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​Chapter 1:

Don’t Look Back, Mary.

[image: ]




The streets of London reeked of smoke, filth, and the warm rot of humanity. Fog drifted low and greasy between the crooked buildings, slithering through alleyways like a living thing, brushing up against bare ankles and torn hems. The cobblestones were slick with mud and worse. Mary didn’t care. She was hungry.

She hadn’t eaten since yesterday—or was it the day before? Time blurred when your belly was a hollow drum. Her bare feet slapped against the uneven stones, quick and light. Her breath fogged the air as she darted through the early morning bustle, slipping between the legs of a man unloading barrels and ducking under a wooden cart. Her small hands trembled, clutching the lump hidden in her ragged frock: a loaf of bread, still warm.

“Thief! Stop that girl!” The shout cracked through the noise of the street like a pistol shot.

Mary didn’t stop. She never stopped. She ran harder, her brown curls bouncing, matted with soot and street grease. The baker—a thick-necked man with dough still clinging to his sleeves—barreled after her, waving his arms and drawing the attention of passersby. A dog barked. A woman screamed. A vendor's cart toppled in the chaos.

Mary cut a sharp corner into a side alley, her thin chest heaving, legs burning. She skidded on a patch of slop but caught herself, skimming along the wall of a tenement. She could hear him behind her, cursing, his boots slapping the ground.

She ducked behind a pile of crates and dropped to her knees, crawling through a gap between two broken barrels. The stink of rotting fish and urine choked her, but she wriggled forward until the alley opened into a narrow cranny behind a boarded-up building. It was their spot. Hers and Jacob’s.

“Oi!” a whisper hissed.

Jacob, crouched beside a stack of rags, stuck his head out. His face was pale and smeared with grime, his blond hair chopped ragged as if by a knife. “You bring it?”

Mary didn’t answer. She collapsed beside him, chest heaving. She pulled the bread from her frock and held it up like a treasure.

Jacob’s eyes lit up.

“Baker nearly caught me,” she muttered, voice hoarse.

“Bet you were faster,” Jacob said, reaching for the loaf.

Mary didn’t let go yet. She glanced toward the alley mouth. No sign of the man. No shouting. Just the usual city sounds—clanging bells, shouting hawkers, the faint toll of St. Paul's in the distance. She finally handed the bread over, tearing it down the middle. One half to him. One to her.

They tore into it like wolves. Mary tried to eat slowly, but the crust scratched at her throat and her jaw ached from chewing. She didn’t care. It was the best thing she’d had in days.

“You think he saw your face?” Jacob asked through a mouthful.

Mary shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll look different by tomorrow.”

She wiped her mouth on her sleeve, which had long ago given up any pretension of being clean. Her frock had once been yellow, she thought. Now it was more the color of a bruised peach pit. She scratched at her elbow absently. The lice were back.

Jacob glanced at her, his eyes serious. “You’ll get caught someday.”

“So will you.”

He didn’t argue. They both knew the truth. Kids like them didn’t last long. Orphans were easy to ignore, easier to blame. Nobody remembered their names.

Mary didn’t even remember her parents. Just a vague memory of a woman’s smell—something like lavender—and the sound of someone singing a lullaby that had no ending. Then nothing. Then streets.

“Jacob,” she asked softly, “you ever think what it’d be like... not to be here?”

“In this alley?”

“No. I mean...” She looked up. Through the cracks above the building’s ruin, a sliver of sky peeked through, pale and smoky. “Out there. On a ship. Or in a warm house. Somewhere clean. Somewhere we ain’t hungry.”

He looked down at the bread. “Ain’t no place like that for us.”

Mary nodded slowly. That, too, was probably true.

Still, the dream stayed in her. The idea that somewhere—anywhere—was better than this. That maybe, just maybe, she could claw her way out of the muck. But it never lasted long. The sun would set. The cold would creep in. And another night of shivering and rat-scattering would begin.

But tonight, at least, they had bread.
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​Chapter 2:

Skinner’s Lane
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The orphanage on Skinner’s Lane was more a warehouse for the unwanted than a home for children. Wedged between a butcher’s shop that stank of spoiled meat and a crumbling alehouse where men bellowed their grief into tankards, the building squatted like a moldy stone toad with crooked windows and iron bars. The lantern out front had long gone dark, the wick snuffed, the glass broken. It was said the place had once been a tailor’s shop, or maybe a boarding house, but now it was a choked nest of hungry mouths and bruised knees—twenty-three children crammed into its sagging walls and one sour-faced mistress who ran it like a debtors’ prison.

Mary and Jacob trudged up the narrow, filth-slick alley beside the building as dusk smothered the streets. The sky was a thick quilt of grey and smoke, and the fog that rolled in from the Thames stuck to their skin like sweat. Mary clutched her arms around herself, shivering under her thin dress, already stiff with grime and damp.

The rear door of the orphanage creaked open before they knocked. Someone had been watching.

Mistress Runcible stood in the doorway, her bulk silhouetted against the dim candlelight behind her. She had a body like a wet sack of coal and a face carved by disappointment. Her black eyes flicked over Mary and Jacob as if counting fleas. “Out past the bell again,” she growled, voice gravelly with pipe smoke. “You’ll eat nothing for it. That makes three nights now.”

“We only—” Jacob began.

The door slammed shut in his face.

Mary sighed and looked down at him. He looked so much younger with his shoulders hunched and that hopeless slump to his spine. He was only nine. One year older than her. But in the city, age meant nothing—how quick you ran and how quiet you learned to be mattered more.

Jacob knocked again, softer. They waited. Eventually, the latch clicked and the door opened just enough for them to squeeze through.

The hallway was lined with cracked plaster, the walls streaked with greasy handprints and soot. The air stank of boiled cabbage, mildew, and the sharp ammonia tang of unwashed bedding. The only light came from a few stubs of tallow candles along the walls, melting into greasy pools.

Mistress Runcible was gone, already stomping toward the stairwell. “Don’t think I forgot your little scrap the other night,” she barked over her shoulder. “Bleeding noses and torn shirts. That sort of behavior earns the rod, you know.”

“We didn’t start it,” Mary said, her voice thin.

“Don’t matter who started it,” Runcible snapped. “It matters you made trouble. You want your dinner, learn to keep your head down. Get to your room.”

Mary bit her tongue. Jacob followed her up the stairs.

The floorboards groaned under their feet. The third floor was the worst—an open space with warped floorboards and a ceiling black with old smoke from the fireplace that hadn’t been lit in months. Children lay on the floor like discarded dolls, each huddled beneath a moth-eaten blanket or nothing at all, shifting in their sleep or whispering in the gloom.

There, in the corner by the broken window, sat a small figure with wild brown hair and a crooked smile. Jinny.

She looked up and grinned when she saw them. “Back again,” she whispered in her thick accent. “I thought maybe you’d run off for good this time.”

Mary dropped to her knees beside her and hugged her tight. Jinny was smaller than the others, though none of them were particularly tall. Her arms were stick-thin, her eyes far too big for her face. She’d been at the orphanage longer than any of them—found on the doorstep wrapped in a sackcloth blanket, so the story went. She didn’t know how old she was, but Mistress Runcible said six, and that’s what they called her.

“Didn’t run,” Mary said. “Almost did.”

Jacob flopped beside them and lay on his back, arms behind his head, staring at the shadowed ceiling. “Should’ve,” he muttered. “We could’ve gone to the docks. Or the fields outside Bow.”

“Where you’d starve faster?” Jinny said.

“We’re starving now,” he replied.

“Other than the bread,” Mary smiled, handing what she’d tucked away just for Jinny. She gobbled it like she hadn’t eaten in days. 

They all went quiet for a while, the sounds of the orphanage swallowing them up—muffled coughs, the scuttling of rats, the far-off creak of footsteps below. Somewhere, a boy was crying softly in his sleep.

Mary leaned her head against the cold stone wall. Her stomach gnawed at her ribs. She’d forgotten the feeling of being full. Her knuckles were scraped raw from her fall that morning when she narrowly escaped with the bread, and she could feel the bruises blooming along her hip from where the older boys had kicked her three days prior.

“They’ll be after us again tomorrow,” Jacob said suddenly, as if reading her thoughts.

“Let ’em try,” Mary whispered, reaching beneath her blanket and gripping the sliver of broken wood she kept hidden there—a splintered table leg. “I’m not afraid of ’em.”

“Me neither,” said Jinny. “I bit the tall one last time.”

Mary smiled despite herself.

They sat like that, the three of them huddled in a patch of moonlight that filtered through the broken window. No fire, no food, nothing to shield them from the cold but each other.

“Imagine,” Jinny said softly, her breath fogging the air, “if we lived in one of them fine houses on Pauper’s Row.”

Mary’s brow furrowed. “Ain’t no fine houses on Pauper’s Row.”

“Yes there is,” Jinny insisted. “Mistress Runcible’s always yelling about how we ain’t good enough for a breakfast like what they get down on Pauper’s Row. Porridge, toast, eggs, even jam.”

Jacob scoffed. “Bet she’s making it up to keep us quiet.”

Jinny shrugged. “Still. I imagine it anyway.”

Mary closed her eyes. “Alright then. Fine house. Big fireplace. A room all to ourselves.”

“With sheets on the beds,” Jinny added.

“And real beds,” Jacob said. “Not the floor.”

“With toast in the morning,” Mary whispered. “And porridge. Warm, thick porridge with honey.”

They drifted together into the dream. Hunger sharpened their imagination like a whetstone, turning soft lies into vivid truth. In that house on Pauper’s Row, there were no bruises, no Mistress Runcible, no bullies, no gnawing bellies. Just warmth and bread and silence.

Eventually, their voices faded, and the cold crept in around them once more.

But in Mary’s mind, she saw it clearly—a door opening onto a room of golden light and the smell of toast—and she swore, one day, she’d find it. Or steal it. Or build it from splinters and ash if she had to.
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​Chapter 3:

Hollow Cries
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The sun had barely licked the rooftops of London when the blows began. The slant of weak morning light through the warped window barely touched the cold wood floors where the children lay like discarded rags. Mary was still asleep when the first sounds reached her—thuds, scuffling, the rustle of limbs in struggle, and a short, choked yelp. Then came the shouting. She stirred groggily, the dreams of toast and honey fleeing fast, as something heavy vaulted over her.
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