
A STUDY IN SHADOWS
––––––––
[image: ]

By Ashley Simmons

Copyright © 2025 by Ashley Simmons

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.
Printed in the United States of America

Contents

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Epilogue

The Adventure Continues in Book Sixteen  A Max Sterling Adventure

THE SHAPE OF CHAINS   Read a sneak peek of the Prologue

About the Author

​

[image: A group of people looking at a person jumping from a prison]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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The jump spat us out into fog.

Whitechapel. November 1892. The air was sour with coal smoke and river rot, damp pressing into our lungs before a second breath could form. Gas lamps burned jaundiced through the mist, carving small islands in a sea of dark.

Then came the scream.

High, ragged, tearing the night in two.

Chloe didn’t wait—she was already running, skirts gathering the wet grime of the street. Max was faster, boots hammering cobbles slick with rain. I stumbled after, heart thundering. The cry guided us through the haze.

We burst into an alley.

The stench hit first: blood, gin, and damp brick. A woman sprawled in the mud, her arms flailing weakly against a figure bent over her, blade glinting in a sliver of lamplight. His coat was long, his shoulders hunched, his face hidden in shadow beneath a bowler.

“Police!” Chloe’s shout cracked the air.

The man’s head jerked up. For an instant, I saw his eyes—flat, empty, like shutters nailed closed. Then he bolted. Not stumbling, not frantic, but calculated. A shadow slipping into shadows. Max lunged, but the woman’s sobs kept him rooted. He dropped to his knees beside her, cloth pressed to the wound, voice steady and low.

“Stay with us. You’re safe now.”

I glanced down the alley. Gone—swallowed by fog and silence. Pursuit was pointless.

Chloe cradled the woman’s head, murmuring something fierce and tender all at once. Her hands were slick with blood. Mine shook as I tore free my scarf to bind the wound.

Somewhere beyond the alley, carriage wheels rattled. Voices carried. Life went on.
But here, the world had narrowed—to the three of us, a bleeding woman, and the echo of footsteps retreating into history.
Max met my eyes, his jaw set. “Not the Ripper,” he said. “But close enough.”

The woman whimpered. Chloe hushed her, brushing hair from her face.

Just like that, we’d crossed paths with the Whitechapel Fiend himself.
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Whitechapel’s fog hung low, thick with coal smoke and whispers, as if the alleys themselves still breathed the scream we had stumbled into hours earlier. The woman had lived—barely—her blood still tacky on Chloe’s scarf. But the Fiend had vanished, swallowed whole by the city’s labyrinthine dark.

Her survival should have quieted things. It didn’t.

Two nights earlier, another woman hadn’t been so lucky. That one had been found displayed behind a butcher’s stall off Hanbury Street—posed like a challenge, throat opened clean. The papers ran wild.

By morning, London seethed with rumor. The Fiend’s name hissed from costermongers, match girls, and cabbies rattling down Whitechapel Road. The Ripper’s ghost had found a new heir, they said—and he walked among them still.

We spent the day tracing the whispers backward—through fog-choked alleys, butcher’s stalls slick with runoff, and the doorway where the body had been found two nights before. The scent still clung to the bricks: blood, lye, the sour memory of fear. Chloe took notes, Max measured boot prints in the mud with a length of twine, and I watched the faces that passed us—some curious, some shuttered, none surprised.

That evening, the cobbled streets rattled under carriages, iron rims sparking against stone. Hawkers shouted over the clamor, their cries lost beneath the crush of wheels and boots. Shopfronts glowed faintly behind soot-streaked glass, while smoke from chestnut braziers curled into the damp.

A vendor’s bark—“Penny a bag! Sweeter’n sin!”—cut through the mist, and somewhere deeper in the haze, a barrel organ wheezed a tune so thin it seemed half-dead already.

Max pulled his coat tighter, eyes sweeping the crowd like a hawk’s. Chloe and I kept pace—silent, deliberate. Dread clung sharper than the chill. The scream from Whitechapel still rang in my ears—along with the shadow of the man who had vanished into the fog.

Then the clatter of hooves split the fog.

“Runaway!” someone shouted—panic cleaving the crowd.

A black carriage thundered from the haze, horses crazed, reins snapping like whips. The driver’s bench stood empty. Pedestrians scattered—bonnets, canes, and baskets left strewn across the stones. But one man knelt frozen in the street, groping for a fallen notebook with the blind focus of a scholar unaware that death was at his heels.

“Look out!” Chloe cried.

Max was already moving. He hit the cobbles like a shot, seized the man’s collar, and yanked him down in a violent skid just as the carriage roared past. The wheels brushed the man’s shoe; the air scorched with leather and horse-sweat—then the carriage vanished into fog, leaving only echoes behind.

I dropped beside them, heart hammering. “Are you—”

“Intact,” Max snapped, rising to his feet. His palm was bloodied, but his voice was iron. “See to him.”

The stranger gasped against the stones, his bowler hat overturned like a beggar’s cup. Ink-dark hair streaked with gray fell across his brow; his spectacles hung askew—but behind the glass, his gaze sharpened.

“Good Lord,” he rasped. “You’ve pulled me from the very jaws of the abyss.”

Chloe steadied him with a hand to his shoulder. “Are you hurt, sir?”

“Only my pride.” He straightened his glasses, his eyes finally finding focus. “Arthur Conan Doyle. And whom do I thank for my life?”

The name hit like a shot. Doyle—the conjurer of Baker Street, the chronicler of the impossible.

Max inclined his head, a flicker of amusement in his expression. “Max Sterling. These are my associates—Nick and Chloe.”

Doyle clasped Max’s arm, his grip fervent. “A man of action and instinct. Rare qualities.” His gaze swept over us, lingering on the dirt streaking Max’s coat. “You’ll join me for supper. I insist.”

We exchanged a glance—Chloe’s brow lifted, wary; Max gave a single, decisive nod.

“A generous offer,” he said. “We accept.”

Doyle retrieved his notebook from the gutter, its pages spilling open to a sketch of a knife—etched with meticulous care. His smile was thin. His eyes, intent.

“Splendid,” he murmured. “Though fate, it seems, has questions for us all tonight.”

He tore a page free, snapped the notebook shut, and scribbled something in a surgeon’s scrawl. Pressing it into the grubby hands of a waiting urchin, he slipped the boy a coin and bent low to whisper. The lad vanished into the fog, feet flying across the cobbles.

Doyle straightened, adjusting his spectacles as if nothing unusual had passed. His smile returned, but the weight behind it had shifted.

Through the fog, his townhouse emerged like a brooding sentinel, its brick façade blurred to shadow. The brass knocker—a lion’s head mid-roar—echoed dully as Doyle turned the key, and a spill of amber light broke the damp, pushing it back like a ward against darkness.

Inside, the air clung thick with pipe smoke and the sharp tang of carbolic acid—the twin perfumes of study and sickroom. Deeper in the house, a grandfather clock tolled, each strike slow and deliberate. Beneath it ran the dry crackle of the hearth, a counterpoint as quiet and steady as whispered judgment.

“Welcome to my sanctum,” Doyle said, shrugging out of his coat. “Leave the shadows at the door—if you can.”

The sitting room unfolded around us, a cathedral to inquiry. Mahogany shelves sagged under the weight of forensic treatises and battered volumes of Poe. Doyle’s desk lay buried beneath a landslide of manuscript pages, a grinning skull paperweight perched atop a tower of Lancet journals. Above the mantel, Queen Victoria stared down in cold disapproval, her crown glinting like a scalpel.

But it was the man by the hearth who claimed the silence.

He stood as though carved from marble, silvered hair combed back from a brow furrowed deep with dissection. His eyes—pale, unblinking behind horn-rimmed glasses—skimmed over us like blades stripping flesh from bone.

“Ah, Bell!” Doyle’s voice warmed with genuine fondness. “Dr. Joseph Bell—meet the trio who plucked me from the Reaper’s path this very night.”

Bell stepped forward, firelight winking off the silver handle of a lancet tucked into his waistcoat.

“So,” he said, voice low and burr-tinged, “these are the young heroes from your note?”

“Indeed,” Doyle said, resting a hand on Max’s shoulder. “Max, Nick, Chloe—meet the man whose methods lent shape to a certain tenant of Baker Street.”

Bell’s expression did not shift. “Americans,” he muttered. His gaze moved like an anatomist’s probe, pausing on Max. “You wear your coat like a surgeon’s smock. Ink on the left cuff. Acid etch near the thumb. A man used to danger—but cautious. You hide your tells well. But your stance... too square for academia. Reflexes say field work. Lessons learned by fire, not parchment.”

Max’s hands flexed, just once—a ripple barely visible. Bell caught it.

Then his eyes shifted to Chloe.

“And you. Chloe. You carry patience like a sharpened blade. It’s cost you—I see it in your shoulders, drawn tight as wire. You’re no bystander. Not by nature.”

Chloe blinked, caught off guard—but her chin lifted in quiet defiance.

Then his gaze turned to me.

“Nicholas. The ballast. Loyal to a fault. The kind who follows when instinct screams to flee. Useful. But there’s weight in cleaning up after courage—I ken that well.”

I opened my mouth, but no words came.

“How—” Chloe began.

“Och, forgive him,” Doyle said with a chuckle, pouring sherry into crystal. “He dissects people as easily as oysters—occupational hazard.”

Bell ignored the jibe. His eyes pinned Max again.

“You acted without knowing who Doyle was. Why?”

“Instinct,” Max said evenly. “Someone was in danger.”

Bell tilted his head, considering.

“A moralist, then. Dangerous, that—especially in a city where morality sells for pennies a pint.”

He nodded to Max’s boots. “You’ve walked lanes the bobbies fear. Chasing phantoms, are you?”

Before Max could answer, a maid appeared in the doorway.

“Dinner is served, Mr. Doyle.”

Bell smoothed a crumpled copy of The Evening News, its headline screaming across the fold:

WHITECHAPEL FIEND STRIKES AGAIN

He folded it with a surgeon’s care.

“Come, then,” he said, voice flat. “Let’s open this case, and see why three Americans are pokin’ about in a butcher’s theatre.”

The dining room was thick with firelight, battling fog pressing cold fingers against the windows. Bell took his seat at the table, spectacles flashing in the firelight.

“So—Scotland Yard would have us believe Jack’s crawled out of the grave. I’ve my doubts.” He looked at Max. “And from the look on your face, lad, so do you.”

Max’s eyes didn’t rise from his glass. He turned it slowly by the stem, watching the candlelight refract.
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