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    I reached the top of the stairs and sucked in a deep breath of air before I knocked. My hands wouldn't stop trembling and the china dishes on the dinner tray I carried clinked and clattered against each other. This was my first week of work at the manor, and tonight the first time I'd ever brought Lord Greenway his evening dinner.




    “Come in.” The voice was male and eager.




    I pushed the door open with my shoulder and entered, placing the tray on a small table in front of the windows as I had been instructed.




    From behind me two cold hands grabbed my breasts and squeezed hard. “Aren't you a pretty little thing?” The raspy voice was close to my ear and the smell of stale wine wrapped itself around me.




    Lord Greenway seized my shoulders and spun me to face him, his wet, slack mouth seeking my lips.




    I panicked.




    All week long, while I trained in the kitchen, I'd carefully planned what I would do if the master touched me. But when that awful moment arrived, my plans deserted me and terror took over. My hand fumbled into my apron pocket and grabbed the knife I'd hidden there earlier. I plunged it into him with a strength fueled by fury and fear. How dare he touch me?




    I pushed him hard, shoving him away from me and pulling the knife out in the same movement. He must have fallen to the ground because I heard a heavy thud but I didn't look at him. I couldn't bear it. He was dead. I knew it. I'd killed him. I stared at the bloody knife in my hands and then laid it carefully on a small table.




    I had to get out of this dreadful room.




    I had to run.




    I fled downstairs and into the kitchen. Molly was the only person I really knew and trusted. Surely she would help me.




    “Elizabeth, are you all right? Did the Master—?” Her words ended abruptly when she saw my face, her blue eyes growing bright and large.




    “I killed him." I gasped for breath, the cold air tearing at my throat. "I didn't mean to but he was touching me, grabbing at me. I panicked and stabbed him." The horror of what I'd done wrapped around my heart and held it in a freezing grip.




    "I have to leave Molly. I have to leave tonight.”




    “Oh, Lord! What have you done, girl? You must flee right now. Tonight. Even if the old wolf is alive you’ll still need to leave. I’ll get Patrick. He’ll know what to do.” Molly raced out of the kitchen.




    I shared a tiny attic room high above the kitchens with several other serving girls. I hurried up the back stairs, praying no one would see me. My mother's wedding ring lay hidden in a hole in my mattress. It wasn't valuable but it was all I had left of her. I didn't want to leave it behind.




    They would look for a young girl in our small village. When they didn't find me they'd expand the search into London, only a short distance away.




    Since they were looking for a girl I'd turn into a boy. Since they'd look all through London when they didn't find me in the village, I’d flee London on board the first ship set to leave the city's ports. If I left by any of the roads that led out of the city I could be tracked down easily. A ship was the best chance I had to escape pursuit.




    I'd have to cut my hair. It was too long for any boy's. I looked down at my chest and the swelling of my ample breasts. Luckily I had narrow hips, but I'd have to bind my chest so that it appeared as flat as a boy's.




    In the dark of the hallway, and in mid step, I stopped abruptly. Where would I find boy's clothing? Not in my attic room.




    I abandoned my mother's ring and raced back into the kitchen praying Molly would have returned.




    “There you are.” Molly was frantic. “Oh child! Your mother… Oh dearie…God rest her soul. I can’t stop anything that happens in this terrible old house. I can't. I've tried. He buys good young girls as servants and turns them into slaves with no hope of freedom, like our sweet Lucy.




    At the mention of Lucy, I shivered harder than ever. Lucy worked here before I did. She'd warned me about Lord Greenway. She'd made me promise to protect myself against the old Lord. That’s why I'd carried the knife, why I'd made such careful plans. How could I have been so foolish as to think I could make him behave?




    "Your poor mother will never forgive me." Molly was sobbing into her apron. "I'll be dead and gone and still I won't be able to look her in the eyes."




    “Quiet, woman. You do prattle on don’t you?”




    I peered into the dark corner and saw a wrinkled, gray haired old man dressed in field workers clothing, holding an old dirty hat in his hands.




     “Elizabeth, I brought Patrick.”




    “We have to get you out of here tonight.” His voice was gentle, but strong.




    “Yes. I know. I have an idea, but I've got to get to London.” How could I sound so bold?




    Molly’s mouth opened into a wide O. Patrick didn't seem surprised. He only nodded, his eyes focused on the dirt floor. Perhaps he already realized what I must do.




    “We won’t say anything to anyone, right Molly?”




    “No, no…my lips are sealed. Oh your poor mother will turn upside down in her grave.”




    I hugged Molly hard. I wouldn't risk saying anything else in case she and Patrick were questioned. It was better for all of us to say nothing.




    Heart aching, I left.




    




     




    ~~~




    




     




    It was dark outside and the moon hadn't risen. No one would see me as I crossed the formal gardens and a large field. I reached the other side of the property without an alarm sounding. The barn stood here, well away from the manor, and I huddled down between the stalls and the horses, up against the side of a wooden stall amongst the bales of hay and straw.
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