

[image: cover.jpg]




 


 


 


 


 


SHADOWSEER:


LONDON


 


(SHADOWSEER, BOOK ONE)


 


 


 


 


MORGAN RICE


 




 


 


 


Morgan Rice


 


Morgan Rice is the #1 bestselling and USA Today bestselling author of the epic fantasy series THE SORCERER’S RING, comprising seventeen books; of the #1 bestselling series THE VAMPIRE JOURNALS, comprising twelve books; of the #1 bestselling series THE SURVIVAL TRILOGY, a post-apocalyptic thriller comprising three books; of the epic fantasy series KINGS AND SORCERERS, comprising six books; of the epic fantasy series OF CROWNS AND GLORY, comprising eight books; of the epic fantasy series A THRONE FOR SISTERS, comprising eight books; of the new science fiction series THE INVASION CHRONICLES, comprising four books; of the fantasy series OLIVER BLUE AND THE SCHOOL FOR SEERS, comprising four books; of the fantasy series THE WAY OF STEEL, comprising four books; of the fantasy series AGE OF THE SORCERERS, comprising eight books; and if the new fantasy series SHADOWSEER, comprising five books (and counting). Morgan’s books are available in audio and print editions, and translations are available in over 25 languages.


Morgan loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.morganricebooks.com to join the email list, receive a free book, receive free giveaways, download the free app, get the latest exclusive news, connect on Facebook and Twitter, and stay in touch!


 




 


 


Select Acclaim for Morgan Rice


 


“If you thought that there was no reason left for living after the end of THE SORCERER’S RING series, you were wrong. In RISE OF THE DRAGONS Morgan Rice has come up with what promises to be another brilliant series, immersing us in a fantasy of trolls and dragons, of valor, honor, courage, magic and faith in your destiny. Morgan has managed again to produce a strong set of characters that make us cheer for them on every page.…Recommended for the permanent library of all readers that love a well-written fantasy.”


--Books and Movie Reviews


Roberto Mattos


 


“An action packed fantasy sure to please fans of Morgan Rice’s previous novels, along with fans of works such as THE INHERITANCE CYCLE by Christopher Paolini…. Fans of Young Adult Fiction will devour this latest work by Rice and beg for more.”


--The Wanderer, A Literary Journal (regarding Rise of the Dragons)


 


“A spirited fantasy that weaves elements of mystery and intrigue into its story line. A Quest of Heroes is all about the making of courage and about realizing a life purpose that leads to growth, maturity, and excellence….For those seeking meaty fantasy adventures, the protagonists, devices, and action provide a vigorous set of encounters that focus well on Thor's evolution from a dreamy child to a young adult facing impossible odds for survival….Only the beginning of what promises to be an epic young adult series.”


--Midwest Book Review (D. Donovan, eBook Reviewer)


 


“THE SORCERER’S RING has all the ingredients for an instant success: plots, counterplots, mystery, valiant knights, and blossoming relationships replete with broken hearts, deception and betrayal. It will keep you entertained for hours, and will satisfy all ages. Recommended for the permanent library of all fantasy readers.”


--Books and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos 


 


 “In this action-packed first book in the epic fantasy Sorcerer's Ring series (which is currently 14 books strong), Rice introduces readers to 14-year-old Thorgrin "Thor" McLeod, whose dream is to join the Silver Legion, the elite knights who serve the king…. Rice's writing is solid and the premise intriguing.”


--Publishers Weekly




Books by Morgan Rice


 


SHADOWSEER


SHADOWDEER: LONDON (Book #1)


SHADOWSEER: PARIS (Book #2)


SHADOWSEER: MUNICH (Book #3)


SHADOWSEER: ROME (Book #4)


SHADOWSEER: ATHENS (Book #5)


 


AGE OF THE SORCERERS


REALM OF DRAGONS (Book #1)


THRONE OF DRAGONS (Book #2)


BORN OF DRAGONS (Book #3)


RING OF DRAGONS (Book #4)


CROWN OF DRAGONS (Book #5)


DUSK OF DRAGONS (Book #6)


SHIELD OF DRAGONS (Book #7)


DREAM OF DRAGONS (Book #8)


 


OLIVER BLUE AND THE SCHOOL FOR SEERS


THE MAGIC FACTORY (Book #1)


THE ORB OF KANDRA (Book #2)


THE OBSIDIANS (Book #3)


THE SCEPTOR OF FIRE (Book #4)


 


THE INVASION CHRONICLES


TRANSMISSION (Book #1)


ARRIVAL (Book #2)


ASCENT (Book #3)


RETURN (Book #4)


 


THE WAY OF STEEL


ONLY THE WORTHY (Book #1)


ONLY THE VALIANT (Book #2)


ONLY THE DESTINED (Book #3)


ONLY THE BOLD (Book #4)


 


A THRONE FOR SISTERS


A THRONE FOR SISTERS (Book #1)


A COURT FOR THIEVES (Book #2)


A SONG FOR ORPHANS (Book #3)


A DIRGE FOR PRINCES (Book #4)


A JEWEL FOR ROYALS (BOOK #5)


A KISS FOR QUEENS (BOOK #6)


A CROWN FOR ASSASSINS (Book #7)


A CLASP FOR HEIRS (Book #8)


 


OF CROWNS AND GLORY 


SLAVE, WARRIOR, QUEEN (Book #1) 


ROGUE, PRISONER, PRINCESS (Book #2)


KNIGHT, HEIR, PRINCE (Book #3)


REBEL, PAWN, KING (Book #4)


SOLDIER, BROTHER, SORCERER (Book #5)


HERO, TRAITOR, DAUGHTER (Book #6)


RULER, RIVAL, EXILE (Book #7)


VICTOR, VANQUISHED, SON (Book #8)


 


KINGS AND SORCERERS


RISE OF THE DRAGONS (Book #1)


RISE OF THE VALIANT (Book #2)


THE WEIGHT OF HONOR (Book #3)


A FORGE OF VALOR (Book #4)


A REALM OF SHADOWS (Book #5)


NIGHT OF THE BOLD (Book #6)


 


THE SORCERER’S RING


A QUEST OF HEROES (Book #1)


A MARCH OF KINGS (Book #2)


A FATE OF DRAGONS (Book #3)


A CRY OF HONOR (Book #4)


A VOW OF GLORY (Book #5)


A CHARGE OF VALOR (Book #6)


A RITE OF SWORDS (Book #7)


A GRANT OF ARMS (Book #8)


A SKY OF SPELLS (Book #9)


A SEA OF SHIELDS (Book #10)


A REIGN OF STEEL (Book #11)


A LAND OF FIRE (Book #12)


A RULE OF QUEENS (Book #13)


AN OATH OF BROTHERS (Book #14)


A DREAM OF MORTALS (Book #15)


A JOUST OF KNIGHTS (Book #16)


THE GIFT OF BATTLE (Book #17)


 


THE SURVIVAL TRILOGY


ARENA ONE: SLAVERSUNNERS (Book #1)


ARENA TWO (Book #2)


ARENA THREE (Book #3)


 


VAMPIRE, FALLEN


BEFORE DAWN (Book #1)


 


THE VAMPIRE JOURNALS


TURNED (Book #1)


LOVED (Book #2)


BETRAYED (Book #3)


DESTINED (Book #4)


DESIRED (Book #5)


BETROTHED (Book #6)


VOWED (Book #7)


FOUND (Book #8)


RESURRECTED (Book #9)


CRAVED (Book #10)


FATED (Book #11)


OBSESSED (Book #12)




 


 


 


Did you know that I've written multiple series? If you haven't read all my series, click the image below to download a series starter!


 


[image: img1.png]


 




 


 


Want free books?


 


Subscribe to Morgan Rice's email list and receive 4 free books, 3 free maps, 1 free app, 1 free game, 1 free graphic novel, and exclusive giveaways! To subscribe, visit: www.morganricebooks.com


 


Copyright © 2021 by Morgan Rice. All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior permission of the author.  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictionally. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. Jacket image Copyright DanieleGay   used under license from istockphoto.com.




 


 


CONTENTS


 


 


CHAPTER ONE


CHAPTER TWO


CHAPTER THREE


CHAPTER FOUR


CHAPTER FIVE


CHAPTER SIX


CHAPTER SEVEN


CHAPTER EIGHT


CHAPTER NINE


CHAPTER TEN


CHAPTER ELEVEN


CHAPTER TWELVE


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


CHAPTER NINETEEN


CHAPTER TWENTY


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX


CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN


CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT


CHAPTER TWENTY NINE


CHAPTER THIRTY


CHAPTER THIRTY ONE


CHAPTER THIRTY TWO


EPILOGUE




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Inspector Sebastian Pinsley stood on St George’s Field as his hansom carriage left, trying to think of an excuse to avoid going into the building that stood across from him. There were some places that no sane man wanted to set foot in.


Even a little way from the Thames, the stink of it caught his nostrils; although with the city as it was at the moment, it was hard to tell the difference. Barges sat motionless in the distance, though even this early in the morning there were vendors out in the broad square, flanked by buildings. Pinsley observed them as he observed the rest of the world, making sure that he understood what each thing was about before moving on to the next.


He reached into his waistcoat and checked his pocket-watch: five in the morning, far too early to be about. It was certainly too early to be heading into the square-built, high-windowed building that sat before him: Bedlam.


Technically, it was the Bethlem Royal Hospital for the insane, but no one Pinsley knew used that name. It was always Bedlam. It was a name that would conjure fear in anyone, given its history, and Pinsley felt a faint trickle of that fear now. The so-called hospital had once been a byword for the worst of madhouses. They said it had improved since they’d torn down the old building in ’15, but still, the mere sight of the place made him shudder. It took Pinsley a moment to realize what it was about the building that threatened him so much: a place like this was the antithesis of the rationality and order he tried to bring to the world. His aunt had ended her days in a place like this. Although it was a small thing compared to some of the losses in his life, the thought of it was still nearly too much.


Inspector Pinsley tightened his dark great coat around the slenderness of his frame, and removed his top hat in preparation to make his entrance. He was unshaven today, so that stubble showed between the spaces of his dark mutton chops, making him seem a little older than his forty-five years. He resolved to return home, or at least to his club, if he could before he made his way to the station. An inspector should set an example for his men. 


He strode to the door with the crisp gait that came from military habit, rapped twice upon the knocker, and waited in stillness, the better to hide his nerves at approaching this place. The man who opened the door was portly and dressed in the simple clothes of one of the keepers who would work under the warden. The hallway behind him was dusty with lack of care, wood paneled and stone floored. A portrait of Queen Victoria sat above a desk there, as if its presence would lend the place a grandeur that the rest did not.


“Pinsley,” the inspector said. “I take it I am expected?”


“Yes, sir,” the man replied. “Please, follow me.”


“A moment please,” Pinsley said, forestalling the man’s march into the building with a raised hand. A wise man gained what information he could before he rushed onto the field of battle, and with an investigation that was doubly true. “Some questions first. There has been no one in or out of the building?”


“Not other than the boy the warden sent to notify you,” the keeper said. “It wouldn’t be usual in any case. Visitors are in the afternoons.”


When they paid a penny for the dubious thrill of staring at the mad. Pinsley bit back his disgust at that and nodded, filing the information away. No visitors meant no likelihood of anyone outside the building. He’d seen the blocky exterior: it was a fortress in all but name.


“The deceased is…”


“A young woman by the name of Greene, sir,” the keeper said. “Please, we can’t have the doors open too long, even with them all confined to their rooms. Security is important here.”


In his head, Inspector Pinsley stopped the silent count that had been going on since their conversation began, trying to judge if the man had left the door open for so long because it was an inspector calling, or simply because he was lax in his duties. A careful study of the man’s face and hands revealed them to be surprisingly clean, while his hair was well trimmed, and his work clothes had only the normal level of dirt. A man who took that level of care in those details was likely to be careful in other things, too, so possibly it was just Pinsley’s presence that had made him lax about the door. 


“We have a visitors’ book, sir,” the keeper said. “In fact, you should sign it. The warden is quite strict about that. No one in or out without signing to show that they’ve been.”


“Trying to avoid another parliamentary enquiry?” Pinsley said. It was possibly a little sharp, but at this time of the morning, it was hard not to be sharp. It wasn’t as if Pinsley slept well, in any case.


The keeper winced at that. “I wouldn’t know, sir. You have to sign.”


Pinsley stepped into the place, and the cold of it was somehow even greater than it had been outside, in spite of it being February. It was darker than he would have liked inside the asylum, the windows not providing enough light to truly illuminate the place and the gas lights not lit since it was nominally morning. There were shouts and cries in the distance, off down half a dozen corridors. Only one stood quiet.


The keeper gestured to a visitors’ book bound in leather. Pinsley opened it to the current day, the 2nd of February, and took a moment to scan through the names there before he signed his own. There had been few enough visitors the day before, all in the afternoon, and none scheduled to visit the deceased, according to the notes on the purpose of their visit. For his own, he wrote simply “the investigation of a death” and left it at that.


“This way, Inspector,” the keeper said, gesturing to the quiet corridor. Pinsley didn’t wait for him, but marched ahead through the building. It didn’t matter that this place frightened him; a man faced his fears of the unknown, and shone the light of reason into the dark. 


“Sir, wait for me,” the man said, but by the time he caught up, Pinsley had reached an iron gate set into one of the hallways. He tried it, and found it locked. The keeper fumbled for his keys and unlocked it for him with speed. 


“This gate is normally kept locked?” Pinsley said.


“Yes, sir.”


Pinsley believed him. The keeper had handled the keys with a speed that said he did it as routine, every time he passed. He locked the gate behind them with as much speed. The space beyond had a series of rooms leading off it, each presumably housing an occupant, each fastened tightly as Pinsley checked them.


There were portal windows at eye level on some of the rooms, the way there might have been for prisoners in a more ordinary jail. Pinsley paused at one, then another, forcing himself to look. The figures on this wing were all women. The first Pinsley looked in on was curled up on a cot. The second was back against one of the walls, banging her head slowly against it. The third… Pinsley had to resist the urge to leap back as he found pale eyes staring straight at him.


Fear rose in him, not sudden, not something to be fought the way it had been back in the days before he’d been a police inspector, back in the Crimea. Not the way it had been when he’d seen his beloved Catherine lying dead at the hands of a madman, either. This fear was an older thing, built on memories from his childhood. In that instant, it wasn’t Inspector Pinsley walking along the corridor, but young Sebastian. How old had he been when he’d last seen his aunt, when she’d been sitting by herself, singing one nursery rhyme over, and over, and…


No, he wouldn’t think of that. He was a rational man, a man who worked with the mind. To save himself from being buried in memories, he focused on the present, using what he could see of the women he passed to guess at their former lives: governess, seamstress, wife. Everything, from the way someone stood to the callouses on their hands, had a story to tell, and if Pinsley concentrated on it enough, he didn’t have to think about the past.


Even doing that, the walk seemed to take forever. Each step was an effort, seeming to echo around the building. It took Pinsley a moment to file away the silence as a piece of a puzzle, because nowhere else in this place was quiet. If Pinsley had been a less rational man, he would have thought that something was holding the people here to silence. Instead, he reminded himself that it was just death, and the fear of it, that was producing such an effect.


Pinsley was only too grateful when they finally reached the room they sought. It was the only one with the door open, and the warden of the building was waiting. 


“Warden Buckle, this is Inspector Pinsley,” the keeper said.


“An inspector?” the warden said, sounding a little surprised. “He isn’t dressed as one.”


He was a somewhat shorter man than Pinsley, balding and dressed in a formal frock coat and waistcoat buttoned with large brass buttons. His cravat was rather looser than Pinsley’s own scarf, but Pinsley could understand that concession to comfort, given the scene within. It was enough that Pinsley had to take a gasping breath to be able to stomach it. 


The room was a relatively simple, white-walled place, forming a square perhaps ten feet on a side. There were two beds within it, covered in grey blankets, and a wash stand to one side. All of it had blood on it. Pinsley had seen worse than this in the war, but that was no consolation now. He had to remind himself that he was there to observe, to understand, and the best way to do that was to shut sympathy away so that he could look this over coldly. 


The body of a woman lay on the floor, partially covered by a sheet, which had done nothing to stop the flow of blood. Her hair and face were matted with it, until it was hard to make out many of the details. Pinsley didn’t want to look, because for a moment, all he could see was Catherine lying there… no. He would not think of that, not now. 


Even so, it was several seconds before he could make himself look at the details of the dead woman’s appearance. Her clothes were expensive, or had been once, perhaps a season or two ago. Her hands bore the signs of a struggle, and there were parallel cuts on her arms.


Another woman crouched, huddled in the corner, her hands over her face as if they might block out the scene. There was blood on her hands, in her hair, on the walls around her. She had a bruise swelling around her left eye. She was dark haired and simply dressed, wringing a bonnet between her hands like a rag. She seemed to shake with every step anyone took around her, and was muttering something to herself under her breath.


“The shadows… the shadows…”


“As you can see, Inspector,” Warden Buckle said. “It is a relatively simple matter. Elsie here got hold of a knife and decided to strike out at her roommate…”


“Tabitha Greene,” the keeper supplied. The warden gave him a look that told Pinsley everything he needed to know about the way the man ran things here. He’d seen men like this in Crimea, determined not to be corrected by a subordinate, whatever the cost.


“As I say,” the warden said. “It is a simple matter. Hardly worth troubling you with, given that the only place Elsie might end up for this is… well, here.”


He made it sound as if murders were common there. Perhaps they were; Pinsley resolved to check, because such a thing could not be allowed to stand.


“Still, I have some questions,” he said. “Was the knife found?”


Warden Buckle looked a little uncomfortable at that. “Well… no.”


“You checked thoroughly?” Pinsley said. “It is not in one of the other cells?”


“There would be no way to get it there, sir,” the keeper said. 


“Check anyway, please,” Inspector Pinsley said. He took a moment to check the body. He had seen the cuts a knife could cause, and a sword, and a dozen other weapons. These looked like none of those, because they were strangely parallel, the way wounds from claws might have been.


Inspector Pinsley frowned at that. He didn’t have enough information yet to make sense of it, and that troubled him. Not understanding might be the first step along the path to reason, but it could also lead to dangerous, intolerable unreason. Especially here.


He went to the young woman who had been left crouching in the corner. “And why was this young woman left here with the body?”


“There was nowhere else to put her,” Warden Buckle said. “Besides, it seems right that she is made to confront what she’s done. If she weren’t here, she’d hang for this.”


She still might; that would be a matter for a judge. Typically, the law demanded a life for a life. Looking at this young woman, Pinsley wasn’t sure he could be sanguine about the harshness of that. Pinsley crouched beside her. 


“The shadows…” she whispered. 


“Look at me, please.”


The young woman didn’t do it at first, but Pinsley peeled her hands away from her face. 


“I don’t want to look!” she cried out. “I don’t want to look at it!”


“You don’t want to look at what you did?” Pinsley asked. 


“I didn’t do this!” she wailed. “I didn’t. Damn you for saying it. Damn you!”


Warden Buckle took a step towards her as if he might strike her. Pinsley stopped him with a look.


“A blow is a well-known way to stop hysterics,” Buckle insisted. 


“A blow such as the one you have already struck her?” Pinsley asked. “Don’t think I didn’t notice the reddening around your knuckles, sir.”


“I… how dare you?” the warden asked. 


Pinsley ignored him, returning his attention to the young woman. “It’s Elsie, isn’t it?”


She nodded in between choking sobs. 


“Can you tell me what happened here?”


“Any fool can tell you that!” the warden asked. 


“I didn’t do it!” Elsie repeated. “I didn’t. I didn’t! It was… there were shadows, strange shadows, and… and… no, I didn’t do it!”


“Inspector,” the warden said. “I think that is quite enough. The girl is clearly deranged. She was found inside a locked room along with the body. Everything here was locked up tight overnight. There is no way it could have been anyone else.”


Pinsley knew that had to be true. He was a man of logic, of science. The man of intellect applied reason until only one answer remained, and here, that answer seemed obvious. 


It was just… why was the knife not there?


Why did the cuts on the body look far more like the claws of some wild beast?


Why did he find himself believing this girl when she told him that she hadn’t done it? 


And what did she mean when she talked about the shadows being strange?




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Kaia weighed the sheets she held, trying not to be too obvious about it, looking past the other girls in the dormitory as she considered her plan. The windows of the Sydney Street Foundling Hospital were set high, out of the reach of the children within. In theory, it was to prevent distractions, but everyone there knew that it was to make it harder for those within to simply escape. 


Around her, the other girls were running around, and in moments like this it was almost possible to believe that this was a normal place. The youngest of them were playing a game of pick up sticks in the corner, while a couple of the others were reciting rhymes. It was only the fact that they were doing it quietly, so that Mrs. Garrow wouldn’t hear, that reminded her of what this place was really like. She said that children should be seen, not heard, and enforced it with all the violence her cane could bring.


Kaia hated that cane. She hated the way the Garrows acted, like they were doing the girls a favor with every punishment. She hated all of it.


She was still thinking about how much she hated the place when the clang of the breakfast bell came from below. The other girls scrambled to put away the few toys they had, lining up in their plain, basic clothes, grey with age and scrubbing. The ones who hadn’t made their beds yet did it now, and the older ones checked that the younger ones had washed behind their ears, and all the other places the Garrows might look. 


They filed out, and just by not going with them, Kaia was committed to this. There would be a punishment for not doing as the others did. One of the smallest ones glanced back, and Kaia put a finger to her lips. Kaia was determined, because the alternative to running was far, far worse. Tomorrow was her birthday; seventeen, and everyone knew what that meant. 


No time to think about that. She had to be brave about this. She had to act. 


Kaia started counting under her breath. She had three minutes. Three minutes before Mrs. Garrow came to check on the room, and make notes on which girls deserved her wrath. Three minutes before she found Kaia here, trying to leave.


Using her bed as a platform to climb from, she hauled herself up to the window. Kaia was grateful that her skirts weren’t the full hooped ones that most women she saw outside seemed to wear, but the combination of them and layers of underclothes was still enough to slow her climb a little. 


She was small for her age, because it wasn’t as if the orphanage wanted to spend any more than it had to on food. Every penny Mrs. Garrow and her husband saved meant there was more money in their pocket. At least now, her size allowed her to fit on the small space of the windowsill long enough to slide the window open and fasten a rope made from bedsheets into place. Strands of blonde hair fell around Kaia’s heart-shaped face as she looked down. It was a long way down to the street. If she fell…


The answer, Kaia reminded herself, was not to fall. Being scared had never helped her avoid a single punishment. She had to get away.


In theory, tomorrow, Kaia would be able to simply walk out the front door of the place. Girls of seventeen were too old for London’s orphanages, by law. Kaia knew it didn’t work like that, though. If she did it that way, it would be the workhouse at best, and Mrs. Garrow had already talked about the patron she’d found who was willing to offer a girl like Kaia a position as a servant. Kaia wasn’t naive enough to believe that any well-off man did something like that out of the goodness of his heart. She knew she was one of the prettier girls there, and what such a man would want from her in return for the position. She’d stood by her bed with the others when they’d come round, ostensibly touring the building, but also making their choices. If she went, she would be nothing more than a plaything, until her new patron tired of her and threw her out onto the streets. The thought of it disgusted her.


No, she couldn’t wait until tomorrow. Dropping down on the sheet, she put her weight against it, hanging there with shoes not really designed for the purpose of scraping against the wall. Kaia had put knots in the sheet, but still, it was a hard climb down to the ground, and a cold one. The first rays of the morning sun were only barely cutting through a mist that threatened to freeze Kaia to the bone, turning that mist red in the dawn.


She was close to the ground when her hands slipped from the makeshift rope. Kaia had a moment of pure terror as she fell, but she felt her feet touch the ground after just an instant. She’d fallen a few feet at most. Relief flooded through Kaia, and not just because she’d survived the fall. She was out of the orphanage; she was free. The joy that came from that was tempered only by the need to get away. Kaia paused for only the briefest moment to take in the square, whitewashed exterior of the place that had been her home as long as she could remember. She’d only ever been out of it with the other girls, and now she was free of it. This would, she swore, be the last time she looked on it. 


Kaia set off at a run, heading north. She needed to put as much distance between her and the orphanage as possible. The barrow boys were wheeling barrows to market in Covent Garden or Whitechapel. The ones who had early shifts at a factory were making their way out to them from the tenements they shared with a dozen other families. 


The filth of the streets was impossible to avoid, and the air was as thick with grime as with fog. They said that you could tell how long a sheep had been in the city by how grey its coat was, and right then, Kaia could believe it. The few horses she saw so early didn’t even bother with boys following them to collect their manure. She simply had to pick her way between it all.


Kaia walked quickly, reasoning that the more she lost herself, the harder she would be to find in an hour or two from now when the Garrows noticed that she was missing. Kaia wondered how much effort they would put into looking for her. Another day and she was free to do as she wished, but at the same time, if they’d already taken money from her would-be “benefactor,” they might look harder. Better to keep moving.


Kaia had already formed a plan: she would try to reach a station, Paddington or Euston. From there, she could try to slip onto a train heading somewhere, anywhere. Brighton, Liverpool, maybe even go as far north as Scotland. No one would ever look for her there. Even the Garrows wouldn’t hunt for her as far as Edinburgh.


The thought of the station kept her moving. If she kept walking north, she would reach it. She would wait outside it all night if she had to. Then it was a question of finding a way onto a railway carriage without being seen, or finding a way to get a ticket to somewhere else. Kaia could do this; she had to tell herself that. She could.


Kaia found herself crossing a bridge, lit by gas lamps at intervals that had yet to be doused for the morning. Even in the fog she thought it was probably Westminster Bridge, with arch after arch reaching down slightly unsteadily into the water. She crossed over into the district, making out buildings in the hazy distance. The Houses of Parliament were bright even this early, and Kaia stared at them in wonderment. Kaia had heard somewhere that their precincts had hundreds of rooms, and that there were servants and cooks on hand to supply anything the members there wanted. Kaia couldn’t even imagine living in that kind of luxury. She stared at the buildings now, so close to the place she’d been brought up and so utterly different, all at once.


People walked the other way, heading to what she assumed were offices there in the city. The men who passed, and they were almost all men, were dressed with a wealth that made Kaia feel small and grubby by comparison. 


She saw one or two eyes on her as she walked, and flinched at it, thinking that they might see her for who she was and drag her back to Mrs. Garrow. She had to force herself to keep walking, telling herself that she was simply out without a bonnet or a coat. They didn’t know, however much the fear inside her might tell her otherwise. She might not look like she lived here, but at least, she guessed, she could pass for someone’s servant. 


How long did she walk for? Long enough that she could feel the chill of the fog in her bones, at least. Long enough that the mist off the river started to clear a little, so that she could make out the shine of the moon above. Long enough that she became hungry, and started to look round for something to eat. 


That was the next problem: Kaia had no money, because aside from sixpence at Christmas, the Garrows didn’t believe in that kind of generosity towards their wards. She found herself envying the men who passed. Some would be leaving wives who had made them breakfast, or houses with paid cooks. Some would be making their way to their clubs, to settle down in soft armchairs and have food brought.


Kaia wished that she could have a life like that. Not even a life like that; she wished that she could just have a life that was safe. In spite of having no way to buy anything, when Kaia scented roasting food on the wind, she found herself drawn inexorably towards a small side street that seemed packed from end to end with food vendors. Kaia waited at the end of it, staring at the sausages and roast chestnuts, eel pies and apples with the longing that came from having walked too far with too little to eat.


What could she do, though? She couldn’t just snatch something from one of them. She didn’t want to be a thief.


“Out of the way, girl,” a big, burly man ordered her, striding along with a cane in one hand that he swung in time with every meaty step. He looked as if he hadn’t missed a meal in his life, and would probably trample over anyone who suggested it. He bought so much food from one vendor that Kaia could barely believe it, pies and apples that made Kaia’s stomach rumble. He shoved past her again on the way out of the alley, making his way over to a small park, where he sat down by one of the trees, eating with such speed that Kaia thought he might choke with it. He laid out the food he had, while reading from what appeared to be the day’s broadsheet. 


Kaia drifted closer, thinking that she might be able to beg some small measure of food from him. A man like that, who had so much, and was so rude about it, might not miss one apple.


She edged forward, working up the courage to ask. She made her way slowly towards the tree the man was sitting under, trying to convince herself that this stranger might help her. Kaia’s nerves at doing it made her almost creep forward towards him.


She found herself staring at the man looking back at her. 


“Thief!” He surged to his feet. “Thief, I say!”


“I’m not-”


The man struck out at her before Kaia could begin to explain, lashing out with his cane so that she had to leap back from it. Kaia’s terror propelled her away from him, and in a second, she had set off running before she even knew what she was doing. She ran blindly past the trees, towards the wrought iron railings at the far end of the park, not looking back, not slowing down. If she just ran, she could-


A hand clamped onto Kaia’s arm, jerking her to a halt, and turning her to face a man dressed in the uniform of a constable. Kaia cried out and tried to break free, but he held onto her, then fastened cuffs onto her wrists.


“Got you!” he said. “Filthy little thief. What are you even doing this end of the city?”


“I… I’m sorry,” Kaia said, not understanding. “I’m not a thief. I didn’t know I shouldn’t be here. I’m sorry.”


“Tell that to the beak, girl,” the constable said. “Thieving from rich folk? You’ll be lucky if you don’t find yourself transported off to the colonies.”


Horror filled Kaia at those words. The colonies, Australia, meant the other side of the Empire, the other side of the world. She’d heard the stories of how brutal things were over there, with the heat, the cruelty of people who ran things. To be sent there was as good as a death sentence. 


“But I’m not a thief!”




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


The sun was creeping out from the fog when Inspector Pinsley reached St. Bartholomew’s hospital for the autopsy of Tabitha Greene. 


Pinsley stepped down into Smithfields and took a moment to brace himself against the cold of the February air in the district. 


“Get’cher papers!” a crier on one of the corners called. “Government denies involvement in Orsini plot! Victories in the Raj and in China!”


Pinsley ignored him. This wasn’t the breakfast table, to be reading the broadsheets. Instead, he stared up at St. Bart’s. The building towered above him, three stories tall and fifteen bays wide, dominating one entire end of the square he stood in. It was a building that promised the finest teaching the Empire had in medicine. Pinsley just hoped that it had other answers for him.


A porter eyed him as he stepped inside, probably surprised by the earliness of the visit. He looked presentable enough, at least. He’d had time enough to head back to his club, have breakfast, and shave, but no more than that. He could have headed home, but home held too many memories of Catherine and Olivia. He only kept the place at all because of the possibility that his and Catherine’s daughter might come back. 


He couldn’t concentrate on the past now, though, not when the present held its own troubles. He knew the way to the surgical theatres by now, and strode to them with the stiff backed quickness of a soldier on the march. A few young men were in already, moving from one side of the hospital to the other as they prepared for the morning’s work. Automatically, Pinsley picked out one who had been drinking heavily the night before, one who had been in a fight, one whose poorly repaired clothes suggested money troubles he was trying to hide.


He kept going, into the heart of the place, until he came to the surgical theatre he wanted, with a plaque that marked it as the domain of Dr. Jonah Florian. Pinsley took a breath before he stepped inside, steeling himself for what was to come. As he entered, the cold air of open windows hit him so that it was no better than being outside. 


The room was truly a theater, with circles of benches arranged so that a smattering of students might look down from all sides on the events taking place at the center of the room. A sturdy table stood there, long stained by the procedures that had taken place on it. The body of Tabitha Greene lay on that table, stretched out in that too-still way that only the dead had. Pinsley felt a pang of disquiet at seeing her laid there, as if she were no more than an object of study.


Dr. Florian stood beside her, stripped to shirt sleeves and waistcoat, with a leather apron over the top that might have suited a butcher as much as a surgeon. It didn’t help that Dr. Florian looked like most people’s image of a butcher, thick set and square-featured, sporting a thick moustache and a shaven head, with a ruddiness to his complexion that seemed like the only warmth in the otherwise frigid room. He looked up as Pinsley approached down the steps towards the middle of the room.
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