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Some people are nobody’s 
enemies but their own.

_Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist





PRELUDE

A
ll the gargoyles on the unfinished cathedral in the dusty 

market district of Odierne face east except one.

Which means that all the gargoyles are insufferable 

early risers who begin their gossiping the moment sunshine hits 

their stone faces. Except one.

“Did you hear?” says one of the east-side gargoyles. “The tan-

ner’s wife caught him buying a pint for that saucy new laundress!”

The rest of them chortle. “Well, which would you choose? One 

smells like fresh linens, and the other one stinks like the entrails 

of a boar.”

Only one gargoyle on the cathedral roof faces west, thereby 

avoiding the morning departure of the pigeons from their roosts, 

which means there is only one gargoyle who does not get coated 

in bird grime. Only one gargoyle who does not have to wait for the 

rain to wash the smelly splatters from his horns.

And that gargoyle, in faith, is me.

“Serves you right, you noisy scummers!” I hoot the minute I 

hear the slap-slap of white pigeon poop hitting the heads of the 
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east-side gargoyles. “One of these days, you’ll get a special delivery 

right in the chops—that’ll teach you to talk so much!”

“Bite your tongue, ugly!” the east-side gargoyles screech back 

at me. “No one likes you!”

I chuckle to myself. Always to myself. Their words roll off my 

back like water.

There are five of them, of uniform size and shape except for 

their monstrous heads, which are chiseled to look like various 

beasts from God’s green earth.

They have a decent view of Odierne’s best streets, the vendors, 

our city’s front gates, the count’s manor. My ledge overlooks the 

Sarluire, a river of little color that winds between Odierne and an 

expanse of barley fields beyond. The water carries the city’s refuse, 

which tends to bunch at the nearby canal bridge. After ninety years 

of this view, I weary of it.

I weary of the gleam of the Sarluire at high noon, angled right 

into my eyes.

For ninety years, I have been blinded by that river.

For ninety years, I have had to listen to those east-side ninnies 

speaking about things I cannot see, their voices so loud I cannot 

hear anything else.

They were made by a different sculptor. Perhaps that is why it 

is so easy to argue with them. Or perhaps it is because there is little 

else to do up here except spin new ways to insult each other, new 

cruelties to shout across the roof like sermons.

Every day is the same when you are waiting. Tomorrow we 

will call each other guileless toads, wart-faced nanny goats, great 

horned devils. I will growl for quiet; they will refuse me my request. 
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And above, the sun will burn a trail across the sky, and the moon 

will rise vapors from the sea. Time marches on.

Ninety years.

They call me ugly—but we are gargoyles. We are all ugly.

And ugly has never once stopped the birds. They roost in the 

eaves, in the bell-less belfries, safe from weather and wind. And 

when there is no more room in the hollow places of our unfin-

ished frame, they try to roost on top of my head. Every time 

one of these feathered rodents steers too close, I bite at them, 

hard as I can.

“Fly south forever!” I shout. “Get plucked!”

At night, when the birds think I am snoozing, they bring their 

sticks and leaves and pieces of straw to my mouth, hoping to con-

struct a nest before morning. But I snap my jaws shut, aiming to 

squash them, and end up with dirty feathers between my teeth.

“I hope someone roasts you with fennel and rotten potatoes!” 

I call as they flap into the darkness. It’s a good thing I do not sleep, 

or else they would make a birdbath out of me.

The pigeons are enough of a plague, and my fellow gargoyles 

make me wish I could chip my ears right off my head, but they are 

nothing compared to the abbey next door.

The Glorious Congregation of the Sisters of Mercy, it is called, 

and its sisters are a bunch of white-cloaked old hedge witches. 

After their morning prayers, which drone on and on, they stand in 

their garden and blend together in chant, as if each of their voices 

is a string and they must musick them into a benedictory banner 

that hangs above Odierne for all the town to hear.

It makes me sick. It makes me wish for a working spout so I 
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could spit water and pretend to be throwing up whenever they start 

their singing.

“Praise God, from whom all blessings flow,” they sing.

“Praise butts, from where all droppings flow!” I sing back, as 

loud and triumphant as I can.

“Grow up!” the east-side gargoyles scold. “You’re revolting.”

So revolting, I have alternate verses for every hymn in the 

Glorious Congregation’s repertoire: “All Glory, Farts, and Honor,” 

“Sing to Him in Constipation,” “Of the Fathers Doves Were 

Smotten.”

I do not think God minds. I like to think He is on my side.

After all, God made the silence to be enjoyed.

Ninety years I have watched the river from my ledge.

Ninety years since I was chunked from a strange mountain 

and chiseled into shape and hauled onto this rooftop to keep our 

cathedral safe.

“A gargoyle is made to protect,” said my maker as she brought 

her tools up to my horns. And that is what I am supposed to do. 

Protect.

Ninety years since they started working on our cathedral. But 

I still remember.

How my stone fizzed with excitement when I saw where my 

perch would be—so high up, I could see all the way to the horizon. 

How our structure came together in bursts and bits, block by block, 

slathers of wet mortar and piles of split timber. All of Odierne came 

out to witness the birth of a new cathedral, a once-in-a-lifetime 

spectacle. How I could not wait to keep watch over them. Whatever 
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came through the city walls—sieges, storms, spirits—I would guard 

the people as my own.

And I remember when the workers left for a midwinter feast 

day and never came back. The hay they had stuck between our 

stones to keep the mortar from cracking in the cold was there for 

many winters and summers alike, until the mice carted it off for 

their burrows.

Odierne was able to forget. They forgot about us long ago. They 

stopped seeing our stones as potential walls. Now they look right 

past our deserted structure as if we are invisible. They walk around 

the foundation to get to the butcher, to get to the river, as if we 

are something fixed in the earth like a tree. We are an eyesore, an 

embarrassment. They have learned to ignore us the way you learn 

to ignore a festering pockmark on your chin.

And every evening, when we are silhouetted with the rest of 

Odierne’s skyline, I wonder if we will ever be finished? Or are we 

destined to rot up here for eternity?

“Someday they will come back and finish this box of bricks,” 

I tell myself when the taste of righteous longing overpowers the 

usual flavor of my tongue, sun-warmed lumière rock. “They will 

finish the choir. They will finish the last wall. They will put in the 

windows. This will be a functioning cathedral, and we will protect 

the city. I will be a functioning gargoyle—”

“You’re a functioning monster already.” Harpy, one of the east-

side gargoyles, a real delight with an eagle’s head and the temper-

ament of a snarling boar, can never pass up a chance to harass me. 

“You’re so ugly, you scared the financiers away!”

Gargoyles are supposed to be ugly. Ugly does nothing.ly
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We are all ugly.

Someday I will be a proper spout, I tell myself. And the water 

will come rushing up and out of me, and I will wash away this loose 

stone pressing into my rump. Those clucking east-siders will be so 

impressed by my power, they will be speechless.

Maybe then I will finally have some peace and quiet. And then I 

will be able to do what I was made to do—protect.o—protect.

When I feel extra crackly and heavy-lidded, I mutter this to 

myself like a spell. Almost like a prayer.

Always to myself.

Only one gargoyle on the roof of the unnamed cathedral faces west. 

Only one gargoyle can see the sunset.

Light splinters into a stained-glass window—purples, peaches, 

reds. The last rays of the day skip golden across the ripples of the 

river, and then the disappearing of the sun—slowly, then gone, like 

a doused flame.

Shadows. And then it is night. The east-side gargoyles turn in 

early. They let out gusty, dramatic, overtired yawns, as if sitting on 

their rocky butts spying on the streets below wears them out. They 

are snoring by dusk.

Me, I am for the night. When the moon hits the water in a 

reflection that is whole and then broken and then made whole 

again, and the stars wink, and it is quiet—really, finally quiet—I 

breathe out.

Another day. My grimace softens; my horns relax.

It is a clear night for stargazing. Above me, the heavens glitter 

against the black sky. I do not sleep. Instead, I watch the stars spin. 
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I could stare up into the sky all night—my neck is already made 

of stone.

I watch and I wonder.

I wonder when they will finish building our cathedral. I won-

der what will happen if they do not. I wonder how hot a fire my

stone can withstand. I wonder what it would be like to sink to the 

bottom of the river.

I wonder if I will be here long enough to count every star. I 

wonder what would happen if I were pushed off my roof. Does it 

matter if you are made of rock or glass when you are dropped from 

such a height?

I wonder what is inside the other gargoyles. Are they solid 

stone, like me? Or were they constructed piece by piece, claws 

formed and then fastened to legs, fastened to bodies, fastened to 

heads? Do they have stone organs? Stalactites for ribs? Does Harpy 

have a pebble for a heart?

I wonder if their makers ever thought of them. I wonder if my 

maker ever thought of me.

I do not remember much of my maker except for her hands. 

Dry and crackled from scrubbing away plaster, but warm on the 

cold of my slab. I remember that she liked to whisper to me as she 

blew the dust away from my form: “You will watch over so many 

others. You will protect them all.”

That is why I do not sleep. I do not close my eyes, not even for 

a moment. Not even when I am so sleepy, I feel like I have become 

a mountain again. It is my duty to watch.

Once our cathedral is finished, I will be a proper gargoyle, 

watching over my parishioners—but in the meantime, I keep watch 
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over the moon as it climbs the sky. I watch the river pour past our 

churchyard, and I watch the horizon. My whole little world.

When midnight strikes, I ignore Odierne’s parish bells and 

whisper twelve chimes for the bell tower that lies scattered behind 

me. I wonder and I worry and I watch by myself.

Always by myself.

When it rains, we gargoyles are the first to know.

For ninety years, I have been pelted with hail, blanketed with 

snow, and blasted with the rays of the summer sun. But I will 

remember this rain tonight as the worst I’ve seen in all my days on 

top of our Cathedral Sans Nom.

This is what I call it, my stone tongue in my stone cheek. Our 

no-name cathedral. We almost had a proper name once.

Unfinished cathedrals do not keep their names.

The sky has been gray since dawn, with clouds thick as dyed 

wool hanging low above the city. All the birds stay tucked in their 

roosts, their dry feathers twitching. The river rages in the wind, 

which blows the waters to whitecaps and steely peaks.

When the rain began, just before vespers, it sprinkled lightly; 

now it pours down as if heaven has its own gargoyles draining the 

chilly water through their spouts onto the Earth.

I deepen my frown. If the cathedral were finished, I would be 

properly fixed to the gutters so I could siphon water off the roof, 

but instead it pools around me, splashes onto my claws. I furrow 

my eyebrows until my head hurts, trying to keep the droplets from 

running down my face, but to no avail.

It has been an unusually quiet day. In the distance, villagers 
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work to secure the Sarluire’s plentiful northern bank from flood-

ing the main thoroughfare. Homes are dark and still. Not a single 

candle flickers from the street lanterns.

Quiet, except for the east-side gargoyles, who talk even louder 

when it rains because their ears get clogged with water and they 

cannot hear themselves. They squawk like upset hens, their voices 

echoing off the wet cobblestones below.

“It’s been ages since we’ve had a good downpour like this,” 

Harpy says. “My skin’s been positively parched.”

“Good for the horns, too,” Goathead adds.

“Yes, that’s the stuff,” Harpy purrs as the rain intensifies. Fishy, 

Scales, and Snout all murmur in agreement. “Wash all that bird 

scum away.”

“Pipe down, beauty queens!” I call. “Some of us are trying to 

enjoy this without your commentary!”

“What kind of storm would it take to wash you away? 

Hmmm?” Harpy fires back. The others snicker.

I almost point out that we are made of mountain, harvested 

from deep beneath unknown hills, and so every time it rains, we 

become a little more weathered, a little more crumbled, a little 

closer to becoming dust. But I do not.

Let those east-side ninnies gargle the rain and marvel over 

the feeling of slick, cleaned stone. Let the water slowly wear them 

down. Let it wear down their mouths first, please.

A cluster of vagrants runs past our yard, all of them soaked 

like rats.

If our cathedral were complete, they would have a place to 

sleep. If our cathedral were complete, we would have a kind-eyed 
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priest to push open the doors and usher in lost, drenched souls. 

“Come inside,” he would say. “Come get dry by the fire. You are 

safe here.”

But there is no priest at the Cathedral Sans Nom. In some 

places, there are not even walls.

On a night like tonight, it is easy to feel like there is not even 

a God—

A noise. Wet footsteps on the concrete.

I strain to listen beyond the pit-a-pata-pat of raindrops on my ledge.at of raindrops on my ledge.

Footsteps dash up our half-finished porch. Footsteps that 

hurry, footsteps that do not linger in our hollow chambers but run 

up the scaffolding.

Someone is coming up to the roof.

“Be still, you miserable clucks!” The east-side gargoyles do not 

hear me above their blabbing, but they shut up when a hooded 

figure dashes to our rooftop, clutching something tightly to its 

chest with both hands.

The figure catches its breath, glancing over my ledge. We are 

eighty feet up, the river coursing beneath us. A dangerous fall for 

humans and gargoyles alike.

The person removes their hood, shaking the excess water from 

their face. Gobs of fire-red hair are instantly soaked by the rain.

A woman. Her cheeks are puffy, her eyes frantic and wild as 

she lowers her bundle to inspect it.

“Mmm-ba,” says the bundle. Inexplicably, my stone feels light-

ened. A baby.

The baby is pure rascal, a giggle in its eye. The woman wrings 

the rainwater from its wrappings and spares the child a smile—
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But her lips tighten. There is noise and movement below.

A group of men, a dozen or more, and greyhounds on leashes, 

cutting through the fields. My eyes focus through the blur of the 

storm. The watch. Sent by constables or even by the sheriff himself.

They move so quickly, the rain cannot douse their torches. 

Something inside of me clenches when one of them shouts, “She 

came this way!”

The east-side gargoyles stay silent for once—here, at last, is 

the quiet I have been waiting for, but I cannot enjoy it. Not with 

this sensation of nerves in my haunches, all needles and pokies. 

Not with the fear on the woman’s face, plain as ink. Not with 

us grotesques holding our breath, even though we are made of 

hardened clay.

The watchmen charge past the city walls, making their way 

through dark doorways and the alleys of the market district, illu-

minating windows, the hounds nosing every corner.

“Ma ma ma,” says the baby, and then makes a noise that bor-

ders on a whimper.

“Shhh.” The woman tugs her hood back over her head and 

hunches over, trying to stay hidden. Tendrils of her wet hair cling 

to her face.

My haunches stir; my fangs itch. The first time someone has set 

foot in our cathedral in so many years, and she needs protection.

Someday our stone slabs will be reset and plastered. Someday 

there will be glass in our windows, and the geometric faces of the 

Loving Mother and Saint Odile will glow blue and green against 

the night. Someday the sun will pour through our great panes 

and shine a perfect, colorful light inside our walls. We will be an 
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oasis for the poor, the contrite, anyone in need of a haven from the 

storm—

And I, the biggest, oldest gargoyle, will protect them all. As I 

was made to do.

A growl waits in my throat. I am ready to spring forward, scare 

away, attack—

But for now, all I can do is watch. I was made to protect, but 

I am useless to her. Until our cathedral is finished, I am useless.

The watchmen move through the rain-bathed streets, the col-

lective tread of their boots coming nearer and nearer.

The baby thrashes in its blankets, bored and weary of the rain. 

The woman tries to rock it calm, but the small creature’s tiny voice 

rings out, loud enough to be heard over the storm.

The watchmen pause. They hear.

And then, like some sort of machinery, they turn as one. They 

march up the cathedral porch, up the steps, stealthy as cats even 

in the storm.

Inside me, something stirs.

“Can the roof even support them?” Harpy whispers. None of 

us answers; we just listen to the sounds of the watchmen climbing, 

up the scaffolding, up the hidden stairs that were never meant to 

be used by anyone except the framers and the masons, stairs that 

might be rotted to the core.

Up, up, and up.

Up to us.

The baby gums at its fist with a certain teething fury. The 

woman scans the roof, eyeing each of us, the busted-up bell tower, 

looking for somewhere to hide, and in a last-minute scramble, 
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tucks herself on the ledge beside me, using the shadows to her 

advantage.

“What is she doing?” Harpy hisses. “That ledge is slick as 

moss!”

“She’s going to tumble to her death,” Snout adds. And I will 

have to watch, I think—but the woman does not slip. She steadies 

herself on the ledge, crouched low, folded almost in half, her baby 

in her arms.

Even in the rain, she smells like the woods, like pine. Like 

something baking.

The baby, pressed against her chest, breathes in the comfort 

of her scent, yeast and flour and sweetness, and stops its cries, 

content.

My own stone is warmer—

“She’s up here somewhere!” The voices of the watch arise mere 

seconds before they do, and then they are on our roof. They spread 

themselves around, sniffing along with their leashed dogs.

If I were coated in fur, it would rankle. I feel the gargoyle’s 

instinct—to scare away, to keep safe, to protect.

I forget about the rain, how it trickles down my eyes, mak-

ing tears for me even though I am made of stone and cannot cry. 

I forget that the east-side gargoyles woke me up even before the 

fishermen were baiting. They woke me with a conversation about 

current trends in Odierne’s hat fashion that was inane even for 

them, and so I am tired as well as drenched. I forget that I am miss-

ing muscles and bones and a heart, and I tell my claws to please, 

please move.

One claw.
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If that is all I can lift to protect this woman and baby, then I will 

never again complain about our unfinished cathedral. Or if I do, I 

will match it with gratitude for this moment.

I am made of mountain and mineral and heat. But still, I pray 

for a miracle.

The rain doesn’t soak the watchmen as they search our roof—

maybe they, too, are made of a kind of stone.

Beside me, the woman glances down at the river. The currents 

churn like a bouillabaisse at the height of its cooking.

Her head is right next to mine, her eyes cast down. The baby is 

tired of this hiding game now, and it will not be reasoned with. The 

woman is bouncing it, jostling it, singing to it softly enough that 

the rain muffles her voice, but the baby is one deep breath away 

from a tantrum.

“Find her!” the constable in charge calls. “And when you do, 

cuff her at once! She’s a slippery one—don’t let her get away this 

time!”

I look at the woman with new eyes. What did she do? It must 

have been something truly terrible to have the constable chasing 

her in such a storm.

I wonder what happens to babies if their mothers are thrown 

in the dungeon. I wonder if the Lord ever ranks sins according to 

their gravity. I wonder if it’s possible for this woman to find some 

wiggle room.

And what of my sacred charge, to keep safe, to protect? Should 

a gargoyle protect someone who committed a grievance against 

another? Should a gargoyle watch over a sinner?
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The long-suffering baby gets a fat raindrop in the eye. Startled, 

offended, the babe turns red and wails.

Even above the din of the storm, the sound is impossible to 

miss.

“There!” shouts one of the watch. “Over by the grotesque! I 

see her!”

“Arrest her at once!” the constable commands, and they rush 

toward me.

The constable’s face is softer than I expected it to be, and 

younger; perhaps he is a father of small children himself. He eyes 

the woman as she balances on the ledge beside me. In a crack of 

lightning, I see panic flicker across her face, just for a moment—

but it is replaced with brazen defiance as more and more men 

surround her.

“You’re done for,” the constable tells her. “Step down. Time to 

face the music.”

He extends his hand, a false rescue—he’ll save her from a fall 

only to lock her up in irons.

She ignores him. She whispers something to her baby, as if the 

two of them are alone on the roof.

“Come away from the ledge now,” the constable repeats, smug, 

“and we’ll make sure your cell is cleared of toads and vipers before 

you’re shut inside.”

A cell. Imprisonment. She must have done something horrible.

The woman’s face pinches with emotion, as though she is hold-

ing a whole universe inside of her. But still she does not move from 

her perch.
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“If you’re hoping for a miracle,” the constable jeers, “you’d best 

look heavenward. You’ll find no mercy here. Not for you.”

But the mother does not look up. She looks right at me, right 

at my grimace. And I look at her. She does not know it, but I am 

looking right at her. Whole universes, in those eyes. As big as 

cathedrals.

Criminal or no, I must save her.

I would give both my horns to have our doors in working order 

so they could be closed and barred. I would trade every one of my 

claws to see the watch stopped and questioned by the bishop. If we 

had the authority of the church, the authority to give sanctuary, I 

would never look at another star again.

But this cathedral is an empty belly. It is two and a half walls of 

decrepitude. It is ninety years of failure. It is exposed vaulting like 

the jutting rib cage of a fleshless skeleton. It is a wound.

A humiliation.

And I am not a proper gargoyle. Water does not pour out of my 

mouth, making a rightful spout of me; it floods around my feet. I 

am not even worth my weight in gravel.

Pray, pray, I should pray. That’s what a bishop would tell me to 

do. That’s what the Sisters of Glorious Mercy would suggest.

But I’ve said many prayers. I’ve prayed for our cathedral to 

be finished, prayed the builders would return, prayed that I’d be 

a real gargoyle. Praying is as good as wishing; wishing is as good 

as whispering your needs into water so the river can drown them. 

Every prayer I’ve ever uttered is just like me: useless.

“What are you waiting for?” The constable sounds desperate 

now, as though he would sprout his own wings if he could and snag 
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her off the ledge. “We have you surrounded—there’s nowhere else 

for you to go.”

I must scare away those who wish her harm. This is why I was 

created. This was the charge given to me by my maker. Protect.

But there is nothing I can do. I cannot move, not enough to 

chase them away. I cannot growl, not loud enough for them to hear. 

I can only pray. And that is not enough.

In a burst, the constable lurches forward, grabbing for the 

woman’s hood—

But the woman leaps off the roof and into the river, baby 

and all.

I was made to watch. And so I watch.

I watch.

I watch.





SUMMER





Our Daily Bread

“All right, Crowns, line up!”

In a crooked alleyway along an unmapped street in Odierne, a 

group of dirty children scrambled to form a single-file row, facing 

a wall of sunburned bricks.

If you thought they were orphans, you’d be more or less cor-

rect. If you tried to count them, they’d scatter and dance around 

until you lost track of their exact number.

If you thought they were poor, needy beggars desperate for 

alms, then you ought to check your pockets.

They’d have gotten you.

The eldest of the children strolled before his ranks. Gnat was a 

scrawny lad of a murky age—he could pass for as young as eleven 

or as old as twenty, but when he spoke, his was the already-broken 

voice of those in-between years.

“Saturday,” he said. “Today’s the day that Master Griselde pulls 

forty dozen freshly baked loaves of bread from her ovens, which 
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means—” He stopped and held aloft a coin for all to see. “Today, 

we get to eat.”

The bakery’s panels were still closed, but the children could 

already detect the yeasty smell of the loaves hardening in the ovens, 

even above the more unpleasant sunrise odors of the butcher and 

the fishmonger.

The glorious smell of vanquishment.

Gnat wiggled his fingers; in a flash, the coin was now a wooden 

copy of a coin, carved to mimic the penny in texture, pattern, and 

heft. A perfect representation—except it had been carved from an 

old wagon wheel.

They’d flipped many of these false coins into the hands of 

unsuspecting merchants, and now that they’d arrived in Odierne, 

they’d do it again.

An old trick for a new city.

“Who is it going to be?” Gnat glanced down at them as he 

paced—he seemed to tower above them all, even those who were 

technically taller than he was. “Which one of you is going to bring 

us the bread?”

The row of children twitched.

Gnat would never lead them astray. Never had any of his 

schemes failed. Never had any of the Crowns been caught by con-

stables or locked in the stocks.

To trust in Gnat was to get your belly filled, your thirst slaked.

So when he looked over his legion of seven, half of them were 

already raising their hands, volunteering.

“Me! Me! I’ll go,” said a rosy girl with frizzy copper hair—

they called her Fingers, and true to form, her digits were already 
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fluttering to life. “Come on, it’s been so long since I got to 

lift—”

“You swiped a potato from a cart just a minute ago!” one of the 

other Crowns put in.

“Potatoes don’t count,” Fingers started, quickly hiding the 

offending tuber in her tunic.

Gnat’s “No” was sharp as a riding crop’s snap. “It’s time to give 

someone else a chance.”

At the far end of the line, the youngest child tried to hold still.

She was a pale and grimy girl with dull hair, dark eyes, and a 

tiny mouth, which she kept closed as much as possible.

Her name was Duck, so dubbed because the Crowns had 

found her floating in the Sarluire as a baby. “Our little duckling,” 

Ash liked to say, and since he was the one who had fished her out—

not to mention the one who had stolen goat’s milk to feed her as an 

infant and mashed up his own food for her as she grew—the rest 

of the gang respected it.

She kept her head tipped up, her gaze on the wall of the alley. 

The buildings on this side of the street were older, so they tilted 

slightly, leaning like tipsy nuns. In a few years, the roofs would be 

touching. Moss grew between the bricks, a vibrant green that Duck 

always associated with this time of year, the end of the rainy spring 

and the triumphant entrance of summertime.

A happy green.

The palm holding the two coins—one tarnished silver, one 

wooden—stopped under Duck’s nose.

“Today’s your lucky day.” Gnat pitched the coins into the air 

and walked back down the line as they fell.
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Duck fumbled to catch them.

It had been days since they’d eaten anything as solid as bread. 

They’d been gobbling up whatever they could forage—rotten 

onions, unripe berries, the occasional squirrel they roasted on a 

spit. (Surprisingly sweet, with a hint of nuts.)

Yes, it had been a rough month since they’d left their former 

territory behind. Once a city was played out—once the Crowns 

noticed they were picking the same pockets and rotating among 

the same shops—it was time to move on.

Duck knew she was not the only one whose stomach was 

empty as a drum.

“What do you say, Garbage?” Gnat angled himself against the 

wall so his right hand was tucked away. This was a familiar pose; 

even around the Crowns, Gnat did not like when his right arm was 

visible to the world. “Can we count on you?”

The two coins were heavy as rubies in Duck’s fist.

So far, she’d only participated in the background of the Crowns’ 

various scams. As the youngest, Duck was always stationed as a 

lookout, but she’d been both waiting for and dreading this day—

Gnat did not abide freeloaders in his gang. Every Crown had to 

pull their weight.

And Crowns did not say no to Gnat. That would be saying no 

to food. Saying no to your livelihood.

“Aw, Gnat, she’s no good at this stuff,” groaned a wiry boy called 

Frog Eyes. “No offense, Duck. But someone else should go.”

“She’ll lose her nerve before she even gets to the counter,” a girl 

named Spinner added. “And then we’ll starve.”

“I’m not eating any more rats. Send Fingers,” said Drippy.
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Duck lowered her gaze, wishing the moss would grow beyond 

the bricks, spread through the alley, and gulp her up whole.

The others were not wrong.

She’d practiced swapping out the real coin for the false one in 

her palm over and over, trying to make the motion smooth, but her 

hand was always just a little too sweaty, a little too slow.

If anyone would mess this up, it was Duck.

Gnat’s shrug wasn’t particularly friendly; neither was his 

defense of Duck. “She’s a Crown. So she’ll get that bread, or she’ll 

die trying.” He looked at Duck for confirmation. “Right?”

Duck looked at Ash, the oldest Crown after Gnat, a tall and 

rumpled boy with dark skin and hair. When she met Ash’s eyes, 

Duck gave him the tiniest of nods.

“She’ll do it,” Ash announced to the rest of the Crowns, which 

was as good as Duck saying it herself. With Ash around, there was 

no need for Duck to speak. With Ash around, Duck could always 

be heard.

“Here, then, put this on.” Fingers passed Duck a fraying straw 

hat, the kind a farmer would wear. “Lower, so your eyes are shaded. 

Good.”

“Remember, give your order to the baker only, not to her 

journeyman,” coached another Crown, a round and pink-faced 

boy with floppy, overgrown curls whom they called Le Chou—

the Cabbage. “The baker’s the one you talk to. No one else.”

All of this Duck knew.

She knew to pace herself. She knew to avoid using eight 

words when five was enough. She knew to be at once likable but 

forgettable, and to be on her guard for watchmen at all times.
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As the quietest member of the Crowns, this should be an easy 

job for her.

But this was the first time Gnat had ever entrusted her with 

their bread. She looked down the row of Crowns, looked into their 

faces.

Deep inside her, something quivered.

“Hold on a minute—we need to send you off proper.” Ash 

grabbed Duck’s hand and placed his on top of it. The rest of the 

Crowns, resigned, put their own hands in the circle.

“Our fingers be nimble!” Ash started.

“To our graves, be swift!” shouted another Crown.

“And on every head a crown!” they chorused as one.

“There, now.” Ash clapped Duck on the back. “Go bring us 

back our bread.”

Duck tried to breathe normally. With a final reluctant smile for 

Ash, she poked her head out of the alley.

“Keep your wits about you.” Gnat’s breath on her neck was 

hot and earthy. “Pay attention to what’s around you, but don’t be 

twitchy. Oh, and Garbage? If you lose that penny, don’t even bother 

coming back.”

With that, Gnat shoved Duck into the square.

Dawn bells had rung prime only a short while ago. Already 

Odierne’s streets bustled with the noise and motion of people 

trying to get their carts, their animals, and themselves to where 

they needed to be. Hammers chimed, hay bales thudded, horses 

whinnied and clomped on the cobblestones. Housewives and maid-

servants dodged the piles of offal and swarms of flies swimming in 
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said offal to get to the food shops, which were cranking open their 

front windows at this very moment.

The sounds of summer, music for city and country folk alike. 

Duck and the Crowns had many reasons to favor summer above 

all other seasons: They could sleep anywhere, for one thing, instead 

of spending cold nights in unlocked cellars and stables. They could 

feast on apricots snatched from orchards and squash rinds taken 

from unattended hog troughs. They could take dips in streams and 

rivers, as long as they steered clear of the spots where the dung 

piles leached into the canals. They could chase butterflies and lie 

in the sunshine.

Summer was also perfect purse-snatching weather. Everyone 

in Odierne went out on the streets for festivals, for market days, for 

no reason at all except that they longed to bask in the sun’s pleas-

antry—the ideal swiping conditions.

Not that it mattered for Gnat. He alone was good enough to 

thieve a pearl choker from under a duchess’s fur coat in the middle 

of January, even though he was one functioning arm poorer than 

the rest of the Crowns.

Gnat was better than any of them could ever hope to be.

Duck knew she wouldn’t impress him today, but she wanted to 

at least avoid disappointing him. He called her Garbage, “because 

that’s where we found you, floating in the river like garbage,” he 

always said. And then he’d add to the other Crowns, “No one else 

is allowed to call her that. Only me.”

Funny, Duck often thought while chewing on her lip, that 

while pennies were scant, she had more names than she needed.

Master Griselde was late opening her shop this morning. 
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Already the fruit peddler was nearly out of cherries, and the 

butcher’s shutters rattled shut—he’d sold the last of his chopped 

ham moments ago.

But people couldn’t scurry home yet. People needed their 

bread.

So they hovered at the crafters’ booths, buying trinkets they 

usually only sniffed at, much to the delight of the crafters, whose 

income fluctuated greatly depending on how spendthrift the gen-

eral population was on market days.

Duck was pleased to see that today, money was moving from 

person to person like the nits. A nice, healthy economy.

Always linger with a purpose. It was one of the most basic of 

the Crowns’ rules, and one of their most efficient—the last thing 

you wanted to do when running a scam was to bring attention to 

yourself. Fortunately for Duck, she avoided attention like it was a 

malady.

Unfortunately for Duck, it was also against her nature to step 

forward, to speak for herself, to engage. Her instincts were to 

observe and to obey. Today, though, she would have to sing out.

A booth with beautiful daggers and embroidered leather 

sheaths caught Duck’s eye. She strolled to its tables, trying to 

peruse with an innocent, lollygagging manner that matched the 

rest of the crowd.

“Is there something special you’re looking for?” The woman 

selling the goods appeared above Duck like a bird of prey shading 

its next meal.

Duck fought the urge to whip her hands guiltily behind her 

back and shook her head. She was just browsing, she reminded 
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herself. Waiting for bread, like everyone else. She had every 

right.

“Did you forget your voice at home?” the woman said with a 

good-natured smile.

It wasn’t that Duck couldn’t speak.

Just . . . with Ash around to speak for her, she rarely needed to 

use her own words. After so many years of letting Ash be her voice, 

the Crowns now just looked right at him when they asked her a 

question. Ash always knew her answer.

She offered a word to the woman now, a little one, just to prove 

she could: “No.”

But the woman was inspecting her anew, taking in Duck’s dirty 

cheeks, her ragged tunic, her bare feet, and the woman’s demeanor 

suddenly darkened. “This booth is for customers only,” she hissed, 

covering her wares with her sleeves. “Get your little beggar hands 

off my table before you spoil everything.”

Heat climbed Duck’s neck.

Immediately an idea came to her, sharp as a blade—she could 

pretend to be counting the coins in her pocket, show the woman 

a glimpse of her silver penny, then walk to the next booth. Let the 

woman think she had missed a decent sale; maybe then she’d hold 

her words before she said such rude things to someone again.

Stay calm, Duck told herself. Petty vengeance was a quick way 

to get remembered.

“The pebble that makes the slightest splash is the easiest to 

forget,” Ash would say if he were here. And then Gnat would roll 

his eyes and tell Ash he was talking like a monk again, and the rest 

of the Crowns would chortle and tease. Ash couldn’t help it—such 
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fancy sentences and wisdom fell out of him the way walnuts tumble 

from trees in autumn. Maybe if he’d been born to a pair of mer-

chants, he’d have learned to read and write. He would have made 

a splendid scholar.

But then he wouldn’t have been a Crown. And baby Duck, 

floating in the river? She would have been fish food.

Ash was the voice in Duck’s head, and so she didn’t stick 

around to teach the mean-tongued woman a lesson.

And Gnat . . . Gnat was the pulse in Duck’s neck. Gnat would 

have vanished, folded himself into the crowd like it was a lidded 

box, and so that’s exactly what Duck did now. She disappeared.

When the crafter recapped her morning at the end of the 

day, the image of the greasy child with threadbare clothes would 

be sunk too deep in the trenches of her memory to be easily 

fished out.

Behind Duck, there was a click and whirring sound.

The deep-green panels of Master Griselde’s shop front furled 

up like scrolls, revealing baskets of long pleated baguettes, rows of 

hot cross buns, rye and barley loaves, squares of unleavened bread, 

and, behind the counter, a confectionary of colorful, delicate pas-

tries almost too tempting to look at.

The bakery was finally open.



Master Baker

“Fresh bread! Come get your fresh bread, rolls, and buns!” The 

bakery’s journeyman, a young man wearing a cap on his curly 

dark hair, clanged the golden bell that hung from the frame of the 

shop. He then picked up a tray of round, fat trenchers and turned 

toward the crowd.

In an amorphous movement like a glob of fish, the people 

pressed toward the loaves.

And then it was mayhem.

Duck’s stomach lurched. She clutched the penny and the 

wooden coin in her pocket.

The squares of unleavened bread were the first to go, even 

though they required teeth hard as an ogre’s to chew through the 

crust. But they were the cheapest, and above flavor, customers 

wanted cheap.

Next to be picked clean were the baskets of moderately priced 

baguettes, though within moments of their disappearance a new 

batch was available, piping hot, steam rising from the crusts in 
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tempting curls. Rye and barley loaves were six a penny, and though 

Duck had seen slightly lower prices for bread in her days, she’d 

never seen loaves as hearty as these. With her mouth watering like 

a horse’s, she inched closer, into the frenzy.

While the journeyman worked the crowd with his overflow-

ing trays, the counter, the baskets, and the confectionary were all 

handled by the master baker herself.

Duck had not yet seen her in person. Gnat had gone alone 

yesterday to case the city’s modern square while the rest of the 

Crowns napped in a miller’s loft.

But now that the baker was in front of her, she understood 

Gnat’s description when he’d said, “Think . . . cow.”

Griselde Baker was a bull of a woman, tan-skinned, standing tall 

as a cornstalk. She’d probably easily look the count in the eye, and 

he, the most powerful man in the region, would likely be ashamed 

of his own baby-soft face in comparison to hers; the whiskers that 

sprang from the baker’s chin looked sharp enough to carry thread 

through cotton. Her rusty hair was fading, streaked with white.

Her hands were strong, speckled rough like an animal’s hide, 

from hauling baking trays in and out of the ovens. No wonder she 

commissioned her loaves so large; standard-size breads would 

seem like grains of rice in those paws.

The behemoth baker’s back was turned as Duck reached the 

counter. A new stack of barley loaves, still hot from the forging, sat 

plump as hens, waiting to be devoured.

The baker’s personal seal, a halo of laurel wrapped around a 

flat outstretched hand with the letters GB—for Griselde Baker—was 

pressed into the domes of the loaves.
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Out came the shining silver coin from Duck’s pocket.

“And for you?” Griselde Baker leaned over the counter to 

address Duck. “What will you have?” Her hickory-deep voice 

didn’t surprise Duck, but her eyes did—both orbs unfocused, cool 

blue, but glazed over with a milky opaqueness.

Someone jostled Duck, reaching for the last oatcake, and she 

tried to remember what she was supposed to be doing, what she was 

here for.

The baker tilted her head slightly. Lips pursed in amusement. 

“Did you leave your shopping list at home, then?” she boomed. 

“We’ve all done it. No shame in that.”

“I . . .” Duck’s words dissolved, unheard, in the sound of com-

merce around her. She tried to take in a breath and form a word, 

any word, but it was as if an entire castle were pressed on her chest.

“Sing out!” Master Griselde leaned even closer. “You’re little 

more than a specter to my eyes, but I can still hear you just fine. 

I’m listening.”

At those words, the realization dawned on Duck—the baker 

was blind.

Those clouds in her eyes were storms in her vision.

Master Griselde frowned slightly at Duck’s silence, and though 

she hadn’t yet directly met Duck’s gaze, she did so now, tucking her 

chin down so it rippled against her neck.

“Bread?” the baker said simply, and lifted up a loaf as a 

reminder.

The divine scent of the baked crust hit Duck, and she managed 

to squeak out, “Six grain loaves.” Tipping her hand sideways, she 

opened her clutch and let the sunlight reflect off the coin.
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Master Griselde stacked the massive loaves on the counter in 

front of Duck. “One penny, please.”

Duck clenched the coin and raised it above the baker’s hand.

“Misdirection,” she could hear Gnat whispering in her mind. n,” she could hear Gnat whispering in her mind. 

“You either wait for a chance or you make it yourself.”

She watched Griselde’s eyes carefully—the baker was facing 

her, waiting patiently, as if Duck were the only customer in the 

world and all the others pressing up to the counter behind her 

didn’t count. But it was difficult to know where exactly those milky 

eyes were looking.

If they could see anything of the coin at all.

In the secrecy of her outstretched fist, Duck shuffled the coins. 

The silver penny moved flat against her palm, and she held it there, 

tucked under her thumb.

The wooden coin went between her fingers.

No need to wait for misdirection, she decided, when the mark 

is blind.

And then, with a single breath, the false coin went into Griselde 

Baker’s hand.

The baker closed her fat fingers around it.

“Good morrow, Master Baker!” A man leaned above Duck’s 

head. She looked up, and her heart dashed into her throat.

“Good morrow, Constable Deveraux!” Griselde Baker pocketed 

her wooden coin; Duck tracked it the whole way into her apron. 

“Can I tempt you with some sweet honey rolls?”

Above Duck, the constable pretended to hem and haw. “I really 

shouldn’t . . .”

“What if I told you I baked them for you special?” Griselde 
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took an already-tied bundle from behind the counter that smelled 

of orange zest and beehives. “What if I told you I couldn’t possibly 

sell these to any other customers, on account of they’re just too 

delicious?”

She passed the bundle to the constable, who hesitated before 

accepting it.

He peeked inside the bundle and murmured. “Well, now, 

would you look at these?”

“Would if I could, Constable,” Master Griselde replied with a 

grin that crinkled her eyes.

It was all very rehearsed. Duck sensed it was a weekly routine.

“You say hello to the missus for me,” Griselde Baker said, and 

the constable nodded his thanks and left.

Then Duck wondered: Had she just witnessed a bribe? She 

hadn’t seen Constable Deveraux pay. 

She couldn’t wait to share this information with Gnat. He kept 

a running list of such exchanges between law enforcement and 

villagers everywhere they went—a bit of blackmail in their pockets, 

just in case. He’d be thrilled with Duck for uncovering their first 

one here in Odierne.

Master Griselde looked back down at Duck without losing her 

grin. “Something else?”

Duck blinked. Strewn behind the baker was the confectionary, 

all of the pastries far greater glittering jewels than she was expected 

to bring back to the Crowns.

But something was tickling Duck’s chest—the spark of victory 

and a bit of excess bravery that had nowhere else to go.

Should she try to get her hands on some of the pastries, too?
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But a better idea sprang forth—from the baker herself. “Of 

course!” Master Griselde slapped her forehead. “I forgot your 

change! You gave me a coronet, did you not?”

Duck had not. She’d baited the baker with an old penny and 

had given her an old chunk of wagon wheel instead.

“One coronet minus a penny.” The baker reached into the till 

and held out a stack of coins. “Here’s your change.”

Eleven pennies.

Eleven pennies in her hand.

Duck held her breath, mentally counting the steps between her 

and the alleyway: one, two, three . . .

“Does that look right to you?” Griselde studied Duck with her 

hazy eyes.

Duck didn’t even glance at the coins as she took them; she 

didn’t say another word to anyone.

She gathered her six loaves in her arms and put the pennies in 

her pocket as she pushed her way out of the crowd.

Then she ran.

The exit is as tricky as the lift itself—you should walk away as if you f—you should walk away as if you f—

are as innocent as a spring lamb.

Duck knew she should slow down, but fear overtook her legs.

If the bread loaves were stacked end to end from the ground 

up, they would be more than half her height; they thumped against 

her chest as she left the square.

And in her pocket, the silver penny she’d brought to the 

bakery jingled like a song as it hit the other coins she’d tricked out 

of the baker.
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When Duck was certain there weren’t footsteps following 

her—that the master baker hadn’t sent that chummy constable or 

her journeyman after her—she let herself walk.

Twelve pennies—that was an entire coronet! Twelve times 

the amount of money they’d brought with them to Odierne. This 

would be a fortune to the Crowns. They’d never had a whole coro-

net among them. Not all at once. Not in a single day.

They could get fabric for new tunics. They could get leather 

wrappings for shoes. They could get Drippy some of the fancy new 

spectacles Duck had seen rich people wearing to correct their poor 

sight—then he wouldn’t have to squint with his good eye to see 

farther than a stone’s throw.

And they could eat, of course. Eat well, eat long.

They could even get a full deck of playing cards. They’d been 

collecting individual cards on the streets for years, one lost card 

at a time. They were still missing a Five of Acorns and a Telgarian 

Trumpeter.

Duck had never been so aware of the power of a single penny.

She’d also never been so aware of how many places there were 

to lose a coin. A penny could fall through a gutter slat. It could be 

kicked by a boot, sliding behind the wheel of a parked cart. It could 

disappear under a stall. A bird could carry a penny off, or a rat—

or a penny could simply slip out of her sweaty hand and roll away, 

lost forever in the labyrinth of Odierne’s streets.

So she hitched the bread higher in her arms and scurried down 

the Rue Grande as quick as she could without looking suspicious.

The Crowns couldn’t afford to have one of their own get caught.

Getting busted as a thief was bad enough on its own. The watch 
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was not known for its leniency, even if the criminal was technically 

a child.

Prison, though, was miserable—dark and dank, with no fresh air 

or clean water, only mush for food, cells full of bugs and toads and 

real criminals: outlaws and cutthroats, conspirators and murderers.

The Crowns were criminals in the way sparrows were 

predators—to the worms they snatched out of the ground, yes, but 

did anyone ever bemoan the death of a worm?

But sparrows, hawks, bears—to the watchmen, they were all 

the same. And if the Crowns ever got snagged, there would be 

no hope of mercy. So Duck stuck to the safety of the shadows as 

she made her way to the secret meeting place, a dusty abandoned 

cathedral in the western quarter of the city. Only pigeons lived 

there, along with random remainders of human passersby: chicken 

bones, empty wine jugs, a lonely shoe buckle on the porch.

Remnants from the cathedral’s halted progress were scattered 

everywhere, too: piles of loose stones, splintered lumber, half-

finished tapestries that had never been hung. There was a founda-

tion for a lesser bishop’s palace that had likewise been abandoned, 

souring yellowed weeds poking up between the stones. No need for 

a bishop without a cathedral.

“It’s perfect,” Gnat had said yesterday when the Crowns had 

scoped it out. “Near enough to the shops in the square, far enough 

away to avoid suspicion. There’s lots of good places around here 

we could hit. Plus,” he’d said with a nasty smile, “there’s plenty of 

garbage for you, Garbage.”

A few other Crowns had snickered, and Duck had gotten the 

feeling it was mostly out of relief that they were not the targets of 
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Gnat’s antagonism. Duck never knew how to react when he made 

such jokes, and he seemed to be making them a lot more lately. He 

teased the other Crowns, too, make no mistake—but it was never 

with the same barb that he reserved for Duck.

Was it because she was the youngest? Was it because until now, 

she’d never run a scam of her own? Was it because she’d handled 

only smaller swipes, and reluctantly—coins out of purses, pears 

out of baskets?

Or was it something else?

The cathedral sprawled along a street otherwise occupied by 

a few shops that never seemed to be open and a run-down abbey.

Beyond that, the Sarluire, recently unfrozen, made a lazy 

springtime trickle, weaving past the cathedral and on to better 

things.

Duck readjusted the loaves steady under her chin. Their scent 

was so intoxicating, their crusts a hard warm comfort against her 

body as she walked out of daylight and into the chilly morning 

shade created by the towering cathedral. She inhaled, and a note of 

something unexpected hit her nose.

Rosemary.

That was the herb that always found her. Rosemary.

A curl of steam escaped from a slight crack in a loaf ’s crust. 

She followed it up until it faded against the roof. No clock tower, 

no spires. Only a haystack of wooden slats and stones piled into an 

imagined steeple . . .

She leaned back, squinting. Five granite figures hunched on the 

roof—gargoyles, particularly nasty ones, all of them crackling and 

crumbling on their perches. Ugly little watchmen.
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But they didn’t seem to mind the Crowns. Perhaps they were 

happy for the company, Duck thought as she climbed the steps of 

the porch and went through the arched doors.

The inside of the cathedral was even more of a mess than 

its decrepit exterior, but the Crowns had stayed in worse places. 

They’d made shelters in dark, rocky caves, beneath bridges, in piles 

of rancid hay, in drippy underground holes more suited for rats 

than humans, in dangerously high towers that were one windy day 

away from toppling into ruins.

Maybe other orphans would have given themselves over to the 

church, or else found farms and manors to work for—a lifetime 

of dedication to a friar or a lord in exchange for room and board.

But the Crowns preferred the streets. The streets meant free-

dom. Meals were never guaranteed, yes, and sometimes they went 

hungry for far longer than any of them could stand, but they were 

their own masters. Beholden to no one.

And that was far better than a full gut.

Yes, Duck could sleep anywhere—but she found a peculiar 

feeling come over her as she stepped under the clean, unfinished 

ribbing of the vaults.

A sense of pride. Of belonging.

Of security.

Was that simply the feeling of unspent coins in her pocket?

Or could this cathedral possibly be home? At least for a little 

while?



Three Cheers 

for Duck

“She’s back!” The Crowns were gathered in the nave. A great hole in 

the unfinished northern wall, where a rose window should have 

been installed, meant the chamber was open, swimming in day-

light, making the cool blue shadows in the cathedral even more 

pronounced.

Duck kept one still-piping loaf under her arm and set down 

the rest of them on a long pew that needed to be sanded before any 

worshippers could put their well-upholstered rears on it.

Everyone was sitting or sprawling around a toppled pillar 

except for Gnat, who leaned against the far wall, his expression 

unreadable. He had all sorts of ways of leaning like this, to mask 

his shriveled right arm, which clung to his body like a gnarled vine. 

He pivoted his right side toward the stones; his left hand was busy 

working on a new knot. Gnat carried a length of rope with him 

everywhere and could tie complex knots and bows with five func-

tioning fingers quicker than anyone else could with ten. “The right 
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knot at the right time could save your life,” he loved to preach. But 

for now, he spotted Duck and said coldly, “Did anyone see you?”

Duck shook her head.

“Did you circle the block before you came in?” he asked, push-

ing away from the wall as he put away his rope. He took the loaf 

from her hands.

Duck nodded. She had gone around the block twice, just to 

be careful.

“So quiet. Did you forget how to quack, little duckling?” Gnat 

tore away a chunk of bread and sniffed it before eating.

She held her breath.

It wasn’t that Duck couldn’t talk.

It was just—words didn’t come as easily to her as they did to 

the other Crowns.

Spinner and Fingers, the other two girls in the gang, were not 

as talkative as Drippy or Ash, but they could still string sentences 

together with no trouble. Even Le Chou, who didn’t say much, said 

enough.

No one said as much as Frog Eyes, who talked enough for all of 

them, and no one said things the way Gnat did—Gnat didn’t flap 

his gums constantly, but when he spoke, he said the right things. 

When he spoke, people listened. Duck knew she would never be 

able to say anything like that.

But still.

Duck always managed to say enough. She very nearly opened 

her mouth to say just such a thing to Gnat now—but then she real-

ized what he’d called her.

He’d called her “little duckling.”
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Not “Garbage.”

Still not her name, but an improvement.

Gnat swallowed the bread.

The Crowns surrounded him, all of them watching, waiting 

for the worst. Gnat always tested whatever they brought in first, 

just in case.

Always ready to save them, Gnat.

“All right,” he said after a minute. “Seems fine. Dig in.”

The bread was parceled out as evenly as possible—four of the 

six loaves were split in half to make eight chunks, one for each of 

them.

“Oh, yum!” Frog Eyes tore off a chunk with his teeth like a starved 

puppy. “Fank you, Lord, for dis food,” he said, his mouth stuffed.

Spinner chortled, reaching past him to grab her own share of 

bread. “You want to thank someone, thank Duck.”

Duck quickly looked at her feet.

She wanted them all to think she’d done a good job. But she 

didn’t want them to . . . to thank her like that. To make such a fuss. 

She’d just done what was needed for them to survive. She’d just 

done what a Crown had to do.

“These loaves are monstrous!” 

“Honestly, this’ll keep us full for days!” 

The clamors were highly approving, with bonus praises to 

Gnat for finding this bakery in the first place—it was amazing how 

empty tummies made all these ruffians so grateful.

Two loaves were left over. One of them was wrapped up in 

muslin to save for emergencies; if it got too hard, they could always 

soak it in stolen ale to soften it again.
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The other loaf was called the king loaf, which always went to 

that day’s lifter as a payment for risking their skin.

And today, for the first time in her life, that was Duck. Half a 

loaf just for being a Crown, and a whole other loaf to her name. But 

Gnat held the king loaf over her head, out of her reach.

“Go on, Gnat, let her eat,” Ash prodded.

“Hang on a minute.” Gnat lifted his chin and eyed her. “Where’s 

the penny?”

Duck’s heart clamored. The other Crowns stopped cheering, 

sensing blood as she reached into her pocket.

She had been practicing this very move in her mind the whole 

walk back from the bakery.

She held the tarnished silver coin between her thumb and fore-

finger and gave it to Gnat—the same penny he’d sent her with this 

morning.

When he looked down, a whole pool of coins spilled out from 

under the single penny.

Ash’s reaction didn’t disappoint. “Holy bones! What’d you do, 

Duck, pick pockets?”

“No!” Duck rushed to say, seeing the gleam of venom in Gnat’s 

eye. Fingers was the only one allowed to dip into purses and 

pockets with abandon. Fingers and Gnat. Fingers was fast enough; 

Gnat was clever enough. Everyone else had to get permission 

before they even tried it.

“I shortchanged the baker.” Duck let this confession roll out of 

her mouth unabashedly.

“Brilliant!” burst Le Chou.
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“Well done!” Ash clapped her on the back. “Now we have 

enough to feast for weeks!”

“Feast! Feast! Feast!” chanted the other Crowns, giddy with 

victory, until Gnat shot them a look.

“Brilliant? Or reckless?” Duck imagined Gnat asking, and her 

insides lurched. What if her stunt with the coins had made her 

too memorable for the baker? They’d have to find a different mark 

for their next scam. Or what if someone had noticed her swap 

and followed her back to the cathedral, and any minute, the place 

would be swarming with constables? Gnat was never going to give 

her another job again. No—even worse, he was going to kick her 

out of the Crowns.

Duck had no one, nowhere to go—how would she survive 

without them? Her breath grew spiky—

But instead of a tongue-lashing, Gnat handed her the king loaf. 

“Nice job, Garbage,” he said. “Looks like you managed to pull it 

off—this time, anyway.”

“Wait a minute!” Frog Eyes reached for one of the pennies. 

“Just wait a minute—yes! I knew it! We’ve swiped this coin before! 

Look at it—this divot, right here. It kind of looks like a butt. See?” 

He held it up, and everyone leaned in—yes, the way the silver was 

dented, it did look like a butt. Duck couldn’t verify that it was a 

familiar butt, but Frog Eyes was convinced.

He placed it back in Gnat’s hand, smug. “That coin followed 

us all the way from Perpinnet. We used it on sausages, remember? 

And now it’s here. That’s a good omen, that is.”

Yesterday’s dinner had been a single bowl of beef stew, swiped 
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from a merchant’s windowsill and shared between the eight of 

them.

The day before that, their dinner had been the dream of dinner.

Now they all sat or lay along the pews, nibbling with content-

ment. Duck pictured the bread filling up all their hollow parts—

bellies, yes, but also their heads, their legs, their big toes.

Ash was the first to finish his portion. He brushed the crumbs 

from his tunic, licked his fingers, and sighed. “I haven’t been this 

full in weeks.”

“These are the biggest loaves I’ve ever seen.” Drippy, a pip-

squeak of a boy with a perpetually runny nose, sniffled and held 

up the bread to examine his last bite with his weak eyes. “As big as 

a constable’s left boot.”

Duck was reluctant to claim the king loaf in front of everyone, 

but Ash nodded encouragingly at her, and so she tore out the soft-

est, fluffiest section from the heart of the loaf and took a bite. It 

tasted like yeasted clouds.

“I’m saving half of mine for tomorrow.” Spinner shoved her 

leftovers into her pockets.

“And this place is a paradise!” Le Chou leaped onto the stacks 

of stones as if he were claiming it for the queen of Avilogne.

Gnat tilted his head back to survey the rough beams of the ceil-

ing, the glassless windows, the dried mud and construction dust 

that formed a carpet on the floor. “It is kind of charming, isn’t it?”

“It’s waterfront property.” Frog Eyes pointed to the steely-blue 

Sarluire, visible through a great big hole in the wall.

“And look—the place is clean.” Ash wasn’t referring to the actual 

cleanliness of the cathedral, which was far from godliness—he was 
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talking about the fact that there were no other markings, no signs 

that other gangs had claimed this as their territory.

Gnat grinned and handed him a sharp rock. “Do us the honors, 

then.”

Ash chose a spot that was easily visible from the porch but 

would also require effort to erase, a real demonstration of malice—

he climbed to where the altar would have been, had this been a 

functioning, finished cathedral, and he drew their symbol on the 

stones with the rock. A five-point crown, messily rendered—what 

it meant was more important than how it looked.

“There.” Ash leaped down from his perch, flushed and beam-

ing. “A little decoration.”

“It’s been a long time since we had a wall to draw on.” Gnat 

spread his left arm wide. “Welcome home, Crowns.”

Warmth flourished in Duck’s chest.

Home.

“Our fingers be nimble!” someone started.

“To our graves, be swift!” another added.

“And on every head a crown!” the rest of them chorused.

Though the bread she’d swiped was delicious, Duck had been 

craving this moment, right here, for much longer.

She had almost forgotten how it felt to be able to exhale, to rest, 

to stop longer than was necessary to rub the grit off the bottoms 

of her feet. For a month, they’d slept in shifts, roamed, crouched 

in tunnels, divided their scraped-together meals into tiny sec-

tions that only echoed in their tummies like pebbles dropped into 

dried-up wells.

Some gangs were little more than feral dogs, guided by their 
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noses, disorganized, undisciplined—but not the Crowns. Gnat ran 

a tight ship. There were rules and procedures and oaths.

Not a day went by that Duck didn’t feel lucky. She’d been adopted 

into the Crowns as a wee baby. She’d had Ash to vouch for her.

Ash had wanted her.

Even if Gnat hadn’t.

The harsh reality was that if Duck found the Crowns now, as a 

recently orphaned child on the streets, Gnat probably wouldn’t let 

her in. He’d tell her to eat snails.

Sometimes he looked at her like he was going to say it now.

It wasn’t his fault, not entirely—Gnat had been stressed lately. 

They all had. It killed him to drag his constituents around like this, 

from alleyway to bridge to lodge, scanning for potential places 

to live, only to find a stallion or a pair of crossed axes or a chal-

ice chalked onto the walls, a sign that another gang had already 

claimed the area as theirs.

The Crowns had been pushed all the way to Chatoyant County, all 

the way out to the sheep lands. Odierne was their last chance at city life 

before they would have been forced to break apart, find jobs on farms.

Life as a Crown was a life on the move. Duck always woke up 

with the possibility that she might be falling asleep somewhere else 

that night.

But maybe now things could be different.

Duck found a dry corner of the cavernous nave and settled on 

her knees, chewing on her bread. It was so hearty, one of the best 

they’d ever stolen.

She allowed herself to feel the teeniest bit of triumph—she’d 

pulled off her first real job, and she’d done it with a flourish.
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Extra coins and bread to fill everyone to the gills.

Everything was going to be all right.

“A moment of your attention, Crowns, and then the day is 

yours.” Gnat hopped onto an old barrel, waiting for his underlings 

to settle. “We seem to find ourselves, for the first time in recent 

memory, with a surplus of goods and money—”

“All thanks to our very own Duck!” Ash clapped, and the rest 

of the gang hooted and cheered. Duck blushed with pride but was 

sickened when Gnat narrowed his eyes at her as though she were 

the enemy.

“Let’s not name names,” Gnat said. “We all played a role. 

Anyway, the point is that now we have eleven extra pennies, and I’ve 

got a proposal for what to do with them.” He paused and glanced at 

each of them. “The hot fair.”

All the Crowns looked at him with wide eyes.

The fairs of Chatoyant were famous far and wide—the cloth-

producing merchants of the Lower Countries brought their wares 

up along the ancient roads to sell in open-air markets. The first hot 

fair started in mere hours and would last for a fortnight, ending 

with a bonfire feast on the Eve of the Splendid.

They were the very heartbeat of rural Avilognian commerce, 

these fairs—a boasting of colorful wares, endless food stalls sell-

ing shiny produce and spiced meats, an absolute holy grail for 

the seedy, hardworking thieves of this kingdom. But sadly, these 

bustling spectacles had never set up anywhere the Crowns called 

home . . . until tonight. Tonight, the Crowns would finally get to 

see one—but not as thieves. As customers.

“We’re coming to the close of some difficult times, Crowns,” 
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Gnat’s speech went on. “I say we go out tonight and celebrate in 

style. Who’s with me?”

The Crowns erupted in cheers—all except Duck, whose 

thoughts were a jumble. She’d been a Crown all her life—raised on 

their stolen food, clothed in the outfits they’d yanked off the dan-

gling lines between buildings. Today, for the first time ever, there 

was a surplus—and Gnat wanted to spend it?d it?

Gnat, their fearless leader, who catalogued every crumb they 

swiped, now had a gleam in his eye that was completely unrecog-

nizable to Duck. He rolled one of the pennies along the knuckles 

of his left hand.

“Then it’s settled,” he told his gang. “We meet back here just 

before sundown for the fair. Feel free to wander, Crowns—sightsee, 

run around, squabble over which corner of the cathedral will be 

yours. But keep your noses clean, do you understand? Absolutely 

no lifting, no scams, no picking pockets. No trouble.”

The Crowns needed no further instruction. They were a ruth-

less scraping street gang, yes, but they were also children, and now 

that their guts were full, their egos boosted, and their heads brim-

ming with the dreamy possibilities the night held—eleven extra 

pennies! A whole coronet! The hot fair!—they scattered. They 

climbed the broken pews like mountain goats, jumping and swing-

ing and playing.

They crawled up the walls like spiders, leaping onto one 

another’s backs. They wrestled, they hopped down the stairs two 

at a time, they found sticks to use as swords and split into fighting 

pairs, joyfully making whacks that could be heard all the way down 

the road.
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Happy, feral children.

Most of them were still children, technically. Gnat and Ash 

stretched the definition of “child” at around sixteen. Spinner and 

Frog Eyes were fourteen, Le Chou and Fingers thirteen. Drippy 

was only eleven, but that was still older than Duck, who, at eight 

years old, was still a baby compared to the others—and they made 

sure she never forgot it.

Duck watched her fellow Crowns leave in pairs to explore the 

surrounding neighborhood.

Across the cathedral, Gnat found a new spot on the wall to lean 

against, his left hand tying a knot in his rope as he chewed the last 

of his crust.

Another oddity—Gnat never horked down his daily bread; he 

usually nibbled at it, an inch a day, keeping it in his pockets until it 

was nearly too stale to suffer.

Surviving on the streets required caution. Gnat pounded this 

into the Crowns with rules and systems, especially because most 

of them were like unleashed beagles. But caution grew inside Gnat 

like an organ.

So then why was he so freely gobbling up his entire share of 

bread today instead of hoarding it in case it would be his last meal 

for a week? Why was he taking them to the hot fair to spend their 

coins, as if money could easily be fished from the Sarluire with nets?

Gnat looked up at Duck just then, his features pinching with 

suspicion, and Duck gathered the rest of her king loaf and marched 

up the spiral masons’ stairs, up to the roof.

A good omen, Frog Eyes had said of the butt-imprinted penny, 

and at this moment, Duck hoped he was right.



Ash and Dust

Duck had been on roofs before. She had seen the views from atop 

western facades in Perpinnet. She’d seen the stars glitter while 

perched on barns in Tortues. She’d seen the sunrise, seen the morn-

ing birds pepper the sky in sheer black clouds while crouching in 

trees that belonged, like the Crowns, to nowhere in particular.

She’d seen the best and most beautiful views in Avilogne, ones 

typically reserved for aristocrats’ balconies or sacred spires.

This was not one of them.

The view of the river winding east behind the unfinished 

cathedral was ordinary. The opposite end of the roof showed all of 

Odierne, but was obscured by the blunt plainness of the city’s other 

rooftops—the thatched straw of the burghers’ homes, the slate tiles 

of the wealthy nobles’ manors, the steeples of the churches.

To the south of the cathedral, there was a laundry, a square 

brick shop with a large yard that was open to the Sarluire. Inside 

the yard were wooden troughs full of tablecloths and bed linens 

soaking in wood ashes and soda, cauldrons of water boiling over 
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fires, buckets of soft soaps made from glistening animal fat. Sheets 

were stretched out on tables, drying in the sun.

To the north of the cathedral, there was a simple abbey, cozy 

cells and covered cloisters surrounding a sprawling, vibrant garden. 

That was about the only beautiful thing she could see: those wattle 

fences hung with honeysuckle and fruit trees and ornamental 

flowers, flashes of color against Odierne’s dullness. It felt like a 

secret, one only she had uncovered.

A mangy gray cat darted through the empty churchyard on 

quick feet; it settled in the shade of the cathedral’s porch and stared 

out into the street, whiskers twitching, before heading to some 

unknown hiding spot.

It was a quiet corner of the market district, a quiet rooftop. The 

only sounds were the trickle of the Sarluire and the trills of pigeons 

roosting in the eaves, gentle enough to be soothing.

Quiet enough that Duck could finally hear all the thoughts in 

her head.

She loved being a Crown. But sometimes she needed to be 

alone, just for a moment.

The only other ones up here were the gargoyles on the ledges. 

Duck walked past all five of them on the east ledge, pausing to lean 

over and look at their grimaces, some of which were so exaggerated 

it was comical. They were covered with white splotches of bird poo, 

but beneath that, their stone reflected the light in little glints and 

sparkles as the sun shone.

One gargoyle, though, was not lined up with his friends. Duck 

crossed the roof to the huge, hulking gargoyle who faced west and 

took in the sight of him. He was a grouchy, grandfather-esque 
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grotesque whose thick eyebrows, easily weighing five pounds 

apiece, were scrunched down on his forehead, creating shady 

awnings over his eyes.

Those eyes . . . they were made of stone, and yet there was 

something charged about them, a heat beneath the cold. Almost 

like if she glanced away, he would blink.

She tested it once, just in case—but when she looked back at 

him half a moment later, his eyes were still stone.

Duck sat beside this gargoyle, peering over the ledge, and 

watched the river beneath, the flow of silt and ripples, the water 

absorbing the early afternoon light and taking it away, taking it 

somewhere else.

“All hail the king!” Ash came bounding up the masons’ steps 

and leaped over the colossal pieces of an unassembled bell tower. 

“Would you like to know exactly how much you won for me 

today?” He came up next to her and spread a collection of items on 

the ground between them—an almost-gone spool of blue thread, a 

hard cube of salt, a fork with one tine missing, some old peach pits, 

other oddities and knickknacks. “Behold, my spoils.”

“Gnat says we shouldn’t gamble,” Duck said. Her tongue loos-

ened in Ash’s presence—she was always able to find the words she 

needed when she knew he was the only one listening.

“Gnat knows the rules are meant to be bent.” Ash pointed to 

several items in succession: “That I won from Le Chou when you 

didn’t wimp out and buy the bread with our honest coin. That 

I won from Drippy when you didn’t try to squirrel away a loaf 

for yourself. That I won from Frog Eyes when you didn’t get lost 
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coming back here. And all three of them had to give me the peach 

pits when you didn’t get yourself arrested.”

He found a pebble on the roof and threw it, trying to reach the 

river, then grinned at her.

Maybe someone else would have heard all these wagers against 

her and felt like the pebble, sinking into the water. But Duck looked 

at all the ways Ash had bet on her to succeed and felt like she was 

flying.

He tossed another rock into the river, and the two of them 

arched over the ledge to watch the ripples as they cascaded out and 

blended into the still, cool blue.

“She’s blind,” Duck said after a moment.

“Who?”

“Griselde Baker.” She rested her chin in her hands.

“Blind.” Ash swatted away an overly aggressive fly. “Huh.”

Duck looked at Ash. “‘Huh?’ That’s all?”

He put up his hands. “I’m sorry! Why does it matter?”

She paused. “Should we be stealing from someone who’s blind? 

Isn’t that taking advantage?”

“We don’t steal. We relieve people of their excesses, remem-

ber?” Ash was only jesting—Gnat would lecture them until 

Doomsday if he heard them talking like this.

There had been many attempts to moralize their way of life 

over the years—People lose coins all the time, so why shouldn’t they 

fall into our outstretched hands rather than onto the street? Food is 

thrown away every day, so why shouldn’t it go into our mouths rather 

than rotting away in gutters? We’re helping; we’re restoring balance. 
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We’re curbing the potential disintegration of the wealthy immortal 

souls. We are cleansing the city of greedy ruin—but Gnat always shut 

such comments down.

“You’re all thieves,” he told them. “You’d steal the last drops 

of milk from a poor baby’s bottle if you could get away with it. 

You’re not divine, you’re not balancing anything, and if you’d prefer 

a more ethical allotment in life, go turn yourself in to a bishop—

I guarantee you’ll eat better as a Crown.”

When Duck didn’t smile at Ash’s joke, he nudged her. “Aw, I’m 

only ribbing. Look, don’t feel guilty. We’re just seizing an opportu-

nity, aren’t we? The same as if we took the bread from anyone else.”

Duck replayed the morning in her mind—the milky films over 

the baker’s eyes, the wooden dummy in her pocket, the transfer of 

coins from the baker’s huge hand to her own small, clammy one.

“It felt . . .” Duck needed a moment to find the right word. Ash 

was patient as he waited. “Wrong.” 

For a moment, the two of them listened to the calm stream of 

the river, the pleasant trill of a pigeon. Yes, wrong. That was the 

best way to describe it.

But now it all made sense—why Gnat had selected Duck for 

this swipe in the first place. Gnat had picked the easiest target 

in Odierne, and using the false coins made robbing the baker as 

effortless as falling off a log. A scam so simple, even Duck couldn’t 

possibly bungle it up.

“Wrong, huh?” Ash scratched his head. “I don’t know, Duck. 

Maybe you’re not ready to lift.”

She shifted her legs. Maybe he was right.

For years, Duck had heard the other Crowns talk about that 
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feeling, when pulling a scam, when you realize you’ve successfully 

done it—the thrill of plucking what you need from someone as 

easily as picking berries from a bush. That spark of fear, and the 

excitement and the freedom when you walk away unseen . . .

She would feel it any moment. She had to.

“Did it feel wrong to you?” she asked. “When you made your 

first lift?”

Ash pursed his lips, glancing up at the sky as he thought. “I 

guess I felt a little strange about it. Gnat had me take a goose—

not cooked, still alive,” he clarified. “I remember looking at the 

goose in my hands,” he said, “and wondering if it knew it was being 

stolen. I wondered if it missed its owner, and if the owner missed 

it.” Honestly. Of all the Crowns, Ash would be the one to ascribe 

free will to a goose. “The guilt went away the minute Gnat traded 

the bird for a nice fat rack of bacon.”

Duck looked up at the gargoyle, trying to focus her thoughts. 

What then, if she couldn’t lift anymore? Gnat didn’t tolerate free-

loaders. Would he let her go back to one of her old jobs? Backup 

or marking or casing? Or would he kick her out? No one had 

ever been kicked out of the Crowns. They were a team. A family. 

Gnat made threats to all of them when they were behaving out of 

line, but he couldn’t just decide she wasn’t a Crown anymore . . . 

could he?

The gargoyle’s eternal scowl seemed to mock her—Stop your 

stewing, girl. You’re a Crown through and through. So start acting 

like one.

Duck knew she was different from the others. It wasn’t that 

she was a girl—Fingers and Spinner were girls, too. Maybe this 
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would create waves among the Crowns in the coming years—Duck 

had picked up enough knowledge on the streets to understand the 

changes that might one day create a chasm between the girls and 

the boys—but that was a problem for future Duck to worry about 

when the time came.

It wasn’t that they’d found her as an orphan. None of the other 

Crowns had had families—though to be honest, none of them 

could remember that far back.

“You’re Crowns now,” Gnat loved to remind them, “and that’s 

all that matters.” Gnat’s principle was that your origins were 

annulled as soon as you took your first bite of stolen bread.

But Duck, being the youngest . . . they all remembered that 

night.

Still, she’d been as parentless as the rest of them, so it was some-

thing else, then, that set her apart. Something she only felt every 

once in a while. Something she noticed in the corner of her eye or 

between the beats of her heart. She was happy to be a Crown—they 

were her family, all she’d ever known. But she often wondered if 

they felt like she belonged with them as much as she did.

“Ash?” Duck made her request with the slightest flutter of 

nerves. “Will you tell me? About the night you found me?” 

It was not the first time she’d asked to hear this story, but you 

wouldn’t know it by the excitable gleam in Ash’s eye. He cracked his 

knuckles, preparing for his speech as if he were a bishop on Easter. 

“Picture a quaint little town, kind of like this one. It was pissing 

rain that night. So dark and stormy, you couldn’t see a silver penny 

if it flew past your nose.”

The discovery of the baby in the river had become lore, a tale 
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retold as often as the time Gnat stole a whole drum of oil from a 

moving cart, or the time Le Chou fell asleep while on guard duty, 

rolled out of a tree, and landed in a barrel of overripe plums.

“Eight years ago.” Ash shook his head as if he were old enough 

to be nostalgic. “You were just an itty-bitty face poking out of the 

reeds, and we pulled you out.”

“You pulled me out,” Duck said.

“Good thing I did, or else you would have paddled on down the 

river like a little duck and some other gang would have snatched 

you up for themselves.” Ash kindly steered around the truth of 

what would have happened if the Crowns hadn’t found her—the 

only thing that would have snatched her up was the eels. “But lucky 

for us, we found you. And you know what?” He got real close to 

Duck and whispered, like no one else could know this: “I knew, 

even back then, that someday you’d surprise us all.”

Gnat said it didn’t matter where you came from. What mattered 

was that you were found.

And it was Ash who had found her. Ash who had cleaned the 

river muck off her. Ash who had dressed her in suitable rags. Ash, 

who was a child himself, probably no more than seven or eight 

years old.

It was Ash who had kept her.

“How long until the fair?” Duck asked.

Ash shrugged. “A while. We’ve got all day. Want to go explore 

the block?”

“Yes.” Duck inhaled before she added, with a bit of force, “I 

want to scope out some new places to hit when it’s my turn to lift 

again.”
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Ash’s eyes lit up approvingly. “I’ll go see if Frog Eyes and the 

Cabbage want to come.” He swept his collection of winnings into 

his pocket and climbed down the scaffolding.

Duck stayed on the messy roof for another minute. If the rest 

of the Crowns approved, she’d like to claim the roof as her room.

Sometimes all those wild children smelled like gutters, espe-

cially the boys. It would be nice to have a break from the stink. And 

yes, the Sarluire was exceptionally odorous in the summer heat, but 

the breeze up here was fresh and light.

Furthermore, something about this big, burly gargoyle made 

her feel safe. He was large enough to hide behind, large enough 

to cast a shadow twice the size of Duck. She gave him one last pat 

on the horns and blew all the city grime and sky dust from his 

crevices.

He couldn’t speak, but that suited her just fine. Silence was a 

fine companion.

And speaking of silence . . .

Duck hadn’t asked Ash about Gnat. She’d meant to—she 

wanted Ash’s take on Gnat’s apparently newfound high-rolling 

ways. She had a hunch Ash might dismiss it as simple generosity 

on Gnat’s part, ignoring the fact that generosity was not one of 

Gnat’s strong points.

But still. Ash hadn’t brought it up, so maybe Duck was fretting 

over nothing. She trusted Ash. And Gnat had never led the Crowns 

astray.

Getting to her feet, Duck reflected on the coronet, split eight 

ways like a loaf of bread.

Maybe Gnat was so willing to spend the coins at the hot fair 
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because he knew Odierne would be a lucrative enough city for 

them to simply replace those coins. Maybe Gnat looked at the coins 

not as invaluable resources to be hoarded like treasure, but as the 

flotsam and jetsam of an ever-bountiful river of commerce.

The tide gaveth and the tide tooketh away, and these coins that 

had washed ashore into their palms today could, if they wanted to 

throw them back into the waters at the hot fair, be swept back into 

their hands again in one way or another.

“Enjoy the view,” she told the gargoyle, then bolted down the 

stairs after Ash.



Night at the Fair

Duck had never realized how heavy a single penny could feel in 

a pocket.

As though she were carrying a brick.

It wasn’t just her pocket—the coin also weighed heavy on 

her mind. With every step, she was reminded of its presence and 

wondered if the rest of the world, the strangers she passed on the 

streets, knew she had it.

So this was how it felt to be a mark. Vulnerable. All it would take 

was one wrong move. One moment of lowered vigilance, and the 

coin would be gone. She knew well how quickly it could be taken.

Duck couldn’t remember a time when she’d had a penny of her 

own—but now that she’d experienced it, she wasn’t sure she cared 

for it.

As soon as the sun began its descent into the distant hills, the 

Crowns had all lined up on the cathedral steps.

Gnat had passed out their allowance—one penny apiece. The 

rest of the money, he’d announced, was going into savings, which 
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they’d all agreed was a smart idea. They’d never had a rainy-day 

fund before.

“Live it up, Crowns,” he’d crooned. “These coins are yours to do 

with as you like. Buy yourself a new pair of hose. Gorge on turkey 

legs and apple cider. Go see a mud squad—whatever you want. The 

night is yours—”

“Wait,” Ash had called out, and raised Duck’s hand in the 

air. “I think it’s only fair we give a cheer to Duck! Patron Saint of 

Gluttony, the financier of our gala!”

“To Duck! To Duck! To Duck!” they all sang out; Duck tried not 

to notice Gnat’s half-hearted sneer of “Garbage, Garbage, Garbage.”

Her hair made a cave around her as she hung her head, shy; she 

looked down at the penny in her hand, seeing the imprint of the 

butt in its metal. Her first time lifting for the rest of them, and she 

was so squeamish about letting these coins go. What if she couldn’t 

do it again? What if today’s triumph was just pure luck?

She squeezed the coin tight, warming it. It came back to us 

once, she thought. It could come back again.

“All right, you louses,” their leader finally said. “The fair awaits. 

Tonight, we spend like kings!” And the Crowns had run down the 

cathedral steps and into the streets of Odierne like puppies newly 

freed from their leashes. Duck followed behind them and glanced 

back once at the unfinished cathedral—the growing darkness made 

silhouettes of the gargoyles on the ledge.

Keep it safe while we’re gone, she asked silently of the stony 

monsters, and quickly skipped to catch up with her people.

* * *
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The Crowns had been wandering around Avilogne for all of Duck’s 

life, and in those eight years, they had seen many things. They’d 

watched Le Mystère d’Adam on an outdoor stage in a southern 

churchyard where a sheep had played the role of the devil. They’d 

dunked their heads in the public baths in Sainte Lucienne. They’d 

eaten pears in the Perpinnet free-for-all at Michaelmas. They’d had 

front-row seats to the great Illyon goat disaster of 1248, when a 

runaway cart had broken a fence penning a couple dozen goats 

and loosed them onto the streets at Easter. They’d roamed the eerily 

empty town when Florellis was on lockdown during the almost-

siege by the Throgs.

But Duck had never seen anything like the hot fair.

First, the lights.

Lanterns were strung between hoisted poles; lamps staggered 

along the edges of the roads. Everything was aglow, turning the 

village green picturesque and magnificent.

A cornucopia of booths and stalls sprawled from road to road. 

From almost a block away, Duck could see vegetables, fish, and other 

goodies—she instinctively curled her fingers around the penny 

in her pocket but also felt an excited fluttering in her stomach.

“You’ve been keeping this secret from us for far too long, 

Avilogne,” Ash whispered. His eyes were all bugged out at the 

sight of a table full of puzzle boxes, which Duck knew he coveted 

but had never been able to swipe. Maybe tonight, with an entire 

penny to his name, he’d finally be able to haggle his way into 

owning one.

Vendors of both perfectly legal and possibly illicit goods lined 

the green. There were, of course, the staples of such markets, only 
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heightened in quality and far more numerous in selection, but 

there were also extraordinary wares, the stuff of dreams.

Cloth hawkers held up bolts of fine silk, wool, cotton, all 

patterns, all textures. Samples of heavy brocade hung between the 

booths in a kaleidoscope of colors—vermilion, rose, gold. Keepers 

of the fair strolled up and down the rows with their iron rulers, 

checking measurements against the lengths trimmed by the mer-

chants from Virian, upholding the standard.

The next cluster of booths Duck could smell before they 

reached them.

Garlic Row. The spices.

“Behold, cinnamon sticks!” one merchant called. “Birds of 

Khazia build their nests with this aromatic fruit—come take a 

whiff, and you will see why!”

“Peppercorns, fresh peppercorns straight from the Silver Sea!” 

another one cried out. “Packed through snowy mountain passes, 

caught by the Ptolomians themselves in their fishing nets and sold 

to longshoremen like pearls—every housewife’s dream! Get your 

peppercorns here!”

“Cassia from lakes guarded by winged beasts!”

“Saffron gathered by brush from the royal sunlit boughs of 

Pasha!”

Duck wanted to stay and smell every jarred spice, every herb 

bundle hung to dry.

But there was too much to see still, too much to take in.

Other booths sold precious stones, unpolished and crackling 

with shiny hard edges, like they had been hammered out of the 

mountain only hours ago.
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A blanket spread with glittering jewels, which looked like a 

galaxy—were they real gems? Or clever imitations?

Racks of tall beaver hats, sold in the same booth as baskets of 

stockfish and cockles and eels.

Carved chess sets from the south. Cabrian leather shoes.

A bookseller, a corker with wine, and doves.

Telgarian ornaments. Angollian yarn.

And the food, oh! The food. “Many a pie! Beef, four a penny, 

pork, three for one!” the pie man shouted of his lovely stock, pies 

stacked in long lines with browned crusts and slits for curlicues of 

steam to escape and tempt the passersby.

Other mouthwatering booths sold roasted parsnips, bacon on 

sticks, every flavor of cheese, and cubes of sugar.

And the entertainment! Somehow, Duck hadn’t anticipated the 

hot fair would have such a cache of underground jugglers, fire-

eaters, and sword dancers, but they were everywhere. Pipers and 

puppeteers and trained greyhounds and storytellers, and more. The 

Crowns stopped collectively to watch a man invite people from the 

crowd to add items to the broom he balanced on his chin—a bottle, 

a plate, a spoon.

“I want to learn to do that.” Frog Eyes marveled at the man 

singing and playing the lute who paused between words to catch 

currants in his mouth.

“You’d never go hungry,” Ash said. “Rich is the man who can 

fiddle for his bread.”

Next to Duck, Fingers suddenly froze, her jaw dropping. 

“It’s . . . it’s her,” she stammered. “It’s really her!”

Duck followed her gaze across the row to a knight dressed in 



67

emerald-green linens, chain mail, and armor so silver, it practi-

cally shone in the dark. Men and women alike tossed flowers as 

the knight signed autographs, gripping a swan’s feather quill in her 

metal gauntlets.

“It’s the Green Dragon,” Fingers whispered, her hands twitch-

ing with excitement as she stared at the celebrity knight. “Winner 

of six tournament grand championships. This is the greatest living 

sword fighter in Avilogne, do you understand?”

“And currently standing only twenty feet away from you.” Ash 

gave Fingers a gentle nudge.

Fingers took a step forward, then stopped herself, shaking her 

head. “No. I wouldn’t know what to say! I can’t just—just say hello. 

It’s the Green Dragon!” She trailed away, but gave the knight one 

last longing glance over her shoulder.

Duck knew Fingers was itching for an autograph. Fingers had 

always been a fan of the jousting sports. She followed the tourna-

ments every season, gleaning the highlights from eavesdropped 

conversations outside of pubs.

But it was probably best that Fingers didn’t stand in line to 

meet the Green Dragon. It would call attention to the Crowns, this 

ragtag group of children with coins to spend.

What a shame, Duck thought, a blaze of injustice cours-

ing through her as she and Ash followed Fingers away from the 

knight’s bustling crowd of adorers.

With or without money, there were still some things the 

Crowns couldn’t have.

Still, every Crown was enchanted by the offerings of the hot 

fair, but none so much as Ash. He wore his penny out, and fast. 
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Instead of spending it all on a puzzle box, he bought himself a meat 

pie, some ale, a couple of paper trinkets, and a trio of pomegranate 

tarts that slicked his teeth red.

The other Crowns did just as well with their coins. They bought 

new dice, pastries, a little tin of salt, honey-water, fabric scraps, a 

knife, and a worm, which was definitely meant to be fish bait, but 

Frog Eyes had already grown attached and named it Ringer.

Duck made a great orbit of the fair, fascinated by and desirous 

of most of the things she saw, then found herself back in Garlic 

Row with Ash, who tried to rush her past a Hamish spice stall run 

by twin mustachioed brothers—but the smell of rosemary hit her 

like the north wind.

She picked up a sprig, bringing it to her nose.

“You haven’t spent your penny yet,” Ash pointed out, chomping 

into his third tart. “You gonna grind that up? Put it on your bread?”

Duck wished she could disappear into this scent.

But the penny in her pocket felt too heavy to lift. She took a 

good long whiff, then set the rosemary back in the stall.

She was definitely hungry—they’d passed a woman roasting a 

game fowl on a stick, and the sight of the glistening meat had made 

Duck’s head spin—but she wasn’t sure it was a good idea to make 

promises to her stomach that she couldn’t keep. It wasn’t like she’d 

be able to eat this way again tomorrow night. Tomorrow night, it 

would be back to scraps.

Anyway, she still had bread at home. She drooled at the mem-

ory of how it had tasted—like coming inside to a fire after being 

outside on a blizzardy day.
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By now, most of the Crowns had looped through the hot fair 

once or twice and congregated in the place where the village green 

split in half to let the canal serpentine past, their legs dangling off 

the dock.

She and Ash joined them, and Ash pushed an apple into her 

hands.

“You need to eat something,” he said when she tried to protest, 

and so she bit into it—sharp and yummy.

“What do we think of our new neighborhood, lads?” Gnat was 

the only one who wasn’t munching, but he looked around at them 

as if he had personally procured their meals for the evening.

“I’m ready to put out a welcome mat,” Frog Eyes said, licking 

the sausage grease from under his fingernails.

“If we can pull off scams like that every week . . .”ek . . .” Fingers said, 

and Duck’s gut flip-flopped. She liked the feeling of having money, 

liked the part where she could walk through a market and buy 

something. Even though she hadn’t spent it yet, just knowing the 

coin was hers . . . It was such a comfort. Imagine living like this all 

the time.

Bread and apples every week, if they ripped off that blind baker 

on Saturdays when the market opened.

And rosemary . . .ry

Maybe she should have bought it after all. She could have kept 

it in her pocket, brought it up to her nose, used her hands to make 

a little dome to block out the city’s other fumes and foul scents—

chamber pots that were emptied in a heap not far from the canal, 

the tannery that blew around the warm, salty aroma of rotting 



70

innards, a surefire way to ruin any long inhale—all of that would 

go away if she sniffed at that sprig.

A rosemary-scented world.

She glanced up at the other Crowns, who were laughing and 

farting and talking. Those who were still eating looked entranced, 

faces full of hope. Content. But something still nagged at Duck. 

They were seven pennies down, a small fortune gone in a lightning 

strike, and what did they have to show for it? Full bellies? Toys? The 

satisfaction of having indulged?

“We’re looking at a pretty sweet setup.” Gnat leaned back on the 

dock, using his left arm to prop himself up. “Especially if Garbage 

can get her hands on a coronet a week.”

Duck’s insides hollowed out. The baker’s milky eyes . . . The feel 

of her big soft hands against Duck’s. The sound of her deep voice, 

bright as morning, jolly as fruitcake.

Frog Eyes took one look at her gaping mouth. “Oh, no, Crowns, 

I think Duck has caught a bad case of the scruples.” He said this in a 

teasing, brotherly way, as if a moral code were some kind of plague 

that required rinsing with vinegar—but he was right. As a thief, the 

last thing Duck wanted to catch was a sense of right and wrong.

Then she’d never be able to thieve again.

“You know the only way to get rid of scruples, don’t you?” Gnat 

started, and Duck braced herself for something particularly nasty.

But Gnat suddenly sat up straight, as though something had 

bitten him. “Do you see that?” He squinted across the canal at a 

pool of amber lamplight.

At the entrance of the hot fair, a trio of figures stood, absorbing 

the light.
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Older boys, older than Gnat and Ash, but not quite men. Their 

hair was trimmed short, molded against their heads. Their clothing 

was dark, neat, uniform.

On their right hands, they each wore a crimson glove.

Duck’s blood ran cold.

Behind her, Gnat swore as he got to his feet. “It’s them. Red 

Swords.”

And then he added, “Run.”



Swords

In any city, you got your fair share of pests and rodents. Fleas and 

lice were common stowaways in hair and fur alike; mice and rats 

were never far away; bedbugs nestled into every mattress, straw or 

feather. Pests were a way of life, and as such, the Crowns moved 

through the world as the pests they were—quietly, shiftily, best 

undetected for their own survival.

The Crowns were not the only pests in Avilogne. No, there 

were plenty of other street gangs—the Black Pigs, the Innocents, 

the Halfpenny Pegs. And when the Crowns ran into another such 

gang, it was to the benefit of all that they part quickly, slip back into 

the shadows of the city without a tussle in the same way that rats 

dared not congregate out in the open streets but rather scuttled in 

the darkness.

But the Red Swords did not keep to these rules.

They moved about the districts of Avilogne with the boldness 

of rats emerging from a riverbank to march right across the cobble-

stones without pause. They did not live by daylight or moonlight 
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alone but came out to do their work at all hours, in any light, when-

ever they pleased, curfew be damned.

Rumor had it they ran their gang like a ruthless monastery—

once you were in, the only way to break your vows and get out was 

death.

Rumor had it they’d all tie cannons to their feet and jump in 

the Sarluire before they’d succumb to tattling on one another. There 

was no such thing as bad blood in the Red Swords; if you went bad, 

you were no longer blood.

Rumor had it they had the watchmen in their pockets in every 

city they inhabited—a commission per job, and the watch would 

look the other way as the Swords robbed and ravaged.

So far, the Crowns had heard tell of the Red Swords only 

through the whispers that pests passed on to one another between 

lifts—but the rumors were enough to scare them. The Red Swords 

were violent and vengeful, to be avoided at all costs, and their 

leader, Jacques, the so-called Jackal of Avilogne—there wasn’t any-

thing he wouldn’t tear apart.

They were also as territorial as dogs; if you so much as saw 

them, it was already too late.

They would always chase you down—but still, the Crowns 

couldn’t help but try their luck.

Duck followed the other Crowns, running as close behind 

Drippy as she could without tripping on his heels. She tried to hold 

on to her apple, but it slipped out of her grasp and fell into the 

canal with a splash.

They slipped into the market with the haste of hounded foxes 

but with the grace of spooked chickens—Le Chou took a corner 
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too sharply and knocked into a stall. His momentum got the better 

of him, and he barreled right into a jeweler’s table, sending beads 

flying everywhere.

“You careless oaf, get back here!” the stall keeper cried. “You’ll 

pay for this!”

But the beads were already a blur behind them.

Next Ash rammed into a barrel of live eels as they fled past; the 

eels flew up, their rubbery bodies flexing midair, and landed on 

the grass. The owners squatted to recover their goods as people 

rushed to pocket the squirming fish.

Duck thumped into and pushed off strangers. She ran through 

a band of musicians, causing a piper to bleat a screeching high note 

when she shoved into him.

When she dared to glance behind her, tracking their pursuers, 

there was no one, only a trail of furious merchants and a mess.

At last, the Crowns ran clear of the fair and out of the green 

altogether and into the quarters of the old city.

Remnants of the dilapidated legionnaire walls remained, 

though only at half their original height; beyond their moldy, 

crackled bricks were the homes of the wealthy elite, the count’s 

castle, the watchtower, the mill. Windows were lit, but this section 

of Odierne felt instantly chilly, even though the glow of the hot 

fair was not far away. The streets were cold, and though the houses 

themselves were vibrant with paint meant to show the lower classes 

that these owners could afford the things no one else could, such as 

blue exteriors and bright-red roof tiles and purple trim, the colors 

themselves were lifeless in the moonlight.

All Duck’s senses were heightened—heart pounding, she could 
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hear the wind turning the rusty weather vanes on the rooftops, she 

could smell every ripple in the canal, she could see every individual 

cobblestone on the road.

Ash slowed to a stop, looked around. “Hey,” he panted. “I think 

we lost them.”

“That’s the second-stupidest thing you’ve thought all night.” A 

boy in a black tunic and hose and a single red glove stepped out 

of the shadows before them. He was shorter than he should have 

been, considering what a legend he was. “The first, of course, being 

that you could come into Sword territory and live to tell the tale.”

Jacques. The Jackal of Avilogne, in the flesh.

Duck swallowed hard and tried not to cry.

Behind them, more red-gloved figures dropped from the roof-ofof

tops of the surrounding buildings, falling into the streets like drops 

of rain. Duck stopped trying to count them after twelve—more 

startling than their numbers was the fact that they were dressed 

uniformly in all black, each with a single red glove on their right 

hand. Did they have someone specifically manufacturing only 

right-handed gloves? Or was there a stockpile of discarded left-

handed gloves stashed somewhere in Avilogne?

Either way, it was disconcerting how similar they all looked: 

dark silhouettes, hair trimmed close to their heads, eyes gleaming 

in the night.

And of course, they all wore their famed sabers at their belts.

“The Red Swords were in Perpinnet last we heard.” Gnat kept his 

chin high as he leaned against the wall, his withered right arm tucked 

casually against his body as if he were merely tired and not sur-

rounded by a sea of vicious killers. “Since when did you move west?”
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“Since we wanted to.” Jacques was a sharp-jawed, white-blond 

young man with a scar across one cheek. “Odierne is ours now. 

Run home to your mommies.”

“Says who?” Gnat replied, and Duck wished he hadn’t.

Jacques smiled. He lifted up his gloved hand, crooked one 

finger, and in a swift, choreographed, terrifying movement, the 

other Red Swords surrounded the Crowns in a tight circle.

Duck searched for a place through which to slip and escape, 

but found none. The Red Swords had become a wall, a fortress, a 

prison.

Jacques grabbed Gnat’s right arm and pressed it behind his 

back. Gnat tried not to wince, but Duck could see he was in pain. 

Her stomach twisted in sympathy. “Says us. This area is ours.”

Gnat opened his mouth to argue again but gasped instead—

Jacques twisted his shriveled arm around until they all heard a crack.

Duck closed her eyes.

“Lucky for you,” Jacques went on, “Red Swords don’t fight 

children.”

Again, Gnat tried to speak—no Crown wanted to be labeled 

a child, even if that’s what they were—but he wisely stayed quiet.

“So here’s what you’re going to do,” the Jackal said. “You’re 

going to go back to whatever hole you’ve been sleeping in, and 

you’re going to gather your pathetic belongings, and you’re going 

to leave. No stopping back at the market, no pulling one last job, 

no picking pockets. I don’t want you so much as looking for loose 

change around the fountains, understand? This is our town.” With 

a jerk, he shoved Gnat free; Gnat immediately pulled his arm 

back against his side and stretched his shoulders, rolling his neck 
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around. He looked very much like he was trying to act as though 

he hadn’t been hurt, but sweat dotted his forehead.

“If we see you pulling jobs here again,” Jacques said, “we’ll 

show you exactly why they call us the Red Swords.”

And then, as quickly as they had arrived, the Red Swords van-

ished, not even a whisper or a shadow of them on the streets. The 

night was warm again, the rush of the canal ordinary.

The Crowns, shuddering, exhaled, all of them finally loosening 

up. Ash put his hand on Gnat’s back and said, “Are you all right?”

Gnat shrugged Ash off with more force than was necessary. 

“I’m fine.” But they could all see the single tear on his cheek that 

had not yet dried.

“So where are we going now?” Fingers said.

“Guess that’s goodbye to our cathedral.” Frog Eyes kicked at a 

loose stone. “Damn. It was perfect for us.”

“But where do we go?” Fingers repeated. “We can’t go back to 

Perpinnet.” Her hands twitched as if she were hoping she could 

steal them a new home out of thin air, just like that.

“We can’t leave,” Drippy said. “This is home.”

“Home is wherever the coins are,” Frog Eyes said. “We’ve 

robbed our way across Avilogne—maybe it’s time we pick the 

world’s pockets clean.”

“We could keep going east,” Spinner suggested. “Go to 

Wisinburg.”

“I’m not going to Wisinburg,” Le Chou said. “Too much 

cabbage.”

“Then they’ll love you there,” Ash teased.

“We could go back to Illyon,” Fingers said. “I like goats.”
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“No, let’s go to the ocean,” Frog Eyes said. “I’ve always wanted 

to live by the ocean—”

“We’re not going anywhere.” Gnat still glared at the place where 

Jacques and the Red Swords had stood before they disappeared 

into the night.

“But you heard what they said,” Ash put in. “They said—”

“They said no pulling jobs,” Gnat said. “No robbing. No pick-

ing pockets. We’re not going to do any of that.”

“We’re not?” Ash said, and looked to the other Crowns, gaug-

ing their reactions.

Even Duck was confused, but Gnat had something on his 

mind. Some scheme. Duck just knew it—and Gnat always looked 

out for the Crowns.

Gnat closed his eyes, then cleared his throat and said with a 

newfound calm, “Back to the cathedral. Time for some shut-eye.”

“The cathedral? But Jacques said—” Frog Eyes started.

“Yes, I know what he said.” Gnat bit his bottom lip as he rubbed 

his elbow. “I just . . . need some time to think. I’ll figure this out—

I promise. But for now, back home. We’re done celebrating for 

tonight.”

The Crowns followed the canal, preferring the openness of the 

stinky water to scurrying between buildings where Red Swords 

could be hiding, waiting to ambush them.

Duck trudged along with the rest of them; she glanced down at 

the ripples once and spotted her apple on the far side of the canal, 

drifting with the current, bobbing, only a single bite missing.



Gnat's Plan

When Duck woke up the next morning, Ash was leaning over her, 

his face inches from her nose. Crusts of sleep were still stuck in 

the corners of his eyes, but his grin was at least fifteen minutes old.

“We’re not dead!” he shouted.

Duck pushed his face away, disoriented—his fuzzy teeth were 

stinky enough to scour a cauldron clean. Her stomach was roiling 

for food already, almost painfully so. Usually her hunger sneaked 

up on her slowly throughout the day, but yesterday’s indulgence 

with the bread had ramped up her gut’s grumbling.

She hadn’t slept much, either. Her head felt as malleable as 

butter. “What are you talking about?”

“I thought for sure the Jackal of Avilogne and his cronies 

would find us and stab us in the night,” Ash said, “but they 

didn’t!” He leaped over her and did a kind of heel-toe dance on 

the stones. “We’re alive, we’re alive, we didn’t die—” He suddenly 

halted, looking thoughtful. “Of course, we still have to find a new 

place to live, because we’ve been forbidden from stealing food or 
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picking pockets, so we’ll starve if we stay in Odierne. But still—

we’re alive!”

Duck pushed herself up to sitting. The dawn was coming soft 

and purple over the canal. Down the Rue Grande, a crowd of 

people watched the barber extract a tooth from a barrel-shaped 

man who was screeching like a banshee in anticipation.

And here, along the east-facing edge of the cathedral roof, the 

row of gargoyles still grimaced at the world below, pigeons bobbing 

for crumbs at their pedestals.

The western-facing gargoyle, the ugliest one of them all, was 

stoic; the sunlight shone behind his head like a daytime star.

“Wonder where we’ll go.” Ash stretched, arching his back like a 

cat. “The Red Swords are already pushing their boundaries as it is. 

We’ll have to walk for days to get out of their territory. Maybe we 

really will have to leave Avilogne.”

Duck tried to imagine this. Of course she knew there was a 

world beyond Avilogne. There were other countries with villages 

and roads and cathedrals, valleys and mountains and fields. Other 

larger kingdoms—as far as Duck understood, the world kept right 

on going until the horizon became stars and the sea fell off itself.

If they had to, the Crowns could keep running; as long as there 

was someone to swipe from, they could thrive.

But Duck didn’t want to leave Avilogne. She didn’t want to 

leave this cathedral—not now, not so soon after Gnat had called 

it home.

“Maybe we should reach out to other gangs, band together 

with them,” Ash went on.

The very thought made Duck supremely distressed. “But Gnat 
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always says that other gangs would kebab us if we so much as 

asked—”

“I know. But the Swords can’t have all of Avilogne. They’ve got 

to leave some crumbs for us mice.”

“Crowns!” Gnat called from the cathedral porch. “Gather up! 

We need to talk.”

“Don’t worry too much,” Ash said so only Duck could hear as 

they went down the spiral stairs to the main chambers. “No matter 

where those Swords fling us, at least we’ll be together.”

Ash’s words brought Duck enough comfort to slow her pulse, 

and she was able to sit down on a pew like a regular churchgoer—

until she saw Gnat, and the dark circles under his eyes flipped her 

insides.

He looked, in a word, awful. His hair was sticking straight up, 

as if he had slept even less than she had.

He absentmindedly reached for his shriveled arm, rubbing his 

shoulder, and Duck thought about how Jacques had cranked Gnat’s 

arm behind his back as though he were tugging a rope.

Some mornings, Gnat’s arm was stiff, aching all the way 

through his body. On those days, he could usually predict rain, 

since it made his wrist bones reverberate and echo with pain like 

they were the catacombs.

If a new arm were something Duck could pickpocket for Gnat, 

she would get him one for every day of the week and a spare for 

Sundays.

“What’s eating you?” he snapped as he stifled a yawn.

Duck bit the inside of her cheek. “Rough night.”

“Join the club.” Gnat dropped his arm and shouted, “Hey, 
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Crowns! Get in here already! You’re lucky I let you sleep in until 

sunrise!”

The others plodded into the main chapel with snoozy faces; 

their bodies, too, were not used to waking up so sated.

“How many turnovers did I eat last night?” Le Chou held his 

stomach with a regretful, sickened look in his eyes. “Actually, don’t 

tell me.”

“Here.” Fingers offered Le Chou a turnover from her pocket. 

“Hair of the dog?”

Le Chou sighed, took the turnover, and ate it—then immedi-

ately winced and grabbed his middle again. “Why’d I do that?” he 

groaned, and lay flat on the closest pew.

“Gluttony is a sin,” Spinner said, but she, too, had the wrung-

out look of someone who had drunk a little too much cheap ale 

last night.

Duck positioned herself on one of the urns as Gnat called 

for order. “Well, Crowns,” he said once they’d all piped down, 

“we’ve had a good long run. Coins, jewelry, fruit, knickknacks . . . 

we’ve swiped lots of fantastic things. I believe we were getting close 

to picking every pocket in Avilogne at least once. But now, Crowns, 

it’s time to say goodbye.”

The other Crowns opened their mouths like caught fish, but 

Duck frowned. She knew better than most that words could be 

tricky sometimes.

“Yes, it’s farewell to the good times of lowly pickpocketing, 

sprats. Farewell to the sticky-fingered life.” Gnat paused, and 

his sly smile was all that Duck needed to see to know—he was 

baiting them.
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He had a plan.

“So . . .” Ash leaned forward, his hands open, ready to catch 

whatever explanation Gnat tossed out. “How will we eat, then?”

“Yes, where will we get our bread?” Frog Eyes added. “Our 

milk? Our ale? Our eggs? Our fruit? Our—”

“Now, now.” Gnat was enjoying this, Duck could tell. “Of 

course I won’t let you suffer. We are simply going to shift from one 

line of work to another.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out 

a roll of parchment. “Get ready, Crowns. We’re about to become 

domesticated.”

Domesticated?

That word buzzed around their heads like a bloodthirsty fly.

“You mean . . . housebroken?” Ash was incredulous.

“That’s right,” Gnat answered. “Actually, to be clear, only one 

of us is going to become an inside cat, and they’ll slip the rest of us 

everything we need to stay alive.”

It was silent enough in the cathedral that they could hear the 

sound of the farrier pounding horseshoes against an anvil with a 

metal hammer—clink, clink, turn, clink, clink, turn.

Duck made eye contact with Ash, searching for answers, but 

Ash shook his head and shrugged.

“For as long as we’ve been Crowns,” Gnat continued, “we’ve 

been going after the small stuff. Just one or two coins at a time. A 

single loaf of bread, split into sections. Nothing that would make 

a big splash.”

“Don’t get noticed,” Frog Eyes recited. The most important of 

their rules—for the Crowns, it was law.

“But going after the small stuff means a very small way of life. 


