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Chapter 1: The Last Performance
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London, April 1742

—-
[image: ]


The audience didn’t know they were watching a ghost.

But Kit Valentine knew. She’d been dead three years—ever since the magistrate’s men dragged her brother through the mud of Tyburn Road, his neck snapping like dry kindling while she watched from a hayloft, bound and gagged, forced to learn what silence truly cost.

Now, backstage at Drury Lane, she stood still as a dagger in its sheath, counting heartbeats instead of lines. The air reeked of tallow, sweat, and the sour tang of overripe oranges—props for the third act. Her wig itched. Her stays pinched. And beneath the lace collar of her courtesan’s gown, the black silk ribbon lay cool against the old scar—a second throat, stitched shut by luck and a hangman’s drunken slip.

She was Cordelia tonight. But not King Lear’s Cordelia. Not the martyr. Kit had rewritten the part in secret, feeding the manager lines like poisoned sugar until he’d stopped questioning and started applauding.

“No, Father,” she’d murmured in rehearsal, pacing the boards like a caged panther, “I love you as meat loves the salt that cures it—silent, sharp, and necessary.”

The playwright had fainted into his punch. The audience would remember it forever.

Onstage, the orchestra swelled. The crowd sighed as if recalling how to breathe.

Kit didn’t sigh. She calculated.

Three exits.

One trapdoor—blocked by set crates.

One window—six storeys up Rose Alley, but the ivy held if you knew where to step.

One stairwell—guarded, but Jenkins the stagehand owed her two favours and a bottle of gin for covering his theft of theatre receipts.

Good. One never trusted a role to end where the script said it would.

She stepped into the footlights.

Gaslight flared gold on her powdered cheeks and caught fire in her borrowed auburn wig. She moved like smoke given legs—easy, inevitable. The crowd leaned forward. They always did. Kit Valentine didn’t act. She invited you into her secrets and made you grateful for the wound.

And tonight, she played betrayal like a harp.

“Love?” she murmured to the Duke of Marlborough’s empty chair in the third row—front and centre, velvet-draped, conspicuously vacant. “Love is the coin the foolish spend to buy the rope that hangs them.”

A few tittered. Most held their breath.

She didn’t look at the box to the left, where Lord Edmund Vale sat with his new wife and his old secrets. But she felt him. Felt the weight of his gaze like a damp hand between her shoulder blades. He’d fucked her three nights ago in a rented room off Covent Garden, whispering promises against her throat: “I’ll protect you. I’ll ruin anyone who comes near.”

And then, this morning, she’d found the warrant tucked beneath her dressing-table mirror—signed by Captain Elias Harrow, citing “espionage, forgery, and moral contagion”.

Edmund hadn’t even changed the inkwell.

She’d known the moment the bailiff’s knock echoed through the theatre that afternoon. Known it in the way her ribs tightened, in the way her fingers went cold even as she applied rouge with steady strokes. She’d smiled at the man, offered him gin, and asked if the captain preferred his prisoners clean or bloody. The bailiff had blanched and stammered about tomorrow.

“Excellent,” she’d said. “Gives me time to rehearse.”

Now, as the final act approached, she played Cordelia’s farewell not as grief, but as a vow.

She curtsied low at the scene’s end, letting her skirts whisper treason against the boards. The applause crashed like waves against stone. She didn’t bow again. Instead, she turned sharply and vanished into the wings—where shadows were kinder than light.

Back in her dressing room, the applause faded to distant thunder. She unlaced her bodice with practised fingers, peeled off the wig, and shook out her own dark, sweat-damp hair. No mirror. She hadn’t looked at her own reflection in three years—not since the magistrate’s men dragged her brother through the mud screaming her name.

Instead, she poured two fingers of Dutch gin from a flask hidden beneath a stack of The Spectator. Drank it neat. Then reached for the false bottom of her vanity.

The silver unicorn lay cool in her palm—small, rampant, stolen from Edmund’s study the night he first touched her thigh under the dinner table. She pressed it to her lips.

“Run,” her brother had said, the last time she saw him alive. “But don’t run like prey. Run like the storm that chases the hunters.”

She slipped the talisman into the hidden pocket sewn inside her stays. Then, from the lining of her boot, she drew a stiletto—six inches of French steel, honed to a whisper. She ran her thumb along the edge. Not for killing. Not yet. For carving.

She lifted the flask again, turned it sideways, and with the blade’s tip, etched a tiny saltire—✕—into the pewter. A promise. A signature. A brand for the men who’d soon die dreaming of her.

A knock at the door.

“Miss Valentine?” A man’s voice—smooth, clipped, official. “Captain Harrow requests a word.”

Kit didn’t flinch. She set down the flask, smoothed her skirts, and tied the black ribbon snug around her throat. The scar beneath it throbbed, old and familiar, a second pulse.

“Come in,” she said, her voice like velvet over gravel.

The door opened. Not Harrow. A corporal in a red coat, eyes darting, hand on his pistol. Behind him, two more soldiers. No uniforms for Harrow’s private guard—just plain coats and murder in their stance.

“Captain sends his regrets,” the corporal said. “Says he’d join you himself, but duty calls at Newgate.”

Kit smiled. “Tell the Captain I’ll save him a dance at Tyburn.”

The corporal blinked. “You’re under arrest, madam.”

“For what crime?” she asked, stepping forward, close enough that he could smell the orange-flower water on her skin and the gin on her breath. “Loving too well? Thinking too freely? Or simply being a woman who won’t kneel?”

He swallowed. “Espionage. Forgery. Inciting sedition.”

“Ah.” She tilted her head. “And who told him that?”

The corporal’s eyes flickered toward the corridor—toward Edmund’s box. But he said nothing.

Kit reached out and brushed a speck of lint from his lapel. Her fingers lingered near the brass button. “You’ve got a wife, haven’t you?”

He stiffened. “That’s none of—”

“Three children. The youngest with a cough that won’t quit.” She leaned in, voice dropping to a murmur meant for lovers or assassins. “I know a surgeon in Southwark who brews a syrup from horehound and honey. Costs a shilling. Saves lives.”

His breath hitched.

She pressed the flask into his hand. “Take it. Drink it slowly. And when they ask how I got away... say the Phantom walked through the wall.”

Before he could react, she stepped back and yanked the bell rope by the door—*one sharp tug*—the signal Finn had drilled into every runner in Seven Dials.

Smoke bloomed in the hallway.

Not fire. Pepper and sulphur—Moll Cutter’s special blend, smuggled in via chestnut cones. The soldiers choked, eyes streaming, guns fumbling. Kit didn’t run. She flowed, slipping past them like ink through fingers, down the service stairs, into the bowels of the theatre.

Behind her, shouts. Coughing. A pistol shot that cracked the plaster saint above the green room.

Ahead—darkness, damp stone, and the sound of a boy’s low whistle: two notes, rising.

Finn waited in the coal chute, hood pulled low, a bundle of boy-sized clothes in his arms. “Took you long enough,” he growled.

“You’re late,” she shot back, already stripping off her gown.

“I was bribing a turnkey. You’re being held in Newgate tomorrow. Public viewing. “The trial’s a farce—Harrow’s got the judge in his pocket.” He tossed her the trousers, shirt, and cap. “They’re hanging you Friday.”

Kit pulled the cap low over her brow and tucked her hair beneath it. “Then I’d better learn to fly.”

Finn’s eyes—dark as river silt—locked onto hers. “They say Harrow’s got men watching every gate, every wharf. Even the sewers.”

“Good.” She tied the ribbon again, tighter this time. “Let him watch.”

They slipped out through the rat tunnels beneath Drury Lane and emerged near the Fleet Ditch, stinking and silent. Above them, London burnt with lanterns and sin. Kit didn’t look back at the theatre. She looked east—toward Tyburn.

“Where to now?” Finn asked.

“Moll’s,” she said. “Then we plan a heist.”

“A heist?” He barked a laugh. “You’re a condemned woman!”

“Not yet,” she said and, for the first time that night, smiled—real, dangerous, alive. “Not while I’m still breathing. And especially not while Harrow thinks he’s already won.”

She touched her throat. The ribbon hid the scar, yes—but it also reminded her: ropes could be cut. Gallows could be stages.

And legends? Legends began with a lie everyone wanted to believe.

—-
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They walked in silence through the reeking alleys of Clerkenwell, past bone-boilers and night-soil carts, past whores calling from doorways like ghosts in tattered silk. Finn kept half a step behind, scanning rooftops, listening for boots on cobblestone. He’d grown six inches since last winter, his voice cracking like old leather, but his instincts were still razor-sharp. Kit had found him stealing bread off a baker’s cart at twelve—starving, feral, eyes full of fire. She’d given him a shilling, a knife, and a new name: Pike, for the fish that strikes unseen.

Now he was her shadow. Her warning. Her only tether to something like loyalty.

“You shouldn’t have come alone,” she said as they neared Seven Dials.

“I didn’t.” He nodded toward a shuttered apothecary. A figure detached from the wall—Bess Ticking, blind since birth, fingers dancing over the brickwork like she was reading Braille. She gave a curt nod and vanished down a side lane.

“Moll’s got the whole Dials on watch,” Finn said. “Even the mute sapper’s in the cellar with his fuse lines.”

Kit’s throat tightened. Not with fear. With something worse: gratitude. She wasn’t used to being worth the risk.

The Bloody Bucket loomed ahead—a low tavern with crooked beams and a sign depicting a man drowning in a barrel of gin. Inside, laughter and fiddle music. Outside, danger hung like fog.

Moll Cutter stood in the doorway, arms crossed, apron stained with blood and ale. Mid-thirties, thick as an oak, eyes like flint. She took one look at Kit’s boy’s clothes and said, “Christ’s bones, girl—you look like a drowned rat with ambitions.”

“Better than looking like Edmund’s cast-off,” Kit replied, stepping inside.

The noise died. Every thief, smuggler, and broken soldier in the room turned. Some crossed themselves. Others grinned like they’d just won a bet.

Moll shut the door behind them. “Harrow’s offering fifty pounds for your head. Alive, if possible. Though I doubt he cares how intact you are.”

Kit walked to the bar and poured herself a fresh glass of gin. “Then I’ll make sure he gets exactly what he pays for—nothing.”

She turned to the room. “Who here owes me?”

Hands went up. Dozens of them.

She smiled. “Good. Because on Friday, I’m going to hang at Tyburn. And I need someone to cut me down before I die.”

A murmur ran through the crowd. Not disbelief. Excitement.

Finn stepped forward. “You can’t mean to go through with it.”

“I have to,” she said quietly. “If I run now, I’m just another fugitive. But if I hang... and live?” She touched her ribbon. “Then I become something they can’t kill.”

Moll studied her a long moment, then nodded. “Then we give them a show worth telling.”

Kit raised her glass. “To the Phantom.”

And in that grimy tavern, a legend took its first breath.

—-
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Later, alone in the attic room above the Bucket, Kit sat by the window, watching moonlight bleach the rooftops silver. The unicorn talisman rested on her palm. She traced its horn with her fingertip.

A soft knock. Finn stood in the doorway, holding two mugs of weak tea. He didn’t enter. Just leaned against the frame, scarred knuckles white on the mug handle.

“You’re really going to do it,” he said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

She looked at him—really looked. Saw the boy who’d shared his last crust with a stray dog. Saw the man who’d kill for her without blinking. Saw the fear beneath the fury.

“Because if I die on that gallows,” she said, “I die Katherine Vale—traitor, whore, thief. But if I walk away? I become Kit Valentine. The Phantom. And they’ll tell stories about me long after Harrow’s bones have turned to dust.”

Finn set the tea down on the sill. Stepped closer. “And what if you don’t walk away?”

She met his eyes. “Then you make sure they tell the truth.”

He reached out—slow, like approaching a wild thing—and brushed his fingers over the black ribbon at her throat. Not touching the skin. Just the silk. A question without words.

She didn’t pull away.

Outside, a watchman called the hour. Somewhere, a dog barked. London slept, unaware that its greatest outlaw was wide awake, stitching her legend one thread at a time.

Kit touched his wrist. Just once. A spark. A warning.

“Get some sleep, Pike,” she said softly. “Friday’s going to be a long day.”

He lingered a moment longer, then turned and vanished into the dark.

Kit closed the window.

Lit a single candle.

And began writing the first lines of the ballad they’d sing at her hanging.

She wore a ribbon black as sin.

And kissed the noose before she’d been...
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