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CHAPTER ONE

A sudden cramp made Cat’s belly clench, but she ground her teeth together and kept
walking. The market square was alive with sound and movement, every vendor calling
out loudly to the passers-by. Her prey paused to look at atable of brass lamps and Cat
slowed her pace, not wanting to get too close too soon. She’d watched this man before in
the market, many times, and he had his habits — one of which would make him the
poorer today. And Cat richer, if al went well.

Richer and free, she thought.

Another cramp, this one more severe than the last, amost made her double over and
she had to stop, breathing deeply until her muscles unclenched.

A hand clasped her upper arm and she turned to find Brandt beside her. The older,
larger boy dragged her to the side and |eaned down to whisper in her ear.

“What are you about, Runt?” His grip on her arm was painful, but she lowered her
eyes and bowed her head. Brandt liked his crew cowed and afraid of him, and didn’t
hesitate to beat them if they didn’t show what he felt was proper deference. “You been
following him for ten minutes now!”

“I’m simply waiting for the right time,” Cat whispered back.

Brandt cuffed her across the back of the head. “Don’t you uppity-talk me!”

Cat grimaced, but kept her eyes down and nodded. She often wondered why Mother
Agnes had taught her to speak properly, when al it did was get her into trouble with the
likes of Brandt. She kept at it, though, even if it was mostly kept in her head and the
words she voiced were nothing but the street-cant of the othersin the gang. There was
more than a bit of Mother Agnes’ advice that she didn’t understand the reason for, but the
old woman had been proved right often enough to make Cat follow it all regardless.

Another cramp ran through her and she grunted.

Brandt narrowed his eyes. “What’s yer gripe? You sick?”

Cat ran ahand over her belly, massaging — that helped a bit.

“Hungry,” she said.

That was a plausible enough explanation, for Brandt had dragged them out to the
market with no breakfast, but it wasn’t the real reason. The real reason was that her
monthly courses had arrived the night before, but she couldn’t tell Brandt that. Doing so
would let out the secret she’d been hiding for all the years she’d been running with
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Brandt’s crew, the secret Mother Agnes had started when Cat was just four years-old and
sat with her at the begging bowl each day. No, it wouldn’t do at all for Brandt to learn
that Cat was a girl and not the scrawny boy he thought she was.

“We’re all hungry,” Brandt said. “And we’ll be hungrier if we don’t bring in some
coin soon, so cut that fop’s purse and let’s move on!”

Cat nodded. “I will,” she said. “I just want the right time.” And place, she thought.

Brandt shoved her away, letting go of her arm. “We’re fully two crowns short of what
Marven expects this week and but three days to get them. Hurry up.”

Cat nodded again, keeping her eyes downcast. “Yes, sir.” Brandt liked to be called
‘sir’, she knew. His shoulders went back and his chest swelled as he nodded back to her,
apparently satisfied that she’d do as ordered. He slid off into the crowd to take his place
and Cat looked ahead to spot her target again.

Oh, damn! The man was almost to the baker’s stall, the one he stopped at every time
in the market. She hurried through the crowd, cursing Brandt under her breath for
stopping her.

She’d marked this man as a target weeks ago, long before she’d told the others in the
gang, and watched him every time she saw him in the market. He had one habit that was
perfectly suited to her plan and now Brandt’s petty interruption was about to make her
miss it.

Cat’s stomach clenched again, this time from anxiety, as she made her way through
the crowd. If she missed her chance at the baker’s stall, her plan could still work, but it
was far more likely to succeed if she could take him there.

She dlid her hand into her pocket to ready her purse-knife, the razor sharp blade
mounted to aleather half-glove. Her thumb and first two fingers dlid into the glove,
leaving her pinkie and ring finger free.

The man was at the stall and Cat walked steadily toward him. Not hurrying, not
drawing attention to herself, but closing the distance rapidly.

He started his banter with the baker’s wife while he eyed the wares. Always the same,
Cat had listened to him many times. How he couldn’t decide what he wished today, then
a sudden choice and a request to have one of the pastries packaged for him to take with
him and one that he’d eat that very minute, for he simply couldn’t resist.

Cat reached his side, staying a bit behind him as the baker’s wife simpered and
blushed, handing him his selection. She cut her eyesto the side, seeing Dome, a boy little
bigger than herself, at the next stall, ready to create a distraction if one was needed —
then a quick glance behind her. Osraed was about twenty yards away, idling by another
shopkeeper’s stall, with Brandt behind him — both ready to run interference if her escape
was threatened.

She took a deep breath and took her hand from her pocket. The man was busy stuffing
his pastry into his mouth, chewing and swallowing noisily. He was making great sounds
of appreciation, as he always did, and had the full attention of the baker’s wife.

Cat reached forward and slipped her hand inside the dlit in his jacket that hid his
purse. Her fingers closed around the leather cord that bound it to his belt and she slid the
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razor over them firmly. The leather parted easily and she pulled the purse up and then to
her with a smooth, practiced motion.

In an instant, she was turned and sliding away through the crowd, the man’s purse
already tucked into the waistband of her trousers and her hand in her pocket to hide the
purse-knife. She didn’t look back.

Never look back.

Instead she watched Osraed. He kept his eyes on the man at the baker’s stall and
would signal if there were trouble.

Cat’s heart fluttered in her chest. Had it been her imagination or had the purse been
heavier than any she’d lifted before? It was certainly larger, nearly the length of her
forearm. She’d known the man carried a lot of coin — she’d watched the heft of his purse
for weeks and that was part of what had decided her it was time to run.

That and the fact that she couldn’t hide that she was a girl any longer. For the three
months since her courses had first come, she’d lived in fear that she’d be discovered.
Blood on her clothes or bedding, or even the physical changes that were coming. Her
chest was still mostly flat, but it ached sometimes. Mother Agnes had told her what to
expect and that she couldn’t hope to hide forever. If Brandt, or any of the other boys, ever
found out, they’d drag her to one of the buttock-brokers and pocket the coin.

Cat stepped to one side to go around afat merchant and put him between her and the
baker’s stall, but her step faltered as she saw the look on Osraed’s face change. His face
grew puzzled, then his eyes widened and he half raised his hand in the signal that she’d
been spotted, but then he paused, as though unsure.

Never ook back.

Cat looked back. Her steps faltered and she paused, standing still. The man had turned
from the baker’s stall and crossed his arms over his chest. He stared across the market
directly at Cat and, as her eyes met his, he smiled.

Then he took a deep breath, pointed at her, and bellowed, “Thief! Stop her!”

* % % % %

Cat ran.

Their gang had a plan for this. As soon as the man yelled, Dome stumbled into the
display of wares next to the baker’s stall, sending a clatter of pots to the ground and
distracting at least some of those nearby. Cat ran toward Osraed, bumping into him and
knocking him to the ground, then dashing off. Osraed himself leapt to his feet and started
running in the opposite direction — the hope was that anyone watching would think Cat
had passed the man’s purse to Osraed and some would chase him, leaving Cat free to
pass the purse to Brandt as she ran past.

Halfway between Osraed and Brandt, though, Cat dodged to her left and leapt over a
table of leather goods. The gang might have a plan, but she’d had her own all along and
she saw no reason to alter it now. She needed this purse. Even if it were only filled with
copper pennies, it was more wealth than she’d held at one time ever before. She needed it
to get out of the city, away from Brandt, to escape the fate Mother Agnes had shown her.

The leather merchant grabbed her arm as she ran through his workspace, but Cat
pulled her hand with the purse-knife from her pocket and ran the blade over his forearm.
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The man shrieked in pain, blood flowing freely from the cut, and Cat was free again.
Normally none of the gang would assault the merchants, but Cat intended to be gone and
never return.

She dlipped between the fabric hangings that backed his stall and into a narrow
alleyway barely wide enough for her to pass. Her shoulders grazed the rough the stone of
the buildings to either side, but she didn’t slow her pace. Any adults chasing her would be
hard pressed to make their way through the narrow space, but if Brandt or Osraed
suspected her plan they’d be after her like a shot.

She grunted as her shoulder struck a stone protruding from one wall, but kept on.
Ahead of her the alley opened into an inner courtyard filled with refuse from the
surrounding buildings. Cat dlid the purse-knife off her hand and into her pocket. She’d
scouted this route and kept it to herself for months, ever since her courses had started and
she’d realized that her time was up and she’d have to run.

She heard a grunt behind her and increased her pace, not looking back. It wouldn’t
help to know who was chasing her.

She ran into the courtyard and cut hard to the right, aiming for a particular drainpipe.
She leapt, planting her feet against the building’s wall and grasping the pipe, then began
climbing rapidly, hand over hand. There was another grunt and arattle from below her as
she climbed and the pipe shook out of time with her own movements.

It had to be Brandt or Osraed chasing her, an adult would never try this climb —
probably Brandt, for Osraed wouldn’t have made the decision to on his own. And he was
more trusting than Brandt. He’d see her varying from their plan and think she’d simply
meet up with them later. Brandt would see it for the betrayal it was.

She was faster than either of them, though, especially at climbing — they were both
bigger and, though stronger, couldn’t pull themselves up as fast as she.

And | only need a little more, she thought. Just a bit higher ...

She passed the point she’d marked in her earlier scouting and kicked hard at one of
the brackets holding the pipe to the wall. Once, twice, and then the third time she felt the
bracket give way, pulling out of the old brick of the wall and falling with a clatter. She
wrapped her arms and legs around the pipe, her breath coming in panting gasps. She
could take her time with the rest of the climb — make it slow and safe to the rooftops and
be gone. She looked down.

Brandt, for it was him chasing her, had stopped climbing as well. He was ten or so
feet below her, twenty from the hard cobbles and refuse of the courtyard. The pipe, from
just below her feet where she’d kicked the bracket free, was swaying side to side, and
Brandt clutched it tightly.

He glanced down, then up at her, his eyes wide but his jaw set in anger.

“I’l1 kill you fer this, Runt,” he said.

Cat stretched out her leg, caught the top of the pipe with her toe, and shoved it hard
away from the wall.

* % % % %

Cat settled her back against the bricks of the chimney, the slate tiles of the rooftop

sun-warmed under her. She thought she was a mile or more from where she’d left Brandt
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cursing her from the cobbles of the courtyard. There was nothing else there he could use
to climb to the rooftops, she’d made sure of that long ago, and the only way out was back
through the alleyway to the market square — or through one of the buildingsif he could
find an unlocked door. She felt safe and well-away from him.

Safe for a time, at least, but with no where to go.

Her eyesfilled and she pulled her knees to her chest, hugging herself. Bad as it was,
Brandt’s gang — Osraed, Dome, and the rest — were the only family and only home
she’d known since Mother Agnes died and left her alone. She’d found a home with the
boys, even if it was built on alie, and now she was aone.

Cat scrubbed at her eyes angrily with the heel of one hand.

They’d have sold you to a buttock-broker in a heartbeat if they’d suspected, she told
herself.

Mother Agnes had shown her what was in store if anyone ever found out she was a
girl. The choices on the streets were few for the boys, but fewer for the girls and one look
at the women turned out of the houses to make their way on the streets, plying their trade
in the alleyways for afew copper pennies, had settled for Cat that she’d never want to be
one of them. Even as young as she’d been when Mother Agnes took her in, she’d been
able to decide that.

Then Mother Agnes had died, but the lie was aready well established. Mother Agnes
had a boy begging with her, not a girl — and so Cat had been accepted by the other boys
on the street. Odd, perhaps, certainly shy, and small — but they were al smaller than
they should be, with so little food to share between them. Only the older boys like Brandt
had the strength to command a larger share.

That had been home for ... Sx years, she thought. Mother Agnes said | was four when
| came to her. Sx years begging with her and three winters with Brandi.

And now she was starting over again, with nothing. What few possessions she’d
accumulated were left behind in the abandoned building the gang slept in. There was no
retrieving them now. She had nothing.

Not even a proper name.

Cat, though it was how she thought of herself, wasn’t a real name at all. It was just the
last, only, memory she had of her real mother. Leaving her with Mother Agnes, Cat not
understanding that she was leaving forever, and bending to kiss her cheek, whispering, “I
love you, catling. I’m sorry.”

She sometimes thought it was odd she couldn’t remember anything before that
moment, only the words and the warmth of her mother’s lips on her cheek, but perhaps
life had been hard. Lord knew there were things that had happened since that she wished
she could forget. She raised one hand to her chest and felt the locket beneath her shirt.
Not a proper locket, surely, but that’s what she called it. Just a leather thong with two
locks of hair tied tightly around it and bound with string. A lock from her mother, that
Mother Agnes had given her, and alock from Mother Agnes herself, that Cat had cut
from the old woman’s head when she’d found her dead that horrible morning.

Mother Agnes had never called her anything but “boy”, a constant reminder of the lie
and how important it was to remember it.
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When Mother Agnes had died and Cat had approached the gang of boys she thought
might take her in, Brandt had looked her up and down and said simply, “Are you quick,
runt?”

Quick, she was, but without a better name to give them, the gang had called her Runt
thereafter, never suspecting that she was girl. But the man in the market had.

Had he known? Or just guessed at a distance? She supposed it didn’t matter. Even if
Brandt and the others had heard him and believed it, she could never go back to them
anyway. Would never go back.

Cat sniffed and pulled the stolen purse from inside her trousers. She squeezed it hard
and grinned at the crunch of metal from within. The seams were pulled tight, it was so
full, and the shapes of coins shown through the thin leather.

With this I’ll pick any name | want, she thought. A proper name. And I’ll eat proper
food. Her stomach growled and her mouth filled at the thought. She’d walk straight into
an inn, slide real coin onto the table, and eat her fill.

“And I’ll wear proper clothes when | do it,” she said aloud. A dress, like the girlsin
the market square wore — those who had families and even a bit of respectability that let
them take real work. Those who didn’t have to hide what they were. They had mothers
and fathers and a place to start, not the desperate, gnawing hunger that left you open to
doing anything to fill it. Fathers and brothers who’d protect them, not a gang of boys
who’d see nothing but what the nearest pimp would pay.

She squeezed the purse again. It was so full. It’s a fortune!

Cat pushed the thought down, telling herself the purse could be full of no more than
pence or farthings, though why would a man of some substance carry so many small
coins. Even if it was ... She eyed it, estimating. It was almost as long and big around as
her forearm.

Even if it’s only pence, there must be hundreds!

She sgqueezed again, relishing the anticipation. She felt the size of the coins through
the leather. Some were the size of pence, but others were certainly shillings. There were
larger coins, too, and she tried to think. She eyed the bag. Could there be guineas?

Never, not in all the years they’d worked the market, had the gang seen a guinea coin.
Shillings if they were lucky, and the occasional crown, but mostly pence and less.
Guineas came out in the wealthier markets. The ones where Brandt and their gang would
stick out and be noticed, so they’d never worked them.

Cat bit her lip and stared at the purse. The outline of one coin caught her eye. If it
were a guinea ... how much would that be worth? With twenty pence in a shilling and
twelve of those in a pound — thirteen in aguinea. Could that one coin really be worth
that much?

More than two hundred pennies?

The thought was staggering. Cat stopped breathing for a moment at the implications.
Dinner in apub — areal dinner — was but tuppence. If that one coin was gold it would
mean ...
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“Months,” she breathed, barely daring to hope. She closed her eyes and clutched the
purse to her chest. Could there really be asingle coin in that purse that would feed her for
amonths?

She sniffed and scrubbed at her eyes again, then looked up at the sky. It was a
beautiful day. The sun was still high and the clouds were white against a brilliant, blue
sky. There was just enough of a breeze, here above the streets where the buildings didn’t
block it, to make the sun’s warmth pleasant.

She had a sudden thought and bit her lip again. She’d never prayed. Brandt’s gang
wasn’t the sort to enter a church, even if they’d be allowed. She couldn’t even, really,
think of the words to a single prayer.

“Please?” she whispered. She couldn’t think of any other words, but surely if God
were there, if He’d listened, He’d know what she was asking.

Cat swallowed hard and opened the drawstring at the top of the purse. She closed her
eyes and reached inside. Her fingertips touched cool metal and she smiled. She chose one
of the smaller coins, one she was certain would be a shilling, and pulled it out.

She opened her eyes.

The disk she held was the size and shape of a shilling, but it wasn’t silver. Nor was it
gold, nor even copper. It was black, mostly, with spots of orange-red.

Cat raised it close to her face and stared at it, then touched it to her tongue.

“Iron?” she whispered in disbelief.

She set the black disk on the rooftop and reached into the purse again, pulling out
another. Thistoo was black and flecked with rust. She dropped it and pulled out a
handful, crying out at the sight of more iron and rust.

“No,” she said. “No!”

She upended the leather purse over her palm, pouring its contents out, staring at the
cascade of black disks that fell from her hand to the rooftop and rolled down to the edge
before falling to the street below.

Iron, al, and worthless.
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CHAPTER TWO

Cat ran.

She seemed to be doing alot of that since stealing the purse full of iron. In fact, it
seemed that was all she’d been doing. She’d moved steadily away from Brandt’s
territory, trying to find some place for herself. The markets were what she knew, though,
and they were all claimed by gangs that had no interest in someone who hadn’t grown up
with them.

“Get him!” one of the boys chasing her yelled.

And do you think that isn’t what the rest of them are trying already?

Her feet pounded the pavement, her arms pumped, she dodged around and between
shoppers in the market square, trying to get away. This square was unfamiliar to her.
She’d crossed to the far side of the city, as far as she could get from Brandt’s territory,
trying to find a place, but there were other gangs everywhere. Gangs or the constables or
private guards.

She hadn’t even been trying to make a score today. Her purse-knife was safely hidden
away and she’d simply been walking through the market, taking its measure and hoping
for abit of dropped bread or other food no one would miss. But someone from the local
gang had spotted her and the chase was on. Her dress marked her as belonging to the
street, and they’d not allow someone new in their territory — any competition had to be
driven out.

When she’d first recovered from the shock of finding nothing but iron in the stolen
purse, she’d thought to find a new gang. That was foolish she realized now. She was too
old and had no history with any of the other gangs. They’d take in someone who’d grown
up in their territory, that was how they got new members, but not someone from outside.
None of them knew her, didn’t trust her, and assumed there must be something wrong
with her.

Ahead of her, abeggar saw her coming and stretched out his leg into her path,
probably hoping for a bit of coin from the boys who worked this market. Cat |eapt over
hisleg, but missed her footing when she landed — her foot hit the edge of araised cobble
and slipped off it, twisting her ankle. She kept running, but every step was sent knife-
sharp lances of pain up her leg.
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She saw other boys ahead of her, moving to cut her off, and spun to cut between two
stalls. She cried out as her ankle twisted again, giving way during the turn. She stumbled
and threw her hands out to catch herself on the hard cobbles, grit and pebbles scraping
her palms and pain shot from her knee as it slammed into the stone.

A body landed on her, driving her to the ground and knocking the breath from her.

“Bastard!” the boy on top of her yelled, forcing her head to the ground with his
forearm. “Stay outta our patch!” He drove his fist into her side.

Cat tried to get her hands under her to rise or twist away from him, but his weight
held her firmly and he punched her in the side again.

“’Ere now! Off “im!” a voice yelled and the boy’s weight left her back.

Cat scrambled forward, first to her hands and knees, then getting her feet under her
before she looked back. A man, perhaps one of the merchants, was holding the boy by the
scruff of the neck, but the rest of the gang was closing in fast. She turned away and ran
for the nearest alleyway. Her knowledge of this part of town was far less than that of the
territory she’d prowled with Brandt’s gang. She had no idea if this alley would lead her to
freedom or deadend and leave her trapped.

Her side hurt where the boy had punched her and her knees and palms were scraped
and raw. There had been rain earlier in the day and while that always washed the streets
clean it only seemed to wash the worst of the refuse into puddles at the center of
alleyways. Water splashed up her legs as she ran, smelling of putrid refuse and worse.

Cat’s legs burned with the effort of running. Normally she could run forever and
never get tired — even scramble up pipes and rough walls to the rooftops, and run across
their sloping surfaces for miles, leaping the occasional gap between buildings. The days
since she’d run from Brandt’s gang had put a stop to that, though. Now her body felt
weak and leaden. Her gut ached with hunger. The last thing she’d eaten had been a half-
rotted turnip she’d scrounged from the reeking surface of an alley just like this one.

Something struck her shoulder and arock flew by her head. The boys behind her were
throwing things and there was no way for her to dodge within the narrow alley. She could
hear their splashing footsteps growing closer. Another rock struck the back of her head
and she stumbled to one knee, then the boys were on her.

Cat curled herself into aball as the shouting and kicks started. It wasn’t the first time
she’d been beaten by a gang — that had happened more than once since Mother Agnes
had died. The only question was how far this gang would go and how badly she’d be hurt
at the end.

She cradled her head to protect it and she felt something snap in her left hand as a
kick connected. At least her hand had cushioned the impact to her head a bit, but she il
had to clench her teeth to keep from crying out. Crying out only made it worse by
encouraging attackers. The kicks eventually trailed off and Cat could hear the boys
surrounding her panting with the exertion.

“Leave off,” one of them said. “We don’t want a deader around here.”

Cat stayed still, not even opening her eyes or peeking at those around her. She heard
footsteps and splashes as the gang walked back toward the marketplace. She lay still for a
time, until she was certain they were gone, then opened her eyes and sat up.
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She used her feet to push herself toward the alley’s side until she could |ean back
against the wall. She sank back gratefully against its support, taking stock. Her back,
shins, and forearms were battered and bruised. Some kicks had knocked her protecting
arms against her face, battering her nose and jaw. She thought she tasted blood and spat
to clear her mouth. That was a mistake, as the motion sent waves of pain through her and
her head spun.

Her hand throbbed and she really didn’t want to look at it, fearing the damage, but she
finally did. Her ring finger was swollen and bent at an unnatural angle. She cradled her
hand for a moment, knowing what she had to do.

Cat was no stranger to injuries after years living on the streets, but this was probably
the worst she’d suffered herself. She’d seen others in the gang hurt, though. The finger
was either broken or dislocated, possibly both, and would have to be straightened or it
would heal crooked and useless.

There was a drunken beggar in Brandt’s market that the boys went to. Rumor had it
he’d been a doctor of some sort, before the drink got to him, and she’d seen him treat a
similar injury. It hadn’t been a pleasant sight.

She dlid her purseknife from her pocket and used the sharp blade to slice a strip of
fabric from the hem of her tunic, then bit down on the palm pad. She gripped the end of
her injured finger, took a deep breath, and pulled.

Whimpering behind her teeth clenched on the sweat-stained leather, Cat wrapped the
strip of fabric as tightly as she could, binding the last two fingers of her hand together.
She spit the purseknife into her lap and used her teeth to help tie aknot to keep the
binding secure.

Her hands were shaking before she was done and she leaned back against the alley’s
rough wall. The stone under her was cold and her clothes were soaked through with water
and worse, but she lacked the strength to move.

Just a little time to rest, she thought, cradling her injured hand in her lap.

She let her head droop and closed her eyes.

It was near dawn when Cat woke. She’d slept straight through the afternoon and
night. Her body ached and was covered with bruises and scrapes. Her clothes hadn’t dried
at al. She was shivering from the chill and her throat hurt. She winced as she swallowed.

There were noises from the mouth of the alley, back in the market. The earliest
vendors were arriving for a new day’s trading. Her stomach growled at the thought, but
she knew she couldn’t go back out here. The local gang would be out early too, watching
their territory, especially after running her off. They’d want to see she didn’t return.

Cat struggled to her feet, cursing as the movement sent spikes of pain through her.
She looked around the alley and sighed, wincing and then cursing again at the pain in her
chest. She limped off down the alley, away from the market. There was only one thing
left that she could think to try.

* k % * %

“Hsst! Osraed!” Cat whispered.
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The boy spun around sharply, hands going up in an instinctual gesture of defense,
then cursed sharply and lowered them to grasp his exposed crotch. She’d caught himin
the act of relieving himself.

| should have waited until he was finished, Cat thought as she watched him dance
backward holding up his hands in disgust.

“Who’s there, damn you?” Osraed asked. He tucked himself back into his open
trousers, then shook his hands and wiped them on his seat. He peered around the still dark
alley beside the abandoned building the gang slept in.

“Over here,” Cat whispered. She was tucked behind some crates that had been in the
aley aslong as she could remember.

“Runt?”

Cat grunted. She hated that name.

“I need to talk to you Osraed.” Her voice was hoarse even without whispering. The
pain in her throat had grown as she’d walked back to her gang’s territory and the chills
she’d thought were just from the air had gotten worse as well.

“You’ve got some balls comin’ back ‘ere,” Osraed said, approaching her. “Brandt
says yer a dead’un when he finds you.”

“I know,” she said. “I need to talk to him. To explain.”

“What’s to explain? You took off with the score.”

“It wasn’t like that, it was a mistake.”

“A mistake, all right.” Osraed laughed. “Never seen Brandt so worked up.” He shook
his head. “I can’t believe you did that, Runt. Stealin” from us.”

“l didn’t,” Cat said. “Look, I ...” She licked her lips, wondering how she’d be able to
get Brandt to believe her story if she couldn’t convince Osraed. Osraed was the gullible
one of the group, the nice one. That’s why she’d picked him to approach. If she could get
him to believe it and talk to Brandt first, then she might have a chance of coming home.
“l saw the way we planned was blocked, see? So | had to change up the plan. I never
meant to keep it from you.”

“So you’ve got that big purse, do you?” Osraed asked. “Fattest | ever saw, the glimpse
| got when you lifted it.”

“No, | —”

“’Course not. Went through it fast and nothing left? Took off to keep it all fer yerself?
Selfish instead of sharing with yer mates.”

“It wasn’t real,” Cat said. “It was nothing but some ... some iron disks. Not a copper
in the lot even.”

Osraed snorted. “That’s a story. Let’s see it, then, all them iron disks.”

Cat hesitated. “I threw them away,” she said finally.

“Yeah.” Osraed looked her up and down in the moonlight. “You look half-dead,
Runt.”

Cat shivered. “I think I’'m sick,” she admitted. “And | got beat up. Look, Osraed,
please ... will you tell Brandt I’m sorry? There was nothing in the purse, it was a trick. |
... | just want to come home.”
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Osraed shook his head. “I’ll not tell him | saw you, Runt, but that’s all I’ll do for
you.” He spat on the alley’s cobbles at her feet. “But you get out of here. | see you on our
patch again and I’ll raise the cry, right?”

“Osraed, please —”

“No one’d believe that story, Runt. Not me and sure not Brandt.” His lip curled up in
disgust. “Yer selfish and stole from yer mates, Runt. From me. Now you live with that
an’ what it gets you. You get on out of here.”

* % % % %

Cat wasn’t sure which was waorst, the burning in her throat or the burning of the fever.
Her head felt light and fragile, like it could come apart at any minute. The gaslight lamps
that lined the street sent lances of pain through her head and the constant clop-clop
pounding of horses’ hooves on the cobbles was nigh unbearable.

She’d been wandering the city all day since her meeting with Osraed with no idea
what to do next and no clear destination. As night fell, she’d found herself in a part of
town she’d never seen before. A posh, fancy part of town, with wide streets lit by lamps.
The buildings were large and well-lit. Not homes, for there hadn’t appeared to be many
people around until after nightfall, but they’d come.

Carriage after carriage came down the street, disgorging streams of men and women
in fancy dress. Liveried servants held the carriage doors for them and ushered them into
the buildings. She’d heard them talking about shows and dinners and a night of gaming.

The wealth on view was staggering to Cat, she’d never before seen the like. The
women wore jewels that were quite beyond her wildest imaginings, the men carried
elegant, silver- or gold-topped canes that would have fed the whole gang for a month or
more, and the clothes ... well, the least of the ladies’ dresses would have sold to a picker
for afortune.

Cat slid into the shadows of a building’s corner and watched in awe. She bit her lip
and slid her hand into a pocket to finger her purseknife. One, just one, of thetiny, elegant
bags some of the ladies carried would change her life. A picker’d have it apart in a trice,
all the fabrics separated and the clasp apart, ready for sale as its pieces and unidentifiable
if someone came looking. Not that any would bother, she was certain, this lot would
hardly notice the loss.

That bag would keep me in style for month, Cat thought, staring at a couple walking
by. And that’s without what might be inside.

She glanced up and down the street. There was no sign of anyone who might be part
of agang, child or adult. The footmen and porters at the doorways were aworry, sure, but
she thought she could move quickly enough, even as battered and sick as she was. The
ladies’ bags didn’t even hang from leather, the straps were mostly of flimsy cloth. Her
purseknife would slide through those like air and she’d be off across the street before the
mark even noticed.

A likely couple was approaching. Cat waited until they’d just passed her, then slid out
behind them, purseknife at the ready. She followed for afew steps, then moved close
behind the woman and reached out toward the thin straps supporting the woman’s bag.
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Something struck her left hand, the injured one, hard and she stumbled as pain flashed
up her arm. Then she was struck on the side of the head and was knocked back against
the building’s wall.

“Damnable urchins!”

Cat blinked back tears from the pain and looked up, too shocked to even run as she
should have. There’d been no one for yards beside her or behind her, she was sure of it.
Just the couple she was following, so where had this man come from? Her eyes locked on
the silver head of the cane he’d struck her with, raised to bring down another blow.

“Porter!” he yelled. “Why do you allow these creatures near your door? I’ve a good
mind to take my custom elsewhere!” He raised the cane to bring it down on her again and
Cat gasped. Not at the threat, but at the sight of his face and his next words. “Off with
you girl!”

How? How could it be him again?

She recognized the face immediately, the same man from the market. The man with
the purse of iron disks.

And twice he’s called me “girl’!

The cane started to descend and Cat dashed forward. A sudden flash of anger made
her reach out her right hand, the one with the purseknife, to slash his leg as she went by.
The blade wouldn’t cut deep, but it would mark him and slice his fine trousers. Cat rarely
struck out in anger. She wasn’t large enough or strong enough to win most fights, so
she’d always relied on stealth and guile, but she suddenly blamed this man for everything
that had gone wrong with her life the last week and she wanted to hurt him.

Then she was past and her blade encountered nothing. He’d dodged aside, hisleg
suddenly not where her blade was striking, but that didn’t stop his own blow. The cane’s
movement changed from a swing to athrust, and the heavy grip connected with the back
of her head with a dull thwonk.

Cat’s vision narrowed and she stumbled into the street, staggering her way across and
narrowly missing horses and carriage wheels to the accompanying shouts of hack drivers.
Somehow she made it to the other side without being crushed. She tripped over the far
curb and sprawled on the cobbled walkway. A porter from the nearest building grasped a
cudgel from beside the doorway and started toward her, but she managed to get to her
hands and knees and crawled between the buildings before he came near.

* % % * %

Cat shivered, but kept her eyes locked on the doorway across the street. There was a
sign above the doorway that read “White’s”. It had been three hours since she’d seen the
man enter White’s and certainly he must leave soon. Unless he’d already left by another
door, but Cat refused to think about that. This was the main doorway, it was where he’d
entered after striking her — surely he’d leave the same way.

At first she wasn’t entirely sure what she intended to do once he did leave, only that
she had to do something to him. She simply blamed him for the mess her life had become
— and it still shocked her that her life could be worse than it had been before she’d stolen
his purse — and she wanted to make him pay somehow.



Black Ice Software LLC

Demo version

What kind of man carried a purse full of iron disks? If only he’d carried proper coins,
then none of this would have happened. She’d be safely off somewhere out of the city,
well-fed, with enough to carry her through until she found a decent way to support
herself. It was not so much to have asked, and he was clearly wealthy enough to not have
missed a single purse of coins.

She supposed it was his sick idea of a joke, perhaps. Let someone steal his purse, let
her think she’d taken enough to start a new life, then laugh at the thought of her
disappointment. Did he have another purse of iron hanging from his belt even now,
waiting for a new victim?

And then again he’d destroyed her opportunity to clip the lady’s bag. The woman
wouldn’t have missed it and that bag would have gotten Cat off the streets for a time. A
decent meal and a warm place to sleep would go along way to getting her on her feet
again. Just a few days, time enough to recover from whatever sickness she’d come down
with and fill her belly, was that so much to ask?

He’d ruined things for her twice now. And, worse, how had he recognized that she
was a girl? Her hair was short and she was as dirty and poorly dressed as any of the gangs
of boys that roamed the streets. No one, not in all the years since Mother Agnes died, had
ever suspected shewas agirl, so how did he know?

Cat dlid her thumb over the hilt of her knife. Her real knife, not the little blade of the
purseknife. It was a short blade, but she kept it sharp. She’d never used it on a person
before, usually the sight of a blade made attackers back off. Everyone on the streets knew
there was no winner in a knife fight and tried to avoid them, but she didn’t plan on
fighting the man.

As she waited, shivering from both the chill night and the fever, her broken hand
throbbing, every attempt to swallow like ground glass passing down her throat, and the
back of her head throbbing where he’d struck her, her intent solidified. The blade might
be short, but it was long and sharp enough to reach a kidney from behind.

A part of Cat knew that she wasn’t thinking clearly. That she should leave and try to
find someplace warm, or at least warmer, to spend the night, and concentrate on getting
well and finding food, but the rest of her was focused on making the stranger pay.

The night wore on and Cat began to despair that she really had missed him, but then
the door of White’s opened and he stepped out. He waved off the porter’s offer of a hack
and started off down the street on foot.

Cat dlid out of her hiding place and followed. She darted from shadow to shadow,
crossing quickly in front of buildings’ entryways so as not to draw the ire of the porters
and footmen. She wished her hand wasn’t injured and that she wasn’t sick, then she could
go to the rooftops and follow him from there.

The neighborhood changed within afew blocks. The well-lit, gentile establishments
changed to darker, closed storefronts, and eventually to a seedy block where no
gentleman should be about. The deep shadows and lack of street lamps made Cat’s task
easier, and she crossed the street to tail him closer. She kept her blade in her right hand,
tucked against her thigh to avoid a betraying glint, and and her left hand tight against her
middle to protect her injured finger.
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The man was oblivious to her. He simply strolled along, cane tapping absently with
each step.

Cat crept closer. Ten feet, she thought. Fromten feet | can rush him and have the
blade home before he knows I’m coming.

She increased her pace, closing on the man, but an itch in her chest made her turn
aside. She ducked into the shadows beside a building’s front steps and took slow, even
breaths until the urge to cough subsided, all the while silently cursing her fever and sore
throat. She’d almost had him, but now she’d have to make that distance up again.

When she stood and looked down the street, she realized that the tapping of the man’s
cane had stopped and he was nowhere in sight.

She started moving again, quicker this time, eyes searching for some sign of where
he’d gone. They’d been in the middle of a block, with no intersections and little space
between buildings, so where had he gotten to? Cat stopped. She strained her ears for any
sound, the tapping of his cane or his footsteps.

He banged that bloody cane on the cobbles the whole way, why would he —
Shetried to spin toward a sudden movement from the shadows, but wasn’t quick
enough. A glove-covered hand clamped over her face and pulled her close to someone’s
chest. She reversed the knife in her hand and drove it backward, but her attacker caught
her wrist, squeezing hard until the bones of her forearm ground together and she dropped

the knife.

Cat struggled to get a breath past the hand covering her nose and mouth and realized
that the glove was wet. She caught a sharply sweet scent that went rotten with her next
breath and gagged. She reached behind her with her injured left hand, her right helpless
in her attacker’s grip, to find something to squeeze and twist, but all that accomplished
was to trap her hand between their bodies. Blinding pain shot up her arm as she felt the
broken ends of her finger grind together.

There was a shout and Cat heard running footsteps. The glove pressed tighter against
her face, causing her to gasp and her head spun. There were more shouts and the man
jerked her from side to side, as though struggling with someone.

Her vision narrowed and the sounds of their struggle grew farther away. She held her
breath to avoid inhaling any more of what was on that glove, but her attacker released her
hand and drove hisfist into her midsection. Air exploded from her lungs and she had to
inhale again. Her vision dimmed and her knees buckled. Her attacker lowered her to the
ground, hand still clamped to her face.
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CHAPTER THREE

Cat came awake slowly. She heard birds singing, but that was puzzling because the
gang’s hideout wasn’t anywhere near a park. She remembered that she’d run from the
gang and grew more puzzled. She’d avoided the parks, the gangs that ran there were the
most vicious and protective of their turf. None of the places she’d chosen to spend the
night had been close to a park.

She gained enough awareness to realize that there was quite a bit more odd about her
situation and kept carefully till.

None of the places she’d choose to spend the night would be this warm, nor this soft.

She listened for atime, but heard nothing but the birds, then slowly cracked her eyes
open. They were stiff and sticky as though from a very long sleep.

Shewasin aroom. Not only in aroom, but in a bed. Bright morning sunlight
streamed through a window covered with white linen curtains. Across the room from the
foot of the bed asmall fire burned in afireplace. The bed itself was the softest thing Cat
had ever felt, both the mattress beneath her and the thick comforter she lay under.

It was then that Cat realized she was warm. Not chilled or burning with fever, but
merely comfortably warm. Her throat was no longer sore, as well, so enough time had
passed for her to recover from her illness.

She cast her thoughts back, trying to remember what had happened. She recalled
following the man, thinking to kill him, and flushed at that. Whatever had she been
thinking to attempt that? There was no profit in it, only risk. She remembered being
attacked and struggling, but nothing after that.

She’d been taken by someone, then, and none of the tales told on the streets had a
good ending after that sort of start.

Cat sat up, thinking to find away out and escape, but her head spun and she fell back
against the pillows. Her stomach rebelled too, and she was suddenly aware of being both
terribly hungry and sick-feeling at the same time. She clenched her jaw and closed her
eyes, waiting for the feelings to subside.

While she waited, she took stock of the rest of her condition. Her broken finger was
still bound, but with a clean bandage and wooden splint. So she’d not lost enough time
for it to heal, but someone had tended it. She stretched her arms and legs slowly. An ache



Black Ice Software LLC

Demo version

or two and the feel of abruise, so long enough for her to heal somewhat from the
beatings.

And to grow quite weak, she realized. Her limbs were leaden and she doubted she
could run even if her head and stomach would alow her to stand.

There was a rattle at the room’s door, as of akey being turned, and Cat quickly closed
her eyes and feigned sleep. She heard the door open and soft footfalls. Someone, a
woman, she thought, hummed a tune as she moved about the room. The humming
approached the bed and a hand lightly touched Cat’s forehead.

“Yer fever’s gone and yer awake, | think, girl.”

Cat sighed. She opened her eyes and found an older girl, perhaps fifteen or sixteen, by
the bedside, hand still on Cat’s forehead.

“Am I right yer feeling better?” the girl asked.

Cat swallowed and narrowed her eyes. “Where am 1?”” she asked.

The girl took her hand away and settled onto the edge of the bed.

“Yer safe, girl, don’t you worry,” she said. “Yer at me master’s house in the country,
safe from whoever did you like that.”

“How did I get here?”

“Master found ye on the streets, he did. Said ye’d been beaten by some’at had just
run off when he found ye. Oy and a sight you were, sure.” She rested her hand on Cat’s.
“Hand all busted an’ that great knot on t’back of yer head.” The girl frowned. “And ever’
inch 0’ye covered in filth, girl, whatever were y’about?”

At the girl’s words, Cat noticed that her arms and hands, what she could see of them,
were cleaner than she remembered. Not clean, by any means, it had been years and more
since she’d been that, but not nearly as grimy as she remembered. And her clothes were
gone, replaced by awhite, linen shift and nothing else. She pulled her uninjured hand free
and felt at her neck.

“Where’s my locket?” she demanded.

“Locket?” the girl asked. “Y’mean that bit o’ leather and string?” She frowned again.
“Master had me bag up all yer things and he took ‘em.”

“Where?” Cat struggled to rise. She’d kept those bits of hair safe for years. They were
all she had of the only people that’d ever cared for her. It couldn’t be gone. Her head
spun again as she rose and the girl eased her back to rest.

“Easy, girl,” she said. “Sure it’s safe, just not here. Look, y’were dire sick, y’were.”
She nodded toward a cluster of small bottles on a shelf near the bed. “I’ve tended ye nigh
a week an’ thought y’d leave us more’n once.”

“A week?” Cat was shocked. How could she have no memory at all of a full week’s
time?

“Easy,” the girl repeated. “Aye, been six days today since y’arrived.” She smiled.
“But yer better now, aye? Fever’s gone and some o’yer hurts healed. Could y’eat a bit at
all?”

Cat’s stomach growled and her mouth filled at the thought. She swallowed and
nodded. Whatever her circumstance here, if they were willing to feed her, she’d take the
meal first and run later.
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The girl rose and made her way to the hearth. She knelt and then rose again with a
tray.

“Master said it’s warm tea and dry toast to start,” she said. “Porridge in a bit, if this
lot sits easy.”

Cat stared at the tray in wonder. She felt her eyes burn. Real tea and not water
scooped from the gutter? Dry toast and not the burned heels of bread scavenged from
behind a baker’s stall? And the promise of more? She reached out tentatively, unsure if
she was dreaming.

“Slowly,” the girl warned. “Y’ave not had solid food fer a week, now.”

Longer than that, Cat thought. You have no idea.

Cat nodded. She was no stranger to long periods without food and knew the danger of
eating too quickly after. She picked up a piece of toast and took a small bite, chewing
slowly and deliberately. It was afine bread, realy toasted and not burnt, and the tea,
when she took a small drink, was plain, with no cream or sugar, but she thought it might
be the finest thing she’d ever tasted.

The girl let her eat in silence for a time, then asked, “Have you a name, then?”

Cat swallowed and bit her lip. She couldn’t very well introduce herself as Runt,
though that was what she’d been called for years. “Cat” wasn’t really a proper name
either, though. She considered. No, “Cat” was how she’d always thought of herself, and it
came from her mother, sort of.

“Cat,” she said finally. “Call me Cat.”

The girl raised an eyebrow. “Odd name, that,” she said. “But all right. I’'m Emma.”

“Thank you, Emma.” Cat slowly chewed another bite of toast and looked around the
room. It was very large, with a number of furnishings in addition to the bed. Cat didn’t
understand what some of them were for, she’d never been in a proper bedroom, or even
house, before. Tables and chairs, she knew, and cabinets of a sort, but nothing so rich as
this. There were carpets on the floor everywhere but very near the hearth, a padded bench
near the window, and a set of padded chairs around a table to the side. “What place did
you say this was?”

“It’s me master’s country house. Mister Edward Roffe, he is.”

Cat could see Emma was looking at her expectantly, asif she should know who that
was. She wracked her brain, but couldn’t recall hearing the name. “I’m sorry, but who is
he?”

Emma looked disappointed. “Mister Edward Roffe? Y’never heard of Mister Edward
Roffe?”

Cat shook her head, taking the last of tea. The toast was done as well, and had gone
no where near filling her empty belly.

“Is he some sort of lord?”

“No lord, him. He’s a famous Artificer, he is,” Emma said.

That was aterm Cat had heard, though she knew little about it. The Artificers were a
new guild or something like that, one that messed about with mechanicals. And weren’t
they part of that steam exhibition in the park? The one that exploded and killed all those
people?
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“| see,” Cat said. “That sounds ... impressive.”

“Oh, it is!” Emma said. “He’s a great man, he is.”

“And you say he found me on the street?”

Emma nodded. “Said you were attacked by some bloke what run off when he come
by,” she said. “And you were all beat and not stirrin” a’tall.” She rose and took the empty
tray from Cat’s lap. “An’ that on top o’ the sickness.” She nodded to the bottles. “Been
medicine every day and laudanum to keep you still. Whatever happened to put you in
such a state?”

“l ... I don’t rightly know,” Cat said, not wanting to let on what her station and
situation had been. Though my clothes and the purseknife surely made it clear. “Is Mister
Roffe at home?” she asked. “So that | might thank him?”

“He’s in the City, but he left instructions.” Emma returned to the bedside. “Do you
have people we should send word to?” she asked.

Cat shook her head.

“No more’n the Master expected,” Emma said. “He said yer to rest and get yer
strength back, and he’ll speak to ye when he returns.” She smiled. “I expect he’ll offer ye
a place here, if y’ve none other.”

“A place?” Cat blinked. That would be an unbelievable outcome. A place in
household would mean a bed and roof, regular meals, it was more than she’d ever hoped
for.

“Nothing grand, mind you,” Emma said. She gestured around the room. “And this
ain’t the servants quarters, sure. Only put you here so’s there’d be room to tend you.” She
pursed her lips. “I tried to t’do as much as | could with the sponge, what with the fever
sweat and all, but are you feeling up to a bath?”

Cat glanced at her arms, still streaked but grime but likely cleaner than they’d been in
some time. There was little bathing on the streets. The boys would sometimes play in the
river on a hot day, but Cat had not for obvious reasons. Being caught out in the rain was
about the cleanest she could remember being. She compared what she could see of her
skin to Emma’s and flushed with embarrassment. Dirt had never been something to be
concerned with before, but if she was to have a chance at a place here she must surely
look the part, at least.

She nodded.

“Good.”

Emma threw back the bedcovers and held out a hand to assist Cat from the bed. Cat
took it and rose, having to close her eyes for amoment while her head swam. Emma put
an arm around her waist and waited patiently.

“Take yer time,” she said. “I were a week abed with the spots once. Takes time to get
yerself back again.”

Cat nodded and raised a hand to her forehead, then ran it over her head in shock. Her
scalp was bare, al her hair gone, with hardly even any stubble remaining.

“My hair!”

“That were the nits,” Emma said. She shrugged. “Sorry, but it were easiest. Once
those get in a house and bedclothes, there’s no stoppin’ ‘em.”
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Cat’s initial shock faded. She’d always kept her hair short anyway, so it was no great
loss, but it was still surprising to wake up and find oneself bald. She opened her eyes and
nodded when the dizziness subsided and Emma helped her walk to a doorway and into
another room.

“Master’s got his ideas, he does,” Emma said. “Fitted up three rooms special like
this.”

The room had a fireplace it must share with the bedroom Cat had been in, and before
it was alarge, high-sided, copper bathing tub on araised platform. A white, linen sheet
was draped inside it as a cushion.

“Just let me get you settled and I’ll see to the water,” Emma said.

“I’m sorry to be such a bother,” Cat said, worried at the effort it would take to carry
enough water to fill that tub. She eased herself into it and leaned back against the linen-
covered copper. Her breath was short from just that little walk and her hands were
trembling.

“Cor, girl, no bother.” Emma went to the fireplace and swung a copper pipe from
beside it so that the open end was over the bath. “One thing this house has no lack of is
hot water.”

She did something near the hinge of the pipe and water began flowing into the bath.
Hot water that made Cat yelp as it splashed over her thighs. Emma did something else
and the water cooled a bit. It was still hot, but not unbearably so, and began to fill the tub.

“The master’s ideas. Copper pipes in all the chimneys,” Emma said. “Pipes in the
bread ovens, pipes through the foundry next door, bloody pipes everywheres. Can’t
hardly reach into a cloth-closet without you scald yerself on pipes.” She returned to the
side of the bath. “Take that shift off, then. I’ll get you a cloth and some soap and some
clean clothes fer after.”

Cat hesitated. Wearing only the shift was bad enough, but her weakness had kept her
from noticing it before. The necessity of hiding that she was a girl meant that she’d never
gone without clothes before, not even when she was with Mother Agnes. It wasn’t
modesty, so much as habit, but she was still uncomfortable.

“Come on, now,” Emma said. “I left five little brothers and sisters at home, and I’ve
tended you these last six days. You’ve nothing I haven’t both seen and wiped clean, so
off with it.”

Cat flushed but pulled the shift over her head. Even that effort exhausted her again
and she collapsed back against the tub with her eyes closed and barely enough strength to
cover herself with her hands. The copper of the tub was cold against her skin even
through the linen sheet, but it heated rapidly as the water filled it.

The heat of the water stung asit rose up her body, but after that it seemed to sink into
her, easing aches she hadn’t even realized she had. It also discovered to her the few
scrapes and cuts that hadn’t yet healed and set them stinging, but that felt good to her in
an odd way.

Emma returned with a sponge, several cloths, and two bars of soap.

“I’ve a stronger soap to get the worst of grime off,” she said, “then a softer one to ease
yer skin abit.”
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Cat saw that the water, midway up her belly, was already dark with grime. She
accepted the sponge and a bar of soap smelling strongly of lye from Emma, but she soon
found that she lacked the strength to work up any sort of lather or to really scrub.

“Lean back,” Emma said. “Yer weak as a babe.”

Cat did asinstructed. She closed her eyes, first with embarrassment, but then with a
certain pleasure as Emma scrubbed her. The heat of the water was luxuriant and the
scrubbing, while rough to get at the caked in grime and dirt, was amost pleasant.

She opened her eyes once when Emma grunted and there came a gurgle of water.
Emma had pulled some sort of plug from the bottom of the bath and the water level was
sinking.

“Water’s too filthy to do more than move the dirt around,” Emma said, nodding
toward the window. “Drains out under the window there.” She sat back on her heels and
crossed her arms on the tub’s edge. “You sit back. We’ll fill ‘er up again when this lot’s
gone and “‘ave another go.”

Cat nodded and leaned back. The air was cool on her skin as the water drained. She
considered al that Emma had said so far.

“Is a place here very good?” she asked. Any place would be better than the streets, she
suspected, but she’d heard dire stories of how servants were treated in some households.
Emma, though, seemed quite happy here.

“Oh, aye!” The girl rested her cheek on her crossed arms and smiled. “There’s two
hot meals a day, and breakfast is more than bread and drippings, mind you, not like some
houses. Half a day every Sunday for church and a full Sunday once a month.”

“What ... what sort of work might I be asked to do?”

“Well, Cook’s gettin’ on a bit, she is. Might could use a hand in the kitchen.” She
smiled wider. “Or y’might be put to helping me with the cleanin’. There’s only Cook and
me, y’see? Well, there’s the master’s valet and a man-of-all-work, too, but the one only
sees to the master and t’other mostly works the grounds.”

“| see,” Cat said. “So cooking or cleaning? No ... other work?” What Cat really
wanted to ask was about the stories she’d heard of how female servants were treated in
some households, but couldn’t quite think how to phrase it. The question itself must have
been enough, however, for Emma’s brow furrowed and she frowned.

“Oh,” she said, “no. None of that here. The master’s a grand, kind man, he is. A real
gentleman, for all he’s not titled a’tall.”

The tub had mostly drained, save for athin layer of mud at the bottom, leaving Cat
both astounded and embarrassed at the amount of grime that had been on her. Emma rose
and swung the pipe from the chimney back into place. Fresh hot water splashed into the
tub.

“Three year | been here,” she continued, “and never a bit 0’ that. He don’ come here
much even. Spends most of the time at the City house.”

Cat relaxed. Emma was a pretty enough girl, as she understood such things. Surely if
this Mister Edward Roffe were the sort to take advantage of his servants he’d have done
so with her.
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“I think the master pines fer his dead wife,” Emma went on. “He’s a widower, you
see? Wife and little girl died years ago, and he never took another. Very sad, it is.”

“Yes, itis,” Cat agreed.

The tub filled with water and Emma resumed scrubbing. In all, it took three more
fillings of the tub before Emma was satisfied that it was the best they could do in one
sitting. Cat’s skin stung and felt raw, but a final wash with the milder soap, scented with
lavender and chamomile, eased her. The last filling of the tub, amost to the brim, and the
subsequent peaceful soaking while Emma saw to fresh bedclothes, eased her even more.

“I’ve a porridge brought up from the kitchen,” Emma called from the other room,
“with cream and honey, since the bread’s sat easy in you.”

This must be very like Heaven, | think.
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CHAPTER FOUR

For Cat it would always be the next day in that house that was the source of her
fondest memories. After returning to bed to rest the day before, she’d gone to sleep
warm, clean, comfortable, and with afull belly for, perhaps, the first timein her life.
Certainly the first time she could remember. But to wake up from arestful sleep the
same, to be met on waking by Emmawho brought a tray of tea and toast for her to break
her fast, this time with butter and jam as well as cream and sugar for the tea, and then to
dress in clean, albeit plain, clothes ... well, it was quite the most wondrous morning Cat
had ever dreamed of. The start of aday that only became more wonderful asit went on.

“It’s only plain stuff,” Emma said as she helped Cat dress. Cat’s experience with
clothing being limited to cast-off tunics and trousers, skirts and stays were quite beyond
her experience. “Me sister’s old bits. The master’s a fine one, but just like a man to run
off and think nothing that ye’d have naught to wear a’tall.”

“I’m grateful for it, Emma,” Cat said, “thank you.”

“Ye’ve truly never wore the like?” Emma asked as she tied the stays and handed Cat a
loose blouse.

Cat settled the blouse over her shoulders and shook her head.

“Well, when y’ave yer own, don’t strait-lace it, or you’ll not make it through a day’s
work.” She eyed Cat critically. “You’ll do fer now. I’ve no cap or collar fer you, but yer
presentable. Master’ll provide a proper kit if yer t’ave a place.”

“Thank you,” Cat said again. She smoothed her skirts, trying to adjust to the clothing.
It wasn’t that the clothes were uncomfortable, just that they were so very different than
what she was used to. And so many more of them. Skirts and undergarmets — the stays,
though not tightly-laced, felt very constricting, though Cat could see how the garment
might offer some welcome support through a hard day’s work. And she wasn’t even
wearing the whole of it. Cat’s sisters had no spare shoes or stockings that might fit her, so
she was still barefoot.

“* Ave you strength to walk downstairs?”” Emma asked.

“I believe so,” Cat said. A bit of food and a night’s rest without sickness had done
wonders for her.

“Cook ‘as a proper breakfast in the kitchen.”



Black Ice Software LLC

Demo version

Cat’s stomach growled, even with the morning’s toast and tea, and she grinned. “It
appears | can find the strength for that, at least.”

Emma grinned back. “Sounds it,” she said. “Follow me, then.”

They left the bedroom and Cat looked around the rest of the house with interest.
Whatever this Artifice was, there must be a great deal of coininit, for the house was
huge to Cat’s eyes. She counted twelve doorways before they reached the staircase and
the hallway floor was covered in rugs and runners that she thought would fetch a nice
sum from a picker. There were even chairs and pieces of furniture in the hall, which made
little sense to Cat.

With all these rooms to choose from, why would they need to sit in the hall?

“Most of t’house is closed,” Emma said. “Just the master’s room and the one yer in
we keep open.” She paused and frowned. “The master dint leave word fer what to do with
ye when y’woke. Didn’t say to move y’down belowstairs or nothing.” She grinned. “I
think if he hasn’t said, then y’should stay where y’are.”

“Should 1?” Cat asked. The last thing she wanted to do was anger her benefactor. She
was still wary of hisintentions — in her experience no one helped another without
something in it for them — but Emma seemed to think he was a kind man.

Emma nodded. “He ordered y’put there and said not a thing about movin’ ye,” she
said. She grasped Cat’s arm and pulled her toward the stairs. “It’ll be a grand lark, now
yer better. Y’can play at bein’ a lady, an’ I’ll practice bein’ a lady’s maid.” She nodded.
“I’ve ambitions, 1 do.”

“Is that good?” Cat asked. “To be a lady’s maid?”

“It’s the grandest thing t’be, I think,” Emma said.

“What ... what does one do as a lady’s maid?” If Mister Roffe truly did offer her
place, then perhaps Cat, too, could aspire to one day being a lady’s maid. It was certainly
a better thing to be than a cutpurse.

“She helps a lady with her clothes and bath and, well, all manner of things.”

“And what does a lady do?” Cat asked, never having seen someone she’d call a lady
in the markets.

“Well, 1 suppose she lazes about and gets dressed and bathed and fed,” Emma said.

That sounds far more what one should aspire to, Cat thought, but aloud, “I’ll see if |
can play at that for you then, Emma. Just so you can practice, you understand.”

“Oh, aye, all fer me,” Emma said grinning. She took Cat’s arm and the two hurried
down the stairs. “You just enjoy it while y’can. A’fore that room’s closed up again like
the rest of ‘em.”

Indeed, when they’d descended the stairs most of the rooms on the main floor looked
closed up to Cat, with furnishings covered by large sheets. To hear Emmatell it, this
Mister Roffe only visited the country house atime or two each year, which made Cat
wonder why he kept the home at all. She also wondered if Emma might be mistaken
about him offering her a place, since the small staff already there seemed to have the
limited work well in hand. Unused or not, though, what she saw of the rooms and
furnishings spoke of wealth as much as the upstairs did.
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The kitchen and staff areas on the main floor were plainer, but still finer than anything
Cat was used to.

She met Mrs. Singley, the cook, who Emma referred to ssimply as Cook. As did Skiff,
the gardener and groundsman.

“It’s good ter see you up an’ about, lass,” Cook said, sliding a plate in front of Cat.
“It’s Cat yer called, is it?”

Cat stared at the plate in shock. She’d thought the toast with jam and the porridge
were fine, but before her was a mound of eggs, sausages, and potatoes, not to mention
more bread, than she thought she could possibly eat. She blinked back tears,
remembering what Emma had said about the meals here. No, it’s not just bread and
drippings, isit.

She shook herself.

“Yes, it’s Cat, thank you.” She looked up from the plate. “This is for me?”

Cook gave her alook tinged with sympathy, and Cat might have taken offense if it
hadn’t clearly been so kind-hearted.

“Skiff’s had a good year with the chickens, he has,” she said. “Hardly know what ter
do with all the eggs. Between them and the gardens we’ve plenty.” She set similar plates
in front of the other two and got one for herself.

* % % % %

Cat ate her breakfast in silence. The others, perhaps sensing that she was unsure of
herself, talked of the coming day’s chores and asked her only a few questions. Cat tried to
answer as honestly as she could without coming right out and saying that she’d been
raised in the gutter, and they didn’t pry.

After breakfast, Emmatook Cat on a careful walk around the grounds, with frequent
stopsfor Cat to rest, as she was till easily tired.

The house looked immense from outside and the grounds as well. Emmatold her that
“only” two acres or so of land made up the grounds inside the estate’s high walls. Outside
those walls, some distance away, was afair sized village and another, larger, estate
house.

“They’re proper lords of some-such,” Emma said. “This were theirs too, at one point,
but the master he bought it outright, he did.”

Cat nodded. She was a hit in awe already of what Emma had said was inside the
estate’s walls. Kitchen gardens, a formal garden, a quarter acre or so of wooded land,
along with a small carriage house and barn. They’d left by the kitchen door and along a
cobbled way for deliveries to the kitchen garden Cook kept.

“I come from a farm, meself,” Emma said as they walked through the rows of plants.

“Whyever did you leave?” Cat asked. She couldn’t believe that someone would leave
a place where food simply came out of the ground for the taking.

“It were a small village,” Emma said, looking away. “Not much to choose from fer a
husband there. And didn’t much want one, come to that.”

Cat frowned. She had a sense there was more to it, but didn’t want to pry.
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They continued walking and chatting. Cat was astounded to learn that nothing from
the estate was sold for profit. She’d expected that this Mister Roffe kept it for that
purpose. To learn that he kept something so expensive and rarely used it confused her.

“Why does he keep the place?” she asked. “If he so seldom comes here?”

Emma shrugged. “No tellin’ what them with enough coin’ll do.”

“Is your work hard here?”

Emma shrugged. “Easier than most, | ‘spect. With none in residence most times.”

Cat frowned. “Do you really think he’d offer me a place, then? With so little work
here?”

“He might need help at the house in the City.” Emma shrugged. “Maybe plans to
bring you there, or me, and have you take over here. Who’s to say?”

Cat thought for a moment. “Perhaps.”

They walked in silence for atime and then Cat stumbled and shivered. The day was
sunny, but cold, and she shivered again with the chill.

Emma stopped and grasped Cat’s hand.

“Yer cold as bone, girl, why’d you never say some’at?”

Cat shivered again and wrapped her arms around her middle. “I didn’t notice ...”

“Let’s get y’back to the house,” Emma said. “A bath to warm y’an bed to rest, |
think.”

* % % * %

“I could grow quite used to this,” Cat said, easing herself deeper into the hot water.

“Enjoy it while y’can, yer ladyship,” Emma said with a teasing grin. “Afore yer down
with us servants. I’ve never had a such meself.”

“I thought this house had hot water to spare?” Cat asked. “How can you not have?”

“Oh, there’s hot water a’plenty,” Emma explained, “but no bath like that belowstairs.
We’ve a hip bath, but naught like that’un.” She held a hand at her midsection. “About
t’here’s the best, not all soakin’ neck-deep like that.”

Cat frowned. “With so many of the baths in the house — three, did you say? And this
Mister Roffe never at home, why can’t you just use the ones upstairs?”

Emma shook her head. “Not done,” she said. “Not done a’tall. Even if the master’s
not in residence. Cook and me, we keep to our place, we do.”

Cat frowned. With so much to the house and so many luxuries, why shouldn’t the
staff make use of them when this “master” wasn’t at home? To have such a thing as this
tub lying idle and unused seemed a shame.

“Well, if I’'m playing at being a lady, then | shall give you permission to use this one,”
Cat said. “In fact, | order it. So there.”

Emma looked shocked, then bit her lip.

“Well,” she said and grinned. “If her ladyship orders it ...” She began unbuttoning her
smock.

“l ...” Cat started to protest. She’d meant for Emma to use the bath another time, not
right this minute — certainly not for Emmarto join her. But her voice trailed off as she
watched the other girl.
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Emma dlid into the bath at the other end and Cat jumped, startled, as their legs
touched beneath the water. Cat froze, uncertain of what to do and equally uncertain about
what she was feeling.

“Oh, this is nice,” Emma said, leaning back and closing her eyes. “It’s like being right
inside afire, it’s so warm.”

“Yes. Yes, itis.”

* % % % %

Cat spent the next fortnight living in luxury she’d never dreamed possible.

As her strength returned, she spent her days walking the grounds of the estate and
even took the short walk to the nearby village, though there were more than afew stares
and whispers. Her close-shorn hair made her quite the oddity, she knew. She stopped
going to the village and limited herself to the Roffe estate when three of the village boys
taunted her over her lack of hair and threw clods of dung at her. Cat resisted the urge to
chase them down and make them pay for that, not wanting to jeopardize her chances for a
place in the Roffe household by brawling in the village.

Emma took her opportunity to play at being a lady’s maid quite seriously, waking Cat
with toast and tea every morning and helping her dress, but Cat spent her days learning
the ways of a housemaid from Emma. She thought that knowing the work might help her
chances of Roffe truly offering her a place in the household.

Neither set of tasks took al of their time, especialy with Cat helping at the cleaning
tasks, and the two girls spent hours each day simply talking or walking the paths of the
estate. For Cat it was, indeed, heaven itself. She was safe, warm, fed, and, for the first
time in her life, she felt she had a friend she didn’t have to lie to every day.

Still, though, she could not shake the man with the iron-filled purse from her
thoughts. Without him, she would certainly never have been rescued by Mister Roffe and
would never have the hope of a place in this household, but still he’d cheated her, struck
her, and even tried to ... what had he been trying to do with her when she’d been
rescued? Kidnap her? Murder her?

No, there was a score to settle there, still, and even if she were offered a place here,
Cat knew she’d be on the lookout for that man the rest of her days. And when she next
met him, she’d be surer of her strike.

Then the word came that Mister Edward Roffe, Artificer and master of the house,
would be arriving the next day.

* % % % %

At noon, Cat was sitting beside a small brook that ran under the estate’s wall and
through the patch of woods. She looked up as she heard Emma call from the nearer the
house and saw the other girl waving to her and calling her name. She rose and made her
way back.

“There’s word come,” Emma said. “Mister Roffe’ll be here fer supper, but he’s sent a
package fer you.”

“A package?”
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Emma grinned as they walked toward the house. “Boxes an’ such, Cook said. Look
t’be the master’s finally thought of you having no clothes o’ yer own an’ sent some’at fer
you.”

“That will be a relief.”

They returned to the house and upstairs to Cat’s room. Cat stopped in shock at the
sight of the packages on the bed. Boxes and paper-wrapped parcels covered it, far more,
and of finer quality, than could be accounted for by a maid’s uniform.

Cat went to the bed, hand at her mouth. She opened the largest box first. The
packaging itself was a work of art. Bound not with twine as she’d expected, but with
ribbon, and of aheavy, expensive stock. She untied the bow and carefully pulled the
ribbon aside, then lifted the top. There was something dark beneath the white tissue paper
in the box and she pulled that aside as well, then gasped at the sight.

The dress was exquisite. A deep, emerald velvet that seemed to sparkle as it caught
the light, trimmed with black that only made the greens more vivid. Cat reached out a
tentative hand to touch it, then pulled it back.

“This can’t be for me,” she whispered. “It’s a mistake. Emma, this can’t be for me,
can it?”

When Emma didn’t answer, Cat turned and found the other girl frozen in the
doorway, eyes wide and one hand to her mouth. She was staring at the open box as well.

“Emma?”

Emma stared at the boxes, then at Cat. “I’m sorry, miss.” She ducked her head and
stared at the floor.

“What?”

“I’m sorry, miss,” Emma repeated. “I should’a known.”

“Should have known what?” Cat asked. She stepped toward the girl. “Emma,
whatever’s gotten into you?”

“Should’a known,” Emma repeated, not looking up. “But y’said y’ had no people,
miss, that y’were no one in particular.” She pointed at the boxes. “But | should’a known.
Y’talk all proper-like and —”

“Emma, what are you saying, what do you mean?”

“Them’s no servant’s clothes, them. Yer some kind’a lady, miss,” Emma said. “I
should’a seen it. I’'m sorry | was so familiar, miss.” She looked up and Cat saw real fear
in her eyes. “Please don’t see me put out, miss?” She ducked her head again. “I’ll behave
as| should, | will. | swear it!”

Fear shot through Cat as well, but for a different reason. She realized suddenly just
how much she cared for the other girl, how much she relied on her friendship. Something
she’d not had before.

“Emmal!” she cried. She grasped the other girl’s hands, holding them tightly. “I swear
to you, | have no people. | grew up on the streets, for goodness sake! I’m certainly no one
in particular. This—" She jerked her head at the boxes. “This has to be some mistake.”

Emma raised her eyes and Cat saw that they shone with tears. Just as her own did, she
felt.
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“Emma, please,” she said. “You’re my only friend here. Anywhere. You’re ... the
only friend I’ve ever had. | could not bear to lose that, please.”

“Do y’mean that, miss?”

Cat released Emma’s hands and cupped the other girl’s cheeks. “Don’t you dare!” she
said. “Don’t you dare call me ‘miss’ like that. I am Cat and you are Emma and nothing in
those boxes, mistake or no, will ever change that, do you hear?” Emma still looked
uncertain, so Cat took her hands again and squeezed them forcefully. “I swear it, Emma.”

The older girl’s face cleared and she smiled. “All right, then, Cat,” she said and bent
forward to kiss Cat on the cheek.

The knot of fear in Cat’s middle dissolved and as Emma straightened Cat darted her
own face forward and gave her a quick kiss on the lips with a playful grin. That caused
Emmato smile again, and Cat marveled for a moment at how important the other girl had
become to her. Not since Mother Agnes had died had Cat truly cared about another
person. The feeling was odd, and a bit frightening.

“Y’should see what’s in the rest 0’them boxes,” Emma said, pulling her hands from
Cat’s and moving to the bedside.

Cat stared at her empty hands for a moment, then raised one to touch her lips.

* % % % %

Cat waited with equal parts eagerness and trepidation for Roffe to arrive. He was due
before supper, but as the day grew later, she began to wonder if he’d appear. She was
waiting in her room with Emma, dressed far more elegantly than she ever had before.

Over the past days she’d settled in her mind that this Roffe was as Emma described
him. A kind sort of man, who’d chased off her attacker and brought her here to be cared
for when he discovered she wasill. Someone likely to offer her a servant’s position as a
further kindness. But the sort of clothes he’d sent ...

“Emma, what do you suppose these clothes mean? They’re certainly not the sort one
gives a servant, are they?”

“No, miss, they’re not.”

“Emma ...”

“Sorry,” Emma said with a shy grin. “Cat, then.”

“I’ll not be his doxie,” Cat said firmly. She was young for that, and hardly filled out,
but some men had those appetites, she knew. “Not for anything.”

Emma shook her head. “None of that here. Never since 1’ve been here. The master’s
never even had a lady to supper here.”

“But you say he’s seldom here at all. There’s no telling what he does in the city.”

“Mister Roffe’s a good, kind gentleman, he is. You’ll see.”

“Well, if not that, then what explanation could there be?”

Emma frowned. “Maybe yer some sort’er lost heir? Like in the tales.”

“Tales aren’t real, Emma.”

“Well, they’re gilded some, sure, but has t’be some truth to a tale, don’t there?”

“And how would your Mister Roffe know if | were?”” Cat asked. “I’ve no great
birthmark like the lads in a tale.”
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Emma frowned again. “No, that’s for certain. Maybe, the master, he knows that
fellow what attacked you? Knows him fer avillain and al, somehow? Followed him on
that street and when he saw you attacked like that he just knew it?”

“|l think we’ve gone far afield now,” Cat said. She shook her head and sighed. “I
know you think this man’s kind and generous, Emma, but where | grew up there’s no
such thing. No one does a thing without there’s something to be gained.”

“Not even fer love, then?”

Cat thought of her gang and others on the street. The closest thing she’d seen to what
the tales called love was what she’d had with Mother Agnes, and even that she doubted.

“Especially not for that.”

They heard horses in the drive and Emma rushed to the window.

“He’s here!” she called.

Cat went to the window as well, but all she could see was the roof of acarriage and a
hat-covered head hurrying to the house’s door. Cat smoothed the front of her dress and
skirts, then checked herself in the cloudy mirror. The dress was fine, she had to admit, but
her newly short-cropped hair did nothing for her appearance.

“What should I do?” she asked. “Do | go down and greet him? Or do | wait here?”

“It’s so close to time fer supper, you should be going down,” Emma said after a
moment’s hesitation.

Cat nodded. “Very well, then.”

The two girls left Cat’s room and had no sooner made their way to their way to the
top of the stairs than a man appeared at the bottom.

“*At’s Clanton,” Emma whispered. “The master’s valet.”

Clanton was a thin, dark man with greasy hair. He reminded Cat instantly of any one
of the pimps or fences she’d seen on the streets and she paused, wary and uncertain.

“Muister Roffe’s in the dining room,” Clanton said, gesturing impatiently for them to
come down. “Hurry up now, it’s been a long ride from the City and he’s no desire to wait
on supper for your sake.”

Cat hurried down the stairs, Emma behind her. Though she’d taken an immediate
didlike to the valet and distrusted him instinctively, she didn’t want to keep her
benefactor waiting.

She followed Clanton to the dining room where he nodded to her and opened the
door.

Cat paused outside the dining room and ran her palms down her skirts. She looked to
Emma, who gave her agrin and anod of encouragement, then steeled herself and stepped
through the door to meet this Mister Edward Roffe.

He stood at the room’s far side, near the sideboard, back to her, pouring himself a
glass of wine.

“Well, girl,” he said, and Cat froze as he turned and she could see his face. “You look
better than last | saw you, at least.”

It was him.

The man with the iron-filled purse. The man who’d struck her.

The man she meant to kill.
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