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      For Polly, Annie, Elizabeth, Catherine, and Mary Jane. May you never be forgotten.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            CARRIED AWAY

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      *Lena*

      

      “London always smells like rain.” I step onto the slick, uneven stones along the Thames River. As the tide slides out and leaves behind ribbons of mud and glinting debris, I crouch low to look for treasures. My boots stick slightly in the muck when I shift my weight. There’s just something about this place. This river seems to remember everything that’s happened along its shores for hundreds of years.

      I promised myself I’d do something spontaneous when I finished my forensic psychology degree, and visiting my cousins in London felt like the perfect excuse for a trip. It’s a graduation trip, technically, but mostly an escape from responsibility before I start my new job in New York City. So, my mom and I called her sister, my Aunt Claire, and planned the trip.

      “Lena, you’re ridiculous,” my cousin Ella calls from behind me. “You do realize the tide comes in fast, right? You’ll end up in the papers. American Tourist Carried Away by River—While Looking for Trash.”

      I roll my eyes without looking up. “It’s not trash. I’ve always wanted to go mud larking, actually, and this river is full of history, not trash.”

      My cousin Tom snorts. “You’ve watched one too many documentaries, and now you want to be an archaeologist.”

      I grin up at them. “Maybe I’m just better than my cousins at spotting things that matter. Plus, you two grew up here. Of course, it’s not going to be as interesting to you as it is to me.”

      They’re both standing on the embankment above me, holding paper cups of coffee like civilized people, while I’m knee-deep in muck with a trowel and a plastic bucket. I let Ella hold my phone and wallet so I don’t ruin anything important.

      “I can’t believe this is the same river that ran through London at the same time Jack the Ripper was on his murdering spree,” I call up. “It feels… calmer now.”

      “That’s because you’re not wading through it in 1888. Back then, it was basically a sewer. Whitechapel wasn’t exactly riverside luxury,” Tom says.

      Ella agrees. “This part of the river isn’t far from where the murders happened, though. Just north of here, on the East End. You can still feel the evil in some of the old alleys even though it’s coffee shops, bookstores, and multi-cultural cuisines now instead of gin dens.”

      “So less murder, more lattes?”

      “Exactly,” Tom says, smirking. “Still dodgy in places, mind you. But these days it’s mostly tourists and artists trying to make rent.”

      I glance at the water as it snakes past, steady and gray. “Crazy to think this same river’s seen all of it. The ships, the smoke, the bodies….”

      Ella shudders theatrically. “You really are leaning into the Ripper-tourist mindset, Lena.”

      “Maybe.” I smile to myself. “But history and true crime have both always really intrigued me, and this place has both.”

      Last night’s Jack the Ripper walking tour still lingers in my mind. We didn’t see the whole East End, just the parts where a couple of the murders took place, but the stories are of women whose names I’ll never forget–Mary Ann, Annie, Elizabeth, Catherine, and Mary Jane. There may have even been more….

      Now, kneeling in the mud, that feeling intensifies. The river gurgles beside me, sliding back toward the sea, revealing the bones of the city one inch at a time.

      I sift through silt with my gloved fingers, chasing a faint glint of something metal. It’s probably just a bottle cap, but I keep scraping, heart thudding harder the more the shape reveals itself. First it’s a curve, then a clasp, and I lift it out of the earth completely, exposing filigree work fine as lace.

      When I rinse it in a puddle, I realize it’s a small brooch the size of a silver dollar, dark with age but catching the light like it’s been waiting for someone to notice it.

      “Oh, my God,” I shout.

      “What?” Ella asks. “Did you find treasure?”

      “Sort of.” I hold it up so it shines in the sunlight. “See? I told you. I found a shiny piece of history.”

      Tom jumps down from the ledge to join me, squinting. “Let’s see it, then.” His boots instantly sink into the wet sand. “Ugh, this is disgusting.”

      “Careful,” I warn, rinsing the brooch again. I notice this time that the back is engraved, delicate and worn but still legible: Polly. The name makes something flutter in my chest. “It says Polly. That was what they called Mary Ann Nichols,” I say.

      Tom frowns. “Who’s that?”

      “Weren’t you listening last night? She’s one of Jack the Ripper’s victims,” I explain, barely able to hide my excitement. “She was killed not far from here, actually. The tour guide mentioned it.”

      Ella groans. “You’ve officially lost your marbles.”

      “Marbles or not, this is real.” I beam, brushing off the last of the dirt. “The Ripper might have dropped it.”

      “Or maybe,” Tom cuts in, “it’s just a random old brooch from a junk shop that ended up in the river with a common name. It’s a complete coincidence.”

      I ignore him and fasten it to my shirt, just below my collarbone. One needs a license to mudlark in the Thames. I begged my aunt to get one before I came. Now, it’s paying off. Technically, I’m not allowed to take anything out of the country when I go, but I can wear it for now. “See? It’s beautiful, and I rescued it.”

      “Oh, great. Now I’m stuck.” Tom puts his hand on my shoulder, trying to get his boot out of the sludge.

      Under his weight, I slip on the wet stones. In an instant, I lose my balance. The ground gives way beneath me, crumbling into thick, sucking mud.

      “Lena!” Ella shrieks.

      The sky spins, and cold water slaps against my legs, waist and chest, faster than I can comprehend. It feels like the river is rising, and I reach for Tom’s hand, his shirt, anything, but the river tugs at me like it’s alive.

      “Grab her!” Ella screams.

      Tom tries to grab me, and I grasp his wrist, but then the tide surges higher, dragging me backward with a powerful determination to pull me under. I lose my grip as the shock of cold knocks the breath from my lungs.

      The current is relentless. My boots are heavy. I can’t tell which way is up. Everything turns to gray and blue-green, all other sounds swallowed by the rush of water. I part my lips to scream, and the river fills my mouth, icy, ancient, and angry.

      I thrash, panicking. The surface flashes above me, light and air, and then it’s gone again, replaced by the murky dark. I can’t see. I can’t breathe. My lungs burn, the pressure building until stars explode behind my eyes.

      Something brushes my arm, a coil of riverweed, or maybe a hand. My heart hammers so hard it hurts my chest. The water roars in my ears, louder than the city ever was, a deep, guttural groan.

      I reach up, but my limbs are slow, heavy, and sluggish. The current pulls harder, wrapping around me like chains. My chest convulses, the need for air turning into a blazing fire. Every instinct screams to fight, but it’s like the river doesn’t want to let me go.

      My vision tunnels. Light shatters above, rippling like a broken mirror. For a fleeting second, I swear I hear someone calling for me, faint and far away, ripping through the dark water.

      Then the sound fades. The pressure fades. Everything fades.

      The last thing I feel is the weight of the river closing over me, cold and endless. Then there is only darkness.
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      *Mark*

      Fog swallows the light whole tonight, rolling through the alleys of Whitechapel. I run hard, my boots splashing through puddles, my coat snapping behind me as I blow my whistle.

      The man ahead of me is nothing but a shifting shadow in the haze. He darts left, the glint of a knife in his hand briefly catching the street light before vanishing again.

      “Stop!” My voice is hoarse and useless.

      I only hear the echo of his flight, the slap of boots on stone, the frantic rasp of my lungs.

      I round the corner and nearly skid into the wall of mist that hangs over the Thames embankment, and I lose sight of him entirely.

      “Bloody hell,” I hiss, scanning the shadows. The bank is empty. I ball my hands into fists, adrenaline twisting into fury. I had him. I had him—

      Then I hear another woman scream, but this time it’s coming from the water. The surface heaves and shifts under the dim light, and then I see her arms flailing, her hands clawing before slipping back under.

      “Blast!” I shrug off my coat and jump in the river, kicking hard, following the swirl of bubbles downward. The current drags at me, tearing at my clothes, my limbs, my strength.

      Fingers brush mine, and I grab hold, pulling her upward, the weight of her dragging at my shoulders. Her body is limp. I break the surface with a gasp, hauling her toward the bank, every stroke a battle against the tide.

      “Hold on,” I mutter, though she can’t hear me. “You’re not dying tonight, not if I can help it.”

      When I finally reach the embankment, I hook my arms under hers and drag her out of the water. She collapses against me, coughing, water pouring from her mouth. Her face is the palest white, her lips blue, and her clothes are soaked through… and quite odd.

      “Easy,” I say, forcing breath into my lungs. “You’re safe now.”

      She coughs up more water, gasping for air. I retrieve my coat and drape it around her shoulders, squatting beside her. Her blonde hair is plastered to her face, but her skin is smooth and unscarred. There’s no sign she was attacked before falling.

      “Are you well?” I ask. My voice is steadier than I feel. “Did you see a man with a knife run through here? Did he push you into the river?”

      She coughs, struggling to get words out through choked lungs. “What? No, I didn’t see a man,” she says.

      Her accent is unfamiliar, not Cockney, not proper London, but something else entirely.

      I glance down at her clothes: men’s trousers and a loose men’s shirt. “Where were you going tonight, miss?”

      When she catches her breath, she looks up at me. “I… I’m visiting family here. In London. I—my name’s Lena. Lena… uh… Carter.”

      “Visiting from where, miss?”

      “From New York.” Her voice wavers. “Where’re my cousins?”

      I look around, but there’s no one else here. “I see no one, miss.”

      She sits up then, blinks a few times, and looks around, pulling my jacket close to her. In my wet state, I wish I had it back, but she needs it more than I do. “Where are we?”

      “Whitechapel,” I reply, studying her face. “Do you require a physician?”

      “When are we?” Her forehead puckers. I don’t understand her question, but she seems to be speaking to herself anyway. Her eyes meet mine, and she tips her head to the side. “Can you help me find them? Perhaps they’re planning on meeting me at the tavern.”

      The thought of leaving her alone in Whitechapel makes my gut twist. The streets are dark, but I have duties elsewhere. I can’t stick around to protect her. I can only get her somewhere safe.

      “I’ll see you to the tavern,” I say, helping her to her feet.

      The streets are eerily quiet now. Her eyes dart at every shadow, and I sense the source of her unease is more than having fallen into the river. She studies everything around her, and I wonder if she’s frightened–or mad.

      We reach the Ten Bells, the closest tavern to where I found her. Tucked in a side alley, its sign swings and creaks above the door, and through the window I can see the fair redhead who tends the bar. Inside, it smells of burning peat and ale. Miss Carter hesitates on the threshold.

      “My family’s meeting me here,” she says, clutching my coat tighter around her shoulders. “They’ll take care of me now. Thank you for your help.”

      I nod reluctantly. “Wait here, then. Don’t leave without your family.”

      She gives me my coat back, a grateful smile on her face. Then she slips inside, and I go back to work.

      The woman I left behind on the street, the one with her throat slit, is still out there. Her body waits, and so does justice. I put my coat on, still soaked to the bone. But the shiver that passes through me isn’t from cold, but from the knowledge that a killer walks free.

      When I arrive, the body still rests in the same place in the alley where I left her. I lift my whistle to my lips and blow a sharp, commanding note. Soon, a constable arrives, his lantern bobbing.

      “Inspector Harrow, sir,” he says.

      “Post men at either end of the street,” I order, gesturing to the entrances. “Don’t let anyone through. Get word to the station to send for the chief inspector and the coroner. Tell them to hurry. This woman was attacked and brutally murdered”

      He nods and runs to comply. I kneel beside the woman’s body, careful not to touch more than necessary until the others arrive. The cut to her throat is deep, clean, and precise. Smaller, shallow stabs line her lower abdomen. I pull my notebook out of my coat pocket, thankful that it’s dry, and note everything–the position of the body, clothing, approximate age, apparent health, and all injuries.

      The alley is littered with debris–broken bottles, fragments of wood, footprints that have mostly faded on the wet stones. I sketch the scene roughly, marking distance from lamplight posts, puddles, and objects near the body. Every scrap could prove useful later. Most detectives wouldn’t bother, but I’ve found such notes helpful in other cases, and something tells me this one is bigger than any other.

      Another constable arrives, and I assign him to one side of the alley, stationing the one who left to fetch him at the other. “No touching and no moving of anything until Chief Abberline arrives,” I instruct them. “Understand?”

      He nods, tension visible in every line of his body.

      I rise, pacing the scene. The gaslight barely covers the walls and windows of the nearest buildings. Shadows swallow up this part of the street; I’d be shocked if anyone saw anything at all.

      I call out to any early risers nearby, dockhands, street vendors, shopkeepers, asking if they saw or heard anything unusual. Everyone shakes their heads as though the night passed quietly. Still, I record each statement meticulously.

      Finally, I return to the woman’s body one last time, committing her to memory. I don’t yet know her name, her story, or why she was here alone. I only know the facts I can gather tonight: the attack was sudden, carried out swiftly, and no one saw anything. No one other than me even heard anything. I heard her screams, but I arrived too late to see the attack.

      The coroner’s wagon arrives just as dawn seeps into the sky, orange light spilling over the alley. I step back as the men lift her body onto the stretcher, covering her face with a sheet. The sound of the fabric settling hits harder than usual.

      “She didn’t deserve this, no matter who she was,” one of them says.

      “No one deserves this. This is gruesome, even for Whitechapel,” another responds.

      I glance once more at the ground where she fell. The blood settles into uneven pools. I don’t need a coroner to tell me what she did for a living. She was one of the countless women who haunt these streets after midnight, trading their bodies for enough coin to keep the cold out for one more night. Desperation will make people do just about anything.

      I stare down the alley toward the glowing river brume. “God help us,” I mutter under my breath.

      Whitechapel: the rot, the poverty, the gin houses spilling their drunks into the gutters, and the lodging packed twelve to a room. I’ve walked these streets for years, and the filth multiplies with each passing day. No law holds here for long. Hunger and filth grind it down to dust. I can haul a thief in on Monday and see him back at his old trade by Wednesday, laughing in my face.

      I’ve seen men gutted for a shilling, children starving, and women who vanish without a trace, but this feels different. The precision and location of the cuts on her body make it feel personal.

      I turn my collar up and start walking toward the station. Behind me, the river splashes against the embankment, carrying secrets downstream.
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      I push open the tavern door, and warmth washes over me. My jeans cling to my legs, my soaked shirt sticks to my chest, and a shiver rolls down my spine. I move toward the bar, trying not to look too out of place, my boots squeaking against the wooden floor.

      “You look like you’ve had a rough night,” a voice says, calm but curious.

      I look up to see a woman leaning on the counter, her red curls spilling over her shoulders, setting off her bright blue eyes. She tilts her head, studying me.

      “I… I fell into the river,” I manage, my voice trembling.

      She nods once, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “You sure did,” she says. “My name’s Shannon Connor. Sit down, warm yourself. You’re soaked to the bone.”

      I slide onto a nearby stool. “I’m Lena,” I say, my teeth chattering. I fold my wet hands in my lap, suddenly aware of how out of place I am. How in the world did I end up here? “I didn’t mean to cause any trouble.”

      “Trouble?” Shannon repeats lightly, amusement in her tone. “You’ve already had enough of that tonight, I’d say.”

      I manage a small, tired laugh and glance around, trying to figure out what time period I’ve stumbled into. I know I’m not where I should be. Like the rest of the city I’d seen on the way here, this place is archaic, while somehow still… new.

      “Can I ask what the date is?” I force my voice to sound casual. My stomach churns, and I curl my fingers around the damp fabric of my shirt.

      Shannon gestures to a smoke-stained wall calendar. “Thirty-first of August,” she says plainly.

      I look at the calendar and freeze. August 31, 1888. This can’t be possible. I fell into the river… and back through time?

      Maybe I’m in a hospital somewhere–in a coma. Maybe I’m dead…

      Memories from the Jack the Ripper tour flare in my mind. The stories, the streets, and the first murder, which will take place tonight. Unless he’s already killed her.

      Maybe this is hell.

      Shannon looks me over again more closely this time. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

      “No,” I admit, my voice careful. It all seems real. I need to play along until I can figure out what happened. “I’m from New York.”

      “Do you have anywhere to stay tonight? Or any dry clothes?”

      I shake my head. “No. I don’t. I can’t seem to find my cousins.”

      “Then come with me.” She motions to the stairway behind the bar. “I’ve got a room upstairs. It’s small, but it’s safe and dry. You can change there, and there’s an extra bed to sleep in.”

      I follow her up the narrow, creaking stairs, each step reminding me that I’m far from home, far from everything familiar. The city noise drifts in through the walls–but it’s carriage wheels, horses’ hoofs, not the roar of engines. Every sound is foreign, every detail jarring.

      This was supposed to be a fun trip. It was supposed to be a week in London with Tom and Ella, celebrating before starting my new job doing criminal profiling with the New York City Police Department. I’m supposed to be visiting museums and old pubs right now, not dripping on the floor of one in 1888.

      Shannon opens a door at the top of the stairs. The room is small, with cracked walls and four small beds tucked into the corners. A tiny trunk sits at the foot of one of the beds, and the air smells of sweat, unwashed linens, and smoke. The window lets in a sliver of light from the lamp-lit street below.

      I glance around, noticing the faint sound of laughter and muffled voices from down the hall, the soft rustle of skirts and the clink of bottles. A ribbon of lace spills from a trunk, and a corset hangs over the back of one bed. The musky scent of sex in the air hits me, and it’s only then that I realize this isn’t just a boarding house above a bar. This is a brothel. A mix of disbelief and unease falls over me, and yet, I’m grateful for Shannon and her kindness. I could be walking the streets now–freezing, lost, and confused.

      She sets a bundle of clothing on the nearest bed. “Here.” She tucks a stray curl behind her ear. “Change into these. They should fit.”

      I pull back the folds and find a simple nightgown and a pair of dry wool socks.

      “Go on, change,” she says softly. “I have to get back downstairs.”

      After I thank her, she returns to her work. I slip out of my wet clothes and pull on the dry garments. The fabric scratches my skin, but it’s warm and dry. I tug on the stockings, pin the Polly brooch to the nightgown, and finally sit on the edge of the bed, hugging my knees.

      I glance around the small room, taking in the thin blankets on the bed, the lingerie and whiskey bottles strewn about. The smell of the room makes me wrinkle my nose, but I am alive, dry, and out of the river.

      Curling up on the bed, I try to hold on to the small thread of security this room provides. My mind spins with the date, the streets outside, and the reality that I am somewhere I’ve only ever read and heard tales about. I am in 1888, in Whitechapel, London, and nothing makes sense.

      My limbs ache from fighting with the river, and I’m beyond tired, despite the fact that it was only late afternoon when I fell into the water. I tuck the blanket around my shoulders, lying on my side facing the door, and try to quiet my thoughts, but the image of the man in uniform flashes through my mind.

      I didn’t tell him the truth. I said I was meeting family, which, of course, is a lie. I’d suspected as soon as I saw his uniform and looked around that this was an entirely different time, but if I’d told him that, he would have thought I’d lost my mind. Who knows what he would have done? He would’ve thought me mad or drunk. He would’ve locked me in jail or an asylum.

      My eyelids grow heavy, and my thoughts scatter. Somewhere between the rhythm of my heartbeat and the distant sounds of the tavern, I fall asleep.

      When I awaken, it’s not the soft morning light I expect to greet me. Instead, I hear the low murmur of voices and the shuffle of movement in the room. I open my eyes, and for a moment, all the disorientation returns in a rush. I sit up and try to adjust my eyes against the lantern glow while taking in the figures entering the room.

      Shannon appears first, carrying the lantern. Behind her come two other women. Their clothing is layered and worn: bodices cinched over faded skirts, underskirts peeking from beneath, stockings patched in places. The scent of alcohol, smoke, sweat, and perfume hangs around them. They move with an ease and confidence that tells me they know this life well.

      Shannon tilts her head, giving me a faint, amused smile. “You awake, then?” she asks.

      I nod, trying to pull myself together. “I am.” My voice sounds small and fragile.

      She gestures toward the other women. “These are Louisa and Flossie. They share this room with me.”

      Louisa, a dark-haired woman with red rouge on her cheeks and crimson lipstick, steps forward. Her bodice is slightly askew. She offers a nod. “Good evening,” she says simply.

      Flossie, a tall blonde, follows, her gaze meeting mine, and she smiles faintly, the corners of her eyes crinkling. “Nice to meet you.”

      I manage a weak smile in return. “My name is Lena,” I choke out awkwardly.

      Shannon plops down on her bed. “It’s nearly dawn. We just got done with work. We keep strange hours around here. You’ll see,” she says with a wink.

      I sit on the edge of the flimsy mattress, watching them get ready for bed, noticing the details: the small hooks for hanging skirts, the brass buckles on their shoes, the scent of lye soap. I see their frayed hems and carefully hidden stains. Their garments are meant to be seen by many and touched by the hands of strangers. The layers, the tight fit, the fabrics tell me everything I need to know: these women work beneath the shadows of the night, and it’s a world in which I never thought I’d ever even catch a glimpse.

      “What kind of work do you do, Lena?” Flossie asks.

      I swallow hard, my throat dry. I hadn’t thought about work yet, but now, looking around the room, I realize that if I’m going to stay here, I can’t just lie in bed and wait for someone else to care for me. This place isn't a charity, and I have no money, no contacts, and no plan.

      “I could serve drinks,” I say. “I can help in the tavern downstairs.”

      Flossie nods, and Shannon chuckles. “Well, that’s practical. We can always use another hand behind the bar. You’ll learn fast enough. You won’t make as much coin as we do, but it’ll be enough to pay for your bed.”

      Relief mingled with apprehension floods me. It isn’t glamorous or even safe, but it’s a start. I nod, more determined than I feel. “Thank you.”

      Shannon smiles. “Good. We’ll get you settled and show you the ropes. Welcome to the Ten Bells, Lena.”

      Ten Bells. I know this place. I just walked these floors on a tour, tracing the footsteps of Jack the Ripper’s victims. This very building is one of the most infamous stops on the true crime map of Whitechapel. I can’t believe I didn’t recognize it, and now, I’m sitting here, watching these women, Louisa, Flossie, and Shannon, and a knot tightens in my stomach. They are very exposed, and their lives are incredibly dangerous.

      The stories weren’t just stories. The terror was… is real, and somehow I’m caught in the middle of it. I should be back with my cousins, my aunt and uncle, and my mom, spending our trip laughing over tea and pastries. I already miss them, and picturing them believing I’ve drowned in the Thames twists a cold panic through me.
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      The coroner’s office reeks of blood. As I stand near the slab, I pull the sheet back just enough to glimpse her face: pale, still, the life drained from her. The slit of her throat causes my stomach to churn. I’ve seen many dead bodies, but nothing this violent before. Whoever did this was filled with rage and cruel intentions.

      I step away, knowing I can’t identify her alone, and set out to find my childhood friend, Nellie. We grew up together in the nearby town of Surrey. Nellie came from a destitute family, and like so many of the girls we knew, she took to the streets of London to survive. I’ve tried to get her work elsewhere, but she insists she doesn’t need my help or anyone else’s.

      This morning, I find her exactly where I expect, on the corner of Osborn Street and Brick Lane. She sees me coming and greets me with a nod and a smile.

      “Nellie,” I murmur, keeping my voice low. “I need you to come with me. There’s a body at the coroner’s, and I need you to tell me if you recognize her.”

      She hesitates for a moment and glances toward the alley, wary of being seen with a cop, then follows.

      At the coroner’s office, I guide her to the deceased. I pull the sheet back slightly, letting her see, and she gasps. Then she swallows and whispers the name I’ve been hunting for.

      “Polly Nichols,” she sniffles.

      This is not just another body. This is a woman, and she had a life. Her name was Polly.

      “Thank you, Nellie. I’m sure that must’ve been difficult. Did you know her well?” I ask, covering the body with the sheet.

      “Yes. She was a good friend. A right good woman,” Nellie says, tears rolling down her cheeks. “She’d never hurt anyone. Not a soul. Went by Polly, but her real name is Mary Ann. Sad thing is, she’s got five children.”

      The name changes everything. The investigation begins in earnest now, and I can already feel the web of clues threading through these miserable streets. Now, I have something concrete, a foothold for the investigation. Every alley, every doorway in Whitechapel suddenly becomes a place to probe, to follow the trail left by whoever committed this terrible act.

      I place a hand lightly on Nellie’s shoulder. “That’s enough for now. Thank you,” I say. She nods, wiping away tears, and I guide her to the door.

      “Be careful,” I add, though she doesn’t need the warning; surviving Whitechapel has taught her every way to dodge danger. She gives me one last nod and then melts into the crowd.

      My mind won’t stop turning over the case, but as I try to focus on the facts, another image keeps creeping in: the American woman I pulled from the Thames last night, the one wearing men’s clothes, soaked and nearly drowning in the river. Lena, she said. Something about her unsettles me.

      The timing of the damsel in distress was nothing short of impossible. Or did she pretend to fall in the river to throw me off the trail of whoever killed Polly? Perhaps they were working together? And why the men’s clothes? It gnaws at me, a suspicion I can’t shake.

      By evening, I find myself back at The Ten Bells. The door swings open, and I’m surprised to see Lena behind the bar. Someone, one of the ladies of the night, no doubt, has dressed her in a corset, brushed her golden hair into soft waves, and touched her cheeks with rouge. Somehow, even like this, she doesn’t look like the women around her. She still seems wholesome and elegant in a way that makes her stand apart from the tavern’s usual patrons.

      I shake off the thought. There is no room for admiration or distraction. I step up to the bar. “Miss Carter?” I begin.

      Her eyes meet mine, wide and startled. For a moment, she doesn’t move, as if weighing whether to run or stay. I can see the hesitation and uncertainty in her expression and posture. She swallows hard, then speaks. “It’s good to see you again. I never got your name or a chance to thank you properly for saving me.”

      “I was just doing my job, miss. No need to thank me. My name is Inspector Mark Harrow. I was hoping to ask you a few questions about last night. Could you please join me for a brief meeting at the station house?”

      She pauses, her hand lingering on the edge of the bar. After a moment, she exhales and nods. She says something to one of the other women working behind the bar and walks around the corner. I fall in step beside her, careful not to crowd her as we leave the tavern behind.

      Inside my office, I close the door behind us as Lena’s eyes dart around the room. She perches on the edge of a chair, her hands folded tightly in her lap. I take a seat across from her, and the silence stretches for a moment, letting her settle while I organize my thoughts.

      “Tell me,” I begin carefully. “Why were you dressed as a man last night?”

      “I was trying to pass as a man while I walked,” she admits. “I didn’t want trouble. You know, I just didn’t want some brute to take advantage of me. It seems safer to pretend to be a man in order to not be harmed by men.”

      I nod, letting the explanation settle. If it’s a lie, it’s a very clever one.

      “And why work at the tavern now? You said your family was going to meet you here.”

      “My family never showed up, and I needed a job to earn my keep and stay in the room above the tavern.”

      “Do you know anything about what happened last night? About the woman who was found dead?”

      “With all due respect, I know more than you do, Inspector.”

      My brow lifts. “Is that so?” I lean forward slightly, my curiosity piqued. “Tell me what you know.”

      She swallows, glancing briefly at the door as if measuring how much she can say. “Mary Ann Nichols. Buck’s Row. She was in a pool of blood with her throat cut and five or six stab wounds to her gut.”
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