but a pair of aged friars brewing ale. They’re just a few mistakes, true. But I don’t make mistakes.

				At least, I didn’t used to.

				‘Okay.’ I raise my sword, my sweaty hands slipping off the hilt. I quickly wipe them on my cloak. Caleb draws his leg back and slams his foot against the door. It smashes open, and I burst into the house.

				Inside are the five necromancers I’m looking for, huddled around a fire in the centre of the room. There’s a large cauldron perched above the flames, a foul-smelling pink smoke billowing from the top. Each of them wears a long, tattered brown robe, and oversized hoods conceal their faces. They stand there, moaning and chanting and holding bones – either arm bones or a very small person’s leg bones – and shaking them like a bunch of damned Mongol shamans. I might laugh if I weren’t so disgusted.

				I circle around them, my sword pointed in their direction. ‘Hermes Trismegistus. Ostanes the Persian. Olympiodorous of Thebes—’

				I stop, feeling like an idiot. These necromancers and the ridiculous names they give themselves. They’re always trying to outdo one another.

				‘You five,’ I say instead. ‘By the authority of King Malcolm of Anglia, I am commanded to arrest you for the crime of witchcraft.’

				They continue chanting; they don’t even look up. I glance at Caleb. He stands by the door, still flipping his dagger. He almost looks amused.

				‘You are hereby ordered to return with us to Fleet prison for detention and to await your trial, presided over by the Inquisitor, Lord Blackwell, Duke of Norwich. If you are found guilty, you will be executed by hanging or by burning, as is the king’s pleasure, your land and goods forfeit to the crown.’ I pause to catch my breath. ‘So help you God.’

				This is usually the part where they protest, where they say they’re innocent, where they ask for proof. They always say this. I have yet to arrest a witch or wizard and have her or him say to me, ‘Why, yes, I have done illegal spellwork and read illegal books and purchased illegal herbs and thank goodness you’ve come to stop me!’ Instead, it’s always, ‘Why are you here?’ and ‘You’ve got the wrong person’ and ‘There must be some mistake!’ But it’s never a mistake. If I show up on your doorstep, it’s because you’ve done something to draw me there.

				Just as these necromancers have.

				I keep going. ‘Tuesday, 25th October, 1558: Ostanes the Persian purchases wolfsbane, a known poison, at the black market in Hatch End. Sunday, 13th November, 1558: Hermes Trismegistus etches the Seal of Solomon, a talisman used for summoning spirits, on Hadrian’s Wall outside the city. Friday, 18th November, 1558: all five subjects seen at the All Saints Cemetery in Fortune Green, exhuming the corpse of Pseudo-Democritus, né Daniel Smith, another known necromancer.’

				Still nothing. They just drone on and on, like a hive of old bees. I clear my throat and go on, louder this time.

				‘Subjects possess the following texts, each on the list of Librorum Prohibitorum, the king’s official list of banned books: Albertus Magnus’s Magister Sententiarum. Thomas Cranmer’s New Book of Common Spells. Desiderius’s Handbook of a Reformist Knight.’

				Surely they’ll react to this. Wizards hate nothing more than finding out I’ve been inside their home, finding things in places they thought no one would ever look. Small hollowed-out niches under the floorboards. Beneath the chicken coop. Stuffed inside a straw mattress. There’s nothing a wizard can hide that I can’t find.

				It occurs to me that it’s rather pointless to recite their crimes, considering I’ve caught them in the middle of an even bigger one. I’m not sure what to do. I don’t have all day to stand around listening to these old fools chant, and I can’t let them finish their spell. But I can’t exactly jump in and lay them out with my sword, either. We’re supposed to capture, never kill. Blackwell’s rule. And none of us would dare break it. Even still, my fingers tighten around the hilt and I’m itching to start swinging, until I see it: a shape beginning to form in the pink mist in the cauldron.

				It rises into the air, swaying and undulating in a nonexistent breeze. Whatever this thing is that they’re in the middle of conjuring – my guess is that it’s Pseudo-Democritus, né Daniel Smith, who I watched them dig up – it’s hideous. Something between a corpse and a ghost, translucent yet rotting, mossy skin, disjointed limbs, and exposed organs. There’s a strange humming noise coming from it, and I realise it’s covered in flies.

				‘Elizabeth.’

				Caleb’s voice startles me. He’s standing beside me now, his dagger held in front of him, staring at the thing in front of us.

				‘What do you think?’ I whisper. ‘Is it a ghost?’

				He shakes his head. ‘I don’t think so. It’s too, I dunno…’

				‘Juicy?’

				Caleb makes a face. ‘Ugh. You know I’d rather you say viscous. But, yes. And a ghost wouldn’t take five men to raise, so my guess is ghoul? Maybe a revenant. It’s hard to say. He’s not fully formed enough yet for me to tell.’

				I nod.

				‘We need to stop them before they finish,’ he continues. ‘You take the two on the left, I’ll take the three on the right.’

				‘No way.’ I turn to face him. ‘This is my arrest. I get all five. That was the deal. You can have the viscous thing in the pot.’

				‘No. You can’t take on five by yourself.’

				‘Three more sovereigns say I can.’

				‘Elizabeth—’

				‘Don’t you Elizabeth me—’

				‘Elizabeth!’ Caleb grips my shoulders and spins me around. The necromancers have stopped chanting, and the room has gone silent. They’re staring right at us. Instead of bones, they’re clutching long, curved knives, all of them aimed in our direction.

				I break free of Caleb’s grasp and step towards them, my sword held high.

				‘What are you doing here, girl?’ one of them says to me.

				‘I’m here to arrest you.’

				‘On what charges?’

				I tut in irritation. If he thinks I’m going through the litany of that arrest again, he’s got another thing coming.

				‘That thing.’ I jerk my sword at the twitchy apparition. ‘That’s the charge.’

				‘Thing?’ one of them says, looking affronted. ‘That’s not a thing. It’s a ghoul.’

				‘Told you,’ Caleb whispers behind me. I ignore him.

				‘And it’s the last thing you’ll ever see,’ the necromancer adds.

				‘You wish,’ I say, reaching for my handcuffs. I look down, just for a second, to unhook them from my belt. But it’s enough. One of the necromancers sends his knife flying.

				‘Watch it!’ Caleb shouts.

				But it’s too late. The knife lands with a sickening thump in my chest, right above my heart.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				TWO

				‘Damnation.’

				I drop my sword and rip the knife from my chest, throwing it to the floor. There’s a flash of heat in my abdomen, followed by a sharp, prickling sensation. And in an instant, the wound heals. There’s almost no blood; it doesn’t even hurt – at least not much. Seeing this, all five necromancers go still. They know – the moment I came through the door they knew – but it’s different altogether to see it work: the stigma branded into the skin above my navel, a scrawl of black. XIII. The stigma that protects me and shows me for what I am. An enforcer of the Thirteenth Tablet. A witch hunter.

				They back away, as if I’m the one to be afraid of.

				I am the one to be afraid of.

				I lunge forward and punch the nearest necromancer in the stomach. He doubles over as I slam my elbow into the back of his neck and watch him slump to the floor. I turn to one of the others. Stomp on his foot, pinning it to the floor, and slam my other foot into the side of his kneecap. He drops to his knees, howling. In a flash, I snatch his hands and bind them tightly with the brass handcuffs. Brass is impenetrable to magic; there’s no escaping for him now.

				I round on the other three. They hold their hands in front of them, backing slowly away. From the corner of my eye, I see Caleb watching me. And he’s grinning.

				Snatching another pair of cuffs from my belt, I start towards them. Close up, I can see how old they really are. Grey hair, wrinkled skin, watery eyes. Each of them seventy if they’re a day. I want to tell them they’d be better off going to church and saying their prayers instead of exhuming bodies and conjuring spirits, but what’s the point? They wouldn’t listen anyway.

				They never do.

				I grab a necromancer’s wrists and clamp the manacles around them. Before I can get to the other two, they twist away, one of them muttering an incantation under his breath.

				‘Mutzak tamshich kadima.’

				The room goes still. The fire stops burning and the billowing pink smoke disappears, receding into the cauldron as if it never existed. The necromancer keeps muttering; he’s trying to complete the ritual. I grab a dagger from my belt and hurl it at him to try to stop him. But it’s too late. The spirit hovering over the cauldron above us, hideous yet harmless before, becomes solid. It drops in front of me with a thud.

				Caleb swears under his breath.

				Before either of us can move, the ghoul knocks me to the floor, fastens his cold, rotting hands around my throat, and starts to squeeze.

				‘Elizabeth!’ Caleb leaps forward, but before he can reach me, the last two necromancers turn on him, their knives held high.

				I grab the ghoul’s hands. Tug at his wrists, scratch and beat on his arms. Try to suck in air, even if it does smell like dirt and rot and death. It doesn’t stop him. I can hear Caleb shouting my name, and I try to call back, but my voice comes out a strangled whisper. I keep struggling, twisting back and forth to try to break his grip. But he’s too strong.

				My vision starts fading, disappearing into patches of black. I slap my hand against the stone floor, trying to reach my sword. But it’s too far. And Caleb can’t help me. While he’s managed to get one necromancer on the floor in cuffs, he’s still fighting off the other, who sends objects flying towards him: furniture and smoking logs and bones. I’m on my own. There’s a way out of this – I know there is. But if I don’t figure it out soon, this ghoul will strangle me to death. Not even my stigma can protect me against that.

				Then I get an idea.

				I summon the last bit of air I have, give what I hope is a convincing last gasp, and go still. Let my jaw go slack, allow a vacant look to slide into my eyes. I don’t know if it will work, because this thing is dead and maybe the dead can’t be fooled. When he doesn’t stop squeezing, I think I’ve made a mistake, and it takes every bit of self-control I have to keep still.

				Finally, he stops. In the second it takes him to loosen his grip around my throat, I plunge my hand into the sack of salt on my belt, snatch a handful, and fling it in his face.

				An unearthly shriek fills the room as the salt melts what’s left of his skin and penetrates his skull, his eyes, his brain, dissolving it into a grey sticky mass. Warm, putrid chunks of flesh drip onto my face and hair; an eyeball unravels from its socket and dangles in front of me like a viscous ball of twine. Stifling a gag, I roll to the side, snatch my sword off the floor, and swing. The blade cuts neatly through the ghoul’s neck, and in a swirl of hot air and another ear-splitting shriek, he disappears.

				The last necromancer pauses at the sound, the objects he has spinning around the room dropping unceremoniously to the floor. Caleb doesn’t hesitate. He grabs him by the back of the head and slams it into his knee, then punches him in the face so hard the necromancer staggers backwards and falls into the fire. Before he can move, Caleb drops beside him and slaps bindings around his wrists.

				He pauses there for a moment, head down, breathing hard. His sweaty blond hair is plastered across his forehead, his face smeared with blood. I’m still sprawled on the floor, my hands and clothes covered in dirt and rot and God knows what else. Finally, he lifts his head and looks at me.

				And we both start laughing.

				Caleb steps outside and whistles for the guards. They storm into the house, clad in their black-and-red uniforms, the king’s coat of arms emblazoned across the front and a red rose, the flower of his house, embroidered on the sleeve. One by one they haul the necromancers outside, toss them into the waiting hurdle, and chain them in. When they get to the last one, a look of dismay crosses their faces.

				‘He’s dead,’ one says to Caleb.

				Dead? That can’t be right. But when I look over at the necromancer I flung my dagger at, I see him lying faceup, eyes open to the sky, the knife I’d meant for his leg impaled in his gut.

				Damnation.

				I shoot a horrified glance at Caleb, but he ignores me and begins speaking.

				‘Yes, he’s dead,’ he replies calmly. ‘It’s unfortunate, of course, but we got lucky.’

				‘Lucky?’ the guard says. ‘How d’you mean?’

				‘Lucky that only one of them died,’ Caleb continues smoothly. ‘They tried to kill each other the moment we arrived. I suppose they had some sort of pact. You know how necromancers are. Obsessed with death.’ He shrugs. ‘We spent half the arrest trying to keep them off one another. I mean, look at this place. And look at poor Elizabeth. She’s a mess.’

				The guards look from Caleb to me, as if they had forgotten I was there.

				‘I’ll have to report this to Lord Blackwell,’ one of the guards says. ‘I can’t very well deliver a dead prisoner.’

				‘Certainly,’ Caleb says. ‘In fact, I’m headed back to Ravenscourt myself. Why don’t I accompany you? Less paperwork for us both if we go together, don’t you think?’

				‘Paperwork?’ The guard shifts uncomfortably. ‘On a Saturday?’

				‘Of course. After we deliver the report in person, we’ll have to write it all up. Shouldn’t take too long, a couple of hours at most. Shall we?’ Caleb walks to the door and holds it open.

				The guards look at each other and begin speaking in whispers.

				‘Maybe it can wait. Not as if he’s going anywhere—’

				‘But what about the body? Someone’s bound to notice if he’s not moving—’

				Caleb smiles. ‘I wouldn’t worry about that. No one pays much attention to prisoners once they’re inside. And you’re right, he won’t be going anywhere. After all, no one gets out of Fleet. Unless it’s to the stakes.’

				The guards laugh, and Caleb laughs with them. But I feel a sudden shiver. I stuff my hand into the pocket of my cloak, clenching it into a fist.

				Caleb escorts them outside, watches as they mount their horses. After a minute they shake hands and the guards ride away, the hurdles’ heavy wooden frames dragging divots through the mud, the thud of the horses’ hooves the only sound in the still-empty alley.

				He comes back into the house, his expression once again unreadable. I watch as he begins righting the furniture, retrieving our weapons. I know he’s angry I killed that necromancer – he’s got to be. It was stupid and it was careless; it was a mistake after he warned me not to make one. Worse still, I have no excuse. At least not one I can give him. Any minute he’ll start yelling. I can’t stop him, but maybe I can soften the blow.

				‘Okay, I’ll admit it. It wasn’t my best work,’ I say. ‘But look at it this way: at least you don’t have to pay me the two sovereigns now. I’ll settle for just the one.’

				He sets down the chair he’s holding with a thud and rounds on me.

				‘What the hell happened?’

				‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘I guess I made a mistake.’

				Caleb frowns. ‘I warned you about that.’

				‘I know. And I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.’

				He peers closely at me, his eyes searching mine as if he might find a better explanation there. Then he shakes his head.

				‘You know that’s not good enough. If anyone asks what happened today, you’ll need to tell them the same story I told the guards.’

				‘I know,’ I repeat.

				‘It’s important,’ he continues. ‘If anyone finds out, it’ll get back to Blackwell. You know what’ll happen if it does.’

				I do. He’ll call me into his chambers, stare at me with eyes as sharp and black and cunning as a crow’s, and demand to know what happened. Not just what happened here, today. He’ll demand to know everything. The things I’ve done, the people I’ve seen, the places I’ve gone. He’ll demand to know how I lost focus. He’ll wear me down with his questioning until I confess it all and he knows everything.

				And he can’t know everything. No one can. Not even Caleb.

				‘Let’s get out of here,’ Caleb says. ‘The fire will be over by now, and we can’t be seen.’

				He takes my arm and leads me out the door and into the streets. We wind through them the same way we came until we reach Westcheap, the wide, paved road that leads from Tyburn all the way to Ravenscourt Palace.

				We’re blocks away, but I can still see the mob stretching from the gates into the surrounding streets. Throngs of men – women, too – all of them shouting and chanting, denouncing the king, his advisors, even the queen for their unrelenting policy against magic.

				‘It’s getting worse,’ Caleb says.

				I nod. Burnings have never been popular, but they’ve never been protested before. Not like this. It used to be if you disagreed with the king’s policy, you did it quietly: handed out pamphlets in the street, whispered your complaints over drinks at the tavern. It seems impossible that the entire city would now gather in front of the palace gates, armed with sticks and rocks and…

				Sledgehammers?

				‘What are they doing?’ I can just make out a group of men, hammers held high, spread out along a stretch of gate where twelve stone slabs hang: the Twelve Tablets of Anglia.

				The Twelve Tablets are the laws of the kingdom, etched into stone and posted along the gates of Ravenscourt. Each tablet details a different law: property, crime, inheritance, and so on. After Blackwell became Inquisitor, he added the Thirteenth Tablet. It listed the laws against witchcraft and the penalties for practising it. It gave rise to witch hunters, to pyres, to the burnings being protested today. It disappeared two years ago – vandals, probably. But even though it’s gone, the laws, of course, remain.

				Destroying the other twelve tablets won’t bring about change. They have nothing to do with witchcraft; it wouldn’t matter even if they did. But the men continue to pound away, though they haven’t made a dent. No wonder. The tablets are huge: six feet high and at least a foot thick, solid stone.

				Caleb shakes his head. ‘He’s completely lost control,’ he mutters.

				‘Who?’ I say.

				‘Who do you think? King Malcolm, of course.’

				My eyes go wide. This makes the third time in as many months Caleb’s spoken against the king. He’s never done that before.

				‘He’s doing the best he can, I’m sure.’

				Caleb tsks. ‘Hard to put down protests or stomp out rebellions when you’re too busy hunting or gambling or spending time with women who aren’t your wife.’

				I gasp and feel my cheeks redden. ‘That’s treason.’

				He shrugs. ‘Maybe. But you know it’s true.’

				I don’t reply.

				‘Malcolm’s got to get rid of him,’ Caleb continues. ‘Or we do. It’s the only thing that will end these rebellions.’

				Him is Nicholas Perevil, a wizard and the leader of the Reformists. That’s what those who support magic call themselves. Not all Reformists are wizards, but all Reformists seek the same end: to reform the antimagic laws, to abolish the Thirteenth Tablet, to stop the burnings.

				Nicholas Perevil should have been just another wizard we hunted and captured and tied to the stake. But before Malcolm became king, his father turned to Nicholas for help. Invited him to court, sought his advice, tried to find a way for Reformists and Persecutors – what Reformists call those who oppose magic – to coexist peacefully.

				He soon became the most powerful wizard in Anglia. Not just in his magical ability, but also in his influence. He had the ear of the king; he was changing the policy of Anglia. He was appointed to the king’s council and even brought in his own men. It was unthinkable, his opposers said. Impossible.

				They were right.

				And five years later they were dead, along with half of Anglia. Killed by a plague Nicholas started, a plot designed to kill his enemies, weaken the country, and put him on the throne, all in one convenient curse. But Nicholas hadn’t planned on Malcolm’s surviving, on Blackwell’s surviving.

				And he hadn’t planned on us.

				‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘But it’s hard to catch someone you can’t find.’

				‘Then maybe we should try a little harder.’ Caleb glances down at his rough wool tunic and grimaces. ‘I didn’t go through a year of training to dress like some broken-down squire. You can’t be happy about wearing that thing, either.’ He points to my ugly brown maid’s dress.

				After the rebellions started, witch hunters became Reformist targets. It’s why Blackwell ordered us to stop wearing our uniforms, to lie about our identity, why he sent us to live at Ravenscourt to blend in with the rest of the king’s servants. And it’s why I lost focus today, why I made a mistake. Because if I’d never come back to Ravenscourt…

				I squeeze my hand into my pocket again.

				We turn off Westcheap onto Kingshead Alley, a dark, dank street filled with tiny shops, their shutters closed and doors shut tight. At the very end is a battered wooden door, above it a green wooden plaque that reads THE WORLD’S END in gold block lettering. Caleb pushes it open. Inside, it’s packed with people: pirates and thieves, drunks and vagrants. Most of them are already drunk, even though it’s not much past noon. There’s a loud card game in one corner, a fight breaking out in another. A trio of musicians cowers between them, trying in vain to play above the brawl and the crowd that cheers every time someone gets punched.

				We spy Joe, the old, white-haired owner, pulling drinks behind the bar, and we head straight for him. As soon as we walk up, he slides each of us a foaming glass of ale and watches as we take a cautious sip.

				‘Well?’ He folds his arms across his chest.

				Caleb chokes, sputtering ale all over the counter.

				‘Don’t mind him.’ I jab my elbow into Caleb’s side. ‘It’s very nice.’

				Joe fancies himself an ale connoisseur, and each week he brews up different concoctions to try on his clientele, with varying results. Last week’s brew, infused with the essence of roasted pig, was the worst to date. ‘Why eat supper when you can drink it?’ he’d asked. Today’s has a hint of rosemary – and something else I can’t quite place.

				‘What is that?’ I say. ‘Liquorice?’

				Joe snorts. ‘Not quite. I hope you two don’t have much to do today.’

				We spot Marcus and Linus sitting at our usual table in the back and make our way to them. Caleb reaches around me to pull out a chair, and I flush with pleasure, thinking it’s for me, until he slides past me and sits down. I stand there for a moment, feeling foolish. Then I pull out my own chair and sit down.

				‘What happened to you?’ Marcus gestures at me with his glass.

				‘What are you talking about?’

				‘You look like the dead.’ He wrinkles his nose. ‘You smell like it, too. Did you arrest the necromancers before or after they killed you and dug you back up?’ Marcus laughs at his own bad joke, and Linus joins in.

				‘Maybe if you cared less about the way I look and more about catching witches, you might be half as good as me,’ I snap.

				Caleb laughs at this, but Marcus glares at me and mouths a filthy insult. I ignore him. But when he turns away, I quickly smooth my hair and tuck it behind my ears. I wince as a chunk of bloodied flesh falls from my hair into my lap.

				‘She was incredible. Her best arrest yet.’ Caleb lifts his goblet in a toast to me, but the other boys don’t join in. Of course not. Linus hasn’t spoken to me since the summer, after he cornered me in the palace gardens and tried to kiss me and got a punch in the face for his efforts. And Marcus…well, Marcus has never liked me. Tall, black-haired, and brutish, he never expected to find competition in someone like me: short, blond, and girlish.

				Even still, Caleb doesn’t seem to realise that the more he boasts of my success, the more the others grow to hate me. Besides, today’s arrest was hardly something to boast about. I consider joining Joe back at the bar when Linus says something that stops me.

				‘We were just talking about the Yuletide masque,’ he says to Caleb. ‘Have you decided who you’re taking yet?’

				Caleb smiles and takes a sip of ale. ‘Maybe.’

				Maybe? My stomach twists into a hopeful little knot.

				Marcus whoops. ‘Who is it?’

				‘I’ll tell you after I ask her.’

				‘It’s Cecily Mowbray, isn’t it?’ Marcus says.

				‘No, it’s Katherine Willoughby,’ Linus says. ‘I saw them together last weekend.’

				Caleb laughs. ‘We’re just friends.’

				Friends? I think. Since when? Cecily is the daughter of an earl, and Katherine is a viscount’s daughter. They’re both ladies-in-waiting to Queen Margaret, both terribly snobbish, both terribly beautiful. Especially Katherine. Tall, dark-haired, and sophisticated, she’s the kind of girl who wears gowns instead of trousers, jewellery instead of weaponry, who smells like roses instead of rot.

				‘You looked more than friends to me,’ Linus replies. ‘Unless you go around kissing all your friends,’ he adds, smirking.

				I know this bit of spite is aimed at me. Right after I punched Linus, he accused me of liking Caleb. I denied it, but I guess he didn’t believe me.

				‘Ah.’ Caleb scratches the back of his neck, and I’m shocked to see his ears turn pink. I’ve never seen Caleb blush before. ‘I guess my secret is out then.’

				Something inside me goes flat.

				Marcus and Linus start laughing and teasing Caleb, but I don’t pay attention. Caleb and Katherine Willoughby? How is that possible? I know Caleb is ambitious, but he’s always hated people like Katherine. People who were given everything, people who never had to fight for what they wanted, as he did.

				I guess he changed his mind.

				I’m so lost in my thoughts I don’t notice the other boys getting up until Caleb is standing above me.

				‘We’re going back to the palace,’ he says. ‘To visit the queen’s rooms. There’s supposed to be dancing later.’

				I shrug. I’d rather not think about Caleb dancing with Katherine Willoughby. Caleb doesn’t even like dancing.

				‘What are you going to do?’

				‘Stay here,’ I say. ‘Listen to music. Drink ale.’

				Caleb raises his eyebrows. ‘Why? It’s awful.’

				‘I like it.’ But he’s right. It is awful. It’s heavy and flat and has a strange metallic taste that burns my throat when I swallow. Though it’s nothing compared with the churning in my stomach and the terrible prickling behind my eyes, the kind I get when I’m about to cry.

				‘Okay.’ He frowns. ‘But be careful with it. It feels a little strong, and—’

				‘I’ll be fine.’ I wave him off. ‘Don’t worry about me.’

				‘I always worry about you,’ he says. But then he leaves. I watch him go, wishing more than anything I was the kind of girl who could make him stay.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THREE

				I move from the table to a plush chair near the fireplace and order lunch – some bread and cheese and more of Joe’s funny green ale. The burning sensation has gone away, and it’s starting to taste pretty good. The other patrons seem to think so, too; they’re downing it by the bucketful and are louder and more boisterous than usual.

				I have no idea how long I’ve been here until a man at the bar stumbles to stand, knocks his stool to the floor, and starts retching. He bolts for the door, and when he flings it open, it’s pitch black outside.

				Have I really been here all day? It seems like only a couple of hours. I guess I should go back to the palace, but there’s nothing waiting for me there. At least nothing good. Another ale sounds like a much better idea. I jump to my feet.

				Big mistake. The world starts to spin – fast. I reach out to steady myself, but as I place my hand on the wall, it disappears. Not the wall, my hand. Into the stone, right up to my wrist.

				Fascinating.

				I pull my hand out of the wall, then stick it back again. Over and over again, until someone speaks up.

				‘Something wrong with your hand, love?’

				I turn around. The voice belongs to the man sitting across from me, his face hidden in a veil of smoke.

				‘Yes. No. I don’t know. Only…hands don’t usually disappear into walls, do they?’ Through the fog in my head, I know I’m not making any sense. I start laughing.

				The smoke lifts to reveal the man’s face: curly black hair, short black beard. A long, curved pipe dangles from his mouth. It has a wooden stem and a white bowl carved into the shape of a dog’s head. He speaks without taking it out.

				‘You’re a little young to be drinking that stuff, aren’t you?’

				I laugh even harder. I’ve been on my own for so long that it seems absurd for someone to question my behaviour. Especially when that someone is a pirate. I can tell by his pipe. Only well-travelled men, like pirates or the wealthy, own pipes like his. The rest make do with ordinary ones. Besides, the wealthy don’t hang out in taverns like this. Which leaves pirates.

				I stare at his pipe as it bobs up and down, then give a start when it transforms into a giant black snake. It slithers out of his mouth and winds itself around his neck. The pirate continues, seemingly oblivious to the enormous snake wrapping itself around his head.

				‘I wouldn’t let my son drink this, and he’s older than you. You can’t be more than, what, fourteen?’

				‘Sixteen. Watch it!’

				I reach forward and smack the pirate square in the mouth, knocking the snake to the floor. It lies there, coiling and shuddering, then bursts into a rainbow.

				‘Pretty.’ I wave my hands, trying to catch the ribbons of light spiralling in front of me. A chorus of voices fills the room then – they’re coming from the rainbow. ‘Listen. Can you hear that? The rainbow is singing!’ I open my mouth and sing along with it. ‘Greensleeves, la-la-la who but my Lady Greeeensleeeeves…’

				‘God’s blood, you’re a mess,’ the pirate mutters.

				He picks his pipe off the ground and tucks it inside his cape, then he takes me by the arm and leads me to the door. I take offence to this. He really shouldn’t be touching me, him a pirate and me a young girl and all. And I definitely shouldn’t be letting a strange man lead me outside and to God knows where. But I can’t seem to stop singing long enough to tell him this.

				‘Why don’t we get you some air?’ he says.

				‘There’s air in here. I can see it! It’s pink. Did you know air was pink?’ I babble away, looking up at the pirate as he guides me out into the now-crowded alley. He’s really tall. ‘What’s your name?’

				‘I’m Peter.’ He turns away from me. ‘George, there you are. Thanks for coming so fast. So? What do you think?’

				‘Nice to meet you, Peter George. I’m Elizabeth Grey. Do you see the stars, Peter George? They’re spelling your name in the sky. P-E-T…’ I jab my finger at the twinkling lights that dance in front of my eyes. They’re so close I can almost touch them.

				‘Aye, that’s her,’ comes a voice in my ear.

				I jump and give a little shriek. There’s a boy standing next to me. Where did he come from? He’s looking me up and down, and I stare back. Dark brown hair, light blue eyes. He’s dressed well enough, in a green cloak, blue trousers, black boots. Something about him looks so familiar, but I can’t seem to place it. I open my mouth to ask him, but instead start giggling.

				‘She drunk?’ the boy asks.

				‘Roaring, and then some,’ Peter George says. ‘Absinthe. Damned Joe, put it in the ale and didn’t bother telling her. She’s too young to be messing with that stuff. But, you’re sure?’

				Absinthe! So that’s why the ale was green. I’ve seen courtiers drink absinthe and get a little crazy afterwards. Good thing it doesn’t have that effect on me.

				‘She’s a bit haggard at the moment, but it’s definitely her,’ the boy says. ‘Think she’s in any condition to talk?’

				‘I can talk,’ I blurt. ‘See, look. I’m doing it right now. I like to talk.’ This isn’t true, really, unless I’m with Caleb or I’ve had too much to drink. Then Joe says I talk ten to the dozen, which is his way of saying a lot.

				Peter George and the boy look at each other.

				‘Fine. Let’s get her somewhere less crowded, see what we can get out of her.’

				The boy loops his arm through mine and guides me down Kingshead Alley and through a series of streets towards the river. I notice they take the long way, avoiding Tyburn.

				‘We’re just going to help you back to the palace and have a little chat on the way,’ the boy says. ‘If you don’t mind.’

				‘Pinwheels,’ I reply, stumbling on a rock.

				‘That so?’ He steadies me. ‘I don’t see any, but I’ll take your word for it.’

				‘No, your eyes. They spin like pinwheels. What’s your name again?’

				‘George.’

				‘Funny. That other man is a George, too. Peter George—whoops!’ I trip over the hem of my cloak and tumble to the ground.

				‘No, he’s just Peter. I’m George. Here, let me help you up.’ He pulls me to my feet and I notice we’re the same height.

				‘You’re awfully short,’ I say.

				‘Short? Not me! Maybe you’re the short one. Ever think about that?’

				I consider it. ‘My God, you’re right. You must be very clever.’

				George cracks a laugh. ‘If only everyone was this easy to convince.’

				Just Peter comes over, grips my shoulders, and peers down at me, forcing me to look at him.

				‘George says you live at the palace?’ he says.

				I nod.

				‘What exactly do you do there?’

				‘I’m a maid.’ The lie rolls easily enough off my tongue. I used to be a maid, I still sleep with the maids, sometimes I wish I still were a maid.

				‘A maid?’ He blinks in surprise. ‘What kind? Chamber? Ladies?’

				‘Scullery.’

				I can’t help but notice he looks disappointed. ‘For how long?’

				‘Since I was nine.’

				‘Nine?’ He frowns. ‘Where are your parents?’

				‘Dead.’

				‘I see.’ Just Peter’s scowl softens. ‘You’ve been in the kitchen this whole time?’

				I nod again. ‘I can kill chickens, cook them, too, and ducks, peacocks, you name it. I make a good stew, decent bread; I can even churn butter. And my floors are so clean, you can eat off them.’ I wince, knowing how stupid that sounds. But I have my orders.

				Just Peter waves his hand. ‘Very well. But besides that, is there anything about you that is, say, different from the other maids? Unusual?’

				Only about a hundred things. Well, maybe not a hundred. Maybe just one.

				‘No, sir. I’m really very ordinary.’

				He turns to George. ‘Veda must have meant someone else. This can’t have been who she wanted us to find. I thought for a moment, maybe, if she’d been a maid for the queen. But this girl, she can’t help us. She’s just a lass. George?’

				George isn’t paying attention. He’s staring at me, the most curious expression on his face.

				‘Perhaps you’re right,’ George says, turning away from me. ‘Let’s take her back to the palace. It’s late, and she’ll be missed.’

				We start walking back to court, taking the gravelled path by the Severn River to avoid the busy streets. We stumble along, me falling and George and Just Peter taking turns pulling me to my feet and dusting off my cloak until the path ends in a flight of steps that leads to the palace gates.

				‘Here we are,’ Just Peter says. ‘George, you ready?’

				‘Absolutely.’ George grins at me. I’m about to smile back when I see his teeth stretch into long black fangs. I squeeze my eyes shut.

				‘Elizabeth?’ I open them to find Just Peter’s face only inches from mine. ‘George will take care of you, make sure you get in all right. In the future, though, try to steer clear of the absinthe?’

				I nod. For a pirate, he’s very nice. I just wish his face would stop melting. ‘Okay, Just Peter.’ I close my eyes again. ‘I will.’

				He chuckles softly. ‘Not Just Peter, love. Just…uh, right then. George, I’ll see you later.’ He turns and disappears into the darkness.

				George helps me up the stairs to the heavy iron gate at the top, which opens into the palace gardens. The guard unlocks it for us, and George leads me inside.

				‘We’re home,’ he says.

				‘We?’ I blurt, surprised.

				George laughs. ‘Yes. I live here, too. You still don’t recognise me, do you? I’m King Malcolm’s new fool.’

			

		

	
		
			
				
				FOUR

				I thought he looked familiar. ‘You don’t look like a fool.’

				‘I should hope not. I’m a fool by occupation, not presentation. And only occasionally by reputation.’ He grins.

				‘You’re too young to be a fool,’ I persist, swaying a little.

				‘Not at all.’ George takes me by the shoulders. ‘I’m eighteen, which is the most foolish age of all. All the troubles of a man, yet none of the excuses of a boy.’ He leads me down the dirt path that winds around the edge of the garden. ‘We need to get you to your room before anyone sees what condition you’re in.’ He looks around. ‘But I don’t know how—’

				‘Oh, I do.’ I grab his sleeve. ‘Follow me.’

				I drag him off the path and across the grass towards a vine-covered wall. I walk along it, trailing my hand through the leaves.

				‘Know what’s funny about this palace?’ I say. ‘All the gargoyles. Lots of them are hidden, but when you find one, they’re always next to something interesting. See?’

				I stop and point to the little snout that’s almost completely buried by the ivy. Stick my hand into the greenery and feel around for the door latch I know is there. Got it. I lift it and hear a tiny click, then pull apart the curtain of vines to reveal a small doorway.

				He’s doing it again: staring at me with that funny expression, his dark eyebrows raised, the tiniest smirk on his face.

				‘What?’ I say.

				‘Nothing. But – you’re a funny girl.’

				‘Not really.’

				‘Yes, really. I mean, what does a girl from the kitchen know about secret doors?’

				I tut a little. ‘This is nothing.’

				‘You don’t say.’ He shakes his head, then gestures to the door. ‘Ladies first.’

				I squeeze through the tiny opening, and George climbs in after me. I lean out to rearrange the vines before closing the door behind me. Inside, it’s pitch black.

				‘There’s a staircase here,’ I say. ‘If you go all the way to the top, you’ll come to a door. It opens up into the great hall, behind that huge tapestry, you know, the one with the owls and bats attacking the wizard on the table?’ King Malcolm has a fondness for violent tapestries and paintings, and I hate them all.

				‘Aye, I know it. But what about you?’

				‘I’m going this way.’ I jerk my thumb over my shoulder, though it’s so dark he probably can’t see. ‘Behind me. The hallway leads to the kitchen. The maids’ quarters are just past it.’

				I stand there for a minute, waiting for him to leave. But he doesn’t. And even though I can’t see him, I can feel his eyes on me. I can’t figure out what he wants.

				‘I guess you can go now,’ I say.

				But he doesn’t move. ‘I would feel better if I saw you safely to your room.’

				I fold my arms. ‘I don’t need your help.’

				‘I didn’t say you did,’ George says mildly. ‘I was just being friendly. Seems as if you could use a friend.’

				‘What makes you say that?’

				‘I dunno. Hanging out in a dodgy tavern alone, drinking absinthe alone, stumbling home with a pirate and a fool, alone—’

				‘What’s it to you, nosy parker?’

				‘Last name’s Cavendish, actually. But come on. Let’s be friends. I’m new around here. I could use someone to show me how things are done.’

				‘You are a fool if you want a kitchen maid to show you how things are done,’ I mutter.

				I wish he’d leave. I want nothing more than to go to my room and sleep. Forget this day ever happened. In the dark like this, the absinthe is starting to wear off and I’m beginning to remember everything. Accidentally killing that necromancer. Caleb’s kissing Katherine Willoughby. Going to the masque with her while I stay home alone.

				Then I get an idea.

				‘If you’re King Malcolm’s fool, then I suppose you know about his Yuletide masque.’

				‘Aye. I’ve heard of it.’

				‘If you really want to know how things are done around here, that’s a good place to start. Since we’re friends now, why don’t you go with me?’

				George clears his throat. ‘Go with you?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘To the masque?’

				‘Yes.’

				Silence. For the third time today, I can feel my cheeks getting hot.

				‘What?’ I say irritably. ‘I suppose a fool is too good to go to a dance with a maid?’

				‘No. It’s just… I didn’t know maids were allowed to go to masques.’

				Damnation. He’s right, of course. Maids can’t go, but I wasn’t going as a maid; I was going as a witch hunter. Not that it matters, since I’ll be wearing a mask and no one will see my face anyway.

				‘We’re not,’ I correct myself. ‘But you are. And as I say, I think you should take me.’

				He clears his throat again. ‘You know, you’re very cute. And if I were at all inclined in that direction, you’d certainly be someone to consider.’

				It takes me a second to realise he’s turning me down.

				‘A simple no would suffice,’ I mutter.

				‘Suffice it to say, my no isn’t simple.’

				‘I’m not in the mood for riddles,’ I snap. I’m starting to wish I hadn’t drunk that ale. Or that I’d drunk more so I’d be passed out somewhere instead of babbling like an idiot to a fool.

				‘I’m going to go now,’ I say. ‘So, as I said, up those stairs, through that door, under the tapestry, and that’s that.’ I turn around and walk down the hall. I’m almost to the end when I hear his voice.

				‘Maybe I’ll see you around sometime?’

				I don’t reply. I just keep walking.

				Soon the hall grows narrower and warmer, and I know I’m nearing the kitchen. Supper was over hours ago, but I can still smell the food through the wall, hear the commotion on the other side as they clean: pots banging, maids shouting, the footsteps of servants still carrying in trays from the dining hall.

				My stomach starts growling, and I wonder if I can sneak inside and get something to eat without anyone seeing me. I drop to my knees and skim my hand along the wall until I feel a small notch, big enough to slip my finger through: the handle on the tiny door that opens into the kitchen between the wall and the bread oven.

				I discovered this door my first week in the kitchen. I was only nine then and didn’t have the courage to open it. I didn’t know what was on the other side, but I imagined plenty: snakes, ghosts, vicious child-eating monsters. Time passed and I forgot about it, until one day Caleb came to keep me company while I did my chores.

				I remember his sitting on the floor, playing against himself in a game of dice, left hand versus right. He wasn’t supposed to be in the kitchen with me; the other maids found him distracting. Caleb was only fourteen then, but he was almost six
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