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      The first thing you need to know about Beatrice Wren is that she keeps far away from people. They lie, they manipulate, and their faces all blur together, in her eyes anyway. Objects, though, are far more trustworthy and whisper their truths freely. If one knows how to listen. And Beatrice certainly does.

      Unfortunately, this habit of collecting objects is precisely what lands her in trouble.

      And has got her committed to an asylum. Twice now.

      It all started with a forgotten box of figurines she found in a pawnshop, delicate little porcelain creatures, utterly without value to anyone, except Beatrice. When she touched them, they remembered things. Not unusual in itself. She's often heard whispers from objects. But these Whispers were damning: a murder that no one seemed to recall, a girl, now long dead, long buried, and conveniently forgotten.

      The girl in question? Margaret Wren, Beatrice's twin sister. Not that Beatrice remembers much about her. Decades have passed since her sister's death and Beatrice's first confinement in Bedlam, the reasons for which remain lost to her. Maybe they dissolved in the asylum's cold cells. Or she is truly mad, which seems entirely possible. After all, she hears objects whispering to her. But if she is mad, why are these figurines telling her the same truth she remembers having 	insisting on all those years ago?

      That her sister, Margaret, was murdered. By their own brother, no less. And Beatrice is the only one left who still cares.

      She isn't the only one listening to whispers, either. The wrong people are beginning to nose around, making it spectacularly difficult for her to remain unnoticed.

      But every detective needs a sidekick. And so she made the unfortunate acquaintance of Grim.

      Grim — full name Thomas Cobble, but no one ever uses it — is a locksmith. More accurately, he's a thief, blackmailer, and notorious scoundrel who happens to possess locksmith skills. He is also, to Beatrice's considerable displeasure, the rudest person she has ever met, and as well the only face she can recognise in all of London. He is also keenly interested in Beatrice's brother, Laurence Wren, though not from any sense of justice. Grim wants retribution. Mr Wren sold faulty weapons to both sides during the Afghan war. Countless dead British soldiers. Including some Grim actually cared about.

      So, Grim makes Beatrice a proposal, though not of that kind. And that is how they find themselves attempting to solve a decades-old murder whilst trying not to get killed in the process.

      Thus begins what might yet prove a truly regrettable partnership.

      Laurence Wren, as it turns out, has been amassing a fortune while his not-so-beloved sister Beatrice has barely scraped by, reduced to sharing bread crusts with a sewer rat she's christened Sir Sebastian.

      According to Grim, Laurie has built an empire of corpses, funded by smuggling and arms dealing, and ruining anyone between him and a profit margin.

      Naturally, Laurie's wild success at being a terrible person now makes Beatrice's life significantly worse. Her inquiries into Margaret's death aren't just an inconvenience; they are a threat.

      And so, Laurie does what he's done before: He sends Beatrice back to Bedlam. To be ‘cured.’

      Her confinement proves brief. Grim, far from finished with his vendetta against Laurie (indeed, he's barely been able to make a start), orchestrates her escape. The affair proves rather messy, involving a terrified orderly who wets himself. But the important thing is that Grim and Beatrice escape.

      Laurie isn't happy, and neither are the police.

      And somewhere in all this mess, Beatrice's memories remain fractured. As for her alliance with Grim…well, questionable might be a generous description.
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      They say a moth remembers its time as a caterpillar. But the truth is, there is no remembering. The chrysalis is not a cradle but a coffin. The creature dissolves its old self to nothing, before it can tear free, wings wet and trembling. Metamorphosis erases all — every leaf tasted, every dream of flight.

      Perhaps this is mercy.

      One might think Beatrice Wren's transformation began in Bedlam's cold stone belly. Or perhaps earlier, when her sister's last breath still warmed the air between them as they lay on a marble floor.

      But metamorphosis is rarely so simple.

      Beatrice's final catalyst was a small act of kindness — a sewer rat trusting her with the lives of its offspring on a night so dark, one could not tell walls from sky.

      Such a tiny thing, to change the course of a person’s life.
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        * * *

      

      'Perfect.' Grim kicked at a pile of dust in his corner, sending motes dancing through the last rays of murky daylight. 'Of all the days for rain.'

      Beatrice shook her head. It was a waste of breath to complain about the rain in London. Or about the weather in general.

      His pacing stopped.

      She traced her fingers along the rough floorboards. The attic's scents of pine, wool, and camphor, layered with mildew, settled thick in her lungs. She'd gone from pauper to madwoman to fugitive in scarcely a fortnight. Her world had shrunk to this cramped space, shared with a man whose face was the only one she could recognise.

      A fat droplet of water splashed on her hand. She pulled back, wiping it on her skirt.

      The patter increased. Water found new paths through the aged timber above. Beatrice drew her knees close to her chest, trying to make herself smaller.

      'Thank you,' she said. The words came out thin. 'For breaking me out.'

      A laugh burst from him. 'Don't thank me yet.'

      What were his true motives? He hadn't risked life and limb solely for her language skills. He’d said Laurie was a murderer, had been killing for years. She didn't believe a word. Couldn't. Did everything Grim did and say spring from vengeance?

      Rain tapped against the roof slats. She tilted her chin towards the sound. Pressed her palms flat against the floorboards. Steadied herself. Then, when the noise in her head had quieted to something she could work with, she whispered, 'You claim you acquired details of my past. You broke me out of Bedlam. Why? No one does this without good reason.'

      His answers would determine how quickly she would leave him.

      He looked away. Picked at loose threads around a hole in his trousers. 'Told you. It's because of your fucking brother. Need to get to him. You're my only way in.'

      So she was a tool. But she knew that already, didn't she? 'You want him dead.'

      He gave a dark laugh. 'Too easy. The man needs destroying. And his whole bloody business along with him.' He shifted, his bad arm pressed closer to his chest. 'Figured you might help with that, seeing as how he put you in an asylum. Twice, far as I can tell.'

      In the growing dark, his voice did all the work. Every word ground against the next.

      Rain pummeled the roof. A cold droplet struck her temple, and she flinched away from the wall where water was already trickling down, spreading a dark stain on the grey plaster.

      'I don't trust you,' she said.

      'You think I give a damn?' Metal clinked as Grim adjusted something in his coat. Lockpicks, most likely. Or worse. 'But I guess it means you're not completely mad after all.'

      They fell silent, each pressing back into their own corner as thunder rolled above. Water dripped steadily now, forming puddles on the warped floorboards between them.

      'Christ's sake,' Grim hissed. He scooted sideways and nudged a dented biscuit tin under the drip. 'Why'd they swarm the place like that? Half the bloody Metropolitan Police crawling over your rotten lodging house. Bit much for a runaway madwoman, innit?'

      Beatrice shrugged, not looking up from her knees. 'Laurie is concerned for my well-being.'

      Grim snorted. 'Concerned? That's what you're thinking? Christ, woman. That man doesn't give two shits about you living like a pauper. He locked you away in Bedlam, and you think he's concerned about your well-being?' His voice rose to a mocking pitch.

      She didn't answer. What could she say, anyway? That Laurie wanted her silenced? That fragments of Margaret's death had begun to resurface, contradicting the official story? That those figurines had somehow unlocked memories better left buried? That her own mind frightened her more than Laurie ever could?

      'Fine. Keep your secrets.' Grim pushed up from the floor. 'I'll check on the warehouse. If no one's around, I'll fetch us blankets.'

      'Is that wise?' she asked, finally looking up.

      'Better than sitting here waiting to drown.' He gestured at the growing puddles on the floor.

      He moved toward the attic door, then turned back, jabbing a finger in her direction. 'Make sure the papers stay dry. And stay here. Don't make a sound. Don't leave. I'll be back before midnight.'

      She held her tongue. Let him think she was complying. She needed time alone, time to think, to sort through new information and fragments of memories.

      His footfalls receded down the attic stairs, each creak growing quieter until only the persistent plinking of rainwater leaking through the roof remained.

      She exhaled. Her shoulders dropped.

      The stack of papers was safely tucked under her overcoat. Shipping manifests stolen by Grim, translated by her, alongside her own notes and the patient files she'd taken from Bedlam. If Grim spoke true, these pages connected her brother to weapons smuggling, bribery, and murder. This was evidence dangerous enough to explain the police swarming her lodgings.

      Her thoughts turned to Sir Sebastian and the babies. Would they already have grown enough to explore the world outside their nest? Her almost-smile fell away. Her room would have been let to another tenant as soon as her brother took her away to Bethlem Hospital.

      She stood abruptly and knocked her head against a roof joist. Bending double, she rubbed the sore spot on her scalp. Grim had told her that the rat had been evicted. Together with all of her things.

      She was left with nothing.

      But what if Mr Jones from the second floor had salvaged a few of her belongings? He'd always been kind to her. Would he have thought to save... No. Sir Sebastian would be alone now, with the babies to protect.

      But what if she could lure the rat out? Offer a few morsels of food to tide her over until the rat babies had grown enough?

      This might be her only opportunity to check on her old lodgings without that locksmith shadowing her every move, barking orders, telling her what to do and how to do it. Without his distinctively disfigured features and crippled arm drawing attention. Without his constant, irritating presence.

      Without him telling her what was real and what wasn't.

      This was her chance to find information that couldn't have been influenced by him. And maybe her only chance to get away from the bastard. Yes, he'd gotten her out of Bedlam. But he might just throw her back in if she refused to serve up her brother's head on a platter.

      She squinted into the darkness of the attic to find a spot that was dry enough to leave the papers. Grim would return if he wasn't caught.

      She shuffled from floorboard to floorboard, making her way past puddles and warped areas until she found a dry spot that seemed safe enough for the next few hours, even if the deluge wouldn't lessen that night. She pulled the stack of documents from under her overcoat and leafed through them, her eyes close to the papers, straining to catch words in the dark. Then, she laid the shipping documents and her translations on the floor and placed a dusty, broken glass bottle on top of them.

      The rain hit her face the moment she stepped outside. She pulled her collar up and kept to the walls.
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        * * *

      

      Beatrice stood in the doorway of the pawn shop. The door lock was still broken, but the shop was no longer abandoned. Rainwater dripped from her sodden overcoat and pooled at her feet. Familiar scents of collected treasures had been replaced by those of damp and dust.

      The door creaked as she pushed it wider. Two huddled figures stirred in the corner where the counter once stood. The crawlers — street folk with nowhere else to shelter — had fashioned a nest of ragged blankets and discarded newspapers. They'd even managed to light a small fire in a hole in the floor, casting shadows across the water-stained walls.

      Beatrice had once worked here. The shop had been her refuge, filled with forgotten trinkets that whispered secrets to her. Then it was ransacked, every precious Whisper-filled object stolen. She'd lost her work as a shop assistant the same day.

      And then it all went downhill.

      Her gaze returned to the pair of crawlers. She'd planned to hide her notes and patient files beneath one of the loose floorboards in the back, but that wouldn't be possible now.

      'This ain't your place,' grumbled the older of the two, a woman with a face like crumpled parchment blurring around the edges. Her companion, a man with one eye clouded white, silently stared at Beatrice.

      'I used to work here,' she replied simply, making no move to leave. The patterns in their clothing told her nothing useful. But in the woman's left hand was clenched a small bundle of rags — that was worth filing away.

      'Worked for Green, did ya? The bastard.' The woman spat into the fire, making it hiss. 'Still ain't your place.'

      The one-eyed man mumbled something. The woman answered with a vigorous nod.

      'I have a place. Just got surprised by the rain. If you don't mind, I'd like to warm my hands and sit for a little.' Beatrice took a step closer to the pair, her shoes squelching. Her papers pressed against her ribs. Her pulse ticked faster. Where could she hide her secrets now?

      She froze. She shouldn't have told the crawlers she'd once worked there. If not her face, they might know her name. They might know even more.

      Time to find out.

      Cautiously, Beatrice sat on the floor. 'Saw the coppers over at that lodging house at Ratcliff Highway this morning. Was someone murdered?'

      The woman honked in amusement. 'Were chance I come by. Dunno if someone was killed but them standing there was sayin' the woman what was taken from Bedlam lived there. And some fancy folk come, too. A man with a stick. Silver top, it had on it.' She tapped her temple. 'I remember details, me. Everything seen or heard.'

      Beatrice nodded, relieved these two didn't seem to recognise her.

      'Very good for business.'

      What business the crawlers had, she couldn't fathom. 'Bedlam, you say?'

      The woman nodded and leaned closer with the air of a conspirator. 'They says a blacksmith beat up an orderly and stole a patient.'

      'Stole a patient?'

      The man with the milky eye spoke up. ''E ain't no blacksmith. Locksmith's what 'e is. Nasty piece o' work. Folk round 'ere calls 'im Grim.'

      Her stomach dropped to her toes. Did the whole neighbourhood know Grim had broken her out of Bedlam?

      The woman's head snapped toward her companion. 'Grim? You sure it was him?'

      The man nodded. ''Aven't you 'eard what that gossiping old trout told them coppers? Were Grim, right enough!' He spat on the ground. 'Face like spoiled meat, 'e 'as, and a temper that'd make Old Nick wet 'imself twice.'

      'What do the coppers think happened to the woman?' Beatrice asked quietly.

      'Dunno,' the woman replied. 'Word is he's hiding her out near Limehouse.'

      Limehouse. Not too close to the attic, not too close to the warehouse. Good. Her shoulders relaxed a little. 'Do they know where this Grim lives?'

      'They'll know it soon enough. Offering ten pounds to anyone who spots him or that woman.'

      Ten pounds. A fortune to most people in the East End. Enough to overcome anyone's fancied loyalty.

      'I hope he didn't hurt her,' Beatrice said, forcing concern into her voice for this fictitious version of herself. The truth was, she didn't know Grim at all or what he might be capable of.

      The man cackled. 'Only one way a devil like that gets 'is way with the ladies.' He dragged a grimy thumb across his throat. 'Permanent-like.'
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      Grim flattened himself against the rough brick wall of a warehouse, ignoring the cold that seeped through his sodden coat. Rain plastered his hair to his skull and ran in rivulets down his scars. His right arm ached in the damp — the deep, grinding ache that meant he wouldn't be climbing anything tonight.

      He cursed silently. A bitter taste sat at the back of his throat. It always did, these days.

      Ten pounds. That's what that bastard Laurence Wren had put on his head. And ten on his sister's as well. Enough to make every street rat turn him and the Magpie in.

      Movement across the street. He froze. Three short figures huddled under the torn awning of the abandoned milliner's shop, directly across from the entrance to his hidden workshop. Street urchins, by the look of them. The smallest one coughed, the sound barely carrying over the downpour. Another passed bread to the others.

      Just children seeking shelter…or bought and paid for?

      Grim remained motionless. They weren't looking for him. No furtive glances toward the warehouse, no scouts positioned at the corners. Just three wet bodies huddled together against the cold. Still, he couldn't risk it.

      Inside his workshop was everything he had scraped together over the years. His locksmith tools were worth more than gold to him now. So were the seventeen pounds and eight shillings hidden beneath the floorboards, and the documents he hadn't shown the Magpie. And warmth. A dry blanket. Clean clothes.

      One of the children pulled a cap lower over his eyes, hunching closer to the others. They weren't watching the warehouse. But others were. Earlier, he'd glimpsed two coppers questioning merchants three streets over.

      Ten pounds bought a lot of eager eyes.

      He edged around the corner toward the side door. The main entrance was out — too exposed. The roof, too, with his arm this bad and the tiles slick enough to kill him. And Laurence Bloody Wren could add another cold body to his long list.

      All Grim needed was a few minutes inside. Grab the essentials. The tools. The money. The papers that might finally expose that prick. There'd be at least enough to not have to start all over again.

      A match flared under the awning. One of the urchins lit a cigarette stub, the tiny flame illuminating three gaunt faces. Grim tensed. The tall boy among them — couldn't be more than twelve — looked familiar. One of the dock children who'd loitered near his locksmith stand last fall. Billy? Ben? Something with a B.

      Ten pounds would feed three street rats for months. Warm clothes. Shelter. Full bellies. Ale.

      Grim cursed under his breath.

      The boy glanced up, peering into the darkness where Grim stood with his boots rooted to the spot. For a moment, the boy's gaze found him through rain and shadow.

      Grim held his breath.

      The boy turned to his companions, whispering. All three heads snapped in Grim's direction.

      'Clap-ridden, beetle-headed cack-hands!' Grim hissed, preparing to bolt.

      But the urchins made no move to run for coppers. Instead, they huddled closer closer, the cigarette's glow wavering as they shifted, protecting both their precious light and themselves.

      From him.

      They were afraid, not plotting. They saw a dark figure watching them from the shadows and feared for their safety.

      For now, fear would keep them silent.

      Slowly, Grim backed toward the side entrance of his sanctuary. The rain covered the soft splash of his footfalls in the puddles. He'd check the perimeter once more, just to make sure. And then he'd retrieve what was his.
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        * * *

      

      Shadows leapt across the workshop walls as Grim struck a match and lit two oil lamps. He paused, listening. He'd survived the war by knowing when to be cautious, when to be brutal, and always to be planning for the worst. Tonight was no different.

      No signs of a break-in. Nothing disturbed, nothing out of place.

      In his mind, he worked through what he needed against what would fit in the satchel. The first priority was what he kept hidden under the floorboard beneath his workbench.

      He pressed down on one end of the board until the opposite side lifted just enough for his fingertips to find a good grip. He slipped his hand into the opening and extracted a small leather pouch. Seventeen pounds and eight shillings. The pouch sat solid in his palm. His entire savings. If used only for food and shelter, this money could get him and the Magpie through months.

      He'd need to bribe his way out of this mess, that much was certain.

      Grim placed the money pouch next to his open satchel, then dug deeper into the hiding space to retrieve a small stack of documents wrapped in a scrap of clean fabric.

      He moved to his tools next, fingers hovering over his collection of lockpicks before selecting two specific sets. The first contained slender tension wrenches and hooks, the second picks designed for more sophisticated mechanisms. He added several custom tools to the small pile: wire cutters, a small glass cutter, and more.

      He checked each piece. Nothing superfluous. Nothing he could find somewhere else or build easily. The rain masked the sounds of his movements as he packed two shirts, undergarments, a pair of trousers, and woollen socks.

      At the small chest by his pallet, Grim removed two blankets. The stale bread and hard cheese went in next — bought before breaking the Magpie out, back when he'd still had a plan that made sense.

      Three carving knives. He wrapped each in a rag and tucked them into his trouser pocket. If it came to that tonight, he'd rather not think about it. But he'd do it.

      The stolen documents required special attention. Grim laid them flat on his workbench, encased them in multiple layers of oilcloth, folding and binding each packet with care. Waterproof. Protected. These papers were worth his life. Maybe worth the Magpie's, too.

      He smoothed and tucked the final layer before wrapping the package in one of the wool blankets. The bundle disappeared into the bottom of his satchel, cushioned and protected amidst clothing.

      He checked the room once more. The coppers weren't particularly clever, but with Laurence Wren's money underwriting the search, they would be thorough and persistent.

      'Gone to ground before. Can do it again.' He pulled the satchel closed and tested its weight. Heavy enough to hold his survival, light enough to run with if needed. Satisfied, he extinguished one oil lamp, leaving the other to provide just enough light to navigate to the exit.

      Rain continued its assault as he held his ear to the door, listening. The warehouse beyond should be empty at this hour. Should be. But surviving meant never trusting in should.

      Three heartbeats passed.

      Five.

      Ten.

      Then, a sound. Soft shuffling, just on the other side of the door.

      His body went rigid. His hand found one of the knives, drawing it silently. He shifted his weight, positioning himself beside the door rather than in front of it, his breathing controlled to near silence. Not the heavy footfalls of police boots. Something lighter. More cautious. Perhaps just one person? He knew the fastest way through the warehouse with his eyes shut — every gap between crates, every clear stretch of floor.

      Slowly, Grim reached for the door handle, knife clamped between his teeth. The edge of the blade warmed against his tongue. With his good left hand, he eased the bolt back, each fraction of movement carefully controlled. The hinges, freshly oiled only two days ago, made no sound as he pulled the door inward.

      Nothing but darkness. The stacked crates formed black shapes against deeper blackness. No moonlight penetrated the grimy skylights tonight, just the endless drumming rain.

      He slipped into the warehouse proper, every muscle tensed, and eased the door shut behind him, locked it by feel, and took the knife from between his teeth.

      He pressed himself into the dark between crates, breathing slow and controlled. A rat. Or a cat hunting rats. Or the coppers, finally connecting him to that job in Cheapside. Or someone who needed Wren's ten pounds more than their health.

      There. Not the rain. Not rats. A scrape of a boot on the packed dirt floor.

      He flexed the grip on his knife. The warehouse was his. The one place where he could sleep without waking up screaming. His hideout. No one took what was his. Not anymore.

      Grim slid forward, keeping low, using the crates for cover. The scraping came again, then a thud. Someone bumping into something in the dark. Amateurish. Sloppy.

      Another sound froze Grim mid-movement.

      A snicker. Coming from a child.

      'Got a smoke?' A voice piped up halfway across the room, near a tower of barrels. A boy's voice, breaking on the last syllable.

      'Shut yer gob, Jimmy,' came the answering hiss. 'You'll 'ave the crushers down on us.'

      'Ain't nobody 'ere. Place is empty as a toff's 'eart. Told ya it'd be proper.'

      'Just give us a smoke, will ya?'

      'Yer only ten, ain't ya? Smoking'll stunt yer growth, it will.'

      A derisive snort. 'Yer smoking and yer eleven and yer taller'n me.'

      'Nearly twelve, I am. Practically a cove now.' A match flared in the darkness, momentarily illuminating three figures huddled against the far wall. The brief light caught their hollow cheeks, the sharp angles of malnourishment, before dying away to a steady orange glow as the cigarette caught.

      Grim remained frozen, knife poised. The street urchins. The same ragged children he'd seen earlier. They could lead others here. Coppers. Or Wren's muscle.

      His thumb tested the edge of the blade. A simple problem with a simple solution. No witnesses. No risk. The urchins wouldn't even know he was there.

      'This place gives me the collywobbles,' one of the children squeaked.

      'That's why no one'll find us 'ere. We can kip dry tonight.'

      'But what if there'd be ghosts?'

      'Ain't no such thing as ghosts, you noodle. Just people. And people's worse.'

      Ain't that the truth, Grim thought, and stepped around the crates.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Tea & Revelations

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Beatrice's eyelids dragged open. The world swam in watercolours before her, distorted and dreamlike. Pain kept time with her pulse, a bright, nauseating throb above her right temple. She tried lifting a hand to the tender spot, but rope bit into her wrists, binding them behind her back.

      The scents hit her first: tallow candles and rosewater choking the air. Floral wallpaper came into focus, reds and yellows bleeding together like old wounds. Her landlady's quarters.

      Former landlady.

      But how had she arrived here? Memory fractured at the edges. She'd approached the lodging house, then⁠—

      'I'm the one who spotted her skulking about,' Mrs Haversham's voice carved through Beatrice's skull. 'You were just the muscle. Sixty-forty, that's fair.'

      'Fair?' The man's voice scraped like gravel. 'I'm the one what clouted her. Would've scarpered otherwise.'

      Beatrice squinted through the pain. Working man's clothes, dark hair plastered to his temples, shoulders that strained against threadbare fabric.

      'My lodging house. My tip-off to Mr Wren that his sister was back.' Mrs Haversham's polished black boots caught the lamplight. 'Fifty-fifty, then, and that's me being generous.'

      Laurie. The bounty on her head. Her thoughts snapped into focus despite the pain.

      She tested her bonds. Whoever had tied her knew their craft. But the papers were still there. Still hidden. Which meant they hadn't searched her yet.

      But they would.

      'Ten quid,' the man growled. 'Ten quid you promised for bringing her in unharmed.'

      Mrs Haversham snorted. 'Unharmed? You nearly cracked her skull open.'

      'She'll live. Besides, her head was cracked long before I touched her.'

      Beatrice tested the ropes again. No give. She clenched her teeth until her jaw ached.

      Mrs Haversham's weight creaked the floorboards. 'True enough. She's touched in the head. Seeing things that ain't there. Even talks to the bloody furniture.'

      'I say we split it seventy-thirty,' the man insisted. 'I'm taking all the risk if this goes bad.'

      'What risk? She's a madwoman, not a criminal.'

      'If it's so simple, why didn't you knock her out yourself, then?'

      A cough scraped up Beatrice's throat before she could suppress it.

      'She's awake,' Mrs Haversham observed.

      Heavy boots thumped across the floor. Calloused fingers grabbed her chin, forcing her face upward. Breath like charred tobacco. Features swam in front of her — dark patches she assumed were eyes, coarse hair she took for brows. None of it assembled into anything she could hold.

      'Eavesdropping, are we?' he sneered.

      Beatrice remained silent.

      'Won't do you no good,' he continued. 'Your brother's on his way. Paying good money to see you back where you belong.'

      Mrs Haversham drew closer. 'Fifty-fifty,' she insisted, and the bickering continued.

      The ropes pinched her wrists. She needed a blade. A letter opener. Even broken glass would suffice.

      Something hit the door. Then hit it again. On the third blow, it burst inward, wood fragments spraying across the room. In the ruined doorway stood a silhouette Beatrice knew by its angles — the hunched right shoulder, the tilt of his stance.

      Grim.

      He filled the frame, blades glinting in both hands despite his damaged right arm. Every line of him was rigid, coiled.

      Mrs Haversham shrieked, 'Get out, you brute! You criminal!' Her hand shot out, seizing a book from the dresser and hurling it. It clipped Grim's ear.

      A flowerpot followed, exploding against the wall in a shower of pottery and soil.

      The man lunged. Swung at Grim's head. Grim ducked, pivoted, and the knife in his left hand was suddenly somewhere it hadn't been before: buried in the man's belly.

      A wet gasp.

      Grim twisted the blade and withdrew it. 'Nobody moves,' he growled, brandishing the bloodied steel. 'Or I'll open throats.'

      The wounded man sagged to his knees, hands clasping his stomach. Blood seeped through his fingers. The scene unfolded before Beatrice like someone else's nightmare. None of it seemed to make sense or even involve her at all.

      The landlady pressed knuckles to her mouth, a thin keening sound escaping between her fingers. Her hair had escaped its pins.

      Grim turned to Beatrice, knife raised. She scooted backwards until the wall stopped her retreat. He bent over her. Cold steel brushed her wrists. The ropes fell away.

      'Bloody hell, Magpie! Should have tied you to the fucking floor before I left. Can you walk?'

      Before she could answer, his hand closed around her upper arm, yanking her upright. The world tilted. Her legs threatened to buckle as fresh agony pulsed through her skull.

      'Why—' she began, but Grim was already dragging her toward the door.

      'Shut it and move.' He positioned his body between her and the room's occupants.

      They stumbled into the hallway, Beatrice's legs unsteady, her thoughts coming apart before she could catch them. Grim pushed her forward, heedless of her staggering.

      Blood whispered in her ears. Each lurch down the front stairs jolted the pain brighter. Grim, who had just put a knife into a man's belly, was now dragging her to safety. She couldn't reconcile the two actions into one person.

      'Why are you⁠—'

      'Shut it, I said.'

      He shoved her through an alley. Her knees buckled, but his grip kept her upright.

      Why was Grim here? How had he found her? The questions tumbled without landing. Nothing in her head would stay still long enough to examine.

      The cobblestones swam beneath her feet. Still, Grim pushed her onward, his grip bruising, his pace relentless.

      When they reached the attic, nausea crawled up her throat.

      Grim deposited her on the floor, lit an oil lamp, and rummaged in a large satchel she hadn't noticed before.

      'Of all the stupid, senseless—' He broke off, slamming his fist against a support beam. Dust cascaded down. 'You walked into a bounty. With ten quid on your head and the sense God gave a turnip!' He hurled a blanket at her.

      She opened her mouth to respond, but Grim yanked a knife from his pocket and aimed it at her. 'Don't you dare speak. Not a bloody word!'

      She retreated into a corner, wrapping the blanket around her shoulders. Her hands were shaking. She pressed them between her knees so he wouldn't see.

      Grim resumed his pacing, his damaged arm tucked against his body as he ranted. 'Christ on a fucking crutch!'

      He kicked the tin he'd used earlier to catch rainwater, sending it skidding and splashing across the floor.

      'Seven hells, woman, I'll not be your keeper!'

      He killed a man tonight. He’s a murderer. And this is the man who just cut her free.

      He continued his tirade, each curse more colourful than the last. 'Fucked seven ways to Sunday, that's what we are.'

      She was, she supposed, entirely responsible for their predicament.

      'Little Miss Peculiar with her mutterings and her fancies. What was so bloody important that you had to go back to that place?'

      Was she supposed to stay quiet or answer his questions? She wasn't even sure she cared anymore. Her eyelids dragged. The floor felt almost comfortable. She curled up on it, never taking her eyes off Grim.

      Just in case.

      With a grunt of frustration, he reached into his satchel and pulled out a bundle. He unwrapped it to reveal a hunk of bread and a wedge of cheese, both looking surprisingly better than their surroundings.

      Grim wiped the blade on his trouser leg. Was it the same knife he'd used to kill the man?

      Without ceremony, he sliced the cheese and bread and threw a portion toward Beatrice. 'Eat. Don't know when we'll get more.'

      Beatrice stared at the food on the floorboards in front of her, then at Grim, then at the knife still clutched in his hand. From blood to bread in the span of less than an hour.

      Grim caught her staring and misinterpreted her hesitation.

      'It's not poisoned,' he snapped, taking an aggressive bite of his own portion to prove the point. 'If I wanted you dead, I'd have left you to the doctors and their so-called healing.'

      Beatrice picked up the bread and cheese as she continued to watch Grim, his movements sharp with suppressed rage, his damaged arm pressed close as he ate his own portion with angry bites.

      He had broken her out of Bedlam and, hours later, freed her yet again. He'd killed for her. Now he was feeding her while cursing her existence.

      Who was the truly insane person here? The one who heard Whispers from objects or the one who committed a murder and then calmly used the same weapon to cut bread for a meal?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Beatrice woke to Grim's boot against her shoulder.

      'Get up.'

      The attic ceiling refused to hold still. Every one of Beatrice's joints had stiffened overnight, as though she'd been packed in wet clay and left to set. A spot above her temple kept time with her pulse, and the night assembled itself in ugly fragments. Rope. Blood. A man's wet gasp as the blade went in.

      'I said get up.' Grim was already fighting with his coat. His damaged arm was losing the battle with the sleeve. 'We're paying a visit to the nanny's daughter.'

      Her thoughts moved like objects through silt. 'Annie Davies?'

      'Are you daft, Magpie? Of course, Annie Davies! The very one who pawned your dead sister's figurines to pay for a funeral and never looked back.' He wrenched the sleeve into place with his teeth, voice muffled by fabric. 'Told you I found her. You got yourself thrown back into Bedlam before you could do a bloody thing about it. So now I'm taking you to her door, and you're going to sit across from her and ask what she knows about your bloody brother.'

      She rose. Her joints cracked like dry wood. 'You've already been. Why didn't you ask her yourself?'

      'She served me tea and crumpets and told me your brother was a gentle soul.' His laugh was a short, ugly thing. 'Talked about your family like she was reciting a bedtime story. All fondness. I want to see what she says when she's looking at you.' He yanked the attic door open hard enough to crack it against the wall. 'She still owes you a box of porcelain figurines and a good explanation. Get your coat.'

      'You know as well as I do that the box was stolen when the pawnshop was raided.'
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        * * *

      

      Beatrice was perched on the edge of a chair, watching Annie Davies pour tea. The woman's hands tilted the ceramic teapot without spilling a drop. Practical and callused, used to working from dusk to dawn, with a thin gold band on her ring finger that winked in the morning light.

      The room swam in and out of focus. She'd slept poorly. The man's wet gasp kept finding her in the dark. And Grim's hand, steady as a surgeon's, twisting the blade.

      'Milk, Miss Wren?' Annie Davies asked, her voice pulling Beatrice back to the present.

      'No,' Beatrice said. Then, remembering her manners, 'Thank you.'

      How, precisely, had Grim found this woman? She glanced at him, hunched in his chair, silently drinking tea as though last night's murder were nothing more remarkable than posting a letter.

      'It's nice to finally meet you,' Annie Davies said, settling into her own chair. 'Especially on such a lovely morning.'

      The small sitting room was modest and well-maintained. A collection of porcelain birds arranged on the mantle. Framed photographs and embroidery on the walls. Everything neat, orderly.

      Beatrice cleared her throat. 'Your mother,' she began, then faltered, uncertain how to continue.

      Annie's mouth stretched in what Beatrice assumed was a smile, then she said, 'Mother spoke of you and your sister often
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