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  In the Gutter, there are only two ways for a girl to earn a living—among the trash or on her back. When Hart decides that’s not good enough for her, she takes on the high stakes world of no-holds-barred fighting. There's just one problem: women aren't allowed in the ring.


  Hair cut short and dressed in her father’s old clothes, Hart ventures into the Alley and the world of arena fighting. There she meets Ruby, the daughter of the Arena owner and a brilliant fighter in her own right. When she offers Hart the chance for friendship, Hart cannot resist.


  But Ruby thinks Hart is a man, and as she and Ruby grow closer, it gets harder and harder to maintain the façade …
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  Chapter One


  "It's late."


  Hart watched her mother pace the small room, her nervous eyes fixed on the door. The other kids were tucked into the bed in the corner, long asleep. The church bells in the Alley had stopped chiming at midnight, so it was hard to say how late it really was.


  It felt late, though.


  "It's probably just running long," she told her mother, trying to sound more confident than she felt. "Or maybe he's gone celebrating his win."


  Vivien arched an eyebrow and Hart could only shrug. Her father wouldn't do that. He always came straight home.


  Vivien paused at the window, peering out into the dark night. There wasn't anything to see. Few of their neighbors had electricity, and the night-time candles had long since burned out. A single taper lit the room they sat it, burned down to a nub as they waited.


  "Something's happened," her mother said, voice tight.


  "No."


  "But—" She turned from the window.


  Hart shook her head, glancing over at the sleeping children before continuing in a low voice. "Don't say that. Not yet. We don't know anything. He's probably fine. He's always fine."


  Everyone was always fine, right up until they weren't. A few years before, Hart's father won every time he fought. He brought home purse after purse, and they were practically rich compared to the rest of the Gutter. But Duncan was getting older, and now sometimes he came home empty-handed, shame scrawled on his face along with the bruises. Money was tighter than it had been since she was a little kid, before her father had taken to the ring. Every fight, Duncan said this would be the one, the one where he turned it all around and became a champion again. But Hart saw the gray in his hair and the bags under his eyes.


  When Duncan entered his first fight, he had been a little soft, doughy despite his time at the plant. But soon, he hardened. He got up early and ran the Gutter, his heavy feet pounding the pavement. He did sit ups and push ups in their cramped living space, babies crawling all around him. He shadow boxed in the streets. And Hart followed right along behind him. She punched when he punched, ducked when he ducked; she did push-ups and sit-ups and jumping jacks until her little body was completely spent. As Duncan came home with purse after purse, the fights seemed more and more glamorous, and Hart hung on his every move. She rose early and followed him on his runs, keeping up and then overtaking him as her legs lengthened. Now she was harder than he was, lean muscles where age had started to soften Duncan again. The fights had lost their glamour for Hart, but the time she spent alone with her father, jumping rope, trading punches, or running long miles, still retained every ounce of joy they had ever had. She and her father had gone for a run just that morning, silent beside each other in the soft dawn light. It had never occurred to Hart that, eventually, one of those runs would be their last.


  She slumped against the wall, the patchwork corrugated surface creaking under her weight, and rubbed her tired eyes, trying to calculate the time. The fight had started at ten. Fights never lasted long, even with strong, experienced fighters like her father. It was too brutal, too bloody, to drag out. The men fought hard and someone went down.


  Then her father would come home, the purse of winnings clutched in his bruised and scabbed hands. Most nights, Duncan was home before the church bells stopped ringing. That's the way it was supposed to happen.


  It felt like an eternity since the last chime, but realistically Hart knew it had probably only been an hour or two. Late, but not too late.


  Footsteps in the street had her head snapping up. Her mother gave a gasp of relief and wrenched open the front door. Only, it wasn't her father standing in the narrow lane.  A grubby boy Hart didn't recognize stepped forward out of the darkness and her heart dropped.


  "You Duncan's lot?"


  Vivien whimpered and stumbled back, away from him, as if distance would stop what was coming. So Hart stepped forward, meeting the boy's eyes.


  "Yes."


  The boy gave a nervous little shrug. "I'm sorry." He pulled his cap off, a momentary gesture of respect, twisting it in his small hands. "It was a good fight, though."


  Hart's stomach knotted, bile rising in her throat. She could hear her mother stumbling into a chair, sobs rising in her throat. The children shifted in the bed, but didn't wake. Hart wanted to cry, to scream, but she couldn't, not while Vivien was falling apart. It was up to her to get the information they needed.


  "The body?" she asked, making herself choke out the word.


  The boy shrugged again. "They'll bury it for you, if you want. Fighters' lot."


  "No," Hart snapped. She took a deep breath, forcing herself to continue. "No. We want him back."


  The boy looked bemused. "Okay. I'll tell them. You wanna come by the gate tomorrow, pick it up?"


  It. Hart shuddered.


  "We can't—" Her mother choked out behind her. Vivien had her face buried in her hands, muffling her words. "We can't afford that."


  Hart closed her eyes, anger and pain and anguish welling up inside of her. Of course they couldn't. Burials cost money just like everything else.


  "It's a nice lot," the boy offered. "He'll get a marker and everything."


  "Okay," Hart whispered, hating the thought of it.


  "I'm, uh, sorry for your loss," the boy said, reciting the words mechanically. Hart wondered how many of these errands he'd had to run in his short life. How many tears he saw, how many lives ruined.


  "Thank you for telling us," she said numbly, ushering him out the door and pushing it shut behind him.


  And that was that. Her father had left right after dinner, kissing her mother and each of the kids in turn, a wide grin on his face. "Give them hell," her mother had whispered.


  He had walked out the door, and now he was never coming back again. They'd never even see his body.


  He took that chance every time he went to fight, but he was so good at it. It was like Hart had forgotten the risk. She remembered his first fight. He had been laid off at the plant, and they had lost their house and moved here, to this little hovel. Two ten-by-ten rooms held together with more prayers than nails. There was no money, no food, and babies underfoot, and all she could really remember was the gnawing hunger in her belly and the sound of her mother's tears. So Duncan had gone to fight.


  Vivien had begged him not to. It was better to starve, she said, but they all knew that was a lie. The fights were brutal, but they were nothing like watching a baby sob from hunger, its little belly horribly concave.


  Duncan had gone to fight, and Vivien had cried the whole time he was gone, convinced he was never coming back. But he did, with money in his hand, good money. And he kept coming home, and he kept bringing money. And they had food, and clothing, and wood for the fire and candles to keep the dark out, and books to teach Hart to read. It was even better than when he was at the plant.


  And they had gotten cocky, Hart realized, sinking down at her mother's feet. Duncan had seemed unbeatable. He won far more than he lost, and the injuries were never that bad. A broken wrist here, a turned ankle there. A gash down one cheek that Vivien carefully sewed up, tiny, neat stitches like she was working on a dress of her own.  Everything could be mended and put back together.


  But not a life. Once that was gone, it was just gone.


  And Duncan was gone. Hart dropped her head into mother's lap, muffling her cries in the fabric there. She didn't want to wake the other children.


  *~*~*


  In the morning, it was worse. Hart woke up, still curled on the floor, stiff and cold. And then she remembered.


  The sudden force of her grief was like being barrelled down by a truck. She felt flattened, laid out and unable to get back up again.


  Except the kids were stirring, turning and murmuring in the bed. They'd have to be fed, and bathed and dressed.


  They'd have to be told.


  Hart groaned, a wretched sound, and forced herself to her feet. She looked around the room, sunlight filtering in through the cracked shutters. There was no sign of her mother, so Hart took a deep breath and moved to the fire, piling wood on the grate and striking a match. She spooned oats into a pot, poured water over it, and hung it up to cook. Smoke swirled through the room, filling the air as much as it went up the makeshift chimney:  a pipe perched precariously through a hole in the ceiling. Hart wafted a hand in front of her face and ignored the stinging in her eyes.


  "Where's daddy?" Penny's little voice piped behind her, and Hart stiffened. She didn't want to do this, didn't want to have to be the one to break the news.


  All three kids were sitting up in bed, looking sleepy and confused. Hart padded over to them, sitting down on the edge of the bed and pulling Penny into her lap.


  Finn took one look at her face and scowled. "What is it? What's wrong?" At twelve, he idolized their father and the supposed 'glamour' of the fights. He would probably take it worst of all.


  "Daddy's fight went badly last night," Hart told them, hugging Penny close. "He's—he's gone."


  "He left?" Roe asked.


  "No, she means he's at the hospital," Finn admonished.


  "No," Hart said, squeezing her eyes shut. "I mean, he's never coming back. He got hurt in the fight. Too hurt. He's …"


  "Dead," Finn said flatly, scrambling out of bed. "You mean he's dead."


  Hart could only nod. Finn glared at her like she was the one who killed their father, like she was personally responsible for ripping their lives apart.


  "He can't be dead," Roe whispered, eyes wide. "Who will take care of us?"


  "I will," Hart said fiercely, squeezing Penny tight in her arms. "I'm not going to let anything happen to you."


  "You can't promise that!" Finn slammed out of the house in his ragged pajamas, feet bare. Hart could only stare after him, cuddling the girls close. Penny cried wetly into her shoulder, probably more from the raised voices and confusion than the news that her father was dead. At six, she could hardly be expected to know what they meant, not really. To understand that she'd never see her daddy again, never hear his voice. It was incomprehensible even at eighteen. How could you possibly begin to understand that a person could be there one day and gone the next?


  Hart quietly dressed the girls and spooned oatmeal into chipped bowls, ignoring the fact that they did little more than push the mush around with their spoons. She wasn't hungry either.


  Finn didn't come back; Hart assumed he'd gone on to work.


  Work. She sighed, rubbing tiredly at her face. The 'work' she and the kids did brought in mere pennies. Nearly all their money came from their father. From the fights.


  What were they going to do now?


  Hart led the girls out of the house, stepping over the makeshift gutters that lay in front of their door. Cracked concrete spread open to reveal fetid pools of trash and waste. Rainwater collected in the deep fissures, the stench rising from it almost rivaling the faint odor of the heap that hung over every part of the Gutter. The air around the cracks always smelled slightly of human waste, evidence of the last time the sewers flooded.


  Hart had seen people drink from the gutters, dipping their hands greedily, desperately, into the filthy water. Without Duncan, was that what would become of them?


  Penny and Roe trailed after Hart as she made her way down the narrow streets of the Gutter, keeping her eyes peeled for anything that might be of use lying in the mounds of litter on the sides of the road. The trash seemed to creep in further every day, carpeting their streets, pressing up against their homes. It wasn't hard to imagine the rubbish taking over, sliding in through windows and open doors, burying the Gutter and everyone in it.


  At the edge of town stood the heap: a smoking pit of garbage. It was already covered with people, crawling over the refuse like flies, picking through it for sustenance. Somewhere in the crowd was Finn and maybe even their mother. Most of the Gutter kids were here trying to earn some extra cash for their families, their fathers and mothers working in the plants, or passed out drunk, or high, somewhere in the dark twists and turns of the Gutter.


  Hart settled Roe and Penny on the outskirts of the pit where she could keep an eye on them. Other small children played and romped around them heedless of the filth beneath them. After all, it was the only environment they'd ever known.


  Rolling her pants up above the knee, Hart waded in.


  This close, the smell was overpowering. It wasn't as bad as the sewage that got dumped one ring further out, a wretched scent that sometimes got carried in on hot summer breezes. But still, the smell of rotting food and debris surrounded her. All the trash from the City, the Alley, and the Gutter got dumped here, but it was only the City trash the Gutter kids were interested in.  They spent their days scavenging for anything that might be of value and then sold it right back to the idiots who had thrown it out—or, more likely, sold it on to the Alley. There whatever it was would break down further until it was thrown away again, and then it would end up in a Gutter home.


  The great circle of trash.


  Throwing one last glance at her sisters' tearstained faces, Hart began picking through the mess. She was good at this. She knew not to waste her time on junk, knew what could be repaired and what was beyond hope. She was even pretty good at fixing things, coaxing life into items that the City-dwellers had deemed dead. She wasn't as good at it as her father, but now … now she would have to be.


  Metal was the most valuable. The City threw away an astonishing number of things with copper coils and aluminium plating. Copper, aluminium, tin, silver, and gold—all of it could be sold to the Alley factories and smelters. Selling to the factories meant the highest price possible, instead of selling junk and trinkets onto Alleyway brokers. The middlemen gouged the Gutter kids, jacking the prices up for their clients from the Alley and the City. No one from the inner rings was going to buy direct from a Gutter kid, so they had to take what they could get.


  Hart knew some of the foremen at the plants, though, and knew how to haggle for a good price.


  However, as she tucked a piece of wire into the sack slung over her back, she knew it wouldn't be enough. Not anymore. Not without Duncan's earnings.


  Jerry-rigging old appliances to get a few more uses out of them, stripping wire for the copper inside—it wouldn't make ends meet.


  Hart watched a nearby child, no more than seven years old, surface triumphantly with a shining circuit board. She shuddered. Fixing a toaster to work again made her family pennies—the real money was in the cracked screens and broken keyboards. What most people were looking for on the heap were electronics:  gadgets that had outworn their welcome, replaced by newer, smaller, shinier models. Inside them was a veritable treasure trove of sellable parts, but those parts had to be extracted first.


  It was Duncan who had made them stop. Hart and her siblings had combed the landfill for circuit boards and cell phones just like the rest of the Gutter kids, melting them down in a pungent heap for the metal inside. The melting plastic threw up dark, thick smoke that Hart could practically feel as she breathed it in, coating her mouth, her throat, her lungs. They coughed their way through the work and then long after:  a deep, hacking cough that everyone in the Gutter recognized.


  There was money in it, real money, not the chump change she'd get from the coffee maker sticking out under her feet. But Duncan made them stop, telling them that he made enough from the fights that they didn't need to work the heap. At least, not like that.


  They all saw what happened to their neighbors. Not just the coughs that reverberated through the flimsy walls of the houses, growing worse until they just … stopped. No, it was worse than that. Babies were born wrong, their bodies scrawny and weak, their eyes dull. Slow children, small children, children with deformities that didn't keep them from joining their parents on the heap, breathing in the same toxic fumes as everyone else.


  Duncan said he refused to let his children turn out like that, or their children after them. He wanted grandchildren as bright and lively as his own kids, he'd say, smiling gently at Hart. Hart had no plans to bring a child into this life, but she agreed with her father, relieved when she and her siblings left the burning piles of plastic behind.


  But now—Hart watched the child run to his mother with the circuit board and thought how much money they might get from it. Money her family was going to desperately need.


  The day crawled by. Hart ignored the growling in her stomach. She hadn't packed a lunch that morning, and she wasn't sure they could afford it anyway. She saw other kids eating from the pit:  apple cores, moldy bread and hunks of rotting meat. Watching them eat the literal trash beneath their feet turned her stomach, and she forget her hunger. She wouldn't stoop that low. She hoped she'd never have to.


  Hart slogged through the heap, kicking refuse out of her path. Bottles and cans clinked against each other with every step she took, and bits of paper floated into the air. Her eyes caught on a word and she stopped, staring down at the crumpled newsprint beneath her feet. Fights Keep Us Safe the headline blared, over a picture of two hardened men facing off in a ring. "Let the criminals fight each other," Mayor declares. "Better than fighting us."


  She picked up the paper with shaking hands. She had heard it all before, but she couldn't help searching the faces of the men pictured, wondering if they had families waiting for them. If they had made it home after the picture was taken. Or if they were already buried in some nameless fighters' lot. Maybe next to the new grave that would bear her father's name. Her eyes tracked down the article, anger bubbling up inside of her. The newspaper had some 'experts' weighing in, declaring that the fights served the greater good, keeping "known criminals" off the streets and under the City's watchful eye. Men who hadn't yet been arrested for murder, rape or theft eventually would be, the 'experts' declared, unless they were allowed to exhaust their violent urges in the ring.


  Hart crumpled the paper fiercely in her hand. Her father had never hurt anyone outside of the ring, and never would have. He hated the violence of the fights, but his children had to eat. Every man who got in the ring had someone to feed, and the City wasn't giving them any other way to do it. They could take their experts and statistics and shove them, as far as Hart was concerned. Her father fought to keep his family alive, and look where that had gotten him. Bile rose sharply in her throat, stinging, and she dropped the wadded ball of paper back onto the heap, letting it sink into the filth where it belonged.


  When the sun started to dip below the horizon, Hart picked her way back to the edge of the trash. Roe and Penny were right where she had left them, waiting with more patience than little girls should have. Sometimes Hart saw the children in the Alley, through the fence. They ran and laughed raucously, mindless of the cares that might weigh on their parents. She wanted that for her siblings.


  She wanted them to have a better life than just picking through trash.


  Finn found them as Hart was collecting the girls. He didn't say anything, just fell into step beside them, his own sack bursting to near full over his shoulder. Hart reached over and touched his arm, squeezed his wrist for a moment.


  Chapter Two


  Vivien was home when they got back, curled over herself in a chair, her head bent. Hart didn't know what to say—didn't know if there was anything to say—so she just upended her bag on the floor and began sorting her findings. After a second, Finn joined her. Roe and Penny twined around their mother like needy cats, curling into her grief.


  They would leave the items to be repaired at the house and work on them in the evenings. Everything else would get taken to the fence to sell. Hart put all her metal findings in a smaller bag and collected the rest in a large sack. There was nothing of any particular value, but she had to try. Sometimes Duncan would go with her to the fence to make sure she wasn't hassled, that she got the best deal.


  Now Hart would have to fend for herself.


  "Can I come?"


  She nodded stiffly; Finn shouldered the smaller of the two sacks and followed her out of the house.


  They walked silently towards the Center. It was dusk around them, the few lights of the Gutter flickering on.


  "Hart?"


  "Yeah?"


  Finn glanced up at her, looking younger than his twelve years. "What are we going to do?"


  She wanted to reassure him, to tell him that everything was going to be fine, but he was too old for fairy tales. "I don't know, Finn. I really don't."


  "Do you think Mother can get a job in one of the plants?"


  "With her back?"


  Vivien had been hurt in a factory accident years ago, before Hart was even born, crushed by the machine she was working and fired on the spot for having caused a disruption.


  Not to mention, there were no jobs. Nobody wanted to admit that, to accept that there were people for whom work would never be found, people who would just be left to rot in the Gutter, scrounging for what they could to survive. The plants weren't hiring. Hadn't been for years. Everything was outsourced out of the city. Trucks rolled in from places Hart had never heard of and would never see, loaded with goods that would soon end up in the landfills and then in the sack on her back. The city used to make goods for themselves, but they didn't anymore. They just bought stuff cheaper and threw away more, and the number of people living in the Gutter seemed to grow every day.


  "Can I get a job?"


  Hart sighed, reaching over to squeeze his shoulder. "No, Finn. You're too little yet."


  The only jobs for little boys were the ones too dangerous for adults. Squeezing between equipment, climbing high in the rafters, and coming home to your family in a box. She wouldn't let it happen, not to her brother.


  They made their way through the cramped streets, ducking low under dangling lines of drying laundry, bright spots that danced gaily against the drab background of the shantytown. The twists and turns in the road would be incomprehensible to a stranger, but the Gutter inhabitants navigated them seamlessly, turning into what looked like dark dead ends, only to squeeze out into another main thoroughfare. Hart and Finn moved easily through the maze of streets, light on their feet, constantly alert to their surroundings. People were known to jump kids on the way to the fence, stealing the goods off their back.


  "Look who it is," a voice sneered, and Hart froze where she was halfway through a gap in a run-down fence. Only Finn's hands pushing insistently at her back could force her to step forward, into the street where several girls stood, watching her with unimpressed eyes. They were mostly her age, some a few years younger. Girls she had grown up with, running through the streets of the Gutter, working the heap in the day and sneaking out of their houses at night.


  "Ooh, got a date?" Misty said, watching Finn squirm through the fence after her. The rest of the group cackled nastily.  "Oh, no. Just your brother."


  "Couldn't get a date if she tried," one of the younger girls taunted. She was probably only fifteen, but her face was coated heavily in makeup, eyelashes black, lips red, her top cut low enough to show the way her tits were pushed up to her chin.


  Hart straightened, squaring her shoulders as she faced them. "At least I don't get paid for all of my 'dates'."


  The girl sneered, crossing her arms under her breasts to emphasize them further.


  "Everyone knows the only way you'd get a man to fuck you was if you paid him," a third girl said. Hart remembered Lacey from when they were children. Her eyes tracked lower to where Lacey's hands crossed over her swollen stomach.


  She was only seventeen and had probably never known the father's name. He was probably just some man who shoved bills into her hand before wrenching up her skirt.


  "Looks like staying away from the fence has kept me out of all kinds of trouble," Hart said quietly.


  Lacey snarled and lunged towards her, bright red nails flashing in the dim light that filtered down between the buildings. "Just because I actually like men," Lacey growled, her pregnant belly pushing against Hart as she got into her face. "Just because we actually have to work to support our families," she continued and Hart bit her lip, stung.


  "You think you're so much better than us," Lacey said, her fingernails digging sharply into Hart's jaw where she grabbed her, her face close enough that Hart could see the chalky clumps of makeup in her lashes and smeared around her eyes. "But you still spend all your time staring at our tits."


  Hart fought to keep her eyes from dropping down at that comment, knowing Lacey's breasts were practically right in her face, shown off in a tight top that stretched uncomfortably over her belly. She sputtered, shocked. "I—I don't."


  "Leave my sister alone," Finn growled, shouldering his way into the fray. Lacey glanced down at him and laughed.


  "The only man you can get to fight your battles?"


  It was too close to home, too soon. Hart tightened her grip on her bag and grabbed Finn's hand, clenching down on the hurt that crawled up the back of her throat. "Get out of our way," she snapped, knocking Lacey aside.


  The girls watched them go with contemptuous eyes. Hart made very sure to keep her gaze well away from their exposed midriffs, breasts and legs.


  Noise rose over them as they reached the fence, the clamor of voices begging to be heard. Gutter kids crowded the checkpoint, waving their goods in the air, calling out prices. Huddled in the open gate were a few merchants, looking out on the sea of children with scheming eyes. Nearby, a few guards lounged, guns propped at their feet, looking bored.


  After a moment one of the merchants spotted Hart and waved her over. "Got anything good, kid?"


  "You know I only take good stuff," she shot back, holding the larger sack out for inspection, tamping down on the lingering unpleasantness from her encounter with the girls. She was here to do business; she had to have her head in the game. He rifled through carelessly, and shrugged. "Two for the whole thing."


  "You're dreaming," Hart scoffed. "It'll fetch ten times that."


  "Three."


  "Seven."


  "Don't be an idiot, kid."


  "Four. Or I'm taking it to someone else."


  The man grumbled but paid her, taking the goods away. Many of the kids around them were being sent home empty-handed, the junk they had collected worthless even to the grungiest pawn man. Hart lingered as the crowds dispersed, waiting. After most of the people had gone she spotted Clark, hurrying through the Alley streets. He was foreman at one of the smaller plants, and often made do with scrap metal to keep them afloat.


  He was always kind to Hart and her father.


  "Evening, little heart," he said with a wide grin. "Where's Duncan? Big fight tonight?"


  "Big fight last night," Finn spat bitterly. "The biggest."


  Hart caught Clark's eye. "He's …"


  "Oh. Oh, I'm sorry, kid."


  "Us too." Hart shrugged, her chest tightening. She refused to cry here in front of the guards, in front of the Alley men.


  "You have anything good for me tonight?" Clark asked, voice gentle.


  She held out the bag of scrap metal wordlessly. The casing from some kitchen appliances, pried off with desperate hands; small coils of thin wire. It wasn't much, but she could see pity shining in Clark's eyes. Sending a prayer for forgiveness to wherever her dad had gone, Hart let out a little sniffle, ducking her head down to hide her eyes.


  Clark shifted uncomfortably and named a price. It was twice what she deserved. She took the cash gratefully, pushing away her guilt and disgust. It would feed the family another night.


  She said her goodbyes to Clark and turned with Finn back towards home.


  "He only paid you that much because he felt bad that dad's dead."


  "I know."


  "That won't work tomorrow night, or the next, or the next."


  "I know," Hart said forcefully. "I'm going to figure something out, Finn. Try not to worry."


  The look he gave her was dubious, but he shut his mouth.


  Their mother was actually up by the time Hart and Finn got home. Something was stewing over the fire, and the girls were setting the table carefully. Vivien met Hart's eyes as she came in the door, a knowing, adult look, the kind she used to share with Duncan. A look that said they were the adults of the house now, and had to show it.


  Hart nodded, moving to help the kids.


  "How did it go tonight?" her mother asked.


  "Nine dollars."


  Her eyebrows rose. "Really? That's better than usual."


  "It was a good night." She paused before conceding, "Probably the best we'll have in a while."


  Her mother bit her lip, nodding slightly. Hart knew they'd have to talk, to figure out what to do. But right now, there were children to feed, and bathe and put to bed.


  When the evening was over and the three little ones were curled up in the bed in the main room, Hart slipped outside, waiting for her mother to follow. It was nearly pitch black in the street, and Hart huddled in on herself miserably. She felt the absence of her father more in the dark of the night, felt the lack of his protection.


  Vivien came out silently behind her, leaning up against the wall. "I'll go into the Alley tomorrow to find work."


  Hart sighed. "They won't even let you past the gate, and you know it. You're in no condition to work."


  "I can scrub floors as well as anyone," her mother countered.


  "Yeah? In some fancy house, when there are Alley girls fighting for those jobs?"


  "I'll scrub the floors of a factory."


  "They don't clean those floors, mother."


  "Well, what do you suggest, then?" Vivien asked sharply. "Live off the scrap heap? Let Penny and Roe starve?"


  "I'll find work."


  "You think they're going to let you waltz past the gate?" Her mother asked, tossing her question back at her. It was worse for Hart. She didn't even have papers or identification. She'd been a small child when they came to the Gutter, forced out of even the most derelict of Alley neighborhoods. At least there was a record of her birth in the Alley. Finn, Roe and Penny didn't even have that much. Born in the small room they still slept in, there was no record of them anywhere. According to the City, they didn't even exist. "They won't take you in the factories."


  "So I'll find something else."


  Her mother turned towards her, eyes barely visible in the dim light streaming through the gaps in their house. Hart could see the pity reflected in them anyway.


  "You know there's only one kind of work a girl from the Gutter can get in the Alley."


  Hart knew. She thought of the girls she had seen earlier, their clothes barely covering anything at all, makeup smeared around their eyes and over their lips.


  They had been her friends when she was little, but sometime around the age of twelve or thirteen things changed. They started to 'go' with boys, cozying up to the older Gutter boys and then preening under the attention of men. As young as thirteen, they laughed at Hart for not having boyfriends, someone to fight her battles for her in the street. Hart always maintained that she could fight her own battles.


  It was a short stretch from laying down for the swaggering Gutter boys to crowding the fence at night, waiting for an Alley man to make you an offer.


  It was good money, they said, and not that hard. You just closed your eyes and waited for it to be over.


  She also had seen them limping home late at night with black eyes and bloody noses, with torn clothes and tearstains on their faces. She had seen the way their eyes looked in the light of day:  dull and dead. Ashamed and broken.


  She thought of Lacey, seventeen and pregnant. All that her work had gotten her was another mouth to feed. All that baby meant was more nights on her back for the Alley men. Hart would do anything to keep her siblings alive, but she hoped it wouldn't have to be that.


  "There must be something else," she said firmly, casting the idea aside. They weren't desperate. Not yet.


  Her mother sighed, glancing back into the house with sad eyes. "The factories, which won't hire us. The streets, which wouldn't want me and which I won't let have you. And the fights. That's it for people like us. That, and the trash heap."


  The fights. The industry that consumed so many Gutter men, including her father. The City sold it as a social crusade—and if the City dwellers bet on it, if they turned it into a show to cheer and jeer at? Well, that was all the better, wasn't it? A win-win situation.


  The idea of it was sickening, but Duncan had brought home good money out of those rings.


  Hart wouldn't make half of what girls like Misty or Lacey did in Alley beds. She was all hard muscle, long and lean from her years training at Duncan's side. She had the body of a boy, still, not much different from when she was thirteen and all the girls started to change, to worry about boys and makeup and to whisper to each other ways to keep from getting knocked up. Hart had never been like those girls.


  "I could fight," she said, the words surprising her.


  Her mother laughed, a high, desperate sound. "Sure. And I'll get a job as a lady's maid in the City."


  "I'm serious."


  "There aren't any fights for girls," Vivien said. "And thank god for that."


  "Because what they want with girls is better?" Hart demanded. "At least the men still have some dignity when they're beating the shit out of each other. At least they still have some fight in them. I'd rather fight than just lie back and take it."


  "It doesn't matter what you'd rather. It is what it is. You're a girl."


  She was a girl, of course. But—"I can fight." Duncan had trained her. She was small, but fit. Wiry.


  "Hart, what are you even talking about?" her mother said impatiently.


  Hart stood up, squaring her shoulders. "Fighting. I know how. I could do it."


  "But—"


  "I'm tall. I have muscle. I barely have a waist or breasts. I'm built for fighting, for surviving, not for … what girls are for. I can do this."


  Her mother shifted uncomfortably. "You're being ridiculous."


  "You know I'm not. I practiced with dad. I'm good at it. I could make a hell of a lot more in the ring than on the trash heap."


  "What if you get hurt?"


  "I'll be careful." Hart stepped closer, wrapping her arms around her mother, ducking down to tuck her face into her mother's neck, like she was a child again. "I promise, mama. We have to do this, you and me. For the kids. So Finn doesn't end up in the ring. So the girls don't end up on the streets. Let me do this."


  She couldn't stand the idea of Roe and Penny growing up like Lacey had. Used and abandoned with a baby on the hip before they were even grown up. Lacey's taunt about supporting her family still rang in the back of Hart's mind. She had let her father go off and fight to keep them all alive. Now it was Hart's turn.


  For a moment, her mother didn't say anything, and then she straightened up, stepping back out of Hart's arms. "We'll have to cut your hair."


  Hart's heart hammered in her chest as she nodded, resolved.


  They crept back inside and into the second room, where her parents slept. Hart perched on the edge of the bed, holding still as her mother approached with a kitchen knife. Her hair was ratty, but long, hanging down past mid-back.


  "Are you sure?" Vivien asked.


  "Do it."


  Hair fell to the floor in chunks. Her mother cropped it close to her head, the knife shearing against skin. Hart expected to feel more as she saw the brown tendrils fall to her feet, but instead of loss she felt excitement. It had never occurred to her to fight, not while she boxed with her dad or ran by his side. Not while she watched him go out in the evenings and come back bruised and bloody, but proud. But now that she had decided, she felt like a fire had been kindled inside of her. She could do this. She knew she could.


  When her mother finished, she stepped back and gave Hart a critical look. "Your face is still pretty. But you might pass for a boy of fifteen." She tilted her head. "We'll have to do something about your breasts."


  Hart crossed her arms over her chest. "Do what?"


  Vivien ducked out of the room and returned a moment later clutching some strips of cloth. "If we wrap them up and you wear loose clothing, no one will be able to tell."


  Hart stood, running a hand over her shorn head. "You think I can pass?"


  Her mother sighed. "I don't know. When I look at you, all I see is my beautiful girl." She reached out, laying a hand on Hart's shoulder. "But I think you're strong enough. If any girl from the Gutter can do it, it's you."


  *~*~*


  When Hart woke the next morning, it was to Penny's little face close to her own.


  "What happened to your head?"


  "I got a haircut." Hart leaned up on her elbows, forcing Penny to back away, sitting back on her heels at Hart's side. 


  "Do you have nits?" Finn asked, scrambling out of the bed. "Johnny had nits, and they shaved his head. His whole family, too."


  "No nits, I promise."


  "Stop bothering your sister with questions," Vivien snapped, emerging from her room. "She can do what she wants."


  Her tone was light, but Hart felt the significance of her words, laden with permission.


  Her siblings' questions stopped, but Hart could feel their curious eyes resting on her throughout the day as they combed the trash heap. Hart left early that day, sending Finn off with their takings to barter as best he could.


  At home, Vivien helped Hart get ready, winding strips of fabric around her torso and pulling tight, pressing her breasts uncomfortably to her bones. Hart shrugged on a t-shirt and an oversized sweatshirt of her father's and ran a nervous hand over her shorn hair. "How do I look?"


  "Too young to be doing this," her mother sighed. Hart frowned. "Fine. You look as much like a boy as you're ever going to." She stepped forward, pulling Hart into her embrace. "Please be careful. I can't lose anyone else."


  "I'll be fine, mother," Hart said, knowing that it wasn't her promise to make. It came down to her opponent, after all.


  Hart slunk out of the house, hood up, hoping none of her neighbors saw her go. She crept to the closest checkpoint, knowing that it was late enough that most of the kids selling goods would have dispersed. There was still a crowd milling around, and Hart slowly joined them. Girls dressed in practically nothing lined up with hardened men and desperate-looking boys, hoping to be allowed through the checkpoint. Duncan had a fight scheduled nearly every night of the week, except when he was injured, because he was good. For a brand new fighter, though, things were more difficult.


  Hart joined the crowd.


  Chapter Three


  The crowd stirred with nervous energy, people jostling each other roughly as they pressed closer to the gate. The checkpoint guard stared off into the middle distance, gun clutched in his meaty hands, ignoring the people around him. They didn't have to wait long, however, before men approached from the Alley side. Hart was used to people from the Alley looking better off than the Gutter folk, but these men were undeniably sleazy. Maybe they were better fed and better dressed than the people who lined up at the gate, but they still looked like something scraped off the bottom of a fancy shoe, dirty and clinging along for the ride.


  The men all looked basically the same to Hart, but some of them called out to the girls and some to the men who crowded along the fence.


  "Hey, baby, hey. Yeah, you. You want to come with me tonight?"


  The girls pushed forward as they were called and slipped through the open gate to follow the pimps. Hart watched, unable to tell what the pimps were looking for in their selections. It wasn't the prettiest or the youngest or even the cleanest girls who were chosen. She shuddered as a sad-looking girl who couldn't be more than fourteen stepped through the gate.


  As the pimps chose girls to come into the Alley, others called out to the Gutter men. Here, at least, Hart could see what they were looking for. The men who were chosen were the biggest and strongest:  some a head taller than her and twice as broad. They aggressively shouldered their way through the crowd, hard looks on their faces.


  It was difficult to think of her father as one of them, these brutish men going off to fight. Duncan was all smiles when he was home, playing with the kids and flirting with her mother, but Hart knew he must have been different in the ring to have won so many fights.


  She choked down the tears that threatened to rise at the thought of her father and pushed her way through the thinning crowd until she was right up against the links of the fence. Most of the organizers were leaving, their chosen fighters trailing behind them. 


  Hart pressed closer to the fence as if she could force her way through the thick metal links and into the Alley through sheer will. 


  One of the organizers spotted her and let out a loud bark of laughter. "What are you doing here, kid? You hoping you could go with the girls and make some money that way?"


  Hart flushed, crossing her arms over her hidden breasts. "I'm here to fight, just like everyone else," she shot back angrily.


  "A runt like you? Wait until you're weaned, and then maybe we'll give you a shot."


  "I can fight!" she said, rising up on her toes and clinging to the fence. "I could kick your ass if I wanted."


  The man laughed unkindly. "You," he pointed to a boy to the left of Hart, not much bigger than she was. "I'll give you a shot."


  The boy gave Hart a smug look before he turned to hurry through the open checkpoint. The organizer threw her a little salute before sauntering off, fighters in tow.


  Hart clenched her teeth angrily. She couldn't even get past the fence – how was she supposed to keep her family fed and alive?


  "You crazy, kid?"


  She turned to see a man lingering on the other side, leaning up against a light post, smirking at her. He was small with a paunch that said he never set foot in the ring himself. His clothes were dirty and stained.


  "Trying to pick a fight before you're even in the ring? Benny could have killed you if he actually felt like taking a swing."


  "I'm stronger than I look," Hart retorted. "I could have taken him."


  "You're feisty, that's for sure," the man laughed. He pushed himself off the post and came forward. "You ever been in a fight before?"


  Hart paused, biting her lip. Sure, she'd trained with her Dad, but she'd never had to use the moves. "I've practiced."


  "But no one's ever come at you? You've never had to fuck someone up just so you could stay standing?"


  "I could," Hart muttered, refusing to drop her eyes.


  The man laughed again. "All right."


  "All right?"


  "I'll put you in a fight."


  "Really?"


  The man smirked again. "Yeah. You can be the opening act. Watching you get your ass handed to you will get everyone in the mood for more. Get them seeing red, if you know what I mean."


  Hart sneered, but pushed her way through the remaining people to the gate. The guard stared down at her, hard and impassive, and shifted to the side, unbarring the way.


  Hart hadn't been in the Alley since she was a child, and even though she had glimpsed it every day through the heavy fence, it felt like stepping into another world. There were streetlights here, and the sidewalks were mostly free from trash. People here had real jobs with steady pay checks, and she felt like she could see the difference in their eyes. There was no evidence of the fear that haunted the Gutterfolk, fear that the next meal wasn't coming.


  She squared her shoulders and marched up to the fight organizer. He already had a few men picked out – boys, really, not much older than her, but bigger, of course. He was small-time; Hart could tell that immediately. The real fighters had gone with other organizers, and he had what was left over, including Hart.


  "All right boys," he said. "I'm Farris, but you can call me Mr. Farris."


  Hart felt her lips curl back in distaste, but she bit down on the retort that threatened to push past her lips. There was no way she was calling scum like him 'mister'.


  They set off through the Alley, the sight of tidy houses and clean streets enough to distract Hart from what was coming. It was strange to see these homes with glass windows and solid doors. Houses three times the size of the shack she had her family lived in. She couldn't imagine what that was like.


  The group turned a few corners, weaving their way through the streets. None of the men spoke as they walked. Eyes ahead, not on each other. Eyes on the prize, Hart thought miserably. She wondered which of them she'd be fighting.


  These men were just like her, neighbors and fellow sufferers, but soon they'd be beating each other to a bloody pulp.


  Farris led them to a run-down building, off the main drag, and Hart's heart sank. There wouldn't be good money in this even if she did win, she could tell. Not with the graffiti covering the outside of the building or the rickety sign that proclaimed "Nightly Fights – Three Dollar Admission".


  Farris unlocked a back door and ushered the Gutter men inside. The room was dark and dingy. "Alright, everyone. Three fights tonight. You and you," he gestured at the two biggest men in the group. "You'll headline. Purse of twenty dollars if you win."


  "You two," he pointed to two others, "You'll be the second fight. Purse of fifteen. Winner can headline tomorrow night." The men nodded. Hart looked at the only other person left, a boy of eighteen or nineteen. He was taller and broader than her by far, but looked anxious and unsure. Maybe it was his first fight, too.


  "You two," Farris levelled a meaty finger at Hart and her companion. "Will be our opening act. Purse is ten dollars."


  It was more than she made on the scrapheap, but it felt like nothing when she thought about how much she'd have to endure to possibly win it.


  "You fight in your own clothes here. Strip down to whatever you want, but know that we don't discourage grabbing shirts, or hair for that matter." Farris smirked.


  The men peeled off their shirts, stripping down to skin, and Hart shifted uncomfortably. She wanted to fight in the sweatshirt, to completely ensure that no one would guess at her secret. But the hood was a liability, not to mention the strings at her neck. She could be grabbed, dragged, or choked, so she pulled it off and hoped no one looked too closely at what lay under the black t-shirt she wore.


  "Here." Hart looked up at her opponent, surprised. He was holding something out to her, his blue eyes emotionless. "Tape. For your hands."


  "Oh," Hart flushed, taking the roll from him. "Thanks."


  The boy shrugged and turned away. It was for the best, really. Looking him in the eyes made it harder to want to hit him. 


  She taped her hands awkwardly, struggling to do it by herself. None of the men here were going to help her, though, the way her father had always gently wound the tape around her palms.


  Farris had stepped out of the room, but now he returned, poking his head around the doorframe. Hart could hear a rising murmur from somewhere else in the building—the crowd, here to see her fight.


  "Five minutes," Farris barked, and Hart and her opponent stepped forward. "You got names, kids?"


  "Hart," she said without thinking, and then blushed, ducking her head. It was as much a boy's name as any, but it felt strange to speak her own name while she was pretending to be someone else.


  "Gage," the older boy replied. 


  "Fine. Come on."


  Farris led them through a dim hallway, the walls yellowed with dirt and years. The noise of the crowd rose as they walked, and Hart felt her heart thump in her chest, beating fast. They emerged into the arena, a small room with bleachers around the edge and a ring in the center. It was bare bones, but that didn't really matter. This crowd wasn't looking for anything fancy; Hart could see that with one look at their shouting faces. They were here for blood.


  "Get in the ring, and we'll count it out," Farris instructed. "Get your opponent down for ten and the purse is yours."


  Gage climbed in effortlessly, ducking the ropes. Hart watched, wondering if she'd been wrong about his experience. Or if she'd overestimated her own.


  She took a deep breath and followed. The mat was springy beneath her feet, stained here and there with splotches of red. She kept her eyes up, trying not to think about the men who had come before her, who had fought here, bled here and maybe died here.


  Ten dollars would feed her family. That was what she had to focus on.


  The crowd jeered as she and Gage took their respective corners. Heckles rang through the air along with the encouragement to 'kill' each other. Hart kept her eyes on the boy across from her, trying to tune out the drunken shouts. He was bigger than her, but her father had always told her it was better to be fast than big. 


  Hart was fast and nimble, like the deer from which she took her name.


  As Farris stepped into the ring, addressing the crowd, Hart frantically tried to remember what else Duncan had told her over the years. Knees bent. Hands up. Stay on your toes. Keep moving. Tire the other guy out.


  She could do this. She knew she could.


  The bell rang and Gage came at her, barrelling down from the other side of the ring.


  Hart bent her knees, brought her hands up, and ducked. Gage's swing missed, his arm whizzing over her head. She danced away, circling to keep him in front of her. He narrowed his eyes and tried again. The crowd's cries grew as she sidestepped. 


  I can do this, Hart thought.


  She and Gage circled each other, feeling each other out. Gage wasn't rushing anymore. Hart kept on her toes, not bothering to throw a punch yet. Her time would come when Gage had exhausted himself.


  After a moment, as the crowd jeered, Gage charged again. Hart ducked to her right and hit the ropes. She stumbled over own her feet and Gage barrelled into her. He hunched over to get his shoulder against her back.


  He felt enormous, pinning her like that, and her heart pounded as she struggled to wriggle free.


  After a moment of desperate flailing she managed to squirm out of his hold. She darted back to the center of the ring as Gage spun to face her, a cocky smirk on his lips. She narrowed her eyes.


  She leapt forward and took a swing. A solid punch landed right in his stomach. Her hand hit firm muscle and Gage curled up over the blow. He straightened a second later, recovering faster than she thought he would. He swung up wildly.


  His fist caught Hart in the side of the head. She stumbled backwards, ear ringing. He advanced and it was all she could do to scurry away. She shook her head to try to clear the fog. She felt something wet on the side of her face and realized with a start that her ear was bleeding, dripping blood down her jaw.


  She ducked low and punched out. Gage dodged it easily and clipped her again, this time on the jaw, his fist glancing off the bone.


  It hurt.


  Hart swung wildly, landing a blow on Gage's shoulder that barely slowed him down. She ducked and slammed into him. Her body weight propelled him back, into the ropes. He gasped for breath. She knew he was too big to keep pinned for long, so she flung herself back. She got in a sharp right jab while he was still recovering his footing. Her knuckles throbbed where they connected with his face. She felt her stomach turn as she saw real anger flare in Gage's eyes.


  He charged forward and she careened back, trying to keep some distance between them. The crowd's cheers rose as Gage threw himself fully into the fight. If she could just keep him from landing a good hit, she could take advantage of his anger, his energy. Wear him out, wear him down.


  But he was coming on too strong, and she felt like there was nowhere to run or hide in this tiny ring. She kept her feet moving, but it seemed like he was always just a second behind. His fists whizzed past her head as she ducked and dodged.


  She was turning, spinning away from him, when he caught up with her. His fist caught her hard on the cheek. She reeled back, blinking uselessly at the lights. The crowd roared as she stumbled. Gage kicked out, sweeping her legs out from under her. Hart went down hard, the wind knocked out of her as she hit the mat with a thump.


  Gage pounced, hands on her shoulders, knee pressed to her sternum. She gasped, unable to draw a breath with his weight bearing down on her. The count sounded distant and tinny to her ears.


  Seven, eight, nine ... ten! We have a winner!


  Hart sucked in a painful breath as Gage sprang up, arms in the air. She blinked, sweat dripping in her eyes, her head spinning. The crowd was cheering loudly, but not for her.


  She sat up, wincing at the pain in her body, as the realization swept over her. Gage was pumping his arms in the air, a wide grin on his face. She had lost.


  She watched numbly as Farris handed Gage the purse, a little bag containing the ten dollars she needed so badly.


  Reminding herself that Gage probably needed it too didn't make much of a difference; she still had hungry kids at home.


  Hart hauled herself to her feet before someone came to help her, trying to keep her dignity intact. She staggered out of the ring, keeping her eyes on the ground as she hurried past the next two fighters waiting in the wings. It didn't take long to collect her belongings, just her sweatshirt and shoes. She wiped at the drying blood on her face, feeling the tenderness around her jaw that told her it was going to swell horribly. 


  It hadn't gone as badly as it could have, she knew. No broken bones, no knocked out teeth. But the fact that she was in one piece didn't feed her family. She dragged herself miserably from the building, head down. She had failed. It had just been a fluke—a joke—that Farris even took her tonight. He wouldn't want her again, not when she had lost. And who else would take her? She was too small, too light and too inexperienced.


  She touched her face tenderly and winced. Now she wasn't even good for the other business, not bruised and battered as she was. No man would want a girl with a swollen jaw and shorn-off hair. Or, if one did, he wouldn't be willing to pay much for it.


  She crossed her arms, hunching over herself as she walked. What was she going to tell her mother?


  "Hey, kid!"


  The street was empty, lit by a single streetlight that cast everything in shadow. Hart tensed and kept walking.


  "Hey, I'm talking to you!"


  The voice didn't sound angry or cruel, but that didn't mean the man wasn't going to try to rob her, or hurt her or worse.


  The steps behind her sped up, and before Hart could decide whether she should run, someone fell into step beside her. "Hey. Saw your fight back there."


  "Yeah?" Hart stopped. Had he just come to taunt her about her loss?


  The man was her father's age, clean-shaven and dressed well enough. Clearly from the Alley. He was big and broad, with a nose so crooked she could only guess he had once been a fighter himself.


  "Yeah. You were good."


  Hart snorted. "I lost."


  The man grinned. "Sure. But you lost a lot later than most people were betting on. Name's Leo."


  Hart stared blankly at the hand thrust out towards her before shaking her head and accepting it tentatively.


  "What do you want?"


  "Straight to the point. I like that." Leo grinned, dropping her hand. "I have a ring, few blocks from here. I want you to fight for me."


  "I lost."


  "Yeah," Leo nodded. "You lost this fight."


  "Tonight was my only fight. And I lost."


  "Everyone loses at some point or another, kid. Don't get stuck on that. Unless you've decided to get out of the game after just one night?"


  Hart wanted to say yes, that she was done with this before she even really started, but then what was she supposed to do? Hope she could salvage enough aluminium off the heap to keep the kids alive? Go back to acid bath extractions and burn heaps that choked their lungs and burned their hands?


  Leo must have seen the shift in her expression, because he grinned. "That's what I thought."


  "But why would you want me?"


  "Like I said, kid, you took a lot longer to pin than the bookies were betting on. Farris thought it'd be a two-second fight. But you ran circles around that kid before he knocked you down."


  "That doesn't make me a good fighter."


  "You're not a good fighter," Leo said bluntly. "But you could be. Look, I'll be straight with you. The ring I got is small time. But I'm looking to move up in the world. And you don't do that by hanging 'round the fence every night hoping a good fighter walks right up to you. You gotta make your own fighters, you understand me?"


  "So …?"


  "So don't spend your time waiting by the fence and hoping someone like Farris'll bring you in. I want to train you."


  Hart crossed her arms, even as her heart leapt. "Okay, so you want fighters on call. But why do you want me? I'm too small."


  "People were cheering for you back there, every time you landed a punch on that guy. And do you know why? Because he was so much bigger than you. People love an underdog. Especially if that underdog can win."


  It made sense. If she could actually knock out a guy like Gage, people might root for her. The scrawny kid taking out a champion. She could see the appeal.


  Of course, that depended on her actually being able to take someone down.


  "You think you can train me so I don't get beat every time?"


  "I can train anyone."


  Hart gave Leo another once-over. He was rough around the edges but didn't scream 'slime' the way Farris had. And she wasn't going to kid herself; no one else was ever going to give her a chance like this. At best, she would have to hope another jerk like Farris wanted to see her face get smashed in. At worst, she'd have to wait for the swelling to go down and join the other Gutter girls at the fence.


  "Okay."


  "Yeah?" Leo smiled. "All right. I'll come get you at Checkpoint Two tomorrow. Get you a pass for the Alley, okay?"


  Hart's eyes widened. Duncan had a pass, letting him through the checkpoint for every fight. She didn't know a lot of people who had one.


  "Yeah, okay. See you in the morning?"


  "See you then, kid."


  Hart turned to walk away, barely feeling the pain in her jaw and ear.


  "Hey, kid?"


  She turned, seeing something silver flash through the air. She caught it instinctively, looking down dumbly at the coin in her hand.


  "Just to tide you over, yeah?" Leo offered.


  Hart blinked up at him. "Why are you doing this?"


  Leo's face softened. "I know you probably got someone, or a lot of someones, at home. I've been there. Besides," his cocky smile returned. "Gotta make sure you show up tomorrow, don't I?"


  "I'll be there," Hart said, squeezing the coin into her palm until it left an impression in her flesh. "I promise."


  Chapter Four


  By the time the sun peeked over the squat buildings of the Gutter, Hart was at the fence.


  She had barely slept, coming home late, after the kids were already in bed. She let her mother fuss over her face, tears welling up in Vivien's eyes as she dabbed at the blood on Hart's cheek, pressing a cool cloth to the swelling along her jaw.


  Hart slept in her mother's bed for the first time in over a decade, lying in the spot that Duncan had left vacant. She didn't want to disturb the kids nestled together on the mattress in the main room. Thoughts of the fight, of her father, of her family, kept her awake just as much as the lack of small limbs jabbing her in the side or face.


  She rose as soon as faint light began to trickle into the room. Hart wanted to be out of the house before her siblings saw her. They had gotten used to the way her father looked when he came home from a fight, bloody and bruised. Little Penny had never seen him any other way. But they had never seen Hart injured like that, and she wasn't eager to introduce them to the idea.


  She crept out of the house, leaving her mother to account for her absence. Hovering by the checkpoint, Hart shifted uneasily under the bindings wrapped around her breasts, as tight as she could get them by herself. She wore Duncan's sweatshirt again. It made her feel stronger, like his power as a fighter might linger in the fabric, rubbing off on her skin. She drew it closer as she waited, breathing in her father's scent.


  There had been tearstains on her sisters' faces when Hart slipped past them that morning. Her heart ached to think of them crying themselves to sleep, longing for a father that was never coming home again.


  She knew the most important thing about training with Leo was learning how to win. If she was going to fight, she needed to know how to come home to her family.


  It was late morning before Leo turned up, leaving Hart slumped against the fence, aware of every glance from the checkpoint guard—looking at her short hair, her baggy sweatshirt, her bruised face. She hoped he saw a rough-and-tumble boy and not a foolish girl in over her head.


  "Hey, kid."


  Hart scrambled to her feet.


  Leo grinned at her through the fence, his crooked features even more prominent in the daylight. The man had taken a lot of hits, Hart could tell.


  "You ready to get started?"


  Hart took a deep breath. "As I'll ever be."


  Leo approached the guard, papers in hand. "Sorry it took so long," he whispered to her across the checkpoint. "Had to get all the forms and everything. A nightmare."


  Hart didn't even know how one went about getting a pass, but it looked like the guard was branding dozens of documents with official-looking stamps. Messy, crabbed handwriting scrawled awkwardly over the papers—Leo obviously wasn't desk-bound frequently.


  After a minute or two, the guard looked up, sizing Hart up. She tried to stand taller under his gaze. "Bit small to fight, ain't he?"


  "There's more to him than meets the eye," Leo laughed. The guard shrugged and handed Leo a small card. "Keep him in line, or it's you we'll come after."


  Leo nodded and the gate opened, allowing Hart through. She looked down at the rectangle of paper that Leo thrust at her in wonder. There was her name and a very official looking stamp. Clearance between Gutter and Alley, Open.


  She could hardly believe it. The fence was one of the major features of her life, an insurmountable barrier that kept her in her place, always on the outside looking in. Until now.


  Leo led the way through the streets, twists and turns that Hart tried to memorize. The building they stopped at was just as run-down and dingy as she expected. Leo had warned her that his operation was small, after all.


  Leo unlocked a heavily-graffitied door with multiple keys and let Hart inside. The door led directly into to the gym:  a tiny ring and some equipment dotting the walls.


  Punching bags, weight benches and jump ropes littered the room. Hart wound her way through them, following Leo up to the ring.


  "I'll work with you today, and then I want you to come with me to a fight tonight," he said. "Watch what they do. The best way to learn how to fight is to watch another fighter."


  Hart looked at him speculatively. "You used to fight?"


  Leo smiled ruefully, a hand coming up to his crooked nose. "What gave it away?"


  Hart laughed, ducking her head. 


  "But yeah, I did. For years. Earned enough to buy this place."


  Hart's eyebrows rose, impressed. That was a tidy haul from the ring.


  "We should get started. Let me just find your sparring partner." Leo said. "Ruby!" He bellowed into the empty room. Hart jumped at the sound, looking around.


  After a moment, a door in the far wall swung open, and a girl sauntered out.


  She looked out of place in the grungy gym and yet completely comfortable in her surroundings. She was about Hart's age with a mane of wild red curls flowing over her shoulders. She wore simple clothes but nicer and cleaner than what Hart usually saw in the Gutter.


  Hart shifted nervously, instantly uncomfortable. She understood girls from the Gutter, even the ones who tarted themselves up to stand by the fence every night. They had a certain hunger in their eyes that she recognized, that she sympathized with.


  This girl didn't have that desperation about her. Instead, she looked at ease in her setting and her skin—it was something Hart had never felt and couldn't relate to.


  Leo smiled as she approached. "Hart, this is my daughter Ruby." He drew the girl to his side, an arm draped over her shoulder. "Ruby, this is our new fighter."


  Hart shifted under the weight of Ruby's gaze. After a second, the girl cocked a skeptical eyebrow. "He's kind of small."


  Hart bristled. "Size isn't everything."


  The girl shrugged easily. "Yeah, but it helps." She had bright green eyes that sparkled at Hart, amused at her indignation. Hart dropped her gaze.


  "Be nice," Leo chided, amusement in his voice.


  "You said something about a sparring partner," Hart prompted, refusing to meet Ruby's eyes. She just wanted to start with her training, not be laughed at by some girl who thought she was better than Hart because she lived further from the trash heap.


  "That's me, kid," Ruby laughed.


  Hart's head snapped up, meeting Leo's gaze angrily.


  "She's a girl!" Hart protested, wincing at the irony. If she was going to be a real fighter, she had to fight against men.


  "Yeah. And she's a damn good boxer." Leo said easily. "You'll be lucky if you can take her."


  A smug smile spread over Ruby's face. For a moment of blind panic, Hart was sure that Leo knew the truth, that he was calling her out for her deception. But neither Leo nor Ruby said anything. They just watched her placidly, smiles on their faces. Hart crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes.


  "Fine," she huffed. "You gonna get mad if I hurt her?"


  "Probably not something you have to worry about, kid," Ruby laughed.


  "Save it for the ring, girlie," Leo laughed. He turned to dig around in a small locker, emerging with a roll of tape. Ruby obediently held out her hands, allowing her father to wrap her knuckles. Their friendly rapport, their ease with each other, their comfort in the gym—all of it reminded Hart too much of her and Duncan.


  She choked back the pain that threatened to claw its way up her throat and out her mouth in a primal scream, forcing herself to focus on getting ready, stripping off her sweatshirt and her shoes. Leo came over to her next, gently taking her hands and wrapping them, protecting the skin of her knuckles.


  "First thing's first," Leo said, addressing both her and Ruby. "Stretching. Loosen yourself up. If you go into the ring without stretching, you're liable to tear something, and then the other guy'll have you pinned in a second."


  Ruby rolled her eyes but dutifully started stretching, pulling her arms across her chest and tugging her legs up behind her. Hart did the same; it was nothing Duncan hadn't told her a million times before.


  When Ruby ducked into the ring, Hart followed, sizing her up. The girl was smaller than her, a few inches shorter and narrower through the torso, although her pert, firm bust was bigger than Hart had ever hoped for. More than could be hidden under some simple cloth wrappings, anyway. The top she wore was tight and black, clinging to her frame, and Hart forced herself to look away from the swell of Ruby's breasts beneath the fabric. It was the kind of figure Hart knew she'd never have, but that lack was serving her well now.


  They faced each other in the ring as Leo took his place on the sidelines, hooking his arms over the rope. "Okay, get into your stances:  hands up, blocking the face and upper body. Knees bent. Eyes on your opponent."


  Both girls raised their fists. Ruby dropped into the fighter's stance as easily as Hart did, and Hart wondered how many hours she had spent in this ring with her father, running through moves and maneuvers just as Hart had done with Duncan.


  "Because you're small, you want to keep your opponent running as much as possible. When you're fighting some huge chap, you can use his size against him. Last night you did a bit too much moving yourself," Leo advised. "Keep turning in place and dodging and make the other guy move around you. You don't want to tire yourself out along with him."


  Leo called out instructions as Hart and Ruby circled, neither making a move to actually engage. Ruby's footwork was good—better than Hart's, she noticed with some shame. After a few minutes, Leo told Ruby to start swinging, leaving Hart on the defense.


  Ruby's fist shot out hard and fast, and it was all Hart could do to stumble out of the way. The girl's lips curled up in a smirk, and Hart narrowed her eyes.


  With her next swing Ruby landed a punch, then another one.


  "Hart! You're supposed to be dodging," Leo called out from the sidelines and Ruby snickered.


  "I'm trying," Hart shouted back, ducking into a crouch as Ruby's fist came towards her. Seeing an opportunity, she kicked her leg out. Ruby's feet shot out from under her and the she went sprawling to the mat.


  "No!"


  Hart frowned at Leo. "No?"


  "Don't knock the guy down unless you think you can keep him down. If you go for the pin too early, he'll just flip you and then he's won."


  Hart looked over at Ruby, lying flat on her back. She knew she could hold the other girl down, but if Ruby were Gage—or someone bigger—it was unlikely. She huffed a frustrated sigh.


  Leo grinned. "Now, back on your feet, both of you."


  They spent all day in the ring until Hart could barely breathe, let alone move. Ruby hit hard and moved fast. For most of the morning, Hart felt like she was just scrambling to keep up with her. Ruby taunted her about getting 'beaten by a girl', and Hart felt something twist angrily inside of her. There was nothing wrong with being a girl—Ruby's fighting skills made that clear—but if she wanted to survive, she had to convince everyone that she was just as tough as every other man in the ring.


  Finally, Leo called an end to the day. Hart glanced dolefully at Ruby, noting that the girl wasn't nearly as wrecked as Hart felt. Sweat poured over Hart, matting what was left of her hair to her head and sticking her clothes uncomfortably to her frame. She shifted, terrified the wrappings might show under her sweat-slicked top.


  "Showers are that way," Leo said, clapping a hand on her shoulder. He leaned close. "You did alright, kid."


  It wasn't much, as far as praise went, but Hart found herself walking a little straighter anyway. Ruby had kicked her ass, but then, Ruby was a damn good fighter. She'd get better, she promised herself. She'd take the girl one day and then the men.


  Hart slipped through the door Leo had indicated, into a shower room that was gargantuan by her standards. She eyed the shower itself with trepidation. It had handles and knobs and shining silver fixtures.


  They bathed out of a tub at home. Hart's house had a water pump that connected to the main line that ran through the Gutter—a luxury that most of her neighbors didn't share. They heated the water over the fire and washed quickly before it cooled. Filling the tub took ages, so full bathing wasn't something they did every day. When her family did bother, all the kids shared the same water. Little Penny got dunked first and Finn went last because he was always the dirtiest. 


  Hart reached out and touched one of the knobs with tentative fingers, wondering what it did. The idea of a shower was wonderful, but she didn't know the first thing about making one work.


  "Need help?"


  Hart jumped at the voice, spinning around to find Ruby leaning in the doorway, a smirk on her face.


  "No," Hart denied automatically, crossing her arms over her chest. She was lucky she hadn't undressed yet.


  "Really?" Ruby strolled further into the room. "Then go ahead and turn it on."


  Hart looked back at the knobs and handles and bit her lip, reaching out to turn one.


  Nothing happened.


  Ruby snickered behind her.


  "Fine. I have no idea how it works. We don't have showers at home. Happy?"


  Ruby's smirk softened as she stepped up beside Hart. "Hey. You're not the first kid out of the Gutter we've had here, you know."


  She twisted a different knob knowledgably and the pipes groaned loudly. After a moment, water spurted out of the spigot overhead.


  "It doesn't get super hot, but it's better than nothing," Ruby said.


  Hart stuck her hand out, into the flow of lukewarm water. "You're really lucky," she said quietly. She wondered if Ruby even knew the advantages she had, growing up in the Alley.


  "You were good today," Ruby said. "Maybe you'll be buying your family a shower soon with all your earnings."


  Hart laughed incredulously, but the sound wasn't as bitter as she expected. Maybe one day she actually would.


  She glanced over her shoulder at the other girl. A pink scrape ran through the freckles of Ruby's cheek, courtesy of an ill-placed punch and Hart's thumbnail. Ruby had barely blinked when the cut bled.


  "You planning on watching?" Hart asked when Ruby made no move to leave.


  Ruby laughed, her red curls bouncing with the movement. "You wish." She sauntered out of the room and Hart hurried after her, turning the lock on the door before even thinking about taking off her top.


  The shower was just as amazing as she had imagined it would be.


  *~*~*


  Leo led Hart out into the arena, pushing his way through the gathered crowd. Hart gazed around the room with wide eyes. It was nicer than Farris's place, but not by much. Wooden bleachers lined the walls, wrapped around a good-sized ring. The main doors were across from the gym entrance, wide and impressive-looking. A ticket booth stood on the street, Hart remembered. A small concession stand occupied the space between the main door and the bleachers, a place for the paying customers to get a drink and some popcorn, to complement the bloodshed.


  Hart shuddered, looking away from the jaunty signs advertising the prices of beer and nuts.


  "We've got two fights tonight," Leo called over the din of the crowd filtering in through the front door. "The second one is the one to watch. Experienced fighters. Don't have any idea who's going to take it, myself," he grinned, nodding at the stand next to concessions.


  The bookie.


  Hart dropped her gaze to the sticky floor. People had bet on her father's last fight. People had walked out of that arena with money in their pockets because he had gone down.


  Maybe there had even been betting on more than the winner. Maybe some lucky man had walked away with a fortune because he laid money down on her father's life.


  Hart's stomach turned, the smell of sweat, beer and popcorn just making it worse.


  Leo either didn't notice or pretended not to; he pointed to an empty spot on the bleachers. "Get settled. I do my own announcing," he said ruefully. "But I'll stop by during the fights themselves. Watch the men—watch how they move, how they swing, even how they fall. Got it?"


  Hart nodded, wishing unaccountably that Leo could sit with her for the duration of the fight. She barely knew the man; there was no reason to cling.


  She distracted herself by watching the crowd streaming into the arena. Just like at Farris's place, the audience was mostly men, Alley-born and bred from the looks of them. Working men, with jobs in the plants and factories. A few office-types in slightly nicer clothes, but not many. Working stiffs who wanted to relax in the evenings with some entertainment.


  Hart scowled. They may have been blue collar, but they didn't have to worry about when the next wages would come through or where their next meal would come from. They didn't have to worry about their wives and kids starving, crying because their bellies ached with hunger. They could afford the warm beer and cold popcorn being shilled at the concession stand.


  From across the room, Hart caught a flash of red. Ruby wound her way effortlessly through the men in the arena, taking a seat on the opposite side of the ring.


  Leo stepped into the ring and the crowd quieted.


  "Ladies and gentlemen," Leo said with a grin. "Welcome to Ryan's Fight Night! First into the ring …"


  Hart tuned out his voice, focusing instead on the men waiting in the shadows for their names to be called. She could see the nerves in the lines of their bodies, the agitation with which they moved, jogging in place, psyching themselves up for what was to come.


  The first fight passed in a blur. Both men were bigger and more experienced than Hart—she could tell at a glance—but they obviously weren't evenly matched. One fell fast, caught hard at the knee. He crumpled to the mat beneath his opponent, and Hart had to resist the urge to cover her ears against the triumphant cries of the men around her. These people, eagerly comparing the odds on their bets and laughing with each other, would be braying for her blood before long.


  When the next two men swaggered out for the second fight, Hart sat up straighter in her seat. They reminded her of her father, in a way:  older, grizzled, obvious injuries scarring their faces. But the similarities stopped there. Both men wore hard expressions as they stepped into the ring, facing each other down. She wondered if this was how Duncan had looked when he fought:  a different man than the loving father who tossed his small children in the air and gently guided Hart through life.


  Leo introduced the fighters—Gunnar and Kemp—and they nodded tersely to each other from the sides of the ring. With a grin at the audience, Leo stepped out of the ring and Gunnar and Kemp approached each other, dropping into their fighting stances.


  They each threw a few quick jabs, testing the waters. Neither looked serious; there was no muscle behind their fists. Not yet. They smirked at each other as they circled. Suddenly, though, Gunnar kicked out, his leg swinging to catch Kemp in the side. Kemp jumped at the impact, and the smirk fell from his face.


  The fight was on.


  They circled more seriously now, eyes glued to each other. Kemp lashed out, repeating Gunnar's move. Gunnar was prepared and charged forward while Kemp's leg was still swinging through the arc of the kick. He caught Kemp off balance, toppling him back to the ropes. Hart gasped along with the rest of the audience, wondering if it could be that easy. But Kemp got his arms up, around Gunnar's middle, and dragged him down with him.


  They grappled against the ropes for a moment as the crowd whooped and then freed themselves, each retreating to the center of ring.


  They danced lightly on their feet, feinting kicks, keeping each other on their toes.


  With a start, Kemp swung in with intent:  a hard, vicious punch to the side of Gunnar's head. Hart winced, feeling the aftershocks the blow Gage had dealt her. She shook her head, focusing on the fight.


  Gunnar stumbled back. Kemp advanced, catching him off guard. In a move almost too fast for Hart to follow, Kemp threw Gunnar off his balance. He tried to twist and keep his fists between them, and his feet tangled beneath him. He fell to the mat. Kemp was on him in an instant, hunched over him. He let gravity help his fists along as he rained punches down on Gunnar's face. It was brutal and Hart fought the urge to look away.


  The idea that Duncan may have done the same, the idea that she would have to be just as remorseless if she wanted to win, made her shudder.


  Gunnar grappled with Kemp. He caught his wrist to try and stop the blows, but Kemp just twisted his arm. He caught Gunnar with his elbow instead, a sharp jab to the face. Hart winced at the blow.


  Even from where she sat, she could see that Gunnar looked dazed. He threw his body up, locking his legs and arms around his opponent, hugging Kemp close so that he couldn't throw a punch. Hart nodded. That was a move to remember.


  The men writhed on the mat while the audience screamed at them to get up, to fight, to kill.


  Gunnar managed to extricate himself and both men threw themselves to their feet, their movements wearier now. They circled, but it no longer looked like a teasing dance. Blood dripped down Gunnar's face, and he blinked rapidly, trying to keep it out of his eyes. Kemp charged forward almost immediately, fists flying, and Hart knew who was going to win. Kemp was simply more ferocious. He wanted it more.


  Gunnar danced back, dodging and feinting. He swung his leg up to get in another lightning-fast kick. But, not fast enough. Kemp grabbed his foot right out of the air, yanking up and sending Gunnar crashing to the mat again. With the way he winced when he hit, Hart was sure he wouldn't be getting up again.


  Kemp was on him in an instant, and Hart's eyes widened as she saw him reach for the cut above Gunnar's eye. He grabbed Gunnar's head and pushed it back against the mat, holding him still, and dug his thumb in.


  Gunnar howled and Hart felt her stomach turn. The cheers around her were deafening.


  Kemp used his weight to keep Gunnar pinned to the floor while the man writhed in pain. Leo leapt up from the sidelines and called out the count.


  One, two, three, four … nine, ten! We have a winner!


  Hart shook her head as Kemp grinned smugly, holding the purse triumphantly above his head.


  She wanted to go home.


  *~*~*


  The second that Hart was through the door, Roe and Penny tackled her. She groaned under their weight, her whole body sore from training.


  "Where have you been?" Finn demanded, hanging back, arms crossed defiantly. His gaze flicked over her baggy clothes, her shorn hair and the bruise that bloomed brightly over her jaw. His brow furrowed and understanding and betrayal dawned in his eyes. "You're fighting, aren't you?"


  Hart sighed, lifting Penny to rest on one hip, her tired arms screaming under the weight of the girl. She ran a hand over Roe's long hair. "Yes."


  "But you said I couldn't!" Finn raged.


  "You're only twelve."


  "And you're a girl!"


  Hart sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, letting Penny come to rest in her lap.  "No one has to know that."


  "Is that why you cut all your pretty hair?" Roe asked, crawling up beside them.


  "It's not fair," Finn persisted.


  "No," Hart snapped. "It's not fair. It's not fair that Dad died, and it's not fair Mom ruined her back, and it's not fair I can't get a real job. It's not fair I have to do this to make sure we have food. But life isn't fair."


  Finn's eyes widened, but the frown didn't leave his face.


  "Look. You're helping too. You're making money off the heap, and you're looking after the girls, and that's just as important. We all have to help now."


  Finn shifted slightly, dropping her gaze. "But what if you get hurt?"


  "Hey, come here." Hart held out her arms and after a moment Finn climbed onto the bed, tucking himself against her. "If I get hurt, then you're in charge, okay? So you've got to practice now. Keep everything together while I'm gone all day."


  "I can do that."


  "Good boy." Hart gave him a squeeze, marvelling at how big he felt in her arms these days. She remembered so clearly when he was just a baby, toddling around after her on chubby legs. Now he was all gangly limbs, his baby fat scrubbed away too early by the life they led.


  When her mother finally came through the door, she found the four of them curled up together, Hart dozing in their midst.


  Chapter Five


  "You call that a punch?" Ruby taunted, moving lightly on her feet.


  Hart narrowed her eyes and drew her fists up higher, determined. Ruby just laughed.


  "Oh, little Hart can't handle some fighting words," she smirked. "How are you supposed to make it in a real fight?"


  Hart growled. Ruby obviously thought she was ridiculous:  small, a terrible fighter and destined to lose. And she wasn't afraid to tell Hart that directly to her face. She knew she shouldn't let Ruby's words get to her, but it was a bit too much like the jibes thrown at her by the other Gutter girls. It seemed no matter where Hart was or what she was doing—or who she was pretending to be—she wasn't quite good enough. 


  "I don't remember real fighters talking smack in the ring, actually," she snapped.


  Ruby didn't look at all abashed. Instead, she just threw her head back and laughed loudly. "My fists are preparing you for the other fighters," she said, getting up in Hart's face. "My words are preparing you for the audience."


  She laughed again and danced back, eyes shining. "Now, come on. Hit me!"


  Hart narrowed her eyes and tried to do just that. When she missed again, Ruby's giggles reverberated through the whole gym.


  *~*~*


  Leo directed most of Hart's training, having her run laps around the block and jump rope endlessly in the gym. He told her how much weight to lift, how many times and when. He told her what to eat and when to sleep. But in the ring, it was mostly just Hart and Ruby. Leo would set them to it and wander away, off to deal with the business of running an arena or the other fighters.


  Hart and Ruby sparred, and she tried to put the moves Leo had taught her into action. 'Tried' being the operative word.


  Ruby laughed at her more than anything else, taunting her about her form, her footwork, her punches and even her height. Given the steady flow of abuse from the other girl, Hart doubted she was ever going to be good enough to get back in the ring, but Leo still tossed her a coin every night—to keep her coming back, he said—so she must be doing something right.


  "Come on," Ruby said, looming over her. "Get up."


  "Yeah," Hart wheezed, struggling to prop herself up on her elbows. "Just give me a second."


  Ruby arched an eyebrow, looking singularly unimpressed. She planted her feet on either side of Hart's splayed legs, hands on her hips. "They won't give you a second to catch your breath in the ring," she pointed out. "You stay down and you're out."


  "I know," Hart snapped, struggling to sit up, extricating herself from under the girl. Ruby had knocked the breath right out of her in that last takedown, and it burned as she sucked air back into her lungs.


  "Look at that," a deep male voice snickered. Hart bristled, preparing for more mockery. "Always knew Ruby was the kind of girl who'd want to be on top."


  A tall, muscular man leaned in the doorway with a leer on his face. From his build, it was clear he was another fighter.


  Hart snuck a glance up at Ruby, but the girl just rolled her eyes.


  "You ever want to climb on top of a real man, sweetheart," the guy continued. "Let me know."


  "Why?" Ruby asked, feigning interest. "Do you know one?"


  Hart couldn't help but snicker as the guy scowled, pointing a meaty finger at Ruby. "You think you're so tough, prancing around in the ring. Everyone knows you're just a slut who wants to roll around with a different man every day."


  From her vantage point, Hart could see the way Ruby tensed, but her tone was light when she replied, "If I'm such a huge slut, then you must be really pathetic since you've been failing to talk your way into my bed for months."


  "Whore," the man muttered and stomped down the hall.


  Hart shifted uncomfortably, climbing to her feet. She may have bristled at Ruby's brand of ‘instruction', but she didn't think Ruby deserved to be talked to that way. No girl did.


  Ruby caught sight of the expression on Hart's face and shook her head. "Oh, please. Stop with the pitying looks. I'm not some delicate flower. I can handle guys like Lunn."


  "I never said you couldn't." Hart held up her hands, placating.


  "Damn straight, you didn't." Ruby gave her a wolfish grin. "Since I'm not done handing your ass to you."


  It seemed so unfair that even here—in the Alley, in a gym owned by her father, in the ring where she proved herself as a boxer—Ruby still couldn't escape the kind of comments that got thrown at the girls back home. Hart had assumed it was just the Gutter girls who had to deal with the lingering eyes, the rude words, the belief that they were always up for it just because of who they were and where they lived. But Ruby was getting that same shit in her own home.


  "Do they …" she began, as they took their fighting stances. "Do they talk to you like that a lot?"


  Ruby's eyes cut away, and she shrugged, a tense movement of her narrow shoulders. "Sometimes. Doesn't matter, though."


  That's what all the girls back home said, too. It 'didn't matter,' it was 'just talk.' Like Hart didn't see the way it hurt them.


  "They shouldn't be allowed to get away with that."


  "I don't let them get away with it, do I?" Ruby said sharply.


  "No," Hart conceded with a wry smile. "You're pretty tough."


  "The type of guys who come in here … they don't know what to do with a girl in the ring," Ruby said. "Guys like that only have one use for girls. And it isn't fighting."


  "Well, that's bullshit," Hart said with a frown.


  For the first time that week, the smile Ruby gave her wasn't taunting. Hart smiled back.


  She paid more attention to the people in the gym after that. Occasionally other fighters passed through, peering in to the practice room and stopping to talk to Leo. Hart understood why Leo never introduced any of them to her. She wondered which of them she'd be fighting first.


  They were bigger than her and slightly older; men in their twenties who had filled out through their shoulders in a way Hart never would. They were all from the Gutter, rough around the edges.


  As they passed, they leered at Ruby, making comments about her presence in the ring, calling her 'honey' or 'baby' or 'sweetcheeks.' Every time, Hart bristled even as Ruby shrugged them off, offering snide remarks in return.


  "Eventually, I'll get to kick all their asses," Hart finally said as yet another muscled lughead strolled away, his remarks about Ruby's ass lingering uncomfortably in the room.


  A small smile twitched over Ruby's lips. "You know, I think you just might."


  *~*~*


   


  "Gunnar is out."


  Hart paused on her way to the changing room as Leo's voice drifted in from an adjoining hall.


  "What do you mean ‘out'?" Ruby demanded. "He's got a fight tonight."


  Hart remembered Gunnar from that first day in Leo's gym; she lingered in the doorway, waiting to hear what Leo might say.


  "Injured."


  "Bad?"


  Hart couldn't see his face, but she could imagine the imperceptible shrug Leo would give. "Bad enough. Snapped collarbone."


  Ruby let out a small noise, a choking in the back of her throat. "Will it heal?"


  "If he saw a doctor, probably."


  "But there are no doctors in the Gutter," Ruby finished, bitterness dripping from her voice.


  Hart imagined Leo shrugging again; that was just the way things were. There were women who'd help you set your bones, splinting as best they could with whatever was lying around. But no one in the Gutter had ever been to a real doctor.


  She leaned back against the wall as Ruby continued angrily, "He's got kids!"


  "I know," Leo sighed.


  "So what's going to happen to them?"


  "Ruby, not this again. These things happen."


  "Yeah, because you put him in the ring against someone ten years younger than him and fifty pounds heavier," Ruby snapped. Hart's eyes widened.


  "He wanted that fight."


  "He needed that fight. Those are two different things and you know it."


  "Ruby," her father sighed. "What do you expect me to do?"


  Hart heard Ruby let out an angry, frustrated noise and resisted the urge to peek around the corner to see what was happening. She was shocked to hear Ruby—Alley-raised and arena-bred—saying the same sort of things that had crossed her own mind, every time Duncan went out to fight.


  "Something," Ruby said finally.


  "I'm already doing what I can. You know that. I'm giving these guys a chance when no one else would."


  Whatever Ruby thought, Hart knew Leo was right. He had helped Hart the only way he could. He couldn't change the fact that her father was dead and her mother was injured. He couldn't change the fact that there wasn't enough work to go around or the unfairness of how it was distributed. But he could let her fight.


  "They shouldn't have to fight just to survive," Ruby said, defeat in her tone.


  Hart knew she was wrong. Everyone was fighting to survive. That was the way the world worked. At the sound of footsteps, Hart turned and slipped into the shower room.


  *~*~*


  Hart stepped out of the ring, her thoughts already on the shower waiting for her, when Leo popped his head into the gym. "Tomorrow."


  "Tomorrow?"


  "Your first fight."


  Hart felt her pulse spike. "I already had my first fight."


  Leo smiled. "Your first fight where you have a shot at winning."


  He walked off blithely as Hart fought down the panic rising in her throat. She didn't think she was ready; she wasn't sure she'd ever be ready. She walked to the shower in a daze, turning on the spray mindlessly and just standing under it for long minutes, until the water turned cool. Leo thought she was ready, she reminded herself, trying to pretend it was the cool water that was making her shake. He wouldn't send her in unless he was sure.


  She hoped.


  *~*~*


  In the morning, Hart went with Finn and the girls to the heap for the first time in a week, trying to keep her thoughts off the ring. She was getting better, or so Ruby and Leo kept telling her. But was she good enough to win? Ruby still pinned her one time out of two, and Hart couldn't pretend the other fighters wouldn't be at least as good as the daughter of the arena owner. She still had a blind spot a mile wide when it came to kicks being thrown at her. It would only take her opponent noticing that she tended to forget about the lower halves of their bodies to take her down.


  As the day crawled by, anxiety worked its way into her bones, tugging at her sharply. She half-heartedly combed through the heap, placing items in her bag without thought. She wasn't even sure what she was gathering up was worth the effort of carrying it all the way to the fence. Hart prided herself on her eagle eye when it came to trash, but today she couldn't focus enough to tell the junk from the treasures. She handed her bag to Finn at the end of the day with a shrug. Hell, she didn't even remember what was in there.


  Before she left that evening, she hugged Roe and Penny for a long time.


  "You don't have to do this," her mother whispered, drawing her close.


  "I'll be fine," Hart lied.


  The arena seemed different late at night. The streets were lit, the glow of the streetlamps tucking its dingier aspects into shadow. A crowd bustled out front, queuing to get inside. Rowdy men, some already drunk, talked and laughed boisterously at the door.


  Hart slipped in the back entrance, trying not to think how all those people were there just to see her bleed. The small changing room was empty, leaving Hart no opportunity to sneak a peek at her opponent, to size him up before they got into the ring. Sighing, she stripped off her sweatshirt and shoes and sat down on the bench, slowly and methodically wrapping her hands, trying to steady her breathing. Focus on the task at hand, moving the tape around and around. Breathe in. Breathe out.


  She didn't know how long she sat there, but suddenly Ruby was right in front of her, looking down at her with kind eyes. "You ready?"


  Hart looked up. "As I'll ever be."


  *~*~*


  She hit the mat with a loud groan, disappointment flowing out of her like air. The other fighter stood over her, his foot pressed sharply to her collarbone, just enough pressure to let her know he could break it if she so much as wriggled. She held still, her head ringing from the last blow.


  "Better luck next time," Leo told her as she limped out of the arena.


  *~*~*


  Hart went down on her face, the slippery surface of the mat smacking loudly against her cheek. She closed her eyes, willing her vision to stop spinning as the fighter landed heavily on top of her, a knee in the center of her back to pin her while the count rang out. There was blood in her eyelashes, tinting everything red.


  "Fifteen minutes," Leo nodded approvingly when she crawled out of the ring on all fours. Hart barely made it to the edge before she retched, her dinner coming up hot in her throat.


  *~*~*


  She should have seen it coming.  But Hart was a bit too busy being knocked to her knees to pay attention to her opponent's feet until one was catching her on the side of the head.


  Her vision swam and went dark.


  When Hart blinked open her eyes again, it took her a moment to realize the cacophony of sound wasn't just in her head, which was ringing like she had never experienced before. A deep ache blossomed behind her left eye. She blinked again, and Leo came into her line of vision. She couldn't make out his words; she watched the motion of his lips in a daze.


  She grasped his hand and let him pull her to her feet. The second she was upright, she stumbled again, the room spinning around her. The audience blurred into a mass of color and sound, and her stomach heaved.


  "Come on, let's get you out of here."


  Her opponent still stood in the center of the ring, his arms raised triumphantly, basking in the cheers from the crowd. So, she couldn't have been out for that long, she assured herself.


  At the side of the ring, Leo was suddenly gone and someone else was keeping her upright. It took a moment before Hart realized it was Ruby, ducking a shoulder under Hart's arm and tucking an arm around her waist. She guided Hart into the changing room and deposited her on a bench. Without the noise of the arena, Hart's head felt clearer, but little black spots still swum in her vision.


  Hart blinked, realizing Ruby was lifting her feet, trying to put her shoes on for her.


  "I'm fine. I can do it." The shake in her voice didn't make her words sound as convincing as she'd hoped.


  "You've got a concussion, dumbass," Ruby snorted. "Even tying shoelaces is beyond you right now. Just sit still and try not to puke."


  Hart didn't feel particularly nauseated until Ruby dragged her to her feet again. Then she tried desperately to take the other girl's words to heart.


  "Come on."


  "Where?" Hart asked dumbly.


  Ruby rolled her eyes. "I'm taking you home. If you can't tie your shoes, then you certainly can't get back to the Gutter on your own."


  "You don't have to …"


  "Actually, I do. Dad gave explicit instructions. So stop complaining and start walking." Ruby's tone was harsh, but her hands were gentle as she steadied Hart against her, leading her out into the night.


  The walk was slow, Hart's steps hesitant as she was struck by dizzy spells. Hart directed Ruby, but the girl was really the one leading the way, shouldering more than her fair share of Hart's weight.


  "I'm sorry about this," Hart felt compelled to say as they stepped through the gate into the Gutter.


  "Don't be stupid," Ruby snapped, the rough tone that Hart was starting to realize stood in for some kind of weird affection in the girl's book. Or, at least, it wasn't the same tone she took with the men at the gym who ogled her ass and made snide comments. "What did you think we were going to do? Just leave you in the streets?"


  "Well, thanks anyway," Hart shrugged.


  After a second Ruby said quietly, "you're welcome."


  Hart grinned, knowing the darkness of the Gutter would hide it.


  Ruby didn't comment on the Gutter as they wound their way further and further into the shantytown, but Hart couldn't help but wonder how it looked to her after growing up in the Alley.


  Luckily they were at her door before shame could completely overpower her.


  "Here we are," she said, dropping her eyes before she could see Ruby's reaction to their house. "Thanks again. I'll see you later?"


  Ruby just rolled her eyes again at Hart's stammering attempts at politeness and rapped loudly on the door.


  "What?" Hart gaped.


  Hart's mother pulled open the door, her eyes wide and worried.


  "Hart!" Vivien grabbed her roughly, pulling her in. "I thought—"


  No one knocked on their door. Except those bearing bad news.


  "I'm fine, mama," Hart assured her.


  "Sorry to worry you," Ruby said awkwardly.


  Vivien released Hart, turning curious eyes on Ruby.


  "This is Ruby," Hart said perfunctorily. "From the gym."


  "Oh!" Impossibly, Vivien's eyes grew wider, and she shot Hart an accusatory look, as if she had been mere seconds away from saying something like, how was your day pretending to be a man, daughter of mine?


  Hart grimaced.


  "I just wanted to let you know," Ruby said, clearly uncomfortable. "Hart took a bit of a hit—or, well, a kick really," at the sight of Vivien's face, Ruby rushed on, "anyway, it's not important. But he's probably got a concussion, and I just wanted to let you know that you should keep him awake for the next couple of hours."


  "What? But I'm exhausted!" Hart complained. Vivien and Ruby shot her twin looks of exasperation.


  "Too bad," Ruby said, pointing a finger at her. "Stay awake."


  "I'll make sure … he does," Vivien said. Hart could only hope Ruby didn't notice the hesitation.


  Ruby smiled. "Sorry again to bother you, ma'am. See you back at the gym, Hart."


  "Yeah. Um, thanks."


  "Um, you're welcome," Ruby grinned and then she darted off back into the darkness before Hart could say anything else.


  "Hart," her mother's voice trembled as she grasped her arm and drew her into the house.


  "I'm fine, really."


  "A concussion," Vivien snapped.


  "It's not a big deal," Hart argued, letting her mother push her down into a chair.


  "Hart," Vivien said, touching the side of her face delicately. It must have bruised, Hart thought dully. "I don't want you going back there."


  "What? Of course I'm going back! I have to!"


  "No, you don't," Vivien said it gently, like she was trying to let Hart down.


  "I do." Hart pushed her mother's hand away petulantly. "Who else is going to support this family?"


  "You're not supporting us," her mother snapped. "You haven't made a cent in the ring. You're getting hurt for no reason."


  Hart reeled back like she'd been slapped. "You think I can't win?"


  "Hart, I didn't say that."


  Hart stood, crossing her arms. "I'm going to win. You might not think so, but Leo does. You'll see."


  She stormed to the door.


  "Hart, your head!"


  "Don't worry," she snapped. "I won't fall asleep." She let the door swing shut behind her, enfolding her in the darkness of the Gutter night.


  *~*~*


  Hart squinted at her opponent through her one good eye. The other throbbed where it was swollen nearly shut, courtesy the previous fight's kick to the head. Her body ached and tonight's fight hadn't even begun. The boy across the ring was no older than she was, but he was taller and broader. Gareth had lean muscles that she knew not to underestimate.


  The bell rang and she drew her hands up, shifting her weight onto the balls of her feet. Gareth charged forward, and Hart moved quickly to the side. He pivoted in confusion. She moved again, making him spin uselessly to find her again. His eyes narrowed and he came at her again, bearing down. She ducked his swing and danced away, trying not to move too far. She shouldn't tire herself out this early.


  Out of the corner of Hart's eye, she could see Ruby, standing next to Leo and watching the fight with intense concentration. She rocked slightly on her toes as Hart and her opponent circled each other, moving with them from the sidelines.


  It was a movement Hart recognized from their time in the gym, and it buoyed her. She focused in on Gareth, determined to find an opening.


  He was good, light on his feet, with a strong, natural swing. He used his height to his advantage, looming over Hart. But after a moment, she noticed that he pivoted awkwardly to the left, like his knee wouldn't quite hold him.


  Hart felt a grin spreading over her face, the first in what felt like days.


  She danced to his left, forcing him to spin after her, unsteady on his feet. He overcompensated with his upper body, leaning too far forward. His hands dropped incrementally every time.


  Hart kept him moving, to the left whenever possible, watching Gareth's hands and face. She darted closer and closer. Gareth spun and she took her opening. She swung hard.


  The impact seemed to travel all the way up her arm, her knuckles feeling like they would shatter on the hard line of his jaw. Gareth's head snapped back. Hart didn't give him a moment to pause. She sent a swift, hard jab into his abdomen. He curled up, a hand hovering over his jaw. She braced herself, hating the movement even as her hand came up, clocking him hard on the head. He waivered and she surged forward, bearing him down to the mat.


  She had practiced pinning with Ruby, getting the girl under her and holding her down. This was nothing like that. Gareth struggled even as he gasped for breath. Hart couldn't bring herself to feel pity as she planted a knee on his sternum.


  The crowd roared as Leo called out the count. "Seven, Eight, Nine, and Ten! We have a winner!"


  Hart blinked up at Leo as he clambered into the ring, dragging her off of Gareth and holding her arm up in the air.


  "Told ya you could do it," he murmured, voice nearly lost under the cheering of the gathered crowd. Hart gazed out into their excited faces, the men and women of the Alley, screaming for her victory.


  Leo pressed something into her hand and Hart looked down, uncomprehending. A small velvet bag lay limply in her palm.


  "Your winnings," he whispered.


  She closed her hand around the bag, drawing it into her chest to rest against the hammering beat of her heart. Her winnings. Fifteen dollars to take home to her family.


  She stumbled out of the ring when Leo let her go, turning to check on Gareth. Ruby was waiting on the sidelines.


  "I won," Hart said dumbly.


  A grin flashed over Ruby's face. "You did." Before Hart knew what was happening, Ruby had stepped forward, pulling Hart in tight. "I'm proud of you," she said.


  Hart had never hugged anyone but her family before. It was strange when she was used to the comforting scent of her mother or father or the small bodies of her siblings. But it was nice, she realized, as she let her hands come up to rest lightly on Ruby's back.


  *~*~*


  Hart let herself into the house quietly, tiptoeing into the dark and letting the door snick shut behind her. She could hear Penny's soft snores coming from the bed and she smiled, kicking off her shoes.


  "Hart?"


  Her mother's door cracked open, and Hart weaved her way through the main room to reach it. Vivien's face was anxious, illuminated by a single candle still burning behind her.


  "Are you all right?"


  Hart slid into the room and pulled the door shut behind her, so she didn't wake the children. "I'm fine."


  Her mother's hands roamed over her face, looking for new cuts and bruises to join the old. 


  "Really, I'm all right." Hart pulled Vivien's hand away from her cheek and pressed the purse into it.


  Her mother looked down at the bills in her hand in incomprehension. "Is that …?"


  "Yep."


  "You?" She looked up with wide eyes.


  "I won."  Even saying the words made her feel giddy.


  "You won." A smile broke out over her mother's face, erasing the lines and bags for a moment and making her look as pretty and young as Hart remembered from her childhood. "My baby girl knocked out a grown man."


  "Yep," Hart laughed.


  Her mother swept her into a tight embrace, laughing into her neck. In that moment, all the pain and the bruises and the bleeding seemed worth it.


  When Vivien drew back, she was still grinning widely. "I'm so proud of you, Hart."  She touched Hart's cheek, tracing over a lingering bruise. "Not because you fought well in the ring," she said sternly, "but because of how hard you're fighting for this family."


  Hart ducked her head, feeling tears prickle in her eyes, overwhelmed. "Thanks, mama."


  "It's not …" Her mother shook her head. "It's not that I didn't believe in you. I just can't stand the thought of losing you the way we lost your father."


  Hart bit her lip, wiping at her eyes. "I know. I'm sorry."


  "Nothing to be sorry about," her mother said briskly. "Now, it's high time you went to bed." She gestured to the bed in the corner and Hart smiled, pulling off her sweatshirt and sliding under the heavy blanket.


  She curled up next to her mother, breathing in the familiar scent, feeling simultaneously like a small child again and, finally, like an adult.


  Chapter Six


  "Look at all this food," Penny gaped. Hart grinned as she laid out the last of the supper. It was more than they'd had since her father died, a full meal for each of them. There was a heavy, rich meat stew, dense with vegetables, and even bread to soak it up with. Fresh bread, bought in the Alley, light and fluffy and smelling like heaven. Roe held a piece up to her nose and inhaled deeply, a smile on her face. Hart felt something swell in her chest as she watched her siblings eat, knowing she put the food on the table.


  There was no going back now. She had to keep fighting, keep winning, so that she could keep these smiles on the kids' faces.


  In the morning, Hart woke early, climbing out from between Finn and Penny and dressing quickly. She had another fight that evening, and her body thrummed with pent-up energy and tension. She slipped out of the house, breaking into a steady jog once she hit the street. She was terrified that her last fight had been a fluke, that Gareth had merely been a weak opponent, that anyone could have beaten him. She was terrified that she'd never win again, never feel that elation and pride as she brought money home to her family. She ran hard, letting the even pounding of her feet and the hard beat of her heart steady her thoughts.


  She ran right to the checkpoint, flashing her pass to allow her through. It was a strange feeling, having access to this previously closed-off world. She wondered what it was like to have a pass to the City as some in the Alley did. To be allowed to see behind the high stone wall that separated the City from the Alley, shielding it from prying eyes. Hart had no idea what the City even looked like. Whispers of opulence and squander ran through the Gutter, rumors of food eaten and food wasted, money thrown away on luxuries Hart had never even heard of, while Hart got her face bashed in for mere dollars.


  She shook her head, shifting back into a jog, and turned her steps towards Leo's gym.


  Hart let herself in the back door, catching her breath from her run. The gym was empty, strangely silent in the absence of the sound of fists connecting with punching bags or people.


  Hart didn't want to wear herself out, but she needed to do something, so she picked up a jump rope and started skipping, letting her thoughts clear in the even rhythm of the rope striking the floor.


  "You're not supposed to be here." Ruby stood in the doorway, arms crossed, looking amused.


  Hart sighed, offering a little shrug. "Didn't know what else to do with myself."


  "Surely you have something better to do than hang out in this gym."


  "Salvage on the heap?" Hart offered, wrinkling her nose. That's where her family was by this point in the morning, wading knee deep in refuse.


  Ruby frowned. "I meant whatever you do for fun."


  Hart matched Ruby's frown. "We don't really …"


  "What? Have fun?" Ruby laughed incredulously.


  Hart paused, thinking about it. She enjoyed spending time with her family, but as for fun? "There's not really time for that when you're worried about starving."


  Ruby shifted uncomfortably. "Your winnings helped with that, though. Right?"


  "Yeah. I just …" She shrugged, running a hand over her shorn hair. "What if I don't win again?"


  Ruby crossed the room, her face serious. "You will."


  "What if the last time was just a mistake?"


  Ruby snorted rudely. "A mistake that you ran circles around that guy? A mistake that he could barely get a hit in?" She reached out to push roughly at Hart's shoulder. "Stop fishing for compliments."


  "I'm not!" Hart protested, looking up into laughing green eyes.


  "Fine. You're getting really good, okay. You'll win again. No one's starving, got it?" Ruby looked fierce, as if she could make Hart win through sheer determination. It was nice to feel like she had someone in her corner, someone who believed in her. Leo cheered on all his fighters—it didn't matter who won or lost, they were all making him money. But after all the tension in their first few days together, Hart really felt like Ruby liked her more than the other men at the gym. Like she really cared whether Hart won or lost.


  "Okay," Hart agreed faintly.


  "Good. Now, what the hell are you doing here working out before a fight?"


  "I just …"


  "Just wanted to tire yourself out before you got in the ring?" Ruby asked, arching an eyebrow.  "Put on your shoes. We're going out."


  "Where?"


  Ruby rolled her eyes, kicking Hart's shoes toward her. "It's a surprise. Are you always this obstinate?"


  Hart thought about it, how she was even here, doing this, pretending to be a man. "Probably."


  They walked side by side through the Alley, turning down streets Hart hadn't yet explored. The street opened up as they walked, and Hart saw a splash of green ahead of them. 


  "What's that?"


  "That's where we're going," Ruby smiled. Her steps quickened as she led the way. They passed through a wrought-iron gate and the whole terrain changed.


  Hart gazed in wonder. Everything around her was a lush, vibrant green. Grass grew under her feet and trees rose up to shade the walkways. The only open space in the Gutter was the trash heap, stretching as far as the eye could see, encircling them.


  "What is this?"


  Ruby slanted her a curious look. "A park."


  Hart looked around, bewildered. "What's it for?"


  Ruby came to a stop, surprise scrawled across her face. "You really don't know what a park is?"


  "No." Hart crossed her arms defensively over her chest. "We don't have anything like this in the Gutter."


  Ruby's eyes widened, but there was no pity in them. "That's too bad. I've always loved coming here." She held her arms out, gesturing to the small splash of green around them. "I always feel so much more relaxed here."


  That was understandable, Hart thought, looking at her surroundings. Here and there people strolled or sat on the grass. No one seemed to be in a hurry.


  It was impossible to imagine such a place in the Gutter. If one existed, people would take it over, trying to find a few yards of ground to call their own. They'd build shacks and fight over scraps of land until there wasn't any grass left. People would strip the trees just to see if they could eat the leaves.


  "I've heard that in the City, they have parks that stretch for a mile, so when you're in the middle of it you can't see anything but trees."


  Hart frowned, glancing reflexively toward the Center. "They couldn't. Not really?"


  "That's what everyone says. They have parks practically on every corner. Apparently, there are flowers everywhere."


  Hart barely knew what flowers looked like. Sometimes she found fake ones on the heap, wilted, shrivelled pieces of silk, that she could sell only to be repurposed. They looked nothing like what bloomed around her.


  Ruby led her forward, through the trees. "Here," she said, coming to an abrupt stop.


  "Here?"


  "This is my favorite spot." Ruby gave her a slow, shy grin as she gestured to a large tree, its branches thick and knotted.


  "Oh." Hart touched the bark of the tree, feeling the rough texture of it.  "It's … it's really nice."


  Ruby's grin widened, lighting up her face, and Hart faltered, something unfamiliar making her chest tight.


  Ruby sank down in the grass, leaning up against the trunk of the tree. After a moment, Hart joined her, careful to leave a few inches of space between them. They stared up at the sky, just visible through the leaves of the tree. Somewhere nearby, a bird sang. Hart let out a long, shaky breath. "Thank you. For bringing me here."


  "It seemed like you needed it."


  "I just," Hart bit her lip. "I just really want to do well for my family."


  "Who do you have? At home?"


  "My mother." Hart focused on her hands in her lap, twisting her fingers, picking at her nails. "My brother Finn and my sisters. Roe and Penny. Penny's just six."


  Ruby shifted next to her. "Tell me about them?"


  "Penny's adorable but tough, even for a little kid. Roe's … sweeter. Gentle. Penny always wants to help when we go scavenging, but Roe's happy to sit on the sidelines. If someone's hurt, though, she wants to help."


  "And Finn?"


  Hart grinned. "Finn's got a lot of personality. He takes being the only boy really seriously."


  The moment the words were out of her mouth she froze, horrified. "The only boy besides me," she added in a rush, her cheeks flaming.


  Ruby looked over at her, a bemused grin on her face. "The only boy besides you, just like Roe and Penny are the only girls?"


  "It's just that Finn's so much younger," Hart said quickly, her heart hammering. "He's just twelve. And I spend—I mean spent—so much time with my father."


  Ruby's eyes softened. "What happened to him?"


  Hart dropped her eyes, relief flooding through her. She felt horrible, using her father's death to deflect from her mistake, but she'd do anything to cover her tracks. She couldn't imagine if she lost everything she'd been working towards just after her first win. "He was a fighter."


  "I'm sorry," Ruby turned towards her, touching Hart's arm gently. "When my father fought … I worried every night."


  "Yeah."


  Ruby squeezed, her fingers indenting the flesh of Hart's bicep, a point of contact she was suddenly, searingly aware of. "You're going to be fine, though." Hart looked up, meeting her eyes. They were intense in their determination. "Really. We're going to make sure you make it home to your family. Right?"


  Hart drew a deep breath. "Right."


  *~*~*


  When Hart and Ruby slipped back into the gym, Leo was waiting. He raised an eyebrow at the sight of them together, and Hart inexplicably blushed.


  "I was wondering where you ran off to," Leo said to his daughter. "Didn't expect you to have kidnapped my new champion."


  Hart was surprised to see that Ruby was blushing as well, a light pink stain across her freckled cheeks. "What makes you think Hart didn't kidnap me?"


  Leo rolled his eyes. "Please. I know my own daughter. You don't do anything you don't want to do."


  Ruby looked pleased at that, and Hart had to smile.


  "Anyway, it's nice you two are spending time together," Leo continued, looking at them appraisingly. "I hope you had … fun?"


  Hart felt the implication of his words settle on her like a physical weight, and she snuck a glance at Ruby.


  "We just went for a walk," Ruby said, her tone defensive.


  In the last few years, Hart hadn't had many friends, as the girls she grew up with grew more and more distant. Still, she knew Leo's raised eyebrows and Ruby's flushed cheeks weren't typical after spending a few hours with a new friend.


  And then Hart remembered:  she was a boy now. She felt her face heat even further as realization dawned. Did Leo think …? In her trainer's eyes, she was a young man who had just taken his daughter out for the afternoon. Hart cursed her obtuseness. What else was Leo supposed to think?


  Her gaze slipped back to Ruby and her eyes widened further. It suddenly occurred to her that Ruby might think that too.


  "Sure," Leo said easily. "I'm glad you two are making friends."


  "Yeah. Friends," Hart said quickly. She refused to look over at Ruby to see if the girl reacted to her words. Their afternoon had been nothing but friendly. And Hart would make sure it stayed that way. She didn't want to lead Ruby on, after all.


  But it couldn't hurt to be friends, right?


  *~*~*


  Hart swung, her fist connecting solidly with the side of her opponent's face. He reeled back and she advanced, pummelling him in the gut until he was gasping, a horrible choking noise bubbling out of him. She could hear Ruby on the sidelines, her voice rising up even over the thunderous crowd, cheering Hart on. She felt unstoppable as she pressed forward, bearing the man back against the ropes. He tried to rally, but she kept one step ahead of him, and then he was down and staying down. Hart loomed over him, a foot planted on his chest, as the crowd screamed her name. She turned, meeting Ruby's eyes. The girl grinned, pumping a fist into the air.


  Hart grinned back. It was good to have friends.


  *~*~*


  "Why won't you ever tell me where we're going before we get there?"


  Ruby grinned. "You'll like it, I promise."


  She wrapped a hand around Hart's wrist and pulled her down the street. Hart looked down at the point of contact, feeling something heavy twist within her. "Okay."


  She dragged her eyes away from the sight of Ruby's slender fingers against her skin. They were friends, she reminded herself. Friends touched. Friends hugged. It shouldn't set her heart racing every time it happened.


  But the more time she spent with Ruby, the more time she wanted to spend with her. When Leo saw them together, sparring in the ring, or joking in the gym, or embracing after one of Hart's wins, he never failed to cock a curious eyebrow. Guilt always flooded Hart, because whatever Leo thought might be going on with Ruby, it was all a lie. Hart wasn't the boy Leo thought she was—wasn't the boy Ruby thought she was.


  Every time she caught Leo shooting them speculative looks, she told herself she would pull away and put some distance between Ruby and her. But then Ruby would smile at her, and she couldn't bring herself to do it.


  Ruby stopped walking and Hart looked up. They were in front of a shop. The sign that hung in the window proclaimed, "Toys."


  Hart peered in the dusty window, seeing a jumble of objects crowded against the glass.


  "You said you wanted to do something special for your siblings. I thought you might want to get them something … fun."


  Ruby smiled wryly as she pushed open the shop door. Hart followed her in, looking around in wonder. Dolls in beautiful dresses, bears with velvety soft fur and toy trains and planes crowded every surface. Hart had never seen anything like it outside of the landfill where dolls with only one eye, or one arm, or no hair crunched underfoot and teddy bears with matted and dirty fur burst open at the seams.


  The toys in the shop were pristine. Clean, complete and beautiful. Hart reached out with tentative fingers, hovering just over the pale porcelain of one of the dolls. Her cheeks were a flushed pink, her lips a bright red and her hair a beautiful black. Her dress was of a material finer than anything Hart had ever worn. 


  "Roe would love this," she breathed.


  Ruby came up beside her, leaning close. "You could get it for her."


  "I couldn't."


  Ruby grinned. "You could. You can afford it."


  Hart dragged her eyes away from the doll, skating over the multitude of toys that crowded the shelf. A stuffed cat caught her eye. Its fur was long, and she couldn't help but run a hand over it, feeling how soft it was. "Penny likes cats."


  "I know I can't convince you to spend money on yourself. But … kids deserve to be kids sometimes, don't they?"


  Toys and parks and playtime and fun weren't things Gutter kids got to experience. But they deserved to. Hart gathered the soft cat and the doll into her arms with a smile. She couldn't wait to see the kids' faces when she brought the toys home.


  "Thanks," she said lowly, glancing over at Ruby. 


  Ruby just grinned, knocking their shoulders together lightly.  "Don't mention it. Someone needs to remind you that you're doing this for more than the black eyes, is all."


  *~*~*


  Hart clutched the bag to her chest, a huge grin on her face. The chicken shifted inside, a slick slide in the paper bag. Hart didn't even mind. She was bringing a whole chicken home to her family, with money to spare. There were vegetables and bread, too—all the fixings for a dinner that would send the kids to bed with bellies full to the point of bursting. Hart could barely feel the bruises on her face, not with the way her heart soared with excitement over the feast she was bringing home.


  Tucked into the bottom of the bag, wrapped up in several layers of paper, were the toys she had picked out.


  Her whole family was home when Hart pushed through the door, crouched on the floor and picking through the day's takings off the heap. Finn had a screwdriver in hand and was fiddling with a small contraption–it looked like a toaster, but for all Hart knew, it played music or movies. She could never tell with some of the stuff the City threw away. Her mother was the only one seated in a chair, working with a small pair of pliers over a circuit board, stripping out the thin threads of metal. The girls mostly moved things from one pile to another, but they always wanted to be 'helping.'


  "Hart!" Penny cried as she walked in.


  "I brought dinner."


  Vivien set down her work and came to help Hart with the bag. "Is that …?" she peered inside and then looked up again in surprise. "A chicken?"


  "Yep," Hart said proudly.


  Some people in the Gutter kept chickens, squawking and shitting in their homes. They sold the eggs but also occasionally slaughtered the birds. But even then, it was impossible to get a whole chicken. For the price they went for, Hart's family was lucky to get just a bit of the carcass, inexpertly carved up to sell by the owners.


  Her mother grinned back. "I better set this roasting, or it'll be tomorrow before we can eat it."


  "But I'm hungry now," Finn complained, setting down his work. Hart reached into the bag and lobbed a carrot at him, giggling. Instead of fighting back, Finn crunched down on the vegetable loudly and with a show of great satisfaction.


  The whole family got swept up in the bustle of dinner preparation, heating water, cooking vegetables, slicing bread, all with the heavenly smell of cooking chicken filling the small house. Hart knew their neighbors would be able to smell it, and she swelled with pride at the idea that everyone around them would know how well she provided for her family.


  They sat down at the table a few hours later. Before the kids could dive in, Vivien raised a hand. "I know things have been hard since your father …" she said with a small sniff. "And I just wanted you to know how much I appreciate you all pulling together." She looked around at each of her children. "You've all done your part, and I couldn't be prouder of you."


  Hart grinned to see the pleased flush that spread over Finn's face.


  "Now, say 'thank you' to your sister," Vivien commanded.


  A chorus of "Thank you, Hart!" rang out as everyone reached for the dishes at the center of the table.


  As the meal was winding down, Hart reached under her chair for the bag she had hidden away. "I went to a store in the Alley today," she began conversationally.


  "Yeah, we know," Finn mumbled, his mouth stuff full of chicken.


  "Gross," Hart rolled her eyes. "And I didn't mean for the food." She put the bag on the table and reached inside, her hand closing around the soft fur of the cat toy.


  "Penny. I got this for you." Her little sister's eyes widened as she saw the toy in Hart's hand and she let out a little squeal.


  "A kitty!" she cried, delighted, clasping it to her chest. "It's so soft! I love it! Is it mine?"


  Their mother laughed. "Hart said she got it for you."


  "And Roe?"


  Roe looked up hopefully. Hart passed the bag over to her sister and watched eagerly as she peeked inside.  Roe let out a wondering noise. "Oh. Oh, she's … beautiful." She pulled the doll of the bag with reverent hands, stroking over her silky hair and fine clothing. "Thank you."


  Warmth bloomed in Hart's chest at the delight on her sisters' faces.


  "Wait," Roe said with a frown. "There's something else in here." She reached to the bottom of the bag and unearthed a small model plane. Hart had to laugh at the expression on Finn's face, stoic dejection giving way to an eager childishness that she hadn't seen in years.


  "I know you're all grown up," she told him, leaning over to ruffle his hair. "But I thought it looked cool."


  "It's all right," Finn said, his nonchalance ruined by the way he let his fingers glide over the sleek body of the plane. He glanced down and then back up at her. "Thanks, Hart."


  "You're welcome," she whispered, giving his hair another tweak before standing to clear the table.


  She and her mother left the kids to play with their new toys as they cleaned up from dinner.


  "That was a nice surprise," Vivien said as they scrubbed the dishes. "Can we really afford it?"


  Hart smiled. "Yeah. Actually, we can."


  "You know, I've been thinking."


  "Hmm?"


  "About school."


  "School?" Hart parroted back. Her mother met her eyes, hope shining in her face.


  "If you make enough, if we can save enough, maybe Roe could go to school."


  Schools were few and far between in the Gutter. Most kids had to work to help support the family from the time they were six or seven. They didn't have time for anything but survival. Hart's parents had made sure that she and the kids knew how to read:  struggling through the single book the family owned, brokenly sounding out the words. Hart had never so much as set foot in a school.


  But Roe was only eight. She had her whole life ahead of her. If she went to school, she could maybe get a job in the Alley, one that didn't just chew up Gutter trash and spit them out, back-breaking work for little pay.


  "Yeah," Hart said, sneaking a glance back at her siblings, playing sweetly on the floor, like the children they so rarely had the chance to be. "We'll do it. We'll send Roe to school."


  *~*~*


  Ruby wasn't in the gym when Hart ducked her head around the door, buzzing to tell her about the success of the presents. She peeked into the arena and the changing rooms and then paused as her name rang out down the hall.


  She followed the sound to an open door; Leo sat behind a small desk that took up the whole of a tiny room. Hart figured it had been a closet originally, given the lack of windows and tight space, but now it seemed to serve as an office. A single lamp cast a sickly yellow over the room.


  "Looking for Ruby?" He asked.


  "Um." Hart shifted guiltily. Leo shot her an indulgent smile.


  "I let her go for the day. She was just hanging around and insulting the fighters."


  "She says she's building morale," Hart offered.


  "Sure." Leo barked out a laugh. "You know as well as I do that she gets vicious when she's bored."


  Hart chuckled dutifully. She knew she should head back to the gym and get in a workout; she'd see Ruby later. She always did.


  "If I were a betting man, I'd say Ruby is probably in the park," Leo said, eyes twinkling.


  Hart refused to blush. She was looking for her friend; that was all. "You run an arena," she objected. "You are a betting man!"


  Leo grinned and Hart shook her head. "Go on, get out of here. Tell her she can come back when she learns to be nice to my fighters."


  "So, never then?"


  Leo gave Hart a pointed look. "She's nice to you."


  "If that's nice, I don't want to know what mean is," Hart returned. She knew that wasn't true, though. Ruby still teased her, but she could hear the affection in the other girl's voice. The things Ruby said to the other fighters at the gym were cutting; no more than they deserved, given the way they talked to her. But she teased Hart to help her get better or to draw a smile out of her on bad days.


  "Go on, go," Leo said, waving her away. Hart took his advice and headed out of the building. She retraced her way to the nearby park, trying to recall the turns Ruby had taken. She was rewarded by the sound of birds and the sight of green smeared across the gray horizon.


  Hart headed for Ruby's favorite spot, and sure enough, there she was. Ruby leaned up against the big, gnarled tree, her eyes closed, her face tilted up to the sun. Hart froze, feeling like she was intruding, even as strangers strolled past, talking and laughing loudly. As she hesitated, wondering if she should just turn around and go back, Ruby cracked an eye open.


  "Hart," she said, startled. Before Hart could stammer out an apology for interrupting, a grin spread over Ruby's face.


  "Hi."


  "Looking for me?" Ruby asked.


  Hart stepped closer and Ruby patted the grass beside her. "I wanted to tell you how much the kids liked their presents," she said, dropping down to her knees in the grass. "Thank you."


  "I didn't do anything," Ruby said, shaking her head.


  Hart knew that wasn't true. She wouldn't have bought the toys without encouragement. She had forgotten long before what it was like to have things that weren't essential; she had even forgotten what it was like to want them. Ruby seemed determined to remind her that there was more to life than just survival.


  Things like sitting in a park in the middle of the afternoon, enjoying sun's warmth and the birds' songs.


  She didn't know how to put that all into words, so she said instead, "I hear your dad kicked you out of the gym."


  Ruby snorted rudely. "It's not my fault big men are always the most sensitive. Cry-babies."


  Hart laughed and leaned back against the tree, getting comfortable. "They deserve it, anyway."


  "Damn straight they do. For all their talk, you think they could throw an actual punch." Ruby shook her head. "And then they get upset when I point out a toddler could take them in a fight."


  "A toddler, huh?"


  "A small toddler. With a cold. Who's blind."


  Hart choked on an incredulous giggle. "Those are some fighting words. Better watch out."


  Ruby sighed. "I guess they're not all bad. There are ones like you …"


  "Like me?" Hart parroted, the words catching in her throat, heat spreading across her cheeks.


  "Yeah. You know, the ones with families. The ones with someone they're fighting for."


  "Oh. Right," Hart dropped her eyes. Of course Ruby meant that. Not that Hart was special.


  "It's the ones who are only fighting for themselves who can go die in a hole for all I care," Ruby said. "They're the ones who treat me like I'm just another prize they can claim at the end of a fight. I'd get my dad to throw them all out, but they're the ones I actually don't mind seeing get their faces kicked in." She sighed. "Unlike the rest of you."


  Hart remembered overhearing Ruby fighting with her father after Gunnar broke his collarbone. At the time she had been shocked to hear Ruby criticize the idea of the fights. She had assumed that someone who grew up around them would just accept them as a part of life. Now that Hart knew her better, she realized that even though Ruby lived and worked in the ring, she didn't wholly buy into the ideology of the fights that the City and Alley spouted.


  "Do you ever think about not working at the gym?" Hart asked after a moment. She wanted Ruby to stay right where she was, where Hart could see her every day, but she knew Ruby must have other options. She was strong and smart and, more importantly, beautiful. She could be a lady's maid in the City if she wanted. She could be one of those girls everyone heard about, who married their rich City bosses and went from scrubbing the bedrooms to sleeping in them.


  Somehow, though, Hart thought Ruby would find that just as disgusting as she found the fighters' come-ons.


  "I can't leave my dad," Ruby said, shaking her head. "I'm all he's got."


  Hart looked over, curiosity flooding through her. Ruby never talked about her mother, about why it was just her and Leo.


  "You don't have any other … family?"


  Ruby snorted. "Subtle."


  Hart held up her hands. "You don't have to tell me anything," she said quickly. She certainly knew what it was like to have things she never talked about. Couldn't talk about.


  "No, it's okay." Ruby tipped her head back, staring up into the lush branches above. "There's not much to tell. She left."


  The breeze ruffled the leaves above them, a soft sound that barely broke the silence.


  "I was little," Ruby said after a moment, shrugging her slender shoulders. "I barely remember her. Dad says she was beautiful."


  Hart figured that must be true; the woman had produced Ruby, after all.


  "Do you know what happened? What made her leave?"


  "She got a better offer," Ruby said shortly.


  "Than her family?" Hart asked, eyebrows raised.


  Ruby gave another shrug. "She got a job in the City. Working at a restaurant. Got hired as a cleaner but was promoted her first day. For her face, not her work. She started staying later and later. I remember that. Dad would stay up, waiting. He was always worried. He was fighting then; we didn't have the arena yet. On the nights he fought, she was supposed to be home. But she wasn't. So he had to leave me in the apartment by myself."


  Ruby slunk further down against the tree, stretching her legs out in the grass. "And then one day she came home on time. To pack." Ruby met Hart's eyes. "She could make more without a family. Without a kid. So she left. We haven't heard from her since."


  "That's—" Hart fumbled, unsure what to say. Terrible. Reprehensible. Disgusting.


  "Practical. She was right. You know more than anyone. Life's easier without family tying you down."


  "But I would never just leave them!" Hart said, appalled. It might be easier for her to live without a crippled mother and three kids to support, but what would be the point of living without them?


  "And I won't leave my dad," Ruby said simply. "That's why we're here and people like my mother are in the City."


  "I'd rather be here," Hart said firmly.


  Ruby smiled. "Me too." She leaned over, knocking her shoulder against Hart's. "That was the night dad started saving for the gym. He took every fight they offered and put every cent away. So he could make a good life for me, even without her."


  "He did a pretty good job," Hart offered.


  "Yeah," Ruby smiled. "Even if he does throw me out of the gym every other day."


  "You deserve it," Hart laughed.


  "Yep," Ruby said proudly, leaning her head back. Hart tilted her face up, as well, feeling the sun on her skin.


  Chapter Seven


  Hart stepped confidently into the ring. The audience crowed her name, and she grinned at the sound. She was a winner, a champion, and they were screaming her name. It felt good. Across the ring, her opponent clambered between the ropes. Hart barely spared him a glance. He was big, but they all were. Their size didn't faze her anymore.


  Leo introduced them, and Hart was sure the gathered throng cheered louder for her than for Adler. At the clang of the bell, Hart stepped forward. Her opponent was one hundred and seventy pounds, lean and blond. Young. He moved gracefully, but Hart thought he seemed overconfident. Her grin widened. Easy.


  Adler swung first and Hart smirked. She danced back, light on her feet. He moved, herding her back against the ropes. She let him, keeping distance between them, letting his fists swing but not connect.


  His face was set in concentration, his brow furrowed. Hart slipped easily past him, moving back to the center of the ring. He threw a few more punches, light, quick jabs. She dodged them and felt her smirk grow. He met her eyes and raised an eyebrow.


  Suddenly, Adler charged, fists swinging, cuffing her against the side of her head. She ducked, raising her arms to block the blows. They rained down on her forearms, stinging. She cupped her arms protectively around her head, muffling the sounds of the arena, of Adler's heavy breathing above her. The sound of her own heart pounded louder in her ears.


  She dropped to a knee, ducking out of his range. Before she could scramble back Adler was on her again. His fists flew towards her, the long swing of his muscled arm rattling her bones on impact. She covered her face and braced herself back against the ropes. She could hear the roar of the audience, rising in pitch. She curved back into the ropes and clenched her abdomen, curling up from the floor and kicking out with both legs.


  She caught Adler hard in the hips, one foot glancing off of the cup he wore. He grunted and she flew to her feet, jabbing out before he could recover. He backed off and she took a deep, steadying breath.


  They circled back to the center of the ring. He swung towards her stomach; she blocked him. He raised a knee and she curled forward, bracing. It was a feint; he switched legs and caught her unaware, his foot glancing off the side of her knee. She grunted and flung herself forward, swinging for his face. He jumped back and she missed.


  He swooped forward, ducking his head, catching her just under her armpit, where she was soft. She winced as she was driven back. She rained blows down on the muscular planes of his back, but he didn't stop until she was pressed tight against the ropes. Her lungs fought to expand under the pressure of Adler's bulk, trapping her.


  His knee came out of nowhere, striking hard at her side and she lost her footing. She slid down to the mat, ducking to keep her head covered as Adler loomed over her.


  She rolled away from the ropes, but Adler caught her, straddling her hips and pushing one shoulder flat to the mat. She was face down, her arms trapped under her.


  If she could just get a leg up. She kicked wildly, bucking like a horse. He dodged easily and she cursed into the slick mat. He dropped on top of her, his chest pressed tight to her back, covering her. She wriggled desperately in his hold. He wasn't the biggest man she had fought or the strongest. She should be able to get out of the hold.


  She was a winner.


  Ten! Leo's voice cut through the fog of her panic and she blinked stupidly. The weight disappeared from her back and she flopped to her side. Adler flashed a grin down at her before stepping away. Done with her.


  Because she had lost.


  Hart sucked in a shaky breath and then climbed to her feet. Adler was with Leo, accepting his purse. His winnings.


  Cash that should have been hers.


  She stormed to the side of the ring, flinging herself out through the ropes. Ruby waited on the sidelines but Hart shouldered past her, to the changing room.


  She had been so sure this was her fight to win. Furious, she lashed out, punching the closest locker.


  It stung, the metal giving less than the flesh she was used to. She looked down, surprised to see blood pooling up between her knuckles.


  "Well, that was stupid," Ruby commented. Hart glanced over her shoulder; the girl stood in the doorway, arms crossed over her chest.


  Hart flexed her hand, wincing at the broken skin.


  "Is it broken?" Ruby asked.


  "No," Hart bit the word out.


  "Good. Still stupid, though."


  "I lost," Hart said, trying the words out in her mouth, feeling the bitter taste of them on her tongue.


  "Yeah."


  She hunched her shoulders. Her hand hurt, but she still wanted to hit something. She wanted another chance at Adler, to take back what should be hers.


  "Everyone loses, Hart."


  "I was winning!" she snarled.


  "Yeah, and tonight you lost. No one wins all the time."


  "I needed that money."


  "So does Adler. Tonight he won it. The next fight, it might be yours."


  Hart dropped her head down against the locker, feeling the cool metal on her overheated face. "Stop being so reasonable."


  Ruby laughed. She stepped up behind her, rubbing a hand across Hart's tense shoulders. "Someone's got to be. And it obviously isn't going to be you."


  "I was sure I was going to win," she muttered into the unforgiving press of the locker.


  "And that's probably why you lost," Ruby said, and Hart knew she would be shrugging, a dismissive hitch of her shoulders. "You should never be sure. People who are sure aren't hungry for it."


  Hart groaned. "What am I going to tell my mother?" The idea of going home empty-handed twisted unpleasantly in the pit of her stomach.


  "That you lost."


  "Oh, thanks," she grumbled, pushing back, away from the locker and out of Ruby's grip.


  "Look," Ruby said sharply, grabbing her shoulders and forcing Hart to face her. Her expression was stern. "You lost. Adler won. Just like last time you won and the other guy lost. Don't get cocky and you won't lose as often." She pointed a finger in Hart's face. "Every fight is a new fight. It doesn't matter if you won a hundred times before or lost the last time. It doesn't matter once you step in that ring. Got it?"


  Hart's shoulders slumped. "Got it," she mumbled.


  "Good. Now, let's go take care of your hand."


  Hart looked down at the bloody mess she had made of her knuckles and swore. Ruby was right; she was an idiot.


  Ruby threw a grin over her shoulder as she rifled through the first aid cabinet. "We'll tell my dad it happened in the fight."


  She took Hart's hand gently, dabbing at the blood with a clean cloth. "Next time, you just have to be the one who wants it more, okay?"


  "Okay," Hart agreed.


  *~*~*


  Hart ducked low, her hair ruffling as her opponent's fist sailed uselessly over her head. He was big, over a head taller than Hart, at least. But he was slow. His advantage was strength, not speed or agility. Hart thought of Ruby in the ring, small and lithe, ducking and dodging every blow that was thrown at her and tried to do the same.


  She kept her feet light, dancing away from the man every time he lumbered towards her. He kept coming, though, and coming and coming. Hart panted, each breath feeling like knives in her chest. Want it more, she told herself. Be hungry. She struggled to keep herself just out of his reach. Sweat dripped into her eyes and she blinked rapidly, trying to clear her vision. Caine's square jaw was set firmly, his blue eyes narrowed in on her. He was breathing just as heavily as Hart.


  She steeled herself and kept moving, focusing on the memory of her siblings' smiles every time she brought home her winnings. She spun and twisted, dropping into a crouch. Her leg shot out. Caine stumbled and Hart jumped up. She threw her shoulder into his torso, hard. He swayed and, shockingly, went down—his head hitting a post with a horrifying thump. Caine's eyes rolled up and he collapsed back to the mat. Hart stared down at him, her stomach twisting. The crowd was cheering her name, but she couldn't look away from Caine. He wasn't moving.


  "Hart. Hart," Ruby's voice cut through the fog that had descended on Hart as she stared down at Caine's lifeless body. She looked up to see Ruby reaching insistently through the ropes. Ruby grabbed her arm and tugged, reeling her in. "It's fine, Hart. He's going to be fine."


  Hart let Ruby pull her out of the ring and into her arms; she buried her face against Ruby's shoulder, shuddering. The image of Caine's fallen form seemed burned into the back of her eyelids, vivid even when she squeezed her eyes shut tight. After a moment, she felt Leo slip the purse into her hand.


  *~*~*


  "In the left corner, Hart, one hundred and forty pounds and a three-time winner! And in the right corner, Kemp, one hundred and eighty pounds and undefeated!"


  Hart eyed her opponent warily as he swaggered into the ring. He was older than her and bigger than her, but so were all the other men she had fought. There was something in his eyes, though. Something harder and fiercer than she was used to seeing in her opponents. Even as they threw punches, she knew that the men she fought were doing it for the same reasons she did–family and survival. They were opponents, but they were also all Gutter trash trying to make a living in the world.


  They were in this together.


  Kemp, though … Kemp seemed different. There was none of the usual desperation in his eyes. Instead, he looked at Hart like she was something he had scraped off the bottom of his shoe. Beneath him and barely worth noticing. Hart remembered him from the first fight she watched at Leo's arena. She remembered the vicious gleam in Kemp's eyes as he took down his opponent, ruthless to the last.


  Kemp turned and waved to the crowd, grinning and pumping his arms in the air. They ate it up, leaning forward eagerly to take it all in. Hart never acknowledged the crowd that bayed for her blood. They put money in her pocket, but she still refused to so much as glance their way.


  Kemp was playing to the crowd though, riling them up, swaying them to his side. They screamed his name, bellowing for him to kill her. The smile that brought to his lips was cruel.


  At Leo’s word, Hart and Kemp squared off in the center of the ring. Hart took a deep breath, meeting Kemp's eyes just as the bell rang. Unlike most of the men she'd fought, he didn't immediately charge forward. Instead, he stepped back, keeping his eyes on her as he began to circle. Careful. Watchful.


  Seeing her own technique reflected back at her was unnerving, and for a moment she and Kemp did nothing but size each other up. Kemp had more bounce to his stance than most fighters; for all his size, he was surprisingly light on his feet.


  The crowd screamed for someone to make a move, and Hart's heart hammered. She felt the cheers and jeers thrumming through her blood, Kemp's ease and patience only making her more anxious. She surged forward, jabbing out recklessly. Kemp turned into the punch and her fist glanced off his shoulder. He smirked and spun away from her.


  Hart's feet tangled and she cursed under her breath. Kemp moved back in, swinging hard. It was all Hart could do to duck out of the way in time. She dodged his punch, but his leg came up, catching her hard on her outer thigh. She stumbled, pain shooting up her leg.


  There was a glint of cruel delight in Kemp's eyes as Hart's leg buckled under her. She ground her teeth, forcing the leg to hold her weight despite the pain screaming through her thigh.


  He closed in and Hart snarled. She raised her injured leg and kicked out at the knee, hard. Her foot connected soundly with his stomach and she pushed back, shoving him away from her. He grunted with the force of impact. The crowd whooped as Hart moved after him.


  Hart ducked low and kicked again, catching Kemp on the ankle. He sprang back from the impact and shot her an unsettling grin.


  He charged forward, bending his impressive bulk nearly in half to catch her in the stomach, driving his shoulder and his fist in simultaneously. Hart gasped and stumbled back. Kemp sprang up, following up with a sharp kick to the outside of her left knee. She felt the joint buckle ominously.


  She kept her footing, her fists up and poised as Kemp took a considering step back. She darted in, trying to ignore the pain in her knee, jabbing at him repeatedly.


  They circled, throwing punches that didn't quite connect. Every time Hart came in, Kemp threw a leg up as well as an arm out, blocking any attack she tried. Ruby's voice floated into her mind, berating her for focusing too much on faces and fists, ignoring the power of her opponent's legs.


  Kemp sprang forward, charging at her like a bull. Hart flailed back, hitting the ropes. He barrelled inexorably forward. Desperately she curved her body over him, wrapping her arms tightly around his head. Kemp grunted into her midsection, fighting to straighten and throw her off. Hart clung on, tightening her hold until her arms pressed into his throat. He shoved her harder. His head pressed her back into the ropes, keeping her pinned. He twisted his body and her arm twisted too, suddenly, surprisingly, pinned between Kemp and her own body. With a vicious grunt, he pushed harder and she felt her wrist start to give.


  She squirmed, struggling to get away, to release the pressure on her wrist. Kemp forced her wrist to bend and bend and bend, at a horribly unnatural angle, trapped between their bodies. It was going to snap. Pain screamed through her and she snarled. Releasing her hold on him with her other arm, she cuffed him, as hard as she could, on the side of the head.


  She hit and hit and hit with every bit of strength she could muster, her ears tuned for the inevitable snap of her wrist.


  Kemp stumbled back. Her wrist ached fiercely, but it hadn't broken. She pushed off the ropes, holding her hand delicately as she moved back into Kemp's space.


  Recovering, Kemp straightened, the smirk erased from his lips. He narrowed his eyes. He spun, his elbow lashing out and catching Hart hard on the collarbone. She doubled over, groaning, and he grabbed her shoulders, bearing her back to the mat. Her eyes widened as she hit the floor. Kemp loomed over her, blocking out everything but his imposing bulk. "Got you now, boy," he laughed.


  Leo started to call out a count and Hart panicked, bucking wildly. She pulled her knees up under Kemp's torso and pushed, forcing him back. He reared up and she scrambled backwards, out from under him and to her feet. The crowd cheered and she surged forward, barreling into him as he stood, knocking him back against the ropes. He twisted but she kept her hold on his shoulders. A scream ripped out of her chest as she pulled his head down and jerked her knee up.


  The impact resonated in her very bones, the sharp crunch felt more than heard. Kemp fell to his knees. She stared down in incomprehension at the splash of red on her flesh.


  Over the pounding in her ears and the cheering of the crowd, Ruby's voice rose up, loud and insistent. "Pin him!"


  Hart blinked down at Kemp. He was on his knees, hands over his face. She planted her heel against his shoulder and pushed, bearing all her weight down on him to carry him to the floor. He pulled his hands away from his bloodied face, clawing viciously at her foot with red-stained hands, but Leo's final Ten! echoed through the arena.


  She stepped back and Kemp struggled to his feet, snarling through the blood that gushed from his broken nose.


  "I'm gonna kill you for that." He moved in close, even as Leo's voice proclaimed her the victor. "You think you can just beat me and walk away? I'm gonna find you and kill you, boy. Tear you to pieces with my bare hands."


  Hart's eyes widened as he spit the words into her face. His mouth was slick with his own blood, his teeth seeming to drip with it. Anger burned in his dark eyes.


  "Time to go cool off." Leo dragged Kemp back, pushing him off to the side of the ring.


  He kept his eyes on Hart as he slipped through the ropes. "You ruin my perfect record. You die," he growled, pointing a meaty finger at her. "You got me?"


  Leo took her arm, turning her away from Kemp to face the cheering crowd.


  Chapter Eight


  Ruby poked her head around the gym door, smiling as her gaze came to rest on Hart. Hart grabbed for the punching bag in front of her, stopping its pendulum swing. She wiped at the sweat falling into her eyes.


  "Hey."


  "Hi." Hart felt a flush crawl over her face. She didn't know what it was about the other girl that made her so nervous. At first, of course, she had just been worried that spending time with Ruby would compromise her secret, that she'd let something slip like she did that day in the park, and everything would be ruined. But as time passed, she grew more confident in her ability to fool those around her. Still, every time Ruby looked her way, her heart sped up. She told herself it was just the way Leo watched them when they were together, a soft, knowing smile on his face.


  It wasn't like she could tell Leo that he didn't know anything. Not about her.


  "Still working out?"


  Hart shrugged, fiddling with the tape on her hands. "Got another fight coming up."


  "You always have another fight coming up," Ruby said drily. She arched an eyebrow. "You're not still thinking about that asshole Kemp, are you?"


  Hart didn't look up, focusing on the dirty end of her wrappings. "He seemed pretty serious," she muttered. Her wrist still throbbed painfully, the sprain a constant reminder of her own frailty.


  "They all seem serious when they're mad." Ruby came over, laying a hand on her shoulder. "Outside of the ring, he's all talk. They all are. Okay?"


  Hart looked up, meeting her gaze. "I guess." She didn't want to admit how much the fight with Kemp had shaken her—the cruelty in his eyes, how close she came to losing, and the threats he spewed at her as he left the ring. All of it left her unsure of her footing.


  "Let's go out," Ruby said abruptly.


  "O—kay? Out where?"


  "To eat. Let's go get some food." Ruby smiled. "It'll be fun."


  Hart couldn't deny that spending time with Ruby was fun; everything the girl suggested, every place she took Hart to, ended up being something special. She kept telling herself that she should say 'no,' that she should back off before Ruby got the wrong idea. But every time she found herself nodding helplessly, drawn along by the enthusiasm in Ruby's eyes.


  One more time wouldn't hurt, she told herself. They were friends. It would be crueler at this point to start avoiding Ruby. Crueler even than her deception. At least, that's what she told herself.


  "Alright." She grabbed a towel and wiped herself off as best she could, soaking up the sweat that coated her skin. She probably smelled, she thought self-consciously, and then wondered when she ever worried about that before. Certainly not when she spent her days crawling over the heap like a fly.


  Still, she rubbed a hand over her hair, growing out short and spiky, and hoped it looked presentable.


  "I know just the place," Ruby said. Hart trailed her out of the gym and onto the street, her eyes skating over the other girl. Ruby always managed to look pretty and clean despite her days spent in the gym. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail that barely contained the volume of her curls. It showed off her long neck, though, pale against the black of her shirt and the fire of her hair. Hart dragged her eyes away, focusing on her steps, the ground in front of her.


  "You're going to like this, I think." Ruby grabbed her arm, her fingers wrapping around Hart's wrist, tugging her further down the block. "Here."


  Hart looked around, surprised. They were in front of a dull silver cart, the smell of meat and onions heavy in the air.  


  They had food carts in the Gutter, too. Nothing quite as permanent-looking as this one, but people who set up shop to sell a quick bowl of stew or hunk of bread to passing workers. Several set up around the heap during the day, hoping to tempt the scavengers into parting with their hard-earned coins.


  She had assumed Ruby was going to lead her to a restaurant, places Hart saw here in the Alley but had never been to before. She was relieved that Ruby hadn't. And she suspected that was the very reason Ruby had brought her here, to something safe and familiar.


  "Two kebabs," Ruby ordered, digging in her pocket for some change.


  "Oh! Let me," Hart stepped up beside her, but Ruby held up a hand.


  "My treat since I dragged you out of the gym. You can get the next one."


  "Okay," Hart agreed faintly. The next one.


  The man in the cart assembled their food with quick hands, stacking savory meat and char-grilled vegetables that had Hart's mouth-watering.


  Ruby handed him some coins and passed a kebab to Hart.


  "Let's go."


  Hart smiled. "Now where?"


  "You'll see."


  Hart carried the kebab carefully, the meat and vegetables still steaming hot. It dripped juice on her hand, a light burn that nevertheless made her stomach rumble.


  Ruby led her through the maze of streets that formed the Alley, headed towards the Center. As they walked, the ground sloped slightly up under their feet. The trees that dotted the street were still a revelation to Hart, the sight of green against the concrete a startling spark of beauty.


  They crested the top of a hill, and Ruby gestured to a lone bench at the side of the road.  "Here."


  "You dragged me all this way for a bench?" Hart laughed.


  "Not exactly." Ruby pulled her over, sinking down on the rickety wood. Hart perched next to her and gasped.


  The view that spread out in front of them was like nothing she had ever seen before. The Alley sloped down beneath them, crowded houses and shops and arenas, pushing right up against the omnipresent Wall of tall, imposing stone.


  But from up here, they could see over it.


  Hart had never so much as glimpsed the City, but now it stretched before her, illuminated in all its glory. Night was closing in around them, but the City blazed bright, electric lights casting a white glow across the sky.  The buildings were like none she had ever seen before:  tall, sleek, and shining. Glass seemed to form every surface, stretching high into the sky.


  Almost no one in the Gutter had glass. She thought of the open windows in every building, letting in hot air and disease-carrying bugs in the summer and deadly cold blasts in the winter.


  The City buildings were strange, puzzling shapes—spheres, and cones and pyramids, fanciful forms making the vista look surreal.


  "It's something, isn't it?"


  Hart shook her head. "I've never seen it before. I … had no idea."


  "They built the wall thick and tall so only the maids and servants would ever see what they have and we don't. This is the one place in the Alley where you can see it all. Eat your kebab."


  Hart looked down at the food in her hand, surprised. She had forgotten all about it. She took a bite, tearing at the meat, letting the juices soak her tongue. For a moment, she forgot all about the sight in front of her.


  "Oh my god. That is incredible," she groaned.


  Ruby laughed, knocking her shoulder against Hart's. "Do I know how to show you a good time, or what?"


  Hart smiled back, feeling shy. "You do. This is … amazing."


  "Okay, okay," Ruby ducked her head. "Let's not let it go to my head. Just eat your food."


  Given orders, Hart followed them, tearing into the kebab with more enthusiasm than grace. The flavors bursting on her tongue more than made up for the juices dripping down her chin.


  At least Ruby was being just as messy, Hart thought with a small smile, sneaking a glance at the girl beside her.


  The night grew dark around them as they silently ate, gazing out on the untouchable splendor of the City.


  "What's that?" Hart finally asked, gesturing with the empty stick of her kebab. "That line thing?"


  "Oh. A train."


  "A what?"


  "It's like a …" Ruby frowned, describing vague shapes in the air with her hands. "It's like a car, but for lots of people all at once. And it runs on tracks. It carries them around the city."


  Hart frowned, squinting to try and see better. People walked in the Gutter, mostly. It kept them confined to their own little neighborhoods, which was the way the police and the gate guards wanted it. Easier to find people if they didn't roam too far afield.


  As she watched, a silver bullet sped over the tracks, sleek and shiny and bright, moving faster than she thought possible. "Oh!" she exclaimed.


  "Yeah." Ruby smiled wryly. "A train. My dad told me about them. He rode them back when he used to fight."


  "He made it all the way to the City?" Hart whistled, impressed.


  "For a while," Ruby shrugged. She looked over at Hart, brow creasing. "Hey, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to bring up …"


  Hart paused, caught up in the concern creasing Ruby's brow, making her auburn eyebrows dip in worry. "No. No, it's okay. You can talk about your dad fighting."


  "I don't even like to think about it," Ruby said, turning her gaze back to the City. "I'm just glad he's done with it, now. I don't like to think about anyone I care about in the ring." Without looking over, she reached out, laying a hand over Hart's.


  Hart looked down at Ruby's hand covering her own. "I—" she stopped, not know what to say.


  Ruby turned, meeting her eyes. "I'm really glad I met you, Hart."


  "Me too."


  A smile spread over Ruby's pink lips, and then she leaned in.


  Hart was embarrassed to admit it, but she didn't know what was happening until Ruby's lips were a hair's breadth from her own.


  She'd never kissed anyone before. Some of the Gutter boys came sniffing around when she was thirteen and fourteen, but she ran them off, snapping at their heels like an angry pit bull. She didn't know what it was that got the other girls giggling, going red whenever a boy walked by. She didn't know what it was that made them shed their clothes and hang around after dark.


  She thought she was just waiting to grow up, but as Ruby's lips hit her own, Hart wondered if she had been mistaken all along.


  Ruby's lips were soft and sweet, pressing insistently against her own. Hart leaned in before she could talk herself out of it. She didn't know what she was doing, only that she suddenly, desperately, wanted Ruby to stay close.


  Luckily, Ruby seemed to have some idea of how this went. She turned on the bench, tilting her head, sliding their lips together sweetly. Her lips parted and Hart followed suit, shivering at the gentle touch of Ruby's tongue. She reached out blindly, her hand falling on Ruby's narrow shoulder, grounding her.


  Ruby licked into her mouth, a slow, wet slide. Hart leaned closer, feeling the warmth of Ruby's body in the cool night air. Ruby made a small noise against her lips, and Hart slid her hand up, palming the slender breadth of Ruby's neck, drawing her closer. Ruby's kebab stick clattered to the ground as her hand fell against Hart's shoulder, kneading into the material of her hoodie.


  Hart lost herself in the feeling of their tongues meeting, the fleeting brushes between their mouths. Everything was wet and warm, and she never wanted to pull away.


  Ruby's hand slid down, off her shoulder, and Hart's eyes flew open. She jerked back, away from Ruby's questing touch, her heart in her throat. She felt sick at the very idea of Ruby's hand sliding lower, catching on the ridge of her bindings beneath her sweatshirt, maybe feeling the subtle swell of her compressed breasts.


  "What?" Ruby's eyes were wide, her mouth wet and pink.


  Hart sprang back, off the bench, her stomach churning. "I have to go."


  "Hart—"


  Hart turned and ran before Ruby could say anything else, before she could ask any questions. Ruby's voice floated after her, desperation lingering on the wind. She ran as fast as she could, letting her panic push her onwards, into the night.


  Chapter Nine


  Hart ran, turning down streets she didn't know, lost already, her feet pounding on the pavement.


  She could still feel Ruby's lips against her own, a ghost touch that tingled over her mouth. Her lips felt swollen, as if Ruby had left her imprint on them.


  She hadn't known it could be like that. The girls she grew up with had giggled about kissing, but Hart always dismissed it as silly, a distraction. She had her family to take care of; she didn't need boys getting in the way. She knew how hard it was to look after children, and she had been terrified of ending up like the other girls in the Gutter, running after boys and pregnant before their sixteenth birthdays.


  Hart's steps slowed as she panted for breath. Maybe it wasn't her family, or practicality that kept her away from boys all those years. Maybe it was just that the overwhelming interest in them had never struck. She kept waiting to see what the other girls saw, to want what they wanted. And it never came.


  Until tonight, when she looked at Ruby:  her pale skin, her bright eyes, her wild hair. Her trim figure and the subtle swell of her pert breasts.


  Hart had glanced at other girls every now and again, admiring their narrow waists or their full breasts. Watching the way their long hair fell over their shoulders, the graceful line of their slender necks. She had noticed beautiful women, of course she had, but she always told herself the feeling churning in the pit of her stomach was envy. Her eyes lingered over their bare flesh because she knew she'd never look like that, she'd never fill out a dress quite the way other girls did.


  She had never let herself think what it might be like to touch that soft skin, to run her fingers down the smooth expanse of a girl's shoulder or cup her hands around a tiny waist.


  But now it was all she could think of.


  Hart leaned heavily against a closed storefront, catching her breath and steadying herself. She couldn't believe she'd run—literally run—away from Ruby. Shame crawled hot up her neck.


  She looked around blearily, wondering where she was. The street was unfamiliar, but most of the Alley was still foreign to her. She hadn't paid attention to where Ruby was leading her earlier, just as she hadn't paid attention to where her steps carried her as she sprinted away.


  It was always a safe bet to head into the dark to find the Gutter, away from the soft glow that emanated from the Center, so Hart turned away from the blazing streetlights before her and wound her way towards a dark horizon.


  Things grew steadily dingier as she walked, the buildings falling into disrepair, graffiti appearing on every surface, letting her know she was close to home. Hart kept her head down, watching the steady pace of her feet and trying not to think about Ruby. She focused instead on her next fight and the one after that and, hopefully, the one after that.


  She didn't have time for distractions like pretty redheads with sharp tongues and even sharper right hooks.


  Hart was barely aware of her surroundings when the sound of footsteps cut through the fog of her thoughts. Her head came up, and she focused on the sound behind her. It could be anyone hurrying home late in the evening, but she quickened her steps anyway.


  "Hey," the rough growl rang out through the narrow street. 


  Hart refused to turn.


  The steps sped up, breaking into a run, and before she could bolt someone grabbed her shoulder, throwing her back against the nearest building. Kemp's cruel face came into focus, sneering down at her.


  "Fancy meeting you here, kid," he laughed. His nose was horribly swollen and bruised, disfigured. His voice sounded strange and muffled as he breathed heavily through his mouth.


  Hart pressed herself back against the wall, her eyes searching over his shoulder. A deserted street stretched out before her. Kemp grinned viciously into her face as he loomed in close, and Hart squirmed in his hold.


  "Let go of me!"


  He laughed, pressing her shoulders harder into the brick behind her. "Not just yet. We're going to have a chat, aren't we?"


  "Chat about what?" Hart growled, twisting in his grasp. "Your fucked up nose?"


  Kemp snarled, his fingers digging into her flesh. "You think you're clever? You think you're untouchable just because you won one fight?"


  "I think I beat you fair and square," Hart returned, hoping bravado would carry her through. "I think I don't need to skulk around dark streets because I know I can win in a real fight."


  Kemp's brow furrowed, his eyes darkening. "Yeah? You think so, little boy? You think you can humiliate me—ruin my perfect record—and just walk away?"


  Hart's stomach turned as she failed to wrestle free from his hold. "I think a real man would take this out in the ring," she said weakly.


  Kemp leaned close, his breath gusting over her face. "A real man follows through on his promises. And what did I promise?" His face was practically touching hers. "I promised I'd kill you."


  Hart whimpered, her family's faces flashing before her eyes. Her mother, trying to raise them all alone. Finn, defiant and still so young. And little Roe and Penny, dealing with so much loss already.


  She wasn't going to leave them without a fight.


  She bit her lip and brought her knee up sharply. She failed to meet her target but still caught Kempt solidly in the mid-thigh. He grunted, jerking back. Hart used the space to her advantage, bringing her hands up to claw at his grip on her shoulders. Her nails bit sharply into his exposed flesh. Kemp snarled as blood welled up under her touch. He pulled her forward and slammed her back against the wall, knocking the breath out of her. Hart gasped and her vision blurred as she struggled to fill her lungs. Kemp pulled her forward again; she could already feel the bruises blooming along her back, and she twisted frantically in his hold. He shoved her forward. Her shoulder caught against the wall and jammed painfully.


  Kemp scrabbled at her as she twisted in his hold, the hood of her sweatshirt catching in his grip. He pulled, hard, jerking Hart back. Her back bent in a painful bow as he tugged. She yelped, hearing the fabric tear—her father's sweatshirt, one of the last things she had to remind her of him. Kemp tore it mercilessly, the neck ripping open over her shoulder. The night air bit at her exposed flesh as she wriggled within the material. 


  The sweatshirt slid down off her shoulders and Kemp released it to grab the material of the tank-top Hart wore underneath. He twisted it in his fingers to hold her still. He loomed close, pressing her against the wall, the rough concrete scratching against Hart's face.


  "Let me go!"


  "You really think I'm going to do that?" Kemp sneered. He yanked at the material of her shirt, spinning her to face him. The tank-top stretched in his grasp, slipping low. His gaze dropped to her chest. "What the fuck is that?"


  Hart's eyes followed his. The top of her bindings peeked out of the stretched neck of her shirt. She choked on a sound in her throat.


  Kemp's brow furrowed. With a hard jerk, he tore her shirt open. The bindings were coming loose, her shape peeking through, and Hart saw the moment realization dawned on Kemp's face. His eyes widened, shooting up to meet hers.


  He's going to kill me. She was certain of it now. His grip had gone lax as he stared at the soft outline of her breasts and she wrenched against his hands, stumbling free. She was running before she had even caught her balance, tearing down the street. 


  Kemp shouted something unintelligible after her, and it was only blocks later that she realized tears were streaming down her face as she sped towards the Gutter.


  She had been sure she was going to die, but now she didn't know if this was worse. Hart had almost forgotten that she was keeping a secret; everyone had accepted her as the boy she claimed to be and she got careless. Careless enough to kiss Ruby and careless enough to be caught by a thug like Kemp.


  She flashed her pass at the checkpoint and hurried through the gate, sighing as it clicked shut behind her.


  It was only as she slipped through her front door that she remembered her father's sweatshirt, lying dirty and torn in the street. Her heart clenched and she winced, berating herself for caring about a piece of fabric when everything else was crumbling down around her. She wiped hastily at her eyes when she saw a light still burning in her mother's bedroom.


  "Hart? Is that you?"


  Hart gulped in a breath. She didn't know what to tell her mother, didn't know how to articulate the night she'd had. She went to the door, peeking into the room, letting shadows obscure her face. "Yeah, mom."


  "I had some good news today!" Her mother said, sitting up in bed, her face shining. "I found a school that will take Roe."


  "Really? How much does it cost?"


  "Twenty to get her in. Plus we'd have to get her some supplies."


  Hart frowned, thinking back to her winnings, tucked beneath a floorboard in the main room. "That's a lot."


  "But you have a big fight tomorrow, don't you?" Her mother said, leaning forward eagerly.


  She did. A fight with a purse of twenty-five dollars—the highest yet. Hart shrank back into the shadows. A fight she wouldn't be able to show up for.


  She touched the torn neck of her tank top, feeling the fraying edges of her loosened bindings against the tips of her fingers. Her secret was out. She could never go back to Leo's gym; she could never get back in the ring.


  It was all over.


  But her mother looked at her with bright eyes, her hopes for Roe shining in their depths. Roe, who was so gentle and sweet, not at all cut out for the rough life the Gutter offered her.


  This could be a chance for something more for the girl. It was chance Hart hadn't had, a chance Finn hadn't had. But there was still time for Roe.


  "I do," she said faintly.


  Her mother smiled. "So we can use that. We've got enough saved from your other earnings to keep us going for a bit.  And Roe would get to start right away."


  "That's great." Hart agreed. "I'm going to … go to bed."


  "Oh! Of course. You must be exhausted."


  "Good night."


  "I love you, Hart. You're a good girl, doing all this for your siblings."


  Hart shut the door, closing her eyes and leaning her forehead up against the rough wood.


  Would Kemp already have told someone? She tried to think like him. He had been shocked; she had seen that in his eyes. Would he immediately run to tell Leo? Or his mates? Or would he keep it to himself, ashamed to tell anyone he'd been beaten by a teenage girl?


  Maybe he would keep his mouth shut, she thought desperately as she stripped her clothes off and climbed into the bed, nestling herself between Penny and Roe. Just long enough for her to win one more fight.


  *~*~*


  Hart stepped into the gym minutes before her fight was supposed to begin. Her heart hammered as she looked around the empty changing room. She had been half-convinced Leo would be waiting for her, ready to throw her back out on the street.


  But no one was there to confront or condemn her. She quickly changed and wrapped her hands, readying herself for the fight. She could hear the crowd in the arena, their booming voices and the stomping of their feet as they cheered the opening fight.


  She took a deep breath and walked into the arena.


  "There you are!"


  Hart looked up, eyes wide, but it was only Ruby, jogging to her side. "I was worried about you. After last night."


  Hart gulped. "What about last night?"


  Ruby frowned. "After you ran off?"


  "Right," Hart dropped her eyes, willing her heart rate back to normal. She had almost forgotten about Ruby, about the kiss, and the look in the girl's eyes as Hart turned and fled. Guilt rose up in her throat now, at the hesitant, unsure way Ruby was looking at her. Ruby was normally all fire, taunting and teasing everyone around her. It felt wrong to see her looking so uncertain. "I'm sorry about that. I just … had to get home," she mumbled.


  "You're sure you're all right?" Ruby laid a hand on Hart's shoulder. Hart took a breath, shrugging her off, trying to ignore the hurt that flashed in Ruby's eyes. "I'm fine."


  If Kemp ever told her secret—when Kemp told her secret—it would hurt Ruby even more. It was better to stop things now.


  Hart never should have let it go as far as it did.


  "I have to get ready," she said, turning away and beginning to stretch. The fight in the ring was nearly over, one of the men stumbling against the ropes, blood running into his eyes and clouding his vision. He'd be down in less than a minute.


  Leo called the fight as the bleeding man was pinned and Hart strode up to the sidelines, ready.


  "Was worried you weren't going to show," Leo called over the noise of the crowd as he ushered the defeated man out of the ring.


  "I'm here now."


  Leo gave her a curious look but held up the rope to let her slip into the ring. Hart watched her opponent climb in from the other side. She had never seen the man before, and that was how she liked it. Some of the other fighters hung around the gym, joking with each other, but Hart didn't want to know them.


  The man wasn't that big or imposing; he was nearly the same size she was. She sighed in relief. She could do this. She could win, take the purse and never look back. Get Roe into school for the year and then find another way of making a living, far from Kemp. Far from Ruby.


  Leo announced them to cheers from the crowd, and the fight was on.


  Hart kept her head in the fight, trying to block everything out but the sweat beading on her skin, the mat under her feet and the man in front of her. She focused on her breathing, steady breaths in and out to drown out the raucous crowd. She moved, ducked, punched, and kicked to the sound of her own heartbeat thumping in her chest. Move. Move. Move. Fight. Fight. Fight.


  It was an easy dance towards the purse that would make all the difference in Roe's life. She just had to ignore the fear, ignore the worry, and focus on tearing the man down, dropping him to the floor.


  Leo called her victory, raising Hart's hand above her head as she faced the crowd, the eager, flushed faces seeming to press in at her, making the room feel claustrophobically small.


  And there, right in their midst, sat Kemp. His arms folded over his broad chest, he sat even as the rest of the crowd was on their feet, crowing over her victory.


  Hart froze, her arm going limp in Leo's grasp. She couldn't tear her eyes away from Kemp, the memory of his rank breath against her face as he threatened to kill her so fresh in her mind. The scrape on her face from where he had pushed her against the building tingled.


  Leo pressed the purse into her grasp, the twenty-five dollars that she wanted so badly. Badly enough to risk this.


  Kemp stood slowly, striding forward off the bleachers. The crowd quieted at the movement, a hushed whisper going round the room as members of the audience recognized him as Hart's last opponent.


  "Don't give her that," he said, voice booming over the now quiet room.


  "What?" Leo frowned.


  "Her," Kemp repeated, a smile curling over his lips.


  Hart couldn't look away, couldn't turn to see whatever expression had crossed Leo's face.


  "She can't win that money, because only men can legally fight," Kemp said evenly, stopping just in front of the ropes.


  "We keep our fights clean here, mate," Leo said, his tone strained. "So take whatever grievances you've got and go."


  "I'm not here because I lost the fight, mate," Kemp smiled nastily. "I'm here because that is a freak, an abomination. A girl dressed up like a boy."


  "Prove it!" someone called from the crowd, and the whole room started up, calling out insults, denials and demands. A chant rang out. "Yeah, prove it."


  Leo looked uncertainly down at Hart.


  Visions of being stripped in the middle of the ring, exposed to the vicious crowd, flashed through her mind, and Hart did the only thing she could think of:  she ran.


  Still clutching the purse, she darted out of the ring and into the changing room, barreling for the back door. Angry cries rose up behind her and the sound of pounding feet.


  She burst out into the night, leaving it all behind her.


  Chapter Ten


  Hart was still shaking by the time she got home, the second night in a row she had run for what seemed like her life. She shoved her winnings at her mother as she burst through the door.


  "Hart?"


  "That's the last of it. No more fighting," she said stonily.


  Her mother looked down blankly at the bills in her hand as Hart mechanically pumped water into a pot to heat over the fire.


  Vivien approached timidly. "But how will we—"


  "I can't go back," Hart snapped, tensing. "They know. Everyone found out. What I really am."


  "Oh, Hart," Her mother laid a hand on her shoulder, squeezing. Hart fought the urge to shake her off. It felt like too many people had been putting their hands on her these days.


  "But we have enough," Hart said flatly, hooking the pot above the cracking fire. "We can send Roe to school."


  She felt her mother shift behind her and looked back, taking in her skeptical expression. "You said we needed twenty. That's twenty-five."


  "Yes. But what will we live on?"


  "We have savings."


  "Some," her mother said gently. "But if we're back to what you and the kids make on the heap, it won't last long. It wouldn't be very responsible to spend this money with nothing else guaranteed to come in."


  Hart's shoulders slumped and her mother hurried on. "But I'm sure I can find some work. And you too, eventually. Roe can wait to start school."


  "And lose her spot?" Hart said bitterly. She had only gone back tonight to help her sister, and now it turned out she couldn't even do that. She couldn't take care of her family; she couldn't even take care of herself.


  Hart pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, forcing herself to take deep breaths.


  "It's going to be okay," Vivien said, wrapping her arms around her from behind.


  Hart had heard that one before.


  *~*~*


  At the sharp knock, everyone tensed. No one knocked on their door. Finn's friends just ran in sometimes, and no one else came to see them. Not since that night so many weeks ago, when the boy had come to tell them about Duncan.


  Hart rose, a lump in her throat.


  "No, I'll get it," Vivien insisted, pushing Hart back down into her chair at the table. The kids watched the door with wide eyes; even Penny picked up on the tension in the room.


  Cracking the door just a few inches, Vivien poked her head outside.


  "No," Hart heard her murmur.  "No, there's no one here by that name."


  Hart froze, her hands gripping the seat of her chair, holding herself in place.


  "No, you must be mistaken," her mother's voice rose.


  "Hart!" Leo's voice floated in from the street. "Goddammit, I know you're in there."


  "Mom." Hart stood stiffly. "Mom, its fine."


  Vivien backed up, letting the door swing open to reveal Leo, his arms crossed over his chest, looking supremely unimpressed. Hart matched his frown as he stepped inside, letting the door slam shut behind him.


  "What do you want?"


  "What do I want?" Leo parroted with a snort. "How about to figure out why my champion fled the arena last night? Why some meathead accused one of my best fighters of being a girl? Or, hey, how about to find out why my business is being threatened because I allegedly let a girl fight? How about that?"


  Hart winced, turning her eyes away. "I'm sorry," she said flatly.


  "So it's true then?"


  "It's true."


  Leo frowned. "You're a girl."


  "That's what I just said," Hart snapped.


  His gaze slipped down her body, lingering on her breasts, unbound, but mostly concealed beneath her baggy clothing. Finn stood abruptly, coming to stand by her side.


  She reached out, squeezing his hand.


  "But weren't you …" Leo trailed off, frowning. "I mean, you and Ruby."


  Heat rushed to Hart's face, burning painfully. "There's nothing going on with Ruby," she said, avoiding her family's eyes. The words hurt, but by now, she knew they were true.


  "Fine," Leo agreed. "Now do you want to tell me what you were doing in my ring?"


  "What do you think?" she snarled, sweeping her hands out, gesturing to the small, dismal room and the three children in it.


  She expected to see pity in Leo's eyes, but he just nodded. She shifted, her defenses lowering ever so slightly. "Are they really threatening you?"


  He nodded. "The police came by today. Said a bunch of crap about shutting me down and locking me up."


  "They can't do that, can they?"


  Leo shrugged. "Girls aren't allowed to fight."


  "But you didn't know!"


  "And believe me, I told them that. In fact, I told them I still didn't quite believe it." He shook his head. "A girl taking down all those men."


  Hart crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes. "You should know better than anyone that a girl can hold her own in the ring."


  Leo smiled ruefully. "Yeah, Ruby's a spitfire. But I wouldn't put her up against men twice her size."


  "You didn't care how small I am when you thought I was a boy."


  "I don't care now, kid. You're a good fighter, and you're not a total pain to have around. But I can't have girls in my ring."


  Hart shifted restlessly. "Yeah, I know."


  "They're looking for you, you know?"


  Hart's gaze flew to her mother, still by the door, tensely watching the conversation unfold. Vivien looked back at the door with worried eyes.


  "Some people—mostly City people—want you prosecuted. You were in the paper this morning. People who don't ever come to the fights, who haven't even set foot in the Alley, know your name."


  "Why?"


  "Because it's a big scandal: 'Girl in the Ring', 'Crossdressing Bloodshed', 'Transgender Takeover.' You're the talk of the town." He reached into his back pocket, pulling out a crumpled paper.


  Hart took it with shaking hands. Luckily her picture wasn't on the page—she didn't think any pictures of her even existed. But Kemp was there, arms crossed, giving the camera his most menacing glare. "How I discovered a freak in our midst," she read aloud.


  Good clean sport disgraced the paper declared. Hart snorted derisively. How 'clean' was it to make the poor fight for your own amusement? To leave people with no option but the ring? The people in the City could afford to be so high and mighty; they didn't know what it was like to have nothing.


  Hart's mother hurried over, peering over her shoulder. "Can they really arrest her?"


  "Probably," Leo shrugged. "Rich bastards seem to be able to do whatever they want. Besides, there are worse options."


  "What could be worse than jail?" Finn demanded.


  Leo's eyes skated over him and back to the girls, still seated uncertainly at the table, their meager dinner going cold. "A lot of things." He turned his gaze resolutely back to Hart. "Some people are saying you should be taught your lesson in the ring—make sure any other girl who wants to follow in your footsteps knows why it's a bad idea."


  "I can hold my own in the ring," Hart said, straightening.


  "They want to put you up against the champions. The biggest, meanest guys—the ones who get to fight in City arenas."


  Hart had seen posters for those fights. The men had to outweigh her by at least a hundred pounds of pure muscle. They weren't Gutter trash scrambling for small pickings. They were seasoned, trained fighters who knew exactly how to take someone apart in a matter of seconds. She gulped.


  "That's not going to happen," her mother whispered fiercely. "I won't let it."


  "You said they were looking for me," Hart said. "They don't know where I am?"


  "No. Not yet, anyway."


  "Are you planning on telling them?"


  Leo sighed. "Of course not, kid. I'm gonna keep saying what I've been saying since last night. I don't know shit. I didn't know you were a girl, I don't know where you come from. I just found you waiting by the gate."


  "Thank you."


  "But you gotta keep a low profile. If I can find you, the cops certainly can. Got it?"


  "No more Alley. No more fighting. I get it."


  "Good." Leo nodded, turning for the door.


  "How—" Hart blurted, blushing as he turned back. "How is … everything else at the gym?"


  Leo gave her a knowing look. "Ruby's confused." He said. "Take care of yourself, kid."


  He slipped out the door and into the night.


  Hart reached out, slipping her right hand into her mother's, as Finn grasped her left. They stared after Leo for a long moment.


  *~*~*


  Hart felt ridiculous, skulking around her house, peeking through the window at the empty street outside. But she was terrified. Finn brought home every paper he could find on the heap. She was in the news, headlines about the atrocities of fighting. Not because it was cruel or brutal or senseless, but because she was a girl.


  People were angry and outraged and morally righteous, and so Hart hid in her house, sending the kids out to try to scrounge together a living. She spent her time trying to come up with a plan, a way to keep her family going. Her thoughts just seemed to go in circles, obsessing over the choices she had made and their possible consequences.


  It was almost a relief when someone knocked at the door. She was almost ready for it all to come crashing down because the waiting was killing her.


  Still, her heart hammered in her chest as she tiptoed to the door, peeking out through the rickety slats to see who was on the other side. Hart expected the police, or Kemp or even Leo. But not Ruby, standing uncertainly in the street.


  Hart let the door swing open before she could talk herself into running and hiding in the other room.


  "Oh." Ruby looked startled to actually find her standing there.


  Hart crossed her arms over her chest, drawing the material of her oversized sweater down over her hands, nervously tucking them up inside. "Hi," she said warily. "Do you want to come in?"


  "Yeah, okay," Ruby threw one last look out into the street before slipping into the house. Hart peered out behind her, but the street was empty.


  "I talked to my dad," Ruby said. She was quieter than Hart ever remembered seeing her before. Resigned. "He told me that you're … you know. What everyone says about you."


  "A girl?"


  Ruby's shoulders tensed. "Yeah. A girl." She turned, looking Hart full in the face. "Why did you do it?"


  "Didn't your dad tell you that, too?"


  "I mean to me," Ruby said angrily. "Why did you do it to me?"


  Hart shifted uncomfortably. "I didn't do anything to you," she said, even though she knew it was a lie. If nothing else, she had hurt Ruby; she could see it written all over the girl's face.


  "You kissed me," Ruby hissed.


  "No, you kissed me."


  Ruby flinched and Hart turned her head away.


  "Fine," Ruby snapped, her voice shaking. "You let me kiss you. You hung around, you made friends with me, you made me like you," her voice broke. "I cared about you. You could have told me."


  "Because you're reacting so well now?" Hart said cruelly.


  Ruby sucked in a sharp breath. "You led me on," she accused. "You went on dates with me. We were dating."


  Hart shrugged. She hadn't been sure it felt that way to the other girl until the moment Ruby kissed her, but every time they went out, every time they sparred in the gym or just talked in the changing room, it had felt special. It felt like something more than friendship.


  It was only when they kissed that Hart realized what that feeling was.


  "I'm sorry," she muttered. "I didn't realize you felt that way." It was the truth, but it was also a horrible thing to say, pretending Ruby was the only one who felt it. Pretending Ruby was the only one who cared.


  "You're sorry," Ruby said blankly. "Well, so am I. Sorry I even bothered caring about you." She turned, storming to the door.


  "Look, there's a lot more for me to worry about than just your feelings," Hart snapped, voice rising. "Did you know they want to arrest me? They want to hurt me, just for trying to take care of my family?"


  Ruby tensed, but didn't turn. "Well, maybe you should have thought of that before lying to everyone," she said and hurried out the door.


  Hart stared after her, feeling sick. She could really use a friend right now, and for the past few weeks, Ruby was the only one she had. But it was a friendship based on lies. Not really a friendship at all.


  Hart dropped down into a chair, burying her face in her hands.


  *~*~*


  The days slipped past and Hart mustered up the courage to venture from the house:  first small trips, slipping out to stretch her legs, and then for a quick food run, and eventually walking the kids all the way to the heap. Finally she stayed, joining them in the rubbish, falling right back into step with her old occupation. She kept her head down, her hood up and her eyes on her work. No one even spared her a glance. She was just another ratty kid trying to make a living out of trash. They were all the same on the heap; no one was special, no one stood out.


  The papers found other scandals to cover, and eventually the day came when she found a front page that didn't have her name on it. Quickly her story fell out of the news altogether, and Hart found she could breathe a little easier.


  If only they had enough to eat.


  She looked at the meager offerings on the table and blanched. It wasn't enough for five people, especially three growing children. Finn took the smallest portions, leaving more for his little sisters, even though Hart remembered what it was like to be twelve, growing and always hungry. She knew it must be worse for Finn. He was shooting up, maturing out of his childish body, and they didn't have nearly enough food to fuel the growth.


  Hart's savings had burned out fast with no extra income. Now that she was back on the heap, there was a bit more money coming in, but not enough. Never enough.


  She thought of the bounty they had while she was fighting, the full, rich meals they ate. She thought of her mother's face when she said Roe could go to school—the dream that had driven Hart back into the ring.


  Hart knew she had to do something. Vivien tried to find work every day, lingering by the fence in the hopes of being chosen. But in a crowd of young, able-bodied people, Vivien didn't stand a chance. She was only forty, but her stooped back made her look years older. She wasn't strong, and the only work that was going was tortuous physical labor:  scrubbing floors for thirteen hours a day, or bending over sewing machines, wearing her fingers down to try and make a hundred garments a day.


  The final straw came late one evening. Her family was already in for the night when Finn slipped through the front door, nervousness scrawled over his face. His eyes widened when he saw Hart, and then his expression closed off, slipping back into the hardness he tried to project to the outside world.


  "You're late," Hart said, glancing through the cracks in the shutters at the dark of night. 


  Vivien looked up from where she was playing with the girls. Finn had dropped them off before heading out to the fence, to sell his goods, hours before.


  "Took a walk," Finn told her, shrugging his shoulders in a display of casualness.


  Hart narrowed her eyes. "Okay," she agreed. She knew what it was like to want to get out of the house, to get away from their problems. She also knew Finn hadn't just been taking a walk.


  It was only when he passed close by her chair and the acrid scent of chemicals hit her nose that she knew for sure what he'd been doing. She stood abruptly, the chair rattling behind her. "You've been burning," she accused.


  He stilled, refusing to turn and look at her. "No I haven't."


  Hart strode closer, dipping her head to smell his clothes. The scent of acid and melted plastic seemed to cling to the very air around Finn.


  "Finn," she grabbed her brother, spinning him to face her. His expression was hard. "I can smell it on you."


  "So?"


  "So?" Hart parroted, astonished. She shot her mother an incredulous look over Finn's shoulder. The girls were curled together, upset at the raised voices. Vivien looked hesitant, unsure of what to say. "I told you we weren't doing that ever again," Hart snapped. "It's bad for you."


  "Well, someone has to make some money around here," Finn said, voice rising.


  Hart faltered. "I was—"


  Finn pushed her away from him. "Well, you're not now. I made fifteen dollars at the fence tonight."


  From behind them, Vivien let out a soft noise at the number. It was more than they had earned in a single day in quite some time.


  "I don't care how much you made," Hart snarled, matching Finn's defiant expression. "I'm not going to sit around here and watch you get sick, or worse, just for a few scraps of silver. We're not going to die to make someone else rich, got it?"


  She stepped closer, getting in to Finn's face, and he wilted slightly under her gaze.


  "What am I supposed to do?" he said, quieter. "We have to eat."


  "You aren't supposed to do anything," Hart said, gentler now. "You're a kid. You're supposed to be a kid. I'm going to take care of us."


  "How?"


  "I'll find work. I'll go with mom to the fence tomorrow."


  Finn cast a glance back at their mother who was watching the exchange with tired eyes. "Mom never gets anything," he said, voice low.


  "I've got a better chance. You know that. I'm going to take care of us, okay?"


  Finn nodded stiffly. Hart bent down to his eye level. He was getting big so fast. Soon, she wouldn't even have to stoop. "Promise me. No burning. No matter what."


  "What if we're starving?"


  "I won't ever let it get that bad," Hart said. "I'll promise you that, if you make your own promise."


  "Okay," Finn said, shoulders slumping. "No more burning."


  Hart drew him close, squeezing, even as the harsh chemical smell tickled at her nose and throat, making her cough.  She couldn't hide out any longer.


  The next day, Hart joined her mother at the fence, vying with the other wretched unemployed for the scraps the Alley decided to throw them.


  She thought of her Alley pass, tucked away safely at home. It was still good, and if she used it, she could go to the plants and factories themselves. Outside of this teeming, desperate crowd, she might have a chance. Her name was on the pass, though, and the guards would surely notice. As it was, she had a fake name at the ready in case she was chosen.


  The crowd pressed in around her, and she clung to her mother's arm, turning her body to shield Vivien from the crush. Men sauntered up to the checkpoint, their eyes sweeping proprietarily over the crowd. Hart felt her stomach turn at their gazes but still pressed forward, hoping to be spotted. She was strong, stronger than most of the people around her. Strong enough for the ring. More than strong enough to scrub floors.


  The checkpoint guard opened the gate, allowing the Alley men to step through and address the crowd.


  "You, you and you," one of the men called, gesturing to the biggest men thronging for work. They stepped forward triumphantly, and Hart pressed a little closer. The factory men kept calling out, choosing the meat that would keep their plants running another day.


  Finally, one man pointed a meaty finger at Hart. "You," he said imperiously, and she slunk forward even as her mind rebelled. She squeezed her mother's hand and set off to follow her new employer.


  The checkpoint guard accepted her fake name without blinking an eye, and Hart kept her head down as she followed the man through familiar streets.


  The plants occupied a district not far from many of the arenas, and Hart wasn't able to relax until they were at the plant door. The manager led them inside a dark and dismal room, overflowing with machinery and people. The only windows were small squares two stories up, sunlight weakly filtering in through the dirt accumulated on their panes. It didn't quite reach down to the plant floor where people moved along assembly lines, bending and stooping, sweating in the heat of the machinery.


  Two of the men in their small group were sent onto the line, filling in for someone sick or injured. Hart was taken to the end of the line, where the product was funneled into boxes for shipment. She listened carefully as the man stationed there explained how to pack the material and seal the boxes, placing them on nearby carts for transport to the loading bay. Hart grinned as he spoke. It was easy work.


  By the end of the day, she had rethought that statement. There was nothing difficult about packing a box, but packing thousands of boxes was slightly different:  keeping up with the flow of product endlessly rushing towards her down the assembly line, lifting the heavy boxes onto the carts. Her arms ached, her knees ached, and her back screamed as she tried to straighten at the sound of the final whistle. Her hands were cut and bruised; her skin had constantly caught on the rough edges of the product—she didn't even know what it was, didn't know what it did—as she packed them into the box. She felt as rough as she ever had after a fight, the deep ache in her muscles even worse than the pounding that came from just a short match.


  The sun had long set, not that Hart could tell the difference in the poorly-lit factory. But it was late, she could tell that much. She joined the rest of the temporary workers outside the manager's office door, waiting to be paid. The permanent employees sneered at them as they punched out, pressing a hand to the pad at the door, registering their fingerprints. Some of them were from the Gutter too, but they thought having a job made them better than Hart.


  Hart agreed.


  The manager made them wait for long minutes outside his door. They were sweaty and dirty and their feet ached, but he left them there as he phoned his wife, shuffled through his papers, and slipped into his jacket. Finally he came out, a wad of bills in his hand.


  "Come on now," he sneered. "Line up in an orderly fashion. You'd think none of you had worked a day in your lives before. Oh, wait." He chortled at his own joke as the crowd shuffled into a line. No one looked at him.


  Hart knew they all worked as much as they could, taking what came along without complaint. She knew the manager knew it too.


  He handed out cash as they each stepped forward. When it was Hart's turn, she looked down at the bill in her hand, uncomprehending.


  She was exhausted, her whole body hurt, and she had five dollars.


  Barely enough to feed her family for the day, let alone lay anything away for savings.


  "Problem?" The manager asked nastily.


  Hart shook her head and shuffled away, stuffing the money deep into her pocket. She could make five times that in the ring.


  She understood, suddenly, what had driven her father to the fights in the first place. Long days breaking his back for someone else's sake and getting practically nothing in return or facing life for what it really was:  a violent fight for survival.


  She had just sold her flesh, same as the fighters and the girls who hung around the arenas afterwards. It just had a different name in the factory:  'good, honest work.'


  The amount she was paid was no more honest than the whole concept of fighting.


  Hart knew that the permanent workers made more and that the plants could easily hire permanent workers to do the job she had just done. Full-time work was regulated, however. There had been unions that fought to keep the workplace safe. Permanent workers were worked to the bone, but someone looked out for them, making sure no one got hurt too badly or fainted from going twelve hours without eating.


  The temps they pulled in from the Gutter had no such protection. The managers could pay what they liked and make the temps work as long as they liked; no one was looking out for the Gutter trash, not even themselves. They took what work they could get, knowing how unfair it was.


  Hart straggled home. It was late enough that the fights were in full swing. She could hear the roars from the arenas as she passed by. Men and women spilled out of their doors, drunk and flushed and giddy, clutching their winnings, or drunk and angry, cursing the fighter who had lost.


  She skirted them as best she could.


  The noise died down as she neared the gate, the streets darkening and emptying out. There were corners of the Gutter that were in full swing at this time of the night—bars packed to bursting with people trying to drink their woes away. But most people were just getting home, curling up under worn blankets and hoping the pain in their bodies would abate long enough for them to get some sleep before they got up and did it all again.


  Hart's own house was dark by the time she arrived home. It was no different than the nights she'd come home after a fight, except that the money she brought with her was so much less. Still, she tucked the five dollars into their secret hiding place and slid beneath the covers, letting Penny snuffle into her neck as she scooted close.


  *~*~*


  Hart queued at the fence again the next day, but her exhaustion must have shown on her face because no one picked her. The crowd thinned around her as people were chosen, but Hart waited until the bitter end, sure someone would eventually want her.


  Finally, the last of the Alley men turned and left, and the few remaining stragglers went home.


  "Come on," Hart's mother tugged her arm.


  "But we need the money," Hart insisted weakly.


  "You'll help your siblings on the heap. It'll be fine."


  "We don't make enough on the heap, and you know it," Hart snapped. "I have to find real work." She looked back at the gate, the guard lounging carelessly beside it. "I'm going back for my pass."


  Vivien shook her head. "That's too risky."


  Hart shook her head fiercely. "I'm old news. No one's going to care. I'll go to Clark. He's got to have some work I could do. He'll want to help." The friendly plant manager had helped in the past. Hart was sure he would help her again.


  Her mother looked doubtful, but released Hart's arm. "I can never stop you once you've decided to do something," she sighed. "Just be careful."


  "I will. Everything will be fine." Hart jogged off towards their house. Her Alley Pass was tucked away under the floorboards with their scant savings, a pathetic little pile of coins rattling beneath their feet. Hart had dreamed of filling that space up with bills until their savings were so big they'd have to find another place to keep them—maybe even a bank in the Alley. Along with a new house and school for the kids, and proper clothes and good food. She dreamed big; she just couldn't seem to make those dreams come true.


  "Sitting around here isn't going to do anything," she muttered, grasping the pass in sweaty fingers. She marched back to the checkpoint, flashing the pass at the guard with as much ease as she could muster.


  He narrowed his eyes, examining the paper, and she felt her heart stutter. After a moment he stamped his book and pressed the gate release, letting it swing open on creaking hinges. Hart slipped the pass into her pocket and strode through.


  She made her way out to the plants where all the other workers had already been toiling for over an hour. Each plant was alive with sounds, the clacking and whirring of machinery, the grunts of men, the yells of foremen. Factories belched smoke into the sky, obscuring any traces of blue.


  Hart went to Clark's plant, a small one on the outskirts of the district, and slipped inside. No one called out to her as she made her way in. It was too small an operation to even need security. Clark's office was at the back, and Hart took a deep breath before knocking. He always liked her father, she reminded herself; he would want to help.


  Clark looked up in surprise at her knock. He squinted at her before recognition dawned.


  "What the hell are you doing here, kid?"


  Hart steeled herself, squaring her shoulders, hoping she looked fit and capable. "I'm looking for work."


  "How'd you even get into the Alley?"


  Hart shrugged evasively.


  Suspicion crossed his face. "Look, kid. I've got a small operation here. I don't want to get mixed up in any funny business."


  "It's nothing like that! I just need work."


  "Well, I don't got any."


  "I promise I'm a good worker. I'm strong—stronger than I look. I'll do anything."


  Clark sighed, standing. "Kid, I really got nothing. We're tight, just like we always are. Gotta pay the workers on the floor, don't I?"


  Hart took a deep breath. "Please?"


  His face softened as he came around the desk, laying a meaty hand on her shoulder. "I know it's tough. I'd like to help you and a million like you. But I can't."


  Hart nodded numbly. "I understand," she mumbled.


  "Now get out of here before you get me into some kind of trouble," he said lightly, giving her a little push towards the door.


  Hart went, gazing longingly at the women and men stooped over machines, earning a living.  Dirt streaked their faces and all of them were too thin by far, but at least they had money coming in.


  She wandered desolately from plant to plant, knocking on doors. Sometimes she got no answer, sometimes a guard shooed her away, pointing a baton or rifle at her until she backed off. No one had any work for her.


  She had wasted the morning when she could, at least, have been helping Finn on the heap or fixing up some of the broken junk he had brought home the night before. She slunk back to the checkpoint, her head hung low.


  She didn't even glance in the direction of the arenas where she knew there was good money to be made. Money destined for her pocket until she had ruined everything.


  When she neared the checkpoint, Hart's steps slowed. A man with long tangled blond hair and a goatee leaned up against the fence, muscled arms crossed over his chest. He wasn't doing anything, just standing, but the sight of him made Hart nervous. He looked like a thug, like a fighter. A tattered vest hung open over his t-shirt, some logo obscured in the folds, and a cigarette hung from his lips. The guard stood nearby on the other side of the chainlink, but they didn't speak.


  Hart bit her lip but took her pass from her pocket and headed for the checkpoint.


  The guard ignored her as she approached the small grate that separated them. The blond man tipped his head towards her.


  "Hey there, sweetheart."


  She turned her face away, hoping the guard would come to her rescue and process her pass before she had to deal with the man. But he didn't move as the man sauntered closer.


  He towered over her, a smirk on his lips. "So you're the famous girl-fighter," he drawled. "Hart."


  Hart's heart dropped and she froze. "I—I don't know what you're talking about."


  "Course you do," the man laughed. "Jack here let me know that you came through this morning," he tipped his thumb towards the stony guard. "Been waiting all morning."


  "Why?" Hart snarled. He didn't look like a policeman, that was for sure.


  "Got a proposition for you." He leaned his shoulder up against the fence, crossing his ankles casually. "Name's Jackal."


  "So?" Hart shoved her pass back in her pocket, hunching in on herself. Her mother had been right; this was a terrible idea. The latest in a long line, it seemed.


  "Got an arena not too far from here. But it's not doing too hot. Too many people in the business. Too much of the same thing—same guys fighting the same fights. No one's interested anymore."


  "Gee, that's so sad," Hart sneered. "What do you want with me?"


  "You?" He raised an eyebrow. "You're interesting. You got people talking, people screaming and ranting and writing stories. People said they were shocked at the idea of a girl in the ring. Well, that's exactly what I want. Something shocking."


  "Girls aren't allowed to fight," Hart said hollowly. Wasn't this what Leo had warned her about? People trying to get her into the ring with the biggest and best fighters, letting her get torn apart as punishment for overstepping her bounds.


  "Girls aren't allowed to fight men," Jackal agreed. "Nothin' on the books about girls fighting other girls."


  Hart frowned. "What other girls?" As far as she knew, she was the only girl who had braved the ring.


  He shrugged. "Don't got them yet. But I could find some. You think you're the only one desperate enough to give fighting a shot? Bet I could get a hundred girls lined up tonight to give it a go in the ring." He leaned closer. "More importantly, I bet I could fill every seat in the house if I had the famous crossdressing bruiser Hart in my ring."


  "No one wants to see girls fight," Hart said dubiously. "It's not ladylike."


  Jackal nodded. "They might come once, just to see. But you're right—they don't want to see girls brawlin' just like the men. But if you put on cute little outfits, cleaned yourself up a bit? I bet plenty of people would pay to see you wrassle with another young thing."


  Hart balked, physically stepping away from him in her disgust.


  "Hey, now," Jackal said, his hands coming up, placating. "No one's asking you to do anything but what you was doin' before. Just in different clothes."


  "That's disgusting." Hart rattled the grate separating her from the guard, demanding his attention.


  "So you don't need the money?" Jackal asked, all false innocence. "You weren't in here, desperate for work?"


  "Everyone's desperate for work," Hart spat. "Doesn't mean they go selling themselves."


  "Everyone's selling themselves, darlin'. Whether it's in a factory, in the ring or on the streets. It's still just a dollar for a pound of flesh. All you got to ask yourself is:  do you want to be the one to decide how you get sold? Or you want to let everyone else do it for you?"


  That was bullshit, and Hart knew it. She wouldn't be the one deciding. She had decided for herself when she got into Leo's ring. But this time it would be all Jackal's doing.


  And yet, her pockets were empty. Her savings were gone. And there seemed to be no other way of making money. "How much would it pay?"


  Jackal grinned. "A girl after my own heart. There'd be a purse just like any other fight."


  "Yeah? And how much?"


  "Well, I don't got everything figured out yet, but I think with you and me? We could aim for the big time."


  Hart narrowed her eyes. "What do you mean?"


  "I mean, people of all sorts are interested in your little scandal. Not just the toughs who come through my arena. Fancy City people are readin' all about you in the papers. If I get you to sign on, I could get one night in a City arena."


  Hart's eyes widened. She had heard the City people had their own arenas for all the people who refused to slum it in the Alley. But it seemed so unbelievable. Fights in the smooth, glistening palaces she had glimpsed over the wall? Blood spattered on those shining floors?


  "How much?" she repeated.


  "First night's purse? I think it could be fifty. After that, if people keep coming?" Jackal grinned toothily. "Sky's the limit, darlin'."


  Fifty dollars. For one fight. Against a girl who couldn't possibly have the experience and training Hart did.


  That was more than putting food on the table. Roe could go to school. Hell, if she won more than one fight, Penny could go to school. Everything could be different.


  Hart straightened, squaring her shoulders with steely resolve. "I'm in."


  Chapter Eleven


  Hart stared blankly at the mirror.  She didn't even recognize herself. Her hair, grown out slightly from her first cut all those weeks ago, was slicked into something resembling a style, according to Kella, the girl Jackal had deposited her in front of an hour earlier. Her eyes were lined in black, harsh against her pale skin, and her lips were a waxy red, a garish shade she normally only saw on the girls crowded around the fence after dark.


  In fact, most of what she saw in the mirror in front of her was more suited to those girls. She wore the outfit Jackal had thrust at her:  tiny black shorts that barely covered enough to be decent, and a top that ended just under her breasts. Which, instead of being strapped down and out of the way, were pushed up as far as the top could get them, a weirdly distracting swell at the bottom of her vision.


  "You look hot," Kella said, cracking her gum approvingly. Hart tore her eyes from the mirror to give the girl a skeptical look.


  "I look like a prostitute."


  Kella shrugged. "A hot one."


  Closing her eyes, Hart forced her breath to steady. The leg of the shorts dug uncomfortably into her thighs, and the feel of the air on her midriff was distracting. Her hair was full of gunk that Kella had shoveled out of an unmarked jar, and her eyelids felt heavy with makeup.


  It was all horribly, horribly wrong.


  "How am I supposed to fight in this?"


  "It's spandex. It'll move with your body." Kella smiled. "Besides, the other girl will be wearing the same thing."


  Hart tugged fruitlessly at the bottom of the shorts, hoping to stretch them down to cover more of her. After a moment, she forced herself to leave the clothing alone and start stretching. She had been 'getting ready' for the fight for over an hour and hadn't done a single warm up. Instead, Kella fussed with her clothes, her make-up and her hair. She'd be damned if she didn't go into the ring limber and ready to fight, however; that's why she was here. That's what she was:  a fighter. Never mind what Jackal was selling the audience; she was going to give them a good, clean fight.


  Jackal stuck his head in the door a few minutes later, grinning wolfishly at Hart's appearance, his eyes raking over her body. "Lookin' good, sweetheart. Knew you'd clean up okay."


  Hart frowned, crossing her arms over her bare midriff. "Is it time?"


  "Yep. Get in the ring and show the world what they've been missing by keeping girls outta the fights."


  What they'd been missing was apparently another chance to ogle Gutter girls, to humiliate and degrade them. The whistles and jeers started the second Hart emerged into the main arena. The crowd was well-dressed, better than Hart had ever seen, but that didn't change the way they looked at her. Hart had heard that City fights drew women, decked out in gowns, who sat and drank next to their bloodthirsty husbands. But this crowd was mostly male, their eyes glued to her body as she approached the ring.


  Hart fought the urge to hunch in on herself, to cover what skin she could. She threw her shoulders back and stared out into the crowd defiantly.


  There wasn't much more they could do to strip her of her dignity after all.


  The trip into the city had been far from what had she imagined. Jackal packed her into a car at the checkpoint between the Gutter and the Alley, driving her straight through the familiar Alley streets to the imposing wall that guarded the City. The checkpoint that led to the City was swarming with guards, a far cry from the single man who lounged disinterestedly at every point between the Gutter and the Alley. The City guards were clean and crisp, efficient and well-armed. Hart shuddered at the sight of their weapons, rifles in hand and guns strapped to their waists and backs.


  She had thought the car would just drive through, but the guard came and knocked on her window with the butt of his gun, a sharp authoritative tap that had her scrambling to open the door.


  He had barked at her to get out of the car, and then, with all the other guards watching, had patted her down, feeling up and down her arms and legs and torso, running his palms over her bottom and in between her thighs. Hart had flushed a horrible, burning red, shame pressing in on her as the search seemed to go on and on.


  Finally, they let her slide back into the car, feeling as exposed as if they had stripped her bare. The large wrought-iron gate swung open, and Jackal maneuvered the car through.


  Hart had only the slightest idea of what lay behind the imposing stones of the Wall, but she was too horrified to even raise her head and look out the window. She curled up in the backseat, thinking of the expression on the guard's face as he searched her.


  Even though she had never had a man—or woman, her brain supplied traitorously—touch her so intimately before, there had been no enjoyment on the man's face. Not even a prurient sneer.


  Instead, he had treated her like a piece of meat, inspecting it before throwing it to his dogs. He wasn't interested in her sexually; hell, he didn't even seem to think she was human. She was just a piece of trash to him and to the rest of them. To everyone in the City, it seemed.


  So Hart stood before the crowd in the arena now with her shoulders thrown back and her head held high. They might think she was beneath them, but she wouldn't act like she was.


  Across the ring another door opened and Hart's opponent strolled out. Hart narrowed her eyes as the girl waved jauntily to the crowd. She was dressed identically to Hart except that her outfit was pink. The similarities ended there. It was obvious what the girl had been selected for, and it wasn't her fighting skills.


  Her body was tanned and tight beneath the skimpy spandex. Her tiny waist emphasized the voluptuous swell of her breasts, barely contained by the top she wore. Her round hips and ass filled out the shorts in a way Hart's never would. This was the costume as it was supposed to look:  highlighting every feminine curve of the girl's body. Displaying her for the men in the audience.


  She wore her hair down, long blonde chunks of it hanging to her waist. The memory of Ruby flashed in Hart's mind, the sight of her pulling her wild curls back before every bout, away from her face and out of her opponent's reach. Ruby was feminine and beautiful, but she wasn't an idiot, and she wasn't in the ring just to look good. She knew what could be used against her. Hart took note of her opponent's hair, already wondering what it would feel like when she wound it through her fingers and tugged hard, dragging the girl down by its foolish length.


  Jackal took to the center of the ring, smiling at the gathered crowd. "Good evening, and welcome to the first ever female-only fight!"


  Hart winced as it became immediately clear that many of the people gathered were there just to express their disgust at the idea as publicly as possible. She tried to tune out their screams and jeers, focusing on the prize.


  "In this corner, we have the beautiful Jade, one hundred and ten pounds of loveliness. But don't let her face fool you! She's a tough one." Jackal laughed as Jade waved jovially at the crowd.


  Hart wondered where Jackal had found her. Was she one of the girls who sold herself every night? Did this seem like a step up? Letting them look but not touch?


  "And in this corner, the infamous cross-dressing sensation herself, Hart! One-hundred and forty pounds and hard enough to fool the whole of the Alley into letting her fight!"


  Laughter bubbled up from the crowd, mocking disdain for the people of the Alley and for Hart herself. She scowled darkly.


  Jackal moved from the center of the ring, letting Hart and Jade approach and shake hands. Jade had long nails, painted a vibrant red, which pressed sharply into Hart's palm. Jade smiled insincerely as she dug her nails in.


  Hart clenched her jaw and refused to react. She appreciated the warning; now she knew that Jade fought dirty and wasn't afraid to use her claws. She had been viewing this as an easy win, but for the first time she realized that Jade was here for the exact same thing she was:  a fifty-dollar purse and the chance for more. Gutter girls were just as hard and desperate as the men; they'd do anything for a leg up in the world, same as Hart.


  It was important to remember that.


  The bell rang and the girls raised their fists.


  Jade swung immediately. She didn't know to draw it out, to get a feel for her opponent. Hart ducked the blow easily. She moved back, forcing Jade to turn, watching how she moved.


  She was obviously unsure of herself in the ring. Hart suspected that Jade had been in her share of fights but always on the streets; the kind of violent brawls that involved more slapping and scratching than actual punching. Her fists were curled awkwardly, and she kept her weight rocked back on her heels.


  Hart moved around her, waiting for an opportunity. But that never came as Jade charged forward again. She ducked, locking her shoulders with Hart's, grasping at her upper arms. They grappled. Hart staggered under Jade's weight, but kept her feet. The girl wasn't nearly as heavy as the men she had fought. Hart almost wanted to laugh; there was no way Jade could bear her down to the mat.


  The noise of the crowd rose as their bodies locked, skin sliding against skin. Trying to tune out the catcalls, Hart got a hand up behind Jade. She skimmed over the smooth skin of Jade's back until her fingers hit tangled locks of hair.


  It only took one sharp tug to pull the girl off her. Jade howled at the pain in her scalp, her back bowed under the onslaught. Hart turned quickly, moving behind her. Keeping a hand wound in the blonde locks, she forced Jade down to her knees.


  Jade clawed desperately behind her head. Angry red nails slashed at the air as she tried to get a hold of Hart. Hart leaned close. "Go down now, and you won't get hurt any worse than this," she encouraged.


  "Fuck you," Jade spat. She grabbed Hart's face and dug in. Her nails sunk into the flesh at Hart's jaw, stinging. "I'm not getting beat by some ugly dyke."


  She pushed, forcing Hart's head back. Her neck strained and she grunted, tightening her hold on Jade's hair. Planting a foot against Jade's back, she pushed hard. The tautness of the hair in her hand loosened as some of it wrenched free from Jade's scalp. The girl screamed and let go of Hart's face to clutch at her scalp.


  Hart abruptly released the blonde locks in her hand, letting Jade's momentum carry her face-first down to the mat. Ignoring the screams of the crowd, Hart dove forward to kneel on Jade's back, forcing the air from her lungs. Jade's arms flailed and Hart grabbed one, twisting it sharply behind her. She grasped Jade's jaw, pushing the girl's face viciously into the mat. Her nails might not have been as long as Jade's, but they could still do some damage.


  She had to hand it to the other girl; Jade struggled even as the count rang out, sagging only when Hart was declared the winner.


  Hart stood, moving over to Jackal, trying to ignore the shouts from the crowd. Some of the men, a few drinks into the evening, roared:


  "Kiss and make up!"


  "Take your tops off!"


  "You're still ugly!"


  Hart glowered at the crowd. Half of them seemed to be jeering at her despite her win, screaming that Jade should get the money just for being so 'hot.' That Hart should be punished for not looking as cute in the little shorts.


  She snatched the purse right out of Jackal's hands, raising it above her head defiantly, refusing to be cowed by the ugly words hurled at her. She stared them down, her face blank.


  "Don't listen to them," Jackal murmured. "You were great, kid. Loved you tugging her around by her hair. Bet half these idiots are going home to thoughts of that tonight."


  Hart grimaced, stepping away from the organizer. "Can I go home now?"


  "Gotta wait for me to take you. But you can go change if you want."


  "I really do," Hart snapped, storming out of the ring. She pushed through the crowd, which surged forward off the stands. Bodies bumped against her as people pushed and shoved. Suddenly, amongst the chaos, she felt a hand on her buttock, giving a deliberate squeeze. With a yelp she whirled; men pressed in around her, smirking and sneering and reaching out with greedy hands. She didn't know who had touched her, couldn't tell who was still touching her.


  She practically ran for the changing room, hands trailing over her flesh as she went by.


  Hart slammed the door behind her, sucking in deep breaths of air. The quiet was a relief after the roar of the arena, the dim lights and empty room soothing. It was like she could still feel hands all over her body.


  Only one person had ever touched her like that before, and Ruby's soft, gentle hands were a far cry from the grasping fingers of drunken men. Hart clutched the purse to her chest, trying not to cry. She had fifty dollars, after all. It was all worth it.


  Wasn't it?


  *~*~*


  Jackal dropped Hart off at the gate to the Gutter, letting her find her own way home from there. She took her time, letting the residue of the fight fall away as she walked through the familiar streets. She suddenly, desperately, wished she could talk to Ruby. She felt like the taint of the fight was burrowing into her very pores, becoming a part of her, changing who she was. And of all the people Hart knew—her mother, Leo, Jackal—Ruby was the only one who seemed like she might understand:  understand what it was like to be a girl in a man's world, understand what it was like to feel their eyes, and sometimes their hands, all over her body, as if they had some right to her just because she was a girl.


  Hart didn't know how to deal with that, didn't know how to laugh it off the way Ruby did and go on being a strong and happy person. She thought maybe Ruby could tell her how— if only they were speaking.


  Hart sighed, trailing her fingers along the rows of buildings, feeling the ridges and corners of the pieced-together scrap metal. Everyone said the Gutter was dangerous, with criminals lurking around every corner. The Alley and City people never deigned to come there, convinced they would be robbed and raped and murdered. Yet Hart never felt as safe as she did in the close confines of the Gutter, the shacks pressing in around her and keeping her secure. She certainly felt safer than she had in the City, tossed to the hundreds of groping hands that seemed to want a piece of her.


  She ducked her head, staring at the ground as she dragged her feet, reluctant to go home while she felt this way—used. Damaged. Disgusting.


  Hart had fifty dollars in her pocket and the promise of another fight. It was more money than they had ever had in just one day, and she vowed to spend it well. Budget, save, scrape by. It was the desperation that put her in the ring, the desperation that let the Alley and City men treat her like the trash they thought all Gutter girls were.


  She was determined to fight back, to make sure that Roe and Penny never felt that same desperation.


  She saw a few other girls on the streets, straggling home from a night of work, makeup smeared under their eyes, hair bedraggled. Some of them had ripped clothes or dark shadows on their faces that Hart suspected would blossom into stark bruises by the next morning.


  They were all desperate. And Hart wanted out.


  The kids shuffled in bed as she slipped into the house, snuffling into pillows and rolling over at the light sound of her feet. Hart slid her winnings into their hiding place, pressing the boards down firmly over it, and gazed down at her siblings. Finn had the girls on either side of him, curled into his chest. He was too old to be sharing with his sisters, Hart knew. She had seen the way people lived outside of the Gutter now; brothers and sisters didn't sleep together. Children got their own rooms. Even in the poorer parts of the Alley, they insisted that privacy was important.


  Hart didn't even know what privacy was. There wasn't a single aspect of her life that was just hers; her secret in the ring had been the closest she had ever come to feeling like a part of her could be kept hidden from the masses.


  But, of course, that had been stripped away too.


  Her family had always been there; they ate, slept and bathed together. There was no room for privacy in the shanties that filled the Gutter. People slept where there was a bit of bed going with no worries about what people thought was right or proper.


  Still, Hart thought with a sigh, sliding between the covers and curling up around Penny's back, she'd like to give that to her siblings. A sense of autonomy, of being people in their own right, not just part of the swarming mass of the Gutter. People who mattered. People who deserved to be treated with respect.


  Chapter Twelve


  Hart closed her eyes, as if that could close her off from the sounds around her:  even more people than the last time, their voices pressing in on her in a horrible cacophony of sound. It wasn't like this in Leo's arena even when they were screaming for her blood.


  Because here they were screaming for something more, for every piece of her.


  Men called out for her to fuck them, to fuck her opponent, to go fuck herself. Men with their wives or girlfriends beside them still hollered for her to strip, to show them that she really was a girl.


  She held the purse tight in her hands, trying not to hear their voices, trying not to think of the girl she had beaten, her lipstick red and garish, her eyes dull.


  It was for her family, she reminded herself.


  "You'd be more popular if you talked to the audience," Jackal said pointedly. Her opponent was out there already, working the crowd, flirting with the men, letting them touch her, hands running over her hips and her buttocks as they drew her closer. Despite her loss, they lapped it up, ignoring the cut on her lip and the blood on her chin in favor of the depths of her cleavage.


  "I don't want to be popular," Hart snapped.


  Jackal fixed her with an unimpressed stare. "Popularity puts dollars in that purse, sweetheart. Popularity got your ass into this ring in the first place. But it seems people would be just as happy to watch Trinity there fight any girl I picked up off the street."


  Hart snarled, drawing her lips back in a sneer that had Jackal laughing.


  "Fine, run off to the changing room," he chuckled. "But it's not up to me if the people want to see you fight or not."


  Hart stared out at the crowd and almost hoped they wouldn't want her anymore.


  *~*~*


  Each time a new girl stepped into the ring, Hart couldn't help but compare her to Ruby. She wanted to push Ruby out of her mind the way she had pushed her out of her life, to forget about her deep green eyes or her wicked smile or the way her lips had felt against Hart's. But memories of Ruby insistently bore down upon her every time she went up against another girl—none of them as good as Ruby. They weren't as beautiful as Ruby, they weren't as strong as Ruby, they weren't as quick, or funny or kind. They fought without her easy grace and lost without her good-natured charm.


  They were brutal, as Hart imagined she herself must be, and crueler than she hoped she ever got no matter how long she spent in this life.


  But no matter what vicious taunts they threw at her, it couldn't help the other girls win.


  Hart's savings piled up fast—but not fast enough to keep her out of the ring. Each new fight promised more money, and Hart was beginning to be able to imagine a life away from all of this, not just the fights, or the heap, but away from the Gutter, away from the poverty, away from the people who treated her and her family as if they were no better than dirt.


  And so she kept climbing into the ring, even as the jeers about her increased, the audience turning hostile towards her constant wins. Even as the grabbing hands grew bolder, fondling her as she tried to escape the press of the crowd. There was always one more fight on the horizon, one more purse to win.


  Hart stood, staring blankly out at the crowd, letting the people's faces blur before her eyes so she didn't have to see their expensive, beautifully cut clothing or the bloodlust in their eyes. Jackal crowed to the room, lauding her accomplishments, but more boos drifted up from the crowd than cheers.


  Hart didn't care.


  "And in this corner," he called, pointing to the opposite side of the ring. A door swung open, and a lithe figure stepped out. "Misty! One hundred and fifteen pounds of pure terror, ladies and gentlemen."


  The crowd laughed as the girl climbed into the ring, and Hart's eyes widened.


  Misty, her childhood friend from the Gutter. Hart hadn't seen her since the day after Duncan's death, and the feelings of grief and shame and anger that she had experienced during their spat clawed to the surface the second she laid eyes on her. It was almost like her father had just died, his failure to come home and take care of Hart and her family blossoming like a fresh wound inside of her at the sight of Misty's sneering face.


  "Hart," Misty said, sauntering to the center of the ring. Hart saw her lips form the word, but her voice barely carried over the sound of the crowd, louder now as they realized something was different in the way Hart and Misty sized each other up.


  "Misty," Hart returned, fighting to clamp down on the emotions bubbling up inside of her. She had played with Misty as a child. They had run laughing through the twisting streets of the Gutter, had climbed playfully over the heap together looking for treasure. Now Misty was looking at her like she was the worst kind of trash.


  "Look at you," Misty laughed. "You almost look like a girl in that." She cocked a hip, emphasizing the way she filled out her own costume, the tight spandex highlighting every curve that Hart didn't have. Misty leaned in close. "None of us were surprised, you know. We always knew you were a freak. Running around in those baggy clothes, never so much as looking at a boy …" She sneered, her lip curling up unattractively. "We should have known how you'd turn out."


  "I turned out just fine," Hart bit out.


  "Now, now, girls," Jackal stepped up. "No one's paying to see you two talk."


  Misty grinned and stepped back, raising her fists.


  Hart mirrored her pose, feeling jittery and nervous in the ring for the first time in weeks.


  The bell rang and Misty moved. Unlike most of the girls, she didn't charge forward immediately. Instead, she circled. Hart shook her head, shifting her weight onto the balls of her feet and looking for an opening. She wanted this fight to be over as quickly as possible.


  Misty seemed content to wait her out. Hart's heart hammered in her throat, foggy childhood memories rising up at the sight of Misty's familiar face—the same and yet so different from when they were young. Misty's eyes were harder, her mouth crueler, her features painted starkly in dark makeup. The sight of her made Hart feel young and unsure.


  She moved forward and took a swing that Misty easily dodged. The crowd roared its approval and Hart floundered.


  Misty ducked to the side, leaving Hart to chase her. In the back of her mind she could hear a voice scolding her for being foolish, for doing all the work. A voice that sounded a lot like Ruby's exasperated tone.


  Finally Misty dug in. She bent her knees low and aimed a few lightning-fast punches at Hart. Hart blocked them easily but felt shaken. It was clear that someone had bothered to train Misty—not much, but more than the other girls Hart had faced.


  Her opponents were getting better as Jackal's girl fights grew in popularity, and Hart knew eventually she wouldn't be able to coast by on her superior training and experience.


  Today was not that day.


  Hart waited until Misty's fists rose high, blocking her face, and then kicked out. Her foot landed squarely on Misty's firm, exposed abdomen. The girl grunted and curled into herself. Hart came in with a cross hook that caught Misty hard on the jaw. Her head snapped back, her eyes flying open, shocked. She had probably never been punched before, Hart thought with a sneer. Slapped, cuffed, shaken, spit on but never punched.


  She told herself not to enjoy the look on Misty's face.


  Misty staggered forward, her eyes bright with anger. "You think it makes you better than me that you fight like a man?" She grabbed for Hart, scrabbling to get a hold of her even as Hart squirmed away, holding her stance. Misty's nails stung where they scraped at her flesh.


  Hart was tired of this fight already. She ducked down and kicked her foot out, catching Misty behind her right ankle. A quick tug threw her off her balance. It was easy for Hart to throw her weight against Misty and carry her down to the floor.  She rolled on top of her, struggling to get her knees around Misty's thighs and pin her flailing legs.


  "Get off me, you freak!" Misty spat, her body tense. "I'm not into girls the way you are."


  Hart faltered, Ruby flashing into her mind. In her second's hesitation, Misty got a knee up between them, pushing Hart back enough to roll them.


  She grinned triumphantly as she shoved Hart down into the mat.


  Her hold was amateurish. Hart rolled her eyes and grabbed Misty's arm, the one supporting her weight on the mat beside Hart's head. She yanked violently, and Misty yelped; she tumbled down, her shoulder knocking against Hart's chest. Hart twisted, wrapping a leg over Misty's struggling form. She threw her weight up and rolled the girl, pinning her with her forearm tight across her throat. Misty gurgled beneath her hold, her eyes wide and accusing.


  Hart looked away as Jackal called out her win.


  Hart charged out of the gym as fast as possible, changing in record time. Misty's accusations still rang in her ears. It wasn't anything Hart hadn't heard before, but now, when Misty teased her that she 'liked girls', all Hart could think of was Ruby. All the insults that girls had thrown at her over the years—they were all true.


  Hart slunk out the back door of the arena, ready to go home and leave this night behind. Looking for her car, she didn't hear the figure approach until a hand roughly grabbed her arm. The memory of the way Kemp had grabbed her immediately flooded her mind, and her blood pounded. But the man sneering at her wasn't nearly as big or as intimidating. He was well-dressed, a nicely cut suit covering his plump frame. His eyes were glassy enough that Hart knew he was drunk, having pissed his money away on the over-priced cocktails Jackal shilled inside.


  She shook her arm to free it, but he clung tight.


  "How much?" he slurred.


  "How much what?" She didn't want to deal with the drunks and hecklers tonight; she just wanted to go home.


  "For an hour?"


  His breath stunk like booze and a sheen of sweat clung to his tanned skin. "An hour of what?"  The only thing the man needed was somewhere to pass out and a bucket to vomit in.


  "For you," he said, a nasty sneer on his fat lips.


  Hart froze. "I'm not for sale," she said, ripping her arm out of his grasp.


  He laughed unpleasantly. "Of course you are. Now, you're not as pretty as the other girl, but I like a winner. So, how much?"


  "I said, I'm not for sale," Hart snarled.


  "Listen, girlie." He jabbed a meaty finger into her sternum. "Trash like you is always for sale. So stop pretending you're something you're not and tell me how much it's gonna be before I decide I like the look of someone else better."


  "I don't care how much you like the look of me," Hart said fiercely. "Because I wouldn't let you touch me for all the money in the world." She fled before he could say anything else. As she slid into the car that waited for her at the curb, she could still smell his breath, the odor clinging to her nostrils.


  Out the tinted window, she saw Misty. Her arm was tucked into the elbow of another well-dressed man, leading her away from the arena to a nearby car. The girl smiled winningly and Hart turned away.


  *~*~*


  She hadn't wanted to come back. Thoughts of the drunken man, of Misty, of the man on Misty's arm, kept Hart awake late into the night and haunted her thoughts the next few days. She kept to the shadows in the Gutter, worried about running into Misty again.


  She didn't want to face any of that again, not taunts from girls she knew or harassment from men she didn't. But when Jackal summoned her, she came.


  Hart's car pulled up to the arena, stalling at the curb to let her slide out. Jackal no longer escorted her to and fro, just sending a car for her with a faceless, voiceless driver behind the wheel.  Hart was growing used to the sights of the City as they sped past the window, the shining blur of wealth and waste.


  She gazed up at the arena, a gilded theatre with her name spelled out in lights. The marquee blazed bright even in the neon glare of the surrounding buildings. Posters littered the front of the building, curling script announcing upcoming shows, dancers bending into impossible poses and tigers leaping off the page. Hart's gaze swept cursorily over them before catching on her own name. She stopped with a frown.


  A smallish poster slapped crookedly over someone else's ad declared:


  Beat the Champion and Win the Grand Prize!


  $10,000 Bonus to Any Girl who Can Defeat the


  Unstoppable Hart!


  Hart's eyes widened and she tore the ad from the wall. It was printed on nauseatingly pink paper, the color her opponents always wore. Hart marched into the theatre, letting the door slam loudly behind her.


  People milled around inside, tidying the lobby, setting up the concession stand and the ticket booth and preparing for the fight. Men in jackets hurried to and fro, ready to seat the audience as they funneled inside. Hart sneered at them as she stomped past, looking for a familiar blond head.


  "What the hell is this?" she demanded.


  Jackal turned, raising an eyebrow at her stormy face. "Don't you know it's rude to interrupt, darlin'?"


  Hart barely spared a glance at the man Jackal had been speaking to. "Yeah, well, this is pretty rude too," she said, brandishing the flyer.


  Jackal let his gaze slip down to the paper in her hand, a smirk curling over his lips as he saw what it was.


  "Now, now. What's unfair about inspiring some healthy competition?"


  "Do I get the bonus if I win?" Hart demanded.


  Jackal's smirk widened. "Can't get a bonus for beatin' yourself, can you?"


  "Then it's completely unfair!"


  "Look, sweetheart," Jackal said, grabbing her arm to draw her aside. Hart shook him free with a glare.  "No one likes you. Hell, I'm your biggest supporter, and I don't even like you."


  Hart scowled.


  "You're a bitch, plain and simple. You won't go out into the crowd, you won't mingle. You sneer and snarl your way through this place like they all owe you somethin'."


  "I'm not asking for anything but my dignity," Hart said, thinking of the kind of 'mingling' the other girls did with the crowd.


  "And that's askin' too much," Jackal said with a shrug. "There are plenty of other girls who would love the opportunities you're getting. Who'd seem a bit more grateful for the chance to earn fifty dollars and keep their clothes on."


  "Doesn't sound like you want me to keep my clothes on," Hart muttered.


  "Hey. What the girls do when they leave the arena isn't any of my business," Jackal defended.


  "You hired me as a fighter. Which I do. Well. No one said anything about smiling or spreading my legs."


  "But that's what brings the crowds in, dollface."


  "Then why not just fire me?" Hart snapped.


  "People don't like you," Jackal repeated. "Doesn't mean they want to see you disappear. It means they want to see you beaten. They keep comin' back hoping someone will finally put you in your place."


  Hart crossed her arms. "And I'm just supposed to go along with that?"


  "Along with what?" Jackal laughed. "You're getting paid to fight, exactly like you wanted. No one's asking anything more of you. You said yourself, you don't care what they think of you. So why does it matter if they come because they like you or because they hate you?"


  "But—" She waved the flyer under his nose.


  "You get paid fifty dollars. It's none of your concern what I choose to pay a girl who beats you, as long as she beats you fair and square. And hey," Jackal said cheerfully. "Maybe it'll get you some real opponents for a change. Had twenty girls apply already today."


  "Great," Hart muttered, crumpling the bright pink paper in her hand. Leo's arena hadn't had the gold gilding or the red velvet seats. It hadn't had the fancy concession stand or sold glasses of champagne. The people didn't put on suits to fill his seats. But Leo had given a crap about her, Hart was sure. When she won, the people cheered for her. She fought well and they liked her.


  The whole sport was diseased, but at least at Leo's place, it felt honest.


  *~*~*


  Hart stepped into the ring. More jeers than cheers greeted her, hurled by an audience that had tired of her. She refused to care. Squaring her shoulders, Hart faced them, her expression stony, her chin held high. She gazed out over the faces disdainfully. Let them hate her, she thought. She hated them too.


  And then she saw one face that wasn't twisted with contempt. A face with sympathetic green eyes, framed by a mass of red curls.


  Ruby.


  Chapter Thirteen


  The fight passed in a blur. Hart was barely aware of the kicks and punches she threw or of the snarl on her opponent's face. All she could see was Ruby, her face burned into Hart's retinas. And also sitting right there in front of her, in the second row of the audience. Leo wasn't with her, so Ruby must have come of her own volition, and Hart desperately wished she knew what that meant. She grabbed her opponent's shoulders, jerking Amber down sharply so Hart's knee could connect with her solar plexus. Amber gasped for breath and wobbled on shaky legs, and Hart could only think about the fact that Ruby was watching. It wouldn't have been easy, getting a pass into the City even just for one night. Ruby must have gone out of her way to be there.


  Hart's opponent fell easily, a swift kick to her delicate ankle hobbling her enough for Hart to bear her down to the mat. She met Ruby's gaze again from her position on top of Amber, as she pressed the other girl's face mercilessly into the mat. Ruby stared back at her, her expression unreadable.


  She looked just as beautiful as Hart remembered.


  Hart was out of the ring practically before Jackal could even announce her win, snatching the purse out of his grubby fingers and sliding between the ropes.


  She saw Ruby rise from her seat and make her way through the shuffling crowd. Hart paused by the door to the changing room, glancing over her shoulder and catching Ruby's eye before going inside.


  It was only a minute later that Ruby followed.


  "Hi."


  Hart felt like her stomach was in her throat, choking her. She swallowed around the excess saliva pooling in her mouth, willing the churning of her stomach to subside. "What are you doing here?"


  "I came to see you fight."


  "Why? Thinking of signing up?" Hart asked, thinking of the bright pink flyer pasted all over the front of the building.


  Ruby snorted derisively, and Hart felt a flush burn her cheeks. Of course Ruby wouldn't want to be a part of this; she had more dignity than to prance around half naked for the benefit of a braying pack of strangers.


  "I wanted to see you."


  "You hate me." Hart could still see Ruby's face twisted up in anger as she yelled at Hart for deceiving her. It wasn't an image she was likely to forget.


  "I don't hate you," Ruby sighed, reaching to tug nervously at her curls. "I was mad. Still am, a bit. But, I understand why you did it."


  "You do?"


  Ruby nodded. "I wish you hadn't lied to me, but I guess I can see why you did. You had to, at first. And then …"


  Hart nodded eagerly. That was exactly it—where was the line? When did you become close enough to say, I've been lying to you this whole time? How could you say that to someone who had become a friend?


  "I didn't mean to hurt you," she said.


  "Yeah. I know. Everyone does what they have to, to survive," she said, bitterness creeping into her voice. Hart knew Ruby must be thinking of her own mother. "At least you did it to take care of your family."


  The last thing Hart wanted was for Ruby to compare Hart to her mother; she didn't want to be just another person who hurt Ruby in order to get by, another person who left her to get a leg up in the world. Hart wished she could do something to make it up to Ruby, but she didn't know how. Not anymore. It was ridiculous that she had felt more like herself when she was lying to everyone around her than she did now, covered in makeup and dressed in these ridiculous clothes. She tugged uselessly at her top, wishing that the spandex covered more of her. She felt exposed, even more than she did standing in front of a packed arena. She worried that all she'd see in Ruby's eyes was judgment.


  Ruby's eyes followed the movement. "That's … different than what you wore at Dad's gym," she said tactfully.


  Hart snorted. "A bit." She let go of her top, crossing her arms over her bare stomach. "I hate it," she admitted, sneaking a glance up at Ruby's expression.


  "Then why do it?"


  "Why do any of us do it?" Hart said bitterly. "The money."


  Ruby grimaced but nodded. If anyone understood the world they lived in, it was Ruby. Alley-raised or not.


  "Is it really that awful?" she asked, walking around the changing room, running her hands over the lockers and shelves. "The arena is really nice. Much nicer than dad's."


  Hart watched her, her eyes on the movement of Ruby's body, the way her black clothes clung to her curves—the opposite of the tacky display that Hart wore.


  "The arena might be nicer but the people aren't."


  Ruby glanced over her shoulder, frowning as she saw the expression on Hart's face. "What is it?"


  "The men," Hart said in a small voice, gesturing at the door back into the arena. "They just—" she shook her head. "I never knew how you did it, you know? Dealing with the things the men would say to you in the gym."


  Ruby made a face, her gaze dropping down to Hart's outfit once again. Hart felt her face heat. 


  "I can see why they might … say things," Ruby allowed.


  Hart turned her face away. "You're right. I brought it on myself. But the way they grab me—"


  "Hey," Ruby said sharply. Hart's head jerked up, seeing anger flash in Ruby's eyes. "They have no right to lay a hand on you. Not when you don't want them to."


  "Yeah, well. They do anyway. They grab me and they slobber all over me, and they try to pay me to—"


  Ruby came closer, grasping Hart's arm, her fingers brushing just above Hart's elbow. "I hope you tell them to go chew their own dicks off."


  A sharp laugh startled out of Hart, and for a moment she felt better. "I told the guy there wasn't enough money in the world."


  "Good," Ruby said.


  "I just—the whole thing makes me feel so disgusting," Hart admitted. "The way they look at me—the way they make me look," she raised a hand to her styled hair, scrubbing through it to ruin Kella's work. "I hate the things they say to me and the way Jackal treats me. Hell, I hate the other girls. I know it's not their fault, any more than mine. But I still hate their stupid hair and their nails and their giant boobs."


  Ruby laughed, clapping a hand over her mouth and staring at Hart with wide, amused eyes. For a second, things felt normal between them, like nothing had changed.


  Like they could go back to being friends.


  Except, when Hart looked at Ruby, she couldn't help the way her eyes lingered on the girl's lips, or the length of her slender neck, the graceful lines of her body. The things that ran through Hart's mind when she looked at Ruby were far from just friendly.


  Which was exactly why Ruby had decided she hated her.


  Hart sighed, stepping back, putting some space between them.


  "Come on," Ruby said.


  "What?"


  "We're getting out of her." She leaned in, her face serious. "You can't let them get to you. It doesn't matter what they say, because at the end of the night, you're the winner."


  Knowing she had won didn't make the comments hurt less, but somehow Hart still felt buoyed by Ruby's words. Maybe it was just the fact that Ruby was talking to her at all.


  They left through the back door, trying to avoid the teeming crowd that poured out the front of the building, drunk and animated.


  "Come on, it's a long walk back to the Alley," Ruby said, and Hart couldn't help the smug grin that split her face.


  "Walking's for losers," she laughed. "But I'm a winner." She snuck around to the side of the building where the car waited, sleek and black; its engine humming in a low purr.


  "Seriously?" Ruby gaped as Hart opened the door.


  Hart held the door open with a gallant gesture, smiling as Ruby slid inside. She ran her hands over the smooth leather interior, rubbing her palms into the seat with an expression of awe. Hart scrambled in after her.


  "The men may be disgusting, but this car is nice," Ruby said.


  "If only the cars paid to see me fight."


  They slid smoothly out into traffic, the lights of the City flashing by the tinted windows. Ruby turned in her seat to look, a palm pressed against the glass. "It's incredible, isn't it?" Her eyes tracked a well-dressed couple, strolling down the street, their clothes expensive and immaculate. "All that money, packed so tightly together."


  The City was tiny compared to the Alley and the Gutter, a few square miles of sybaritic extravagance. The buildings soared high and everything gleamed, like a sparkling diamond in the middle of the dim filth of the rest of the metropolis. Here, in the midst of it, it was hard to imagine places like the Gutter could actually exist:  low, grimy buildings, cobbled together out of what the City threw away, packed closely together in a jumble of life. A place where washing lines danced from house to house, the threadbare and stained clothing swaying in the breeze, where houses crumbled around their occupants, walls propped up and roofs covered with tarp to keep the rain out. In the City, everything was pristine and perfect.


  "It's horrible," Hart said fiercely. "It's such a waste. The money they spend on clothes alone could feed my family for a year. They put on their suits and gowns and come to watch us fight, laughing over how desperate we are for fifty dollars. No wonder they think they can buy anything they want," Hart glanced out the window. "They already have."


  "Hey," Ruby said, sliding closer, until their legs touched. Hart forced herself not to look down at the point of contact. She could feel the warmth of Ruby's flesh through the layers of cloth between them. "You don't have to do this."


  "I do. I want Roe and Penny to go to school," Hart said. "I want them to be better than me so they don't have to do this."


  Ruby paused, then nodded. "Okay." Hart was pretty sure she wasn't just humoring her, was pretty sure Ruby actually understood.


  Hart felt some of the tension drain from her body and she slumped against the seat of the car, letting her head fall back to stare at the sleek black of the roof. "I wish I could just fight myself."


  "What do you mean?"


  Hart snorted. "Jackal's offered a bonus to anyone who can beat me."


  Ruby shifted in her seat to face her, eyebrows raised. "How much?"


  "Ten thousand."


  Ruby let out a low whistle. "Holy crap. And what do you get when you win?"


  "Fifty."


  "Fuck. That's … completely unfair."


  Hart laughed. "That's what I said, but fighting isn't fair."


  "Dad tries to make sure it is."


  Hart shifted, rolling her head on the seat rest to meet Ruby's eyes. "I know. But it still wasn't fair when I fought men twice my size. It wasn't fair when Kemp showed up and ruined everything. It wasn't fair that I was in that ring in the first place."


  "Yeah," Ruby agreed with a sigh. She glanced out the window. "Let's go get ice cream."


  "What?" Hart laughed, startled.


  "I'm serious. There's a place right there." She tapped on the glass of the window, and Hart peered past her, taking in the neon lights proclaiming 'soda fountain.' It was sleek and clean and bright and bold, just like everything else in the City. They would look ridiculously out of place in there; Hart in her oversized clothes and smeared stage makeup, Ruby with her defensive stance and wild hair.


  "Yeah. Let's do it."


  The driver looked bemused when they demanded he stop the car but obediently pulled up to the curb outside the ice cream parlor. Hart let Ruby lead the way, excitement scrawled on her face. "This place is so nice," she whispered as she swung the door open. "I mean, we go for ice cream sometimes in the Alley, but…look at this place."


  There were no ice cream shops in the Gutter, so Hart didn't have a lot to compare the restaurant to, but she could see that every surface gleamed a slick white, brightly colored neon lights dancing above them, proclaiming that they were in the presence of the best milkshakes in town, the largest sundae in the City, the best ice cream around.


  The girl behind the counter narrowed her eyes as Hart and Ruby approached, her gaze raking over their clothes, catching on the rips and tears and dirt that marred Hart's sweatshirt.


  "Can I help you?" she asked, voice unforgiving.


  Ruby flashed the girl her best smile, wide and insincere, and Hart had to duck her head to hide her grin.


  "Yep. We'll take one of your 'best milkshakes in town' and a large sundae. With everything on top, right Hart?"


  "Sure?"


  The girl sneered slightly, not making a move towards the ice cream. "That's gonna be six dollars," she said nastily.


  Hart's eyes widened at the price—that was more than she made in twelve hours of packing boxes—but Ruby just waved a hand nonchalantly in the girl's face.


  "Why don't I ring you up first?" The girl asked.


  Ruby leaned forward on the counter, her eyes narrowed. "Is that what you do for all your customers?"


  "You're not exactly our … typical customers, are you?"


  Hart ground her teeth. Ruby was trying to make the evening fun, but there was nothing fun about the way this girl was looking at them.


  "Come on," she said, pulling Ruby away from the counter. "I'm suddenly not hungry."


  The ice cream girl gave them a vicious smile. "Have a nice night," she sing-songed as Hart pulled Ruby out the door.


  "Hart …" Ruby said hesitantly.


  "It's fine," Hart said. "I'm just—I'm done with this place. I don't want anything to do with people like that."


  "Then let's go back to the Alley," Ruby agreed.


  Hart didn't feel like she belonged in the City and, more importantly, she didn't want to belong to that sleek, unforgiving world of money and excess. It was all fake and cruel, built on the backs of the people she knew and loved in the Gutter and the Alley. The City paraded its wealth while people starved outside their gates. No matter how much money she made as a fighter, Hart knew it wasn't a world she wanted to join. 


  She and Ruby climbed into the car. As they sped towards the Alley, Hart didn't look back.


  *~*~*


  Hart startled at the knock on the door early the next morning. She had already sent the kids out for the day, her mother trailing behind them. It had been weeks since the Kemp debacle, but the sound of knuckles rapping at the door still set Hart on edge. They didn't get a lot of knocks in these parts.


  She peeked through the rickety wooden slats of the door and was surprised to see the fiery mass of Ruby's hair. Even though she had left Ruby with a smile and a squeeze of the hand at Leo's the previous night, Hart wasn't sure they were back to being friendly enough to visit. 


  Ruby gazed down the narrow street, unaware of Hart's eyes on her, and Hart allowed herself a moment to just look. The sun that filtered down into the Gutter street caught the planes of Ruby's face, dancing over her round cheeks, the slight upturn of her nose, and catching on the freckles that spattered over her skin.


  Hart suddenly, fiercely, wished she had gotten just one more chance to kiss her, to feel what it was like without panic overriding the sensations. To touch her without the taint of lies between them, to put her hands on Ruby's pale flesh, the soft curve of her waist, or to tangle her fingers in those wild curls.


  Ruby was beautiful in a way none of the girls Hart faced in the ring were. She didn't wear makeup to enhance the green of her eyes or slick her hair with product to tame its riotous curls. She just let herself be in a way that Hart both longed for and was envious of.


  She sighed, knowing she was lucky that Ruby had even decided to forgive her; lucky that there was even a chance they could be friends again. Wishing for more was just being greedy.


  She plastered on a smile and pulled open the door.


  Ruby looked up, the sun hitting her face, lighting up her skin, making the auburn of her eyelashes glitter. Hart felt something twist within her—want and regret bundled together in the base of her stomach. She forced her smile wider.


  "Hey. What're you doing here?"


  Ruby grinned back. "I had an idea."


  Hart gestured her inside, leading the way to the table and the only chairs in the house. They rattled as they sat, rocking on uneven legs. She hoped Ruby didn't notice. 


  "I was thinking about what you said, about fighting. How you don't want to do it anymore, but you need the money for your sisters."


  "Yeah?"


  Ruby leaned forward conspiratorially, arms braced on the table. Hart tried not to notice the way the move pushed Ruby's breasts up, the firm swells framed by her thin arms. She forced herself to look away, to focus on what Ruby was saying. "What if I fought you?"


  Hart frowned. "What?"


  "I could fight you," Ruby said, a wide grin on her face. "I could win the bonus."


  "I beat you most of the time we sparred." Hart bristled. What did Ruby need the money for, anyway? She and Leo were doing well enough for themselves.


  Ruby rolled her eyes. "You wouldn't if you lost on purpose, you dolt."


  Hart narrowed her eyes. "What do you want with the money?" she demanded.


  Surprise flitted across Ruby's face, then she shook her head. "For you. For your family. Honestly, Hart. What do you think I want it for? I sign up to fight you, you pretend to lose to me, you get the bonus. Just like you wanted."


  For a moment, Hart was still caught on the idea of Ruby wanting the ten thousand, wanting to fight her for the grand prize. Wanting to take advantage just like everyone else seemed to do. Her words trickled into Hart's brain like molasses. "You want to—" she shook her head. "Why would you do that for me?"


  Why would anyone give up ten thousand dollars in hand?


  "You hated me two days ago," she reminded her, remembering the anger on Ruby's face, the sting of her accusations.


  Ruby looked down at the table. "I never hated you. I told you that."


  "But—"


  "I was angry," Ruby cut her off. "I—cared about you, and I felt like you tricked me. But, once you were gone, once you weren't in the ring every time I looked, in the gym whenever I wanted to talk—" she gave a stiff shrug. "I missed you, okay? And then I was mad at myself for missing you, and I got even angrier at you for making me feel this way." She picked at her fingers, keeping her eyes off of Hart.


  Hart understood. She had been mad at Ruby in turn, angry with her for making Hart care, angry with her for pulling away. She knew how mad you could get when you cared about a person.


  Just look at how angry she was with her father for dying.


  Hart took a deep, steadying breath.


  "But then I realized," Ruby looked up, meeting Hart's eyes. "I really missed you. Not just having someone to spar with, or joke with, or go running around the Alley with. I missed you." She gave another tense shrug. "I guess I realized I didn't care whether you were a boy or a girl."


  Hart didn't know what to say, didn't know what Ruby was trying to say.


  "So you want to help me?" she said carefully.


  "Yes."


  "Because—you want to be my friend?" She hazarded.


  "Yes."


  Hart had tried not to get her hopes up. She had told herself she should be thrilled that Ruby was even here. But still, her heart sank. She was happy to hear that Ruby had missed her, had maybe felt a fraction of the longing that had plagued her. But when Ruby said she didn't care if Hart was a boy or a girl, for a second she had thought …


  "Hart." Ruby leaned forward over the table. "I want to help you because I care about you. Because even though I've never met them, I care about your family because I know you love them, and you don't want anything bad to happen to them, ever. I want to help you because it doesn't even matter than you lied to me or that you're a girl. I want to help you because you're important to me, okay?"


  Hart blinked at her. "Okay."


  "Okay?"


  "I care about you too," Hart said quickly. The smile that spread over Ruby's face was worth the embarrassment welling up in her chest, knowing her cheeks were bright red.


  "Alright. So, we're going to do this?"


  "Ten thousand dollars," Hart let out a long breath, actually stopping to think about what Ruby was proposing. "Fuck."


  Ruby laughed brightly.


  "With that, we could …" Her eyes widened as she calculated. "We could leave the Gutter."


  "Move to the Alley?" Ruby asked. Hart didn't know whether she was imagining the hope laced through Ruby's casual tone.


  Houses in the Alley looked like they were held together with more than a few nails and a prayer. People worked regular jobs, went to school and had decent clothing. There were health clinics with real doctors. But in the Alley, they'd only be able to afford an apartment, just as small and cramped as the shanty they currently lived in. Hart would have to keep fighting to pay rent. Or work in one of the factories, killing herself to make ends meet.


  "I heard that you can buy land for cheap outside of the city," she said.


  "Outside of the city?" Ruby parroted, bemused.


  "In the country. With trees and grass." Hart glanced out the small window, at the gray wall a foot away that formed their whole view. "My grandparents came to the city to find work. But there isn't work here anymore than there was out in the country. There wasn't work for my grandparents, there wasn't work for my parents, and there isn't work for me. Why stay?"


  A frown crossed Ruby's face. "Okay," she said after a long moment. "Then we better get you that money."


  Hart smiled. "Thank you. For doing this. For suggesting this."


  Ruby returned her smile, but Hart thought it was a little less bright than usual. "Anything for a friend."


  Chapter Fourteen


  It felt strange, walking up to the door of Leo's gym again. It hadn't been that long since Hart was last there, but her final night had left the place tinged with trauma and regret, and Hart couldn't help the way her stomach clenched as she reached for the door.


  The gym was quiet when she walked in, the main arena deserted. The empty stands were unsettling. Despite the silence, it was as if an echo lingered in the warped wood, of the shouts and cheers that rang within the walls. She could still hear the pounding feet, the clapping hands, the cacophony of voices calling for blood.


  She shook her head. Just one more fight. One more time in front of a bloodthirsty crowd. She could do it.


  The arena looked smaller than she remembered, even empty of people. She had grown used to Jackal's set up, the wide aisles, the upholstered seats, the high ceilings. It was amazing to think that the crowd who crammed into this room had once intimidated her.


  She had been almost safe here:  protected by her lies and their indifference. No one gave a crap about her in this ring except when she was throwing punches. When she was winning.


  Hart made her way through the arena, skirting past the ring, running her hands over the cheap, fraying ropes. She could hear a low noise issuing from the training gym, the sound of fists against a sandbag. She took a deep breath and pushed through the door.


  Ruby wasn't alone. Leo stood with her, holding the bag steady as she crossed and jabbed, her fists quick and mean. Neither of them looked up, and Hart took a moment just to watch. Ruby's face was schooled in concentration, her eyebrows furrowed, her gaze narrowed in on her target. She held her fists high, her body moving fluidly through the punches. A sheen of sweat glistened under the gym lights, coating her pale pink skin. Hart admired the grace of Ruby's movements, the fierceness that crackled under its surface.


  Leo looked up first. "Hart."


  Ruby stopped, catching the swinging bag in both hands, and grinned.


  "Hi," Hart offered uselessly. She hadn't seen Leo since the day he came to her house to warn her. She realized she hadn't ever thanked him, not properly. And now here she was, dragging Ruby into this scheme. She wondered what he thought of her, getting his daughter involved.


  He had every right to be angry for the way she had lied, for the way she ran away, and for what she was getting Ruby into now. But all Leo said was, "It's good to see you," and Hart let out a breath she hadn't realized she was holding.


  "You too." She meant it. Leo's kind face was a welcome change from the calculating looks Jackal threw her way or the anger and lust that she met with at the fights. He looked at her like she was a person, like he gave a shit what happened to her and not just how much money she could make him. She hadn't appreciated that enough when she was fighting in his arena.


  She offered him a small, shy smile, hoping it conveyed even a fraction of how grateful she felt.


  "Dad was just getting me warmed up," Ruby said, bounding up to Hart's side.


  "I still don't see why we need to practice," Hart said. "I mean, we're not really going to be fighting."


  Surprisingly, it was Leo who answered her. "You need to make it look authentic," he said firmly. "If cheating so much as crosses someone's mind, they'll be all over you two, way worse than when everyone found out you were a girl. After all, money's on the line this time."


  Hart swallowed. She had been terrified when Kemp revealed her secret, thinking that the police were going to break down her door and haul her off to jail. Or worse. But Leo was right. Lying her way into his arena was small change compared to being on the City circuits. People had crowed about morality when they discovered a girl in the ring, but when it came down to it, money was what the City really cared about.


  "We'll be careful," she assured him, hoping it was a promise she could make.


  Leo walked over, laying a gentle hand on her arm. He squeezed, once, and left the room without another word. Hart looked down at where he had laid his hand. It felt warm, like trust. Like acceptance.


  "Don't let Dad worry you," Ruby said. "It's going to be fine. You just have to look like I kicked your ass—something you're more than familiar with."


  "Hey!" Hart protested, mood lightening.


  "I call it like I see it," Ruby said with a shrug. "Gonna prove me wrong?"


  "You," Hart pointed. "Are asking for it."


  They scrambled into the training ring, giggling. It felt nice to approach fighting like it was fun instead of a matter of life and death. Hart could never forget the potential consequences of every fight—she wouldn't ever forget the night her father left and never came back—but Ruby had been in this gym since she was a toddler. To her it was just part of life. The gym was a place for fighting but also for playing, and reading and sleeping. She was comfortable here, and suddenly Hart felt comfortable too.


  They kept the sparring light, circling each other and trying to control their laughter. A strand of hair slipped out of Ruby's ponytail and flopped in her eyes. She huffed it out of her face every few seconds, but the curl resolutely sprang back into place, dancing in front of one eye. Hart blamed the distraction of that slash of orange against pale skin when Ruby landed her first blow.


  "I didn't even get a chance to warm up!" she complained, scurrying backwards as Ruby advanced. "You cheat!"


  "Yeah, Hart," Ruby said wryly. "That's kind of the point."


  Oh. Right.


  "So," Hart leaned back against the ropes. "How are we supposed to make this look—what did your dad say? Authentic?"


  "Well, first of all," Ruby smirked, sauntering closer. "You need to learn to face-plant with conviction." She grabbed Hart's shoulder and hauled her forward, tipping her off balance and sending her sprawling to the mat. Hart landed with a thump, her face catching her fall. "Sort of like that."


  "Ugh." Hart clambered to her feet, rubbing at her cheek and trying to scowl at Ruby. The brightness in Ruby's eyes as she laughed made it impossible.


  "But seriously," Ruby said, crossing her arms. "I don't want to hurt you, and I'd certainly rather not get hurt myself. So we've got to figure out how to look like we're killing each other, without actually killing each other."


  "That sounds like a lot of work," Hart sighed, but she knew Ruby was right. Not only would Leo kill her if she injured Ruby, but Hart wouldn't be able to live with herself. So they would make it look good, and make sure it was safe, no matter how much work it took.


  They sparred; Hart had never really been trying to hurt Ruby when they trained, but now she had to learn how to throw a punch that never connected but looked like it did. How to draw up short so that when her fist made contact with Ruby, it didn't actually hurt.


  She jabbed forward, swinging hard and clenching her muscles, stopping her fist just as it connected with the hard line of Ruby's trim stomach.


  Ruby grunted, loud, doubling over in pain.


  "Oh my god, I'm sorry!" Hart gasped, grabbing her shoulders, holding her steady. "I didn't—"


  Ruby's shoulders shook in her grasp, and it took a moment before Hart realized she was laughing.


  "Convincing?" She asked, straightening.


  "I—you—God."


  Ruby just laughed in her face and took position again. "Think you can make it look as good when I hit you?"


  Hart narrowed her eyes. "Bring it."


  Ruby darted forward, swinging; leaning back, Hart easily dodged the blow, leaving Ruby floundering when her fist connected with air. "Let me hit you," she complained.


  For once, Hart got to be the one to laugh.


  Ruby growled and charged forward, gripping Hart's shoulders and bearing her back onto the ropes. Suddenly she was pressed near, the length of her body against Hart's. Hart blinked at her for one long second, astonished by how close she was, the length of her ginger eyelashes, the brightness of her freckles, before she remembered that they were fighting. She pushed back, surging forward to knock Ruby to the floor. They landed with matching grunts, the wind knocked out of Hart for a moment. Just long enough for Ruby to roll them and muscle her to the floor. Ruby poised above her, panting; her hair was a mess, her cheeks flushed, and Hart felt a rush of want surge through her that left her head spinning.


  She blamed that, the obvious lack of oxygen to her brain, for the fact that she leaned up, pressing her mouth against Ruby's open lips.


  Ruby didn't press back and Hart jerked away, letting her head slam back into the mat beneath her in horror. "I—" she shook her head, trying to make an excuse, any excuse, but none came.


  Silence filled the room and Hart stared up at the ceiling, wishing she could just disappear. Then Ruby leaned into her field of vision, a considering look on her face.


  "You kissed me."


  There was no denying it. "Yeah."


  "Did you want to?"


  Hart frowned, her face hot. "Wouldn't have done it if I didn't want to," she mumbled.


  Ruby paused and smiled. "Okay." She bent down, pressing her mouth to Hart's, kissing her slowly and surely.


  Hart floundered beneath her, utterly confused. "But," she mumbled as Ruby's soft mouth moved over hers. "I'm a girl."


  "Yeah," Ruby agreed. "So am I."


  "And that's … okay?"


  It hadn't seemed okay, but now that Ruby was smiling down at her, her mouth wet and red, Hart couldn't remember why.


  "Yeah," Ruby said again. "It's okay."


  They kissed again, leaning into each other's space, pressing close as their mouths moved tentatively together. Ruby's knees pressed tight against Hart's hips, holding her in place, and Hart groaned, letting her mouth fall open.


  The flick of Ruby's tongue against her lips sent her pulse racing, and Hart couldn't help but reach out for her, tangling one hand in the wild mass of her curls, just as she had always wanted to.


  Ruby leaned into the touch, letting Hart angle her head. With a boldness she hadn't thought she possessed—no matter how many times she got into the ring—Hart licked out, pressing her tongue into the soft heat of Ruby's mouth, stroking behind her teeth. Ruby dropped her weight to her elbows, braced on either side of Hart's head, until all Hart could see or smell or hear was Ruby:  the curtain of her hair falling loose from its band, the tang of her sweat, the soft sounds she made as their lips moved together.


  Ruby's chest pressed against her own, unbound this time, the swell of her breasts brushing against Hart's own. She could feel the hard points of Ruby's nipples through the shirt she wore, and felt her own tighten in response. Hart wanted to touch them, to cup the weight in her hands, to feel the soft skin against her own. She wanted to hear the sounds Ruby might make.


  She licked frantically into Ruby's maddening mouth, their tongues rubbing wetly together until she was gasping, her body tingling. She wanted to press against Ruby, to rub against her until the fire inside her subsided. She had never done this with another person, but her hips seemed to rock up of their own volition, pressing into the vee of Ruby's thighs, spread over her.


  Hart felt her face burn as she realized what she was doing, but Ruby rolled her hips down, meeting Hart's movement in a gentle rhythm that left her short of breath. She could feel herself getting wet, leaking into her underwear, and wondered madly if Ruby was the same. If Hart slid her hand into Ruby's pants, would she find that same slickness that was building between Hart's thighs?


  The idea of touching Ruby that way made her blood pound. She wondered if it would feel the same as it did when she guiltily slid her hand between her own thighs, touching her soft, wet folds. Would Ruby gasp at the touch or moan long and low as she rolled her hips into it? Would she let Hart push her fingers inside? Desire made Hart gasp; she wanted to roll Ruby underneath her and rub against her until she came, she wanted to strip her down and stain the mat beneath them with more than just blood and pain.


  With that thought Hart drew back, remembering where they were:  in the middle of Leo's training gym where anyone could walk in and see them.


  "What?" Ruby gasped, pressing small frantic kisses along the side of Hart's face, her ear, her neck.


  "We're in the middle of the gym," Hart said, a hysterical giggle bubbling up out of her.


  "So?" Ruby mouthed along the sensitive skin of Hart's neck. She opened her lips and sucked and Hart gasped, the sound ringing out through the room.


  "Do you want to explain to your father what we're doing?" She brought her hands to Ruby's hips, but couldn't bring herself to push her off. Instead, she tightened her fingers in the soft curve of Ruby's flesh.


  Ruby's tongue sneaked out to lap at the salty skin of Hart's neck. "We'll just tell him it's part of the plan."


  Hart dropped her head back to the mat, laughing. "Yeah, I'm sure he'll believe that."


  "Fine," Ruby huffed, sitting up.


  Hart immediately felt bereft at the loss of her lips, the drying saliva on her neck cool in the muggy gym air. The weight of what they had done settled on her chest, heavy and confusing. She wanted to pull Ruby back down before she had a chance to think about it, before she had a chance to panic.


  But Ruby rolled off of her, dropping to the mat at her side. Hart took a deep breath, turning her head to meet the girl's eyes.


  "So."


  To her surprise, Ruby just smiled. "So. Ready to go back to getting your butt kicked?"


  "What? Really? We're not going to talk about—?"


  Ruby sat up, brushing her knees off. She leaned over Hart, smirking. "Are you having a crisis?" she teased. "Because I thought we already moved past that. Remember? I care about you, you care about me, I'm helping you defraud a major arena, etc."


  "But—"


  Ruby leaned in, pressing her mouth quickly against Hart's. "I liked that," she whispered. "It seemed like you liked that. I think we should do it again when we're not in the ring. Okay?"


  Hart pushed up to her elbows, feeling dazed. Was it really that simple? "Okay," she agreed.


  Ruby smiled and climbed to her feet, holding out a hand. "Now come on, we need to make this look good."


  Hart let Ruby pull her up, her hand warm around Hart's. She held on for a moment longer than necessary and then dropped her hand. "Okay. Let's fight."


  Chapter Fifteen


  In the quiet of the changing room, Hart stretched, trying to keep her mind blank. Kella had already come and gone; Hart's hair was artfully spiked, her eyes caked with kohl. She bent and twisted, limbering up for a fake fight. Somewhere in the arena Ruby was doing the same. Nerves twisted Hart's stomach in knots; she wished she had more time to go over the plan.


  She and Ruby had spoken the previous night, but agreed that it would be risky to see each other the day of the fight.


  Still, Hart wished she could talk to her. Somehow, Ruby always managed to calm her nerves. When Ruby explained the plan, it seemed easy. But now, without Ruby's wry sarcasm in her ear, Hart was convinced that someone was going to break down her door at any moment, to arrest her for defrauding the City.  


  When a knock did sound on the door, Hart jumped, clapping a hand over her rabbiting heart.


  "Five minutes, sugar," Jackal called.


  Hart sucked in a deep breath, shaking out her limbs. Ready or not.


  When she cracked open the dressing room door, she could hear the roar of the audience all the way down the hall. It sounded like a full house, and a rowdy one at that. The fight had been heavily promoted, even more than Hart's first time in the girl-on-girl ring. She had seen the posters littering the front of the arena when she arrived. Ruby was being touted as the first opponent with a chance of taking Hart down—a 'born fighter', 'third generation in the ring', 'suckled at the teat of the sport'.


  The fact that Ruby was practically raised in the ring had been big news, and Jackal had done everything he could to spread word around.


  It sounded like the audience was geared up, ready to finally see Hart take a few knocks. Hart grinned as she paused outside the arena door; if that was what they wanted, she and Ruby were going to give them one hell of a show.


  She could hear Jackal's opening routine, greeting the crowd.


  "… a big night in the arena. Our undefeated champion, Hart …"


  Boos echoed through the arena at her name, and Hart merely let her grin stretch wider. Let them hate her; they didn't know it, but their hatred of her was about to put ten thousand dollars in her pocket.


  "… will face the opponent of a lifetime! Raised in her father's gym, fighting from the time she was old enough to walk, serving as practice fodder for the men who went through the Alley rings, and she looks damn good in the fighting outfit to boot!"


  Cheers and whistles rang out.


  "Ladies and gentlemen, sit back and get ready for the most explosive fight this arena has ever seen. Please welcome our champion, Hart!"


  At her cue, Hart burst into the room, trying to put a bit more pep into it for the sake of the performance. She waved a jaunty hand despite the audience's jeers and climbed into the ring.


  "And joining her, for her first time in a professional fight, please give a warm welcome to … Ruby!"


  Ruby came trotting out from the opposite side of the room and the roar of the spectators grew deafening.


  Hart could see why the audience was cheering. She had to hold in a low whistle herself. Ruby wasn't the usual type that Jackal picked up, with her pale skin and fiery hair, but she still looked incredible in the ridiculous outfits he made them wear. The tiny top and even tinier shorts hugged her body in ways Hart had never seen before, making Ruby's stomach look flatter and her breasts look bigger. She was all toned, lean muscle, with subtle curves that Hart wanted to run her hands all over.


  And, from the sound of it, so did most of the men in the audience.


  Ruby's hair was slicked back—because unlike most of the girls Hart fought, she wasn't a fool, for all this was a fake fight—but her stylist had teased out the tail of her hair and so it poofed around her in a blazing halo.


  Hart had never seen Ruby in makeup; her eyes were lined and her lips were painted just like Hart's. Ruby didn't need the cosmetics to look beautiful, but where they made the other girls look trashy, they somehow granted Ruby an Amazonian fierceness. She wore the makeup like it was war paint carrying her into a battle.


  She approached Hart and her lips, painted a red to rival her hair, quirked into a tiny, fleeting smile. It was gone in a millisecond, but it was enough to have seen it. Hart took a steadying breath and prepared to fight.


  Out of the corner of her eye, Hart could see the audience leaning forward in breathless anticipation, their betting stubs clutched in eager hands.


  Jackal ducked out of the ring, signaling the start of the fight. Ruby and Hart dropped easily into their stances and began to circle. Hart narrowed her eyes, trying to give the impression of someone sizing up their opponent for the first time. She let her eyes drift down over Ruby's lean form as if she were looking for weaknesses.


  She was lucky she wasn't fighting Ruby for real because there were few imperfections to see.


  Her stance was solid, her lines clean and her gaze serious. They circled like they had practiced, and then Ruby made the first move. It was like going through the motions of a complicated dance, Hart supposed—not that she had ever danced. Their movements were so smooth, so practiced, that they didn't feel like a fight. She knew just how Ruby was going to attack and just how she was supposed to defend.


  It made the fight beautiful, in a way. Hart wasn't worrying about her next move, or her opponent's next strike, or the potential for injury. Instead, she could watch the way Ruby's body moved through the motions, throwing a punch, blocking a jab, delivering a kick—her muscles bunching and stretching, sweat shining on her skin.


  This wasn't just about mindless violence. It was about what the human body was capable of.


  Ruby punched and Hart blocked, Hart kicked and Ruby dodged. The audience foamed and frothed with excitement as the fight stretched on, Hart seeming like she was about to pin Ruby, then Ruby suddenly getting the upper hand. 


  Hart panted, sweat dripping into her eyes. Ruby narrowed her eyes and sunk low on bent knees. Hart braced herself. Ruby's leg swung out in a graceful arc along the mat. As her foot brushed Hart, Hart turned her ankle, allowing her leg crumple under her. It was a move they had practiced endlessly, making sure it looked like she was really hurt.


  From the screams of the audience it had worked. Hart knew she had to concentrate for the rest of fight, to remember that she was supposed to be injured, hobbling her steps and slowing her motions. The first few times they ran through their choreography, Hart had momentarily forgotten, letting her ankle support her whole weight—a miraculous recovery. Tonight, though, she was determined to get it right.


  She stumbled back upright and Ruby moved behind her, grabbing Hart in a chokehold. Hart flailed in her grasp, even though Ruby's arms were gentle around her, more like an embrace than an attack. The crowd cheered. Hart even saw Jackal let out an excited yelp.


  She wasn't going to miss this one bit.


  Leaning back into Ruby's warm body, Hart pretended to struggle. Ruby cinched her arm higher, tight against Hart's throat, holding her in place as she squirmed.


  Just like they practiced, Hart leaned back, letting Ruby take most of her weight. Then she kicked out dramatically. She tugged on Ruby's arms as she dropped, body parallel to the floor. If Ruby hadn't been prepared, it would have hurt. As it was, she rolled with the movement, letting Hart flip her through the air.


  It looked damn good if the hoots from the audience were any indication.


  They struggled on the mat for a moment. Ruby panted like the air had been knocked out of her, squeezing Hart's arm gently to let her know that it hadn't.


  Smoothly, Ruby gained the upper hand. She rolled on top of Hart, bracing her knees on either side of Hart's narrow hips. Hart tried not to get distracted by how similar their positions were to their kiss in the ring.


  They hadn't found much time over the previous few days for anything more than soft kisses snatched in the changing room or at the door of the arena. Hart didn't want to risk having anyone find out. Not yet, not while it was so new. She couldn't bear to think what the other fighters would say about it, about her. Even Leo, who watched them practice with kind eyes, was a worry. So they brushed their lips together gently when they could, pulling back when they heard a sound from somewhere else in the gym.


  Now, though, kissing shouldn't have been on either of their minds. Ruby reared back and swung down to punch at Hart's head. Hart turned so the blow would fall on her skull and neck—somewhere where the lack of bruising wouldn't draw suspicion.


  She blinked, trying to look dazed, and Ruby grinned. Their routine was winding down—at this point, the audience thought Hart had at least a sprained ankle and a concussion. They were roaring for her blood, but Hart figured they'd accept her defeat.


  She bucked beneath Ruby. The girl kept her pinned easily and delivered one more glancing blow to Hart's head.


  Ruby grabbed her jaw and pressed her face down into the mat, stretching her body over her as if to keep her pinned.


  Jackal sprang up, calling out the count enthusiastically. The noise of the audience reached cacophonous new heights, and Hart found her head pounding as if she really did have a concussion.


  "And our pretty new contender has done the impossible!" Jackal thundered triumphantly. "She has beaten the unbeatable! Please give a round of applause for our new champion—Ruby!"


  Ruby crawled off of her, stroking imperceptibly down Hart's side in a gentle touch that made her shiver. She strode over to Jackal's side with a wide grin.


  Hart watched from the corner of her eye, pretending to catch her breath and nurse her wounds. Jackal grabbed Ruby's hand, raising it above her head. She stared out into the crowd with a smile on her face, and Hart could see she was actually enjoying the approbation being thrown her way. For the first time that evening, Hart was sure that the grin that spread over Ruby's face was real.


  After a moment, when Jackal didn't seem inclined to say anything more, Ruby rose up on her toes, leaning to whisper something in his ear. He grimaced, shooting her an aggrieved look before bringing the microphone back to his lips.


  "And don't forget," he bellowed as if he would like to do just that, "for defeating our champion, Ruby has won a bonus of Ten ... Thousand … Dollars!"


  The crowd roared.


  Triumph looked good on Ruby, even if it was fake. Her skin glowed, glistening with sweat, flushed a pretty pink. Her hair was wild, breaking loose from the slick hold the stylist had tamed it into. Her eyes were bright and her smile was even brighter. Even though she wasn't the usual type for these fights, the crowd was eating her up, shouting out her name.


  With a sigh, Hart slithered out of the ring, her movements unremarked upon except by a few die-hard detractors who sneered as she walked past. Now that they'd seen her beaten, her face mashed into the mat, they were done with her. She was yesterday's news.


  Hart never thought being discarded could feel so good. She walked out of the arena, into the blissful silence of the changing room, knowing she'd have to wait a little longer to see Ruby, to actually talk to her. She changed mechanically, trying to process the fact that this was her last fight. She thought her career as a fighter had been over before, but unlike her desperate flight from Leo's gym, this was on her own terms.


  She grinned; it felt like she had finally taken control of her life. She wasn't going to be pushed around by anyone anymore—not the powerful people of the City or the sleazy men of the Alley or the other girls from the Gutter. Hart knew she was strong, and she wasn't going to let anyone tell her how to live her life ever again.


  She wouldn't risk herself for other people's sick enjoyment, and she wouldn't let anyone tell her it was wrong to kiss girls instead of boys.


  Hart slid into her own clothes, dropping the horrible spandex unceremoniously to the floor. For the first time in a long time, she felt comfortable in her own skin, proud of who she was.


  She turned to look in the full length mirror and smiled. She had been in disguise for so long, first as a boy, and then as whatever fantasy of a girl Jackal was trying to sell. Finally, though, she just looked like Hart. Her hair was tousled with product and sweat, and there were traces of makeup still smeared around her eyes, but that didn't matter.


  When Hart left the dressing room, it was without a backwards glance.


  *~*~*


  Hart pushed open the door to the street, and immediately frowned. There were angry shouts outside the arena, more the usual drunken raucousness that tended to follow a big fight.


  At first, Hart couldn't see the source of the trouble, just a knot of people crowded around the door. She recognized the uniforms of the arena security, and after a moment she realized that the angry shouting was coming from someone trying to force their way into the arena.


  "You get that idiot organizer out here!" The man bellowed. "I have something to tell him."


  The security just shouldered him further back from the door, their faces impassive even as he screamed right into them.


  Hart moved further onto the street, heading for the car waiting to take her home. At her movement, the angry man's head swiveled and their eyes locked.


  "Shit," Hart muttered.


  Kemp growled and lunged for her before she had a chance to react. It was like that horrible night all over again, and Hart froze as senseless terror flooded her. She knew she was safe, knew the security guards were standing right there, but the sight of Kemp bearing down on her made her feel just as vulnerable as she had in the dark of the Alley.


  He grabbed her roughly, a vicious grin on his face.


  "You." He hauled her towards the door, his nails digging into the skin of her arm. "Get that organizer out here," Kemp snarled at the security again. More and more people were milling around, watching with interest, and Hart felt bile rise in her throat.


  Wasn't it enough that Kemp had done this to her before?


  "He's going to want to hear how this little tramp has been lying to him," Kemp said, shaking Hart by the arm. The guards looked uncertain, their eyes moving from Hart to Kemp and back again.


  "What's the problem here?" Jackal's voice floated out over the din of the crowd, and the security men stepped aside to let him out. Ruby was with him, still in her fighting clothes, and her eyes widened as she spotted Hart and Kemp.


  Kemp dug his nails in deeper, and Hart felt the sting as they broke skin, knowing blood would be welling up around his grip. "You're getting played," he told Jackal bluntly.


  Jackal looked bemused. 


  "I came to see the fight tonight to watch this little bitch get her head bashed in. Imagine my surprise when I realized I knew that little bitch, too." Kemp pointed angrily at Ruby. "They're playing you. They know each other," Kemp barreled on, gesturing between Hart and Ruby.


  Surprise crossed Jackal's face, and he frowned. "You didn't tell me that."


  "Nothing to tell," Hart said quickly. "I used to fight at her father's ring, that's all."


  "Yeah, and you were pretty cozy from what I remember," Kemp spat. "Always hugging on the sidelines."


  The crowd outside had grown, most of the audience from the fight streaming out onto the sidewalk. Everyone was listening and a murmur went up at Kemp's words.


  "Yeah, we were friends," Ruby said quickly, her voice hard, her eyes narrowing. "Before."


  "Before?" Jackal asked.


  "She lied to me. To everyone. My dad nearly got arrested because of her," Ruby spat, and another murmur ran through the gathered crowd. Hart dropped her eyes. She knew Ruby was just saying what she had to, but it was all true. She had lied and had put Leo at risk.


  "And I—" Ruby shook her head, her expression angry. "I thought she was a boy." She crossed her arms. "Who liked me. And then I find out she's making a killing while no one comes to our gym because we let a girl fight. Forgive me for jumping at the chance to knock her down a peg or two."


  Jackal flung his arm around Ruby, giving her a comforting squeeze. "That sounds pretty reasonable to me," he said, eyeing Kemp.


  Kemp deflated slightly, but still growled, "I know you're up to something."


  Jackal grinned at the gathered crowd. "I think this has been quite enough excitement for tonight, don't you all agree?"


  The City folk, drunk or not, politely tittered.


  "If you want to see more, come back to see Ruby's next fight!" he announced, ever the businessman. The crowd began to disperse, and Hart knew that was her cue. Trying not to look at Ruby, she wrenched her arm from Kemp's lax grasp and headed for the waiting car.


  Ruby's words stung. Hart knew she was playing a part, playing the part they had devised together, but Hart had lied to her, had deceived her, and even though Ruby said they were fine now, Hart couldn't help but wonder if resentment still stirred beneath the surface. The words had come awfully easily to Ruby's lips.


  The car glided through the night, down illuminated City streets. Lights spiraled up into the sky, soaring to impossible heights, carving surreal shapes into the black of night. Yellow and blue and green and gold; everything gave off a different glow and the City practically hummed with the energy that powered it, hungrily consuming, day and night. Hart watched the scenery go past, hoping it was the last time she ever saw it. She was happy to leave the gleaming buildings and their rotten interiors behind.


  When they passed through the Alley, Hart hesitated. She was supposed to go straight to Leo's gym, but suddenly she felt unsure.


  Watching Ruby win the fight had been amazing; even though it was all choreographed, the triumph looked good on her. Hart worried that it had felt good, too. Worried that Ruby would embrace that world—the fights and Jackal and the City—and turn her back on Hart.


  Still, when the car turned down Ruby's street, Hart asked the driver to stop. She had made a promise.


  Leo's arena was quiet as Hart crept up to it, conscious of how conspicuous she was. She let herself into the gym, flipping on the lights to wait for Ruby to return. Idly, she pushed at one of the punching bags, watching it gently swing.


  It seemed like she was alone in the gym for hours. Intellectually, she knew she left the city before Ruby, but the silence of the gym was stifling, and she didn't want to be alone with her thoughts. Seeing Kemp again, being grabbed by Kemp again, being nearly exposed by Kemp again, had shaken her. All she could think about now were the ways everything could still go wrong. Until Ruby walked through the door with the money, she was going to be nervous.


  Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Hart heard a noise on the street. Her nerves were frayed and she jumped at the sound, her heart hammering in her throat as the door pushed open.


  Ruby and Leo walked in, smiles on their faces.


  Hart let out a breath, relaxing slightly at the sight of their matching grins. Ruby held up a small bag, dangling it enticingly in the air.


  "Guess what I have?" she laughed.


  Hart reached for it with shaking fingers. "Did you check how much was in there?"


  "Made Jackal count it out right in front of her. Twice," Leo said, pride evident in his voice.


  "I bet he loved that," Hart snorted. Hart held out her hand and Ruby stepped forward, but hesitated. For one awful second Hart felt her stomach sink, but Ruby just frowned.


  "Hey," Ruby stepped closer, cupping a hand around the back of Hart's neck and pressing the purse into Hart's grasp. Just like that. Like parting with all that money was nothing. "Are you alright?"


  "Yeah, fine." She was being ridiculous. She knew Ruby, she trusted Ruby. She just couldn't understand why someone would do so much for someone like her. But, despite what people like Kemp and Jackal said, Hart was starting to think she had underestimated herself. Ruby was smart and beautiful and funny. And she liked Hart. It had to mean something.


  "Everything is going to be better now," Ruby said, squeezing the hand still cupped around the purse. "You don't have to fight anymore, and Kemp won't be bothering you."


  "You know," Leo said, stepping forward, reminding the girls he was still in the room. Hart flushed, but Ruby didn't pull back from their near-embrace. "Jackal may have let you both go tonight, but he'd have to be an idiot not to be suspicious."


  "So? Hart's done with that now."


  "Yes," Leo nodded. "But he's going to expect you to fulfill your role as his new champion. When you don't, Kemp's accusations are going to be right at the front of his mind. He'll come looking—for you both."


  Hart's stomach sank. Leo was right. As the winner tonight, Ruby was expected to take Hart's place as Jackal's champion. Fighting wasn't a one-off gig, no matter how much money was in the purse.


  Hart's gaze drifted back to Ruby. She remembered the elation on Ruby's face as she basked in the admiration of the arena and wondered if that wasn't something the other girl wanted. To be a champion in her own right.


  "Hart will be fine," Ruby said quickly. "She's leaving the city. Jackal won't be able to find her."


  "What about you?" Hart asked. If Ruby wanted to be a fighter, that was up to her. Hart didn't want to stand in the way of anyone's dreams. But if Ruby went onto the circuit while Hart went into hiding, they'd never see each other again. Hart couldn't very well show up to support Ruby at her fights. She probably couldn't even meet up with her at Leo's gym, not if people like Jackal or Kemp were watching their every move.


  She wanted Ruby to be happy; she just wasn't ready to let her go.


  "Well," Ruby said, her eyes sliding to her father. She must have liked whatever she saw on Leo's face. A brilliant smile lit up her face as she turned back to Hart. "I hear the countryside is really nice this time of year."


  "What?" Hart shook her head when Ruby's face fell. "I mean, really?"


  Ruby's smile turned shy. "Yeah. I could help you guys get settled," she suggested. "You know, pick out a place. Get moved in. Get myself out of dodge for a couple of months."


  A few months, away from the fights, away from the city and the poverty and the hunger. Out in the country, where there was apparently fresh air and blue skies and green grass. Just Hart, her family, and Ruby. It was the time they had never had, time to get to know each other without anything in the way, no lies and no violence potentially separating them.


  "I think that sounds … pretty perfect," Hart said, returning Ruby's smile.


  Epilogue


  "Is that everything?" Leo asked, surveying the small cottage. Hart looked around with a wry smile. Her family's belongings hadn't seemed like much even in the cramped shack in the Gutter. Here, in their new house, it seemed like even less. "Looks like it."


  "Don't worry," Ruby said. "We'll fill it up in no time."


  Finn came racing into the house, the girls in hot pursuit, giggling wildly. When Hart had first shown the cottage to her family, Finn's eyes had widened as he surveyed the grounds, asking, "This is all ours?" They had so much room here, land spreading out around them, rolling green hills dotted with trees and patches of wildflowers. Penny liked to pick them, gathering huge armfuls to bring into the house, spreading the scent of wildflowers behind her, a far cry from the pungent stink of the heap that used to follow them everywhere.


  Ruby taught her how to weave the flowers into princess crowns, deftly knotting them together to perch atop Penny's fair hair.


  Minutes later it had been discarded as Penny took a running leap to tackle Finn. Roe had picked it up, brushing it off delicately and looking at Ruby with shy eyes. Ruby made her a brand new one.


  It seemed Ruby had something to offer every member of Hart's family. She sparred with Finn, burning off some of his excess energy. She dug in the garden with Penny, planting vegetables that would soon fill their bellies. And she played gently with Roe, letting the little girl style her wild locks or play dress up in her clothing.


  Vivien had taken to her as well, evidenced by the way she now swept into the room, dropping a kiss onto Ruby's cheek as she passed. "Thank you again for bringing all of this by, Mr. Ryan," she smiled at Leo. "Since Hart chased us out before we could pack."


  "We were on the run, mother."


  Ruby giggled as Vivien waved a nonchalant hand. She had relaxed since coming to the country, seemingly trusting Hart that out here they wouldn't starve, or fight or end up in jail.


  "It wasn't really 'on the run'," Leo agreed, shrugging at the look Hart gave him.


  "You said Jackal came by the gym," Ruby pointed out.


  "Yeah, and I told him you weren't interested in making a career out of fighting." Leo grinned. "He growled a little bit, but let's face it: I'm bigger than he is."


  Ruby snorted and rolled her eyes. Finn, on the other hand, was looking at Leo like he could walk on water. Ruby's father had come out once before, bringing Ruby with him, and Finn had instantly taken a liking to him. The whole time Leo visited, Finn was like his shadow, watching him with awe and peppering him with questions whenever there was a lull in the conversation.


  Hart worried that Finn was getting swept up in the glamour of the fights, but Vivien and Ruby seemed to think he was fine. "He just misses his father," her mother had whispered, and so Hart let it drop.


  Now, Finn was practically glowing with excitement over the fact that Leo was back.


  Leo sent money to Ruby whenever he could—"I'm just paying her room and board, Hart," he had insisted. "Take it. Please." —splitting his income from the arena with his daughter, even though she was no longer there to train his fighters.


  "I'm making some changes around the gym, too," he said now.


  Ruby frowned. "Not because of Jackal?"


  "No," Leo smiled. "Because of you two."


  Hart's eyes widened. "You're not letting girls fight?" She knew money was still pouring in for Jackal—runaway champion or not—but she didn't think Leo was the type to chase those kinds of gains.


  "No, although I still believe you women can hold your own in the ring. And out of it," Leo said as Ruby smirked and punched his shoulder. He made a great show of clasping the spot she hit and wincing, making the little girls squeal with delight. "I'm cleaning things up at the arena. You know, rules and regulations."


  "Your arena was already the cleanest I've ever seen," Hart told him.


  Leo smiled ruefully. "I tried. But I realized that I could try harder. It's what I told you all those months ago: I don't want to have to hang around the fence waiting for someone too desperate to do anything else. I want fighters who are there just because they want to be. I want them healthy and trained; well-fed and well-taken care of."


  "And how are you going to do that?" Hart's mother asked.


  "Well, first of all:  train more fighters like I did with Hart. Make them into skilled boxers, not just ruffians mauling each other. Then, sell the fights as watching real athleticism. Not blood, but technique."


  Hart frowned. "Do you think there's a market for that?"


  "I hope so. There must be some people who are interested in more than how vicious things can get. Classier people who'll pay for skill and performance."


  Hart remembered how the arena had whooped and hollered as she and Ruby performed complicated, impressive moves. Sure, they had been choreographed, but the audience didn't know that. Apparently they liked seeing more than slapping and hair pulling.


  "And any time either of you want to come back and help me train fighters, I've got a job for you at the gym."


  Hart knew there was no going back for her. She loved it out in the country, loved the open spaces and the clean air almost as much as she loved the fact that they were nearly self-sufficient on this little slice of land. They grew what they ate, tended the chickens, and planned on buying a milking cow later that year.


  But Ruby—they had never talked about how long she was staying for. She needed to get out of the city 'for a bit', and Hart had a place outside the city. They didn't talk about it anymore than that.


  Hart knew Ruby would be good at training competent, clean fighters; she would be good at keeping people in line and following the rules.


  Hart would miss her if she left.


  "But," Leo continued, turning to his daughter. "It seems to me you could stand to be out here a little longer. That is, if they'll have you?"


  Vivien laughed as Roe and Penny latched on to Ruby. "I'd like to see you try and take her from us!"


  "Really?" Ruby asked, the question directly equally at her father, Vivien, and Hart.


  Hart's mother shot her a look, letting her answer.


  "You know you can stay as long as you like," she said quietly. Then she grinned. "Besides, you already promised to be the one who milks the cow!"


  Later, as Leo pitched in to get everything unpacked, Hart and Ruby slipped out of the cottage, into the sunshine.


  "You really want to stay?" Hart asked quietly.


  Ruby grinned. "You really want me to stay?" she shot back.


  Hart reached out, tangling her fingers with Ruby's, giving her hand a little squeeze, hoping Ruby understood.


  Ruby squeezed back, reeling Hart in to press close. "Me too," she said, her smile pressing teasingly against Hart's own lips. They kissed, in the bright sunshine and the fresh air, a bird singing in the tree overhead.


  Hart couldn't believe she ever thought she wanted anything else.


  Fin
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