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      The scent of bread and pastries drifting through the back door of the Golden Cup makes my stomach growl. I pause in the kitchen yard, listening to the sound of voices and the clank of pots from within, wondering how likely it is they’ll have work for me.

      The Golden Cup is the last stop on my rounds of the various establishments that might be willing to trade a morning’s work for a meal. I rarely come here. The Cup is a well-known teahouse that brings in some of the wealthiest merchants and even a few nobles. Three stories high, its tiled roofs curve up at the ends, supported by painted pillars. The geometric woodwork across the walls speaks of the owners’ close ties to the eastern kingdoms. Perhaps that—the tenuous connection of a shared heritage—might tempt the cook into offering me a little work in exchange for food.

      Enough dithering. Gathering my hopes, I cross the hard-packed earth to the kitchen door. As I raise a hand to knock against the doorframe, the cook turns toward me, a paring knife in his hands. He’s new, and not of the eastern kingdoms at all, his skin the deep brown of the local islanders.

      “I’ve no work for you,” he says before I even open my mouth. “Better try the fish markets.” He turns, calling an order to one of the kitchen staff.

      But I’ve already been to the fish markets this morning. While the women who run the stalls know me, they’re only two fists away from poverty themselves. There are few errands they can’t send their own children on, though they’ll sometimes keep a job for me if they can. It’s a kindness I appreciate and try not to abuse too often. Nor did the docks have anything to offer, nor anywhere else I’ve tried.

      I stand a moment longer in the doorway, but there’s no point in staying, or begging. I rub my chest as I leave, as if I could rub away the disappointment, the terrible smallness knotted there. Which is no more possible than rubbing away my hunger.

      I trudge across the wide square before the Cup and find a wall to sit beneath where I can’t be charged with driving off customers. Those passing by barely spare me a glance, their minds on other matters. The morning is already turning muggy, spring easing into summer. Another season passed begging for odd jobs and trying to keep clear of trouble, and another season of the same approaching.

      I lean my head against the wall and admit I’m tired. Wrung out by the daily scrabble to survive, with nothing but the worry of where my next meal will come from to carry me forward. I have friends, but it’s awkward when your friends know how needy you are. It’s uncomfortable, and sometimes the best way to keep them is to pretend you don’t need anything at all. Or you only need little things—the occasional piece of fruit, or the odd job run. Except I don’t like lying, and wish—how I wish—I had the sort of family that my friends do, always there in a wide network that makes sure each child is raised well, each person cared for. When someone falls down, a dozen people step in to help them because they are kin.

      My hand comes to rest on the lump in my pocket, my most prized possessions, bundled up in a bit of fabric. We can’t all have our wishes, after all. It’s a truth I’ve come to terms with: my family is gone. My friends are kind, but they cannot do everything for me.

      I still have to eat.

      I’ve stolen before, but usually only small things, just enough to feed me for a day until I can find work again. But I hate it, hate taking from others who are only a few steps further away from poverty than I am. Nor do I want to get caught and thrown in prison for my transgressions. I’ve been there once before, and I don’t ever want to go back. Most importantly, I don't want to disappoint those who have given me their kindness—people like Tendaji, who negotiated my release from prison when I was taken in for being homeless, and who still checks in on me every few weeks.

      I look up, watching the passersby. Perhaps I’ll see someone who needs help carrying their packages, or their shopping basket. Perhaps I’ll see—I pause, blinking as I spot a familiar head of shaggy hair, chestnut streaked with black. There’s no mistaking that mane, as unusual here as my own sand-gold skin. There’s also no question that Kenta shouldn’t be here—passing the Golden Cup and heading into the smaller alleys with their shoulder-to-shoulder buildings that house the poorer families of Karolene. Kenta works for his uncle’s business back on the docks, dealing with the merchant ships, and it’s still only morning. Yet here he is, striding into the cramped streets with a clear sense of purpose.

      There’s really only one reason I can think of that Kenta would slip away from his duties. And while I know the Shadow League—and Tendaji specifically—won’t want me meddling, I can’t help the force that pushes me to my feet and after Kenta. It’s a mystery, at least, and that’s better than having to decide if I’m going to try to steal a bit of fruit, or if I can afford to wait until evening to search for a day-end errand to pay for it.

      It only takes me a minute to catch up, and then I fall back into a walk. Kenta leaves the poorer neighborhoods via a cross street that cuts through the metalsmiths’ road, then continues on, turning into the smaller alleys that run past the tanners’ stinking wells of ammonia. A circuitous route. Either I’ve been less circumspect than I thought and he suspects he’s being followed, or he’s just muddying his path as a precaution, which would make perfect sense if he’s doing something for the Shadow League.

      I pause at the mouth of an alley, leaning against the white-painted adobe wall and waiting for Kenta to draw farther ahead of me. A broader road intersects with ours a little ways on. I frown as Kenta casts a sharp glance down the road and then starts walking faster, his head bowed.

      Trouble, though what kind I’m not sure. I hurry ahead, not wanting to lose him. As I near the corner, the people around me change. Pedestrians move quickly away from the main road, their shoulders brushing the buildings as they walk, most of them quiet, although someone calls a word to the food vendor at his stall just this side of the intersection.

      Their actions tell me everything I need to know. I risk a glance anyway as I reach the main road, keeping close to the opposite buildings. Down the center of the broad avenue stroll a group of five mercenaries. Their earth-brown skin is not that different from the locals’, but these mainlanders are taller, and they wear black bands around their right arms proclaiming their service to Arch Mage Blackflame.

      I keep walking. Kenta turns down a side road, disappearing from sight. If I want to catch him, I need to speed up, but I don’t dare run and attract the mercenaries’ attention. Better to cut down another alley and try to loop around to him. But the gaps between the buildings are too tight to squeeze through. Kenta has taken the first turn he can, and all I can do is try to get there myself.

      I hurry toward it, the spreading quiet behind me making my skin prickle. From the back, my smooth black hair might set me apart, but at least I’m wearing the same short tunic and loose pants as the local boys. Hopefully they won’t get close enough to spot me as a poor foreigner and easy game. I certainly don’t want them to realize I’m not a boy at all.

      Behind me, I hear a shout. I pivot on instinct to face the sound. One of the mercenaries stumbles sideways while the remaining four burst into raucous laughter. I watch, knowing I should make a run for the alley, but still unsure what has happened. The stumbler rubs his head, cursing. A lemon rolls to a stop some distance away from him, a second in the hand of one of the other mercenaries. He tosses it once and then lobs it at his comrade.

      The lemon bounces off his chest, and the man snarls in fury, barreling forward to grab the perpetrator and slam him sideways into the small wooden food stall by the corner. A great pot of fragrant urojo soup flies off the counter as the whole structure topples, the supports splintering as they hit the cobblestones. The plate of lemons that once sat on the counter sends golden globes rolling across the road.

      The vendor has already retreated: he stands plastered against the building behind him, hands pressed to his mouth, watching his livelihood being smashed to pieces before his eyes. My hands curl into fists. I might steal to survive, but I would never engage in such wanton destruction.

      The first mercenary stands over the wreckage, laughing. His friend-in-arms scrabbles to right himself and he offers him a hand up, pretending to dust his adversary off. They’re all laughing now. Then they look over, straight at the vendor. He drops his eyes, staring at the cobbles under his feet as if they might save his life.

      It takes everything in me not to cross to him and help him pick up the pieces of what’s left. But I can’t afford to draw the mercenaries’ attention—no one can. We all stand still in our places, waiting, like puppets whose strings are knotted past saving.

      With a dismissive shake of his head, the first mercenary turns away, his friends following after him. The moment their backs are turned, three onlookers move toward the vendor. That’s good at least. They’ll have more to offer than I do. Though I might do some good through the Shadow League, if Tendaji will just allow me.

      I turn, heading for the alley again, as if I hadn’t been watching the mercenaries. I can hear them talking, voices loud and carrying at my back as I make the turn. But no matter that I’m facing away, I can’t shake the sight of the food vendor, his livelihood destroyed. If he’s lucky, the people around him will help him cobble together the wood for another stand, and the money to buy new ingredients. Neighbors might send over enough food that the family can get by for a few days, but no one in his circles will have enough to help him start over quickly and easily. It will be a struggle with no certainty that he won’t slip into the same poverty I’ve grown used to. All because of a handful of mercenaries who shouldn’t be here at all.

      When I first arrived in Karolene three years ago, the mercenaries were as new to the island as I. There would be an outcry when they marched through the markets and down the roads and broke or stole things. Sellers would shout at them and passersby would chastise them. But now, no one dares. It only took a few dozen disappearances, broken bodies showing up behind the sultan’s prison, for people to realize that opposing Blackflame’s men would mean death, or worse.

      There’s only one group that has managed to oppose them with any success, and that’s the Shadow League, an underground network of locals and the odd foreigner working together to undermine Blackflame’s efforts. But even if I know both Tendaji and his son, the core leadership of the movement, that doesn’t mean they want my involvement. They don’t.

      Doesn’t mean I won’t help if I can.

      I scan the alley, but there’s no sign of Kenta. I break into a jog, and take the first left on instinct—if the mercenaries threw Kenta off track and he was close to his destination, that’s the direction he’ll be heading. At the next intersection, I spot a bright-eyed boy playing a game with a set of colored stones and a stick.

      “Did you see a young man come through here?” I ask. “He has big, shaggy brown hair streaked with black.”

      The boy grins and points to my right. “That way.”

      “Thanks,” I say and head down the road. The buildings have grown close together, the roads winding and curving around them, occasionally passing right through them, the walls creating tunnels.

      Another minute, and I spot Kenta ahead of me. He disappears into a darkened doorway.

      I frown as I draw near, my sandals slapping against the hard-packed dirt. I don’t know this building. Perhaps I’m wrong—perhaps Kenta came here on some errand for his uncle
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