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Chapter 1

 


 


London, 1856

 


“Miss Kingswood?”

Miranda turned at the question, a nervous
fluttering below her heart. “Yes,” she replied with ease, smiling
tentatively. “Madame Dusseau?”

The woman shook her head, a smile creasing
her aging cheeks. “Bless you, but no. I’m Mrs. Mason. If you will
wait a moment, I shall announce you to Madame.” She disappeared
through a door at the back of the large, beautifully appointed
room.

Gowns displayed on forms revealed the
superior quality of Madame’s work—delicate laces and embroideries,
ruffles and braids, fine lawn, brocades and velvets. The London
season would open in just two months, and seamstresses all over the
city were working long hours to provide the latest Paris fashions
for England’s finest ladies to wear to the coming flurry of
soirees, balls, and parties.

“Ah, Mademoiselle Kingswood,” a voice heavily
tinged with a French accent greeted her buoyantly, and the
exuberant woman it belonged to took Miranda by the hand as if they
had been friends for many years. Her smile was genuine and her eyes
twinkled warmly.

Miranda nodded mutely, taking in the exotic
beauty of the foreign-born woman gowned magnificently in pink silk,
the gown stunning in its simplicity. The skirt fell over a large
hoop as was lately becoming fashionable, and matching ribbons
adorned her red-gold ringlets.

Madame Dusseau led Miranda deeper into the
shop, scolding her lightly. “You are behind your time,
Mademoiselle, for I was beginning to wonder if Madame Collins had
contrived you on a whim for her own amusement.”

“I was delayed—” Miranda started in a rush,
but Madame waved her hand.

“All is well, Mademoiselle! Madame Collins
expressed her desire that I tend to your needs and oui—so I
shall!” Her laughter was light and musical. “You like what you see,
non? Is not this brocade simply divine? Now, come . . . we
shall have tea, and I will show you what is possible.”

Overwhelmed by Madame’s enthusiasm, Miranda
followed her to an elegant, private drawing room, where she was
certain Madame entertained her most exclusive patrons. Sitting at a
skirted table with a stack of drawings and a delicate, footed china
cup of steaming tea, she admired for a fleeting moment the seaside
painting hanging on the opposite wall. She sipped the hot brew
gratefully, absorbing the warmth through her chilled fingers.
Everything around her, from the perfectly positioned lighting to
the exquisite cup and saucer, indicated a desire to provide
complete comfort and ease.

For the next two hours, they chose day gowns
and evening gowns, several ball gowns, an ensemble for traveling,
undergarments, stockings, and shoes of various colors and styles
along with every accessory considered essential by aristocratic
women. While Miranda had never thought herself a beauty, Madame
Dusseau insisted she was.

“You are a beauty—truly! The style of gown,
the color, the decorations in your hair—even your jewelry—all are
only means of enhancing that which has been bestowed upon you by a
thoughtful Creator.”

Under Madame’s watchful eye, Mrs. Mason
measured Miranda, clucking like a hen over the size of her waist.
“All women wish for such a waist, non? I have new gowns from
Pair-ee . . . your coloring is perfect for them. Hair like
mink and eyes that rival my most beautiful emeralds—ah, the men
will fall over their own feet to simply stand in your shadow!”

Miranda pressed her lips tightly together to
hide the amusement dancing on her tongue, and Mrs. Mason’s eyes
rolled heavenward, her head shaking even as a smile dimpled her
plump cheeks.

Madame Dusseau frowned in feigned impatience.
“Do not stand there, Mrs. Mason. Bring the gowns . . . bring the
gowns!”

In the moments that followed, Miranda slipped
on six beautiful gowns, each more lovely than the last—silk,
damask, sateen, a lustrous taffeta, and an exquisite organza. The
colors suited her as Madame had said they would, being neither too
pale nor too dark—rich colors that made her eyes sparkle and added
a hint of color to her cheeks. Three of the six fit perfectly,
needing no alterations.

“Your shoulder is injured, Mademoiselle?”

The bold question startled Miranda, and she
pulled the bodice of her own gown up over her shoulders, covering
the bandage on the left side. “I was recently burned with candle
wax.”

“A bit of fabric and trim will conceal it,
ma petite. No one will ever know.”

“Thank you,” she sighed, waiting patiently
while Mrs. Mason finished fastening her gown down the back.

The final order of business was to select
fabrics for the gowns yet to be made. They selected delicate lawns
for nightgowns, silk, grosgrain, and foulard. Fingering each of the
fabrics, she relished the unique textures, looking forward to the
day when the finished garments would hang in her wardrobe.

“Are you in London with family,
cherie?” Madame Dusseau inquired, making light conversation
as they gathered ribbons and laces.

Biting her lip, Miranda hesitated. She had
not expected Madame Dusseau to ask a direct question about her
family, and she became quite still, gazing down. “My parents are
dead.”

“Ah, ma pauvre petite, forgive me,”
Madame apologized, genuinely contrite. “I did not know. La! My mind
is quite without thought today.”

“You could not have known,” Miranda replied
softly.

Madame Dusseau lifted Miranda’s chin, her
voice kind. “You are far too young, Mademoiselle, to have endured
such loss.”

Miranda withered inside. No one would believe
the truth if they heard it, and at times, in the quiet of night
when sleep eluded her, she wondered if it had all happened to
another person. All the pain and sorrow, the grief and anguish of
those days. No one could understand the depth of her fear or the
expanse of her dreams. She—

“Pardon me,” a voice interrupted behind
them.

Madame Dusseau’s face immediately brightened.
“Madame Shefford, what a delight to see you! It has been many
months since you came to my shop. I quite feared for you.”

The regal, white-haired woman smiled in
amusement. “Thank you, I am quite well. I stopped in to collect the
bag I left for repair.”

“Why, yes, Madame, it is finished. This
lovely young woman is Miss Kingswood. We have been selecting her
wardrobe for this season. Miss Kingswood, I have the honor to
introduce the Viscountess Shefford, one of my best patrons. If you
will excuse me, I will bring your bag.” Madame Dusseau swept past
them, her silk gown swishing as she disappeared into the back of
the shop.

Lady Shefford turned her silvery-blue gaze to
Miranda with an intensity that seemed to peer right through her.
She wanted to look away but could not. Fine lines etched the lady’s
face but there was no doubt that in her youth she had been an
extraordinarily lovely woman—slim and tall, her bearing almost
regal, the sort of woman who commanded attention by her mere
presence.

Then the woman spoke, breaking the uneasy
silence. “Please forgive me, my dear, for overhearing your
conversation. You mentioned to Madame Dusseau that your parents are
deceased?”

Puzzled by the stranger’s interest and the
curious appraisal she received, she nodded. “Yes, my lady, they
are,” she replied softly.

“You have my sincere sympathy.” Lady
Shefford’s voice grew thoughtful, a bit wistful, her eyes drawn to
Miranda’s face, as if the winds of the present were ruffling the
pages of the past. “I have a niece I haven’t seen in some time—such
a sweet child—you are every bit as lovely as she.”

“Thank you.”

Lady Shefford smiled gently. “Would you humor
an old woman and come to tea tomorrow? I realize I ask in haste,
but I do so enjoy the company of the young.”

Madame Dusseau returned with the repaired bag
carefully wrapped in brown paper and neatly tied with a cord. “Your
bag, Madame.”

“Thank you. You will come to tea, will you
not, Miss Kingswood?”

Miranda glanced at Madame Dusseau, noting her
approval. “Yes, of course,” she replied.

“Madame Dusseau, I beg the use of a pen. It
would never do for this young lady to lose her way.”

“Right here, Madame,” Madame Dusseau said,
her hand gesturing toward a small writing desk.

Lady Shefford pulled a calling card from her
bag, and taking up the pen, dipped it in the inkwell, writing on
the back of the card. She slipped it into Miranda’s hand. “These
are instructions for your driver. I will see you at four o’clock.
Good day, Miss Kingswood, Madame Dusseau.”

Then she was gone from the shop and Miranda
stared after her in stunned amazement.

“Ah, ma petite, you must go!” Madame
Dusseau exclaimed. “She is a very wealthy and influential woman who
could do well by you. She will introduce you to some very important
people, oui?”

Smiling warmly, she turned to Madame Dusseau.
“Thank you for your time and assistance.”

“That is what I do, cherie—make the
mesdames in London look beautiful. Do have tea with Madame Shefford
tomorrow. I have known her for some years, and she would do well by
you.”

“Thank you.”

Miranda left the good woman and returned to
the hotel, grateful that most of her purchases would be delivered
later. While she wanted to shout for joy her good fortune, she knew
she needed to be extremely cautious despite Madame Dusseau’s
affirmation of Lady Shefford's character and standing in
society.

Maud was waiting nervously for her when she
returned, having tidied and tidied again, making work that did not
exist. “Tell me everything,” she said as Miranda dumped her parcels
on the sofa.

Pulling off her hat, Miranda's heart was
feather light. “Madame Dusseau believed my story and has agreed to
make my wardrobe.”

Smiling broadly, Maud nodded. “Of course she
will. You brought a few things with you, I see.”

Miranda opened the boxes, showing her each of
the new gowns. “Are they not beautiful? Which one should I wear to
tea?”

“Why do you ask?”

“One of Madame Dusseau's best patrons came in
while I was there—the Viscountess Shefford. She invited me to tea
tomorrow. Should I go?”

Maud lifted the gowns carefully, draping them
over her arm. “You need no permission. You are a woman grown.”

Miranda followed her into the bedchamber,
rifling through the gowns. “Then I shall go . . . and wear . . .
this one.”

“The new hat with the lace and ribbons would
look lovely with this . . .”

But Miranda did not hear anything more. Her
mind was drifting back on the wings of time, her thoughts swirling
around the events that had brought her to this moment—the
suffering, the loving and tragedy—all the things that had shaped
and molded her into the woman she was now.

Another Miranda.

A different Miranda.

And it had been a nightmare.

 





Chapter 2

 


 


London, 1847

 


“Witless brat!” Georgia shouted, her face red
and contorted beneath the heavy layer of powder. “Preston bought me
this gown two days ago, and I haven’t worn it!”

Cowering by the window, Miranda trembled
uncontrollably. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” she sobbed, chin quivering,
more afraid of this one than any of the others.

The woman grabbed Miranda’s arm, twisting it.
“I told you to iron the flounce—only the flounce,” she hissed, “and
still you managed to burn a hole in it!”

Miranda winced, the pain in her arm shooting
into her shoulder. “It—it was hot . . . I—I opened the window . . .
I forgot the iron. I will be more careful, I swear!” Shaking under
Georgia’s wild-eyed gaze, she would say anything, promise anything,
to end the abusive outburst.

Georgia shoved the gown in Miranda’s face,
the scorched fabric rustling. “You have forgotten too often! This
is the last time you will ever ruin something of mine!” Eyes filled
with blood lust, she tossed aside the gown and grabbed her riding
crop.

“You won’t be so careless in the future,” she
promised with sinister intent as she jerked Miranda away from the
window.

In the instant Miranda fell forward onto the
floor, she felt the lashing bite of the crop across her shoulders.
The pain was searing, cutting her breath. She covered her head with
her arms, shielding her face from the blows laid across her, and
everything began to fade away . . .

“Georgia!”

Georgia stopped in mid-strike, and the riding
crop slid from her hand to the floor. Spinning toward the woman in
the doorway, she swayed, her breathing labored from the sudden
interruption of her cruel pleasure. “Lily . . .” she whispered.

“Have you not been warned about beating the
servants?”

Georgia pointed to the heap of fabric. “She
ruined my new gown! I—”

“A gown is easily replaced!” Lily spat. “You
know the rules. I punish the servants, and if you can’t remember
that, you will be turned out.” Pursing her lips, her eyes narrowed.
“Is that understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Bess is waiting in your room. Now.”

Summarily dismissed, Georgia’s hate-filled
glance fell on Miranda, who lay huddled and shivering on the worn
rug. Bending down, she snatched up her riding crop and strode
angrily from the room.

Strong arms lifted Miranda, dumping her
without ceremony onto the narrow bed. Her bruised and torn back
scraped against the rough weave of the blanket and she cried out,
catching her swollen lip with her teeth to stifle the next.

Lily looked down at the whimpering girl. “You
deserved to be punished, but a few days in the closet would have
sufficed. You will be more careful.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Miranda replied hoarsely,
gripping the blanket with white-knuckled fists, her face a mask of
burning pain. Not the closet . . .

“Why do I expect a child to care for things
properly? You’re a clumsy chit—just like your mother,” Lily taunted
cruelly, a sly smile on her face. “I would have been inclined to
put her out in the street had she not had the body of a goddess. In
time, I hope you will as well.”

Miranda stared wordlessly at Lily’s doll-like
face, with her painted eyes and reddened cheeks, her long brown
hair and pink dressing gown—and hated her. Was she to repeat it
again, the whole sordid story? She closed her eyes and turned her
face toward the wall.

“I raised you, fed you, and clothed you—I
gave your mother money when she was desperate. I own you—you are my
property, and one day you will repay me . . . just as your
mother did.” Her anger assuaged, she purred. “Now, Maud will salve
your back, and I expect to see you in the kitchen later.” At the
door, she turned back. “If your careless behavior continues, I
shall be forced to turn Maud out. Do you understand?”

Miranda nodded and was still as stone,
holding her emotions in check until she heard the door shut, then
her composure crumbled, tears dripping from her face. “I hate her!”
she swore passionately. “I hate them all! She will never make me
like the others! Never!”

Gradually, her sobs softened and she managed
to roll onto her side as the stinging pain eased to a throb. Maud
would come soon. Maud, her heart’s mother, her source of comfort
and care. There were others—Mary, who played games with her; Kate,
who once made her a doll from scraps of cloth; and Beatrice, who
could coax a laugh from her. But it was Maud who took care of her
when she was sick, who bathed her and put her to bed, who fed her
and taught her to play games with old buttons.

And the stories. In a world where she was the
only child, Maud told her wonderful, imaginative tales of a prince
slaying dragons and of the beautiful princess the prince had sworn
to love and protect. Vivid, colorful stories each, full of hope for
the future, of the day when her one true prince would ride into her
life and free her from her captor. Miranda knew he would come one
day, for she had seen him in her dreams, and she would know him
when she saw him.

Miranda’s life had been pleasant enough in
the early years and some of her fondest memories were of the
mornings she went shopping with Maud in the open market. She could
remember the press of the crowd as she clung to Maud’s skirt,
listening eagerly as the vendors hawked their wares—fruits and
vegetables, mutton shanks, and fresh fish wrapped in paper. She
could yet smell the flower girl’s bouquets and the heavy, aromatic
scent of coffee from a nearby coffeehouse. And there was always a
treat for her, a piece of hard candy, relished slowly on the return
home—or more often tucked into her pocket to enjoy later.
Occasionally they would take the long way home near the Waterloo
Bridge where she could toss pebbles into the dark water of the
Thames . . .

But that was long ago. She never ventured to
the market anymore, rarely seeing the outside world except through
the dingy windows into the alley. Lily forbade her to leave, and it
was Maud who explained that Lily feared she would run away, but—in
truth—where would she go? She could neither read, nor write—she
lacked even the social skills necessary to survive beyond the walls
of the Silver Unicorn, though Maud did her best to teach her proper
manners. Who would ever be inclined to employ her?

Put to work as soon as she had been able to
hold a broom, Lily forced her to work many hours scrubbing floors,
dusting furniture, and washing dishes. She learned quickly that to
refuse any task or to display anger would result in Lily locking
her in a narrow, dark closet, denying her food and other comforts
until her anger waned.

Hard lessons learned early.

Maud had risked Lily’s wrath by pushing bread
under the door, touching her fingers to Miranda’s as far as they
would reach, consoling her with whispered stories. But Lily always
caught her crouched down at the door and ordered her back to the
kitchen. Behind the door, Miranda listened helplessly because there
was nothing she could do for Maud.

And without Maud, there was no one to help
her.

Alone in the empty closet, Miranda endured
the humiliation of sitting in her own waste, shamed by her lack of
control. Each time Lily found some excuse to push her into the
closet, the punishment was lengthened, and with it came the fear of
anticipation, the fear that this time Lily would turn Maud out. For
now, Lily needed no real reason to punish her, and it seemed that
she would invent reasons to hurt her. Huddled near the light below
the door, she breathed fresh air, waiting for the shadow of feet
and the familiar sound of the key turning in the lock. Once Lily
freed her from the hellish prison, she had to clean it, preparing
it for her next punishment.

Hard lessons learned early.

Lily St. John. She owned the grand and
spacious edifice, purchasing it as nothing more than a wreck, the
previous owner having been shut down for keeping a disorderly
house. After many months—and a great sum of money—the Silver
Unicorn opened and quickly became a much sought-after entertainment
palace. Situated in an excellent location in Southampton Street off
Tavistock, it was near the theaters and opera houses, the perfect
retreat for wealthy men seeking pleasure away from their own homes
and the prying eyes of a chaste, polite society.

As she grew, Miranda began to realize there
was more to the luxurious house than dining, gaming, and dancing.
Maud advised her to look away, but curiosity won, and she slipped
quietly from her bed one night to peer out into the main part of
the house to discover what it meant to be a Silver Ladybird—finding
herself shocked to see half-naked women fawning all over men who
patted their bottoms, squeezed their breasts, and fondled them
boldly between their legs. When a man found a Ladybird to his
liking, he escorted her up the stairs.

Unseen, she rushed back to the security of
her bed, suddenly understanding the night sounds, the laughter and
music that made it nearly impossible to sleep. Women were
entertaining men in the bedchambers upstairs, and quiet came only
in the hours before dawn when it was time to rise to work that
broke the back, calloused the hands, and aged the body.

And in that moment came the realization that
one day she, too, would be expected to take her place among those
women—to become a Silver Ladybird and make restitution with her
body for the money her mother owed Lily. The days of dreams and
dragon slayers evaporated with that knowledge, and gone was the
dashing, handsome man who would ride up to sweep her into his arms
and carry her away from all who had hurt her. The final blow to her
childhood came when he finally ceased appearing in her dreams.

Lily would exact repayment as sure as the sun
rose and set. But when? How soon would she present the bill owed?
Agonizing questions echoed through her mind even as the door opened
and Maud came into the room, soothing her with soft words and a
gentle touch.

 


* * *

 


During the next three years, Miranda grew,
changing from a tall, awkward girl into a young woman, her body
blooming with sleek gracefulness. Maud insisted she wear loose
clothing to hide her figure and arrange her hair in a severe style,
hoping to delay the inevitable realization by everyone else that
she was becoming a woman.

Maud watched helplessly as Lily gave her
heart’s child ever more work, knowing that Lily was patiently
biding her time, waiting for the day when Miranda would take her
place among the others. While Maud attempted to counter that notion
by repeatedly telling Miranda that the meaningless life at the
Silver Unicorn was not for her, she could see the excitement and
excess was more than tempting. But for a time, Miranda
listened.

Until Giselle arrived.

Maud’s concern grew to abject worry as she
watched Giselle befriend Miranda, luring her up the stairs with
kind words and gentle bearing, giving her little gifts of perfume
and soaps fragrant with exotic scents. She could only wonder what
motives lay behind Giselle’s desire to befriend a servant, and she
began to believe that Lily had instigated it for the dark purpose
she feared.

“I worry for you,” Maud explained to Miranda
as they washed dishes one morning while most of the other servants
were about their cleaning duties elsewhere. “Please try to
understand.”

Miranda frowned, eager to be away from the
kitchen and the drudgery of endless work. Lifting a rinsed plate,
she rubbed the damp towel over it. “Giselle is my friend. She would
never harm me.”

The wisdom that came with age was the one
thing Maud wished she could give to Miranda. “Do you truly believe
that? She would do anything Lily asks.” She set a stack of washed
plates into the hot rinsing water and dipped each, setting them to
the side for Miranda to dry.

Miranda scowled all the more, her agitation
increasing. “I have a friend—someone near my age, but you would
have me chained to your side. Why?” Another plate dry, she took up
the next, stretching her stiff arm before resuming the familiar
motion.

“I only want to protect you. How can I look
the other way?”

“You don’t trust me,” Miranda argued
petulantly. “I’m nearly grown and—”

“You are a child—without experience—and you
have no idea what that girl will lead you to if you persist in this
foolish behavior.”

Miranda edged away from Maud. How many more
times would they have this conversation? In the past few weeks,
Giselle had been nothing but kind, treating her with respect. “You
aren’t my mother.” She threw the words cruelly in her face. “My
mother was a whore, and she sold me like goods to Lily St. John. I
will find my own way!”

Anger and pain flashed across Maud’s face.
“I’m the one who has cared for you—no one else—and when I tell you
that Giselle will hurt you, I speak the truth.”

“You cannot keep me from having a friend,”
Miranda returned, her voice low. “I’m tired of working until my
hands crack and bleed. I want to have beautiful clothes. I want to
sleep all day and drink champagne! If Giselle can help me, then I
shall let her!”

Maud’s breath came in an exasperated rush.
She was so close to losing her heart’s child. “Do you want to spend
your life bedding the men who come here? Lily wants that from you,
and you have always known that. What became of your dreams to be
free of this place, to have a husband and children of your
own?”

Miranda rolled her eyes. “Those were your
dreams, not mine. I no longer believe in them.”

“They can come true,” Maud insisted, “if you
want it enough.”

“If I hope for one hundred years, nothing
will change. This is all I will ever have.” Furious, Miranda set
the plate down hard, clattering it against the one under it.

Maud inhaled slowly, her face hard and
solemn, oblivious to the onlookers creeping into the kitchen. “Then
I must forbid you to see her.”

Miranda’s head jerked up, and she stared at
Maud, forgetting all the woman had tried to teach her. Anger
surged, igniting rebellion in a new form. “Forbid? I will see her
whenever I wish!” With that, she threw down the towel and fled the
kitchen, pushing past the crowd in the doorway, disregarding Maud’s
frantic cries.

Miranda was safe once she reached the landing
and made her way to the room that belonged to Giselle. Boldly, she
turned the handle and walked in, no longer stunned by the sumptuous
furnishings. Giselle lay resting on the chaise near the window, her
pale ivory body visible through the fragile material of her
dressing gown.

She sat up when she saw Miranda, her smile
fading at the shimmer of tears in her friend’s eyes. “Ah, dear
friend, what is wrong?” she asked softly.

Miranda rushed forward to her waiting arms,
allowing Giselle to draw her into the seductive and decadent world
of fleshly pleasures.

 


* * *

 


They were inseparable after that morning, and
it seemed as if Miranda had moved permanently into Giselle’s lavish
room. She bathed in scented water, wore silky, frilly clothes—or
nothing at all—until her own nudity no longer shocked her. Under
Giselle’s expert tutelage, she explored the depths of sensuality in
all its forms—aromatic perfumes and oils, tantalizing foods,
laughter, conversation, and touching.

“The Silver Unicorn offers something unique,
something men cannot find anywhere else in all of England,” Giselle
told her proudly. “We are Silver Ladybirds—that is, exotic women,
and the best in all the country. Li Ming is from China, Biata from
Russia, and Sameera from Arabia. The new girl, Afia, is from
Africa. I was born in France, but that is not why I’m here. Lily
chose me because my skin is nearly as pale as pearls, and my hair
is the color of fine champagne.”

Giselle laughed softly at Miranda’s puzzled
expression. “Why should a wealthy man choose a woman of the
street—a woman with coarse dress and an unwashed body stinking of
gin? When he comes here, he knows there are women from the farthest
corners of the world—women well-schooled in the art of amour. If
you will permit me, I will teach you these things.”

Miranda could only respond with a breathless
nod of her head.

Giselle became Miranda’s teacher, instructing
her in every aspect of amour—flirting, seduction, body movements,
facial expressions, the proper way to undress, and how to insert a
pessary. She also taught her how to remove superfluous body hair in
such a way that her skin was completely smooth.

“The men who come here appreciate a woman who
is soft as silk, so there must be no hair beneath the arms, on your
legs . . . or here,” she said, massaging lotion on Miranda's newly
denuded areas. “It will heighten their pleasure . . .” she added
with a knowing wink, “and yours.”

Miranda loved her new body, admiring herself
in the long mirror, not embarrassed to run her hands over her
breasts, down her belly and between her legs. She loved it even
more the first time Giselle came up behind her and slid her own
hands over her body, wedging her fingers between her thighs to find
the silky wetness hidden there.

Giselle was the perfect teacher, guiding
Miranda on her path to sexual fulfillment. She gave her lessons on
how to pleasure herself because, “Men like to watch, and we want
them to be . . . satisfied.”

Miranda learned quickly, discovering she
possessed a deep passion that clamored for more. Giselle fed that
passion, guiding her to self-gratification by rubbing her body with
scented oils. She taught her how to use her muscles to squeeze the
fingers sliding into her body, “To drive a man wild, you must
practice tightening these muscles several times each day.”

“We must also be careful,” she explained
further, kneeling between Miranda’s legs, using well-oiled fingers
to demonstrate, delving into the entrance to Miranda’s body,
gliding in and out, but never fully penetrating. “Your maidenhead
is tight.”

“Is that bad?”

“No, no, just painful,” Giselle told her. “I
will help open it, so that when you take your first man he will
know you are a virgin, but it will not hurt so much.”

Miranda was drowning in the sensations. “How
will you do that?”

“Like this.” Giselle inserted one finger into
Miranda’s body, feeling for the opening to her maidenhead. “Every
day I will gently rub your maidenhead with one finger, and then two
until it is open enough. It may be uncomfortable at first, but it
is better than being torn.”

From that day on, Giselle worked to expand
Miranda’s maidenhead, and for Miranda, it was very uncomfortable,
yet there was never any blood.

And while she worked, Giselle talked to her.
“In England, some men call this a cock lane or alley—a lane for
their cocks. So very coarse. I shall call yours Sweet Puss—because
it is.” Laughing, she leaned down to kiss Miranda’s oiled mound,
trailing down to wrap her tongue gently around the hard nub
straining away from its hood. “Your pearl is as sweet as your
puss,” she declared softly.

Miranda squealed in delight, lifting her hips
off the bed. “What do you call a man’s parts?”

Giselle laughed softly. “There are as many
names for men’s parts as there are for women’s parts. Lobcock.” Her
fingers stroked in a circular motion, pressing ever wider against
the maidenhead. “Plug tail, arbor vitae, and my favorite . . .
whore pipe.”

Miranda smiled and tried the phrase, “Whore
pipe,” and then grimaced in pain. “How much more?”

“It takes time, but you are nearly there. You
will be for any man an amour unlike any other. And now, since you
have endured this for so many days,” she said, her voice growing
quiet, “I shall reward you.” The fingers that worked diligently to
widen the passage, now caressed and delighted.

Miranda’s eyes rolled back in her head.
“Teach me everything you know,” she whispered, wallowing in
desire.

Giselle’s eyes narrowed. “Patience, ma
petite . . . you shall have all you desire.”

 





Chapter 3

 


 


 


It was time, Giselle decided. She arranged a
tryst and declared that Miranda could sit on a bench behind a
screen, if she promised to remain quiet and still. The patron paid
handsomely to bring his young wife along, wanting to watch as the
two women indulged in Sapphic passion while he looked on with the
hope of joining them later.

The patron’s wife was a lovely young woman—a
properly dressed lady, neck to ankle. She was as pale-skinned as
Giselle, her hair the color of light honey, and it was obvious she
was nervous when she jumped as the door shut behind her. At first,
Giselle spent leisurely minutes kissing her fingers and neck, and
touching her through her clothing, all the while encouraging the
young wife to sip costly champagne from a fluted goblet. She bade
her sit on the chaise while kneeling down to remove her shoes and
stockings, quietly admiring the softness of her pale skin.

Miranda could only think that this was the
first time the wife had done something so wicked in the eyes of
society as she began to shiver, her breathing erratic. Giselle drew
her to her feet, undressing her with consummate skill, making each
garment removed a rite of passion in itself, teasing the husband
mercilessly.

The wife seemed uncertain as her bodice
slipped off, and she shrank back when her skirt and petticoats
dropped down around her ankles. Yet the champagne had loosened her
inhibitions; she was enthralled and had no voice to stop it,
enjoying it to the point of begging for more. When she stood
dressed only in her chemise and drawers, Giselle used her mouth and
tongue to kiss the soft flesh.

Miranda glanced toward the husband who had
stripped away his own garments until he sat fully exposed just
beyond the screen, stroking himself. She swallowed hard and tore
her eyes away to focus on Giselle, who was kissing his trembling
wife gently on the lips. With a soft sigh, Giselle tugged the
chemise down, the wife’s small breasts popping free of the fabric.
Laughing tenderly in delight, Giselle laved the hardened nipples,
rolling them between her fingers and thumbs. Lower and lower, the
chemise dipped until it, too, lay pooled around her feet.

Giselle opened her own nearly transparent
wrap and turned her back to the husband, allowing it to whisper to
the floor behind her. Glancing over her shoulder at the man on the
chair, she smiled at his swollen erection, and when he told her to
remove his wife’s drawers, Giselle did not immediately do so.
Instead, she teased the husband with the vision of her fingers
sliding into the split between the two halves of linen, rubbing her
fingers into the woman's cleft.

The husband gasped with pleasure, stroking
himself as Giselle scooped up the wetness seeping from the wife’s
body and rubbed it over the woman's pebbly nipples. The drawers
whispered down slowly, and Miranda was stunned to see that the
woman's mound was as smooth as her own was. Turning to allow the
husband a better view, Giselle smiled saucily and knelt down,
touching and kissing the woman lightly.

“Open yourself to me,” she said, glancing at
the husband, and the woman obeyed, sliding her trembling hands down
to pull her outer lips completely open. Giselle moved in, sampling
her flesh, and the woman shivered, whimpering, her eyes closing as
her head lolled from side to side.

Miranda nearly flew apart at the sight and
covered her mouth with her hand even as she opened her robe,
seeking her own aching flesh. Warm wetness had already formed on
her soft petals and she spread her legs, propping one on the bench,
her fingers rubbing herself lightly.

Giselle led the woman to the bed, and Miranda
watched as she pleasured the woman with her mouth, tongue, and
fingers, rubbing her body lightly with oil. The husband stared in
eager anticipation, telling them what he wanted to see . . . and
they complied instantly.

Miranda mimicked what she saw, using her
fingers to slide into her body, gently stroking with one hand while
she rubbed her hardened pearl, straining to remain silent and
biting her lip when she feared she would moan. Harder and deeper
her fingers slid, her pleasure mounting as she watched.

Her eyes widened when Giselle did something
she had only hinted at before—her oiled fingers disappeared beyond
the knuckles of her hand within the woman’s cock alley, sliding in
and out, her mouth fastened to the now engorged lips eager for
more. The wife moaned her pleasure, begging for it to stop, yet
yielding to the seduction . . .

And as the husband climbed onto the bed,
Giselle took his hard, purpled shaft into her mouth and pleasured
him while his wife watched in awe until she joined her—the two of
them sharing the delight. He directed them to lie atop each other
in opposing directions, and while they pleasured each other, he
moved between Giselle’s legs as she lay above his wife, offering
his lady a view she had never before seen—what it looked like to be
filled by a man.

With such a skilled mouth working between her
legs, it became apparent that the wife could not last much longer.
The man moved to the other end behind his wife, gripped her waist,
and plunged into her. Giselle savored the woman’s ministrations
between her own legs, even as she used her mouth to take the wife
to completion.

Miranda collapsed against the bench, her body
convulsing as the three on the bed groaned and cried out. She
expected the husband and wife to leave, but they asked and paid for
more time—an additional two hours. With the wife’s inhibitions
thoroughly shattered, they spent the time exploring various
positions until they were too sated to continue. One of the last
things she heard before they departed was their desire to return
for more . . . lessons.

After that, Miranda was eager to sample
Giselle's wares, and Giselle did not turn her away. She was an apt
pupil, each lesson heightening every sensation, and Miranda soon
became a slave to those needs, sampling once forbidden delights,
and more importantly, learning how to give pleasure. Giselle shared
her carved ivory phallus, teaching her student the many different
ways to use her mouth to tease a man.

During the long afternoons, they lay among
the pillows and soft silk sheets, discovering the dimensions of
desire possible between two women. Abandoned were her former
dreams, the tales of her handsome prince, the stories of love and
chivalry. The opiate of lust had drugged her and she was eager to
learn everything about pleasing a man.

She quickly learned why Lily exacted a high
sum for her Silver Ladybirds—there was not another bawd house in
all of London that could match the Silver Unicorn. The word
“Ladybirds” was unknown in polite circles, but it was known to men
who frequented establishments like the Silver Unicorn. In a
gathering of men and women, one could speak about the beauty of
Ladybirds and none would guess that prostitutes were the topic of
conversation.

There were also strict rules, and Lily made
certain they adhered to them explicitly. They were to bathe
often—even several times a day, keep their hair clean, and report
any illness. Ladybirds should never have foul breath, dirty
fingernails, or body hair—no deviation permitted, and Lily
ruthlessly turned out repeat offenders. All wore ribbons in their
hair—red the first year; thereafter, they wore silver—the most
common. For a few very special Ladybirds, there were golden
ribbons. The gold beribboned Ladybirds were set apart for their
expertise and became the most sought-after women, costing as much
as a year’s wages for an hour of their time.

A physician regularly examined the Ladybirds
to ensure they were free of disease. His most important service was
to help them avoid the problem of unwanted pregnancy. Before each
tryst, Lily insisted that each woman prepare her body by inserting
a small vinegar-soaked pessary—just to be cautious—and if anyone
suspected they might be enceinte, she kept an herb blend to help
restore menses. No woman dared allow a pregnancy to continue
longer, for that meant undergoing the surgeon’s solution—his bag of
instruments.

The maids changed bed linens daily and
scrupulously cleaned and aired each room. It was a silent reminder
to all who came to the Silver Unicorn: for the right price, they
would have only the best Silver Ladybirds, the best within the
city—indeed, in all of Europe—according to Lily St. John.

After several weeks, Giselle decided it was
time for Miranda to have her first man, but insisted upon giving
her the opportunity to watch several times before selecting one
suitable for her initial experience. “The duke is coming tonight,”
she told her with mysterious delight. “We shall arrange the screen
over there, and you may watch.”

At ten o’clock, the duke entered the lamp-lit
room with Giselle. From her hidden position, Miranda could see
through the small holes in the screen that he was an older man with
graying hair at his temples. With rapt attention, she drank in
every detail, every sensual detail as Giselle slowly undressed him,
caressing him with her soft hands, rubbing her scantily clad body
against him, whispering into his ear.

Miranda recognized those things Giselle had
been teaching her—the teasing and the playful torture that
tightened his body, tearing a ragged moan from his throat. She knew
how that felt. Paralyzed, she watched his hands undress Giselle,
revealing her pale skin, and then he lifted her like a feather,
placing her on the bed with tenderness, kissing her, adoring her,
licking and tasting her skin, murmuring things Miranda was unable
to hear.

And when he rose up over her, holding her
thighs open with his strong legs, Miranda’s eyes grew wide as she
saw Giselle easily accept the hard length of him into the deep
sheath of her body. Covering her mouth with her hand, Miranda
silenced her own voice as the writhing couple on the bed grew
frenzied in their need to reach completion. Gasping for breath,
Miranda nearly fainted as they cried out, and she sank weakly
against the wall, her body damp and trembling.

For several minutes, she was aware only of
her pounding heart, images of ecstasy flashing through her mind. To
feel such passion, to know such joy—soon she would experience those
feelings herself! Then, as her emotions settled, she became aware
of something else. Giselle and the duke were talking quietly, but
she could barely hear their conversation.

“The house will be ready soon,” he murmured,
caressing Giselle’s damp face with his fingers, “perhaps in another
week. Will you be able to get away?”

“Of course, my love,” she sighed as he rolled
from her. “I have it well planned. No one will know until it's too
late.”

His hand slid lovingly over her stomach,
stroking gently. “How long before someone notices?”

“Shh,” came Giselle’s soft, rich laughter,
“the walls have ears. We will be together soon, I promise.”

“It could never be soon enough,” he growled
huskily, gathering her into his arms, loving her once more. “I have
missed you, my darling.”

Later, after the duke had gone, Miranda
slipped from her hiding place to join Giselle, who was standing at
the door, gazing across the hallway into Biata’s room. “What is
it?”

Giselle shrugged. “Biata had another argument
with Lily. Lily won. One day, she will learn.”

Miranda failed to understand at first, but as
she peered farther into the room, she saw Biata naked on the bed,
each leg bound to a wrist and then tied to the posts at the head of
the bed so that she was folded in half, her legs spread completely,
thoroughly exposing her. She strained against the bonds, begging
Lily not to do it. Lily responded by gagging her and swatting her
bottom with some sort of paddle. Several men waited outside the
door, and when the first entered the room, Biata’s pleading turned
to crying.

The last sight Miranda had was of a man with
unfastened trousers climbing between Biata’s thighs, hesitating but
a moment before plunging into her. Smiling, Lily emerged from the
room and shut the door.

Lily gave the paddle to the next man waiting
to enter Biata’s room. “If she refuses, shakes her head, or cries,
use this, but only once. Save some for the man behind you.”

Biting her lip, Miranda closed the door and
leaned against it, unable to block out the sounds coming from
Biata’s room, the men having their way with her despite her cries
and whimpering that seemed to end with the paddle. No doubt, the
men waiting in line paid almost nothing to lie with one of the
Silver Unicorn’s most beautiful Ladybirds.

The next day, Biata was quiet and subdued,
moving about gingerly, eyes as red and swollen as her bottom. Lily
sent up a breakfast tray, and later, bath water and a soothing
ointment, even offering to send for the physician. Giselle
explained that justice was swift and harsh, but once done, Lily was
always extremely generous.

The dual sides of Lily: one that was cruel
beyond reason and the other that seemed as tender as the kindest of
mothers, puzzled Miranda. Watching Giselle sleep, she understood
why the girls stayed as long as they did. Some came and went, but
many more had been there five years and more.

Giselle began to stir, and Miranda crept onto
the wide bed, needing to speak to her friend before the entire
house wakened. Taking a strand of golden hair between thumb and
finger, she tickled Giselle’s nose until she awoke with a
sneeze.

“That was mean,” she pouted as Miranda
giggled, stretching lazily, pushing her tousled hair from her
face.

“You are different with the duke than any of
the others. Why?”

“He is . . . special to me,” Giselle said
vaguely.

“Why didn’t you tell me you are with child?”
Miranda asked, struggling for the words.

Giselle’s smile was tender. “I thought you
might have heard. Are you upset?”

“Not if it pleases you. Were you not using
the pessary?”

“The pessary isn’t foolproof,” she replied,
tweaking Miranda’s nose. “Remember that.”

“Is the duke the father?”

Giselle’s smiled deepened. “I was with him
alone for several months before he went to the Continent. The
duchess has given him no children, so he's quite pleased.” Rising
up on her elbow, she gazed at Miranda with soft eyes. “I will miss
you.”

The sadness was heavy in Miranda as she
rolled to her back, staring up at the ceiling. “I have never had a
friend like you.”

“Perhaps Lily will allow you to take my
place.”

Miranda hesitated, remembering Biata and her
own fear of the closet. “I may not be ready.”

Giselle’s voice was soothing and reassuring.
“There’s no need to fear. I will choose someone gentle, and I
promise not to leave your side. Would that help?”

Uncertainty flowed through Miranda as Maud’s
warnings echoed. “I . . . suppose so.”

“Tomorrow then. Now, are you hungry?”

 


 


* * *

 


 


That afternoon, Maud requested that Miranda
come down to the kitchen. Bess delivered the message, and Miranda
thought it strange since they had not seen each other for several
weeks. She dressed and went down to the kitchen where everyone was
hard at work preparing that evening’s meal. Pausing at the door,
she inhaled the sweet aroma of baking cakes and a joint of mutton
roasting over the open fire.

Maud was standing over a pot of stew,
stirring the thick, vegetable-laden gravy with a large, flat
paddle. She, like the others, wore the simple garments of servants,
her hands worn, face drawn. Glancing down at her own hands, she was
surprised to see the chafed redness had disappeared, and her once
ragged fingernails were growing.

Taking a deep breath, Miranda walked across
the stone floor and came to Maud’s side, all too aware of the
stares and murmurs directed her way. She, who had once been the
favored child, was now an intruder, and it made her uneasy. “You
asked to see me?”

Maud did not look at her, but noticed the
fine gown and cold, impersonal edge to her voice, the aloofness
that eventually came with constant exposure to the higher social
order within the house. And if she looked into her face, she was
certain she would see icy frigidness in her eyes. Sadly, she
realized that the girl who had once been a daughter to her had
become just like the others.

“I never asked to see you,” Maud sighed
wearily, pulling the paddle from the stew. Tapping it over the rim
of the pot, she laid it to one side and wiped her hands on her
apron.

“Bess said you wished to see me,” Miranda
insisted, wondering if someone was playing a trick on her.

Maud was emphatic, her voice empty of
emotion. “Had I wished it, I wouldn’t have sent for you. The
kitchen is short three girls, and it means extra work.”

“Then, why?”

Maud looked at Miranda, unable to hide her
fatigue or red-rimmed eyes. “I have no time to talk—perhaps later.”
Then she was gone, disappearing into the pantry, leaving Miranda to
feel alone and unwelcome in a place that had once been her only
home.

Squirming under the silent, hostile gaze of
those in the kitchen, Miranda left its warm confines and returned
upstairs, furious that some unknown person was playing a strange
prank, and she had no clue who was playing it. Rounding the corner
in the hall, she saw several women standing outside Giselle’s door
as if waiting for something. Slowing, she approached them
cautiously, brow furrowed.

Li Ming stepped between her and the door.
“You . . . not,” she said in her soft, broken English.

Squaring her shoulders, Miranda reached for
the door handle. Li Ming grabbed her wrist, pulling her back.
“Release me!” she demanded, twisting her forearm.

Alice dropped a firm, warning hand on
Miranda’s shoulder, her voice quite stern. “You may not go in.”

“Let me pass!”

Alice glanced at Li Ming before speaking.
“The doctor is in there.”

Panic washed over Miranda, gripping her in
its deadly claw. “Is she sick? What’s wrong?” Shaking free of the
hands that sought to restrain her, she pushed past them, bursting
into the room.

It was a scene that would remain with her
forever. Beautiful, gentle Giselle lay stretched across the bed,
her legs spread wide and held securely by two women. Something was
already deeply embedded in Giselle’s body, something meant to hold
her obscenely open. Lily stood at the end of the bed, watching as
the doctor took up a long, lethal looking instrument. Miranda knew
what they were about to do, and she knew Giselle could not have
wanted this.

“No!” she cried, lunging forward. Li Ming and
Alice stepped between her and the bed, pushing her back. “No . . .
no!” Giselle was unresponsive to her voice, and Miranda realized
that someone had drugged her.

Lily glanced at the intruder. “Remove her!”
Lily commanded, her eyes fiery.

Miranda fought the hands that pulled on her.
“Giselle, wake up!”

The women dragged Miranda into the hallway
and pushed her against the wall, pinning her shoulders. “You can’t
do this,” she begged, her voice raw. Lily closed the door, shutting
out the grotesque sight of the long metal instrument sliding into
Giselle’s body.

“Giselle is promised to me for three years,”
Lily told her as her eyes blackened with malevolence. “No bastard
swelling her belly will prevent that—not even if it is her precious
duke’s.”

A low moan emanated from behind the door,
sending a chill of horror through Miranda. The moaning grew louder,
more shrill, and Miranda began to shake. Even Alice and Li Ming
seemed alarmed by the sound. Lily turned and slipped back into the
room. Moments later, the moaning faded away, and there was
silence.

Miranda strained to hear some sound from the
room, and the hands that held her captive in the hall eventually
slipped away. Long minutes passed, painful minutes. Miranda
listened to the rapid pounding of her heart, the rush of blood in
her ears . . . and waited.

Finally, the door handle turned—Miranda eased
forward—and it swung open, the room emptying of those who had
assisted the physician. Lily and the physician emerged behind the
rest, talking of payment and a glass of expensive brandy.

Swallowing hard, Miranda eased into the room,
gazing with sorrow at her friend who had come so close to escaping
the Silver Unicorn. But for her bloodless face, Giselle seemed to
be sleeping peacefully. Miranda climbed onto the bed and lay close,
covering her with her arm. “I tried to stop them,” she sobbed
softly. “I tried . . .”

“Miranda . . .” Fingers touched her arm and
Miranda raised wet cheeks to look into Giselle’s eyes, the light in
them fading. “Must . . . tell you . . .”

“Shh . . . shh,” Miranda whispered.
“Rest.”

Giselle closed her eyes, as if summoning the
last of her strength, then looked once more at Miranda. “Lily asked
me . . . to befriend you, to . . . to show you how . . . wonderful
this is.” Her voice grew weaker. “Don’t . . . let them make you
like me . . . promise me, Miranda . . .”

“I promise.”

Giselle’s mouth turned up at the corner, and
then she slept. Morning became afternoon, and Miranda realized that
Giselle was not merely sleeping. She was slipping away . . .
softly, silently. As the minutes passed, Miranda watched as Giselle
grew cold, her breathing ever more shallow. She had never witnessed
death, and it frightened her. There was nothing she could do to
stop it, nothing but sit on the chair beside the bed and weep at
the loss.

Before the sun disappeared below the horizon,
Giselle drew her last breath.

Tenderly, Miranda arranged the covers and
brushed the cloud of golden hair, braiding the length and laying it
softly over her shoulder. Giselle looked sweetly innocent in her
gentle sleep of death. Whispering goodbye, Miranda opened the door
and stepped out into the hallway where life continued. Taking a
deep breath, she intended to leave it all behind until she saw Lily
and the duke approaching, her arm around his shoulders in mock
comfort. Grief was etched on his face, his body slumped from the
weight of tragedy and loss. “I assure you, Your Grace, we did
everything we could to save her,” Lily murmured compassionately.
“We summoned the doctor, but he could save neither the baby . . .
nor Giselle.”

Miranda stiffened, her face hardening as she
listened to the lies. Fists clenched, she let them pass, a newfound
rage consuming her. Once in the room, the duke collapsed prostrate
across Giselle’s body, and his sorrow tore at Miranda. Swinging
away, she would have fled the sound but nearly collided with Li
Ming and Georgia.

They ignored her, walking slowly down the
hallway toward their rooms. It was impossible not to hear the
course of their conversation. “. . . And in gratitude for exposing
Giselle’s scheme,” Georgia went on, “Lily gave me this beautiful
necklace.”

“How lovely and so generous of her!”

“For something like this, I would happily
sell my own mother.”

The two women laughed, and black rage boiled
over in Miranda, for now she knew the identity of the spy who had
betrayed Giselle’s plan to Lily. With a growl, she flew at Georgia,
tearing at her hair and clothing, hitting her in the face.
Georgia’s hands lashed out in defense, but not before Miranda’s
fingers closed around the necklace, ripping it apart. Pearls
spilled to the floor, scattering in all directions.

Aghast, Georgia stared at the shredded string
and the pearls strewn about the floor. With a vicious cry, she
lunged toward Miranda, but the younger girl was ready and pushed
Georgia so hard she fell to the floor.

“Murdering whore!” Miranda spat, seething
with anger. “Giselle was more woman and friend than you could ever
be.” She turned on her heel and hurried away from the duke’s
mourning and Georgia’s vile shrieking, desperate to find a place of
peace and refuge, a place safe and secure. She knew of only one
place, the place where she belonged . . . downstairs.

To the kitchen.

To Maud.

The kitchen was bustling with activity—food
preparation, washing dishes, wine and champagne bottles being made
ready. Miranda entered on leaden feet, oblivious to the wondrous
smells of fresh bread and roasting meat. Her heart ached as if to
split apart. Reaching blindly for an apron, she tied it about her
waist and plunged her hands into the hot, soapy water—the heat
alone soothing. She washed a dish and set it aside, then another,
and another, unaware that all movement in the kitchen had ceased.
All eyes were on her.

At the gentle touch on her shoulder and the
soft voice against her cheek, Miranda stopped and hung her head,
sorrow, and guilt suffocating her. “What is it, dear?” Maud asked,
hearing a sniffle. “Miranda, will you tell me?” she implored,
feeling tremors quake through her slender body.

Miranda turned toward Maud, her reddened eyes
swimming with tears. “You were right about everything,” she
whispered. “Please forgive me . . .” Her voice broke and the sobs
came. Burying her face in her hands, she sagged to the floor.
Comforting arms circled her.

“Hush, dear . . . shh,” Maud murmured,
rocking her heart’s child.

In the early hours of the morning, Miranda
finally slept a deep sleep of exhaustion. Maud sat in the chair
beside the bed and renewed her pledge to protect Miranda, to find a
way to set her free from Lily’s control and the temptations of the
Silver Unicorn. She watched her heart’s child sleep, cursing Lily’s
barbaric actions, her evil nature . . . her very existence.

 

 



Chapter 4

 


 


London, 1850

 


The wind of cholera blew into London,
bringing with it a devastating epidemic that took its toll in human
lives. No one was spared from its ravages—not the lowest beggar in
the street, nor the wealthiest merchant. Business at the Silver
Unicorn ceased when word got out that one within its walls was
suffering with the disease.

Within a short time, there were fifteen ill,
prostitutes and servants alike. Some fled—Li Ming and Sameera were
the first, followed by others who had the means to leave the city
entirely. Others had nowhere else to go. Those well enough to work
spent their time scrubbing floors, walls, and furniture, boiling
linen, clothing, and dishes as well as tending the sick. Despite
their attention to cleanliness, there were deaths.

They began to despair.

The number of ill within the city rose, and
it seemed there was no way to halt the disease’s rapid advance. The
death toll climbed, and those within the affected areas suffered
more with each passing day. For the rich, coffins were hastily
constructed. The less fortunate were simply carried away on
lumbering carts, their bodies wrapped in shrouds to be dumped into
a mass grave.

Maud and Lily pushed the women as hard as
they dared. They worked day and night, seeing to the needs of the
ill, cleaning the rooms, and preparing nourishing broth for those
well enough to eat. The food stores were dwindling, and if there
was nothing to cook, those who were sick would surely die, and
those caring for them would weaken all the more.

Aching all over, Miranda sighed, slowly
setting the empty bucket on the floor of the kitchen. Rubbing her
red, tired eyes, she suppressed a yawn. “We need more water
upstairs,” she murmured to Maud, who was stirring a pot of
broth.

When she saw how exhausted Miranda was, Maud
laid aside the spoon. “Sit for a moment and rest,” she told her,
pulling a chair back from the table. “Let me get you some stew and
bread.”

Miranda shook her head, her body heavy and
slow, the very thought of food nauseating. “Everything smells
bad.”

Wishing that Miranda would eat, Maud poured a
cup of tea, lacing it liberally with sugar and milk, and pushed it
into the girl’s hand. “There have been no new cases for two days. A
good omen of better days ahead, perhaps.”

Nodding, Miranda stared down into the cup,
thinking she was too bone weary to drink, but finally lifted the
cup, drinking down the strong tea that turned her already churning
stomach. Maud refilled the bucket with scalding water, and Miranda
wondered if she would ever sleep again, or enjoy a meal—or were
they all doomed to wasting away, no longer caring that the disease
might claim them next?

Maud saw that Miranda was nearly asleep on
her feet and lifted the bucket for her. “Let me take this up for
you.”

Miranda sighed, drawing on the last of her
strength to take the bucket from Maud. “There will be time to sleep
later,” she said and disappeared from the kitchen.

A door slammed behind Maud, and she turned
with a frown. “I can’t go on!” Georgia complained bitterly, setting
the large basket of freshly laundered and dried linens on the
floor. “Look at my hands! My beautiful hands!” She presented them,
blistered and sore, no longer the delicate hands of a woman
accustomed to the pursuit of passion.

Gritting her teeth, Maud’s gaze hardened. “We
must all work together—all of us—if we wish to survive. That
includes you.”

“But I’m not a servant,” Georgia whined and
pouted, pushing back her damp, straggling hair. “Scrubbing floors,
washing dishes—I long for the comfort of my bed. You can’t make me
do this anymore!”

Maud wanted to slap the pout from the woman’s
face, but had to be content with wiping the perspiration from her
own. “Listen to me carefully, for if I must repeat myself later, it
will be with a broom handle in my hand.”

“How dare you speak to me in such a manner!”
Georgia seethed, squaring her shoulders with haughty arrogance.

Maud snatched up the broom, brandishing it.
“Yes, I dare, you thoughtless, wanton creature! I wouldn’t care if
you were the Queen herself. You will do your share, or I shall turn
you out myself!”

“Lily will hear of this!” Georgia snapped,
and with a toss of her head, she swept from the room.

“Tell her!” Leaning on the broom, Maud sank
onto the chair, shaking her head. Of them all, Georgia was the only
one to complain. The others did their share without question,
helping in whatever way was needed, but not Georgia—not ever
Georgia. She delighted in making a difficult situation worse. How
much longer could they go on?

“Maud!” came a wretched scream from beyond
the door. Running footsteps brought someone into the room. “Come!”
Biata urged, her accent heavily broken and unsure. She pulled
Maud’s sleeve. “Miranda!”

They found the girl collapsed and feverish at
the back of the hall, lying in a puddle of water from the
overturned bucket. “Miranda,” Maud called, but she was barely
conscious. “Help me,” she told Biata, and together they lifted her,
carrying her into one of the bedchambers.

Afterward, Maud cared for her, rarely
sleeping, barely eating, though there were others willing to share
the work. Sitting helplessly by the bed, she pressed wet cloths to
Miranda’s cracked and bleeding lips, wiping her damp brow with cool
water. Listening to the irrational murmurings of delirium, Maud
prayed, begging God to spare the child’s life, to give her the
chance for a life outside the walls of her prison.

Let her live . . .

I offer my own life in exchange . .
.

 


 


* * *

 


 


Vivid dreams came and went in Miranda’s
fevered mind, tormenting images of her mother rocking her in a room
with white lace curtains, a host of men gathered around as she
tried to decide who fathered her baby. In an instant, she grew
fangs and jumped up, dropping the baby at the feet of Lily St. John
. . . Running, running through a maze of corridors, trying to
escape a large, hissing serpent wearing a pink dressing gown.
Someone was singing a lullaby that seemed to come from nowhere,
from everywhere. She fell into a dark closet, the door slamming
shut behind her. She beat her fists against it. No one came. No one
set her free. Food appeared from beneath the door, but when she
stooped to pick it was, it was crawling with maggots.

“Let me die,” Miranda whispered hoarsely,
gazing at Maud with weak eyes for a brief moment lucid.

They were the words Maud feared most.
Clutching Miranda’s hand, she tried to reassure her—and herself.
“No, my darling, you won’t die. You’re better already,” she said
with a soft smile, tears of gratitude and relief gathering in her
eyes.

“I shall be free . . .”

Panic choked Maud as she saw Miranda’s eyes
close, felt her slipping away. “Fight, my brave child, please
fight. I need you . . . don’t leave me.” And for the first time
since the epidemic began, Maud was helpless, her strength gone. If
Miranda died, there would be no reason to go on.

From the heights of her flight to freedom,
Miranda heard the pleading voice and fought to escape death’s
snare. In the end, she survived; others were not so fortunate. Six
Ladybirds and four servants died. London weathered the cholera
epidemic, and over the course of weeks, life returned to normal.
People walked the streets again, and merchants sold their
wares.

With the resurgence of vitality in the city
came changes at the Silver Unicorn. The theaters and opera houses
opened, and Lily found replacements for the women who died or who
had fled the epidemic and didn’t return. Sameera and Li Ming were
two who returned. Louise and Sally were among the first new girls
hired. Rosa, Emily, and Lottie soon followed.

Lily feared the quality of the new Silver
Ladybirds would be inferior, and had Georgia and Biata begin
teaching them the more exotic arts. To draw men who were as
interested in gambling as they were in the women upstairs, she
opened a drawing room for gaming pursuits exclusively, and another
for dining, served by lovely, scantily clad women. She also
realized she had ruined her one chance of subtly luring Miranda to
accept her fate as one of her ladies, and so devised a new
plan.

“But she's not yet well enough to work,” Maud
protested after Lily explained the changes she intended to
make.

“I say she is,” Lily returned calmly, idly
stirring her tea. “The city has been free of cholera for more than
three months. The house is as busy as it ever was, and the new
servants I hired can take her place. I need Miranda to serve drinks
in the gaming room.”

The finality in her voice alarmed Maud. “But
she was the last of us to be taken ill. She has yet to regain her
strength.” Even as she spoke the words, she knew that she could not
change Lily’s mind.

Lily rose from the chair. “I won’t discuss it
further. New gowns will arrive this afternoon and I expect to see
Miranda.”

Tight-lipped, Maud accepted the decree,
though she loathed it and knew Miranda would loathe it even more.
She had no choice but to tell her about the changes and what Lily
intended that she do.

Miranda nervously paced the floor of her
small room. “Why won’t she leave me alone?”

Maud shook her head. “I tried to reason with
her, but she insisted. Beginning tonight, you will serve drinks to
the patrons in the gaming room.”

Miranda sighed. “I suppose this is my
punishment for not accepting her bribes.”

“We both know it is.”

“And now she will use force.”

“I fear so.”

Placing Giselle at the front of her thoughts,
Miranda reluctantly did as Lily commanded. She kept that memory
before her as a shield, allowing it to strengthen her resolve to
escape the Silver Unicorn and its empty way of life.

She choked back her horror when she saw the
gown she was to wear, what all the servers were to wear—simple,
Grecian-style draped robes made of
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