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  To my Dad, who showed me that life is too short not to chase your dreams.




  I miss you every day.
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  Lord Huntington made his way through the crowded ballroom with the poise and elegance of an over-fattened Christmas goose.




  Arista watched, in no hurry to reveal her presence. She smiled, a languid movement that did not betray the way her heart thumped in her chest. The element of surprise worked in her favor on

  nights like these. She could almost hear his heart pounding from across the room. Every few seconds he tugged on the edge of his cravat, an outward sign of his agitation.




  Masked people spun by in a rainbow of dizzying colors. Excitement filled the air of the ballroom, causing bursts of laughter to erupt spontaneously around her. It did not matter if you were rich

  or poor, as long as you could afford the price of admission. Only at the public masquerades did the aristocracy mix with commoners without care; here, the rich dressed as milkmaids and the poor as

  queens.




  For Arista, it was the perfect opportunity to conduct business.




  Dressed in black silk, she blended into the background, unremarkable. Adorned only with a simple black mask, among all the other masquerade characters, she garnered little interest. No one ever

  approached her for a dance. Curious glances were met with a frosty stare or folded arms. With so many willing partners, she was soon forgotten.




  The ones who’d had previous dealings with Bones knew her, though they pretended otherwise. They stayed far away. And if they happened too close, or met her stare by chance, Arista never

  missed the contempt in their eyes. She was good enough when they wanted something, but otherwise she meant nothing to them.




  Arista’s gaze never lingered on any one person for too long, either, even as she kept the nobleman in question within view. Her clients didn’t often try to run, but when they did,

  she needed to be ready.




  This part, the predatory rush of stalking her prey across a crowded ballroom, was most satisfying. Anticipation buzzed in her head. She glanced casually over the masked guests until she spotted

  him again.




  The nobleman moved cautiously along the outer edges of the crowd, away from the throng of people. If he was planning to try and sneak out, he should have chosen a less obvious costume for the

  evening. The bobbling points of his bright jester hat made it easy to keep him in sight.




  Moments earlier, a servant had delivered a discreet note to Lord Huntington with only two words written on the small card.




  Library. Midnight.




  A quick glance at the enormous grandfather clock to her left told her it was only a quarter till. Lord Huntington still had fifteen minutes to try and do something stupid.




  You make a deal with the devil, you pay the price.




  They always seemed to forget that part.




  Arista ran her fingers over the familiar shape of her knife, safely strapped to the outside of her thigh and hidden under yards of satin. It gave her comfort. Courage. Sometimes all it took was

  the threat of the blade to encourage compliance. But there had been a few times, unfortunate as they were, when Arista had been forced to use it. That fact alone made her a target. Powerful men did

  not like to have their control stripped away, especially by a woman in a mask. They would not hesitate to stick a blade in her gut if they knew her face beneath the mask. If they ever found her

  alone.




  Desperate aristocrats dealt with Bones out of necessity, not choice. They dealt with her, with the infamous Lady A, who collected payment for the poor choices they’d already made.




  Bones was a “fixer,” a trader of information—or more often, secrets—in exchange for money. Now seventeen, Arista was the face of his operation, a pawn he had molded and

  groomed to use in a society he could not navigate. If they knew she was merely a marionette, they would not be so wary of her.




  In the past year alone, Bones had obtained more than enough secrets from the London aristocracy to bring them to their knees. But that wasn’t all he wanted. He wanted their

  indebtedness.




  Bones wanted to own them all.




  And when he did, his need for Lady A would end—something she tried not to consider. The future was an abstract place to Arista, though she often spent hours at the docks, watching the

  ships come and go and wishing she could change her own life. She found it safer to exist only in the present. That mindset had kept her alive so far.




  Lord Huntington glanced around furtively, then made a sudden move toward a set of open patio doors. Arista sighed. So it was going to be like that, then.




  She caught Nic’s ever-watchful eye and tilted her head in the direction of Lord Huntington. He understood right away and disappeared into the crowd.




  Nic would not harm him. The nobleman simply needed a reminder of his obligation. Of what he now owed, in return for using the services of her employer. Arista had practically delivered the title

  of earl to him, along with all that went with it, just one month ago. Thanks to Bones’s information—that the previous Earl of Huntington, cousin of Arista’s current quarry, was

  illegitimate—Huntington had been elevated beyond his wildest dreams. He had secured the earldom for his own, as the only rightful male heir still alive.




  And now he expected her to chase him down for payment? It was damned near impossible to run in a dress and heeled slippers.




  Nonetheless, she would chase him all over London if necessary.




  Arista had almost reached the open doors when a surly Lord Huntington reappeared. Right behind him was Nic. The earl shot a venomous glance over his shoulder, then pushed his way back into the

  crowd. Arista moved away from the doors, to a spot where she could see the earl and also the clock. They had only five more minutes to wait.




  Nic wouldn’t let Lord Huntington out of his sight now, but she still glanced back at Huntington every few seconds. In crowded spaces like the ballroom, it became harder to keep a watchful

  eye on the nearly unnoticeable tics that gave away a person’s intentions. Most people gave off small clues—tensed muscles, a slight shift in movement, a subtle glance—that

  indicated what they were about to do. Body language told her what people were thinking before they even knew it themselves.




  When she was a child, sent to the market to pick pockets, Arista had spent hours watching people. The way they held their heads; what their hands were doing; the way they walked or stood. All

  were useful clues. This skill showed her the best people to steal from: the ones who were thinking about something else, who were distracted or daydreaming. It also made Arista one of the best

  thieves Bones had.




  Her abilities had saved her life on more than one occasion. Just last week, the Duke of Conley—a thin, vapid man who sniffed into a perfumed handkerchief the entire time Arista waited for

  payment—had thought to use several hired men to attack her to get out of his obligation. Unfortunately for him, Arista had seen the flicker of the duke’s gaze, the merest nod of his

  head, and the shine of victory in his eyes—all of which gave away his lackeys’ location.




  “Behind me. Left,” she’d said, without breaking eye contact with the duke. Nic had sprung into action. The hired men were disarmed and unconscious before the duke could even

  blink.




  Nic was powerful, fast, and deadly accurate.




  The look of disbelief on the duke’s face had almost been payment enough. Arista had smiled during the rest of the transaction, even when the duke hissed out a new threat before

  disappearing into his carriage. “I love it when they think they’re gonna outsmart you,” Nic had said with a wide grin. He lived for the fight. The scars on his knuckles proved

  it.




  But Arista already knew Lord Huntington would not fight. He was entirely too soft to have ever gotten physical with anything more than an oversized roast duck.




  A couple swept by, and Arista could not help but notice the way the woman tilted her head back, just enough to let the gentleman sneak a kiss where her neck and bared shoulder met. For one

  fleeting moment, Arista wondered what it would be like to be that woman. To lean in close, her hands on a man’s chest, and smile coyly up at him. To see the flare of desire make his eyes

  dilate in the candlelight.




  Arista met Nic’s dark stare between the dancers. Did he wonder the same thing?




  He had dressed as a pirate for the masquerade, and looked as dark and dangerous as the real thing. His clothes were not of the finest materials, but they hugged his lean body like a glove. The

  mask he wore was a simple eye patch that covered his left eye.




  Arista’s chest tightened, and for a moment, she could picture them as guests, dancing to the soft strains of the orchestra. Nic would brush his lips over hers, whispering in her ear, like

  he did with the girls at the docks. Those unknown words that made the girls smile flirtatiously as they slipped their hands into his, leading him up the scarred wooden steps to the floor above.




  Heat pooled in her stomach and she pressed her fists against it to try and physically force the feeling back down. When had she started to see Nic as more than just her bodyguard? He was the

  only person in the world that she trusted with her life on a nightly basis. She wouldn’t be alive if not for him. He was her friend. That was all.




  And still…




  The restlessness had been growing stronger lately. The urge to get away from everything; to have a different life without fear hanging over their heads. More often than not, when they left a

  party, she had to fight the urge to keep going. To simply disappear. But they had nowhere to go. No means to afford even a cheap hackney to the outskirts of London. Bones owned them both.




  They were stuck in this life, but at least she had Nic.




  The brow over Nic’s eye patch rose, and a knowing grin tipped one corner of his mouth. Wisps of black hair curled around the strings of his disguise. Damn him. He knew what he did to her.

  He always played the rakish flirt when they were working. He made her blood do crazy things inside her veins, yet he reverted to acting like her friend the moment the masks came off. It frustrated

  the hell out of her.




  As she watched, a woman sidled up to him and he turned his attention to her. She leaned in and said something as he reached up to trace a lazy circle on her shoulder. When she leaned against his

  arm, fiery jealousy exploded inside Arista. He should be paying attention to the job, not to some barely dressed woman. She pushed through the crowd, hand on the knife hidden under her dress. A

  knife that Nic had given to her.




  He had not yet noticed Arista getting closer. The woman held all of his attention. She wore a costume of shimmering blue satin. The bodice dipped down very low in front, and the entire costume

  rippled like waves when she moved. A swan’s mask obscured the features of her face, but Arista could see the hungry gleam in her eyes as she looked up at Nic.




  The woman could have been a street-corner flower girl or a princess, and every man there would still want her. The anger fell away from Arista like a discarded cloak. There was no comparison

  between her and the radiant girl that held Nic’s gaze.




  Arista stopped before she reached them. What was she thinking—was she going to pull her knife and demand the woman leave Nic alone? He didn’t belong to Arista. He didn’t belong

  to anyone except Bones. None of them did.




  The fire in her gut turned to ice.




  It did no good to wish things were different. Arista knew that. And even though Nic appeared engaged with his companion, his awareness was focused solely on Arista. If she gave him the signal,

  he’d abandon the woman without a single glance back.




  She met his gaze and raised one eyebrow at him. Nic only grinned back at her, his finger now sliding down over the woman’s collarbone. Arista turned away, her long dark curls brushing her

  back. The curls were an unfamiliar and heavy presence, even now. The wig had become a perfect accomplice to her charade, but she preferred the feel of her own much shorter hair, tucked safely under

  a wool cap.




  After all this time, Arista still had not gotten used to playing the role of Lady A. There was a certain vulnerability in wearing a dress—shoulders bared, breasts accentuated to the point

  of indecency—that she could not get used to. Even after Becky had raised the neckline, Arista complained it was still too low. By the end of nights like these, she only wanted to retreat back

  into her normal disguise. As a boy, no one bothered her, apart from an absent swipe or two from a disgruntled workman.




  Lord Huntington now stood at the buffet stuffing delicate pastries into his mouth as if this were his last meal. Only a few more minutes, and their business could be started. A dull throb had

  started at the base of her neck. She wanted to end the evening and go back to the quiet of her room. Absently, Arista rubbed at the source of the pain, and her knuckles brushed against the silk

  scarf wound around her hair.




  “You’ve been to India?” a deep voice from behind her asked.




  Arista half turned her head, enough to look up, and found herself face-to-face with a highwayman. A black silk scarf obscured the lower half of his face. He had an equally black hat pulled so

  low, she could only see a glimpse of his eyes, which were reflecting the flickering candlelight. It might have been a masquerade, but she could almost believe he was an actual outlaw.

  “Excuse me?” she asked, unable to look away from him.




  He fingered her scarf, his touch grazing the back of her neck. Tension coiled just under her skin. Should she stay? Run? The urge to do both overwhelmed her.




  “This scarf is from India, if I’m not mistaken. I only wondered if you’d traveled there.” She found herself mesmerized by his rich voice.




  “No,” she whispered. “Have you been?”




  “Yes.”




  His one-word answer sent a thrill of anticipation over her skin.




  How often had she visited the docks and watched the ships sail in and out? How many times had she wished she were on one of them, on her way to India? The men at the docks told stories of people

  who rode elephants and wore colors so bright you had to look away; of air full of the pungent aroma of spices.




  The scarf in her hair had been a gift from Nalia, the Indian laundress at the orphanage, the only woman there who’d showed any kindness toward Arista. When Arista had left, Nalia had given

  the scarf to her as a reminder that a whole other world existed out there. India became the refuge that Arista clung to on cold, dark nights. One day, she vowed, she would escape from London and

  go.




  Now she was closer than she’d ever been before. “Where did you go? What did you see?” she begged. The party around them faded as she focused on his answer. He leaned in close,

  and her pulse leapt in an unfamiliar way. She took a quick step back. Her instincts had saved her more than once, but this didn’t feel unsafe. In fact, the feeling in her veins excited

  her.




  “We traveled to the West Indies, then to the islands, then to Fort St. George. My father owns a fleet of merchant ships, and I am working my way up to captain.” Pride shone from his

  eyes as he again leaned in close, as if he were going to share a secret with her. “This next trip, I hope, will be under my command.”




  “You don’t seem old enough to be a captain.”




  He laughed. He had a very nice laugh. It sank under her skin and made her want to hear it again and again.




  “I’m nineteen, so yes, maybe a little bit young. But I’ve been aboard ships since I could walk. I love the freedom; open ocean as far as the eye can see. Away from the rules of

  society, it doesn’t matter who you are. London is stifling. I hate coming back here. Well, until now, that is.” Light danced in his eyes. Their bodies were almost pressed against each

  other, so close she could feel the heat radiating from him. Distracted by his words, she hadn’t noticed right away. People never got this close without her sensing it. Arista swallowed but

  didn’t move.




  “That sounds so perfect,” she whispered.




  More questions danced on her tongue. She wanted to know everything—what the air smelled like when no land could be seen; what kind of people he had met; what cities looked like across

  thousands of miles of ocean.




  “It is perfect.” His expression was so open; she kept waiting for his disguise to crack. It had to be an act. No one could be this…nice. Everyone wanted something from her.

  Yet he was talking to her as if they were equals. Maybe he thought they were. People pretended to be anything they wanted at the masquerades. Arista knew for sure that the milkmaid currently

  sneaking off to a dark corner with the very badly dressed king was in fact the Duchess of Harpswell. The very married duchess.




  “Have you ever been on a ship before?” he asked, drawing her eyes back to him. All his attention was focused on her, despite the array of beautiful women eyeing him as they walked

  by. A thrill of pleasure washed over her.




  Arista closed her eyes for a moment, envisioning herself on a massive ship with nothing but the sea in sight. She could not even imagine the kind of freedom he spoke of. Her life had been

  dictated by one man for so long, she barely even knew who she was—really was—anymore. She wanted that freedom more than anything, but it would never happen. Not for her.




  “No, I’ve never left London.”




  He stared at her intently. His fingers ran over her wrist, so softly that it might have been a whisper of fabric touching her, if not for the heat. Arista stood still, caught in his gaze. Blood

  pounded through her veins. No one had ever looked at her like this.




  A couple waltzing by bumped her elbow and she stumbled. He reached out and steadied her, but it was enough to break the spell he had cast. What was she doing?




  She had one job tonight. She had not come to the masquerade to lose herself in wistful dreams. Or in the eyes of the most intriguing young man she’d ever met. She should not wonder which

  exotic lands he had seen, nor wish to hear more about them. No, she should be meeting Lord Huntington and finishing up Bones’s business. Yet there she stood.




  “Did I say something wrong?” he asked.




  Arista glanced up and saw genuine concern filling his eyes. Unable to speak just yet, she shook her head. Her hands trembled. He reached for one and tucked it against his chest. Under her

  fingers, his heart thumped as quickly as hers. It was right there, on the tip of her tongue, to ask how much passage on one of his ships might cost.




  Real fear stretched her nerves tight. What if Bones somehow knew what she was thinking? He wasn’t a mind reader, of course, but he had an uncanny ability to know her feelings. If he knew

  how close she had come to contemplating escape, he’d kill her rather than let it happen.




  “I have to go.” She desperately tugged at her hand. He let it go, but she spent several more seconds staring into his eyes. This must be what a caged bear felt when finding an open

  door. The offer of freedom so close, but the threat of punishment all-consuming. From a distance, the clock began chiming the midnight hour.




  “Can I see you again?” His voice was plaintive. “Tell me I can.”




  Unfamiliar feelings constricted her chest. She shook her head. “I’m sorry.” She made it only a few more steps before she heard him call out.




  “Your name then? Please.”




  Oh God, it would be so easy to tell him that one simple thing.




  Color and sound moved around her at dizzying speed. All around, bodies spun by, and she could see no way of escape. The room seemed to grow smaller around her.




  “I’m Graeden Sinclair,” he said. “Grae to my friends.” He stepped back into her line of sight and reached for her hand. His gaze bore into hers and again, the urge

  to tell him her real name—to ask for passage on his ship—was overwhelming.




  The loss of control shook her to the core.




  “I’m sorry.” Arista drew in a ragged breath, and when a wave of dancers passed by, she dove among them, putting the crowd between her and the man who had nearly destroyed her

  defenses. She stood on the outskirts of the room, forcing the errant feelings back inside, where she hoped they would eventually die.




  Grae. Like his eyes. Like the thunderclouds that filled the sky before a storm.




  She pressed her gloved fingers to her lips to keep from saying it out loud.




  A hand appeared on her arm, and another at her back. For a moment she thought Grae had followed her, and an unexpected rush of anticipation made her skin tingle.




  “You okay, gypsy? Thought I lost you there for a minute.” Nic stood in front of her, partially shielding her from the crowd. Always the protector. Always looking out for her, like

  he’d promised to do so many years ago.




  Arista closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. Not Grae. Nic.




  “You know I hate when you call me gypsy.” The words came out rough, betraying her still-fragile control. Where had the highwayman gone? She could not see him over Nic’s

  shoulder, which meant he had not followed her. The bitter sting of disappointment made her close her eyes.




  “Well, we still have work to do—gypsy. You feeling up to it?” Though Nic asked, she knew there was no choice. It didn’t matter that her composure had slipped

  dangerously out of her control. She had a debt to collect. A job to do.




  She cleared her throat, took a deep breath to clear her thoughts, and nodded. “Where is Lord Huntington now?”




  Nic flicked his eyes toward an archway where Lord Huntington stood. Arista already knew it led to the library, just as she knew every exit in the house. The first few minutes of each job were

  spent getting the feel for their surroundings. Unless they had been there before. “It’s time, then.”




  They walked side by side around the edge of the room. Little by little, her composure returned. Each step took her away from what had happened on the dance floor.




  Lady A had regained control once more.




  Just steps away from Lord Huntington, Nic stopped her with a slight touch on her arm. She could not help the immediate comparison to how Graeden’s fingers had affected her.




  Arista stared at Nic’s hand, waiting, hoping for something more, but there was only the familiar feeling of safety, not excitement.




  “Really, is everything okay, gypsy?” He stared at her, his eyebrows drawn with concern. No trace of humor remained in his eyes.




  For the briefest second, she had an overwhelming urge to cry. She had not cried since she was six years old, and it had been in Nic’s gangly eight-year-old arms. She’d sworn it would

  never happen again. Tears were for the weak—the powerless. She was neither.




  “I’m fine. Let’s go.”




  Nic looked as though he wanted to say something more, but Arista turned away before he could. No more distractions.




  Lord Huntington saw them coming and quickly disappeared down the hall. After they entered behind the earl, Nic checked to be sure they were not followed. He switched to bodyguard mode

  seamlessly.




  An enormous pair of carved-oak doors took up most of the wall at the end of the hallway. Nic pushed them open soundlessly and locked the doors behind them after they entered.




  Arista’s skirts rustled in the quiet of the room.




  Lord Huntington stood in front of the large mantelpiece, his back to them. Arista waited several long seconds before he turned and acknowledged her—a tiny play for control on his part. She

  gave it to him. She let him think he had a choice, at least for the moment.




  Lord Huntington’s mask had been carelessly tossed aside on a polished side table next to his ridiculous hat. The seams of his silk jacket were even more strained up close, and it seemed as

  if the buttons would fly off at any moment. It took him three tries to clear his throat enough to speak.




  “Lady A.” His voice sounded hoarse, like he’d only just started using it.




  She inclined her head slightly. He took a long swallow from the glass of brandy clutched in his fat fingers. Just like that, she had the power again.




  His gaze shifted over her shoulder to Nic, who stood with his back against the door. Arista glanced back and smiled. Nic’s arms were folded across his chest, his black jacket pulled tight

  across lean muscles. Though he looked almost casual standing there, no one could mistake his deadliness.




  Lord Huntington cleared his throat again. “I trust, after this, I won’t see you again.” He handed her a thick envelope with a red wax seal. It bore the insignia of his family

  crest: an open-mouthed lion, crossed by a sword and spear. He seemed to relax enough to swallow the last of the brandy in several hasty mouthfuls.




  The envelope was thicker than the normal payment. It appeared that Bones had set a much higher price on Huntington’s request. The going rate for a seat in Parliament, and a very powerful

  position at that, was indeed high.




  Now it only remained to be seen who would eventually pay an even higher price to lay Huntington low. Every secret could be sold. Bones played no favorites. And those who had a secret and wished

  it to be kept—well, they would be forced to pay even more to keep it safe.




  They never quite thought that part through—that someone else, someone more desperate, might be willing to pay dearly for their secrets to gain an advantage. Bones’s services

  went to the highest bidder, plain and simple.




  Those prices grew higher every day.




  “Lord Huntington.” Her voice came out perfectly manicured and a tad bored. It was all part of the aristocratic image she had to convey—her elaborate deception. “Whether

  you’ve fulfilled your side of the bargain remains to be seen. Bones will decide after he receives this. Until then, consider your obligation outstanding.”




  Lord Huntington’s face turned beet red. He threw the crystal glass, and it flew past her head to shatter on the stone hearth. Arista did not flinch. She’d seen it coming. Nic,

  however, immediately started across the room.




  “You’ve gotten your bloody secret from me as down payment, and now a small fortune to keep it quiet. If you think for one second you’re not done with me…I could snap you

  in half, girl.” The words exploded from his mouth and spittle flecked his chin.




  He took a single menacing step toward her, and Nic growled a soft warning. Arista saw the surprise on Huntington’s face, and then something else. A tic began in his right eye. The fingers

  on his right hand flexed, and he shifted his weight to his right foot.




  He would fight after all.




  She knew he had a knife under his vest. The earl really should have chosen a more relaxed fit of clothing if he’d wished to use the element of surprise.




  “He has a weapon.”




  Lord Huntington shoved his hand into his pocket, but Nic was faster. He twisted the earl’s right arm behind his back. The buttons that had been on the verge of exploding flew across the

  room as Nic ripped open Huntington’s vest and disarmed him. Disbelief filled Lord Huntington’s eyes and he stumbled away from them. Arista chuckled.




  The sound seemed to shock Lord Huntington. He pressed against the wooden doors as if trying to disappear through them. They thought they were so much better than her, men like Huntington, but in

  moments like these, she held all the power. Arista walked toward the sputtering man until she stood close enough to smell his overindulgence of cologne. It did little to mask the odor of sour sweat

  and hard liquor.




  “You would do well to remember…” She lifted her booted foot and rested it against the door by his leg. Slowly, she raised her skirt well past the curve of her knee with a sly

  smile. “Cooperation would be in everyone’s best interest, and much less…messy.”




  His eyes ran down the length of her exposed flesh, and he visibly balked at the sight of the knife strapped to her thigh. He swallowed nervously, and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down

  like a dinghy adrift on the Thames.




  “You’re mad.” Lord Huntington fumbled behind him, his cheeks getting redder as he struggled to find the lock. “I don’t know who you think you are, but you stay away

  from me or I’ll put a reward on your head the size of the palace, and then we’ll see who pays.”




  He sneered at her, but his lips trembled.




  Arista slipped the knife from its sheath. The earl’s gaze darted from the blade to her face as she lifted the knife and slowly ran the tip down his cheek. Not hard enough to draw blood,

  but enough for him to know that she was deadly serious.




  “Are you threatening me, sir?” Her voice lowered and turned deceptively soft, coating the steel lurking just beneath the surface. If he thought he could scare her, he would be

  disappointed. She did not cower at the raised voice of a man like him. “You made a deal, and you will honor it. Are you not a gentleman of your word, Lord Huntington?” She lifted

  one eyebrow and let her words, and the blade, trail off.




  He sputtered but did not reply.




  “Good evening, then, my lord.” Arista sheathed the knife and sank into an exaggerated curtsy. Lord Huntington remained silent. With a dismissive turn, he clicked the lock and swept

  out the door in a flourish of peacock green.




  As soon as the door shut, Arista leaned her forehead against the cool wood. She closed her eyes and exhaled.




  “That went well.” Nic’s wry chuckle sounded very close. “Thought we’d have a real fight on our hands for a second. Ready to head back to the palace,

  princess?” Arista lifted her head. He stood no closer than a foot away, and held out his arm like a gentleman would.




  With a relieved smile, she took it without hesitation. Now that their business was done, the high from being in charge faded instantly. Exhaustion set in and her body felt heavy. His arm was

  strong and solid under her hand.




  Nic was her rock, the wall between Arista and Bones. He made sure that no matter what, she remained safe from their brutal guardian. There had been opportunities over the years when she might

  have slipped away—away from Bones and her life on the streets. But she had never taken them. She had nowhere to go. Not without Nic.




  Once, she’d had the childish dream that they might get away from London together. But as Nic grew into a man, Arista saw the reality of the situation. He liked this life.




  Nic liked the power that came with controlling those better than them. Lately, Arista had started seeing traces of Bones in Nic, and it scared her. Maybe there was a way to convince him to leave

  with her before it was too late.




  “This way if you please, my lady.” Nic led her through a set of doors hidden by heavy drapes, and they slipped out onto a brick courtyard, away from the partygoers. Thick fog had

  rolled in as it did most nights, creating an almost dreamlike atmosphere. Buildings rose up into the dark shadows above them.




  Away from the stifling heat of the crowded ballroom, the air chilled her flushed skin, making her shiver involuntarily.




  A lady of quality always has a shawl.




  Becky’s admonition sounded as clearly as if the girl were there with them. The damned gentry had a rule for everything, and it exhausted Arista to remember them all—but tonight, a

  shawl would be welcome.




  Not that she was a lady of quality, by any stretch of the imagination.




  Sensing her need, Nic shrugged out of his jacket and slipped it around her bare shoulders. He brushed his fingers over her skin, and this time, warmth quickly spread from the spot he had

  touched. Nic tucked her arm in his and led her through the heavy front gate. They passed by several couples too engrossed in each other to even lift their heads. Arista pretended not to see

  them.




  A sleek black carriage rolled by, the wheels rattling on the cobbled street, hooves clopping a steady rhythm as it passed. The sounds of the orchestra faded as they walked farther from Dover

  Street.




  Tonight’s task had been completed; the thick package was tucked securely in Nic’s jacket. It pressed into her ribs as they walked. Exactly how much money was she carrying right at

  that moment? Enough to buy passage on a ship for all three of them—her, Nic, and Becky? The thought came and went quickly.




  She would not look. Not ever again. Only once before, when Bones first sent her out as Lady A, had she dared to peek inside an aristocrat’s envelope. She hadn’t thought Bones would

  miss just one shilling from the package. It had taken weeks for the bruising to heal. Of course he knew, to the halfpence, how much to expect.




  “Do you think he’ll ever have enough?” Arista asked softly.




  Each time Lady A made an appearance, the risk to Arista grew. At first, she’d only collected secrets and delivered information back to the clients. Then Bones had started sending Lady A to

  collect the actual money as well. That’s where the real danger came into play for Arista.




  Bones used the aristocracy’s own secrets to blackmail them: they paid up or risked having their secrets sold to a higher bidder. Bones often left out that part of the deal until he had

  what he wanted and his client had what he or she needed. Only the most desperate or devious people resorted to the service Bones offered—ones who would lose big if their truths ever

  came to light. So they always paid. Only one had ever refused.




  He’d hung himself from the London Bridge when his secrets had been exposed in the Spectator. A powerful message to all who thought to double-cross Bones; it also put a larger target

  on Lady A.




  They might pay for silence now, but none would hesitate to kill her if given the chance. It was why she never went out in public as herself. If anyone found out what she looked like under the

  disguise, she would never be safe.




  Nic never worried about his own safety, though he, too, wore a mask when they met with clients.




  “I doubt it,” Nic replied. “He’s greedy, and he enjoys the power more than the money, I think.” He expertly whisked her down another maze of alleyways filled with

  dark shadows, where the light from the street lamps didn’t reach. There was no need to illuminate this part of London. No one cared what happened in the dark there. Her skirt swished in the

  silence.




  None of the people who used Bones’s services really understood what they had done—the true ramifications of trading their darkest secrets for more power and money. At some point,

  there would be no more secrets, but it wouldn’t matter. Bones would have the means for a lifetime’s worth of blackmail, if not multiple lifetimes—generations of noble families.

  No, these people who thought themselves so clever had become pawns in a game only Bones would win.




  After several minutes, she stopped and looked up at Nic. “He could destroy every single one of them, if he wanted to.”




  Though she couldn’t see his face in the shadows, Arista could hear the smile in Nic’s voice. His words chilled her even more.




  “Aye. Whoever controls the secrets controls those rich bastards.”
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  The walk back to their “home” only took a short half hour. Taking shortcuts through alleys was second nature to Arista and Nic, and few

  dared maneuver them in the darkness of night. Nic gripped her arm, and his muscles tightened and released at her touch. Always in a constant state of alertness. To be mistaken for gentry in this

  part of London would not end well.




  In her usual attire she wouldn’t have attracted a second glance, but clothed in silk and paste jewelry, she was a walking target. Thankfully, Nic’s dark jacket covered most of the

  skin exposed by the cut of the dress, and the black silk blended with the shadows. Still, she would not be completely safe until she made it back to her room.




  Arista felt no pleasure, no rush of warmth, upon seeing the run-down tenement buildings she called home. Off Fleet Street a row of gutted buildings stood, so badly damaged from the fires that no

  one had bothered to rebuild them.




  That’s where the worst of the worst made their homes. The murderers, thieves, and those hiding from the Watch. The rest of London could pretend people like Arista didn’t exist if

  they remained cloistered away from sight, but they were there, waiting in the shadows for some unsuspecting fool to stagger by after a night at the alehouse.




  It was the perfect place to live unnoticed. And the worst place to grow up.




  At the orphanage where Arista had been dumped at barely three, all had treated her as the devil’s own daughter, except for one woman. While the rest called her a gypsy, spat in her face,

  and made her do the most menial tasks like scrubbing the floors and emptying the chamber pots, Nalia wrapped Arista in her arms and told her thrilling stories about her home country of India.




  Her lilting accent became Arista’s safe place. The exotic smell of Nalia’s tea soothed Arista’s spirit after days of scrubbing until her tiny hands were raw. The laundress

  would rub salve on the blisters and distract Arista with tales of monkeys riding elephants; she’d let Arista wrap herself up in the brightly colored scarf that Nalia wore over her head.




  For two long years, Arista had endured life at the orphanage, sure that everyone except Nalia wanted her to die. Indeed, after her refusal to climb inside the huge kitchen chimney to dislodge an

  obstruction, she’d been banished to a dark broom closet. If not for Bones, she might have starved to death in there, alone.




  The old memories swept over her.




  “You, get your sorry arse out here. You’re leaving.” Agnes, the old kitchen woman, yanked open the door and pulled Arista out of the closet. “And good riddance to you,

  too.” Agnes shoved Arista at Sister Beatrice, who sidestepped to avoid touching Arista. None of the other women ever touched her, except Agnes, and her hands were never kind.




  The nun led Arista to a group of two dozen other children huddled in the cold foyer, clutching each other. None of them were older than seven. The youngest looked three. Some wept; others

  stood with their fists at their sides. That was Arista.




  Even at five, she knew what was happening. Twice a year, the crooked old man with the cruel eyes came. Bones. He took the children away. No one knew why, only that the transaction happened on

  the darkest, moonless nights. None ever returned.




  Arista was pushed against the wall, and Bones went down the line, giving each child the once-over. He barked questions at Sister Ann about disease and fortitude. He forced their mouths open

  with sharp fingers and looked at their teeth. One by one, they were chosen or cast aside. The ones overlooked disappeared back into the orphanage without a backward glance.




  Arista found herself among the chosen that moonless night.




  As she waited her turn to climb into the wagon, movement caught her eye. Nalia stood in the shadows, her hand pressed to her mouth. Her cheeks were shining with tears. Without thinking,

  Arista broke free from the group and ran to the woman, her only friend, and threw herself into her arms.




  Bones shouted and came after her, but before he got to them, Nalia unwound the scarf from her head and tucked it under Arista’s jacket.




  “Never give up, little one. There is a great big world out there, and in it you can find anything your heart desires.”




  Before Nalia could say anything more, Arista was ripped from her arms. She screamed and kicked all the way to the wagon, and Bones threw her in. She landed so hard it knocked the wind out of

  her.




  The supply wagon carried over a dozen children away from the orphanage that night. Arista curled into a ball and tucked her face under her jacket, where the scarf’s familiar smell

  helped calm her quaking nerves. They traveled several hours, cramped and wedged together, until they finally pulled up to a door. When Bones prodded them all out, Arista looked up. The building

  seemed to loom upward forever, a charred black silhouette against the sky.




  She wished she could fly. Push off from the ground and never touch down again.




  A tiny girl, no older than three, fell out of the wagon and began to cry. No one moved to help her. Bones lifted her by the scruff of her neck, and she dangled like a rag doll, softly mewling

  in fear. Rage curled Arista’s fingers into fists, but there was nothing she could do.




  No one else made a sound as they were herded into the house, down a dark, narrow hallway to a room with no windows. He tossed the little girl in, and she hit the wall hard and landed in an

  unmoving heap in the corner. Then without a word, he shut the door. The grating sound of the lock clicking into place was a sound Arista would never forget.




  They sat, huddled together for warmth, for two days. No food was brought, and only a trough with murky water unfit for animals sat in one corner. The time spent in the blackness was filled

  with quiet crying and fitful moans of pain.




  The smell of urine, and worse, permeated the air until it choked Arista. When Bones finally opened the door, only eight children staggered out into the light. Four small, unmoving bodies were

  illuminated by the lamplight. Arista saw the tangle of dirty hair that belonged to the small girl, still lying where she had landed in the corner.




  Two men walked toward them and threw a bucket of ice-cold water over each of them. Arista clenched her teeth tightly to keep them from chattering.




  “You want to eat, you bring back something worth a scrap of food. If you come back empty handed, you will go right back in there. If I’m feeling benevolent. Ain’t that

  right, boy?”




  A boy, only a year or two older than Arista, swaggered up next to Bones. “Aye. He ain’t likely ever feeling that way, tho. So you best be bringing sumpthin back what’s worth

  his time.” The boy’s gaze ran over the ragtag group, and he sneered at them. “Follow me, you lazy arses. It’s time to earn your keep.”




  They spent all day on the street, learning to beg and steal. When they returned, Bones lined them up in the hallway just inside the door, and they presented him with what they had found.

  Arista kept her hands behind her back, fingers clenched around nothing.




  The first child, the oldest of the girls, held out her hand. A few pennies tumbled from them. Bones grunted, gave the girl a small piece of bread, and moved on to the next one. The second

  child, a boy, had nothing. He glared up at the old man in defiance, his chin lifted, though Arista could see the slight quiver in his jaw. Bones grabbed him by the hair and dragged him down the

  hall to the filthy room where they had been kept, and threw him inside. The click-tap of alternating shoe and cane echoed as Bones came back to the group.




  Arista was last in line. The dreadful boy who led them out and back again stood right next to her, his arms crossed over his chest, staring straight ahead. In the light of the lamp, Arista

  could see his jaw flexing as if he were clenching his teeth as hard as he could. He’d barely said a word to her all day, except to bark an order or tell her to get to work.
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