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Day Zeroy

†A DAGGER IS MEANT FOR STABBING. A DAGGER IS MEANT FOR STABBING. A DAGGER IS MEANT FOR STABBING. A DAGGER IS MEANT FOR STABBING.  It is meant for NG.  It is meant for 

killing. A dagger has two sharp edges and goes down to a point. If you 

have a good dagger, the blade is made of iron mixed with carbon. If 

there’s no carbon, it will be too soft. If there’s too much carbon, it will 

be too brittle.

I had a good dagger. A robber girl needs a good dagger.

“I’m the best dagger,” said the dagger.

“You’re the best dagger,” I said.

We matched each other, my dagger and I. We were not too soft, 

we were not too brittle. I hadn’t stabbed anyone yet, but I would. The 

dagger had stabbed lots of people.

“More than you can count,” said the dagger.

“Not more.” I could count as high as there were numbers. I could 

count as low as there were numbers. I could count down to zero.

Yesterday had been Day One. Today was Day Zero. The important 

part of Day Zero had already started. We’d left the hideout and were 
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riding through the ravine. The path tilted up, the cliffs leaned in on us. 

Here the horses had to walk in a single line. Later we would have to be 

quiet, but not yet. Stones went rattling down the path. Hoofbeats and 

stone falls echoed between the cliffs. The stone was gray, but later, when 

we had to be quiet, the stone would be pink. It was a long way up to 

the top of the world, where the stone turned pink.

Here the world was small, the stone walls pressing at us, breathing 

their damp ancient breath. First in line was Gentleman Jack. He was 

always fi rst, the ribbons fl uttering from his horse’s mane, the yellow 

gloves on his hands.

Primrose. That was the color of Gentleman Jack’s gloves.

I came next. Yellow ribbons fl uttered from my pinto’s mane, but 

they were regular yellow, not primrose. Primrose was just for Gentleman 

Jack.

Then came Rough Ricky. No gloves, no ribbons. Just the web of 

scars on his hands and face. We always came fi rst: Gentleman Jack, then 

me, then Rough Ricky. The rest of the Gentlemen came behind us, but 

the three of us were always fi rst.

“And me,” said the dagger. “Don’t forget about me!”

I would never forget about the dagger.

“I have the sharpest point,” said the dagger. “I have two edges, sharp as death.”

The dagger was sharp, I was sharp. Together we were sharp, together 

we were wild.

Soon the ravine would end and the Plains would begin. In the middle 

of the Plains rose the Indigo Heart, where there would be gullies to leap 

and mountains to climb. There would be a thousand-thousand tons of 

pink stone. That’s what I’d been waiting for. Today I’d use the dagger. 

Today I’d get my name.
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We threaded the horses through the three great stones that hid the 

ravine. Here the world burst upon us, a sea of yellowed grass poking 

through the snow, and in the distance, the earth shrugging its shoulders 

into the mountains of the Indigo Heart. When you stay in the ravine 

all winter, you begin to think that’s all there is—the cliffs, the cave, 

the river. It’s easy to forget that the ravine is buried in the Plains, like 

a hollow egg.

Today I’d get a house.

“It’s not really your house,” said the dagger.

Today I’d get a grandmother.

“She’s not really your grandmother,” said the dagger.

Gentleman Jack, Rough Ricky, and I still rode fi rst, but now we had 

enough room to fan ourselves into an arrowhead, with Gentleman Jack 

making the point. The rest of the Gentlemen rode single fi le behind. 

They made the shaft of the arrow.

The wind shrieked across the Plains. It smelled of cold and snow. 

The wind was fast, and we were fast, but we didn’t shriek. We were 

practicing to be quiet. Ahead rose the mountains, pink above the tree 

line but dark with indigo trees below.

Nothing could go wrong, not on Day Zero. Day Zero was Now. At 

last I’d arrived at Now. Now was a yellow ribbon in a pony’s mane. 

Now was a cascade of lace at Gentleman Jack’s wrists. Now was a pair 

of primrose gloves, with the letters GJR embroidered on the cuffs. Now 

was the glint of a ruby in Gentleman Jack’s ear.

Nothing could go wrong, not when Gentleman Jack, Rough Ricky, 

and I made the head of the arrow.

I knew we were close when we reached the railroad tracks. It was 

funny how you couldn’t see the Indigo Heart as well when you got 
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close. You couldn’t see the mountains, pink against the sky. All you 

could see were the indigo trees and, minutes later, the red clay road that 

circled the Heart.

“There’s iron in the clay.” The dagger knew everything about metal. 

“That’s why it’s red.”

The Indigo Heart was just the way Gentleman Jack had described.

“Iron is magnetic,” said the dagger.

The dagger was magnetic, too, which meant it would feel the pull 

of the road. I wasn’t expecting to feel it, but I did, just a little tug when 

we leapt upon the clay.

“There’s a bit of iron in blood,” said the dagger.

It was like the tug of sleep when it was time to wake up. You could 

break the tug but you didn’t want to.

“Magnets are not like sleep,” said the dagger.

It would be faster and easier to take the road that went winging up 

the mountain, but it wasn’t safe: someone might see us.

We leapt up the embankment, onto the mountainside. Here, among 

the indigo trees, the horses slowed, crunching over indigo needles and 

aspen leaves and pockets of snow. It was winter in the Indigo Heart. 

The birds were silent; there was just the sound of crunching. The horses 

wound through the indigos, sidestepped jabs of rock punching through 

the earth. Above, a hawk sailed in descending spires.

“Watch where we’re going!” said the dagger.

The dagger meant both of us had to watch. The dagger was in the 

sheath at my waist, and it was also in my head. But it could only see 

what I saw, so if I wasn’t watching, it couldn’t watch, either.

“We have to remember where we’re going,” said the dagger. “If something goes 

wrong, we have to get back to the hideout.”

I couldn’t remember a time the dagger wasn’t in my head, six 
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inches of carbon and iron, reminding me to be wild. If I ever wished 

for taming things, like more food or a heavier coat, it would press at 

my thoughts, cool and sharp. Together we had a blade that cut on both 

sides. Together we had a spear-point tip.

Together we were wild.

The slopes grew steeper and rockier; we crested a rise, and now we 

had to take the road. That was the dangerous part. Someone might see us.

The road wound up and up, around rocky outcroppings. We went 

faster now. There was less snow on the road, and fewer rocks and roots 

to trip us.

“This is the road,” said Gentleman Jack.

I knew what he meant. This was the road where he’d found me, 

abandoned and left to die.

“I don’t calculate the coach will be late,” said Rough Ricky.

“Road’s not too soft,” said Gentleman Jack. Sometimes you couldn’t 

drive on the roads in the Indigo Heart because they were too deep with 

mud. “Just a little sticky.”

We swung around the folds and bends of the cliffs. The sky was low 

and white, like an overturned eggshell. The land dropped away on the 

downhill side. We rode between a wall of rock to the left and a plunge 

into nothing on the right. Sometimes the road narrowed into a lip, 

pouting round the cliff. It would be easy to swing too far and tumble 

into the dark.

Gentleman Jack tugged at the reins; our horses slowed. The other 

Gentlemen passed us. They were a mass of brown except for the scarlet 

feather in Doubtful Mittie’s hat.

“Fool!” said the dagger, and I agreed. We’d all warned Doubtful 

Mittie, but because he wasn’t from the Territories, he didn’t believe us: 

he didn’t believe that if you wear a dead man’s hat, you’ll die, too.
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“Not exactly that,” said the dagger, which was always precise. “The man 

has to have died wearing the hat.”

That’s what I’d meant, but there was no point saying so. You 

couldn’t argue with the dagger. It was too un-bendy. You can’t argue 

with iron and carbon.

The Gentlemen vanished up the road, and now it was just the three 

of us, Gentleman Jack, Rough Ricky, and me.

“And me,” said the dagger.

Gentleman Jack had told me about the place I was to hide. He’d told 

me again and again, and I’d imagined it, but it was different to see it 

in real life, to see the almost invisible crevice in the cliff. None of the 

Gentlemen would be able to fi t there, but I could. A ten-year-old girl 

could fi t.

“Maybe ten,” said the dagger. “Maybe nine.”

“Maybe ten,” I said. “Maybe eleven.”

We slid off our horses, past blue ribbons, past yellow ribbons. Lace 

fl owed over Gentleman Jack’s collar. Lace ruffl ed over the embroidery on 

his gloves. Gentleman Jack was in motion, his lace blowing in the wind. 

Rough Ricky was stiff and slow, bound by a webbing of scars. He’d played 

with fi re, which a person should never do. The scars were his Affl iction.

“Tell me the plan.” Rough Ricky’s voice was low and whispery, like 

ash. He’d wrecked his voice in one of the fi res he’d set. “Be careful of 

smoke and lye,” he sometimes said. Lye was something that made fi res 

burn faster.

“I slide myself into that crevice,” I said. “I wait until I hear the 

stagecoach.”

“What if they realize you’re a girl?” Gentleman Jack reached for the 

bag of sweets he carried with him always. He had no Affl iction—unless, 
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he sometimes said, you counted his sweet tooth. He said it was his one 

vice, but he meant it as a joke.

“They won’t realize,” I said. I wore britches; I had stuffed my hair 

into my hat.

“What if they catch you?” said Gentleman Jack.

“They won’t catch me,” I said.

“What if they ask your name?” said Gentleman Jack.

“I’ll say I have no name,” I said.

“What if they ask about the hideout?” said Gentleman Jack.

“I’ll say there is no hideout,” I said.

“What if she can’t speak?” Rough Ricky was talking about my 

Affl iction. I couldn’t speak until someone spoke to me fi rst. I could 

whistle, which got people’s attention, but Gentleman Jack wouldn’t let 

me. It was bad luck to whistle.

Rough Ricky was worried the outriders on the stagecoach wouldn’t 

speak to me. That would mean I couldn’t speak to them.

Gentleman Jack reached for his strike lighter. It was for lighting 

cigars, but Gentleman Jack didn’t smoke. He made the fl ame dance on 

and off, on and off. He said it helped him think.

“They’re bound to say something,” said Gentleman Jack. “To a kid, 

alone on the road?” But Gentleman Jack didn’t know how easy it was to 

ignore a plain, scrawny kid.

“I guess,” said Rough Ricky.

We both had an Affl iction, but Rough Ricky knew what he’d done 

to get his, and I didn’t know what I’d done to get mine.

“Show me the dagger,” said Gentleman Jack. He’d taught me to 

draw it straight and fast. In a second it lay gleaming in my hand. There 

were its two sharp edges, there was the deadly tip.
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“You have kept it clean.” Gentleman Jack smiled his best smile. It 

was the one where you couldn’t see his teeth.

I had kept it clean.

“You have kept it dry,” said Gentleman Jack.

I had kept it dry.

“You have kept it sharp.”

I had kept it sharp.

“It will do,” said Gentleman Jack.

I squeezed myself sideways into the crevice. Gentleman Jack and 

Rough Ricky looked in, blocking the sunlight. Then Gentleman Jack 

nodded, and they stepped back. Now the sun could enter, but it had to 

pull in its stomach to fi t.

Gentleman Jack and Rough Ricky didn’t say goodbye. They simply 

left; I was alone. Now came the soft thud of horses’ hooves in the 

squish of the road. They were heading uphill to the hiding place. They 

were leading my pinto. I remembered the yellow ribbons in his mane, I 

remembered how they blew in the wind. The sunlight was cool; it kept 

its distance.

“What if they catch you?” said the dagger.

“I use you,” I said. “I hurt them.”

“How do you hurt them?” said the dagger.

“I cut a tendon,” I said. “Then they can’t move.”

It was good to talk to the dagger. I felt it leaning against my thoughts. 

It made my mind sharp, it made my thoughts wild.

The crevice was tall and thin, like a broken tooth. Twists and thrusts 

of indigo branches bristled from fi ngernail cracks. It was all fi ngernails 

and teeth. The wind rustled along the road, but it couldn’t enter here. 

The thick resin smell of indigo lay sticky in my mouth.

“How do you kill someone?” said the dagger.
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“I make a sticking motion in the eye,” I said. “I make a slicing motion at the 

throat.”

“But will you want to kill them?” said the dagger.

“Only if I have to,” I said. “Killing is more sure, but it gets you in bigger trouble.”

Now came a rumbling of the stagecoach, faint but clear. Gentleman 

Jack had said I’d be able to hear it a mile away. The air in the Indigo 

Heart was good for listening. It was Day Zero, and the stagecoach would 

not be late.

“I will try not to kill them,” I said.

On top of the clatter of the wooden wheels came the thud of 

hooves. And on top of that came the jingling of harnesses and the whuf-

fl ing of horse breath.

“Is it time?” I said.

“Almost!” said the dagger.

Day Zero had just begun. At the beginning of today, I had no name 

and no house and no grandmother. But at the end of today, Gentleman 

Jack would give me a name. Today we’d go live with Grandmother.

I knew the number for zero had a hole in its middle. But today I’d 

fi ll in all the holes.

“It’s time!” said the dagger.

I jumped.



Yellow Ribbonsw Ribbons

†I JUMPED INTO A CONFUSION OF HORSES, I JUMPED INTO A CONFUSION OF HORSES, I JUMPED INTO A CONFUSION OF HORSES, I JUMPED INTO A CONFUSION OF HORSES, I JUMPED INTO A CONFUSION OF HORSES, I JUMPED INTO A CONFUSION OF HORSES,  huge 

white legs, shrill whinnies. There were too many legs, plunging and 

punching the road. I pressed myself against the cliff.

“You have to go forward!” said the dagger, which is easy to say when 

you’re made of carbon and iron and can’t get trampled.

“Whoa!” cried a great voice.

There was a dreadful space of time in which everything was quiet, 

save for the scraping of hooves and the jingle of harnesses.

The driver was as big and bright as the horses. I had to talk to him, 

to this man in the white coat with the long fringes, to this man in the 

big white hat. He was big, and his mustache was big, and even though 

there were lots of reins, his hands could hold them all.

“What is it?” he said. Gentleman Jack had been right. The driver 

would speak to a kid alone on the road. Now I could speak to him—no, 

to them. There were two of them, the driver and, perched beside him, 

a man like a little brown mouse. The horses shifted in their traces. Their 
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harnesses shone with silver rings and rivets.

“Tell him about the outlaws!” said the dagger.

Gentleman Jack had told me what to say. He said I wouldn’t need 

to say much, he said anyone would rescue a child from outlaws. But 

I hated talking to people for the fi rst time. They always looked at me 

funny when they heard my ugly voice.

I said the word “Outlaws.” My voice was a closed door. I said, 

“Stopped our wagon.” The pawing and snorting of the horses stomped 

my voice fl at, the bright harness bells rang it out of existence.

“Right on schedule.” The mouse man turned to the driver. A silver 

star shone from his coat. I didn’t realize what the star meant. But the 

dagger did. Something made of iron and carbon would know about 

metal stars.

“The Sheriff!” said the dagger. “Yell! Warn the Gentlemen!”

But I didn’t have a yelling voice. I could whistle, loud as anything, 

but that would bring bad luck, which we were having already.

Now there came a click, and now it was too late. Rifl es and revolvers 

clicked when they were getting ready to shoot. Click! It was the mouse 

man—the Sheriff. He leapt from his perch and twisted with a lithe 

slimness. A rifl e glinted as he threw himself across the stagecoach roof.

The Gentlemen pounded down the road, toward the back of the 

coach. The mouse man lay on top, looking over the rifl e.

Everything happened at once. The rifl e cracked. The six white horses 

whinnied and reared. Crack went the rifl e again, bright as lightning.

It was a repeating rifl e. The Sheriff could shoot and shoot without 

pausing to reload.

Now again, sharp enough to crack the eggshell sky. The horses were 

all jingle and churn, all plunge and whinny. I backed into the cliff, but 

the horses were still too close. They’d churn and plunge me. They’d 
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jingle and grind me.

I kept my back to the cliff and scuttled downhill, away from the 

Gentlemen, and the stagecoach, and the horses.

The downhill road was clear. The horses were uphill; everything 

was uphill. I darted across the road, to where it stumbled over some 

rocks and fell into the gorge.

So many guns now, so much shooting, you couldn’t hear the clicks. 

The driver held the horses steady. The Gentlemen were fi ring, the mouse 

man was fi ring, and someone else was fi ring from the gorge side of 

the coach. The stagecoach door was open. A man used it like a shield, 

crouching behind it, fi ring around it.

All I could think of was Gentleman Jack. The man might shoot 

Gentleman Jack!

I crept along the edge of the gorge, toward the coach. Horses shied 

and squealed. The air was all lightning bolts and pounding hooves. I had 

the dagger, though. I’d grab it, but only at the last minute. That was so 

the man couldn’t see me approaching, dagger in hand. That was so he 

couldn’t get ready to defend himself. I could snatch the dagger quick as 

quick. I’d practiced until I was almost as fast as Gentleman Jack.

A slicing motion at the neck. That was when you wanted to kill someone.

I crept up behind the shooter, who might kill Gentleman Jack. It 

was better to hurt, not kill. But not when Gentleman Jack was in danger.

A sticking motion in the eye. That was when you wanted to kill someone.

“Behind you!” shouted the Sheriff. He could see everything from 

the stagecoach roof.

The shooter had folded himself up so he could fi t behind the door. 

He spun around but didn’t unfold. More gunshots, the sharp smell of 

gunpowder. The man grabbed my wrist. A bullet hit a rock beside us. It 
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bounced off, then dove into the squish and drowned.

A horse screamed. A horse’s scream is different from a person’s 

scream. A horse’s scream is pure nightmare.

I couldn’t see the fi ght from this side of the road, from behind the 

stagecoach door. I saw only the man, folded like a piece of paper. I saw 

the man, and the road, and the man’s boots on the road. They were 

black boots, well polished, with silver stitching.

He jerked us against the coach because now the Gentlemen were 

running, strung in a messy line. They thudded past us, between the 

coach and the gorge. It took just a moment; I watched them pound 

downhill. But where was Gentleman Jack?

The Gentlemen raised no dust, it was too sticky for dust. They 

rounded a bend in the road and vanished. The world grew very small. I 

looked at the road, at the black boots with silver stitching. Beside them 

lay a hat with a scarlet feather.

It was Doubtful Mittie’s hat. Doubtful Mittie hadn’t passed us, had 

he? Gentleman Jack hadn’t passed us, had he?

The man unfolded himself, still holding my wrist. He unfolded and 

unfolded until he was impossibly tall. But he didn’t know I was quick. 

He didn’t know I was used to fi ghting. When you know how to fi ght, 

you take your opponent by surprise. You attack when he expects you 

to run.

I wasn’t tall, but I could jump. I sprang at the man. I wrapped my 

legs round his waist, I twined my arms round his neck. He wore side 

whiskers and a high collar. But there was still lots of exposed fl esh. I sank 

my teeth into his cheek.

He slammed the stagecoach door and shook me off, all the while 

holding my wrist. My hat tumbled to the ground, but that didn’t matter, 
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not now. I stood on the road, which stretched out in both directions. It 

had always stretched in both directions, but now, with the stagecoach 

door shut, I could see the uphill road. I didn’t want to see it; I didn’t 

want to see the things on the road, but my eyes kept getting stuck. They 

got stuck on the scarlet feather in Doubtful Mittie’s hat. They got stuck 

on a lump of a body wearing Doubtful Mittie’s jacket. They got stuck 

on Gentleman Jack’s boots. Gentleman Jack was standing in them. He 

was alive, but he’d been caught. My hat was lying in the road. My hair 

tumbled round my shoulders.

“A girl!” said the folding-paper man.

Gentleman Jack had been caught. I’d been caught.

The two of us, we’d been caught. What should I do? What could I 

do? I couldn’t call out to Gentleman Jack. It had been too long since any-

one had spoken to me; my Affl iction had me by the throat. Gentleman 

Jack was tall and the Sheriff was a mouse, but still, Gentleman Jack 

was the one in handcuffs. Gentleman Jack was the one with a revolver 

pressed to his back. Gentleman Jack was the one who had to listen to 

the Sheriff saying, “Jack Royal, we arrest you for the murder of Federal 

Marshal Starling. We arrest you in the name of the Blue Rose.”

“A girl dressed as a boy,” said the folding-paper man.

Gentleman Jack smiled and smiled. He smiled his best smile, the 

one that covered up his teeth. He looked just like his last name. He was 

Royal.

I glanced up at the length of the folding man, past the black creases 

of his body to the half-moon tooth marks on his cheek.

I saw too much. I saw the silver star on the Sheriff’s jacket. I saw the 

Sheriff force Gentleman Jack toward the stagecoach. Gentleman Jack saw 

me, but his smile didn’t change.

I saw Doubtful Mittie’s jacket, wrapped around something that was 
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no longer Doubtful Mittie. He wasn’t breathing anymore, so it didn’t 

matter that he was lying facedown in the muck. Still, I wished someone 

would turn him over.

Doubtful Mittie had fl ung out his hands, maybe to catch himself. 

They were the color of raw liver. I smelled them, even from here. They 

stank of rotting meat. That was his Affl iction for having killed a child.

Or children, maybe. Doubtful Mittie might have killed more than 

one child.

His hat lay in the mud. Doubtful Mittie wouldn’t have liked that. 

He took good care of that hat. I remembered how happy he’d been 

when Gentleman Jack said he could keep it. Doubtful Mittie had tucked 

the scarlet feather in the hatband to disguise it. The hat had belonged 

to the Federal Marshal, and the Federal Marshal was famous, but still, 

no one would recognize his hat, not with the feather. Gentleman Jack 

liked it that way. He said the hat was hiding in plain sight.

The folding man dropped my wrist. He no longer needed to hold 

on. There was nowhere I could go. No one I could save. All I could do 

was pick up the hat. Doubtful Mittie didn’t care about it anymore, but 

I did.

“Why do you want that?” said the folding man.

“It’s Gentleman Jack’s,” I said. If one of the Gentlemen died, every-

thing he owned belonged to Gentleman Jack.

“I’ll give it to him,” said the folding man, but I shook my head. I 

clutched the hat and watched Gentleman Jack. He was going to make a 

move, I could tell. Yes, there he went!—whirling round, slamming his 

shoulder into the Sheriff’s jaw. But the Sheriff was alert, and smart. He 

knew the trick of jerking his prisoner’s arms, forcing the prisoner to turn 

to the front or else risk his arms being wrenched from his shoulders.

That was very painful. I knew from personal experience.
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The Sheriff and Gentleman Jack disappeared around the far side of 

the stagecoach. I couldn’t see Gentleman Jack, so I’d have to think of him 

instead. I’d never stop thinking of him. I’d already rescued the hat; I’d 

give it to him. What if I could rescue the gold on the coach—the fi ve 

bricks of gold—and give it to him? What if I could rescue Gentleman 

Jack and—and what?

I’d give Gentleman Jack back to himself.

I buttoned Doubtful Mittie’s hat into my coat. Gentleman Jack was 

just a shadow through the stagecoach window, sitting on the far side 

of the Sheriff. I hoped he could see me better than I could see him, see 

me rescuing his property. Obeying the rules, as I always did. I looked 

over the lump the hat made in my middle; I looked down to my boots. 

Looking at my boots was better than looking at Doubtful Mittie, looking 

at his face in the mud, looking at his grasping raw-liver hands.

It was better than looking at the pinto.

But I couldn’t ignore the yellow ribbons fl uttering from the pinto’s 

mane. Like Doubtful Mittie, the pinto lay in the road. Unlike Doubtful 

Mittie, he thrashed his legs and struggled his shoulders from the mud.

“What do you think, Sheriff?” said the folded-paper man.

“The pony will never get up,” said the Sheriff from inside the coach.

The pinto groaned. He churned the mud with his forelegs; he was 

lathered with foam. The yellow ribbons fl uttered. The pinto’s eyes were 

white. The sky was white. The pinto writhed, but the sky was blank and 

blind. The pinto couldn’t churn himself out of the muck.

The folded-paper man strode toward the pinto. He didn’t even look 

behind to make sure I wasn’t slipping away. How could I, with the 

driver right there?

I closed my eyes. I jumped at the gunshot, even though I knew it 
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was coming. I tasted the gunshot. It left an acid spit in the air.

Now the yellow ribbons lay still. Now the folding-paper man walked 

back to the coach.

I swallowed hard. I couldn’t get sick here, in front of everyone. 

But the revolver spit made me want to be sick. It would be better if I 

could be in the coach with Gentleman Jack. I reached for the handle, 

even though Gentleman Jack was on the far side. But the man pulled 

me back.

They wouldn’t let me ride with Gentleman Jack. That was the 

Sheriff’s job, to ride in the coach and make sure Gentleman Jack didn’t 

escape. It was the folded man’s job to make sure I didn’t escape. His 

fi ngers were long and hard.

“Keep an eye on her, Judge,” said the driver.

“Never fear,” said the Judge. He held me tight. He was a folded-

paper man, but he was also a judge. Gentleman Jack and I had been 

caught by a sheriff and a judge. They would take us to jail.

The Judge bent toward me. I hadn’t quite seen his face until now. 

His quickness and tallness had gotten in the way. Now I saw that his 

quickness made him seem younger than he was. There were lines at his 

eyes, like chicken scratches, and creases running beside his nose and 

into his mustache. And very red on his cheek were the bright smiles 

of my teeth.

I would make myself look at the smiles. I’d keep the dagger hidden 

and remind myself of all the ways I knew how to hurt a person. I had 

my teeth; I had my fi ngers. You didn’t have to be big to poke your 

fi nger into someone’s eye.

I looked at the angles and hollows of his face, at his eagle nose, at 

his cliffside cheekbones. The Sheriff and the Judge must be taking us to 
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jail. At least in jail I’d be with Gentleman Jack.

“What do you reckon to do with her, Judge?” said the driver.

The driver didn’t care that I was going to jail. He was too big and 

relaxed, the reins sliding through his fi ngers, the fringes of his white 

jacket blowing in the wind.

“This is exciting!” said the dagger.

“I’ll take her home,” said the Judge.

There came a silence, like a gulp. “Are you sure?” said the driver.

“No,” said the Judge. He paused, then said, “We’d better head out, 

before the snow.”

“It’s going to blow in hard,” said the driver.

I hated the Judge. Before, he had been all long arms and quickness. 

Before, he had been an unfolding into tallness. But now he stood still, a 

black paper shadow, blocking the sky. I hated the Judge, with his eagle-

nest cheekbones and chicken-scratch eyes.

I hated the Sheriff, so little and scurrying. I hated the driver, so big 

and easy with himself. I wanted to go to jail with Gentleman Jack. But 

I couldn’t say so. It had been too long since anyone had talked to me. 

And Too Long was not very long at all. After someone spoke to me, I 

had to speak within the space of three breaths and a swallow; otherwise 

my Affl iction would gobble up my words.

A wind blew up and with it came a fl utter of ribbon. The ribbon 

was yellow, and if you could see revolver spit, it would be yellow. I 

swallowed and swallowed, but it was too late. I was sick all over the 

Judge’s boots.

For some reason, that made the men laugh. The Sheriff, the driver, 

even the Judge.

“They’ll clean,” said the Judge, and the driver said that, speaking of 

cleaning, he’d come back to dispose of the bodies. “Not a pretty sight,” 
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said the driver, “especially with the hands on that fellow.”

He and the Judge exchanged a glance. They understood about 

Doubtful Mittie’s raw-liver hands. They knew it meant he’d killed a 

child. Or maybe children.

“I’ll take the girl on my horse,” said the Judge. “The stage is 

sick-making.”

It turned out that the Judge had brought a horse, tied to the back of 

the stagecoach. Why would the Judge have brought his horse? You don’t 

need a horse when you’re on a stagecoach carrying fi ve gold bricks to 

the railroad station in Buffalo Bend. But here it was, and now we were 

mounted, with me sitting in front. I craned my neck to look up at him, 

surprised all over again by my tooth marks.

“What’s your name?” he said.

Now I could speak. “I have no name.” I hated the Judge. I hated my 

fl at, clopping voice.

“No name?” said the Judge.

“No name.”

“We must call you something,” said the Judge. But why must he 

call me anything? And anyway, this wasn’t what I’d practiced with 

Gentleman Jack.

“Where do you come from?” he said.

“I come from nowhere,” I said. “Where are we going?”

“We’re going to Blue Roses.”

I knew Blue Roses was the biggest town in the Indigo Heart. My 

mother was from Blue Roses, but she’d left me in the wilderness to die. 

Gentleman Jack found me and brought me back to life.

I had to speak before three breaths and a swallow went by. “What 

about the gold?” We were going uphill, deeper into the Indigo Heart, 

and so was the stagecoach. But I’d thought the stagecoach had to go the 
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other way, to get the gold to the railroad, where it could be put on a 

train and sent out of the Territories.

“There never was any gold,” said the Judge.

Of course there’d been gold. Gentleman Jack had heard about it 

from his reliable source. He’d heard that the stagecoach today was car-

rying fi ve bricks of solid gold. Together they were worth one hundred 

twenty-eight thousand dollars.

“There is gold, of course,” said the Judge. “The veins of the Indigo 

Heart run with gold. But there was no gold on the coach, not today.”

I couldn’t make myself understand. Day Zero was the day the coach 

was supposed to carry the fi ve gold bricks. We were going to take the 

gold bricks to Grandmother, and they would make her happy.

“The gold was a trick to catch Gentleman Jack.” The Judge craned 

round to look at me. I saw the bite marks on his cheek, and I saw his 

coffee-bean eyes. You can’t tell what someone’s thinking when they 

have coffee-bean eyes.

Up the road we went, into the Indigo Heart, to Blue Roses. Cliffs 

rose to the left, and to the right, gullies and gorges fell into darkness.

“Gentleman Jack is a thief,” said the Judge, “and a murderer. He 

killed the Federal Marshal. You know he did.”

I had the Federal Marshal’s hat buttoned into my coat. Yes, Gentleman 

Jack had killed the Federal Marshal, and the Federal Marshal’s hat had 

killed Doubtful Mittie.

“There were folks who saw you,” said the Judge. “We know you 

were there.”

I’d been there, all right, and I understood why Gentleman Jack had 

to kill the Federal Marshal. The Marshal wouldn’t let Gentleman Jack take 

any gold from the Indigo Heart, even though he had as much right to 

the gold as anyone else. I didn’t like to remember the Federal Marshal 



✴ 21 ✴

being killed, but that didn’t matter. It served the Federal Marshal right 

to be dead.

We passed under a bluff of red earth; it pressed down on us. It made 

the air heavy. I couldn’t stop thinking about the fl utter of yellow ribbon.

“The ribbon’s not important,” said the dagger. “Paying attention is important. 

Finding the hideout is important.”

I paid attention. I marked the places we passed—the bluff of red 

earth; a river, high and rushy despite the cold. “The Jordan River,” said 

the Judge. The pinto would have balked at the crossing, but the Judge’s 

horse was used to it. The water wet the Judge’s boots. That would clean 

off the sick.

We passed endless scrabbly indigo, growing almost horizontally 

from the cliffs. I would remember this, and I would remember the 

jagged mounds of earth and how the road would sometimes straighten 

out and let the world burst into view—hillsides dark with indigo giving 

way to cliffs of pink stone—then winding back into themselves again.

The gray stone of the hideout was in the ravine, which was at the 

bottom of the world. The pink stone of Blue Roses was at the top of 

the world.

I wasn’t supposed to be here, not at the top of the world. I was 

supposed to be with Gentleman Jack, riding across the Plains to Netherby 

Scar and to Grandmother. I’d counted down to Day Zero for so long, I 

couldn’t believe there never was any gold.

The number zero is just the way it looks. It’s a big hole fi lled with 

emptiness.



The Cottage

†UP WE WENT, UP WE WENT,  jolting and lurching; there was nothing but 

Up in this place. We rode through a valley of twilight and indigo; we 

rode to where the pink rocks shone with sunset. I hadn’t known you 

could see sunset and twilight at the same time. I looked for something 

I knew. But it was just the Judge, the horse, and me, and I didn’t know 

any of us.

Gentleman Jack had told me what the people in Blue Roses would 

say about him. Sometimes the people were called the Rosati, because 

they were crazy about roses.

The Rosati would say Gentleman Jack was bad. They’d say they had 

to rescue me from him. But it had been Gentleman Jack who’d rescued 

me from them.

Where was the jail? That’s where I could be with Gentleman Jack. 

I wished the Judge would say something, so I could tell him I wanted 

to go to the jail and be with Gentleman Jack. But three breaths and a 

swallow had passed, and the Judge remained silent.
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The light faded. The pink stone had turned gray by the time we slid 

off the horse. The Judge handed the reins to a man who appeared from 

the shadows. We walked up steps carved into the rock. They were steep 

and juddery, sticking out in all the wrong places. Now up a twist of 

steps and around a bend, now toward a glint of glass. The glass was in 

a window, the window was in a cottage.

How did I know that word, Cottage?

“Hungry?” The Judge spoke at last.

“I want to go to jail.”

“Heavens, no,” said the Judge. “You can’t go to jail.”

“I can,” I said. “I’ve done lots of bad things. I want to be in the 

same jail as Gentleman Jack.” No, not the same jail. I wanted to be in 

the same cell as Gentleman Jack. A jail was a building full of cages, and 

a cell was one of those cages.

If I was in a cell with Gentleman Jack, I could escape with him. 

“There’s no jail that can hold me.” That’s what he always said. We’d be 

together; we’d make a plan and together we’d escape.

“You’re too young to go to jail,” said the Judge, “even if you’ve 

done bad things. How old are you? About ten?”

“About eleven,” I said.

I was wild, and you can’t put a wild person in a cottage. I would be 

sharp and wild, and they would send me to jail.

How did I know this house was a cottage? For one thing, the roof 

started high on one side and came down low on the other. It slanted 

almost to the ground. It was a cottage because there were little outbursts 

of roof everywhere, and windows beneath every outburst, and panes of 

glass in the windows. The panes of glass were shaped like diamonds.

Chimneys rose from different roof-bursts, but no smoke blew 

from any of them. That was bad. Gentleman Jack had told me about 
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Grandmother’s house, and everything about it was good. One good 

thing was that it had eleven chimneys, and during the winter, all the 

chimneys were warm and puffi ng out smoke.

That was the right kind of house to have. Who wanted such a small 

house and one where the two sides didn’t match? Who wanted a house 

that was painted a color like a dream?

“It’s yellow,” said the dagger. “There’s no color like a dream.”

But it wasn’t yellow. Yellow was a terrible color. Yellow was muddy 

ribbons and revolver spit.

Everything was wrong. I should have been with Gentleman Jack and 

our fi ve bricks of gold. We should have been arriving at Grandmother’s 

house, looking at the eleven chimneys and the eleven puffs of smoke.

I pictured it all so clearly. We’d go through Grandmother’s door, 

into a big entrance called a foyer. We’d walk over black-and-white 

marble. Then we’d come to Grandmother’s sitting room. It was called a 

sitting room, but she would stand up when she saw us. She would come 

toward us, her arms outstretched. She would put a hand on my cheek 

and her hand would feel like silk.

“Skin doesn’t feel like silk,” said the dagger. “Skin feels like skin.”

But I knew what Gentleman Jack meant. I’d never touched silk, but 

I could guess how it would feel.

Then Grandmother would put her hand on Gentleman Jack’s cheek 

and she would say what she always said when he came home.

“This is my boy, returned from the road,” she would say. “This 

is my boy, bright as the sun.” Those were the words that showed she 

loved him.

The stone steps turned into wooden steps, which led to a porch. 

A carpet lay outside the door. There was writing on the carpet and a 
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picture of a sunfl ower. I knew Grandmother had carpets inside her 

house, but I had not known you could have carpets outside a house.

The Judge clicked a key into the door. I knew about doors and keys. 

Gentleman Jack was interested in them. He liked to open doors that 

locked him in, he liked to open doors that locked him out. There were 

no doors to the hideout, of course. There were no doors to a cave in the 

side of a cliff at the bottom of a ravine.

Click. Now the door was open. It was thick, which meant it guarded 

the house. Click. Now it was bolted.

The cottage had a foyer, but the fl oor wasn’t made of black-and-

white marble. It was made of planks of indigo wood. On it lay a blue 

carpet with fl owers. Wood and carpets were never as good as marble.

There was a curve in the wall, with a little table pressed into the 

curve. There was a drawer in the table. The Judge opened the drawer. It 

held a single key. The Judge dropped his key in the drawer. Now there 

were two keys.

Now it was full.

They had a whole drawer just for their keys. They had a whole 

table just for a drawer. They had a whole room, which was just for 

keeping a table, which was just for keeping a drawer, which was just 

for keeping keys.

There was another door on the other side of the foyer. It was set 

with a pane of glass. You could look through to a shining stretch of 

corridor.

“You should know,” said the Judge, “that my wife has not been 

well.”

I hadn’t imagined the Judge would have a wife. Would she look 

like him, all cliffs and scratches? I’d show her I was wild. I’d show her 
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I was dangerous. She’d tell the Judge to send me away, and I’d run and 

walk and crawl back to the hideout. I wouldn’t think about the pinto, 

I wouldn’t think about the yellow ribbons. I’d think about walking and 

running on my own wild feet. I’d go down the mountain and through 

the indigo trees, across the Jordan River, over the red clay road.

I’d save myself, then I’d save Gentleman Jack. But fi rst I had to meet 

the Judge’s wife, who was not well.

“Mrs. del Salto will want to know what to call you,” said the Judge.

“She can call me the Robber Girl,” I said.

The Judge led me down the corridor; we stopped at an opening. 

“She prefers the parlor,” said the Judge. There was no door to the parlor.

It was so dark, I could hardly see the person inside. She was all in 

black, and the only reason I could see her at all was because she was 

walking up and down. Her skirts fl ittered away the dark. The Judge 

knocked even though there was no door. He knocked at the pale, gleam-

ing wood that surrounded the opening.

The fl ittering stopped. “I’ve brought a guest,” said the Judge.

“Not a guest,” said Mrs. del Salto. “Don’t tell me you brought a 

guest.”

That was not what Grandmother would say when we went to her 

house. First she’d say what she always said to Gentleman Jack. “This is 

my boy, returned from the road. This is my boy, bright as the sun.”

Then she’d touch me with her hand, which would feel like silk, 

and she’d say, “This is my girl, returned from the road. This is my girl, 

bright as a star.”

The Judge laid his hand on my back. He pressed me into the parlor. 

In a big, fancy house, like Grandmother’s, it was called a sitting room, 

but in a cottage it was called a parlor. Grandmother’s sitting room was 
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bright with crimson velvet chairs and sofas, but the parlor in a cottage 

was dark.

The Judge stepped into the room. He made something hiss; two 

lamps burst into light. They hung on the wall, above the fi replace.

“I like the dark,” said Mrs. del Salto.

But now I could see the parlor. I saw lace curtains and fat, heavy 

cushions. I saw a chair embroidered with pale fl owers. I knew the word 

Embroidered because of the embroidered initials on Gentleman Jack’s 

gloves. But how did I know the word Tapestry, which was what another 

chair was made of?

How did I know the words Tapestry and Cottage? It was as though 

I’d discovered an extra pocket fi lled with foreign coins. I knew about 

foreign coins because Doubtful Mittie had one from the place he came 

from. It wasn’t all one color, like coins in the Territories. It had a silver 

rim and a gold-colored middle.

Now everything was light, except Mrs. del Salto. She wore all dark; 

she absorbed the light.

“You brought a child,” said Mrs. del Salto.

The Judge said nothing. He bent over the fi replace, laying wood on 

the andirons, scooping on coal.

“Don’t tell me you brought a child.”

The Judge didn’t have to tell her. She could see for herself. Mrs. del 

Salto was like my mother. She didn’t want me.

“She has nowhere else to go,” said the Judge.

That wasn’t true. I could go to jail, I could go to the hideout. I’d 

meet Rough Ricky there and we’d make plans to rescue Gentleman Jack. 

But the Judge wouldn’t let me go to jail, and neither of them knew 

about the hideout.
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The fi replace bloomed with fl ame. The coal shifted and popped. The 

coal was noisier than I was. Gentleman Jack had said I must not be noisy 

in Grandmother’s house or I would disturb Grandmother.

That was the way I liked it. I’d had a lot of practice being quiet. 

It went with my Affl iction. When your Affl iction makes you unable to 

speak until spoken to, it means you can’t talk about the time before 

Gentleman Jack rescued you.

“Talking will make you remember,” said the dagger.

“Remembering would be a betrayal of Gentleman Jack,” I said.

“She needs a place to stay,” said the Judge. “It seems she’s been 

living with the Gentlemen.”

His voice leaned on the word Gentlemen. You could tell he didn’t 

think it was the right word for Gentleman Jack and his men.

Now Mrs. del Salto would tell me Gentleman Jack was bad and that 

I shouldn’t talk to him. Gentleman Jack had told me over and over what 

the people in Blue Roses would say.

“What will they try to make you believe?” That’s what Gentleman 

Jack would say.

“They’ll tell me you should be caught and hanged. They’ll tell me I 

should live in a regular house and go to school.” That’s what I would say.

But my mother was from Blue Roses, and she was the one who was 

bad. I’d been fi ve, or maybe six, and she left me in the wilderness to die.

Gentleman Jack had saved me just in time; he saved me when the 

buzzards were already circling overhead. I didn’t remember it, though. 

That’s why I was sometimes glad about my Affl iction. It made me 

mostly unable to talk, which meant I couldn’t talk myself into remem-

bering my mother, who wanted me dead.

But Mrs. del Salto said nothing. She stood so still and for so long 

that her dress rusted around her. She absorbed all the light of the wall 



✴ 29 ✴

lamps, of the fi re in the fi replace. She shrugged. I knew what that meant. 

She didn’t care about me.

It was good she didn’t want me, because I didn’t want her. I didn’t 

want anything belonging to her, especially not the cottage with its door-

knobs and keys.

“The child is picking at her skin,” said Mrs. del Salto.

It was my thumb, which was rough and scratchy. I could make the 

skin come off in fl akes. Sometimes I could make it come off in strips.

It was good Mrs. del Salto was hard. It was good she wasn’t like 

Grandmother. I knew what Grandmother looked like because I had 

a photograph of her. I knew she’d be soft, like this room—like the 

parlor—all pearl and cream and lace and feathers. She’d be like the wing 

of a dove.

“The girl may stay one night and no longer,” said Mrs. del Salto. 

“And not in Magda’s room or Isaac’s room.”

“In the attic, then,” said the Judge.

“We needn’t bother with a bath,” said Mrs. del Salto. “Not for just 

one night.”

“Is she to sleep in those britches?” said the Judge.

“It wouldn’t be the fi rst time,” said Mrs. del Salto.

That was a smart decision. She wouldn’t like what would happen if 

she tried to take my britches. My britches were one of the things I cared 

about. I also cared about the dagger in the sheath around my waist and 

about the watch in my pocket. It had belonged to Grandmother when 

she was young. Gentleman Jack gave it to me because Grandmother’s 

photograph was inside the watch and I liked to look at it. The watch 

didn’t tick, but that was all right. We’d get it fi xed in Netherby Scar.

I cared about Gentleman Jack, too—I cared about him most of all—

but I didn’t care about too many other things.
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I was glad to leave the parlor, with its glass windows and the 

lamps that were set with little half-moon handles. That was so you 

could turn them on and off. It was all too fragile, the glass that could 

be broken, the lamps that were too easy to turn off.

I followed the Judge down the corridor to some stairs. There was 

a carpet on the stairs. They had a carpet outdoors and a carpet on the 

stairs. I’d been surprised by the outdoor carpet, and now I was surprised 

by the stairs carpet. After the stairs came a landing with a polished fl oor 

and doors and doorknobs. The doors had closed-up faces, but the Judge 

opened one of them. It grinned onto a twist of stairs. Up we went to 

the attic, where the fl oors were painted white. Then into another room, 

where again the Judge made fi re hiss into lamps on the walls.

The attic room was all slants and curls and funny bits of ceiling. 

There was nothing in it except a cupboard and a table. On the table sat 

a miniature house. Its roof came as high as my head. I’d seen this house 

before. I’d seen the roof-bursts, the diamond windows, the way one side 

of the roof slanted almost to the ground.

The miniature house was exactly like the cottage.

I wanted to ask about it. I wanted to ask how big it was, but that 

was stupid. It was as big as it was big. Or maybe it was as small as it was 

small. Maybe I should really ask, How small is it?

The Judge answered the question I hadn’t asked. “The dollhouse is 

one-twelfth the size of the cottage.”

“I don’t care how big it is,” I said.

“Everyone asks,” said the Judge. But I wasn’t everyone.

Now the Judge was leaving. He was going to leave me in the room, 

he said. He was going to call me when it was time for dinner.

Once he left, I could run away. I couldn’t go out the front door 

because I’d have to pass the parlor, where Mrs. del Salto was busy being 
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not well. But an indigo tree grew just outside the window. It would be 

easy to scramble down. Indigo trees have scaly bark, which is good for 

scrambling. I’d wait until after dinner, though. It wasn’t that I couldn’t 

feed myself if I went to the hideout. Of course not. I’d caught squirrels 

lots of times. I knew how to skin and cook them. I knew how to catch 

a trout and kill it with a stone.

But it would take hours to get back to the hideout, even on my 

wild feet.

I would let myself look at the dollhouse. I would let myself have 

dinner. Then I would leave.



The Dollhouseuse

†THE DOLLHOUSE WAS PRESSED THE DOLLHOUSE WAS PRESSED THE DOLLHOUSE WAS PRESSED THE DOLLHOUSE WAS PRESSED  into a bit of wall that 

wasn’t exactly straight but wasn’t exactly a corner. It wasn’t the kind of 

corner that made a sharp point with another wall. It wasn’t the kind 

of corner that was in a hurry. It was a place where two walls curled 

softly into a third. The dollhouse sat on a low table that had been cut to 

fi t into the non-corner.

There were real steps going up to the dollhouse, and there was a 

real carpet outside the door, with a sunfl ower, and there was a real door 

with a real doorknob. The doorknob was no bigger than an apple seed. 

A human-size person couldn’t wrap her fi ngers around the doorknob. A 

human-size person would have to use her fi ngernails. She’d have to click 

her nails behind the doorknob and pull.

I clicked my fi ngernails around the apple-seed doorknob. It was 

made of real metal. It was set solidly into the door. It was a good door 

and a good doorknob.

I peered through the door into the foyer. Now I knew more about 
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foyers than before. A foyer was where you kept a key.

In the foyer was a little table. In the table was a little drawer. But I 

couldn’t see past the foyer into the rest of the dollhouse. I stepped back 

so I could see the whole. Maybe there was another door, a bigger door. 

A seam ran down the front of the house, top to bottom.

I plucked at it. The whole front of the dollhouse was a door. The 

right side swung open, the left side swung open. In the right side of the 

dollhouse was the dollhouse door. So there were really three doors, two 

that opened the front of the dollhouse so regular-size people could look 

in, and a small one set into the right-hand door. That was the dollhouse 

door. It was one-twelfth the size of a regular door, so the dolls could 

walk in and out.

“Dolls can’t walk!” said the dagger.

I knew that, but I was just imagining it. I was pretending to imagine it.

“Think about real things!” The dagger had a real-thing kind of mind.

I saw into the three rooms along the front of the dollhouse. The 

smallest was the foyer, in the middle. It was exactly like the real cottage: 

the table, the drawer in the table, the knob on the drawer.

“The drawer won’t open,” said the dagger.

Would there be a key in the drawer?

“There won’t be a key,” said the dagger.

I reached my hand into the foyer. I ran my fi nger along the top of 

the table. The real cottage wasn’t dusty, but the dollhouse was dusty. The 

knob on the drawer was too tiny to fi t your fi ngernails around. I licked 

my fi nger and touched it to the front of the drawer. It stuck to my fi nger 

and popped open. I knew from counting money that something light, 

like paper, will stick to a wet fi nger.

You had to count money precisely. Otherwise Gentleman Jack got mad.

“I told you there’s no key,” said the dagger.
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I hadn’t said there would be a key. The whole point of having the 

drawer open and empty was that now I could get a key. I could fi ll up 

the drawer.

“You can’t fi ll it up when we’re leaving tonight,” said the dagger.

The dagger was right. I couldn’t get a key before tonight, which 

was when we’d leave.

To the left of the foyer was the parlor. Now, with the front of the 

house peeled away, I saw the whole parlor at once. It was like the wing 

of a dove—the embroidered cushions; the feathery chair; the mantel-

piece, which had cream-and-rose tiles.

I hadn’t noticed the tiles in the regular-size house. They were 

painted to look like fl owers. I saw the dollhouse room better than I’d 

seen the real room. That was because it was small and concentrated. It 

was distilled. Gentleman Jack had told me about distillation, how you 

take a liquid and boil it so that at the end there’s less liquid but it’s 

purer. It’s more truly its own self.

The dollhouse parlor was the distillation of the big parlor. It was the 

distillation of feather gleam and dove wing.

If this was a dollhouse, where were the dolls?

“There are no dolls,” said the dagger.

“You said the drawer wouldn’t open,” I said. “But it opened.”

“You expected a key in the drawer,” said the dagger. “But there was no key.”

“I didn’t expect a key.”

The attic of the dollhouse was almost as high as my chin. It was iden-

tical to the attic in the cottage. There was the same cupboard, the same 

unhurried corner, the same table, and on the table—on the dollhouse 

table—sat another dollhouse.

It was a dollhouse of the dollhouse. Who could have made it? You 

would need elf fi ngers to make such a tiny house. It must be one-twelfth 
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the size of one-twelfth the size of a people house. “Inside that dollhouse,” I 

said, “there might be another dollhouse. And inside that dollhouse, there might be another 

dollhouse.” Did the dollhouses keep getting smaller until they were too 

small to see?

“Ridiculous!” said the dagger.

The regular dollhouse had suddenly become big, and the dollhouse’s 

dollhouse was the thing that was small. I opened the dollhouse cup-

board. In it was a bed—a bed in a cupboard! On the bed lay two dolls.

I sat on the fl oor and laid the dolls on my knee. They were a man 

doll and a woman doll. They lay with their eyes closed, as though they 

were dead.

Dolls could not be dead. If I thought the dolls were dead, that also 

meant they’d been alive. But that was not a sharp, cold thought. I should 

only have cold thoughts with sharp edges.

Dolls were just dolls. They weren’t alive and they weren’t dead.

Their faces were dusty. I would dust them, even though they were 

just dolls. It was all right to want to see their faces. I could be wild and 

still want to see them. I wiped their faces with the hem of my shirt, but 

they were still dirty. I licked my fi nger and drew it over their eyelids. A 

person should not have dust in his eyes.

“Dolls aren’t people,” said the dagger.

They weren’t people. They were dolls and they were tame. I was a 

robber girl and I was wild. But I could brush their clothes and still be wild.

I brushed the woman doll’s dark-pink dress. The dress had red trim, 

which was soft and smooth. It was satin.

Satin. The word came to me from the foreign-coin pocket of words. 

The words were foreign, but I knew I’d used them. I’d spent time in 

that foreign country.

“Stop remembering the Before Time!” said the dagger. “Remembering is a betrayal 
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of Gentleman Jack.”

But how could I stop words from coming into my head? I brushed 

the man doll’s jacket and trousers; they were striped with blue. I brushed 

his waistcoat and his blue string tie.

“Remembering isn’t real,” said the dagger.

If they were alive, I’d be a giant to them. I’d be a giant in their 

world of apple-seed doorknobs and dollhouses within dollhouses within 

dollhouses.

“Stop thinking they might be alive!” said the dagger.

They weren’t alive, which meant it was all right to look beneath 

their clothes. The woman doll wore a petticoat, and beneath that was 

some white gauzy stuff that ruffl ed around each ankle.

The woman doll’s foot was attached to her leg with a pin that ran 

through her ankle. It meant her ankle could bend. Same with the man 

doll. I looked under their clothes and worked all their joints. It was 

wonderful how everything could bend, hips and shoulders, elbows and 

knees.

I sat them upright in front of me. They could sit by themselves. The 

father doll’s eyes opened. The mother doll’s eyes opened.

“You’re calling them Father Doll and Mother Doll,” said the dagger.

It was because of their eyes, I thought. With their eyes open, they 

looked like a father and a mother.

“Calling them Father and Mother is like playing with them,” said the dagger.

Robber girls didn’t play with dolls, but it wasn’t playing to notice 

the dolls’ eyes looking at me. To notice that the mother doll’s eyes were 

blue and the father doll’s eyes were brown.

“Think about Gentleman Jack instead,” said the dagger. “What did he say to 

do if you were captured?”

But I’d already done all that. I’d told the Judge I had no name. I 



✴ 37 ✴

wished the Judge had asked me about the hideout so I could have said 

there was no hideout. That would have been obeying Gentleman Jack 

and made him happy.

“What happens after that?” said the dagger.

“I go to the hideout,” I said.

“And then what?” said the dagger.

“Rough Ricky and I rescue Gentleman Jack.”

“What if Rough Ricky’s not at the hideout?”

“I go to Grandmother’s house,” I said.

“How do you get to Grandmother’s house?” said the dagger.

“I follow the railroad tracks to Netherby Scar.” I reached into my pocket and 

took out the pocket watch. “But I will not be able to fi nd Grandmother’s house by 

telling people her name.”

“Because you don’t know her name,” said the dagger.

“Because I don’t know her name.” Knowing her name would be dan-

gerous. If I knew it, I could tell someone—someone like the Judge. I 

could tell him even if I didn’t mean to. That was why I didn’t know 

Grandmother’s name, or my own name, either. I only knew Gentleman 

Jack’s name because of the Gentlemen calling him by it all the time.

“But I have the watch,” I said. “I can show it to anyone in Netherby Scar and 

they’ll recognize it. They’ll help me fi nd Grandmother’s house.”

The watch covered my whole palm. It had a picture on the lid, 

called an engraving. The dagger had told me. It knew about engraving 

because metal is a thing you engrave and the dagger knew all about 

metal.

The engraving was a bird in fl ight, whirring like a star. The picture 

was called an emblem. It was Grandmother’s emblem, which was how 

the people in Netherby Scar would know I was looking for her house. 

Later, we’d fi x the watch and then it would tick away into the future. In 
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the future, there would be no more Day Zero.

I’d open the lid, I’d look at the photograph of Grandmother. But 

then my head jerked up, away from the watch. I’d heard a voice; the 

voice had come from the mother doll.

“She is the one,” said the mother doll. Her mouth didn’t open and 

her face didn’t change, but the voice came from her.

“She is the one,” said the father doll. His mouth didn’t open, his 

face didn’t change. “Even though she doesn’t look like Magda.”

“She can have wild black hair and still be our girl,” said the mother 

doll. “She can have a thin face and pale eyes and still be our girl.” That 

made it sound as though they were talking about me.

“When we heard her voice,” said the father doll, “we knew she 

was our girl.”

“Her voice has the sound of piping in it,” said the mother doll. 

They weren’t talking about me after all. My voice was the opposite of 

piping.

“The dolls are talking!” I said.

“Dolls don’t talk!” said the dagger.

But they were. And since the dagger could hear what I heard, why 

couldn’t it hear the dolls?

Someone knocked on the door, which made me jump. I wasn’t used 

to knocking because of having no doors in the hideout.

“May I come in?” said the Judge.

“Put the watch away,” said the dagger. “He’ll think you stole it.”

I shoved it into my pocket, even though the watch was one of the few 

things I knew for sure hadn’t been stolen. It belonged to Grandmother, 

but she let me have it so I could look at her photograph. I’d never seen 

her real face, her in-person face.

The Judge came in, looked at me, looked at the dolls.
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“It’s been a long time,” he said, “since anyone has played with the 

dolls.”

“I am a robber girl,” I said. “I don’t play with dolls.”

“If you’re not playing,” he said, “then perhaps you won’t mind if 

I invite you downstairs.”

“I don’t mind being invited,” I said. But that didn’t mean I had to go.

“Mrs. del Salto and I thought you might want something to eat,” 

he said.

“Iron and carbon don’t need to eat,” said the dagger.

“I’d also like to ask you a question,” said the Judge. “It will be 

easier over dinner.”

I didn’t like the way the Judge talked, which was tricky. Why not 

just invite me instead of wondering if I would mind being invited? 

Why not just ask me a question instead of saying he wanted to ask me 

a question?

“I don’t answer questions,” I said.

“You answered my question about your name,” said the Judge.

“I said I had no name.”

The Judge didn’t exactly respond. “You must be tired and hungry,” 

he said. “You crossed the River Jordan, which is deep and wide. But 

there’s milk and honey on the other side.” He held out his hand. “Milk 

and honey.”

I didn’t take his hand, but I got up. I looked behind me, just once. 

There was the dollhouse painted the color I couldn’t name—the color 

that was not yellow—which was also the color of the people cottage. 

The dolls sat on the fl oor.

“She’s the one,” said the mother doll. “She brushed the dust from 

our eyes.”

The Judge didn’t turn around at the mother doll’s voice. Maybe they 
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were too small for him to hear. Or maybe he was too big. Look at the 

way his shadow splatted all over one side of the room. He was very big.

But the dagger was small and it heard what I heard. Why couldn’t 

it hear the dolls’ voices?

“Because dolls don’t have voices,” said the dagger.

“She brushed the dust from our eyes and she has piping in her 

voice,” said the father doll. “That means she’s our girl.”

The Judge walked ahead of me, calling over his shoulder about milk 

and honey. I followed him; I left the dolls behind.



A Democratic cratic 
Table

†I KNEW SOME OF THE HOUSE ALREADY. I KNEW SOME OF THE HOUSE ALREADY. EW SOME OF THE HOUSE ALREADY. I KNEW SOME OF THE HOUSE ALREADI KNEW SOME OF THE HOUSE ALREADY. EW SOME OF THE HOUSE ALREADY.  I knew the 

attic steps, grinning up at me with their white teeth. I knew the second-

fl oor landing, with its gleaming fl oorboards and closed-faced doors. I 

knew the carpet on the stairs. It was held in place by heavy metal rods 

lying right where the step turned up to meet the next step. I knew the 

dove room, all fat and feathery.

I knew the corridor that led to the foyer, but we turned before 

we reached it. Here was the part of the house I hadn’t seen. The Judge 

led me through a blue-and-gold room, toward a door he said was the 

kitchen door. But it had no doorknob. How did you open it?

“You push!” said the dagger.

The door swung open. It had no knob or lock. Who would want 

a door like that, with no knob and no lock? The best doors had locks.

Here in the kitchen, everything was steam and sniff and gleam. It 

smelled hot and gold. It smelled the way the word Grandmother felt in 

my mouth. The word Grandmother always fi t exactly right on the soft 
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middle of my tongue. I liked holding it there, warm and round.

The kitchen smelled like Grandmother, but it didn’t look like 

Grandmother’s kitchen. Gentleman Jack had told me so much about 

Grandmother’s house that I could see it in my mind. Grandmother had a 

red-and-blue carpet on her kitchen fl oor. It was called an oriental carpet. 

She had a blue enamel stove and bright pots and pans.

But except for some copper pans, this kitchen had no colors; it was 

all black and white and silver.

“Silver’s a color,” said the dagger.

The fl oor was plain indigo wood; the stove was black with curved 

silver legs.

“Silver is my color,” said the dagger.

Mrs. del Salto was the most black-and-white of all, with her pale 

face and pale apron and black hair and rusty-crow dress.

She set three plates on a table covered with a white cloth. Gentleman 

Jack had described the tablecloths at Grandmother’s house. They were 

damask, he said, which was a fancy kind of material. You could turn 

damask one way and it would show one color, and then you could turn 

it another way and it would show another color. But Gentleman Jack had 

never said Grandmother’s tablecloths had fringes dripping off the ends, 

like these tablecloths. He never said they were too white for food, like 

these tablecloths.

I didn’t sit. Mrs. del Salto set knives and forks beside the plates.

“They’re not real knives,” said the dagger. “They have no edges.”

Mrs. del Salto set a pie on the table. The golden smell came from 

the pie.

“Sit down.” The Judge was already sitting, and so was Mrs. del Salto.

“Even a robber girl may be hungry,” said the Judge.
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I didn’t want to sit at the table. The tablecloth was too white. I 

didn’t want to pick up the knife. It had no edges. I walked around the 

table because I didn’t know where to sit.

“The table has four equal sides,” said the Judge. “It’s a democratic 

table, which means you may sit wherever you like.”

I sat opposite Mrs. del Salto. The Judge cut the pie. Up drifted feath-

ers of steam. It was not the kind of pie that cut neatly. I didn’t know 

how to eat this pie.

“Chicken pie on Thursday,” said the Judge. I’d never had chicken 

pie. Once Doubtful Mittie had caught a muskrat and brought it to a lady 

he knew, who made a pie out of it. But it didn’t smell like this pie.

It was Thursday, but it was also Day Zero, the longest Day Zero in 

the world.

I liked eating the way I ate in the hideout, which was alone. I had 

my own corner and my own bowl and my own tin cup and my own 

knife, which was also the dagger. I ate like the Gentlemen. If there was 

meat, we skewered it with a knife and ate it. If there was gravy, we 

skewered the meat and dunked it in the gravy. But this meat was already 

dunked.

I tried to do what the Judge did. He picked up his knife and fork. 

He used his fork to spear the chunks of meat. He used his knife to cut 

them. He used the edge of his fork to cut the piecrust.

“A fork?” said the dagger. “To cut!”

I couldn’t eat the way the Judge did. I wrapped all my fi ngers 

around my fork until I noticed the Judge balanced his fork on the edge 

of one fi nger. I tried to balance it like that, but the fork tilted to the side 

and off came a bit of crust, splatting the white tablecloth.

I set the knife and fork on the plate. I looked at the plate, not at the 
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brown splatter on white. I’d only eat with the dagger in Grandmother’s 

house. I’d never make a brown splat on her damask tablecloth. I looked 

at the terrible knife and fork: they’d made me make the splat. They were 

silver, with heavy scrolls on the handles.

“Silver is a good color,” said the dagger. “Iron and carbon make the color 

of silver.”

No one said anything about the gravy splat. I should never have 

tried to eat. Not in front of people.

“Aren’t you hungry?” said the Judge. “You’re nothing but skin and 

bone.”

“Where are the milk and honey?” I said.

“Milk and honey?” The Judge had forgotten about them.

“Because of the River Jordan,” I said. You wouldn’t need a fork for 

milk and honey.

“Ah!” said the Judge, and in a series of foldings and unfoldings he 

set in front of me a yellow cup, a plump brown pot, a basket of bread, a 

plate of butter, and a small empty plate. I knew about all of them except 

the small plate.

The cup was for the milk, the pot was for the honey, the butter 

was for the bread, the bread was for the butter and also for the honey—

But I didn’t know what the small plate was for.

The Judge gave himself another small plate, which meant he had 

two plates and I had two plates. One big and one little. The Judge’s big 

plate was almost empty, except for leftover crumbs and gravy. Mrs. del 

Salto had just one plate. It was full of chicken pie.

She saw me staring. “Don’t mind me,” she said. “I eat only ashes 

and salt.”

“Now, Monica!” said the Judge.
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I looked at her plate. “Where are the ashes?” I said.

“Where’s the salt?” said the dagger.

“Now, Marcus,” said Mrs. del Salto, and that was that.

Everything was quiet, and I still didn’t know what to do with the 

little plate.

The Judge reached for one of the knives with no edges. It was short 

and curly.

“Useless,” said the dagger.

The Judge reached for the plate of butter and cut a piece about as 

wide as my thumb. He put the piece on his little plate. He put a piece 

of bread on the little plate. Last, he cut a bit of butter from the piece on 

his plate and put it on the bread. So there was the big piece of butter 

on the butter plate; there was the small piece of butter, the one the Judge 

had just cut, on the smaller plate; and then there was the still-smaller bit 

of butter, cut from the smaller piece on his plate, which was cut from 

the big plate of butter—

“Why not put it right on the bread?” said the dagger.

I didn’t want to look at the stain on the tablecloth, but my eyes 

made me look. I took the yellow cup. It had a handle, like my tin cup at 

the hideout, but it was the kind of cup that could break. I wrapped both 

hands around the middle.

When I tilted the cup to drink, the side of the cup cast a shadow 

on the milk.

“If you will permit me,” said the Judge, “I should like to ask you 

a question.”

What a strange place this was. It was strange when people asked 

about asking questions instead of just asking them. It was like cutting 

the butter and putting it on a plate, and then cutting the butter on the 
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plate and putting it on the bread. Why not just put the butter right on 

the bread?

Why not just ask?

The shadow of the cup on the milk turned the milk a color that was 

not exactly yellow. The shadow turned the milk the color of the cottage. 

I took a sip. It was cold and creamy. I took another sip. I would fi nd a 

word for the color of the cottage.

“Or perhaps,” said the Judge, “it is more of a request.”

The Gentlemen never talked about talking or requesting. They just 

talked.

I drank my milk, which tasted just the way the cottage looked, thick 

and comforting. I drank down the milk.

I drank down the cottage.

“Gentleman Jack will go to trial,” said the Judge. “We will try him 

for the murder of the Federal Marshal.”

I didn’t like the word Murder. I didn’t want to remember the sound 

of the gun or how the Marshal had sat on his horse for a long time, 

holding his stomach.

“I should like to request,” said the Judge, “that you testify at 

Gentleman Jack’s trial.”

I waited for him to request it, but he didn’t. I set down the yellow 

cup. The word Murder didn’t go with a yellow cup. I couldn’t drink 

down the cottage when the word Murder was in the air.

“You do realize,” said Mrs. del Salto, “that the child has no idea 

what you’re talking about.”

The Judge hadn’t realized. “A trial,” said the Judge, “is when some 

people get together to decide if another person has committed a crime. 

If they determine he has, then the Judge decides what his punishment 
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is to be.

“As you know,” said the Judge, “Gentleman Jack killed Federal 

Marshal Starling. That’s a crime.”

Mrs. del Salto reached for one of the candles. She wore a ring, and 

even though the stone in it was dark, the candle made it fl icker with 

lights.

Mrs. del Salto pinched the candle fl ame between her thumb and 

fi nger.

I knew it was an opal. The Indigo Heart was fi lled with opals. You 

could dig them up just as easily as you could dig for gold.

Opals were for good luck. I wished I had an opal now. I wished I 

had some good luck.

I wondered if my mother had sat at a democratic table, pinching out 

everything that was light. Trying to pinch me out. Pinching at everything 

that was light and life.

“Monica!” said the Judge.

“It’s too bright,” said Mrs. del Salto. She pinched out the other 

candle. Her fi ngertips were stronger than fl ame. It was better that way. 

There was still a lamp burning from the wall, but now it was harder to 

see the stain.

The Judge turned away from Mrs. del Salto and her strong fi nger-

tips. He looked at me instead. “Gentleman Jack killed the Federal Marshal 

only six months ago,” he said. “You must remember it.”

“I like remembering it,” said the dagger.

I poked at the skin of my thumb. I peeled off a strip, I made it 

bleed. Now that Mrs. del Salto had pinched out the candles, my blood 

came out black.

“It was the best day!” said the dagger.
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“When people see a crime, we ask them to tell us what happened,” 

said the Judge. “It’s called testifying.”

I licked my thumb. I swallowed down the taste of blood. I couldn’t 

stop remembering the Federal Marshal, and I had to tell myself I was 

tasting my blood, not his. My blood was black, but it tasted like pennies, 

which were copper.

“Usually we don’t ask children to testify, but this is a special case.”

When someone asks you to testify, you shouldn’t be drinking milk. 

Your stomach turns the milk sour, and then it burns you, on the inside.

“We don’t tolerate murder,” said the Judge, “and the murder of a 

federal marshal is especially serious. We do everything we can to bring 

the murderer to justice.”

Your stomach does that so you know what you’re feeling. The name 

for this feeling is Worry.

I spoke to the dagger instead of the Judge. “I’d never tell anyone about the 

Federal Marshal,” I said. “Gentleman Jack knows that, doesn’t he?”

“Other people have betrayed him,” said the dagger with a kind of shrug in 

its voice. “Maybe someone betrayed him for milk in a yellow cup.”

“I have to see Gentleman Jack,” I said.

“Pardon?” said the Judge.

“Right now,” I said. “I have to see Gentleman Jack.”

What if Gentleman Jack thought I’d betray him? That would be the 

worst thing in the world.

“Not now,” said the Judge.

“Now,” I said.

“Tomorrow,” said the Judge.

“Now,” I said.

“Even the Sheriff goes to sleep,” said the Judge. “The jail is locked; 
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I don’t have a key.”

“Can’t you see?” said Mrs. del Salto. “The child isn’t going to testify.” 

At least she understood me, in her pinchy way.

“Is that true?” said the Judge. “Are you not going to testify?”

“No,” I said. Or should I have said Yes? Yes, I was not going to 

testify? No, I was not going to testify? Even the Judge’s questions were 

tricky.

“Let’s get the child to bed,” said Mrs. del Salto.

To bed? But I’d just said I wouldn’t testify. Wouldn’t they send me 

away?

“They think they can persuade you,” said the dagger. “We can stay the night. 

It will be easier to fi nd the hideout tomorrow.”

“After I see Gentleman Jack,” I said, “but before the blizzard.”

I knew the house now. The Judge didn’t need to bring me to the 

attic. But he did and he brought some bedclothes with him. Bedclothes 

is a stupid name. A bed doesn’t wear clothes, and anyway, there was 

no bed.

It turned out I was wrong. The Judge opened the door to the cup-

board and said, “Lo!” Inside the cupboard was a bed. Even the dagger 

was surprised. We’d seen the cupboard-bed in the dollhouse, but neither 

of us had thought there’d be a cupboard-bed in the regular house. I 

could tell the dagger wanted to dislike the idea, but it was hard to dislike. 

It was so neat and compact. So hidden away and high off the fl oor, like 

the nest of a bird.

There was a separate space at the end of the cupboard with a rod 

running across the top. “For hanging things,” said the dagger.

The Judge put the clothes on the bed. Now it was dressed. “Ready?”

I nodded. I was ready to be a bird in a nest. I was ready to turn 
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round and round in the nest to make it fi t my shape. But fi rst there 

came a big noise, which made me jump. The Judge wasn’t startled, 

though. Instead, he made a quarter turn, so he was staring at the blank 

wall behind the dollhouse; and the sound kept going; and after a while, 

I realized that the sound was made by bells; and that the bells were low 

and sweet; and that, actually, the bells made a tune; and then at last I 

heard the Judge muttering something that went to the rhythm of the 

tune. And now I wasn’t startled, but I was still ready to be a bird in a 

nest.

And then the bells stopped ringing and the Judge stopped muttering 

and everything went back to normal.

“Not exactly normal!” said the dagger.

On the windowsill was a lamp made to look like a candle. The Judge 

showed me how to turn it on and off with a switch. It wasn’t fi lled with 

fi re, just with electricity, which waggled in the glass like a fi shtail.

But electricity is dangerous. It can turn you into lightning and kill you.

The Judge folded himself out the door. It clicked behind him. I 

pulled at the door, just to make sure. It didn’t open. The door was thick, 

which meant it guarded the attic. That was good. Without a door, you 

couldn’t have a doorknob. Without a doorknob, you couldn’t open or 

shut a door. The doorknob was heavy; that was good, too.

I fi t my palm over the knob, which was a roundness of brass. The 

Judge’s hand would have been too big for it, because it fi t perfectly into 

the cup of my hand. It was an egg in a nest.

“It’s not an egg,” said the dagger. “It’s brass!”

It’s better to shut a door than to open it, but I opened the door just 

so I could shut it again. I liked listening to the way it clicked.

“I know all about metals,” said the dagger.

Below the knob was a little handle. It was shaped like the number 8, 
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or maybe it was like a peanut in its shell.

I turned the peanut so it lay on its side. It made a different click 

from the doorknob click. I turned the doorknob and pushed the door. It 

didn’t open. The little peanut knob was a bolt. I clicked it open and shut 

it a few times. Yes, when the peanut stood upright, you could open the 

door. When it lay on its side, you couldn’t.

This was not like the hideout, where there were no doors or knobs 

or bolts. You could open a door with a doorknob, but you could also 

close it; you could lock it with a bolt. You could lock other people out, 

you could lock yourself in.

“It’s a betrayal of Gentleman Jack to think the cottage is better than the hideout.”

“I never said that!” I said.

“It’s what you mean.”

It was not. The dagger was made of carbon and iron, which made 

it un-bendy. Sometimes it was so un-bendy that it couldn’t understand 

certain things.

“Gentleman Jack likes loyalty and he likes bolts,” I said. “It’s not one or the other.”

I fl ipped the peanut onto its side. I locked the Judge out. I locked 

myself in.



The Three Tasksasks

†THE DOLLS WERE SITTING THE DOLLS WERE SITTING THE DOLLS WERE SITTING THE DOLLS WERE SITTING  on the fl oor where I’d left 

them. The mother doll spoke as though no time had passed. “We’re going 

to give you a name. A special name for a girl with piping in her voice.”

“Gentleman Jack’s going to give me a name,” I said, even though a 

robber girl shouldn’t talk to dolls. And anyway, I had no piping.

“Stop talking to nobody!” said the dagger. “You’re making my edges go cold!”

“Your voice tells us your name,” said the mother doll. “Your voice 

tells us your name is Starling. Starlings can whistle and warble and make 

smooth liquid sounds.”

I could whistle, but I couldn’t warble or make smooth liquid sounds. 

My voice was as un-bendy as the dagger. And anyway, whistling was bad luck.

“If you talk to nobody,” said the dagger, “that means you’re going crazy.”

“It’s a good name,” said the mother doll. “Starlings fi ght for their 

families. A starling is a warrior bird.”

“I am iron, with carbon added,” said the dagger. “If I didn’t have enough carbon, 

I would be too soft. Then I might go crazy.”



✴ 53 ✴

“You brushed the dust from our eyes,” said the father doll. The 

dolls could open and close their eyes. It was good to have eyes that 

opened and closed.

“You sat us up,” said the mother doll.

“If I had too much carbon,” said the dagger, “I would be too hard. Then I 

might go crazy.”

“When you’re made of china,” said the father doll, “your heart is 

made of china.”

“When a person has a china heart,” said the mother doll, “it can 

easily break.”

“But I am just right,” said the dagger.

“There will be no danger of broken hearts,” said the father doll. 

“Not now that Starling is here to complete the tasks.”

“Tasks?” I said. Sometimes Gentleman Jack gave me tasks. It showed 

him I was useful.

“Tasks,” said the father doll. “Like in a fairy tale, you know.”

But I didn’t know. “If Gentleman Jack asks me to perform a task, I 

do. I don’t listen to anyone else.”

“There are three tasks,” said the mother doll.

I didn’t know about fairy tales, but I knew about tasks, and I 

knew that two was the right number of tasks. Two was the number of 

tasks Grandmother gave Gentleman Jack and his no-account brother. 

Whoever could fi nish the tasks would get to have her empire. They 

went like this:

Fetch unto me the mountain’s gold,

To build our city fair.

Fetch unto me the wingless bird,

And I will make you my heir.
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Of course Gentleman Jack would win. It was nice of him to have put 

the tasks in a rhyme to help me remember them.

“And to Grandmother,” I said. “I’ll listen to Grandmother when I’m 

in her house.”

“You will not go,” said the mother doll. “The Indigo Heart is a 

magnet. It attracts the people it wants to attract.”

“It keeps the people it wants to keep,” said the father doll.

“You will stay here,” said the mother doll. “You will perform the tasks.”

“The tasks go in a certain order,” said the father doll. “First you 

bring us a dog.”

“A dog for the dollhouse?” I said.

“Not the dollhouse,” said the mother doll. “For our house.”

It took me a moment to understand. The mother doll thought I’d 

meant the dollhouse’s dollhouse. The word Dollhouse wouldn’t mean 

their own house to her. Of course not. The dolls wouldn’t think they 

lived in a dollhouse. They wouldn’t think that any more than I’d think I 

lived in a people house. They probably didn’t even think of themselves 

as dolls—not the way people thought of dolls—even though when they 

spoke their lips didn’t move and their faces didn’t change.

“Then you bring us a collar,” said the mother doll.

“A collar for the dog.” I glanced through a quilt of shadows into 

the dollhouse. I remembered a dog with a collar. I remembered holding 

the dog’s collar. It must have been a hollow memory, because inside the 

memory was a silver echo.

Or maybe someone else was holding the dog’s collar and I was 

watching. Maybe there was a little boy holding the collar.

“Stop remembering!” said the dagger.

The dagger was right. Gentleman Jack didn’t want me to remember 

the Before Time.
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“The Before Time is when your mother left you to die,” said the dagger. The 

dagger loved talking about how my mother had left me. She left me in 

the wilderness, and Gentleman Jack saved me.

“It’s good for a dog to have a collar,” said the mother doll. “It 

means the dog’s not too wild.”

“The third task is a baby,” said the father doll.

“A baby to play with the dog,” I said.

“It would be best,” said the father doll, “that the baby not be made 

of china.”

“China is too fragile,” said the mother doll.

“China can break,” said the father doll. “We don’t want our baby’s 

heart to break.”

“Our hearts won’t break,” said the mother doll, “now that you’re 

here. Now that you’ll perform the three tasks.”

There was no point telling them I couldn’t perform the tasks. That 

soon I would be gone. “The baby can hold on to the dog’s collar,” I 

said. “That’s how the baby can learn to walk.”

That was true—the thought of the baby holding the dog’s collar was 

true—even though there would be no actual dog or collar.

“That’s an excellent thought,” said the father doll. “Make sure it’s a 

good stout collar.”

I thought about the tasks, and they tumbled into a pattern. 

Sometimes a pattern helped me remember things—like the task rhyme, 

which helped me remember the things Grandmother wanted. Gentleman 

Jack didn’t like me forgetting, which I mostly did.

“Except,” said the dagger, “you shouldn’t remember the Before Time.”

That was true. There were lots of things I should remember and lots of 

things I should forget. Sometimes I got them mixed up, and then Gentleman 

Jack would say I was dull. But maybe I could remember this pattern:
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One’s for a dog,

Two’s for a collar.

Three’s for a baby—

Now I’d have to fi nd something that rhymed with Collar. But it didn’t 

matter if I found the rhyming word. It didn’t matter if I fi nished the tasks. 

What mattered was getting Gentleman Jack out of jail. What mattered was 

keeping Grandmother’s watch polished so it could give me a safe and sil-

very feeling. That’s what Grandmother was like, safe and silvery.

Tonight I would sleep in a cupboard bed. First I’d turn off the elec-

tric candle, carefully, so I wouldn’t turn into lightning. Then I’d close 

the cupboard door. Last, I’d turn around and around in the bed. I’d 

make it into a nest.

I didn’t like the night. I was awake for too much of it; there was too 

much time to worry. I was used to sleeping in the hideout, with other 

people breathing and turning over and muttering in their sleep, which 

sounds like clanking marbles. I wasn’t used to sleeping alone.

When I couldn’t sleep in the hideout, I used to practice throwing 

the dagger. I couldn’t worry when I threw the dagger. The dagger-

throwing part of my mind took over. But I couldn’t throw it here, not 

in the cottage.

“Why not?” said the dagger.

“I might hit something,” I said.

“That’s the whole point,” said the dagger.

My memory was holding its breath, just waiting for me to grow 

careless and start remembering the Before Time. I wouldn’t let that 

happen. I turned over and pressed my knuckles into my eyes. When I 

did that, I couldn’t see anything, not even the things inside my head. It 
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was all a red darkness, which came with a feeling of heat and a feeling 

of smell.

“You can’t feel a smell,” said the dagger.

That’s where the dagger was wrong. You can feel a smell. Now 

came the heat and the smell-feeling. They got caught in the cracks of my 

lips. They made my eyes sting and cry.

I lay there. My eyes were bleeding acid. I listened to the terrible 

stillness. No birds sang, no squirrels scrabbled through the indigo tree. 

The air held its breath, waiting for snow.

“Air can’t hold its breath,” said the dagger. “Air is breath.”

But the air was waiting for snow. I was waiting, too, and I was also 

waiting for morning, when I could go to the jail and tell Gentleman Jack 

I’d never betray him.

“Sharpen me!” said the dagger. It wanted to be sharp and bright for 

Gentleman Jack.

“I already sharpened you,” I said. I wanted to be sharp and bright for 

Gentleman Jack, too, but I didn’t get sharp like the dagger.

“Polish me!” said the dagger.

“I already polished you.”

Then came the bells that had startled me last night. I wasn’t as star-

tled by them this morning, though, which was bad. I didn’t want to get 

used to anything in the Indigo Heart.

It was still dark, but maybe the bells would awaken the Judge. I 

had to be ready to catch him. I crept down the attic stairs, down to the 

second-fl oor landing. Quieter still, on the steps to the fi rst fl oor, where 

the bright rods held the carpet in place. And here was a funny thing: 

there were pineapples on the ends of the rods. I knew about pineapples 

because once Doubtful Mittie had bought me chunks of pineapple on a 
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skewer. I’d watched the pineapple seller slice through the rind and cut 

the golden insides into chunks. There’s a reason for cutting and skew-

ering pineapples, which is to eat. But what’s the reason for a carpet rod 

of pineapples?

That was where the Judge found me when he came downstairs. 

“How long have you been waiting?”

“Since dark,” I said.

“I guess you’re waiting to see Gentleman Jack,” he said.

I said I guessed I was.

The Judge asked if I was also waiting for breakfast. I said I guessed I 

wasn’t. But the Judge said we weren’t leaving right away, so I might as 

well eat. He said he was going to fi x a tray for Mrs. del Salto.

Fixing a tray is a funny thing. You can fi x a tray because it’s broken, 

but you can also fi x a tray for someone when you make them food and 

put the food on the tray and open a closed bedroom door to bring it to 

them in bed.

I didn’t know that people could eat in bed!

And then you have to spend a lot of time behind the closed door, 

talking to the person in bed.

When the Judge fi nally came downstairs, I said I wanted to fi x a tray 

of butterscotch for Gentleman Jack.

“He has a sweet tooth?” said the Judge.

“It’s his one vice,” I said.

The Judge didn’t have any butterscotch, but he had something called 

lemon drops. He said we didn’t need to fi x a tray of them. He said it 

would be easier to put them in a bag.

It was almost noon when the Judge turned the good, solid bolt on 

the good, solid door. We stepped out into the cold, where the sunfl ower 

carpet surprised me all over again. I followed the Judge down the porch 
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stairs, then down a clatter of steps carved into the pink rock. We were 

high in the Indigo Heart. We had to walk downhill to get to the Sheriff’s 

offi ce, which was in the middle of the town of Blue Roses.

The steps rattled in and out of view, falling over themselves for a 

few hundred feet, then disappearing into the indigo forest. They looked 

the same when I glanced over my shoulder, except they went up. They 

dove in and out of the indigo trees, and when they dove out, they went 

dashing up and down the pink stone. Everywhere you looked were steps. 

Behind us was west; that’s where the sun had set last night. Blue Roses 

was in front of us, so it was east.

Now came the bells that had startled me last night, but not so much 

this morning. And now I was so un-startled that I even remembered a 

bit of their tune. How the tune started low, then leapt high in a way that 

sounded sad, but the funny thing was that it made you happy to hear 

the sadness. It was more than just music, I thought. It was a song. If I 

listened to it hard enough, I’d remember the words.

“Don’t remember the words!” said the dagger.

The Judge had stopped walking. He turned away from me, and once 

the bells had played the tune once through, he started talk-singing the 

song. I understood some of his mutter-talk-singing.

“The bird sang like a star,” he said.

“The brightest Sister Seven,” he said.

“Don’t remember the words!” said the dagger.

It was so hard to know what to remember and what to forget. To 

know what belonged to the Before Time and what belonged to the reg-

ular time. That was because I was dull, but Gentleman Jack was pretty 

nice about it. “A little dull,” he’d often say. “But just you wait, we’ll 

sharpen you up.”

The Judge’s long legs kicked at his coat. It was a different coat from 
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yesterday, long and heavy, with a cape at the shoulders. Why would a 

person have two coats?

A banister appeared. I didn’t need it, though. I was wild, which 

meant I was sure-footed. It was a good thing I didn’t need the banister, 

because it rocked back and forth when you touched it, and sometimes it 

disappeared. And just when it seemed gone forever, you curled round a 

twist of stone, into another patch of indigo, and it sprang back to life.

“It’s an unsteady character,” said the Judge.

I looked up. Was he joking? I saw only the angles and hollows of his 

face. You couldn’t tell anything from them, except for my tooth marks, 

which told a story. They said he’d picked a fi ght with the Robber Girl 

and come out bleeding.

“I want to ask you to rethink testifying against Gentleman Jack,” 

he said.

He could ask.

“Or rather,” he said, “to rethink not testifying. You saw him kill 

Federal Marshal Starling. That could not have been a pretty sight.”

“It was extremely pretty!” said the dagger.

But the Judge and the Sheriff had killed Doubtful Mittie. I remem-

bered how Doubtful Mittie had lain facedown in the muck, one raw-meat 

hand grasping and gasping, and how I’d wished someone would turn 

him over.

“He was a fool to have worn the Marshal’s hat,” said the dagger.

Gentleman Jack had told him not to wear it, and so had Rough 

Ricky, but Doubtful Mittie hadn’t understood. He wasn’t from the 

Territories; he was from the place with the two-colored coin. He didn’t 

understand that if somebody had been killed wearing a hat, and then 

you wore it, you’d die, too.

It was twice a dead man’s hat. Federal Marshal Starling had worn it 
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when he died. Doubtful Mittie had worn it when he died. It was extra 

unlucky.

“Dead is dead,” said the dagger. “You don’t get any unluckier than dead.”

The steps narrowed here and went all higgle-piggle, like rotten teeth. 

The banister drew into itself; now it lurched just above the ground. Now 

it disappeared.

“Off duty again,” said the Judge.

For the fi rst time, I wondered about the gold mines. Where were 

they? I’d seen them in other places, and unless you were sifting for 

gold in a river, you had to construct an entrance to a gold mine. 

Sometimes the entrance had a wooden surround. Sometimes metal 

tracks went into the entrance so you could push a heavy cart. But I saw 

no openings in the earth, or wooden surrounds, or tracks, or carts. 

There were only gulches and gullies, which teetered us toward a river 

and a stone bridge. We went quickly after that. Now some huts sagging 

into the hillside, now the hills leveling off, now the huts becoming 

houses, now the spires of the town coming into view. There was a 

crazy array of roofs, slanted and tiled so snow and rain could slide off. 

The sun shone off the slants and spires.

“A city that is set on a hill cannot be hidden,” said the Judge.

I saw what he meant. The town of Blue Roses was shining in plain 

sight, but that wasn’t all you could see. To the south rose a stretch of 

steep and twisty stairs. They skittered up and over, leapt pink needles 

of stone, somersaulted over chasms, and fi nally landed at what was 

probably the only fl at bit in Blue Roses. On the fl at bit rose a great pink 

building. It had a golden dome that held up the sky.

“Those are the star steps,” said the Judge. “On top of them you see 

the Shrine.”

I asked the Judge what a shrine was, and the Judge said it was a holy 
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place dedicated to worshipping a certain sacred person. This particular 

Shrine was dedicated to the Blue Rose.

“We climb the star steps,” said the Judge, “to crave a boon of the 

Blue Rose.”

I glanced up at the Judge.

“It means to make a wish,” he said.

The stairs tipped over themselves and made a fi nal downward dash. 

We tumbled into a confusion of people and oxen and horses.

A pig went squealing through the muck; a little boy ran after it, 

yelling and waving a stick. Three other boys came running and shouting.

“It’s Gentleman Jack’s little girl.”

“She calls herself the Robber Girl.”

“Hey, Robber Girl, I’ll give you two bits for one of Gentleman Jack’s 

gloves.”

“Back off, boys,” said the Judge.

“Hey, Robber Girl, just one glove.”

The Judge took my elbow and steered me onto a walkway made of 

boards. The walkway ran along the pink walls of the buildings, under an 

upper story that hung out and made a roof.

The Judge and I passed slabs of pink stone, glass doors with gold 

letters, and windows heaped with bolts of cloth and buckets of nails and 

baskets of spices.

Now another glass door with gold letters, and set above the letters 

was a fi ve-pointed star. “The Sheriff’s offi ce,” said the dagger.

The Judge looked down at me. “Shall we?” he said.

I was about to see Gentleman Jack and make him happy. I’d give 

him Doubtful Mittie’s hat. I’d tell him I’d never betray him.

“We shall,” I said.



An Order and a der and a AA
CommissionmmissionCC

†THE FIRST SURPRISE THE FIRST SURPRISE THE FIRST SURPRISE THE FIRST SURPRISE  was that the Sheriff’s offi ce was so 

still. It was a stillness inside a busyness. It was a stillness inside the 

jangling, wanting street.

The second surprise was that there were no iron bars. I had expected 

to see the cell right away, and Gentleman Jack in the cell. Instead, there 

were piles of yellowed newspapers, half-drunk cups of coffee, ashtrays 

fi lled with cold ashes. It was a discouraging place, all leftovers and worn-

out news.

I glanced at the wall and—

“Look!” I said.

“Look!” said the dagger.

On the wall hung a drawing of Gentleman Jack. Gentleman Jack, 

with the lace at his neck and the ruby in his ear. There were drawings of 

other people, too. Beneath their faces were words, and at the beginning 

of the words was an amount of money. I didn’t understand words, but 

I understood numbers. I understood dollar signs.

The amount of money was the reward you’d get for capturing the 
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person in the drawing. Gentleman Jack’s number was fi ve thousand 

dollars. It was higher than anyone else’s. He was the most valuable. The 

artist knew all about Gentleman Jack’s smile. He knew you never saw 

Gentleman Jack’s teeth.

Rough Ricky’s face was there, too, and so was Doubtful Mittie’s, 

but I was careful not to look at Doubtful Mittie. If the Sheriff or the 

Judge saw me look at him, they’d tell me he was a bad man. They’d 

tell me they were glad Doubtful Mittie was dead. They didn’t know 

that once he’d bought me a skewer of pineapple; they didn’t know that 

once he’d given me a slice of muskrat pie. They just knew he smelled 

of rotting copper. It was the blood of the child he’d killed. Or maybe 

children.

It was blood that never really dried.

The Sheriff was younger than I remembered. Or maybe I’d only 

really seen his hands before—his hands on the rifl e—and his hands 

were older than his face. He had small dark eyes and a black mustache, 

with a little side helping of mustache below his bottom lip. He was 

short, which might make you think he wasn’t dangerous. But he’d 

thrown himself over the stagecoach roof, and he’d shot Doubtful Mittie, 

and he’d captured Gentleman Jack and wrenched Gentleman Jack’s arms 

when he tried to escape.

I was short and I was dangerous, too.

I already knew I had to show the bag of lemon drops to the Sheriff. 

The Sheriff needed to make sure I wasn’t slipping a knife or a lock pick 

to Gentleman Jack. The Sheriff shook the bag, stirred the contents with 

his coffee spoon, then nodded.

He led me to a heavy door. The lock was long and puckered, as 

though it were screaming. He clicked it open, and now the door did 
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scream as it scraped over stone. Gentleman Jack always said there was no 

jail that could hold him. But what about a jail with a stone fl oor? You 

couldn’t dig your way out.

We stepped into a little corridor; there, the smells were con-

centrated—sweat and damp and rust. I knew the smell of rust, from 

Doubtful Mittie’s hands. It lay heavy on my tongue. Water dripped 

from the ceiling into a metal pail. Plink, it said into the pail. Plink. 

Only seconds now until I saw Gentleman Jack. What would he say?

Plink, went the water. Plink, plink.

Would he say, “This is my girl, returned from the road”?

Would he say, “This is my girl, bright as a star”?

The cell block was made up of three cells in a row. Gentleman 

Jack was in the middle cell, sitting on the edge of a cot. There was the 

familiar foam of lace, the glint of ruby, but his gloves were soiled and 

one of his wrist frills was torn. He looked different, but he started with 

the familiar questions.

“Did you tell them your name?” Gentleman Jack spoke low so the 

Sheriff couldn’t hear.

“I said I have no name.” I spoke just as low.

It was good Gentleman Jack asked the same questions. I knew what 

to say when he asked the familiar questions. It was good his hair was 

still yellow and his eyes were still greenish-brown, even though he liked 

you to call them green, because that was the rarest eye color and things 

that were rare were valuable. He didn’t look the same, though, not dirty 

and torn, not in a cage. And the cage was so bare. Aside from the cot, 

there was only a chamber pot and a stand with a pitcher.

“Did you tell them about the hideout?” said Gentleman Jack.

“I said there is no hideout.”
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No one had actually asked about the hideout, but that was all right. 

The important thing was that Gentleman Jack knew I’d followed the 

rules. It was the same conversation as always, but the words sounded 

different. The walls of the jail were too close; they crowded his words 

together. Gentleman Jack and his words were made for wide-open 

spaces, not for cells and bars and plinks in pails.

The Sheriff leaned against the opposite wall, probably making sure 

I wasn’t helping Gentleman Jack escape.

I gave Gentleman Jack the lemon drops. Gentleman Jack opened the 

bag, sniffed it, and closed it up again. ”Sour!” he said. “And speaking 

of sour, the Sheriff took away my Lucretia.” Lucretia was his knife. “He 

took Lucretia and all I got was a dirty penny.”

The Sheriff wasn’t a fool, not like Doubtful Mittie. He knew that if 

he took someone’s knife, he’d have to pay them a penny. Otherwise, the 

knife would leap out and hurt him.

“I wish the Sheriff would take me!” cried the dagger. “Then I’d bite him!”

“But he’d just give me a penny,” I said. The rule of knives and pennies 

would protect the Sheriff. Once I had the penny, the dagger couldn’t 

leap out and attack him.

“You could run away before he gave it to you,” said the dagger. That was an 

interesting thought. If the Sheriff couldn’t give me a penny, the rule of 

knives and pennies would make the dagger attack him.

They hadn’t taken away Gentleman Jack’s strike lighter, though. 

There was the scratching sound when he struck the fl int with the wand, 

the smell of lighter fl uid as the wick caught fi re. The fl ame fl ickered like 

a tongue. On and off, on and off, to help him think.

That was Gentleman Jack through and through. He had only to say, 

“Let there be light!” and there was light. The lighter lit up his brain.

“I hesitate to ask, my dear,” he said, “and really, I’m sure there’s 
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some simple explanation. But it has occurred to me to wonder why you 

didn’t warn us.”

I knew what he meant. Why hadn’t I warned them on Day Zero that 

there was a sheriff and a judge.

“Because of my Affl iction,” I said.

“Ah,” said Gentleman Jack, as though he’d forgotten about it. But 

how could he? It was the biggest thing in my life.

“Not in his life,” said the dagger.

I spoke even lower, so that the Sheriff couldn’t possibly hear. “The 

Judge asked me to be a witness in your trial. To say you killed Marshal 

Starling.”

Part of me, though, was still thinking about knives and pennies. I 

wished I could give Gentleman Jack a knife. How happy he’d be if I gave 

him a knife.

“But I never would,” I said.

Gentleman Jack came close and wrapped his hands around the bars. 

“Go to the Sapphire Saloon, down Main Street.” He jerked his thumb in 

the direction of the Shrine, which was away from the direction of the 

cottage. “Ask for Flora. Flora will know what to tell the Judge.”

Relief wrung me out like a sponge. I liked it when Gentleman Jack 

gave me orders. I liked knowing what to do.

“Do you understand?”

I said I understood. I was standing in a pool of relief. Relief was like 

honey, slow and sweet.

“Show me you understand,” said Gentleman Jack.

This was how it always went when he gave me instructions. 

Gentleman Jack tested my memory. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust me, not 

exactly, but it was important to make absolutely sure.

I repeated his instructions, about the Sapphire Saloon, about Flora, 
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about how Flora would tell me what to do.

“Don’t let the Judge know you’re going to the Sapphire,” said 

Gentleman Jack. “He’d say it’s not a fi t place for you.”

I repeated that, too. I wished he’d ask about Netherby Scar so I 

could talk about Grandmother and her silken hands and velvet sofas, 

about the eleven chimneys that rose from her roof, about how her house 

was always warm.

He didn’t ask me about Netherby Scar, but he asked about rescuing 

me, which was almost as good. “Who rescued you in the wilderness?”

“You rescued me,” I said.

Plink, plink went the water into the metal pail. But pretty soon 

there’d be no plinks. Pretty soon everything would be frozen.

I unbuttoned my coat. “I have your hat.” It had become Gentleman 

Jack’s hat as soon as Doubtful Mittie died. Gentleman Jack would see 

how excellently I was following the rules.

“Oh, my dear child,” said Gentleman Jack. “What would I want 

with a hat? I want my gold. I want a wingless bird. I want my freedom.”

I’d been stupid to think Gentleman Jack would care about a hat 

when he was in jail, wanting gold. I hadn’t been exercising judgment. 

The door between my stomach and chest opened up. That’s what hap-

pened when I made mistakes. I felt the bitter stomach juice rush into 

my heart. It’s funny how embarrassment starts in your stomach but ends 

up in your chest.

“Tell me what I want.” Gentleman Jack spoke extra gently, which 

made it worse.

“You want to bring Grandmother fi ve gold bricks,” I said.

“What are they worth?” said Gentleman Jack.

“One hundred twenty-eight thousand dollars,” I said.
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“But who has the gold?” said Gentleman Jack.

“The rich people in the Indigo Heart.” It occurred to me suddenly 

that the Judge probably had some gold, so it was funny that a moment 

later Gentleman Jack said the exact same thing.

“Like that Judge of yours,” said Gentleman Jack. “He has a substan-

tial stake in a gold mine.”

Except the Judge wasn’t my Judge.

“What do I get if I bring the gold?” said Gentleman Jack.

“You’ll get Grandmother’s empire, and your no-account brother 

won’t get anything.” It was pretty stupid to think Gentleman Jack would 

want a hat when what he wanted was an empire.

“But only if I bring a wingless bird, too.”

Yes, only if he brought a wingless bird.

“Tell me all the things we need to bring Grandmother,” said 

Gentleman Jack. He was testing my memory to help me exercise judg-

ment. It was easy to remember what Grandmother wanted. It’s easy to 

remember things that are in a rhyme.

“Fetch unto me the mountain’s gold,

To build our city fair.

Fetch unto me the wingless bird,

And I will make you my heir.”

Gentleman Jack wanted to bring Grandmother both things from the 

poem. There were two things, which was the right number of things.

“Flora and I will make a plan,” I said. “Flora and I will get you out 

of jail and get your gold.”

“And the Songbird,” said Gentleman Jack. “Ask Flora about the 
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Songbird.” Songbird was another name for a wingless bird. “And ask her 

about getting me an opal. I could use some good luck right about now.”

Now the door screeched over stone. It was the Judge, coming in 

to say we had to leave. There was no time for Gentleman Jack to say, 

“Show me you understand.” No time for him to test my memory.

“Come back as soon as possible,” said Gentleman Jack, very low. 

“Tell me all about Flora. Tell me all about the plan. In the meantime, I 

suppose I can get used to lemon drops. I appreciate the effort.”

The Sheriff rose and led the way. I followed the Sheriff and the 

Judge through the door with the screaming ghost-mouth. I followed 

them over the stone fl oor. I had the same thought as before. Gentleman 

Jack wouldn’t be able to dig his way out of this jail, even though there 

was no jail that could hold him.

But maybe he could fi ght his way out. What if I could slip him 

something small, like the dagger? Then Gentleman Jack could give me 

the Sheriff’s dirty penny and the dagger couldn’t hurt him. Then he 

could take the Sheriff by surprise.

“It would be excellent to help Gentleman Jack!” said the dagger.

Into the offi ce again, where the picture of Gentleman Jack stared 

from the wall. The artist had gotten his face just right: the square jaw, 

the lightish eyes, which you were supposed to call Green. The Judge 

had a coat with capes, and boots with silver stitching, but no one was as 

beautiful as Gentleman Jack.

The stagecoach driver was in the offi ce, sitting in a chair, his long 

legs on the desk. He still wore his great white jacket with all the fringes, 

but now he had a star on his coat.

“He’s the Deputy Sheriff,” said the dagger.

They were all so tricky, the Judge and the Sheriff and the Deputy. 

The Deputy had taken off his star so I wouldn’t suspect anything when 
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I stopped the stage. No wonder they’d captured Gentleman Jack, with a 

sheriff and a judge and a deputy sheriff. That was too many people to beat.

“The girl refuses to testify against Gentleman Jack,” said the Judge.

“Should we remind her?” said the Sheriff.

“About the Federal Marshal?” said the Deputy.

If I slipped the dagger to Gentleman Jack, he’d have to fi ght the 

Deputy Sheriff, as well as the Judge and the regular Sheriff. That was too 

many people to fi ght.

“About how he died in agony,” said the Sheriff.

“About how Gentleman Jack snuck up on him,” said the Deputy, 

“and didn’t give the Marshal a minute to draw his revolver.”

But Gentleman Jack hadn’t snuck—Gentleman Jack didn’t sneak! 

I was there—I’d seen it all. Gentleman Jack had been on horseback. 

I’d been beside him, on the pinto. And there’d come Marshal Starling, 

riding toward us.

“The men of the Territories never take unfair advantage,” said the 

Deputy. “Not even of an enemy.”

Gentleman Jack didn’t take unfair advantage. He’d even yelled at the 

Marshal. That was warning him. That was giving him a chance to draw 

his revolver. Gentleman Jack yelled that he had a lawful claim to the gold 

in the Heart.

“Gentleman Jack laid a trap for the Marshal,” said the Judge. “He 

never gave him a chance to draw his revolver. He shot him, then ran 

like a coward.”

But Gentleman Jack hadn’t run. He’d dismounted and picked 

through the Federal Marshal’s pockets. I didn’t exactly watch him, but I 

knew he was brave not to run away.

Lies, lies, all lies. Gentleman Jack had told me they’d lie about him. 

I’d never believe anything they said. Anyway, it was the Marshal who’d 
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acted dishonorably. He’d driven Gentleman Jack from the Indigo Heart 

because he didn’t want Gentleman Jack to have any gold.

“You laid a trap for Gentleman Jack,” I said, “with the gold and the 

stagecoach.”

“But—” said the Deputy.

“Wait,” said the Judge. “The girl makes an excellent point. Let me 

explain how the two situations are different. We did lay a trap, but the 

success of the trap was predicated on—”

“Predicated?”

“Based on,” said the Judge. “Gentleman Jack had to do something 

illegal to fall into the trap. He had to try to hold up the stage. The same 

was not true of Marshal Starling. Marshal Starling did nothing illegal. 

In fact, he was upholding the law. He was responding to a report of a 

disturbance, but that disturbance was created by Gentleman Jack.”

I remembered the disturbance. Gentleman Jack had been shooting 

into the road until Marshal Starling rounded the corner.

“Also,” said the Judge, “Gentleman Jack shot him in the belly, 

which is particularly painful and deadly. If the shot doesn’t kill you, 

infection probably will.”

But Marshal Starling should have had his revolver drawn if there was 

a disturbance. I couldn’t say so, though. I couldn’t admit I’d been there.

There was nothing more to say. We stepped out from the worn-out 

leftovers of the Sheriff’s offi ce into the clatter and roar of Main Street. 

And also into the smell of something rich and fatty and salty.

Peanuts! I thought, even though I didn’t know I knew the smell 

of peanuts. I expected we’d turn back the way we’d come, toward the 

cottage, and I was thinking, thinking about how to slip away from 

the Judge. But he surprised me by turning left, which was toward the 
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Shrine, and also toward the Sapphire.

The gold dome of the Shrine shone over everything. It reminded 

me of what the Judge had said about how you couldn’t hide a city on a 

hill. A city on a hill was so different from a cave in a ravine. The Judge 

must have been thinking the same thing, for he said, “We like to have 

the Shrine where everyone can see it, and think of the Blue Rose, and 

worship her and crave a boon of her.”

Down the street came a whistling. I stopped and looked around. It 

was not an ordinary whistle. I heard—oh, I was sure I heard—

I tugged at the Judge’s coat.

“Yes?”

“Are there words in the whistle?” I said.

“You understand them!” said the Judge.

I almost understood them, and when the whistling repeated the 

words, I understood them perfectly.

“Peanuts, peanuts! Fresh, hot peanuts!”

“He’s selling peanuts,” I said.

“My stars!” The Judge looked at me for a long time. “Not many 

people understand the Whistling. And only Songbirds can speak it.”

“What’s the Whistling?” I said.

“It means being able to put words in your whistle, just as he’s 

doing,” said the Judge. “It’s useful in the mountains in order to reach 

other people across long distances. But the most special thing about it is 

that the Blue Rose can hear the Whistling, wherever she may be, so it’s 

the best way to thank her and praise her.”

The words from Grandmother’s task rhyme sprang into my head. I’d 

been remembering them a lot today and yesterday.
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Fetch unto me the mountain’s gold,

To build our city fair.

Fetch unto me the wingless bird,

And I will make you my heir.

“He’s kind of like a wingless bird,” I said.

“Precisely!” said the Judge.

It was all so beautifully simple. Wingless birds were regular people, 

except that they could whistle with words. That’s why they had no wings.

But then I remembered what Gentleman Jack said about whistling. 

“It’s bad luck to whistle,” I said.

“We think it’s good luck,” said the Judge. “It’s considered a rare 

talent to be able to understand the Whistling.”

But it didn’t seem rare to me. You just heard the whistle and you 

understood the words.

“I have to see Gentleman Jack,” I said. I had to tell him I’d found a 

wingless bird. Or I could also call it a Songbird. Would Gentleman Jack 

like it better if I called it by both its names? Then Gentleman Jack would 

have one of the things Grandmother wanted. Then he’d be happy.

“You can see Gentleman Jack later,” said the Judge.

“Now,” I said.

“The snow is coming,” said the Judge. “After the snow.”

But I couldn’t wait until after the snow. I couldn’t wait to shine 

like a star.

The Judge paused at a shop. He pulled at the glass door. Gold letters 

fl ashed, the door opened. I looked at him. Didn’t we have to beat the 

snow?

“Mrs. del Salto has given me a commission,” said the Judge.
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Commission?

“A commission is something you have to do for somebody,” said the dagger. 

“It’s a taming thing.”

Maybe I could separate myself from the Judge in the store. I could 

slip out while he wasn’t looking and run to the Sapphire and to Flora. 

Maybe she would help me get back to the hideout.

“But Gentleman Jack told me to go to the Sapphire,” I said. “Isn’t that a 

commission?”

“That was an order,” said the dagger. “Commissions are tame, orders are wild.”

The Judge was tame, I was wild. I would get back to the hideout. 

Rough Ricky would be there, and some of the others, and together 

we’d plan how to break Gentleman Jack out of jail. Then I’d come back 

with Rough Ricky and we’d steal the peanut man and make him be a 

Songbird for Grandmother.

I would go to the Sapphire. I would obey Gentleman Jack’s order. 

I would be wild.



The General StoreThe General StoreThe General StoreThe General Store

†I’D BEEN IN STORES BEFORE, I’D BEEN IN STORES BEFORE, I’D BEEN IN STORES BEFOREI’D BEEN IN STORES BEFORE,  but not one like this. Not 

where a little bell rang as you entered. Not one that was so warm and 

huge and quiet. You could hear the smallest sounds, shears snipping 

and nails clinking and paper crinkling.

It smelled of something sweet—

“Perfume,” said the dagger. “Taming.”

And of something spicy—

“Cinnamon,” said the dagger. “Wild.”

Everywhere you looked, there were things to buy, and all of them 

were bright. Even the ceiling was bright. It gleamed with pots and pans 

and lanterns. There were two kinds of lanterns. There were lanterns you 

could buy, and there were lanterns that belonged to the store. The store 

lanterns lit up the other lanterns so shoppers could see them and want 

to buy them.

There were tables of fabric in tumbles of designs. Flowers and 


