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  Chapter 1


And so began the flight that wouldn’t end until I had blood on my hands. I’d come full circle from innocent poverty to the riches which I rejected when I ran from the ball and society and the Master’s clutches, but this new poverty was worse, and I didn’t know it was to be a spiralling path leading down to the depths of depravity and murder. 
Alone again in the world, penniless, but now without a friend in this huge city. Yet one thing was certain – I could never return to that ballroom of lights and mirrors and drunkenness and harpies, not even if it meant giving up on my Master, Stephen Lord Ardery. I could never again allow myself to be that pathetic leaf blown by the winds of chance.
Still dressed in my festive finery without the useless high slippers, the fine silk dragged in the mud. At least I had the presence of mind to remove the Master’s fine jewels from my neck and lodge them in the tight space between my breasts. It was a survival instinct, some part of me knew I wouldn’t survive a moment with those diamonds flashing in the night. I ran without seeing, my steps only slowing when I found myself in a twisted alley of mean houses jumbled together, crowded gin joints on every corner, the customers outside thrusting their pennies into the hatch for a mug of gin. It stunk here, stunk of rotten cabbage and yesterday’s offal and human waste, the pervasive smell of too many people living too close together in a morass of hopelessness. I wrapped that thin useless pelisse around my shoulders, more to cover the indecent cut of my dress than for warmth, but still I was accosted on all sides by drunks and harlots and worse.
It was an unknown neighborhood, and I had no idea where the sweet cottage in St. John’s Wood lay, even if I’d wanted to return to it. I walked the streets for what seemed miles – how could a city be so large? There must be a million people living here, or at least a number far too large for me to comprehend.
As I slowed to a walk, the words whispered behind fans at the masquerade came back to echo through my head. There was no doubt in my mind those women intended me to hear each strike of their swords. So it was common knowledge then, that Stephen had taken a scullery maid out of his own estate and was passing her off in society. It was all a joke, there could be nothing real between us, the Lord and the kitchen slavey. He was using me for his own, and for Society’s, amusement.
I hated myself at that moment. Hated me for being that gullible wench who really thought she could catch the heart of one such as Stephen, for believing his lies. And my anger grew with every mile I trod barefoot along those filthy cobbles, anger that I allowed life to throw me any which way like a fallen leaf, subject to the whims of fortune.
This anger spurred me along through the night until the mists cleared from my mind, and I could now see that my time with the Master had accomplished one thing at least. Strangely enough, he had taught me self-respect, and it was this new pride that was rearing up its head on that chilly night, my new rage keeping me warm against the north wind. I came to the conclusion that I would never return to those silk lined rooms with the marble fireplaces and down mattresses, the closets filled with beautiful gowns. They weren’t mine, I hadn’t earned that wealth, and the whimsy of Lord Ardery could just as easily toss me out on my backside. The poisonous lips of the women at the masquerade were right.
I wasn’t going back to that life. No matter what fate threw at me, from now on only I would be the mistress of my destiny, come what may.
God how I walked all that late night, never finding a familiar building or park. I avoided the main streets for I had an inkling that Stephen might be looking for me, or perhaps that was just wishful thinking. He would be angry no doubt that I slipped from his grasp before he was finished with his game, but he would soon find something else to occupy his mind.
I had no destination in all this great city, for the only other place I might find a bed was at Kate’s house, and I couldn’t give her the satisfaction of crawling back to her as she had predicted. I shuddered to think of the abuse I would receive at her hands.
So I walked and walked in these unknown streets with no end in mind until I at last found shelter of a sort in an ancient lych-gate by a small church, I slept exhausted for a few hours till I was wakened at first light by the loud bells calling folk to worship and to labour.
What a sight I must have been, my hair coming down from the tight fixings and my dress all muddied and torn from the cobbled city streets. And I was bone cold by that time too, my feet bare, my frock too thin for this weather, and hungry. So very ravenous, a hunger I hadn’t known since my early days.
I noted the houses and narrow lanes all around me, but I still didn’t recognize the area. The wooden houses were old and leaned towards each other as if they would have fallen except they were too tightly packed. This wasn’t the lovely neighborhood filled with trees and shrubs and well-kept homes that the Master had imprisoned me in, it looked decidedly shoddy as if down on its luck. 
The city was awakening, the air becoming thick with wood smoke as fires were stoked, and on that wafter the smell of baking bread, that glorious life-giving scent of home and comfort.
My nose drew me to a wider street, one lined with humble shops, their wares displayed in the mullioned windows, with images painted on the signs above their doors. No gin-joints sullied the corners in this solid, if old-fashioned, neighborhood. This street, the cobbles swept clean even this early in the morning, it proclaimed itself to be a bastion of respectability. The paint might have been peeling around some of the tiny windows, yet all the glass was whole and shone with recent polishing, no coal smut lingering in the corners.
No movement stirred yet on the cobbles and in the doorways, but that smell of bread fresh out of the oven floating down like a blanket from the chimneys overhead. Starving as I was, my feet had no choice but to follow my nose.
And I soon found that nose pushed against the glass panes of a bakery, a muffin shop. If this storefront was a little shoddier than its neighbours, if the glass did not gleam as brightly, I didn’t notice, so famished and frozen with the damp was I.
A figure moved deep within the store, lit only by the ovens in the back room. A movement by me must have caught the baker’s eye and he came quickly to the doorway. One look at the state of me, and he spat on the cobbles.
‘Begone, you,’ he said roughly. ‘You’ll not be tendering your trade on my doorstep.’
Had word of Lord Ardery’s fun reached even this humble, respectable street? I shook myself – of course not. The man could not know who I was, or my history. He saw only the bedraggled woman in the bare wisps of clothing fit only for a harlot down on her luck. He had no knowledge of masquerade balls and fine silks and fashions.
The warmth coming from his ovens slipped out from behind him, embracing me. Despite his words and tone, I could not force myself away from that loveliness.
‘Please sir,’ I said in my finest voice, the one Kate had taught me but with an added quaver which was not artifice, for I was begging for my life. ‘Please sir, I am hungry and lost. Could you not spare a crust and ten minutes by your fire for me to regain my strength?’
His mean eyes narrowed as he heard my accent, and he took a moment to size me up, his eyes greedily pausing at the point where my thin pelisse barely covered my bosom. The baker hurriedly glanced up and down the still quiet street, then stepped back.
‘Get in then,’ he said in a low voice. ‘And be quick about it.’
He ushered me into the back kitchen, ablaze with the heat of two ovens. I settled on a three-legged stool as close as I could to the largest while he drew a heavy curtain across the doorway so that none might see me from the street. He served me a tankard of ale with half a loaf of the prior day’s bread, but I had no quarrel with that. I was thankful for any sustenance.
This baker was a well-set up man, could even have been thought handsome if it wasn’t for the vertical furrows drawn deep into his forehead, and the ever-so-slightly bulbous nose of the longtime drinker.
He silently withdrew loaves from the oven, watching me suspiciously all the while, relaxing only when I had finished every crumb and drop and thanked him prettily. It was only as I was rising, reluctant to leave the heat but knowing I could not presume on his Christian kindness further, that he spoke again.
‘Have you no family?’
I shook my head. ‘Not here. I was brought to London... against my will,’ I said. ‘Confined and abused. But I have escaped.’
The man stood silent, his large frame blocking the exit to the shop. ‘I must ask you,’ he said slowly as if searching for the words. ‘Are you a fallen woman?’
‘Not through my choice, sir,’ I spoke quickly. ‘I’m an honest woman, and prefer to remain that way.’
His eyes lingered on my lips in the light of the fire. ‘But where will you go?’
Where would I go, indeed? What would I do to keep body and soul together? I had resources, I could become a common whore if worse came to worst, but that would be the very last resort. I had my hands, those fine appendages which could cook and clean and spin wool. Surely there would be some household in this endless city which needed my talents. I wouldn’t cost much, as right now I only required a bed and food.
I glanced around at bakery. There was no sign of a woman’s touch here, away from the public eye, no gleaming of the grate, while a thick coating of flour dust lay undisturbed on the out of reach places.
‘Have you need of help here, sir?’
He drew a breath to speak, but I cut off his denial before it could be uttered.
‘I have experience with baking,’ I quickly said. ‘I’m clean, and fast and...’ 
He was shaking his head.
‘And I’ll not ask for wages,’ I finished. I glanced up at him from under my lowered lashes, knowing full well how sky blue silk of my gown set off my large brown eyes. I intended to use whatever means at my disposal to find safety, for the immediate future at any rate. ‘Just a safe harbour, a bed by the fire, and what food you can spare.’
That made him pause, cheap bastard that he was, and I knew I’d won a respite.
‘The food is simple, and not plentiful,’ he warned. ‘And you’ll work hard for every bite.’
I held my tongue.
‘This is a Christian household,’ he continued pompously, and sneered at my silken rags. ‘I cannot allow you to besmirch my good name.’
We both stared at the muddied, torn gown. Even through the mud, the frivolous blue of the silk shone in the light of the fires as if mocking the dreariness of my surroundings.
He shook his head decisively. ‘My sister, may she rest in the Glory of God,’ he began. ‘In the attic closet on the top floor, you will find her clothing. You have my permission to borrow her dress, and you may sleep in her cot.’
Beck looked away at this last word, lest he be accused of indecent thoughts at the mere mention of my sleeping arrangements. 
He bade me get changed and begin work right away. I climbed the two flights of narrow steps to the top of the house, where I found the garret. Two of the dormer walls were so slanted there was barely enough space to stand in the middle, and it was sparsely furnished, just a small bed, a roughly hewn shelf, and a storage closet. A small window without glass was set over the street, protected from the elements by two solid wood shutters. I opened them to shed some light into the room.
First I removed the diamond necklace from my bosom and, lacking any hiding place, shoved it between
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