

[image: Images]



[image: Images]





FOR MOM, DAD, AND KATIE





Chapter One


Adoption Day is the worst.


Way too early in the morning, Sister Perla stands over my bed, her wrinkled face illuminated in the flickering candlelight. Wisps of gray hair frame her grim expression, a stark contrast to her white robes. I throw my blanket over my head, resolving that today, of all days, I will not get up. I close my eyes.


“Alli,” she says, “don’t you know what today is?” She yanks the blanket off me.


“Well, since yesterday was the fifty-second day of Ilaina’s Month, I’d guess today is the fifty-third,” I say without opening my eyes.


“Yes,” she snaps. “Adoption Day. And if you aren’t up in one minute you’ll have kitchen duty for a week.”


Now I look at her. The hard set of her jaw means she’s not bluffing. This is not the day to test her.


I toss aside my blanket, shivering in the drafty morning air. The bare wood floor is gritty under my feet as I reach for a set of clothing. Around me, the other girls rush to put on their nicest clothes and brush their hair, frantically trying to look their best. With a muttered curse, I find my oldest, grayest uniform and throw it on. It helps that I still have a black eye from yesterday.


Sister Perla herds us upstairs to the chapel, where Headmistress Morgila is waiting to give us her annual lecture. We must be on our very best behavior, we must smile and be polite and use our manners, blah, blah, blah. I always roll my eyes and sigh as many times as possible during the speech just to remind her how I feel about all this. In the past few years, she’s taken to ignoring me, and this year is no exception. She knows lecturing me is a waste of her time and mine.


Once Sister Morgila finishes her speech, we line up to leave gifts or offerings for Harona. People call on Harona a lot around here, since she’s supposed to be the patron saint of children and families. And since Adoption Day is held on Harona’s Day, the pleas to her are more desperate now than usual.


I haven’t said any prayers or left any gifts on this holiday since I was eight. Harona and I are not on good terms.


With our obligatory gift giving complete, we all troop downstairs into the big playroom, where a few old toys are strewn across the juice-stained rug, and a drooping map of Azeland fails to hide the peeling puke-yellow paint that coats the walls. The first order of business is the distribution of simple name tags: stiff white paper with our names inked black. We’re supposed to pin them to our clothes, like dogs with tags on their collars, so we can be on display for strangers.


Mine goes in the trash.


But right before I throw it out, I take a second to look at it. It’s the only time I ever see my name printed out all official, in fancy script and sharp black ink: Alli Rosco. It seems legitimate, somehow, like a real name for a real girl, not an orphan. I run my finger over the ink, real quick, just to see what it feels like. Then it goes into the trash like all the other nametags before it. I don’t even bother to hide what I’m doing, since the Sisters have other things to fuss over right now.


After my ceremonial Chucking of the Name Tag, Sister Morgila explains to the new kids what will happen on Adoption Day. The potential families will meet with the Sisters to discuss what kind of kid they’re looking for, and the Sisters will try to match us up. The family decides if they want to adopt someone or not, and that’s the end of it. If they don’t, Sister Morgila promises that a “better match” will be found, but we all know there’s no guarantee. Every year that we aren’t adopted worsens our chances. The younger kids go quickest. And a lot of us age out without being adopted.


We’re told to act naturally, to play like this is a normal day, but only the little kids actually do. The older, scared ones sit in a corner and pray to Harona. A few others who have been here awhile just lie around and pretend not to care, but hope and fear are all mixed up in their eyes. They haven’t given up. Not yet.


Give them another few years, and then they’ll be like me. I used to get my hopes up too, thinking that maybe it would be good this time, maybe things would work out, maybe they’d like me. But they were looking for the perfect child, the well-behaved little girl they’d always dreamed of, and I wasn’t what they expected.


Adoption only works for the good kids. Not the ones like me.


After an hour or so, the Sisters come in and call out names. Some of the kids who are called come back, looking heartbroken. Some don’t.


I won’t be called. I’m notorious. Everyone’s heard about how I ran away from the families who adopted me, and about the time I tried unsuccessfully to escape the orphanage. The past two years, I was the only girl who wasn’t called, and I don’t want to ruin my streak this year. And Sister Morgila knows better than to call me. Right?


By late afternoon, almost everyone’s been called at least once, and the room’s thinning out. I decide to take a nap, but the door opens and Sister Morgila walks in, carrying her clipboard. In the dim light she looks like a ghost with her flowing white robes. A wrinkly old ghost, that is.


She looks right at me.


“Alli Rosco.”


I smirk at her. “You need something, Sis?”


She rolls her eyes, a habit she picked up from me. “Come on,” she says. “I want you to meet someone.”


“They don’t want to meet me,” I mutter, just loud enough that she can hear.


Sister Morgila ignores me and leads the way into the dim, drafty hall. We’re halfway to her office when she glances at my face and freezes. “What happened this time?”


She’s spotted my black eye, then. “Like it? I think it makes me look lovely.”


“Don’t tell me you were fighting again.”


I scowl. “Sorry to disappoint you, Sis. But I was minding my own business, doing my chores, when stupid Pips decided to mouth off. You know how I can’t stand mouthy eleven-year-olds.”


“They’re almost as bad as mouthy twelve-year-olds.”


“Good thing we don’t know any of those,” I agree, but secretly I’m kind of pleased she remembers how old I am. There are so many kids here, she probably doesn’t remember most of their names half the time. But Sister Morgila and I have a special relationship, based primarily on mutual sarcasm and eye rolling.


“And for goodness’ sake, could you at least try to be civil?” she adds as we resume walking down the hall.


“I am the very essence of civility.”


She rolls her eyes again, and I snicker. “You must stop doing that,” I say, mimicking her voice. “It makes you look hostile.” “Hostile” is one of her favorite words to describe me.


To my surprise, she smiles. “Mock me all you want,” she says. “Just lose the attitude when we meet this family. By some miracle, they’re looking to adopt an older girl and they haven’t heard of your, er, reputation yet.”


We stop at the end of the hall in front of Sister Morgila’s office, which is strictly off-limits except for today. She turns to me, and this time her expression is serious. She puts one hand on my shoulder. If I didn’t know better, I’d think this gesture is one of motherly concern. “Remember, Alli, they’re looking to adopt you, not torture you. Keep that in mind.”


“There’s a difference?” I say.


She presses her lips together in a tight line. “Don’t look so hostile and aggressive when you meet them.”


“But I am hostile and aggressive.”


“Yes, but you can pretend, can’t you?”


I shrug. She sighs and opens the door.


The room doesn’t seem to have changed at all since the last time I was called. But it’s hard to tell, since I was only in here for a few minutes last time before I took a walk with the family around the garden. The garden where, on this day, people wander around with their potential adoptees while everyone else is preoccupied inside—including the guards, who are busy letting people in and out of the gates right now.


The realization hits. Today, there won’t be any guards in the garden.


The garden that is only steps away from freedom.


My previous plan, up to this point, was to be as rude and sarcastic as possible and wait to be sent back to the playroom. But this is the perfect opportunity for another escape attempt. After all, who’d expect a kid to run away when she’s being adopted, right? And how hard can it be to act civil for a couple of minutes?


I’m about to age out anyway, so I haven’t really been planning another escape attempt. I could wait. Let them dump me as soon as legally possible, on the day I turn thirteen.


But why wait when you can run?


I straighten up a little as we walk through the door. Sister Perla stands behind the large desk, and sitting in front of her is a tall, thin woman with a beaklike nose and a sharp face. Beside her is a little girl, probably three or four. The girl’s blond curls are tied back with spiraling pink ribbons, and her clothes are drenched in so much lace I’m surprised she hasn’t drowned in it. She’s annoyingly cute, while the mother is annoyingly stiff. I hate both of them immediately.


My first instinct is to turn to Sister Morgila and say, “Are you serious?” But I remember my plan. Okay, it’s not much of a plan, but it’s better than nothing.


I don’t know how to look sweet or docile, and attempting to smile will only make my black eye look worse, so I settle for a neutral expression.


“Here she is,” Sister Perla says cheerfully. “Alli, this is Kateline Autsdau and her daughter, Krystallia. Ms. Autsdau, this is Alli Rosco.”


It takes all my self-restraint not to say anything. Their names are so delightfully pretentious they beg to be made fun of. Sister Morgila looks surprised when I keep quiet. She closes the door and crosses the room, standing beside Sister Perla.


The Autsdaus both stare at me like I’m a creature with two heads. They’re not even trying to be subtle about it. My resolve hardens. There’s no way I’m going anywhere with these snobs.


“Alli is twelve,” Sister Perla says. “We celebrate her birthday during Saint Zioni’s Month.”


Ms. Autsdau, who I have just dubbed Bird Lady, looks at Sister Morgila. “What happened to her eye?”


Anger shoots through me, red-hot and instant. Nothing’s worse than the people who talk about me like I’m not even there, like I’m incapable of speaking for myself. I bite down hard on my tongue, and my fingers twitch.


Sister Morgila tries to bridge the awkward silence. “It’s a sports injury. Alli is very athletic.” Out of the corner of her eye, she’s looking at me with suspicion. She’s known me long enough to know something’s up.


Bird Lady purses her lips. “My Krystallia doesn’t play sports. She’s more academically inclined.”


I choke back a laugh.


“Alli is a highly intelligent child,” Sister Perla says, practically beaming at me. “I’m sure she would be quite brilliant if given the proper instruction.”


I bite my tongue harder. The best thing Sister Perla’s ever said about me before today is, “Alli doesn’t tolerate rudeness from anyone.” Which, coming from her, may not have been a compliment. Especially since she said it right after I punched a boy in the face for calling me a foul name.


Bird Lady doesn’t seem to be buying it either. She purses her lips again, and I swear it looks like she has a beak.


    “Why don’t the three of you talk in private,” Morgila says quickly. “Perhaps you’d like to go into the gardens? We have a refreshment table. . . .”


Bird Lady nods once, her beady eyes fixed on me again. Sister Perla springs to action, ushering us out the door and down the stairs, chattering about the weather in a falsely cheerful voice. Anger still courses through me, and I try to channel it into planning my escape.


There are a few other people milling about in the small garden. Sister Perla points out the refreshments and leads us to a small bench so we can “get to know each other.” With one last suspicious glance at me, she leaves.


Bird Lady perches on the edge of the bench with a sour expression, like she’s been asked to sit in filth. She pulls her daughter onto her lap, probably so she won’t soil her frilly dress by sitting on a garden bench.


    I sit next to them and survey the garden. The old gray house, covered in trails of ivy, is far back from here. The whole garden is enclosed by a stone wall, but it’s only about ten feet high. If I could find a way over it . . .


“So, dear,” says Bird Lady, addressing me for the first time, “why don’t you tell us about yourself?”


“Um,” I say, looking for a tall tree or something, “what would you like to know?”


Bird Lady looks irritated. “What are your interests? Do you pursue music? Art? Reading?”


“Um,” I say again. The orphanage doesn’t have the funding for many books or art supplies or musical instruments, so I really wouldn’t know. I’m about to make something up when I spot it—a small tree beside the wall, just high enough that I might be able to make the top. It’s on the opposite end of the garden, by the table with food on it.


“Are you thirsty?” I say, leaping to my feet. “Let me get us some, um, refreshments.” I move before Bird Lady even responds.


I walk to the refreshment table as fast as possible, scanning the garden as I go. There still aren’t any guards or Sisters out here. Saint Ailara, the patron of good fortune, must be praying for me today. Good thing, too, since I can use all the luck I can get.


I turn toward the tree, ready to make a break for it, but a door thuds open behind me. Another Sister is coming outside, leading some other family. I spin back to the refreshment table, pretending to be mulling over the pastry selection. I send a quick prayer to Saint Ailara.


But Ailara’s never listened to me twice in a row, and today is no exception. The Sister has spotted me and comes hurrying over. It’s Sister Romisha, who hates me.


“What are you doing out here?” she demands, hands on her hips.


“I’m with my potential adoptive family.” I nod toward Bird Lady and her daughter, who are watching this conversation from their bench.


Romisha looks at them, then back at me. “Then why are you all the way over here?”


“I’m just getting us some refreshments.” I pick up the nearest glass, which is filled with a fancy pink-colored liquid that would never in a million years be served to us orphans.


Romisha stares at the glass, probably wondering whether I’ve poisoned it. “Well, hurry up then.” She waits for me to collect my refreshments and return to Bird Lady.


She won’t leave until I go back to them, but I’m not about to go live with the snobby bird family. The tree is ten feet away from me. Close enough.


“On second thought,” I say, “I have other plans. Send them my regards, won’t you?”


I throw the pink liquid in her face and run.


Romisha screams, and everyone’s eyes are on me as I grab the lowest branch of the tree. Some of the bark peels off in my hands, making it impossible to get a firm grip. I finally manage to grasp the branch and haul myself up, just as Romisha recovers from the shock and barrels toward me. I find a foothold in the trunk and start climbing.


Romisha’s yelling orders at someone, and I hear doors opening across the garden as people come to see what’s happening. I look up for the next branch and grab on as Romisha lunges for my foot and catches it. I hang on as tight as I can, wrapping my arms around the branch. I kick blindly with my free foot, seeing nothing but bark and leaves and a sliver of sky. Pain shoots up my leg as Romisha yanks hard on it, but she’s not strong enough to pull me down. I twist and kick with all my might, hitting nothing but air and the occasional branch until finally my foot strikes something soft. There’s a yelp of pain, and her grip loosens enough that I wrench free.


I swing myself up, throwing my left leg over the branch I’m holding, and wrap myself around it. Something snaps as my full weight lands on the limb, and it quivers so hard that for a second I think it’s going to fall. But it holds, thank God it holds. I’m out of Romisha’s reach, but someone will start climbing up after me any second, probably.


I straighten up and face the trunk of the tree again. Untangling myself from the branch wastes precious seconds. The tree rustles as someone comes up after me. I climb like my life depends on it, which it probably does since Romisha will kill me if she gets her hands on me. The tree is so much bigger than it looked before. It’s an unending tree, and I’ll never get to the top; it’ll keep going and going and going until I can’t hold on anymore.


But now I’m near the top, it’s real, and the garden wall is a few feet away. The branches here are thinner, and they snap all over the place, so I only have a few seconds before I plummet to the ground.


Don’t look down.


I scan the wall for a handhold, but there’s nothing. The wall is farther than I thought, and I can’t reach it from here. I have to jump.


The top of the wall looks narrow, and if I miss it’s all over. But I’ve come this far, and it’s too late to turn back.


I jump.


The world spins as I go flying, and my knees hit the wall with a jolt. My hands scrabble desperately against the rough stone. But soon everything stops moving and I’ve done it, I’m on the wall.


I steady myself and sit up. Sister Romisha is at the bottom of the tree, screaming. One of the younger Sisters, a new one whose name I can’t remember, is halfway up the tree. Sister Perla is in the garden now with Sister Morgila, and they’re both looking at me like I’ve lost my mind. And in the corner, right about where I left them, are Bird Lady and her daughter, mouths hanging open, scandalized.


I grin at Sister Morgila. “Thanks for all your help, Sis,” I call, “but I can take it from here.”


I swing my legs around, grab the opposite edge of the wall with both hands, and lower myself down. It takes a second to find a foothold but I manage it, and I fall the last few feet. Then my shoes hit the pavement.


I’m free. I’m on the other side of the wall.


I take off running. Someone will probably come chasing after me any moment, but I don’t care. I can go wherever I want, run as fast as I want. I’m free.





Chapter Two


Unfortunately, being completely free means being completely on your own.


I didn’t know this before, but the reality hits me hard after the excitement wears off. I have nowhere to go and no food and no money and no anything.


Azeland is a patchwork city, with buildings of all different types and sizes and materials thrown together, as if scattered haphazardly by a giant hand. Still, there are divisions, some neighborhoods nicer than others. The orphanage sits just outside a round “plaza” that’s mostly just rundown secondhand shops. I skirt the edges of the plaza, not wanting to be seen by anyone, but keep to the south side of the city on instinct. That’s where the marketplaces and the farms and the poorer shops are. My past experience proved people on the north side will call the protectors if they see me running around. I’m too dirty and orphaned-looking to ever fit in there.


I run as far as I can manage, but before long I’m doubled over in the street, a burning stitch in my side. I’m used to running, but not this much. I can’t catch my breath, and my hands burn. They’re bleeding, scraped up from the tree and the rock wall, and so are my skinned knees. Great, just one more problem to worry about.


First, I have to get cleaned up. I’m too dirty even for the south side. Besides, word might get out about my escape, and someone will call the protectors on me for sure.


I look around, taking in my surroundings. I’m in the middle of a narrow cobbled street, lined with small, dingy shops. Faded signs advertising clothing stores and furniture repair lean dejectedly above poorly-constructed doors. Judging from the trash piled in the gutter and the boards on the windows, the street is mostly deserted. Footsteps and voices drift from up ahead, so I keep moving, cautiously this time.


Around the corner is a restaurant. A popular one, by the looks of things, in the middle of the lunchtime rush. Perfect.


I follow a family inside, keeping out of sight. The aroma of fresh bread wafts out of the open double doors, churning my stomach. I imagine the softness of the warm, fresh bread, with creamy butter melting on my tongue, and my mouth waters.


The interior is dimly lit and smoky. Dishes clatter, drowning out the low rumble of voices. As the people in front of me head toward the seating area, I spot a sign for the bathroom and head straight toward it. It’s empty. I lock the door.


A small mirror is tacked above the sink in the corner. Even though I’m tall for twelve, I still have to stand on tiptoe to see myself in it. A thin, dirty girl stares back at me, a smudgy bruise encircling one of her muddy brown eyes.


    I wash off the dirt and blood and tree bark and who-knows-what-else as best I can, which helps my appearance some. But there’s nothing I can do about my clothes, which were new a hundred years ago, or my hair, a matted mess of curls which has been in need of a good trim for basically my entire life. A hairbrush would help, maybe. . . . I try to brush it with my fingers, but it’s so knotted that I give up.


As I stand there, staring at my reflection in the chipped mirror, the enormity of what I’ve done finally sinks in. I am alone. Worse than that, I’m a fugitive now. They threatened to throw me in jail when I tried to escape last time, and I’m guessing they’ll make good on that threat this time. I’ll be locked in a tiny room with no light and no air and the walls closing in on all sides.


My hands shake. I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths to steady myself, but I can’t get the picture of a stark prison cell out of my head. Even the walls of the bathroom seem to be shrinking, collapsing on me. My breaths come faster, more shallow, and I can’t breathe, can’t breathe, can’t—


I turn the faucet on again and cup my hands under the stream. The water is freezing. I splash my face, feeling the little pinpricks of cold all over. The jolt to my senses clears my head. I gulp, but the air is so smoky my chest tightens.


A fist pounds on the door, hard and insistent. “Anyone in there?”


“Just—just a minute,” I call back, trying to sound older. I turn off the water, wipe my face dry, and glance in the mirror one last time. This will have to do.


I unlock the door and walk out. The woman stares at me, but I don’t look at her, trying to act natural. Now, if only I could find a way to get some food—


A protector.


He’s just walked in the main doors, right in front of me. He wears a standard red uniform, complete with a silver badge and lots of sharp, pointy weapons. The glint of silver and steel flashes a warning: Run.


The imagined taste of metal chokes me, sharp steel edges pressing against skin. Not again. I run back up the hall, past the bathroom, as far away as I can go.


I hear a shout but don’t look back. The hallway forks and I choose a path at random, only to find myself at a dead end in front of a single door. I shove it open, race through, and look for exits. Stairs loom up out of the darkness. I take them three at a time, praying I don’t fall.


The family must live above the restaurant, and I’m in their apartment now. There’s a small kitchen, a worn sofa, and a hallway lined with doors. Sunlight streams through the window across from me, and I glimpse weathered wood. The roof.


    I head for the window, shove aside the thin red curtains, and examine the pane. It’s simple enough to open, like the windows at the Carrians’ house. I lift it up, it slides an inch, and then . . . it sticks. It won’t open any farther, no matter how hard I shove.


I slam the window back down. In one corner the dirty glass is cracked. It’s been hit before, by a ball maybe, and smaller cracks trail out from the corner like a spider’s web.


I search for something heavy and find a kitchen chair. I slam it against the window, legs first. The window splinters with a crash, and some glass drops out of the pane, leaving a hole. But it’s not big enough.


Behind me, the door to the apartment thuds open. “Freeze!” a deep voice yells.


I don’t turn around. I lift the chair and slam the window again, and with another crash the glass shatters into a thousand pieces.


There’s a loud crack, and something hot whizzes past my ear. I duck just in time. Oh God, he’s using magic.


“Don’t move!”


I’m too close to freedom to stop now. I haul myself onto the windowpane, grabbing the frame for balance. Another crack sounds, and something flashes through the air, coming right at me—


Heat engulfs my right hand, and the wall beneath it explodes.


I don’t even have time to see what’s happening. I climb through the window onto the outer ledge, my burning hand dangling uselessly. Below me, part of the roof juts out from the restaurant, and it’s an easy jump from the window. The hard part is getting down from there.


I look around. I’m above the alleyway behind the restaurant. Where I’m standing is too high to jump from, but the roof slants down at a sharp angle. All I have to do is walk to the lower part of the roof and jump from there.


Good thing I’m not afraid of heights.


I should probably be more cautious, take it slow so I don’t fall off, but the protector’s footsteps sound right behind me, and I doubt he’s out of magical ammo. In a few steps I’m across the roof, at the edge of the slant, only a few feet from the ground.


I sit down on the edge, let my legs dangle off, and lower myself as much as I can.


Behind me, what remains of the window bursts apart with a tremendous crash, pieces of glass and wood skidding across the roof. The protector fires again with a crack.


I let go.


The fall hurts, but I land on my feet, and I haven’t broken any bones. Success.


I’ve had quite enough falling for one day, but I still have to run.


Luckily, running is what I do best.


The first time I ran away, I went through a window in the Carrians’ house. I didn’t have any sort of plan, but it didn’t matter. I’d had enough. They seemed all right at first, the Carrians. But it all went wrong so fast, when it became obvious that I wasn’t the perfect daughter they were looking for. All I remember of that first night with them is people saying how “adorable” I was and patting my head and bringing me gifts I didn’t like—lots of pink and lace and sparkles, which isn’t me at all—and asking questions about the orphanage that they didn’t really want the answers to. When I tried to be honest, everyone got really uncomfortable and averted their eyes. Mrs. Carrian’s smile got more and more manufactured as the night wore on, less teeth and more thinly-pressed lips, and I began to realize that I was not what they were expecting.


I tried to stick it out, honestly. But the neighbor kids kept picking fights with me, and I didn’t want to wear the frilly dresses, and the tutor they hired kept pursing her lips and frowning, and all these things made the Carrians upset. Then I overheard Mrs. Carrian crying to Mr. Carrian, and she said my name, and she used the word “mistake.” I knew what was coming. They hated me, and they were sending me back. I wasn’t about to let that happen.


So, out the window I went.


I’m embarrassed to say how quickly the protectors found me. I was back in the orphanage a few hours later. But, in my defense, I was only six.


The second time, I was eight, and it was the Puceys’ house, and I didn’t even have to escape, really, since they didn’t care if I ran or not. This time, I’d hated them right from the beginning. Having been thoroughly disillusioned with the whole adoption thing, I pitched a fit when the Puceys first showed up. But Sister Morgila gave me this spiel about how they just had to find the right “match” for me, and I believed her. (I was eight, and stupid.) So I went with the Puceys: Mrs., who looked like a dried prune and smelled like dishwater; Mr., who was never actually present long enough for me to determine what he was like; and their three kids, who sucked up all Mrs. Pucey’s attention. At first I couldn’t figure out why they even wanted another kid, but then it dawned on me: I was the charity child. Mrs. Pucey would make us all dress up for church and then parade us around, her perfect family plus the poor little orphan girl who had been so heroically rescued. The rest of the time, they did not particularly care where I was or what I did, except when I got into trouble. And I got into trouble a lot. It was all starting to look so horribly familiar. I packed my bag and walked out. I suspect part of the reason I was able to avoid detection for longer that time is that they didn’t even notice I was gone.


I lasted a couple of days, living in the alley behind a sweets shop. I thought the owner was on my side—he was nice, and gave me huge chunks of white chocolate. Then he called the protectors.


I haven’t been out on the streets since then. When I tried to escape from the orphanage a few years ago, I never made it that far. So I guess you could say that my street experience is next to nothing. The sweets-shop man taught me an important rule, though: Trust no one.


My first concern now, when I can spare a moment to breathe, is my injured hand. I don’t even know what that protector was firing at me, but I know it was magic. Outwardly, there are no signs of injury, but hours later my hand still burns. The black substance that coated it before seems to have seeped through the skin; small black lines trail across the back of my hand like inky veins. I’m not sure if it’s permanent, but eventually the pain dies down, so I decide to worry about more pressing concerns.


My second problem is hunger. I start hunting for scraps, but it’s not as easy as I thought it would be. Any leftover food is picked off quick by stray animals roaming the streets. The few outdoor trash bins behind shops have been ransacked and picked clean already. All the shops keep their doors locked.


The orphanage taught me not to be picky about what I eat, so I take food when I can get it. But the lack of food at the orphanage was nothing compared to this. I can’t ignore the hunger anymore.


So I set out on a mission.


The marketplace teems with people, and I’m afraid someone will spot me if I try to steal there. So I pick the most rundown shop I can find, which has paint so faded I can’t tell what color it used to be, thinking I won’t look out of place inside. That much is true. The shop is as dirty as I am, which is saying something. But there’s food.


Inside, the walls and floor are gray, streaked with dirt and dust. There’s only one other customer in the shop. Ignoring the knot of fear in my stomach, I head over to the food shelves.


I wait, pretending to examine some of the items for sale. The customer heads to the register, distracting the shopkeeper. It’s now or never. I take a deep breath, my hand shaking, and reach for the shelves. I start slipping little packages into my pockets. I’m not even sure what I’m taking, just that it’s food and it’s here. When my pockets are full, I turn and head for the door.


Only to bump right into a protector, who has chosen this exact moment to walk in.


I must have seriously offended Saint Ailara at some point in my life.


The protector takes one look at my guilty expression and slightly bulging pockets and stops. His hand moves toward the knives in his weapons belt. “Miss, I’m going to have to ask you to empty your pockets.”


I try to look innocent. “Sir, I really don’t think that’s necessary.”


His jaw tightens. “I’ll be deciding what’s necessary. Now please, empty your pockets. There’s no need for any trouble here.”


“You’re the one causing the trouble.” The words are out of my mouth before I think about it. Idiot. Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut for once in my life?


His eyes narrow. “Miss,” he says through clenched teeth, “I’m going to have to arrest you for uncooperation if you don’t—”


“Uncooperation?” I repeat. I can’t help it. I may not have paid any attention in language class, but Sister Romisha accused me of noncooperation enough times that I have to laugh. “I think you mean noncooperation. Non, not un. Even I know that. Apparently they’re letting any idiot become a protector these days.”


Apparently I’m an idiot too.


His face reddens, and he pulls a weapon out of its sheath. Just seeing it makes me think of the first time I ran away, of being six and cold and scared and having the hard edge of a knife pressed against my skin, but my fear is mixed with anger, too. I’m so tired of running. I’ve spent my whole life running, but the protectors and their knives always find me.


    “Sorry,” I say quickly, reaching into my pockets, “I didn’t mean that. See, I’m emptying my pockets now. . . .” My fingers close around one of the packages.


I pull it out, throw it at his face, and run.


He’s not as slow as Sister Romisha, though. He’s on me before I get out the door. His hand grabs the back of my shirt and it’s over—


A scream pierces the air. The guard whirls around, taking me with him, still not loosening his grip. The customer now has a knife to the shopkeeper’s throat.


“Let go of the girl,” the customer says, real calm. He’s a boy, not much older than me, but there isn’t any fear in his voice or expression. He’s totally in control.


The protector’s hand starts shaking. “Put away your weapon!”


Right, like he’s just going to listen.


    The boy smirks. “Nobody needs to get hurt. Release the girl, and we’ll be on our way. Otherwise . . .” He moves the knife a little. The shopkeeper makes a sort of strangled whimper.


The protector lets go of me, and I stagger backward. The boy mutters to the shopkeeper, and they both start moving. Slowly, they shuffle past me and the protector toward the door. I bolt for the exit.


I’m out. I should keep running, but I turn back to the door of the shop.


The boy walks backward through the door, holding the shopkeeper between himself and the protector like a shield. Abruptly, he lets go, spins around, and races toward me.


“Run!” he yells.


I don’t need to be told twice.


Instinct tells me to get away from the boy. He’s dangerous. But he seems to know where he’s going; he runs purposefully, not randomly like me. Following him seems like a good idea. Anyway, he just saved me.


So I follow him through the twists and turns of the streets and the crowds of a marketplace, whizzing past food stands until the cobbles turn to dirt under my feet. The streets grow narrower, the stalls and crowds disappearing, until we’re in a tight alleyway, wedged between two small shops. I’ve never been in this part of the city before, but it looks the same as the rest of the south side: dim, dirty, and mostly neglected.


Finally we both stop, leaning against an alley wall and gasping. We don’t say anything for a minute, just try to catch our breath. The dust we’ve kicked up from the street clogs my nose. The stone of the wall behind me scrapes against my skin, but I’m glad to have something solid to lean against.


I look at him closely for the first time. Like me, he has unruly black hair that’s been poorly cut and possibly never combed. But his skin is an even darker tan than mine, and his eyes are a warmer brown. His limbs are skeletally thin, his knees and elbows bony and sharp. He’s probably about thirteen.


He’s staring at me, too, and we just look at each other for a couple of minutes until I can’t take the silence anymore. “What did you do that for?” I ask. It sounds more accusatory than I mean.


He raises his eyebrows. “Is this your way of thanking me for saving you?”


“I had everything under control,” I say, even though I didn’t and we both know it. Softer, I add, “Why did you help me?”


“You needed help. And I’m no fan of the protectors myself.” He hesitates. “And thieves help each other.”


I guess it should’ve been obvious by now, but this still surprises me. “You’re a thief?” I take another look at his clothes. Long pants, a plain cotton shirt, sturdy shoes. They’re not nearly as bad as mine—a little grungy, maybe, but not patched or frayed or faded.


He hesitates again, like he’s about to say something else. “I’m Beck,” he says finally, extending his hand. “Beck Reigler.”


I shake it. “Alli Rosco.” In that brief second before our hands drop, it occurs to me that I should be scared of him. I just saw him hold a knife to a man’s throat. But I’m not scared. It’s something about the way he did it—like it was easy. He’s tough, and unafraid.


There’s another long silence as he looks like he wants to say something but never does. Then, “That was your first time stealing from a shop, wasn’t it?”


I start to deny it, but there’s no point. “How did you know?”


The corner of his mouth quirks up. Heat floods my face, and I glare at him. “Glad you find it amusing.” I turn away.


“Wait.” The trace of a smile is gone. “I’m sorry. It’s not funny.”


    I want to just walk away, but . . . I need to know. I need to know what I’m doing wrong. So I turn around, hands on my hips, and scowl at him. “What? What do you want?”


    “Look,” he says, “I can help you. I know . . . well, I know how hard it is to live on the streets. And—”


“Why are you so interested in me?” I don’t trust him. He’s like the man in the sweets shop, all nice and friendly until he betrays you. He starts to speak again, but I cut him off. “Look, I appreciate your help back there, all right? But I can take it from here.”


He shakes his head. “No offense, but you won’t last five minutes. The streets will eat you alive if you don’t know what you’re doing. I’ve seen it happen. But I can teach you—”


“For your information,” I say furiously, “I don’t want your help. Save your concerns for someone who cares.” I turn away again. I can figure out what I’m doing wrong by myself.


“Do you have anywhere to stay tonight, Alli?” he says quietly. “I know of a place, if you want.”


I don’t speak. He waits for a minute, then shrugs and turns around. “I’ll just go, then.”


He walks away, toward the other end of the alley.


It’s stupid. I shouldn’t do it. I don’t trust him. There must be a catch.


But I’m curious, and I don’t know what to do on my own.


I don’t have anything to lose.


“Wait,” I say. He stops. “I changed my mind. I’m coming.”





Chapter Three


Beck leads me to a street that looks totally abandoned, just like the one outside the orphanage. All the buildings have peeling paint and broken windows, and the grass grows up around them like a snare. The street is unpaved and strewn with garbage and mud. It’s like the whole world’s forgotten about this place.


It’s perfect.


Beck’s hideout is an old clothing shop. The paint on the front sign has faded so much that I can’t tell what it used to say. The front door and windows are heavily boarded and stained with graffiti. A lone shingle dangles precipitously from the roof, probably knocked loose during a storm.


Beck and I trip over the uneven ground in the narrow, dark alleyway between buildings to reach the back of the shop, where Beck shows me how the old door pops off its broken hinges. Just like that we’re inside, but no one can tell we’ve ever been here. Beck’s reasons for choosing this place become obvious as I look around. The back room we’re standing in is full of cardboard boxes, and those boxes are piled high with a seemingly random variety of clothing. Up front, there’s a table with a cash register in the corner. Another corner houses two dressing rooms, and the rest of the space is racks and racks of clothing, in all sizes. Almost everything is coated in a fine layer of dust, and some of the clothes look moth-eaten, but otherwise it’s all still wearable.


Seeing my jaw drop, Beck smiles. “Take whatever you want.”


I find some bags in the corner and grab a particularly large pack to throw extra clothes in. I wander among the racks, looking for things in my size. I seize a sturdy-looking pair of pants, a cotton shirt, and a dark red jacket with plenty of pockets. I change clothes in one of the dressing rooms, leaving my old patched things on the floor. I remove the few packages of food I managed to steal from the shop and put them in my bag. Unfortunately, this shop doesn’t have any shoes, so I’ll have to make do with my old ones.


I find Beck in the back room. He’s using one of the boxes like a table and laying food out on it: bread, a strip of meat, an apple. “Help yourself,” he says.
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