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      Rebecca sat just inside the large wooden doors with massive black metal hinges. The doors were made for cargo, each the width of a tall man. They weren’t used for goods currently, however. Unless one counted men as cargo. Which Bec supposed some people did.

      On one, a small sliding window was embedded in the wood about the height of a man’s head. Not her head, of course. Even for a woman, she was small. But the guard could easily reach the little window and regularly slid it open, barking out his single phrase over and over. “What’s your pleasure?”

      The man on the other side of the door inevitably answered, “A good fight.”

      It was a passcode of sorts to ensure that the men who arrived to watch two other men beat the spit out of each other were meant to be here.

      They weren’t engaged in anything as sinister as slavery, but the gaming ring her boss ran wasn’t strictly legal. Every man here knew that fact to be true, and so they all dutifully muttered the passcode. It was about the only rule many of these men followed.

      The door was set into a vast stone wall, one of the few in this neighborhood. Most buildings had been converted into housing—tiny rooms crammed with more people than one could imagine. People who were too poor to afford anything better or were just criminals and thieves. Dirt and filth covered every surface. Broken windows lining the walls were made worse by the fact that they had to be stuffed with rags to keep out the vermin, but they made the rooms darker and kept the air from moving.

      And those buildings that hadn’t been stuffed full of people who were too poor to afford anything better were filled with goods.

      Not that many of those goods went to the people who inhabited the neighborhood. Much of it was for the other inhabitants of London, the sort who would never step foot in the likes of High Garden.

      The name was laughable, as though naming the neighborhood after tall, pretty things would make it so. If a man or woman had landed in High Garden, they’d sunk just about as low as a person could go.

      Bec hadn’t grown up exactly in High Garden. Her mother, an immigrant, was a talented seamstress, and together they lived and worked on Petticoat Row making dresses for the elite.

      “Hey, Bec,” one of the patrons called and then spit on the floor. “I’ve got a guinea on James losing in the fifth.”

      She gave a nod and held out her hand for his coin as she carefully calculated the amount of his bet and his possible winnings and likely losses.

      But the coin didn’t immediately drop into her hand. Pulling the brim of her hat down lower, she tilted up her chin. “Coin.”

      For the last three years, she’d taken the bets for the twice-weekly fights that were held in this old, falling-down building.

      The men had learned she didn’t speak unless necessary. She didn’t fight, and she didn’t cheat. Her employer had learned that too, which was why she had her own personal guard behind her.

      “I got a question first,” the man said, his chin jutting out as he stood over her, peering down. “How come you ain’t never grown? A boy your age should be taller.”

      Her jaw tightened as she resisted the urge to touch the binding about her breasts. Not that they were overly large, but they were big enough that they had to be wrapped in order to disguise herself as male. “My mother didn’t feed me. Coin.”

      He frowned, giving her a long stare before he finally extended his hand and dropped the coin in her hand. “It’s odd is all. I’ve seen some short men before but not like you.”

      She didn’t answer as she returned to scratching down figures in her book. Best not to speak much, otherwise the man in front of her might also note that her voice hadn’t dropped and her hands in her gloves were small and finely boned.

      Her mother had always asserted they’d be good hands for a seamstress, but Bec had no affection and no affinity for waiting on the elite of London. She did, however, understand numbers and she enjoyed thumbing her nose at the law, so an illegal gaming ring suited her just fine. At least for the present. She had other plans for the future. But she’d stay here as long as she could. The pay was exceptional for someone like her.

      Unfortunately, she’d likely have to move on soon. More men were asking about the boy who never seemed to grow up. Her boss, known only as Crito, didn’t seem concerned. “You’ve got a guard. Who gives a fuck?”

      Well, to be precise, she did. She gave a fuck. Because she’d been around men like these all her life, and she knew the trick to staying safe was to stay one step ahead of them.

      She sighed. It was a lesson her mother had never quite mastered.

      Which was likely how Bec came to be in the first place.

      Bec didn’t know precisely who her father was, but she knew he was one of the others. The elite. The people who ignored the slums and the filth and went about their shiny lives. Oh sure, they’d drop their trash here in rookeries, come to gamble, or to whore, and then they’d leave again. Back to their pretty lives.

      She shook her head.

      Her mother had been a servant before she’d been a seamstress. The daughter of a Japanese merchant who’d died here in London, stranding his family in a foreign land. Not that that mattered to Bec. She’d lived here all her life, and it was home, she supposed. But her father, whoever he was, had impregnated her mother and then shipped her off to London, never to be seen or heard from again.

      The man, in her mind, represented everything wrong with London, with England. And she did what she could to thumb her nose at the elite he’d represented.

      Another knock sounded at the door. Bec didn’t look up as she slid the beads on the abacus before her, doing a few more calculations. Crito would be pleased. Whoever won, the house would bring in a good profit this evening.

      “What’s your pleasure?”

      “A good fight.”

      Her fingers paused as the muffled voice from the other side of the door caught her ear. The accent was fine, the notes of the baritone deep and rich. Plenty of men from the other side of town made their way to High Garden. It wasn’t unusual, and when they did, they paid extra for the privilege of visiting the rookeries.

      But that wasn’t why she paused. Something shivered along her skin. An awareness of just how fine of voice that man had.

      The door opened, creaking as it did, allowing the stench of the Thames to filter in, mingling with the smell of unwashed bodies that permeated the air. Rough voices called from all around her, hard, crass words and all of it in stark contrast to the fine sound that had just tickled her ears.

      She couldn’t help herself. As the door slid back, she lifted her head to meet the eyes of the man who entered.
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      Jacob Veritas held his breath as he entered the large room packed to the gills with men of all walks of life. It wasn’t that he was frightened, not even nervous. It was the…smell.

      He knew he couldn’t hold in his breath for that long, but he could delay it a bit, allow the stench to slowly permeate his nostrils. Create an adjustment period of sorts.

      As a general rule, he didn’t visit these sorts of places…ever.

      He was a barrister. A man who took his work as seriously as he did the letter of the law. Which meant he did not consort with criminals unless it was in their prosecution.

      But today was different.

      He’d been assigned a task by his most affluent and important client, the 6th Duke of Whitehaven.

      Upon the death of the 5th duke, certain details had come to light concerning His Grace’s past, including but not limited to, illegal whisky, wine, criminal dealings, and most pertinent to Jacob, a bastard child.

      The new duke, bearing little love for his father, and wishing to unearth all the shadows that might darken his door at some future date, had asked Jacob to investigate the unknown sibling of the new duke.

      R. White had been the only clue as to the identity of the bastard child.

      And while he was a barrister and not an investigator, building cases against criminals required him to follow leads and research wrongdoing and he’d used those skills to fulfill his client’s wish.

      He’d started by interviewing the staff members who had spent nearly their entire lives serving the family. Always an excellent place to start and it had served him well this time. At least he hoped.

      They’d alluded to the fact that the duke was prone to having relations with the female staff and that those relations usually ended with the servant being removed from the house. Finding employment records, Jacob had created a list of women who’d left the duke’s employ and begun tracking down each one to see if they’d delivered a child whose age matched the approximate time their employment had been terminated. And he’d been systematically crossing women off the list.

      He’d begun with more recent staff and was working his way backward. Ten names in all had been investigated and found to most certainly not be the mother of a bastard child, born to the 5th Duke of Whitehaven.

      There were only a few names left on the list and the one he currently worked on was promising. Mrs. Aiya Burton had been employed by the duke twenty years prior. An immigrant of Japanese descent, she’d married an Englishman within the last ten.

      She was known to have a grown child. A male who was employed here.

      The door closed behind him as he surveyed the room. Packed with bodies, shouting, drinking, and raucously waiting for the fight to begin. A ring had been roped off in the center, ready for the match.

      “Bet,” came a quiet voice from his left.

      He turned his head to see a boy seated at the table, his hat low, his hands gloved as he deftly stacked coin. The boy’s head notched up a bit, his face still covered by the overlarge brim. “Bet?”

      The word repeated held a note of irritation in contrast to the soft voice that had uttered it. How old was the child and what fate had brought him here?

      It was on the tip of his tongue to say that he didn’t bet. Gambling was a vice in which he never indulged. But he was here to investigate under the guise of attending the fight and so he pulled a coin from his pocket and reached toward the gloved hand.

      “Which fighter?” The boy’s chin notched up and Jacob noted the fine bone structure that lent an almost delicate air to the boy. But more importantly, his skin was a pleasingly smooth yellow as though he were not English at all.

      Was this Mrs. Burton’s boy?

      Veritas pulled his hand back, rather than place the coin in the boy’s palm. Mrs. Burton’s boy should be nineteen at least and this boy couldn’t be more than twelve.

      “Bec.” A large man just behind the boy leaned forward. “This guy giving you trouble?”

      A small shake of the boy’s head and the man straightened again. Jacob grimaced. Bec was not a name that started with an R.

      He dropped the coin into the boy’s hand. “What are the odds?”

      The boy’s other hand slapped on the table. “Place a bet or don’t. But you’re blocking the door.”

      “I wouldn’t want to do that.” He was wasting time and showing his inexperience. He needed to move on. “I won’t bet then,” he said as he turned toward the ring, leaving the coin in the boy’s hand. He’d have his work cut out for him scanning this crowd.

      But an hour later and three circles of the room had yielded no results. The only one who appeared related to Mrs. Burton was the boy at the door. The fight had started and ended, and Jacob positioned himself by the exit to watch the crowd depart, the men who’d won collecting their money from Bec on the way out the door.

      Jacob tried to keep his eyes on the crowd, but his gaze kept drifting to the boy. Something was off. His manner was too fine, his bones too perfect, his movement fluid and controlled. Not like a boy at all.

      And then a new thought occurred to him. Perhaps this was the younger sibling of R. White? Did they both work here, the elder getting the younger a job?

      It was a possibility, even if slim, and the only lead he had. Jacob waited until the crowd had thinned, and then he took his leave, stepping out into the alley that was flanked by the river. He needed to speak with this Bec, and the conversation needed to be private.

      While the delicate boy might be a lead, he very well might not. Either way, Jacob intended to find out.

      With that in mind, he slipped into the small gap between two buildings, shadows masking him as he waited.

      Would Bec come out with another person? An older sibling? There was only one way to find out.
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      Bec let out a long sigh as the crowd finally cleared out, rubbing her hand along the back of her neck. This was the part of the evening she liked better. Fewer gruff men, far less pretending.

      Crito’s crew all thought she was a boy and they’d ceased asking questions, mostly just accepting Bec’s oddities.

      She sat counting the coin, double-checking all her numbers, portioning out the various shares. Larger ones for the fighters, smaller for the rest of them. When she finished, a single shilling remained on the table. Left over and unaccounted for.

      That wasn’t true. She knew exactly where it came from, the man with the fine voice who’d left it with her but hadn’t placed a bet. The question was what to do with it now.

      Part of the reason she’d been employed here for so long was that she was exactly precise with the math. A spare coin had never found its way into her pocket. She sat looking at the shilling, wondering what was to be done.

      “Is it diseased?” Crito asked as he came up behind her, a fat cigar hanging out of his beefy lips. He was a man who liked everything in excess. His food, his drink, his money, and his personality.

      “A man left it on the table but didn’t place a bet,” she said frowning.

      Crito gave a loud laugh that quickly devolved into a cough. He slapped Bec on the back. “It’s yours then, but be careful. He might have thought he was paying for another service in advance.”

      Another service? She looked up at Crito her question clearly written in her eyes. “What?”

      “After all this time, you still don’t know?”

      Was he referring to an exchange of money for sexual favors? “But he thinks I’m a boy.”

      Crito’s smile grew lecherous. “Some men like that sort of thing too.”

      Her own eyes grew wide and her lips parted before she snapped them shut. No depravity should shock her at this point. She’d seen theft, seen men beaten to death, babies left on the street to die. But her mother had done a decent job of sheltering her from the worst of High Garden and so she was still caught unawares on occasion. “I see.”

      “Best send Skull with you on the walk home, at least to the edge of the Garden.” Crito grabbed his pile, always at the very end as he glanced at the rest. This was his evaluation of her work. He’d stopped counting the piles at least a year prior, trusting her to have done an accurate accounting. Or perhaps he could just tell by the size that each was correct. “We can’t have anything happening to our brilliant boy.” And then he laughed again as the men lined up to each collect their shares.

      Bec was last, her pile one of the smallest, not that she concerned herself with that. Their home was on the very edge of the Garden, close to Petticoat Lane. It was larger and cleaner but still a far cry from luxury.

      Her plan was to save enough money so that she could buy a decent place for her and her mother and her mother’s husband to live. Harold, her stepfather, had his shop, and Bec would take it over. She already kept the finances. That would be enough to live. But to a buy a new home, she needed this job, and she was nearly there.

      She had another dream too that involved a future career of her own, but first, she needed to ensure her parents’ safety.

      Scraping her pile into her small bag, she stuffed the bag in a hidden pocket of her jacket and then rose. Looking back at her guard, she handed him his small pile of coin as well. “Can you walk with me a bit?”

      “A bit,” he answered, spitting. The large scar that ran along his hairline, down by his ear of his jaw, flexed as he spit. It was rumored that they called him Skull because the cut had been so deep that everyone who witnessed it could see his actual bone. He was a cold, hard man who Bec secretly hated, but he was good at this job and scared men away who might think to steal the coins on her table. “But you might have to give me that extra shilling. I only work jobs that I get paid.”

      She sighed. “Fine. But if that fellow comes asking for favors for his shilling, you’re answering him.”

      Skull cracked his knuckles. “That’s fair, I’d say.”

      She stood then, moving toward the door. Silently, Skull followed.

      The night air was cool and with the lower temperature, the smell diminished. For a moment, she closed her eyes. She liked the night. It was quiet, peaceful.

      Of course, there was always the worry some cutthroat might jump out and slit one’s throat, but then again, her stepfather had trained her how to defend herself. Her reflexes were quick and her blade skills flawless.

      “It’s curious,” Skull said coming to stand next to her.

      “What?” she replied, tensing slightly. No one was happy when Skull started thinking. There were a few boxers who seemed like decent fellows, but most of the men who worked around them were as slippery as they were mean. And Skull was at the top of that list.

      “That Crito is so protective of you. When I was your age, I took care of meself.”

      Her brows rose. How old did he think she was? But it was best not to risk asking a question that might actually give Skull information. “You’re a great deal larger than me. Probably always were.”

      He grunted. “True.” Then he gave her a sidelong glance. “Was your father small?”

      “Don’t know,” she answered. Her mother had told her the truth, of course. She was a bastard. Her mother had been forced to submit to her father and Rebecca had been the result. Her mother lied to most everyone and claimed to be a widow, but Bec and Harold knew the truth.

      “Don’t know?”

      “He died when I was very young,” Bec said, the lie rolling easily off her tongue. “I don’t remember him at all.”

      Skull made a thoughtful sound somewhere deep in the back of his throat. “We’re not the lucky ones, are we?”

      That was an understatement. They were the very bottom of the bottom. “No.”

      Skull looked up at the stars then back down at her. “Hell. You seem like you might have been born under a cursed star.”

      She stopped then, turning to ask him what he meant. She had intelligence and cunning on her side. But the words died on her lips when she caught a movement out of her right eye. A cat? A rat? A man? Who could say, but caution was always the best policy. Slowly, she reached for the knife at her waist, even as she kept talking. “Why’s that? I’m smart at least.”

      He cleared his throat. “True. But you’re damn small and pretty for a boy. If you’d been a girl, with your brains, you could have married out of this shithole.”

      The knife nearly slipped from her fingers.

      A pretty face did not wash clean enough to rise out of the stink of High Garden. And she doubted she’d ever marry. Submitting to a man didn’t seem to win women very much, as far as she could tell. Being a wife seemed equivalent to servitude. She wished to build a life and business of her own.

      Skull’s thoughtful mood also caught her off guard, and she gave him another sideways glance. Usually, they walked in silence, unless he was regaling her with endlessly boring stories of his own fighting days. What had brought on this sudden interest in her?

      But she didn’t ask as she caught another shift in the shadows. Large, slow, and coming closer, it definitely wasn’t a cat.

      Her pulse thrummed as energy moved through her. She rolled the knife in her fingers as she gave Skull a single tap on the arm. It was their silent signal for trouble that they used at the club and he straightened, his fists clenching at his sides. Whoever was coming toward them, Skull would surely make them pay.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jacob shifted a bit closer to the boy and his protector, trying to hear every word.

      Because what he’d caught had been informative. He’d never met his father, this Bec fellow. He was a fair bit older than Jacob had guessed. Though, if he really was a White, that would be odd, indeed. The Whites were known for being excessively large.

      But he still wondered if this Bec didn’t have an older brother who might be the man Jacob searched for. Either way, he was learning potentially valuable information.

      He moved even closer, shifting in the shadow that hid him to try and catch whatever came next.

      “What if I like the shithole?” Bec asked, his voice ever soft.

      The other one spun in a circle, looking about him. For a second, Jacob might have sworn that the large thug looked him right in the eye, but then he kept spinning. “Like this place? Name one good thing about it?”

      One of Bec’s narrow shoulders rose and fell. “You’re never alone.”

      Jacob’s eyes scanned down the deserted street, the words making him even more apprehensive. What did that mean?

      Both Bec and the big one, the bodyguard from the club, started walking again, turning down the very next alley.

      Pushing out of the shadow, he followed, wanting to make certain he kept them in his sights.

      But the moment he rounded the corner, a fist landed hard in his face. His eye exploded in pain, and he dropped to the ground, his hands flying to cover his face as his knees crashed to the cobblestone. He let out a half growl, half moan as he realized his mistake. He’d walked right into their trap.

      “What do you know, Bec. It’s him. The guy you were worried about.” The large one leaned down, his battered face pushing right into Jacob’s. Jacob squinted at him with his one good eye even as pain pulsed through his face. Was the thug going to hit him again? “Guess what? You’re not getting your fucking shilling back. Consider it payment for sparing your life.”

      “My shilling?” he gritted out through his clenched teeth as he pushed away from the brute. “You can keep it.”

      “Got any more that might want to join the one in my pocket?”

      “Skull,” Bec said, his voice ringing with a warning. Then he moved closer. “Why are you following us? And be quick. Skull is not a very patient man.”

      He shook his head. What was it about his whispering voice that was…wrong? “I just. I thought I might know you.”

      Bec straightened even as Jacob slowly pulled himself up off the cobblestone.

      “Know me? Where would a man like you have ever become acquainted with me?”

      His eye was already swelling, but Jacob noted the narrow cut of Bec’s shoulders, the thinness of his arms. “I work for a family. The White family.”

      Jacob heard it then. A faint but quick intake of breath. It was the same sound a man standing trial made when Jacob delivered a powerful piece of evidence. It was a tell. The name meant something to the boy.

      “White family?” Skull said with a snort. “Who the hell are they?”

      But he ignored Skull, his one eye focusing on Bec.

      He’d pushed his hat back, and for the first time, Jacob took in his entire face.

      The sweeping line of his jaw, the fullness of his mouth, the stunning tilt of his eyes. Bec wrapped his arms about his middle, hugging himself in a tight grip. “White?”

      Jacob blinked the eye that still worked while his mind pieced together several details. The intelligence that spoke of someone older, the breathy voice, the delicate features. Bec was no male, she was a female. He sucked his breath in at the realization as he scanned his gaze down her features once again.

      Bec was a woman. Jacob would stake his career on it. And she was beautiful. Skull had been right about that. “That’s right. The Whites. Four brothers and one sister.”

      “Why would they send you here? Are they from here?” She cocked her head to the side, assessing him.

      From here? The Whites were the furthest thing from here a family might possibly be. Then again, two of the siblings, Justice and Sayden, had turned to the rookeries to make their living, rather than living with their father. “No. They’re not.”

      Jacob wondered if he should say more. Not only did he not want to say much in front of Skull, but too much information might frighten her away. Anyone who grew up in a place like this was cautious for very good reasons. Not enough information, however, and she’d dismiss him. He needed to say exactly enough to earn the opportunity to speak with her alone.
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