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			A Fire Is Set

			The London fog is already thick as Sweeney Todd slips from his rented room.

			His boots hit the slick, uneven stone with deliberate, almost surgical precision. Each step is careful. Each breath is slow to prevent the cold from biting his lungs.

			Fleet Street’s shop signs hang crooked, their painted letters glistening with dew. Gaslights burn overhead in blurred halos. The day’s slaughter still stains the gutter, and the butcher’s stall across the street radiates a smell more metallic than meaty.

			He pauses beneath his old awning, the battered canvas still bearing the name of his father’s barbershop. There was a time when a line of men with silver in their pockets would wait for his hand to scrape the week’s sins from their skin. No more.

			Sweeney’s eyes cut through the fog as he takes in the night. The wet cobblestones reflect the light like oil slicks, revealing every boot print left behind. He watches the shadow of two dockworkers hunched under a lamplight, their faces hidden beneath caps.

			“Thorne’ll have us working Sunday,” one slurs. “Bastard has got no soul.”

			The other makes a noise halfway between a laugh and a cough.

			“Judge Thorne’s the devil with a gavel.”

			That name. A judge with fingers in every pie. The despicable, profane monster who built a cage around the whole city. The fiend responsible for Todd’s imprisonment. 

			The first worker notices Todd, stares at him, a second too long. “Oi, s’that—?”

			The two shuffle past, ignoring the faint recognition, their silhouettes fading into the fog.

			That’s when Sweeney notices the newspaper poster stuck to the brick next to the old bakery. The paper is cheap, its black ink already bleeding into a wet halo, but the image is clear—a rough drawing of a gaunt face, features exaggerated into something inhuman.

			Above it, the words:

			THE BLEEDER IS BACK

			He stares at the image with a strange detachment. They’ve gotten his cheekbones wrong. The jawline is too heavy. But the eyes—they’ve captured something there. The hollowness is right. That, at least, feels true. Only one murder, and he’s wanted again.

			He’s already counted three people tailing him since he left the building—a kid on the pawnbroker’s steps, a slouching man in a brown coat with a limp, and someone he’s only seen as a reflection in a window, tall and cautious.

			Let them watch.

			Let them run to Thorne and bleat about the Bleeder’s return.

			Sweeney kneels in the damp, resting his back against a wall where the rain hasn’t fully seeped through. He closes his eyes and lets the nighttime sounds comfort him—hurried footsteps, the low hum of desperation. He’s learned to trust these sounds more than any single, solitary, living person.

			Somewhere up the street, the chime of bells signals the hour. He lets the sound move through him, counting the strokes with a soldier’s discipline.

			One.

			For the life he lost.

			Two. 

			For the name they’ve given him.

			Three.

			For the blood that must spill.

			2

			Do What You Need to Stay Alive

			Sweeney stalks his target stealthily. The bailiff—a man as bulky as a barrel and just as prone to spilling, dressed in a worn brown coat that gleams with age—is straightforward enough to follow. He yells at anyone who gets in his way, his boastful laugh turning the air sour. Even from half a block away, Sweeney detects the smell of gin cutting through the fog. He wonders if the bailiff even remembers what he did all those years ago, or if it was just another day, another life crushed under the weight of false testimony

			The razor sits cold and silent in Sweeney’s sleeve, the polished steel as much a part of his body as the bones in his hand. He touches it now and then with the same absentmindedness a man might feel a wedding band—a metal reminder of commitment.

			They enter the beggars’ district, where the fog thickens and the streetlights grow faint. Windows above flicker with the uncertain glow of candles, faces behind them thin as paper and peering down with more fear than curiosity. The bailiff’s boots leave muddy impressions on the cobblestones, steady at first but then wavering, drifting from curb to gutter. Sweeney slows his pace, matching the sway, letting the night soften his outline.

			The bailiff stops outside a tavern called The Hangman’s Joke. He lights a cigarette with trembling hands, then drops the match into a puddle. The orange tip floats there, a drowned lantern. Sweeney memorizes the rhythm: three drags, a cough, and a spit; three drags, a cough, and a spit. The bailiff finds comfort in routine. Predictable. He wonders if the man’s heart will try to beat out the old cadence when the razor opens his throat.

			A trio of women slips past. The bailiff whistles at them, a sound so shrill and pitiful it almost isn’t human. The girls ignore him, laughing at a secret only they can hear, and turn the corner. Sweeney lets them go, allowing the air to close behind them. There is no hesitation in his step—this isn’t his first hunt, nor his most important—but he relishes the anticipation, the way life shrinks to a single purpose.

			The bailiff continues down Fleet Street, then turns into an alley barely wide enough for two people to walk side by side. It is a dead-end, a fact Sweeney noted hours ago when he first mapped out the routes. 

			He steps into the mouth of the alley and lets the dark swallow him whole.

			The bailiff’s footsteps echo, a slow, uncertain beat against the stones. The man pauses, shoulders raised, head cocked as if he senses something behind him. Sweeney stops too and blends into the darkness. He waits for the man’s confidence to waver, for the shuffle and quickening that signal his prey fleeing, but the bailiff only mutters and keeps moving.

			Sweeney closes the gap in three quick strides, the razor blooming into his palm with a practiced flick. His other hand comes up fast, clamping the bailiff’s mouth.

			Sweeney drags him farther down the alley, their bodies pressed together like dancers.

			The bailiff thrashes, trying to dig his heels into the muck, but Sweeney is taller, leaner, and infinitely more sober. He twists the man around and shoves him face-first against the wall, the brick scraping a raw stripe down his cheek.

			“Do you remember?” Sweeney whispers, voice even and lacking emotion.

			The bailiff answers only in a frightened, muffled grunt.

			The blade’s first kiss is a whisper under the earlobe. The second is a full sweep across the windpipe. The spray is instantaneous. A sheet of hot, arterial red paints the wall. The bailiff convulses, fingers clawing at Sweeney’s sleeve. Sweeney keeps the pressure, holds him upright for the seconds it takes the body to realize it’s dead.

			Sweeney gently lowers him. There’s a grace to it, almost tender, like tucking a child into bed. He crouches beside the body and checks the pulse at the wrist. Nothing. The man’s face is frozen in a mask of shock, lips parted.

			The pockets yield nothing but a crumpled betting slip, two pennies, and a battered silver watch. Sweeney takes the watch, turns it over in his hand, and snaps it open, revealing a woman’s tiny portrait. He closes it and tucks it into his coat—a token, nothing more.

			He wipes the razor on the bailiff’s lapel and arranges the body with careful deliberation: arms spread wide, head tipped back, the gash in the throat a gaping red mouth. The tableau is unmistakable—a statement, a warning, a signature. The Bleeder was here.

			Footsteps clatter at the alley mouth as Sweeney scales the side of a crate, slips over a fence, and lands silently in the yard beyond. He does not breathe hard, does not break stride.

			As he walks, the city resumes its old song: the low wail of a stray dog, the stutter of distant carriage wheels, the sigh of something dying. Sweeney is calm. The blood still warm on his gloves, the memory of the kill already fading to a dull ache behind his eyes.

			The next morning. Inspector Grayson hates mornings and the way the city wakes up hungry for spectacle, scandal, and blood. But he hates arriving late even more, so he’s here. The alley is already a mess: bluejackets forming a loose cordon; onlookers pushing to see, all craning for a glimpse of what horror Fleet Street has coughed up this time.

			Grayson shoulders through, flashing his badge as the crowd parts and then closes behind him. The brick behind the carefully presented body is painted with dark spatter.

			The inspector tugs on his thin cotton gloves, then crosses the alley in three measured strides. The constable on the scene is fresh, barely old enough to shave, but his hands are steady enough. Grayson nods to him, then crouches next to the corpse.

			He opens his notebook, holding a pencil sharpened to a deadly point.

			“Victim?” he asks without looking up.

			“Name’s Gerald Jeffries. Bailiff, city court.” The constable clears his throat, voice gone thin. “Witnesses say he was drunk but not disorderly. Found him like this at first light.”

			The angle of the head. The fingers splayed, nails packed with dirt. The cut across the throat—deep, clean. The wound is not surgical, not precisely, but it’s damn close. Grayson sketches a quick outline, a habit from years before any of this was a science.

			He glances at the wall and notes the spray pattern. Upward arc, from left to right. The perpetrator was likely taller. He pencils this in, then flips the notebook to a fresh page for measurements. Out comes the ruler, the cheap brass one he’s carried since his rookie days. Eight feet from the mouth of the alley to the body. Blood droplets extend another six feet beyond that, dissipating into a fine mist at the edges. He measures, records, and does not allow himself to think about the way the eyes on the corpse refuse to close.

			He nods at the constable, who tries not to look directly at the body.

			Grayson makes another note, then leans in carefully. He pulls out a small magnifying glass from his breast pocket, the kind that looks silly in any hand but his. He examines the fingernails, the undersides of the wrists, and the folds at the throat.

			He plucks at the lapels, finds the fabric soaked but not torn.

			Grayson glances over his shoulder, sees a pair of newsboys scribbling notes for their papers, and two more are already rushing toward the office to print the first edition.

			The city will know about the Bleeder’s new kill before noon.

			He finds himself staring at the blood on the bricks. It is almost beautiful, every droplet a record of force, angle, velocity. He can reconstruct the crime in his head, moment by moment. 

			Arms wide. Throat open. Eyes to the sky. 

			The killer must’ve held him up, kept him from collapsing, and staged him for maximum effect. 

			Grayson mutters under his breath, “Showman.”

			The young constable shuffles over, shifting from foot to foot. “Never seen anything like it, sir. Like he was—like he was displayed.”

			He allows himself a nod of agreement. “That’s exactly what it is, lad. A message.”

			“To whom?”

			Grayson gives the boy a sidelong look. “Do you know who this man testified against?”

			“Sir?”

			He sees the constable search his memory, but it comes up empty.

			Grayson sighs. “There was a case, a few years back. Sweeney Todd. The Demon Barber of Fleet Street. Have you ever heard of him?”

			The boy’s face lights with recognition, then confusion.

			“But that was—he’s dead, isn’t he? Or locked away, at least.”

			“Stories say he’s both, sometimes at once.” Grayson turns back to the corpse. “But this”— he gestures at the wound, at the pose—“is someone who wants us to be afraid again.”

			Grayson stands and brushes off his knees, already thinking ahead. He’ll need to talk to the staff at The Hangman’s Joke, anyone who saw Jeffries that night. He’ll pull all case files on Sweeney Todd, the Bleeder, and all related urban folklore.

			The sky lightens overhead as the city wakes up to another day of business and corruption, while Inspector Grayson exits the alley. Is this truly Sweeney Todd?

			That evening, in an upscale part of town, Lucy Westenra practices the art of stillness. It’s a necessary skill here in the palace of marble and cut glass that Judge Maxwell Thorne calls home. The relentless parties are a parade of wolfish men eyeing women like lambs.

			Thorne’s hand rests at her waist, possessive but gentle enough not to bruise. She wears the sapphire gown he chose for her, a sheath that makes her feel like an object, brandished as a trophy. The chandelier overhead spills light in every direction, scattering it so that nothing is ever in complete shadow, but nothing ever quite looks real, either.

			Thorne is all charm and cunning, working the room in tight, efficient circles. He’s a burly man, like a circus bear dressed in a suit. He introduces Lucy to a succession of “important” guests—magistrates, shipping barons, and an editor with the city’s meanest newspaper. Each time, Lucy offers the same smile, measured and inauthentic. They shake her hand, compliment her wit, and then move on.

			“Splendid turnout,” a portly banker wheezes, dabbing sweat from his brow with a linen square. “You always throw the best affairs, Maxwell. Though I suppose we’re all just desperate for distraction, what with all the rumors of grisly nastiness in the streets.”

			Thorne’s grip on Lucy tightens.

			“Fortunately, the law has a long memory, and longer arms,” the judge answers in a tone meant to remind the banker not to discuss such things.

			Lucy excuses herself to the refreshment table, a baroque display of crystal and silver that gleams so brightly it’s almost blinding. She fills a flute with champagne, takes a sip, and lets the bubbles numb her tongue. Laughter crashes against the walls behind her.

			Two women huddle nearby, their backs to the room, voices lowered for secrecy. Lucy recognizes one—a councilman’s wife with a talent for cruelty masked as concern. The other is new, her dress a shade too bold, her accent betraying northern roots.

			“They say it was a bailiff this time,” the councilman’s wife whispers, eyes flicking toward Thorne. “Throat slashed, arms spread like a cross.”

			The northern woman shudders, clutching her pearls.

			“And they’re saying he only kills the ones who deserve it. Like he’s—” she searches for the word “—an avenger. For the poor and wronged. Heavens, isn’t it ghastly?”

			Lucy sets her glass down, the crystal ringing faintly. She pretends to study the arrangement of fruit on a silver tray, tries to slow her breathing.

			That word—avenger—sticks in her ribs.

			She senses Thorne’s presence before she sees him, as the room seems to expand around him. The guests all part for him, and laughter quiets into a hush. He moves with the confidence of someone who expects the world to shift in his favor.

			“My dear,” he murmurs, the endearment mechanical, “you seem pale. Shall I fetch you something?” He brushes a strand of her long hair from her face as she tries not to wince.

			Lucy forces a smile, brighter this time. “Just nerves. Everyone seems on edge tonight.”

			He studies her the way a jeweler examines a flawed gem. “You don’t have to worry,” he says, lowering his voice. “Whatever this foolish killer’s game, it can’t touch us.”

			She nods, unsure if the promise is meant as comfort or warning.

			Thorne’s hand finds her elbow, steers her toward the grand table, which is already filling with the city’s well-dressed, power-hungry devils. They take their seats.

			The conversation is like a chess match: politics, scandal, and the costs of building a new railway. Lucy floats above it, drifting in and out, adding a well-placed quip when needed.

			She lets her gaze wander, scanning the faces: the councilman’s wife, now emboldened by drink; the northern woman, too busy eating to speak; Halberd, stuffing his mouth with tender veal and watching Thorne with sycophantic admiration.

			Halberd’s voice, seemingly forgetful of the judge’s warning about conversation in polite company, booms across the table. “Did you hear about the poor devil this morning?”

			The newspaper editor smiles, all too happy to hear the topic introduced.

			Thorne raises a dismissive hand. “A simple-minded madman, soon to be defeated”

			The councilman’s wife leans in, eyes sharp. “But the old stories about the barber. They say he’s out there, that he was wrongly accused. Now he’s enacting vigilante justice.”

			Thorne’s smile is unflinching. “A ghost story for children, nothing more.”

			Lucy doesn’t miss how several guests bow their heads at this, as if in prayer. She wonders what it would be like to be free of these rituals, to walk out into the fog and never look back.

			Later, after the table is cleared and the guests have scattered into smaller, more vicious cliques, Lucy slips away to the conservatory. She stands among the hot-house lilies, staring out at the city through the glass. Below, a carriage rattles past, wheels hissing in the mist. The world beyond the mansion seems like a different planet—filthy, dangerous, alive.

			She hears footsteps behind her and knows it will be Thorne. He slides a hand to her shoulder, his fingers resting at the edge of bare skin.

			“You remain troubled,” he says softly.

			She exhales slowly. “I’m just tired. That’s all.”

			“We’re safe here.”

			She nods. “Of course.”

			He lingers, searching her face for something he can own, then kisses her forehead, a gesture more calculated than tender. When he leaves, she lets her breath out in a sigh.

			Lucy thinks about the Bleeder—whether he is monster or myth, whether the city needs him or deserves him. If given the chance, would she stand against him—or beside him?
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			Aren’t You Lucky

			Sweeney moves through the city as if commanding its darkness, cutting a path along the line between night and dawn. The fog is thicker than memory, muffling every lamp and silencing all sounds except the squelch of his boots in the gutter. Somewhere behind him, the city is waking, but at this hour, only the scavengers and the desperate are outdoors.

			He spots the newsstand just before he reaches it: a battered wooden box under the flickering gaslight, covered with handbills and broadside bulletins. Today’s edition is new, with the ink still shiny, and the headline beckons him in thick, jagged type:

			JUDGE’S WIFE TO HOST CHARITY MASQUERADE

			He notices Lucy’s name among the words. The words feel like they crawl under his skin and take root, like a sickness inside of him. He tears the page from the paper.

			He folds the page in half, then again, then again, until it’s just a dense cube he can crush in his hand. He keeps walking, the cube hidden in his palm, his face unchanging.

			Another poster about the Bleeder, peeling and soaked by rain, stares back from the wall at the end of the block. The artist has given his eyes a hollow, accusatory glare.

			He continues passing by without breaking his stride.

			The pie shop appears, its sign so faded that the words are hard to read at first: MRS. LOVETT’S PASTRIES. The glass is greasy, and the doorframe feels damp. The bell above the door jingles lazily as Sweeney’s coat shoulders through the entrance.

			The heat and scents hit all at once: animal fat and the yeasty smell of bread rising in a wet tin. An old man holds a bowl in the corner, picking gristle from his teeth; two boys in aprons mop the tiles with a mixture of water and blood. Behind the counter, Mrs. Lovett is elbow-deep in flour, her gray hair tied up in a rag, her forearms dusted white.

			She doesn’t look up at first, but Sweeney knows she’s identified him by the shift of her shoulders. She finishes kneading, wipes her hands on her apron, and then gives him the look—a slit-pupil glance, equal parts judgment and challenge.

			“Well,” she says, voice bright and sharp enough to slice, “if it isn’t my favorite ghost.”

			Sweeney walks to the counter, ignoring the flour-covered hand she offers.

			She tips her head toward the corner, where a stack of old newspaper editions props the oven door open. “You know who Thorne married. Didn’t take him long.”
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