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ro replace grime-cakecl rvalls r,vith a starry night. When mv head

fin:rl1v peeks over the top, I greedily gulp dorvn the strcky ai.r, then

clinrb up and over, immediately bonrbardecl rvith a ner,v concoction
of srnells far more Llnpleasant than the stench of soot clinging to mv
body, my clothes, my hair. Sr,veat, fish, spices, and I'm quite certain
some sort of bodily fluid, blends to create the aroma that surrounds

Loot Alley.
Balancing atop the chimney, I strain my eyes on the shadowed

roof to inspect my sticky arm. I'd nearly forgotten to examine it
rvithout the usual biting pain that accompanies a sword slash to
remind me.

I rip off a strip of cloth from the sweaty tank that clings to my

body, dabbing at the gash with it.
Adena's going to kill me.for ruining her stitching. Again.

I'm surprised rvhen I don't Gel the familiar twinge of pain as I
rub at my arm rvith the rough fabric, impatiently sopping up the

stickiness.

And that's rvhen I smell it.
Honey,

The same honey that belongs to the sticky buns oozing out of
the many pockets in my ragged vest and dripping down my arm -
mistaken for blood. I sigh, rolling my eyes at myself.

It's a u,elconre surprise, nonetheless. Even honey soaking my
clothes beats trying to r,vash blood out.

I take in a deep breath and look out over the crumbling, rundown
burldings cast in shadorvs by the flickering lampposts dotting the

street. There's not much electricity here in the slums, but the king
generously spared us a fe'nv lampposts. Thanks to the Volts and

Scholars r-rsing their abilities to create a sustained power grid, I have

to ."vork exceptionally hard to slay in the shador,vs.

Farther from the slums, the more the ror,vs of shops and homes

slorvlv improve in condition and size. Shacks turn into homes,

honres turn into mansions, leading up to the most daLlnting building
of all. Squinting through the darkness. I can just barely make out
the loon:Ling towers of the royal castle and the sloping dome of the

Bowl Arena that resides beside rt.
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swinging nry legs over the side to dangle above the street. Blowing

out a breath, I let go and bite my tongue against a yelp as gravity

yanks me towards the ground. With a soft thud I drop ungracefully

into a nlerchant's -uvagon brimming r,vith hay. The sti{f straw pokes

through nry clothes like one of Adena's pincushions, and a cloud of
soot and hay rises on the night breeze when I jump out onto the

street.

Passing the time by plucking strarv from rny tangled hair, I begin

my journey back to the Fort, -'veaving through beat-up merchant

carts, all abandoned for the night, feet dancing over trash and broken

trinkets. Looters slumped against alleys or tucked in bet-nveen

buildings r,vhisper among themselves as I pass.

I feel the r.veight of the dagger tucked into my boot and relax

at the comfort of the cool steel as I pass groups of fellow horneless

huddling together for the night. I can see the faint shimmer of
purple forcefields shielding some, while others don't even have an

abitity strong enough to allor,v thern to sleep peacefully, rvhich is the

exact reason they call the slums their horne.

I keep my steps sr,vift and sure as my eyes sweep back and forth

across the alleys, never letting my guard down. The poor don't

discriminate. A shilling is a shilling, and they don't care if they

jump someone worse off than them to get it.

Several guards cross nry path as I zigzag down streets, forcing

me to slorv down to steer clear of them. Every shop, corner, and

street has been bestowed the gift of leering, white-uniformed lar,v

enforcers. These brutal Imperials have been stationed evervwhere

along Loot Alley by decree of the king due to an increase in crime.

Clearly has nothing to do -'vith me.

I slip dor'vn a smaller alley, making nry way towards the dead

end. There, tucked in the corner, is a mangled barricade of broken

merchant carts, cardboard, old sheets, and Plague knows what else.

Before I'm even halfr'vay to the pile of garbage we call home, a face

obscured by wild shoulder-length curls pops up over the Fort.
'Did you get it!?'

lJntangling her long legs from where she sits, she effortlessly

stands and phases right through the three-foot wa1l of our trash

barricade without a x
towards me with so mr

offered her a real roofo'
I can give her neither of
in her opinion.

I sigh. 'I'm offended

have a little more faith ir
pack from my back and

unable to suppress mv !
She greedily claws tt

through the soft folds o

bangs hanging in her hc

singlehandedly erafi catr

woman not much becer

Like I'm the hero an<

Adena's smile could r

you and your stickv tinr
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my pockets.

'Speaking of sticks i
fish around in my pock
slightly unapperieiag s:

Adena's eyes go tric
my hand just as greedil
and strides right back d

plopping herself dorva ,

inside of the barricade- I

unlike her, I ungraceful
'I bet Maria u'asn't to

Poor thing should reelh
a crooked smile joining

Despite my robbi',g r
several years, she's sdll c
least she's trying-

Actually,' I sav u-it
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stationed around her shop than normal. She must be getting tired of
all the stolen sticky buns over the years.'

Adena nalrows her hazel eyes at the sight of my smile.'Thank
the Plague you didn't get caught, Pae.' As soon as the familiar phrase

slips past her lips, myjar'v sets instinctively whrle hers falls open mid-
bite. She visibly cringes, her bror,v crinkling and throat clearing.
'Sorry. Bad habit.' My fingers drift to the thick ring on my thumb,

spinning it mrndlessly while I muster a weak smile. This topic is one

u,e t_vpically trv to avoid, though it's my fault the subject became

suddenlv ar.vkrvard to speak of in the first place.

All due to a moment of weakness that I wish I wasn't so relieved

about. 'You knolv it's not the words that bother ore, i1'5-'
'It's the meaning behind them,' she cuts in with a smile and a

shockingly accurate imitation of my voice.

I nearly choke on my laugh and a piece of sweet dough. Are you

quoting me, A?'

By way of answering, she takes a bite of sticky bun before

declaring betlveen mouthfuls, And it's not the Plague that makes

vou sick, it's rvhat came after.'

I nod sloq,l_v rvhile absentmindedly tracing the rug's worn pattern

beneath us, the feeling farniliar beneath my finger. The idea of
thanking the Plague that killed thousands of Ilyans makes me lose

my appetite for even sticky buns. Thanking the thing that caused so

much pain and death and discrimination.

But all anyone cares about nor,v is who the Plague didn't kill. The
kingdom r,vas isolated for years to keep the sickness from spreading

to the surrounding cities, and only the strongest in Ilya survived the

disease that altered the very structure of humans. The fast became

exceptionally faster, the strong became unbeatable, and those
-'vho lurked in the shadours could become the shadows. Dozens of
supernatural abilities rvere bestowed upon Iiyans alone, all varying
in strength, purpose, and power.

Gifts given as a rer.vard for surviving.
They are E1ite. They are extraordinary. They are exceptional.

Just . . .' Adena trails o{f, poking at her sticky bun r,vhile struggling
to form r,vords for once. Just be careful, Pae. If you get caught and

aren't able to talk vot
'I'11 be fine,' I su

washes over me. 'Thi
She sighs through

I know. You can han,

I feel that rush of
and grateful that she

survived the Plague

abilities. No, the Ord
next several decades I
lived in peace.

Until King Edric ,

live in his kingdon
It was over thre

land. Due to the r

the king's Healers

were carrylng an

reason they hadn'r

became harmful to
Ordinaries were d'r

I fight the urge t
My father believ

But even if I hadp,
though a girl from

But the king cor

worse by mere Or
extraordinary.

And so bcg,-:: .-.
Even nox,, decad

under the scolding

stories whispered ar

Sticky fingers cl,

as sweet as the spr

stowed in the glirer

I've spent so much r

ever be real. Even-
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'Hide your.fcelings, hide yourfe(ff, and most itnportdntly, hide behind your

-facade. I'io one can know, Pacdy, Trust no one and nathitry but your instincts.'

My father's gentle voice is oddlyiarring as it echoes in my head,

remirrding me that every part of my Tife should be a lie and the girl
sitting before ne should be as deceived as the rest of the kingdom.

Selfishness only stole my sanity for a single night, but that was all

it took for me to endanger the both of us.

'Alright, enough talk of the Plague,'Adena says cheerily, scanning

the alley before adding, 'and your . . . situation.'

I don't bother stifling my snort. 'It seetns that two years haven't

been enough tirne for you to practice subtlety, A.'

I doubt she even heard me. Doubt she can foctts on anything

other than the fabric now gliding between her fingers. With hazel

eyes scanning over sewing supplies, Adena abandons our previous

conversation to rarnble about what pieces she'11 be making with the

nerv silk. Her warm brown hands dig through scraps of fabric in
the flickering lamplight, beginning to fold edges, pin corners, prick

fingers, curse relentlessly.
'W'e fall into the type of easy conversation that only comes after

spending vears surviving on the streets together, making it easy to

interpret Adena's garbled words around the pins pressed between

her lips. I roll over, finally falling quiet as I u'atch her steady fingers

and furrowed brow, too engrossed rvith her work to sleep.

A stabbing pain in my side has rny drooping eyes flying open,

drowsiness forgotten. The jagged stone jutting up from the alley

lloor has me groggily grumbling, 'Mark my words, I'm going to

steal a cot one day.'

Adena rolls her eyes at me, just as she does every night I make

the same enlpty prornise. 'I'11 believe it r,vhen I feel it, Pae,' she

slngsongs.

I've rolled over about a dozen times before a scratchy, balled-up

blanket collides with rny head. 'If you don't quit your squirming,

I ss,ear I'11 sew- you to the bloody ground,' Adena says with all the

s\\'eetness of a sticky bun.

'I'll believe it when I feel it, A.'
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'Alright, alright, I yield!' Kitt sputrers. 'Bi-rt only because I
rvouldn't want poor Eli to have to set another one of our broken
noses.'

I chuckled darkly at the thought of seeing the look on the royal
phvsi.cian's face if we were to stumble in rvith yet anorher broken

bone. After standing to my feet, i ofTer a hand to Kitt who's sti1l

sprar.vled on the ground.

The sruile he gives me doesn't quite reach his eyes rvhen he

finally says, 'Plagues, Kai, you're better r,vith my powers than I anr.'

And that is rthy ),ol r,vill be ruling the country,'I say simply,
'rvhile I'11 be fighting on the battlefield, distracting the enen.ry rvith
m), dashing good looks.'

'Are vou saying I couldn't distract the enerny rvith nry own
dashing good looks?' Kitt asks through his deep laughter, feigning
ofGnse.

'I'm saying that we are only half-brothers, so I'm afraid that
means you only have half my charms.'

Kitt barks out another laugh. 'By that logic, I suppose you only
have half my brains then.'

'Thank the Plague for that.' The r.vords are barely out of my
mouth before he's shol,ing nre u,,ith a grin.

'We rvalk the tvorn path betlveen the dirt training circles that
reside on the castle grounds. Imperials in training and other Elites of
higher statns continue their sparring as we pass, most using abilities
rvhile fes- use weapons.

Heads turn torvards us, their eyes burning my skin mirroring the

sun beating down on us from above. Ignoring the stares, I breathe

in the training grounds' farniliar scent of literal blood, sr,veat, and

tears before grabbing :r s-nvord from a weapons rack and tossing one

to Kitt, rvho's expression can onlv be described as exasperated.
'\bu knorv I'r,e ahvays enloyed fighting u,ith rl.eapons nrore than

abilities,' I say in alls\\rer to his pointed look as I mindlesslv test the

balance of my blade.

Kitt saunters farther into the muddy rine, all but rolling his

e1-es. 'Yes, I'rn r.vel1 aware of horv n.ruch you love to beat dorvn
on nre rvith a su,ord.' I rotate my r,rrrist, srvinging rnv blade as rn,e

begin circling each other-
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