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​CHAPTER ONE-Crack of Day
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Llan-faes-saith, South Wales

13 May 1798 – dawn.

The lambing had finished two nights earlier, yet the field of seven stones still bawled with life. Rowan Bell—once Blackthorn, once nameless—leant on the gate and watched his grandchild’s newest charge skid after its dam, ears inside-out, tail rotating like a badly rigged windmill. Behind him the cottage chimney puffed bread smoke; inside, Ros hummed while kneading tomorrow’s loaf, the tune half Handel, half hillside wind. It was the kind of morning that made exile feel like victory—until the sky cracked.

The sound came first: a dull, wet thud that rolled across the valley, bounced off the acacia, and slapped the cottage windows. Rowan’s head snapped west—toward the old toll bridge that carried the drove road over the river Gwendraeth. A second later the earth itself answered: a tremor that shivered the gatepost and set the lambs bleating. Then colour—impossible colour—rose beyond the ridge: a bloom of scarlet light, slow, deliberate, beautiful as murder.

Rowan’s stomach turned over. He knew that hue—he had mixed it himself for the ceremonial paintpot the village had presented to the Prince Regent’s engineer, Colonel Sir Lucien Vale. Vale had laughed, claiming scarlet would “hearten the timber against rot”. Now the timber was kindling, and Vale—where was Vale?

As if summoned, a figure appeared on the far cliff—a silhouette against rising smoke, arm raised in salute—or farewell. On the breast of his coat a small red mark caught the sun: a bridge, crudely brushed, the size of a thumbprint. He turned his horse and disappeared into the birch scrub.

Ros’s breath hitched. “Crimson Circle,” she whispered—the name they had heard in Paris, secret, lethal, and fond of sending messages written in other men’s blood.

Rowan felt the old pull in his bones—the outlaw’s drum. The hinge of choice turned again; stillness was over.

Behind them the cottage door slammed—Eliza Merle, seventeen now, spy-in-training, red-haired and reckless, burst into the dawn. “What in hell’s name—” She stopped, seeing smoke, seeing fate. Her hand went instinctively to the pistol tucked beneath her apron.

Rowan spoke without looking away from the ruin. “Pack two days’ kit. Lloyd’s press at Cardiff. We ride within the hour.”

Ros did not argue. She was already calculating powder loads and alibis, mind racing along the only road she still trusted—the one that ran away.

They picked their way down the scree slope, boots sliding on dew-wet stone. The river boiled below, white with anger and debris. The air stank of sulphur and singed timber. A carriage wheel lay half-submerged, spokes charred to black needles. On the near bank something moved—an arm, gloved, twitching. Vale.

They hauled him clear. The Prince Regent’s favourite colonel was barely recognisable: face blackened, right ear missing, scarlet coat shredded. He clutched a leather satchel—red as the paint that had killed him—sealed with the royal cypher. With his last breath, he pressed it into Rowan’s hand. “Not... the Crown,” he rasped. “The Circle... inside...” Then blood drowned words, and the architect of bridges became a bridge himself—between life and the long silence.

Ros prised open the satchel. Inside: a ledger, red leather, pages of elegant drawings—bridge elevations, powder-load calculations, dates. At the bottom was a single sheet of parchment: warrants signed by the Prince Regent himself, authorising “special security enhancements” to three London bridges ahead of the King’s coronation. The ink was still wet.

Rowan felt the world tilt. The Crown had ordered its own death trap—or someone wearing the Crown’s hand.

Hoofbeats on the drove road—many, metallic, official. Lieutenant Fiske, Crown Agents, pistol drawn, voice like a file. “In the name of His Majesty—drop the satchel and stand clear.”

Ros’s hand flashed to her pistol; Rowan’s to her sword-cane. Too late. Muskets levelled, Fiske’s smile thin as warrant paper. “Colonel Vale is murdered, the nation betrayed. Evidence points to one man—Bell, alias Blackthorn. You will come quietly.”

Rowan measured odds—six muskets, two pistols, one cliff. No cover. He let the sword-cane clatter.

Fiske snapped irons. Ros was seized last—rough hands, no courtesy. The red ledger vanished into a sealed pouch. The Prince Regent’s warrant was palmed unseen. Fiske mounted and gave the order. Rowan was hoisted across a saddle-like carcass. Ros, wrists bound, was thrust pillion. Eliza—hidden among boulders—watched, white-faced, finger on trigger, unable to fire without killing them both.

The Crown agents rode east—toward Cardiff, toward Tower, toward the scaffold that waited for names that refused to die.

They forded the river at the ruined bridge—horses skittish on sagging timbers. Ros felt the saddle lurch, saw the guard’s grip loosen, and seized the moment. She kicked her heel into the horse's flank and jerked the reins sideways. Beast reared, iron shoe catching guard on temple. Man tumbled into water. Muskets swung; she was already sliding, rolling, hitting earth hard—shoulder screaming—then running, running, into birch scrub where musket balls clipped leaves but missed flesh.

Fiske roared, dividing the men—two to chase, four to guard the prisoner. Rowan, upside-down across the saddle, caught her eye for a heartbeat—the message flashed: survive, find Lloyd, come back. Then horse and irons vanished into green.

Ros ran until lungs burnt, until hooves faded, until only river and heartbeat remained. She found Eliza among reeds—tear-streaked, pistol smoking from covering shots. Words were needless. They had one road left—the road that had always saved them: forgery, fire, flight.

Night fell like a judgement. They reached Cardiff by moonrise, faces hidden by hood and hunger. At the mouth of the rookery, Mordecai Lloyd’s lamp burnt—a yellow eye in fog. Ros hammered the door, voice steady despite blood on sleeve. “New names, new papers, new lives—before dawn. And a press to print the truth the Crown swallowed.”

Lloyd opened, saw the fire in her eyes, and nodded once. “Names are clothes,” he said. “But some are armour. Come in, Mrs Grey. We dress you for war.”

Behind them the city bells tolled one—an iron voice counting down to coronation, to explosion, to the moment when the scarlet bridge would either stand or drag a kingdom into the river.

Ros stepped across the threshold—outlaw again, choice again, heart again. The hinge turned. The saga continued.
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​CHAPTER TWO-Blood on Lintel  
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Cardiff dock gate, midnight.

Fog off the Bristol Channel tasted of tar and iron.  Ros stumbled through it, Eliza’s arm hard about her waist, blood sticky down the sleeve of her coat.  The shoulder wound had reopened—the pink comma becoming a crimson exclamation.  She scarcely felt it; heartbeats drummed louder than pain.

Behind them the town’s one clock finished tolling one.  Ahead, a single lamp glowed above an alley so narrow it seemed a knife-cut between warehouses.  The sign read: M. LLOYD – SCRIBE & STATIONER.  Below, in chalk that would wash with the next tide: Names are clothes – try before you buy.

Eliza hammered.  A pebble slid behind the panel, then the door cracked on darkness and the smell of hot ink.  Mordecai Lloyd peered out—owl-eyed, ink under every nail, wig askew like a slept-in haystack.  He saw blood, saw fury, saw two women who had once been legends, and stepped aside without question.

“Inside, Mrs Grey,” he murmured, using the alias he had created a year ago.  “My hearth is your forge.”

The shop was a single low room, wallpapered floor to ceiling with specimen sheets: baptism lines, bills of lading, passes for lepers, and warrants for hanging.  A press squatted in the centre—a wooden lion, jaws open, waiting for truth to be fed.  A lantern revealed trays of type, tiny metal letters ranked like soldiers ready to march into any future required.

Ros sank onto a stool, breath ragged.  “Crown took Rowan.  Bridge blown.  Vale is dead.  Royal warrant in a red satchel—gone.  We need new skin before dawn.”

Lloyd’s eyebrows rose, but he asked no history.  He measured need by pulse, not preamble.  “How cold is the hunt?” he asked.

“Ice-cold.  Two muskets on my tail, maybe more.  Fiske of the Crown Agents has Rowan in irons—east road.  I need papers that let me ride back in daylight, not rat holes.”

Lloyd rubbed ink-black fingers together, mind racing like press rollers.  “Engineers,” he decided.  “The Prince is rebuilding London—every clerk wants drawings signed.  You: Mrs Celia Grey, widow, civil engineer from Shropshire, come to consult on coronation bridges.  The girl: your apprentice, Eli Grey.  I’ll age her, boy her, badge her.  You need draughtsman’s tools, not pistols.”

Ros almost laughed—a pistol was the only tool she trusted—but she nodded.  “Print them. Now.”

Lloyd moved—swift, economical.  Type clacked, ink rolled, and paper accepted the impression like skin accepting a kiss.  While the press sang, Eliza cleaned Ros’s shoulder with brandy, stitched it with silk thread, and bound it with linen.  No laudanum—minds must stay sharp.

An hour later the ink was dry, and the women were reborn.  Ros studied her reflection in Lloyd’s cracked mirror: hair powdered silver, coat of sober grey, and a rolled sleeve revealing a compass tattoo drawn with walnut stain.  Eli Grey stood beside her—cap pulled low, collar high, swagger of a seventeen-year-old apprentice boy.  Both carried
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