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			Praise for the Lizzie Hardwicke Mysteries

			‘A gripping page-turner with a sassy and fabulously original heroine in the form of Lizzie Hardwicke – I loved it!’ – Annie Lyons, author of Eudora Honeysett is Quite Well, Thank You 

			‘From sumptuous depravity to brutal murder, Death and the Harlot is a wild ride through the seedy side of 1750s London, while its heroine, Lizzie Hardwicke, is razor sharp and brilliantly original. I couldn’t put it down’ – Joe Heap, author of When the Music Stops 

			‘Wickedly entertaining… Courageous, forthright and shrewd, Lizzie crackles and sparkles her way through the book’ – 5-Star Reader Review

			‘All the luscious period detail of a Georgette Heyer; Lizzie Hardwicke is, quite simply, irresistible’ – 5-Star Reader Review

			‘I will continue singing the praises of this brilliant series until my very last breath’ – 5-Star Reader Review

			‘Lizzie Hardwicke is an endearing, smart female sleuth you cannot fail to love’ – 5-Star Reader Review

			‘A real page-turner combining an involved plot with vivid characterisation’ – 5-Star Reader Review

			‘Ingeniously devised and stylishly written, it kept me gripped from beginning to end’ – 5-Star Reader Review 
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			Prologue

			London, August 1759

			There was a chill in the night air, but no one, save the ungodly, would have noticed it. He knew that all virtuous folk were long in their beds.

			The girl who walked the streets at this hour was certainly not one who gave much consideration to the state of her soul.

			From somewhere, he heard a clock strike four. He watched as she paused and gave her arms a brisk rub, palms brushing goose-pimpled flesh through the thin fabric of her sleeves, before setting off again, faster now, shoeless.

			He followed at a distance, breathing softly, pulling his hat low over his brow. 

			The moon was but a thin sliver of silver and the night had reached its darkest point, the hour before the skies began to lighten. The girl hurried on, seeming not to notice the shadow-clad mansions along her way. The gentle occupants of these dwellings were snoring, wrapped in warm blankets, or else they were far away from London – lost in innocent dreams at their country estates.

			One or two windows were lit by candles, high up in attic rooms. Perhaps a servant was rising early. He doubted that the girl would care. 

			He saw her reach into the pocket of her skirts and close her hand around the contents. The small coin that she had just earned in the alley would be all that mattered to her. She would carry it, gleefully, all the way back to whichever doorway or hovel she called home. She would think of nothing else. She would not hear him. 

			

			The girl turned the corner, hand still in the pocket, and, by some low-born instinct, she tensed her shoulders, steeling herself against any danger ahead. But this street was as empty as the last – as he had expected. No one slept in doorways or under cartwheels in this part of London. No one was hunched close to the street’s brazier at this hour, and the embers were glowing unattended. They would be white hot in the heart of the fire – perfect for his purposes. She shivered as she reached the brazier and paused, briefly, to enjoy the warmth, rubbing her hands, strands of her bright yellow hair shining in the light.

			He reached into his coat and quietly withdrew the branding iron. 
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			Some hours earlier

			Few people stop to ponder what depravity might lurk behind a closed door. Take the smartly painted door of my own house on Berwick Street, for example. The brass knocker is polished every day and the four steps leading up from the pavement are swept each morning and afternoon. The sign over the doorway is dusted now and then – when someone remembers to do it – and announces to passers-by that this is a milliner’s shop. It is no such thing. Our house, surprisingly discrete, is the best brothel in Soho – or so we are led to believe by those who visit. Hats are seldom called for once you are over the threshold. 

			The door I found myself staring at, that August night in Grosvenor Square, would be, I considered, to anyone who knew no better, just another anonymous entrance to the smart London home of some noble family or other. It was certainly impressive, but, like the house itself, this door was elegant rather than ornate. Even in daylight, it would have been subdued. The servant standing outside in a coat of middling blue was doing nothing to draw attention – either to himself or to his master’s residence. Any good and godly matron could have passed this home chaperoning the sweetest and most chaste of young ladies without blushing. Indeed, had it been the morning, or early afternoon, I imagined that many pure-minded individuals would have enjoyed a slow perambulation of this fashionable Mayfair square, even stopping to consider the white façade of the house, only to admire the wide-spaced windows, the shining black door and its immediately forgettable servant. 

			

			Looking out across the square, I could just about make out the vast mansions. The moon was new, and giving very little light, so everything lay under darkness and shadow.

			The servant nodded when he saw five of us climb out of the carriage that had been sent to bring us here. It was the only acknowledgement he would give to Polly, Emily, Betsy, Angel, and me. We expected nothing more from him and certainly no warm words of welcome. He would admit us quickly, and we were not to speak; our garish gowns and powdered faces might attract attention, even if they were hidden beneath hooded cloaks. Besides, we were required inside and were not being paid to linger. 

			This did not prevent the man from taking his eyeful as we passed, a smile that might have been a contemptuous sneer gracing his lips. He knew why we were here, of course.

			His name was Jenks. We had been told his name. But as he pushed open the door and ushered us through into the hallway, I thought that he might as well have been Cerberus the three-headed dog, and that there should have been great flambeaus set either side of the entrance. For truly, this was no ordinary door. It was the portal to the underworld. The entrance to hell. 

			‘Wait here,’ he said.

			Even in hell, one is obliged to wait.

			The hallway we had entered was spacious and tastefully furnished and did not look like the cavernous outer regions of the underworld that I used to imagine as a child. We handed over our cloaks and gazed at our surroundings. Gold paint on the cornices, the staircase spindles and the edges of the picture frames that hung on the walls sparkled in the candlelight. There were a great many candles – a deliberate display of opulence – so that, in contrast to the darkness outside, in here it was almost as bright as day. 

			

			‘It’s lovely,’ breathed Angel, clutching my arm. ‘Like a fairyland. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anywhere so beautiful.’

			Angel was one of two new girls at the Berwick Street brothel, and little more than a child. Her real name was Ann, but her hair was so fair as to be almost white, and the innocence of her expression had led Polly to nickname her ‘Angel’, and the name had stuck. She and Betsy had arrived only a month ago and both were still very green. We were trying to teach them how to survive. This place was not a fairyland. Quite the reverse. Even so, there was still nothing in this dazzling hallway to indicate anything other than that the owner of the house was a person of wealth and good taste. The chaos and debauchery were tucked away behind a further doorway, just in case someone arrived uninvited and found themselves shocked by what they saw. I would not be shocked. I had enough of an idea of what I was expecting. I shivered. 

			‘We’re here to do what we always do,’ I said, wishing I could share her enthusiasm and sense of wonder. To one unused to such grand houses, it must have seemed wonderful indeed. ‘But you might have a painted ceiling to gaze at while you’re on your back.’

			She giggled, but her fingernails dug into me. She was nervous. As was I, even though I was able to pretend otherwise these days. 

			‘And we’ll be paid handsomely, Angel,’ Betsy whispered, tucking a hand through my other arm. ‘Won’t we, Lizzie? They’ll pay us well?’

			I shook my head. ‘They aren’t paying us at all. The Farleys have already taken the money – asked for it up front.’ 

			‘Really?’ Angel stared at me, her brow wrinkling. ‘But I thought…’

			A few months ago, we might each have hoped to do well from a night like this. When our bawdy house was run by Sarah Farley – known as Ma to those who lived there – she would have brought us here herself and joined in with the party. She would have taken a large payment on our behalf before we set foot in the house, but she would have shared it out with us all. She could be generous, especially when she was merry with wine. But her husband, John Farley – a brute of a man with a hard face and a mean spirit – had lately returned from sea. He had taken the money already. A distinguished customer was paying for our presence. This was a new venture, Farley had said, and he had brokered the arrangement. Meanwhile, Ma was sitting at home, growing hazy on gin. Farley had left the house a couple of weeks ago, all too briefly, to meet with associates south of the river – and to escape the heat of a close acquaintance with a murderer – but now he was back, reeking of the oranges that he ate like a glutton, making our lives miserable. Worse than that, he was making us poor. 

			

			‘Betsy, Angel, listen to me.’ I pulled them close enough to speak quietly as the doorman slipped past us and through another doorway. ‘Make what you can on the side. If a man gives you jewellery or extra coin, keep it. Hide it. Put it where Farley won’t find it.’

			‘I couldn’t –’ Angel began.

			‘You could. It’s what I do. Save what you can, both of you. Hide it carefully – under your mattress or a loose floorboard. One day you might need it.’

			‘Ain’t that stealing?’ Betsy asked. ‘From the Farleys? Shouldn’t we hand it over?’

			‘Not if you’ve earned it. But it’s best to keep it secret.’

			Betsy was never going to be as pretty as Angel, but although also young, she was sharper witted and learning how to be a harlot quickly enough. However, she needed to grow wiser still if she wanted to survive. She nodded thoughtfully as I imparted the wisdom of one who had worked on the town for nearly a year.

			‘You’re late.’

			Another man, this one in a black silk cloak and horned headdress, stood in the doorway of a large and very grand ballroom that opened from the hallway. Visible behind him were many people in various states of disarray. I could hear them too, laughing, howling, singing, shrieking. 

			

			Now, at last, we had our glimpse of Hades. 

			‘Your carriage was late collecting us,’ Emily said with a degree of disdain. Emily Greville was the eldest of us – she admitted to twenty-five years. What she lacked in youth and freshness she made up for in self-confidence and ferocity. There are some men who like that sort of thing. This one was unimpressed. He cocked his head towards the demonic chaos we could see ahead.

			‘Hurry up. They’re growing restless. The last girls wore out too quickly.’

			I was grateful that we were only the relief.

			‘Is there any food?’ I heard Polly ask. Dear Polly, who always sought to make the best of any occasion. ‘Wine?’

			‘There’s everything. Every need catered for. That’s why you’re here.’

			It was. Tonight, we were the guests – if that was the correct term – of the Devils’ Brotherhood. Or possibly, we were the dessert.

			The Devils’ Brotherhood was known for holding extravagant debauches. The gossip papers delighted at the stories of the orgies, the carriages full of women, the cellars drained dry, and the gambling debts the size of dukedoms. Usually, as tonight, these affairs coincided with the new moon – suggesting dark deeds or pagan rituals took place. The men at the head of this society, a small group known as the ‘Brothers’, were well-connected and influential, although the identity of these individuals was not generally known. They were, however, understood to be generous: invitations to their new moon parties were offered widely to young gentlemen of good breeding. 

			I suspected that these most significant members of the Brotherhood were no longer young. They would be old devils. Men much like Lord Pirton, in whose fine house we were standing. The sort of men who liked to imagine themselves as having the potency and virility to overthrow governments, but who were, in reality, at their most radical after a good dinner and a harmless screw. From my experience, you may give such a man a few glasses of port and he will tell you how the country ought to be run. Give him a girl who knows how to flatter him, and he will think himself capable of leading an army.

			

			There was money here, and it was lavishly thrown about. When the wine ran out, it was replenished. When the trays of food grew empty, they were refilled. And when the whores were exhausted, the men of the Brotherhood’s inner circle simply sent out for more. 

			It was around midnight, but the party had, by the look of it, been going for several hours already. It was still lively. Bodies were draped over couches, entwined in pairs, threes, fours, moaning and shuddering. Elsewhere, men were gambling, shouting at one another, or laughing raucously. Tobacco pipes cluttered their tables along with wine glasses, bottles had tipped on the floor. A cluster of men were chasing a naked woman around the room; she was squealing, and they were braying like hounds chasing a fox. My shoe squelched in something as I entered the room with Betsy and Angel. I looked down to see that I had trodden in a small piece of cake. A group of musicians was gamely attempting to play a tune in the corner of the room, although little was drowning out the sounds of pleasure and excess.

			Betsy shrieked as she was pulled from me by an excited man who was no longer in the first flush of youth, but who was certainly flushed with wine. He laughed uproariously as he whirled her away and Betsy’s cries faded into the general pandemonium until Angel was also taken from me.

			It was as loud as a riot or a street fight, and barely more dignified. I had been caught up in such a brawl only recently and this was just as disordered and wild – only the participants wielded wine glasses and sweetmeats, rather than knives or pistols. Even so, I felt my body tense, as if waiting for a blow of some kind, waiting to be dragged into the chaos of lust, just like Betsy and Angel. 

			

			A gentleman standing next to a table littered with discarded oyster shells, chicken carcasses, and half-eaten fruit caught sight of me and began to wind his way drunkenly across the room in my direction. He had lost his wig and coat many hours before. His cravat and waistcoat were missing, too. He had certainly mislaid his dignity. This was not an older man. He was not much older than me, in fact. The leer on his face and his swaggering gait told me of his intentions. 

			He had not recognised me, but I knew him. I would know him anywhere. I stood rooted to where my foot had stuck in the cake, trying to work out how best to deal with a situation that was unexpected for me – and would be far worse for him, once I came into focus through his drunken gaze. The shock would overwhelm him any… moment… now. 

			‘Fuck the devil…’ He squinted at me, before the horror of recognition made his mouth gape. ‘What the hell…?’ he slurred. ‘Elizabeth?’

			‘Good evening, George.’

			This dishevelled, drunken creature, standing before me in wine-stained breeches and a crumpled shirt smeared with rouge… was my brother. 
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			I have two brothers. Thomas is the eldest. When I was small, I adored him because he was protective and knowledgeable. As I grew up, I discovered that he could also be pompous, high-handed, and full of his own importance, as older brothers tend to be, but I loved him, nonetheless. George, at twenty-four, is nearly five years my senior, but a man of entirely different character from Thomas. It was George who goaded me into the wilder scrapes of my childhood, entirely for his own amusement. When I was ten years old, he set me off on a horse that was too large and too strong for me to handle, and then, when I fell into a mound of nettles, laughed so hard that he threw up all over his shoes. Thomas kept George in hand, channelling the tendencies to spitefulness into more wholesome, if still boisterous, adventures. To the rest of the world, George was charming, attractive, and good humoured. He was also a brute who enjoyed landing me in trouble for sport and, when Thomas left home, the cruel and selfish streak that I had discerned was left unchecked. 

			After university, he made his way to London, where he claimed without irony – as the son of a clergyman – to be living the life of the prodigal son. Whenever he chose to return home, cleaned out of coin and reeking of taverns and brothels, he was given such a chilly reception by our father that I wondered why he returned at all. But he was charming, full of stories and intrigues. He would win over my father and relieve him of a substantial allowance. And he was always welcomed. 

			

			I would never be welcomed home. There was no welcome for a prodigal daughter – let alone a fatted calf.

			I had seen neither Thomas nor George since the day that our father had thrown me out of his house. There was always a chance that I would bump into one of them, and, given the sort of company I keep, it was always more likely to be George. It only surprised me that this encounter had taken so long to occur.

			George lurched towards me and grasped my shoulders. ‘What in hell’s name are you doing here?’ He glanced about the room, as if only now aware of what was going on in it. The naked fox ran past, still shrieking, her hair unpinned and falling over her shoulders and breasts. The hounds caught her at last and wrestled her to the floor, cheering wildly.

			‘I might ask you the same question,’ I said, over the din of yells and squeals. ‘I, at least, am still fully clothed and sober.’

			‘But… but…’ He stopped stammering. Stopped speaking entirely and gaped, still clutching my arms. 

			I didn’t want to attract wider attention. We certainly couldn’t begin a family reunion in such company. I wound my arms around his waist and pulled him a little closer, as if claiming him as a lover. 

			‘George,’ I shouted fiercely into his ear, ‘is there somewhere we might go? Somewhere private and quiet? Can we find a place to talk, perhaps?’

			‘What?’

			‘A quiet place? Can we leave before another man decides he likes the look of me?’

			He blinked and pulled away, realising what I meant. He ran a hand over a crop of fair hair and looked appalled. 

			‘Oh, fuck. To find you here, like this. I never thought…’ His pleasantly drunken and post-coital state was fading. Any moment now and he would become morose. As people tend to do when they are forced by circumstance to sober up too swiftly. 

			

			I prodded him on the arm. ‘Is there a library? Or a study? Anything?’

			He frowned in confusion. To be fair, it was unlikely that he had spent the last few hours searching for a place to read. 

			‘All right. But I’d rather no one knew who you were, so keep your voice down.’ He rubbed a finger over an eyebrow, struggling to think straight. ‘I remember… I’ve been here before, y’know. Pirton’s rather taken me under his wing. There’s… let’s see… there’s a room down a corridor…’

			Having graciously made the decision that he was willing to speak to me and ready to protect whatever virtue I had left, he grabbed my hand and pulled me through an open doorway, took a turn, and marched me up a staircase. It was already far quieter in this part of the house.

			‘Library’s down here, I think. There were certainly bookcases, if I remember. I expect it’ll be empty now.’

			The chanting and singing I could hear from the main ballroom suggested that, apart from we two siblings, everyone else was back there. 

			He pushed open the door of a dark room. There were a few candles dotted about on tables, and one or two guttering in wall sconces, but unlike the rest of the house, this was not festooned with lights. There was a large fireplace but there was no fire burning, so it was also cool. The fire basket was empty of wood, so I doubted that the room was much used. I had left my cloak in the hallway; I rubbed my arms against the chill. 

			‘Will this do?’ he asked, coming in behind me, calling out a cursory ‘Anyone here?’ as he gazed about. 

			It was a small library. There was a writing desk with no sign that anyone had been writing on it recently, a couch and two uncomfortable-looking chairs surrounding the cold fireplace. It was not the most inviting of chambers – which was probably why it was empty. 

			

			We stood in the gloom, staring at one another. 

			In the dim light, his face was angry. I had interrupted his evening in the worst way imaginable. But nearly a year had passed since we last saw one another, and I had hoped for a little more warmth or consideration from him. 

			George folded his arms. ‘Well? What do you have to say for yourself?’ 

			There had been a day, in the September of last year, when my life had changed forever. Sometimes, the memory of it would come, unbidden, and fill me with such horror that I would shudder, as if I had seen a ghost. In the last few months, I had witnessed murder, suicide, as well as the effects of poverty and violence around the streets of London. But nothing made me draw in my breath so sharply, or feel such pain in my heart, as the recollection of that day. 

			George had clearly decided to adopt the tone of the injured family member – harsh and sanctimonious. 

			‘So, this is how you’re living, eh?’ He looked me over, taking in the mode of my dress. ‘Providing entertainment for the Brotherhood?’ 

			He had been making free with the same entertainment until only a few minutes ago. But now that he was staring at his sister, he had conveniently forgotten that. Besides, the opportunity to denounce me was too tempting. He had not been at home when I had been disgraced – he had been busy disgracing himself in town. My father and Thomas had given full force to their fury at the time. Now, at last, George had a chance to add his voice to my condemnation.

			‘I have to make a living somehow, George. I don’t have access to funds, as you do.’ 

			‘And whose fault is that? What would Father say, do you think, to see you like this?’ The words cut like a blade. First blood to George – just like when we were children. 

			‘He’ll never see me like this,’ I said. ‘Although, given that his last words to me were a suggestion that I took myself off to London’s stews, where I belonged, then he might be impressed by such filial obedience.’ I failed to keep the dry, bitter note from my voice. I had learned to be sharp these last months.

			

			‘How dare you.’ He smacked the back of a chair, making me jump. ‘How dare you pass it off so lightly. And Edmund Summerton! Dear God. Of all the ridiculous, jumped-up puppies to take to bed, Lis’beth, you had to pick Edmund Summerton?’

			I had taken Edmund to my bed, that was true. I had, according to the way Edmund described it to my father, lured him there like a siren, already a woman of experience. This was, to be fair to Edmund, also true. I had hoped to entice the squire’s eldest son to offer marriage, and I had taken advantage of his obvious interest in me. The darker secret – the one I had never shared with my father – was that it was my uncle, his own brother, who had already corrupted me. In Edmund, I had seen an easy and convenient way of escaping my uncle. The plan should have worked. I had been so proud and certain of it. Edmund should have fallen in love with me and made an offer of marriage, or else have been pressed into it. The plan would have worked, had my father not returned home earlier than expected and found us entwined. And then Edmund Summerton had denounced me as a harlot to my father, even as I had tried to cover my nakedness. And my clergyman father, convinced by Edmund’s impeccable breeding and the evidence of his own eyes, had concluded that he must be right.

			He had not been interested in anything that I might have said. But then, I could not have said anything at all – certainly not the truth. 

			‘What did they tell you?’ I asked, moving from foot to foot, uncomfortable at how this conversation was already disintegrating. ‘Papa and Thomas?’

			‘Thomas wrote to me. He summoned me home,’ he sniffed. He would have hated that. ‘You know how high-handed he is. Father was too distraught, too angry, he said, to write me himself.’ I swallowed. It was as bad as I had feared. ‘Thomas said you’d ruined the whole family.’

			

			‘How is Thomas these days?’ I interrupted. ‘Still ruined?’ I knew the answer. I keep up with the Gazette. 

			‘He’s married. Found a wife soon after you left. She’s a sour-faced creature, as far as I can see, but she suits him.’

			‘So, not too badly ruined, then.’

			He was always ready to sneer at Thomas. ‘Noble family, large estate in Staffordshire, another house in Hertfordshire and something in St James’s. Not ruined too badly, no.’

			I hadn’t known of the Hertfordshire residence, but I was familiar enough with the rest – who she was and how grand her family was. Thomas had done well.

			‘And you? Any hopes of marriage to a wealthy woman whose inheritance will pay your gambling debts, or have I ruined your chances too?’

			He scowled at me. ‘I have possibilities,’ he said, ‘but they would be dead in the water if anyone knew of you.’

			He was more likely to ruin his own chances of a decent marriage by catching the pox than by accidentally mentioning that his sister was a harlot in Soho. But he would not see it like that. I wanted to know more about my father but was too terrified to ask.

			He read my thoughts. ‘He’s not forgiven you, you know,’ he said quietly. ‘I don’t think he ever will. He was raging for weeks, and then he fell into one of his dark moods, which was worse. At least one knows where one stands with the rages.’

			‘Does he speak of me, ever?’ I could hardly bear the answer.

			‘No. He told us – Thomas and me – that we were never to mention your name in his hearing.’

			‘Then, I really am dead to him.’

			‘What you did, it was beyond… everything decent.’ He was genuinely angry now. ‘He said that he saw you cavorting with Summerton. Saw you…’

			

			I plucked at my skirt. ‘And the servants? Our neighbours? Do they believe me dead too?’

			‘No. We decided, well, Thomas decided, that it was better to say that you had gone to live with some distant relative. We couldn’t exactly say that you had died, could we, when there was no funeral? And to say that you had been sent away in disgrace would have led to awkward questions, although it was no more than you deserved. But Thomas invented a cousin in Norfolk, a sickly young woman who required a companion. That’s where you are, as far as everyone knows. The servants aren’t fools, of course. Some of them heard the shouting, but they are keen to keep their positions, so they’ve convinced themselves that that is where you are. Norfolk. Far away.’

			A small glimmer of light. I was not dead. I had only gone away. 

			‘I might return one day?’

			‘No. You shall not return.’ 

			The light disappeared. ‘And you? Am I dead to you, George?’ 

			He sighed. ‘I wish I’d never clapped eyes on you tonight, Lis’beth. I wish you really were in Norfolk. And now I discover you’re here, dressed like a harlot and obviously living as one, dragging the family name through the gutter.’

			‘I’m not. I changed my name to protect the family.’

			He frowned. ‘What?’

			‘I’m Lizzie Hardwicke. I took our mother’s name and no one at home ever called me Lizzie. No one knows, nor need know, that we are related.’

			‘Thank God for that.’

			He was relieved. He was not interested in my welfare, how I was managing, whether I was happy. He was only glad that he could disassociate himself again from my malign influence on his own prospects. He was always selfish. 

			‘I need a favour,’ I said, hoping to find an opportunity in his relief. ‘Are you able to give me any money?’

			‘What?’

			

			‘Money. I’m in need of money. Can you help me?’

			‘I haven’t got any,’ he snapped. ‘I’m dished up, too, y’know. Clean out of coin. And I’ll not pay my own sister to be a harlot.’

			‘You’ll be paying her not to be one. And she would appreciate it. I’m building up funds – trying to leave this life as soon as I’m able. Please, George, I need money.’

			The door swung open with some force.

			‘Vessey? What are you doing in here?’ An older man, voice thick with drink, stumbled into the room as he slurred. He caught sight of me and laughed. ‘You young dog. Who’ve you found in my library?’

			This, I assumed, was the host, and, I assumed, one of the Brothers, or else the chief of the devils: Lord Pirton. He had paid for me to be here with the others, but I had not yet met him. He was as dishevelled as my brother – a vision of what George would become.

			‘My lord.’ George looked ruffled as he made a small bow. ‘I was just… I’m coming down now. I could do with a drink.’

			‘Lord Wray was calling for you. Says you owe him a game.’

			‘Bastard wants to relieve me of more coin, you mean.’

			‘Ha! He’s into his third bottle of claret, and still on form. He’s with your uncle in the side room.’

			‘Sir Francis? He’s arrived?’

			‘Recently, but yes. He was asking for you, too. I was sent hunting.’

			I put a hand to the ancient chair next to me.   

			Sir Francis Vessey was downstairs. Satan himself was gaming with the Devils’ Brotherhood. He would be one of them, of course. I should have expected it, but my mouth was suddenly dry.

			‘Go,’ Lord Pirton waved his hands at George and swayed slightly. ‘Go and play. I’ll keep your ladybird warm. I like the look of her. What’s her name?’

			George hesitated. I stared at him, incredulous at such indecision. 

			‘George?’ My voice came out in a croak. ‘George, please?’

			

			‘I told you to go away, Vessey,’ Lord Pirton said, commanding. ‘Your uncle’s waiting.’ 

			George’s face contorted. He did not look at me. ‘She goes by the name of Lizzie Hardwicke.’

			‘Good,’ Pirton said. ‘Why are you dallying, man?’

			George, still ignoring me, nodded another bow to Lord Pirton and left the room. 

		

	
		
			

			3 

			The candles had sunk to small stumps and one of them had guttered completely. Lord Pirton was lolling in a chair, snoring noisily, shirt untucked. I was no longer cold. I had sat on the floor and wrapped his coat around my shoulders. It smelled unpleasantly of stale wine and sweat, but at least it was warm.

			I had plucked a volume at random from the shelf, imagining that I might read something to pass the time while his lordship snored, but it was too dark, and I couldn’t see the print. Still, I didn’t wish to venture downstairs and, for as long as I was in Lord Pirton’s company, I could escape the attention of any other man in the house. Especially Sir Francis Vessey. 

			Despite the coat, I shivered at the possibility of meeting him. The scars on my left hand began to itch. Once, when I had foolishly refused his advances, he had locked the door, taken a knife from his coat, gripped me by the arm, and cut me, over and over, slowly and deliberately, until I passed out. When I came to, the skin across the top of my hand and wrist was criss-crossed with blood. A silly accident with a broken glass, he had said to the servants, as one of them applied a bandage. I had sat still, mute with fear. When they left, he told me that if I refused him again, he would put a scar on my face. The wounds had healed, and even the scars were fading, but sometimes, the skin on my wrist or my hand would prickle, and I would remember.

			I had hoped for better from my brother – a little more compassion. A little money would also have been kind. Instead, I had been met with anger, resentment, and the reality that, as far as my family was concerned, it would be better if I did not exist at all. Or, if I had to exist, then I was in Norfolk, nursing an imaginary relative.

			

			In truth, my life would be here – with men like Lord Pirton – until I died. 

			The thought depressed me so utterly that I sighed aloud. 

			Lord Pirton snuffled and twisted in the chair, but he was still asleep. 

			I put a hand on the necklace at my throat. Unlike the rest of my dress, which was garish and bright, scarlet silk trimmed with gold thread, chosen specially for an evening with devils, the jewellery was modest. 

			I ran a finger along the pearls. It was not the finest piece I possessed, nor the richest I had been given over the last months, but it was the most precious. 

			The man who had given it to me was no longer in London and he had never been in my bed. William Davenport was one of the magistrate’s men. He had insulted me, doubted me, and accused me of murder – twice. But I had worked with him, becoming one of the magistrate’s informers, and we had shared danger and adventure as we had uncovered secrets and brought murderers to justice. I knew that his feelings towards me were tender. He didn’t know that I knew this, and neither did he know how deeply I held him in my own affection. I was terrified of admitting it even to myself, because a harlot who falls in love is nothing but a fool. Even so, if I prayed for anyone, it was for him, and for his safe return. 

			Lord Pirton coughed himself awake as a clock struck four somewhere down the corridor. 

			He groaned. ‘What’s that?’

			‘Four o’clock,’ I said. 

			He groaned again and rubbed a hand over his eyes. He was quiet for a moment. Then he groaned a third time and stretched. He looked dreadful in the darkness. Haggard, bristly, and tired. And hung over. He cleared his throat with a hard, phlegmy rattle, and spat a thick globule at the floor near to where I sat.

			

			‘Hell’s arse. I feel as rough as a dog. How long have I been out?’

			I smiled pleasantly. ‘Not long at all.’ Not long enough.  

			‘Did we fuck?’ He squinted at me, as if even opening his eyes was causing him physical pain.

			‘You fair wore me out, my lord.’ 

			He had passed out trying to climb on top of me and I had struggled to move him into the chair. I counted it a mercy that he had not been sick over me.

			He grunted, satisfied by the report of his own stamina so late in the evening, and closed his eyes again. ‘What’s your name?’

			‘Lizzie. Lizzie Hardwicke.’

			He pursed his lips. ‘Yes, I remember.’ 

			I thought it unlikely he remembered anything, but then he said, ‘You’re one of Farley’s pieces, yes? And you were with George Vessey.’

			‘He said he knew of a quiet place.’ I stood up and shook out my skirts. 

			‘Well, I’ve never known young Vessey to look for a book, so I can’t imagine he expected to read to you.’ He chuckled and opened his eyes. He tried to sit upright and groaned again. ‘Christ, my head hurts. Must have been a good night. S’pose I’d better go downstairs and view the damage – unless they’re all still enjoying themselves. Give me a hand out of this damned chair, would you?’

			He looked as though he really would throw up if he moved. The skin on his face was white and I could see it glistening with perspiration in the dimness of the candlelight.

			‘Or perhaps I might fetch you a glass of water, my lord? Let you rest a while? I could report back on the scene when I return?’

			He gave me a weary look and put a hand to the arm of the chair. ‘I don’t need water, girl. More wine, perhaps. Or possibly coffee…’ He swayed, pressed his fist to his mouth, and sat down again. ‘Oh, hell…’

			

			I grabbed the wood basket from next to the fireplace as fast as I could and threw it to him just in time, so that his lordship could heave up the night’s excesses as I fled the room.

			It was quieter downstairs than I had expected. Many of the men, young and old, were now slumped in armchairs, or lying on the floor, heads on cushions or someone’s discarded clothing. One or two were still picking at the food or pouring a glass of wine, but the atmosphere was subdued. Exhausted. 

			The musicians had packed up and gone home. Three women in a state of undress were talking quietly on a sofa. One of them, young and bird-like, was sobbing, almost silently, while another – wrapped only in a tablecloth – spoke softly, reassuringly, to her. I didn’t recognise them, but I understood the nature of the murmured conversation well enough. I couldn’t see any of Ma’s girls as I stood in the doorway of the largest room. 

			Somewhere, the more serious gamesters were still playing. I could hear an occasional shout, laugh, or oath from down the hallway, where I knew there would be smaller side rooms set with card tables. 

			My brother would be there, with Lord Wray and my uncle.

			It was warmer in here. The fire was still cheerful in the hearth, and the candles were only now beginning to perish – the servants were not as diligent about replacing them at this time in the early morning. The whole placed reeked of the familiar smells of warm sweat, tobacco, and human congress, making the air thick and rancid.  

			The skin on my hand itched again. I had not seen Sir Francis Vessey for nearly a year. Perhaps he wouldn’t recognise me now – painted and powdered like any Soho harlot – no longer the fresh-faced girl I had been. Would he be capable of picking me out from a clutch of brightly dressed, leering, streetwise women? Would he even wish to? Or would he still favour the sweetness of youth and innocence, the virginal curiosity, and the possibility of corruption, as he had last spring? Perhaps he was with Betsy, or Angel, our sweet darling Angel, even now… I felt sick at the thought of it.

			

			I did not want to remain in this devils’ pit any longer. 

			‘Little Lizzie?’

			I turned, recognising the drawling voice, and found Lord Wray at my shoulder. 

			‘Lord Wray.’ I dropped him a curtsy. 

			‘I thought it was you.’ He reached a bony hand to my waist. For an old man who had been drinking all night, he was remarkably sober. Disarmingly so. ‘I haven’t seen you since that… unpleasantness in Golden Square last month.’

			The unpleasantness to which he referred had been a brutal murder. A man had been stabbed and mutilated. The murderer had been apprehended – although not before he had tried to strangle me. 

			‘No, indeed. A most tragic business.’

			Lord Wray was a politician. He knew everyone and everything and used his knowledge to the furtherance of his own ambition, and the discomfort of everyone else. I had discovered that it was wisest to agree with him, and to say nothing of any consequence.

			A thin smile graced his lips. He knew the game I was playing. He knew that I was quite aware of his manner of operating. He pulled me closer, inspecting me.

			‘But now I find that, having squandered most of the night in the company of witless men, I should rather enjoy the morning in the arms of a beautiful woman.’

			‘There are many such creatures here.’

			‘Pirton is always generous,’ he agreed. ‘Where is our host? Have you seen him?’

			‘As it happens, I left his lordship in the library but a few minutes ago, with a happy heart and a sore head.’

			‘Ha. Lucky old Pirton. I didn’t think the devil could still go at it all night, these days. He’s not the famed stallion he once was, is he?’ The eyes glittered under hooded lids. 

			

			This was what he did, how he gained his information over his rivals. He fished for it with humour and innuendo. I was not going to give him what he wanted. 

			‘Ah, but that is true of so many devils of my acquaintance, my lord. It would be unfair to single out any in particular.’

			His smile was less certain now, but he was still confident in his own capabilities. ‘How about we find a quiet place, just the two of us, where we might explore this further?’ He bent towards my neck and began to nuzzle my ear, all the while pulling me tighter to himself.

			‘Wray! You’ve left your winnings, you damned fool! Come and retrieve them at once.’ 

			The voice, clear and commanding, was unmistakably that of Sir Francis Vessey. I could not stop the cry that left my lips.

			Lord Wray lifted his head only a fraction from my neck and gave me an enquiring look. ‘I’m busy, Vessey,’ he called over my shoulder. ‘Gather them up for me, would you?’ 

			‘Who’ve you found, you old goat?’ The voice called from the doorway. He was coming to see. 

			‘A new interest – and not one I’m keen to share.’

			I heard him laugh. The sound of it filled me with such terror that I twisted out of Lord Wray’s grasp and ran without looking back. Through the main room I went, his lordship’s shouts echoing behind me, and out into the hallway. I did not stop for my cloak but pushed past the doorman through the front door and nearly fell on to the street. 

			I turned right, not caring where I was going, only wanting to be as far away from this place as possible. 
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			I should have collected my cloak. My dress was bright and gaudy in the grey dawn and although there was no one about, I feared attracting unwanted attention and, besides, there was a chill to the morning air. But I wasn’t going to return for it. Instead, I left Grosvenor Square and walked swiftly along Brook Street with my head down. This was where my uncle kept his London house. I clutched at my wrist as I looked back over my shoulder, thinking that I heard footsteps, but there was no one behind me. 

			Even so, I turned quickly into the next street, not looking ahead, and crashed straight into someone. A woman. 

			‘I’m so sorry. Do forgive me,’ I began.

			‘Lizzie? Is it you? Lizzie Hardwicke?’ She clutched at my arms, terror in her eyes.

			The voice was vaguely familiar, but the face was not. A thin creature in rags. I hesitated, uncertain. Even so, she knew my name. 

			‘It is you. Thank God… I ain’t seen you in months. Not since we buried Sallie.’ The words tumbled out of her.

			Bess. 

			I never knew whether she had another name. I only knew her as Bess. She had been working Wardour Street in March with another girl, Kitty – and Sallie. Sallie had been the lowest sort of thruppenny harlot. She’d witnessed a murder and ended up dead in the river. Bess had once been round-faced, but now her cheeks were hollow, and I could see a black spot under her lip – the telltale sign of the pox. 

			

			‘Bess? Is that you?’

			‘Fanny’s dead. She’s been killed.’ She was shaking.

			‘What? Who’s Fanny?’ I tried to extricate myself from her grasp.

			‘Fanny Bracewell. She’s dead on a doorstep down there.’ She stepped away and pointed back the way she’d run. ‘Grosvenor Street. I just seen her.’ 

			‘She’s a friend of yours?’ I didn’t know the name.

			‘I knew her – not to speak to, but to nod to, and I knew who she was, if you know how I mean – she’s been killed.’ She was repeating herself.

			‘A girl like you – one of us – you mean?’

			‘No, not like you, Lizzie,’ she gave me half a smile as she looked at my finery and the pearls at my throat. ‘But yeah, like me. I found her on the steps of a big house. Been strangled. And…’ She broke off for a moment and rubbed the back of a finger under the moist tip of her nose. ‘Someone’s put a mark on her face.’

			‘What sort of mark? Someone cut her, you mean?’

			‘Burned her cheek. Branded her, like she was a thief.’ She sniffed noisily.

			‘Was she a thief?’

			‘Don’t know. Maybe. She was new around here.’

			Probably, she had been a thief. A hand in a man’s pocket while he was otherwise distracted – it was a practice common enough among street girls. But thieves tended to be branded on the hand or thumb, not on the face.

			‘What did the mark look like?’ I made the shape of a T with my hands. T for thief.

			She shook her head. ‘It looked more like,’ she brought her wrists together and formed a V. I had no idea what a V meant.

			‘When I found her. The way she was lying… I shouted for help and when the nightwatchman arrived, he said he thought she’d been strangled as well – but I didn’t want to see that. And then I ran for my life in case the law men caught me.’ 

			

			‘There’s nothing you can do for her now, Bess. Go home and find some food and rest.’

			She shrugged and turned her head away. She really was living on the street, then. Her clothes, now I gave them more attention, had the unmistakable scent and pallor of the gutter.

			‘Do you have anywhere to go? Are you still near Wardour Street?’

			‘Had to leave Soho. The landlord threw me out.’

			‘When did you last eat?’ The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. She bristled. The jaw set proudly for a second before the shoulders drooped. 

			‘Not sure exactly.’

			I reached into my pocket and pulled out a purse. I knew, roughly, how much was contained in it – not much to me, but riches to her. I pushed it into her hand, closing her thin fingers around it. ‘Take this, Bess. It should find you a bed, some fresh clothes, and some food to fill your belly.’

			‘I can’t take your coin, Lizzie.’

			‘Of course you can. We have to help each other, don’t we?’ 

			‘I don’t want to be on the street anymore,’ she said, looking around, nervousness in her eyes. ‘Not after what I’ve just seen.’ She was shaking again. ‘I don’t want to end up like that, Lizzie. Not like Fanny.’ And with that, clutching my purse, she ran off, north, towards the Tyburn Road. 

			Curiosity being my greatest failing, I decided to walk to Grosvenor Street. I turned the corner and saw a small gathering of people on the steps of a fine white-fronted house. In the dawn light, the parish nightwatchman was identifiable from his lantern and staff. There were a couple of servants from the house, by the look of them, men who had been awake when the nightwatchman had knocked on the door, perhaps. They were discussing the woman on the doorstep, Fanny Bracewell. I could only see her stockinged feet from where I stood. 

			

			The front door opened. This was, without a doubt, the gentleman of the house from the way the servants jumped to attention. I couldn’t quite hear what he was saying, but his gesture and manner told me that he deemed a whore on his doorstep to be something of an affront to his sensibilities. 

			He looked down the street and stared at me, as if recognising that he was being watched from afar. I shrank back into the shadows to avoid his glare, before turning away and hurrying to the relatively benign environs of Bond Street and away home. Suddenly, Berwick Street seemed like a more appealing place to be than these graceful streets where a woman had been strangled and mutilated. 
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			It was light enough that I could make my way down the alley to the back of our house. The door was unlocked, which was not unusual, but Meg, our maid, was in the kitchen, which, at this hour, was. She was sitting in a chair, her eyes half closed, and lips moving a little, as if reciting a prayer. I touched a finger to my lips when she saw me, but if I had startled her, she didn’t show it. 

			He’s upstairs, she mouthed. Sleeping.

			I nodded my thanks.

			Meg was more than a housemaid. She dressed our hair, suggested gowns, fetched and carried water for us. She listened to our gossip and shared a fair amount of it herself. She was a pert and sometimes petulant fifteen-year-old, but she knew how to organise the household better than a housekeeper twice her age and I’d noticed that lately she was becoming more serious in her manner. She had grown restless ever since John Farley had returned and had been keeping out of his way even more than I was, becoming almost as invisible as she was efficient. Her legs had been twisted since birth and when Ma had found her on the street as a child, she had brought her to Berwick Street not to be a harlot but a housemaid – an unusual act of kindness on Ma’s part. John Farley was not so sentimental, and Meg knew it. She also knew that Ma Farley would not contradict her husband if he decided that Meg should earn him extra coin by sharing our work. 

			Next to the fire, several pairs of stockings were drying on a wooden frame. I recognised a pair of my own, pure white silk, with embroidered roses at the ankles, and gathered them on the way out of the kitchen. I slipped off my shoes and tiptoed into the hallway. The bottom stair always squeaked, so I avoided it and made my way, as quietly as I could, to my room. With luck, I could remain here, unnoticed and unbothered, for a while.

			

			I removed my scarlet gown and wiped away the remnants of powder and rouge from my cheek. As I did so, I paused and looked at my face in the mirror, thinking about Bess and the girl I hadn’t known, Fanny Bracewell. 

			What sort of man – I could only assume it would be a man – would mark a woman in that way? And why? Whoever he was, I hoped that I never met him. But I might have met him. He might have been here, in this room. I had, after all, unknowingly entertained a murderer before and the memory of that still appalled me. 

			‘Are any of them in the house?’ John Farley’s voice punctured my thoughts. I held my breath. He was on the landing outside my room. 

			‘No, they’re not returned.’ Ma’s voice came floating up from the parlour. She had been downstairs when I had returned. I wondered whether she had heard me, or whether she had been asleep in the chair, knocked out on gin. ‘It’s too early yet, John.’

			A boot kicked the wall next to my door. ‘Lord Pirton paid for four hours. That’s what we agreed, and they should be here by now. He’s getting more than he’s paid for.’

			He was an idiot if he believed Pirton would simply order his carriage and send away a clutch of harlots when the clock struck the appointed hour. Besides, his lordship had been in no fit state to order anything the last time I had seen him. 

			‘I’m going out.’ I heard the boots stamping down the stairs. ‘I’m meeting a man in St Giles.’ The front door slammed. 

			I breathed again. Farley had gone out to the jumble of streets and shady alleyways beyond the Seven Dials, not far from Soho, a place beloved of rogues and thieves. He would fit there.

			

			It was still very early, and I didn’t expect the others to be home for a while. The evening had been eventful in many ways, and I was tired. If there was nothing to do and no one to please, then I might as well sleep.

			I did not sleep. Instead, I could only recall my brother’s words about my father. I was lost to him. I’d always known it in my heart, but George had confirmed that I would never return to my father’s house and the thought made me more miserable than anything else. Even Davenport’s absence from London paled in comparison. 

			It was close to noon when the others returned, making a lot of noise and laughing wildly. I went downstairs, ready with a lie to explain my early homecoming.

			‘Where were you, Lizzie?’ Emily asked. ‘I didn’t see you all night.’

			‘I’m sure I didn’t see any of you once we were in that enor-mous room,’ Angel cut in. ‘I was dragged away and then you were gone.’

			‘Oh, I was certainly there,’ I replied. ‘But one of them decided he wanted to take the morning air, so we went wandering, and then he left me on the street, and I came home.’  

			‘I didn’t hear you come in,’ Ma said tartly.  

			‘I’ve not been home long.’

			Meg, leaning against the doorpost, caught my eye but said nothing to give me away. Ma’s eyes flicked over the clothes I was now wearing. She knew I was lying, but she was too eager for the gossip to challenge me. 

			‘There’s a man with a cart on the corner of Portland Street selling strawberries,’ she said. ‘Go and fetch a basketful, Lizzie, and we’ll hear all the stories. And Meg,’ she lifted her head to the maid, ‘bring us bowls of fresh chocolate and some bread.’

			Both of us did as we were told.

			This was the Ma Farley we knew: wanting to hear every detail of the night, and prepared to be generous with someone else’s money. It was I who was to buy the strawberries, and she would give me no coin.

			

			Keen to remain in Ma’s favour, and returning with the basketful of fruit, I gave such a spirited – and somewhat embellished – account of what happened with Lord Pirton that she quickly forgot her suspicions and gave way to raucous laughter. It was like the best of times, before John Farley had invaded our lives. 

			‘Always such a good girl with the older men,’ Ma purred. ‘He’ll be back for more.’

			I rather hoped not. 

			‘I’m not so sure. His lordship passed out drunk after such exertions, and, when he woke, he vomited into a log bucket.’ 

			At this, Ma let out a belly laugh. ‘Well, let’s hope he remembers the taste of your sweet little dumplings more than what poured from his own rancid mouth,’ she was wiping the tears from her cheeks.

			‘What about you?’ I asked Betsy and Angel. ‘Were they kind enough to you?’ However rowdy the evenings could be at Berwick Street, I was certain that neither of them would have experienced anything quite like a night with the Devils’ Brotherhood.

			‘I ended up with an old one this morning,’ Betsy said. ‘One of yours, I think, Lizzie, seeing as he was asking after you.’

			‘Really?’ Emily was immediately intrigued. ‘Who was this, then? Who did Lizzie spurn in favour of the vomiting lord?’

			Betsy shook her head. ‘Didn’t catch his name. He looked like death, though. Old and with heavy eyes. Said he’d been gaming all night but was looking for a beautiful woman for the morning.’ She preened as she said this.

			‘Oh, that would be Lord Wray,’ I said, still in high spirits after making Ma laugh. The old dog hadn’t wasted much time pining after me when I’d fled. ‘He has a fondness for gambling, gossip, and pretty young things.’

			

			‘That’s him.’ She was giggling now as well. ‘Liked to chatter more than the others. But he only wanted to hear about you, every detail of your life, even when it was me bouncing on his lap –’

			We heard the front door bang shut. The laughter stopped abruptly. It was early, too early for a caller. Ma’s husband was home. We all had reason to be wary of him, but she feared him. She gulped, steadying herself.

			Meg, who had been lingering by the fireplace, listening to our stories, hurried out of the room.

			‘Is this how my house is run now? A gaggle of lazy jades, sitting on their arses, filling their bellies with food?’
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