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He leans down toward me, his I

I do it.

I loop my leg around his and dr

with all the force I can muster- TLc

up onto myGet.

'Fuck!" He crashes to the groun

me- The air rushes from his lungs i:

Theman pushes up onto his ph
I kick hir" in the nose, savorirg thc

blood gushes down his face, &ip1r

onto his ass.

Before he can try to recoYer aga

ro keep h;rn down. Then I prn hin

uor going for a Lill; I fight dirrr.

Josn.

,Mr knuckles burst open unde

trrween my curled fingers- For a

ru.sh ofthe pain and the

Then I press a forearm to the m;

I slap him openhendsd. Jt * t*
szpprng to the side. 'Louder. Wir

rhe casde.'

'IlieW!'
The crowd erupts into angrsmr

mr- blood from my forehead. Ths

rhick mustache, stepe hto the riru
-,Allev Cat wins! Next fighr sans i

Coins change hands, Eirh r.he

enough to put silvers on me.

It als'ays surprises me a litde. r

orher men. Even with the hisrors c

A ros-el hits me in the face ,rd

There's a loud thump, thump, thump as my opponent slowly approaches me,

his steps heavy. He's a iarge, meaty rnan with a good six inches on me, rn'hich

he undoubtedly thinks makes him pou,erful. He's not the kind of person u,ho

understands how lethal grace can be.

"I'11 make you regret ever being born, little girl. You'11 need a closed casket."

Goddess, this guy is a bore. But our audience is eating it up, if the frenzied

roar is any indication.

More blood drips into my e)/e. He got me good with a right hook to the

forehead, I'11 give him that.

I turn my head to the side, feigning weakness, mv cheek pressed into the

packed dirt floor of the fighting ring. There's a flash of rnovement in the leer-

ing crowd as someone pushes their wav toward the edge of the ring.

Lee. He must'vejust gotten off work.

He folds his muscular arms against his broad chest, his spotless messenger's

tunic making him stick out in this seedy place. Then he raises an evebrorv at me

ln amusement.

I can almost hear his deep voice saying: Stop roying with him, Meryn, and just

end this so we can get on with our night.

He's right, of course. I'd much rather be in his lap right now than face down

in this stinking pir.

Right, then. Time to finish the sholr,.

My opponent grows closer and I moan again, waiting for him to reach the

exact right spot. He doesn't even see the trap I've set for him, even though it's so

obvious. Even though I play this move almost every fight.

FIe doesn't want to see it, because I've made him confident. Certain that he

will be the man to bring down Meryn Cooper, the infamous A1ley Cat of the

Eastern Qgarter.

Idiot.

Finally, he reaches my side, preparing to grab me, or sit on me, or choke me

out-something predictabie. Another roar kicks up in the crowd, the room full
of frothing, drunken gamblers all praying that he'11 get rne good, that their bet

against the woman will pay off.
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Igor, assessing me, his brown, weathered face unreadable. I duck under the

sides of the ring and step over to him, holding our my palm.

'Always straight to the coin with you, huh?" Igor grumbles.

"Me?" I bat my eyelashes, my voice high and s\ /eet. "A refined lady like me

would never think of something so crude as silvers. A11 I care about is tea and

dresses and gossip."

"Careful, you're going to make that forehead wound bleed again." Igor

presses my winnings into my hand. "Good one, kiddo. 'Went on a little long

for mv taste, though. You shouldjoin a theater guild with those pained cries of
yours."

I shrug, counting the coins and doing quick math. Eight silvers today, which

will cover Mother's medicine from the apothecary for the next two weeks.

"You know the crowd needs to have hope, Igor. It makes it more fun for all of
us if they think they actually have a chance."

"'W'hatever gets you the win, kid." He hands me a water flask and I gulp it
down. "Davey is setting up a fight in two weeks for Colbridge. Remember that

slippery motherfucker from last year? Fancy another go?"

I crack my neck, scanning the packed room for Lee. Even at my unusual

height, it's hard to see over the heads milling about the crowded floor.

"Sure, as long as you make certain the odds are against me. The apothecary

has hiked up their prices. Apparently, some ingredienrs they need grow close

to the front and have gotten hard to acquire. I'd like to see double this amounc

next time."

Igor's perpetual frown deepens. FIe's an unhappy-looking person, always

has been for as long as I've known him, which has been my entire life.

He's probably going to offer me help with Mother's medicine costs, some-

thing I've declined for years. Everyone is struggling.

I'm not about to take food off Igor's plate.'W'e'11 get by; we always do.

Just then, a warm arm slings around my shoulders and I'm hit by the clean

smell of pine soap, a familiar scent that instantiy puts me at ease. I lean against

Lee's hard body and look up into his face-the sharp lines of his jaw covered in

a light scruff, hls dazzlingsea-blue eyes.
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in motion. A sharp kick to his wrist and the knife slips from his grip. I catch it

before he can blink, pressing the edge just under his Adam's apple in one swift

rnot10n.

"'W'hat was the plan here, then? You were going to, what. . . confront the

person who just.won a brutal, well-attencied fight with this pathetic little din-

ner knife? Shake me dorvn with this extremely dangerous weapon you're so

skilled at wielding?"

I press the knife harder into his throat, and a thin red line ofblood seeps out

from under the blade. The man winces. The stench of urine hits me, and I real-

ize he's soiled himself. Pathetic.

"That's what you get for betting against a woman. Get the fuck out of here.

If I see your face at one of my fights again, I'11 finlsh thejob."

The man shoots me one last wild-eyed look and then turns and scurries back

through the crowd. No one bothers giving him a second look. They're too busy

getting ready for the next fight in here.

"Fucking idiot," Lee mutters uncier his breath. Then he grabs my hand in

his large one and turns into the crowd, pulling me behind him toward a cluster

of tables and chairs at the far end of the warehouse. 'We settle in and he quickly

opens the rucksack he's brought with him, pulling out an antiseptic cream and

some bandages.

He pulls me toward hirn on my chair and then wraps his long fingers firmly

around my chin while he dabs the stinging cream onto my forehead, gentler

than any other man has ever touched me.

"Hold still, kitten," he says, his stern voice brooking no argument. "This

one's kind of nasty."

This has been our after-fight ritual ever since he started coming to these

a yeer ago. I get hurt; he fixes me. I like it more than I'd ever admit, having

someone to take care of me.
-W'e met in the market in the Northern Qgarter. I was coming to pick Saela

up from school when a spooked horse broke loose from its merchant. It was

heading right for my little sister, and I was too far away to do anything about

Sesrr !
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'A gir1. Ten or so. They said . . . they said she has dark hair and hazel eyes."

No.

I shoot Lee a quick look, already thinking about the fastest route home.

"Go," Lee says quickly, standing as well. "You have to." I nod in agreement.

"Meryn," Igor says, "it could be a hundred gir1s."

But I don't acknowledge him. I'm already shoving my way through the

rowdy crowd, my heart pounding a frantic staccato beat. Wood bites into my

palms as I shove open the exit to the warehouse, and then the alu,ays frigid

night air hits me like a punch. I left so quickly that I forgot to gather my things

or put on my threadbare coat, but Igor will grab it, I'm sure.

W'ho needs a coat, anyway, when panic is setting your blood on fire?

The streets ofsouthern, the farthest neighborhood from the castle, are eerily

dark and as foggy as always. The residents around here don't bother spending

their few coins to keep the street torches lit. They can't drive out the darkness

of this neighborhood, anyway; this quarrer has darkness set deep into its bones.

Southern is where you go when you want to do something illegal, illicit, or

otherwise morally bankrupt. A couple of torches wouldn't stop it.

I do a rapid calculation. A normal route from Southern to Eastern takes at

least forty-five minutes if you follow the main path back through the Central

Qarter. But I'm fast, a benefit of my long, muscular legs. And I know my way

around neighborhoods that no well-bred person should ever know.

I can make it in twenty, maybe fifteen, if I take alleys.

So I take a deep, fortifying breath and then sprint, heading pasr the many

decrepit warehouses. My legs carry me through the dirty market square in

Southern, and then I push into the tenement alleys, the neighborhood that bor-

ders both the Central Qarter and Eastern.

The air smells like poverty here, and I try to breathe in through my mouth

to avoid the scent of unwashed bodies. Though Southern is the pooresr quarter,

it's not much better in Eastern; nowhere in the royal city of Sturmfrost is truly

we1l off.

We do hear rumors about how lavishly the Bonded live. At the very least,

Sesrr S

I'm sure they don't have to worry abor

rheir beds in the middle of the night.

Saela.

The thought fuels me, and I pick u1

sandem. As I near the border of Cenr

over everything, the solid gray stonr

*alls make the streets brighter.

I duck under clotheslines and hop o

lnd faster, racing through the edges r

rrket square. It's cleaner than the

e bv the people in our neighborhc

The sound of a mother's v,'ailinr
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Of course, he never returned from the war to build it.

I head down our darkened street, my steps echoing off the stone buildings.

The shingles on our roof look worn, I notice. Another task for another day.

The interior is dark, except for a single candle burning on our bare wooden

mantelpiece in the living area.

Mother paces back and forth, her dark hair unbrushed and wild. She's mut-

tering ro herself, vanking at her moth-bitten nightgown, which is inside out.

When she spots me, her eyes alight with an awful, \r^cant recognition, and I

wonder which stranger I'm about to get.

My heart sinks. Slie doesn't knov, me when she's like this. She doesn't know

anvone, lost to a world of her mind's own creation. Sometimes, she's sweet in

her madness, cooing and loving. And sornetimes, she's violent, breaking the

fbr,v possessions we have and raising her hand to us.
'W'hen 

she gets like this and I'm not here, Saeia knows to lock herself in our

room frorn the inside. Only I have the key.

"Luminal" Mother exclaims now, her voice pained. She races up to me,

clutching mv arm tightly, almost painfuily. "Oh, Lumina. They've been ter-

rors today, the twins. They're trying to find you, but they never iisten to me,

never, never, never--"

"Mother, hush." I run a hand down her hair. gently, calming. Lumina and

the tu,'ins, whoever they may be, are some of her common delusions. "Come to

your bed. I'11 make the twins go away for you."

I lead her to her room and help her onto the lumpy mattress, then reach for

the medicine bottle at her bedside, the one we get from the apothecary. Both he

and the medic say it helps with her episodes, and some davs it does, but often it's

like nothing will bring her back at all. I feed her a thick, pungent spoonful of
the sludgy medicine and pull her scratchy, too-thin blanket over her.

Mother takes the dose without prorest, her eyes drifting shut almost as soon

as her head hits the pillow. My stomach churns while I watch over her. The

pain of this, of having to drug my own parent into complacency, never dulls.

Finally, her breathing evens out, and I go check on Saela.
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