Let the
game
begin...
A game is played in the fogshrouded city of Rodaas, and
every citizen, from the
nameless of the Shallows to
the noblest of the Garden, is
a player or a pawn. And no
one is as he appears.
Not Minette, brothel-keeper
and obsessive collector of
secrets. Not Uncle Cornelius,
fearsome chief of the gang of
brutes and murderers known
as the Red. Not the cults of
Death, Wisdom, and
Illumination, eternally
scheming and plotting along
the Godswalk.
And certainly not the
orphaned bread girl known
as Duchess.
Yet armed with nothing more than her wits, her good friend
Lysander and a brass mark of dubious origin, Duchess will dare to
play that game for the most coveted of prizes: initiation into a
secret society of thieves, spies and rumormongers who stand
supreme in a city where corruption and lies are common coin.
The Grey.
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The time had come to leap before she looked.
Duchess crouched on the edge of the channel, her hands gripping cold, rough stone. She took a deep breath
to steady herself, tasting metal. She shivered. Even though spring ruled above, down here winter held
dominion. The water that ﬂowed through the channel two feet below her would be cold, passing from
darkness into darkness, and she swallowed hard. She was terriﬁed now that she had come to it, and part of
her wondered if there were some other way. She could very easily drown in the long, wet dark, or become
trapped just past the arch only to be ﬁshed out by the baron's men…or by the Brutes, which would be even
worse. But the estate walls were smooth and tall and she was no acrobat. No one would open a gate for her
even if she had the coin for a bribe. There was no other way.

There were shouts from the courtyard above, and she could imagine the baron's men fanning out, doubleguarding the exits, beating the bushes and searching every shadow. They would be hindered by crowds
of ghosts and gods, but in the end they would ﬁnd her. She was out of time. It was either a blind jump
or the baron’s justice.
She jumped.
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Chapter One
The color of her coin
The instant she showed the old man the coin, Duchess knew something was wrong.
Her sixteen summers had given her little experience in dealing with men like Hector, but as she held up
the mark she could tell from the look in his eyes and the set of his shoulders that he was now more anxious
than she. She turned the small, worn piece of brass in her hand, the wan light trickling through the windows
catching on the edges of the raised markings on either side: a large letter P encircled by a snake devouring its
own tail. She watched him and tried to look as if she did this sort of thing every day.
He squinted to see the coin more clearly, tilted his head and sneered. The expression did little to improve his
appearance. He’d been standing at the far corner of the dimly lit room when she’d ﬁrst entered the pawn shop,
hunched over a splintered broom that was nearly as skinny as he. His tunic was threadbare, his breeches even more
so, and both were dulled by the same dust that tickled her nose. He looked like someone’s dotty uncle, except his
eyes were bright with suspicion.
Still, the coin had caught Hector’s attention, bringing him in for a closer examination. And now she
found herself so taken aback by his doubt and fear that she found she had nothing to say. A mark was a
mark, wasn’t it? Surely he’d seen others in his day. Any moment he would smile, reveal that she’d done
precisely the right thing by showing it to him, and then they’d proceed with their business. She hoped.
As if coming to some decision, Hector stepped away more swiftly than she would have expected and
went back to his broom. He swept vaguely, head bowed, although through the dishwater mop of his hair
he kept one eye ﬁrmly upon her. As far as she could tell his sweeping served only to shift the dust around
the piles of junk that crammed the room from wall to wall. She made out cast-oﬀs of every description:
rusted weapons leaning near furniture in various stages of disrepair, boxes of paste jewelry lying on rolls
of cloth and piles of clothes that ranged from ﬁne to ﬁlthy.
He worked quietly for a long moment. She debated simply taking the mark and leaving when Hector
suddenly broke the silence. “Where did you get something like that?”
“I found it in a pie,” she said casually, trying to seem more conﬁdent than she felt. “I was told to show
it to you. You’ve been shown.”
“And what I am supposed to do?” he replied, scowling as if to cover his uncertainty. “Hold your hand?
Kiss your arse?”

©2012 Neil McGarry and Daniel Ravipinto

2

The Duchess of the Shallows: Sample Chapters

She hesitated. That bit of brass represented an incredible opportunity, one she’d long coveted but
certainly never expected, but of course it would never do to say so. “I was told you would know how to
open a door,” she settled on. In any case that was all she really knew.
Hector rolled his eyes, but Duchess sensed that his impatience was more than a little feigned; perhaps
he found it safer to be angry than scared. “As if I have nothing better to do with my time.” She looked at
the broom in his hands, raised an eyebrow, said nothing. He ﬂushed angrily. “What do you know of the
Grey?”
Again, she found herself taken aback. No one spoke openly of the Grey, not even Minette, who was as
formidable as anyone Duchess had ever known. That Hector would do so on such short acquaintance made
a part of her sit up and take notice. “I know most people don’t speak of it to strangers,” she said. She turned
the coin over, and over again, passing it from hand to hand, feeling more certain of herself. She suddenly
wondered that the Grey allowed someone like Hector into their ranks. He was no Minette.
Hector ﬂapped a hand in dismissal, but Duchess could tell she’d struck home. “You can ﬂash that
pretty coin of yours all you like, but it doesn’t mean anything on its own.”
“It meant enough to put you on the jump,” she replied as coolly as she dared. “You just about broke
your legs scrambling over to get a look at it.”
He grunted. “Well, hand it over,” he said, and Duchess was suddenly reminded of one of the ﬁshwives
who often bought biscuits in the morning. She was large, loud and friendly, but she always tried to get more
than she’d paid for by pretending to misunderstand the deal she’d just reached. Hector was older, skinnier
and creakier, but his manner was the same.
Duchess shook her head, closing her ﬁngers tight about the coin. “I was told to show you this mark;
no one said anything about handing it over.” He made as if to protest but she rode over him. “Now can
you help me or not? Or shall I take this elsewhere?” She wasn’t sure just where she’d take it, but Hector
didn’t need to know that.
For a moment she thought she’d overplayed her hand, that Hector would simply ignore her and
go back to his sweeping, and she sensed that a part of him wanted to do precisely that. Clearly a mark
was not always a mark, she thought, glancing at the coin in her hand. The origin and purpose of that
piece of brass might be unclear, but the letter that had accompanied it was not: Hector was to be her
guide into the Grey. His eyes measured her for a long moment, then he sighed. “All right, all right,”
he grumbled, setting aside his broom, and his tone and manner changed, as if he were reading from a
script long since memorized. “It is within my rights to demand a test before I open this door of yours.”
He gave her a yellow smile, but it was a forced and brittle thing. “Though I imagine someone as worldly
as you already knew that.” She hadn’t, of course, but she’d be damned if she’d admit it. “With a little
luck,” he continued, “you’ll not survive the test and I can have done with you.” She said nothing,
refusing to let him frighten her. Instead, she simply tapped the coin against the edge of the table. His
eyes flicked to the mark and then back to her. Again he sneered. “Come back tonight. Last bell. Knock
thrice on the back door.”
She was done here. She slid the mark back into her pocket and turned to leave.
“One more thing,” Hector added as she reached for the knob, “When you come back, don’t bring
that young man who’s been skulking on my doorstep. Come alone.”
***
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“So it’s a test,” said Lysander as they left the edge of the Deeps, heading north towards the Shallows
and the garret. The sheepish smile with which he’d greeted her when she left Hector’s shop made clear
his embarrassment at being caught eavesdropping. She ﬁlled him in on what had happened with Hector,
but he’d heard most of it from the doorstep anyway. “Makes sense, I suppose. The Grey must have some
way of initiating members, of weeding out the high from the hopeless. He sounded like he knew what
he was talking about.”
“And if I pass the test? Do I get to join the Grey?” The streets were busy at this time of day and in
Rodaas ears were everywhere, so they stayed close together to keep the conversation private. The morning
fog was already rolling in off the bay, slowly climbing the hill from the Wharves and snaking into the
Shallows. The early spring sun, masked by the usual gray cloud cover, gave little light and less warmth, and
Duchess found herself shivering at the damp chill in the air. The warped and rotten wood shacks of the
Deeps had given way to the slate-gray stone buildings of the Shallows. “Gray above, gray below and wet in
between,” her father had once said of Rodaas. As in many things, he’d been right.
“Probably, and maybe you’ll earn yourself a mark.” Against that gray background his tumbling blond
curls and light blue doublet were vivid; Lysander was never one to blend into his surroundings. Duchess,
on the other hand, was all brown: brown hair, brown eyes, and light brown tunic and leggings. She
touched the mark in her pocket, and as usual Lysander read her mind. “You didn’t earn that one. It was
given to you.”
“And I don’t trust it, Lysander. Hector’s reaction…wasn’t what I expected. Not that I’m complaining
about an invitation to the Grey, but to have something so strange dropped into my lap like this...”
“Are you sure you don’t know who P is?” Lysander asked. “I wonder, did Noam take you in as a favor
to the Grey? Do you think it’s connected to your parents?”
This turn of conversation made Duchess uneasy. As far as Lysander knew, Duchess was the daughter
of a cobbler and his wife, whose home had burned one summer evening. “That’s as true as it needs to
be,” Noam had said when he concocted the tale eight years ago, “and as much as folk need to know. If
anyone gets curious, just pull a sad face and start the tears. Nothing like a crying child to shut off nosy
questions.” Duchess had taken this advice to heart although at ﬁrst those tears hadn’t been false. “Maybe
that’s it,” she said evasively, ashamed at how easily the lie came. “So what do you think it’ll be?”
“The test? Who knows?” Lysander fended off the attentions of a beggar who lacked the ambition to
ply his trade in the higher districts. “Hector’s just a fence. I’ve managed to sell him some of the things
I’ve, uh, acquired, at parties, but he gave me the usual rates and said nothing of the Grey. Judging from
that shack he calls a shop, I don’t think he’s very important.” He sighed and bit at his thumbnail. “If
Hector’s to open a door for you, Duchess, it’s a cellar door. Maybe he’ll ask you to help him fence
something stolen by the Grey.” He poked her playfully in the ribs. “Or ask you to help clean that shop.
From what I saw through the window, it could use a good dusting.”
“Or a good burning.” Uncomfortable with the speculation, Duchess changed the subject. “So who’s
the lucky customer tonight?”
Lysander made a face. “No one, unfortunately. Slow week for ganymedes, I’m afraid, so it’s the Merry
Widow for us all. Care to join us before your meeting with His Dustiness?”
She shook her head. “I’d better not. I’ll probably try to sleep a bit so I’m alert when I talk to Hector.
Besides, I know better than to let ganymedes anywhere near my gold. You’ll have drunk it up before
tenth bell.”
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Lysander scoﬀed. “Your ﬂorin are safe. I won enough from Minette to take us through the night.”
The fog became thicker, muﬄing both sight and sound, and their banter trickled off into silence. Soon
it was as if they were the only real things left in the whole city. The folk who moved about on the streets
seemed little more than half-seen shadows and smothered footsteps, the buildings a shoal of gray stone,
islands ﬂoating on some far-off sea. The Shallows, which at other times bustled with activity, now seemed
little more than a distant and half-remembered dream.
Duchess had lived with the ubiquitous Rodaasi fogs for as long as she’d lived in the city, but never easily.
They ﬁgured unpleasantly in one of her earliest memories, and although she’d been no more than four at
the time, she remembered that years-past day with eerie clarity. It had been her ﬁrst autumn trip into to the
city from the country estate, which lay miles and miles from the city proper. At the time it had seemed like
some great sojourn, although she later realized they’d only been on the road for a few days, packed into the
large carriage along with the chests and boxes and anything else her father thought needful until their return
the next spring.
They’d ridden swiftly past farms and noble estates glorious with autumn, the ﬁelds ﬁlled with wheat
and corn, the trees clothed in red and yellow and gold. Her brother and sister had slept most of the time,
but she had watched avidly out the window from the seat beside her father, unwilling to miss even one
moment of the journey. And so she’d been awake when they’d reached the city.
They approached from the west near sunset. The sun was at their backs, the sea before them, and what
lay between seemed somehow larger than either. A great hill rose up and up and up before them, ﬁlling
the whole world. The high gray walls that encircled it were taller than anything she’d ever seen, and yet
even they were dwarfed by the enormity that was the seat of the empire. The mount was uneven, rising
sharply from the west to slope more gradually towards the east, as if slumping beneath the weight of the
city. Every inch seemed to move, and she soon realized that movement was people and carts and animals,
some with early-lit lanterns looking like tiny stars against the unbroken gray of the domes and keeps and
towers. She heard the bells chiming the hour from somewhere atop the hill, pealing out and down until
even from afar they seemed to ﬁll the air. She thought the City of Rodaas was the most beautiful thing
she had ever seen or heard.
And then she saw the fog.
It rose from the water on the eastern side of the city, and what she later would come to know as the
Wharves had already been swallowed by that rising gray tide. The mist moved slowly but inexorably upward,
wrapping the hill in great arms of shadow, consuming the city layer by layer like some monster emerging
from the sea. The great walls vanished, then this keep and that tower, and the tiny stars turned one by one
into ﬂickering dreams amidst the swirling mist. Finally only the uppermost tiers of the city were visible
above it all, an island upon an ocean of nothingness. She shivered at the sight, and yet found herself unable
to look away.
And then she felt gentle hands about her waist, pulling her back into the safety of the carriage.
Without realizing she had leaned farther and farther out until she was about to tumble into the road. She
turned to see her father, looking strangely uneasy. He’d seated her beside him, whispering “Let us go in;
the fog is rising.” Then he’d reached across and pulled the curtains, shutting out the sight. Her father had
not liked the fogs, either.
Lysander’s nudge woke her from the memory. “Fog getting to you again?” he asked gently.
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She smiled ruefully. Lysander, Noam, Minette…no one other than her father ever reacted to the fogs
as she did. “I guess I’m just tired today.” She took his hand and pulled him along, and to her relief he did
not press her.
They turned down a small alley and up the rickety wooden steps to the attic garret. Lysander had been
renting the garret from Minette for as long as she could remember, and depending on the ﬁnancial status
of his current clients and his luck at tiles, he might be anywhere from months ahead to years behind on
his payments.
He opened the door and lit candles while Duchess lay on his bed and looked at the ceiling. The garret was
old and drafty, hot in summer and cold in winter, strewn with clothing and empty wine bottles, but it was
Lysander’s alone. Duchess hadn’t had a room to herself since she came to Noam’s; she shared the loft room with
her “sisters.” Or used to. Privacy had been in short supply in the baker’s small house.
Soon the room was ﬁlled with the scent of cloves (the candles no doubt stolen from one client or another)
and Lysander was next to her. They lay in silence for awhile as the light outside the window shifted. Finally,
he said, “Hector’s right, you know. This is something you have to do on your own.” He stroked her shoulderlength hair and sighed. “I’ll admit I’m a little jealous that you’ve got this opportunity, but that’s just how it
is. It’s your chance, not mine.”
She lay there with him, watching the candle-ﬂames dance and listening to the murmur of the city:
children shouting, dogs barking, the occasional rumbling of wagon wheels over the cobbles. For the ﬁrst
time since she’d received that mysterious letter, she felt at ease, and something went out of her in a rush.
Before she knew it, the tears had started. Lysander waited, and after her crying had run its course, he reached
out and pulled her near. “I knew that Silk was in there somewhere,” he murmured into her hair, and she
laughed despite herself. Lysander had once said that she was two people: Steel who stood off pastry thieves
with her knife and braved the Shallows at night, and Silk who was afraid of it all. She didn’t feel very silky,
she thought, swiping at her eyes with a sleeve. She just felt damp.
“I can’t go back,” she said at last. “To Noam’s. The letter...whoever sent it told me that my time at
the bakery was over, that I had to leave. So I have no place to—”
“Had to leave? And Noam just threw you out?”
“He didn’t...he didn’t throw me out, Lysander.” There was anger mixed with the tears. “But he never
spoke a word to stop me. He didn’t even seem sur-surprised.” She choked back a sob, and for a moment
she tasted smoke in her mouth. She pushed herself away, hands balled into ﬁsts. “He never even asked to
see the letter, or if this is what I wanted, or where I was going to go or...” She looked at Lysander nakedly.
“He just...he just handed me four ﬂorin and sent me on my way.” She could still feel Noam’s hands, large,
coarse and ﬂoury, folding her ﬁngers closed around the coins. He hadn’t even looked her in the eye, and
she’d been unable to look back. “Eight years, Lysander. Eight years I lived in that house and he let me go
like I was nothing.”
He took her hands in his own, pulled her closed and rocked her. She lay her head on his shoulder
and sighed.
“And what happened to the letter?” he asked, ﬁnally. Even in this tender moment, Lysander’s mind
was still working with its typical ingenuity.
“I…I burned it,” she replied, unable to look him in the eye. Although it was true she’d fed the rich
vellum with its gray wax seal to the ﬂames, she could never tell Lysander why, or the way her breath had
caught when she realized the letter was addressed not to Duchess but to Marina Kell, the little girl who’d
arrived at Noam’s bakery eight years ago in the dead of night.
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“I’m so scared, Lysander,” she said, remembering that terrible moment. “Every time I think I’m safe
something happens. Eight years ago I lost my ﬁrst home to a ﬁre, and yesterday I lost the second to some
letter I don’t even understand. It’s like I’m a little girl all over again, with people telling me where to go
and what to do.” She wiped at the wetness on her face, anger replacing fear and sadness. “I won’t start
over again, Lysander, not if it means depending on someone else who can turn my life upside down in
an instant. I need something separate, something mine. A victory of my own. I don’t have a family or a
home or a job or a husband, but I have this” — she held up the brass coin — “and I have this ” — she
pointed at herself.
He looked at her quietly for a long moment. “And you have this,” he said, taking her hand and placing
it on his own chest. She wrapped her arms around him and hid her face against his doublet as he stroked her
hair for a long time.
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Chapter Two
In the market
It was the same dream she’d had since she was small. The gray shape bore down upon her until she
could barely breathe, and when she struggled it opened a rent and gaping hole where its mouth should
be and let out a harsh, pealing laugh that rang and rang…
…until she realized it was just the bells high on the hill, ringing the hour. She sat up, running her
hands through her hair, banishing the last waking vestiges of the dream. No matter how many months
might go by between visits, the ﬁgure always returned to pay a call. Once those dreams would send her
screaming from her bed, but she’d learned young that there was little sympathy in the baker’s house.
Although by now she was used to the nightmares, they still left her shaken.
From the light outside the window she could tell it was late afternoon. She slipped quietly out of bed
to start a ﬁre in the hearth. Lysander rolled over but did not wake, and she stole the moment to look at
him, his sweet face with eyes closed and framed in soft blond hair. Lysander was the ﬁrst boy to ever win
her heart. He’d won a good deal more than that, one night when she was drunk on infatuation and he
on wine. Although he claimed it was his ﬁrst and only time with a woman, he’d risen admirably to the
occasion. Not that she was an expert on such things; other than Lysander her own sexual experience was
limited to some groping with a locksmith’s apprentice in the alley near Noam’s bakery. They’d never had
a repeat of that evening — for her the infatuation had faded, and for Lysander the novelty — but in the
year since they’d somehow gotten closer.
But she’d woolgathered enough. If she were to face Hector alone later that evening, she should be
properly prepared. She slipped out of the garret, leaving Lysander asleep behind her and heading towards
the market.
The shortest route was through Bell Plaza, the largest courtyard in the Shallows, a square area measuring
nearly three hundred feet on a side and containing two of the city’s great gates: Beggar’s and Market. She
headed north through Market Gate towards the shops and stalls of the city’s main market. Although the day
was passing and some of the sellers would be thinking of packing up their wares, she knew they’d stay open
for her. Noam and all his family – natural and otherwise – were well known and well liked in the market.
Duchess had fallen in love with the place from the ﬁrst — the noise, the crowds, the smells and the
bustle — and her aﬀection had never wavered. Each stall, some old and rickety, others solid and newly
painted, was as familiar as the ﬁngers of her own hand. The cobbles were worn nearly smooth by
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centuries of questing feet, and the air was ﬁlled with the smell of a hundred diﬀerent foods, the sounds
of haggling and the splash of the fountain where stone nymphs frolicked amidst the falling water. The
most memorable feature of the market was the wall that nearly bisected the area: eight feet high, ﬁfty
feet long, and built of the ever-present gray stone. There was no gate in it, nor did it completely divide
one side of the market from the other. To get around, one had only to walk around one crumbling edge
or the other. The wall had stood since time out of mind and no one remembered who had built it or
why, but it had become a sign of status within the market. The stalls of the wealthiest or most prestigious
merchants backed up to it, with the others spread out in less desirable locations on either side. Although
Noam was neither rich nor well connected his stall stood against the wall, and no one could say just how
he had achieved that exalted position. There had been some ﬁne old ﬁghts over ﬁlling the gaps left when
other merchants had moved or abandoned their slots, but Duchess had never heard that the baker had
engaged in any such conﬂict. She’d never thought much about it, but now she wondered if that weren’t
yet another sign of the Grey’s hidden inﬂuence.
She knew most of the merchants who traﬃcked here. She nodded politely to Samual and his everpresent racks of plucked, upside-down-hanging ducks, chickens and pheasants. She waved to Marten and
his two sons, who were loading bags of fruit on a wooden cart. She stopped for a word with Midwife
Marna, and was regaled with the tale of a particularly diﬃcult and bloody birth. She’d grown up with
these people, who were by now more family than the Kells she only sometimes remembered. The market
rumor mill was evidently a bit behind, and although there seemed to be a silent agreement not to ask
Duchess why she wasn’t pushing the bread cart, the curiosity was evident. Niam the milk merchant was
the only one bold enough to ask after Noam, but she put him off, saying, “I’m running an errand for
Minette, and if I’m late she’ll kick me right down to the harbor.” Niam was an unrepentant gossip but
went in fear of Minette, for some reason Duchess never knew, and he clamped down on his questions.
As she shopped, she could not help but notice the quiet conversations that went on behind hands,
or beneath the haggling of merchants. Ever since the appearance of the coin and the letter, it seemed as if
she saw the Grey everywhere. Every turned head, meaningful glance and knowing nod seemed a turn of
phrase in a language she did not know. How many of the speakers were Grey, even now engaged in the
trade of secrets, rumors, and favors known as fruning? Until today this loose confederation of thieves,
spies and information brokers had seemed almost a fairy tale, but in a few days Duchess might ﬁnd herself
amongst their company. Assuming she passed — and survived — Hector’s test.
Two rough-looking men wearing red woolen caps approached as she stepped away from a stall, and
without thinking, she stood aside to make way. She was not the only one. No one in the lower districts
risked a conﬂict with the Red, who ran every extortion and protection scheme from the harbor to Market
District. Many of the stalls in the market, and most of the business in the Shallows, were painted with a
red hand, a sign that the owners had paid their protection money. The redcaps also kept the Shallows safe
from the petty gangs and the worst elements of the Deeps that the city guards, the blackarms, ignored.
The chief of the Red was known as Uncle Cornelius; no one seemed to know if he had a surname, nor
did it matter. There was only one Uncle in Rodaas, and even Duchess had heard of him.
It was time to attend to the evening’s needs. New clothing, she decided, the darker and less
conspicuous the better. Tailors and weavers also did business in the market, and she moved quickly from
stall to stall, ﬁnding a sturdy pair of boots here, a dark cloak there, and a new tunic and leggings that ﬁt
her slender frame well enough. Catching herself in a mirror of beaten brass she took stock. Even with her
shoulder-length brown hair she’d look more like a boy than she liked, but there was nothing for it. She
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was not dressing for a party. By the time she completed her purchases ﬁfth bell had rung and the market
was shutting down. She still had a small pile of silver sou that she slipped into a deep pocket; she’d learned
young that, in the market, the deeper the pocket the safer the coin. On the way out, she passed the
fountain and tossed in a half-penny for luck. She could spare the coin, at least for now, and she deﬁnitely
needed the luck.
Darkness was falling and the fog was creeping up the hill, but Bell Plaza was still alive with the traﬃc
of merchants and lower nobility headed to slum in the taverns and brothels of the Shallows. Lightboys
swarmed around, looking for custom and mostly ﬁnding it. Many of the Deeps children hired themselves
out at night, to guide those looking for entertainment and to guard them from the cutpurses who lurked
ever ready to relieve visitors of their coin. Each lightboy carried a lantern for the ﬁrst purpose and a long
stick for the second, and Duchess had seen those sticks in action. It was best not to triﬂe with a lightboy
on the job. All of the lightboys knew Lysander, and therefore Duchess, so she nodded politely to them as
she passed.
She headed back towards the garret, but as she rounded a corner she caught sight of a group of unruly
young men, well dressed and well-liquored, catcalling and teasing passers-by. Looking more closely, she
recognized the band of whores and fools that Lysander had always referred to as either the ganymedes or,
more often, “the girls.” The composition of the band varied as new boys joined and older members moved
on, but Lysander was invariably the leader.
She took note of the current roster. There was Poor Gabe, whose clients treated him more roughly
than he liked and paid him less than he wanted, though Lysander always said there was something in the
boy that asked for it; he played the martyr too well. Ponn had broad shoulders and a tough look, but
everyone called him Squeak because his voice was girlishly high. Deneys was tall as a tree and thin as rail
and, according to Lysander, the current favorite of the master of the tanner’s guild. Manly Pete supposedly
preferred women and was a ganymede only for the gold, although he rarely earned more than a silver.
Lysander was there as well, with his arm around a relatively new addition — Bran or Brenn, she thought
his name was — and they were stumbling along in drunken unison with the rest of the girls. Looking
more closely, she saw that Bran-or-Brenn looked as if he’d taken a beating: one of his eyes was blackened
and swollen and he appeared to be favoring one arm, though he seemed far too drunk to care about either.
It was hardly unusual to see a ganymede sporting bruises, and on more than one occasion Lysander
himself had stumbled back to the garret in various shades of black and blue. Unlike whores in established
brothels, the ganymedes went unprotected by the blackarms, the Red, or someone like Minette. The
ganymedes were a law unto themselves, answering to no one and protected by no one, so it was little
wonder they so often took a beating.
Before she could hail them the ganymedes disappeared around a bend, no doubt heading towards their
next cup of wine. She decided not to follow; she had a long night ahead, and she didn’t want to start it
tavern-hopping. Whatever this test of Hector’s might be, it was best she face it with all her wits about her.
***

She busied herself before last bell by trying on her new clothes, pleased with the ﬁt if not the fashion.
Someday she was going to have to try wearing a dress. Then, restless, she paced the garret, the squeak of
every board under her feet as familiar as the voices of Noam’s family as they made the morning bread.
She considered going out for a walk to burn off some nervous energy, but knew the evening fog would
by now be thick upon the hill. It was never perfectly safe to roam the Shallows alone at night, but
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something about the chill, damp mist always made her think of the gray ﬁgure from her dreams.
Almost as an afterthought she knelt near the ﬁreplace and pulled aside a loose ﬂoorboard, revealing a
small wooden box. She brought it to the hearth, opened it and removed two small matching daggers. They’d
been a gift from Lysander for her last birthday. Duchess was no stranger to a blade — Noam had seen to
that — but the knives the baker had used to train her were not nearly as sharp as Lysander’s gifts. She thought
someday she’d like to learn to throw a blade as well, but these weapons were not weighted for such.
She sat at the ﬁre for a long while, sharpening the daggers with the whetstone that also sat in the box.
Then she hung one of the daggers from her belt and slid the other into her boot, making what she what
she hoped was a grim smile. Hector didn’t seem dangerous, but she decided that if he showed her steel,
she’d respond in kind.
She napped ﬁtfully but was soon awakened by a tremendous crash of thunder that brought with it a
torrent of rain. It was unusual enough to bring her to the garret’s window, where she watched Shallows
folk running for cover. Such a strong rain was unusual in Rodaas at any time, and certainly so early in
the spring. Most of the year rain was a ﬁne mist or a light drizzle that lasted for days, and had to fall for
hours before anything got very wet. The appearance of such a strong downpour did little to ease her
nerves, but she refused to take it as an omen. By the time it let up, around eleventh bell, the street outside
Lysander’s window had become a swamp. The mud wouldn’t do much for her new clothes, she reﬂected
ruefully, but it would keep people indoors, which on this night was all to the good. It seemed also to have
driven away the fog, another good thing. After one last check on her daggers, she took to the muddy
streets, following the run of water south towards the Deeps.
The moon was cloud-hidden and since most of the lightboys had been driven inside by the rain
the night was darker than she liked. Still, it made keeping to the shadows easier. The cobblestoned way
was slippery with mud so she took her time; the last thing she needed tonight was a turned ankle. She
followed the water as it flowed downhill. She passed few people, and they either never saw her or paid
no attention.
She left behind Noam’s shop, and the other humble but neatly kept homes and businesses of the
city’s working poor. As she neared the long slope that marked the edge of the Shallows, the cobblestones
gave way to a muddy, narrow rut, and the buildings she passed looked older and shabbier...and, strangest
to her eyes, largely wooden. The majority of structures in the higher districts, and even in the Shallows,
were constructed largely of dark gray stone. In the Deeps, few if any of the structures were stone, and she
had heard dreadful stories about ﬁres that had gotten out of control and leapt quickly from house to
house and street to street. Having had her own experience with a house ﬁre, she found the prospect
terrifying.
Until this afternoon, Duchess had only rarely been this far south, and had never dared descend fully
into the Deeps, where the days were dangerous and the nights lawless. A knife in her boot wouldn’t
protect her there at night. A sword in her boot wouldn’t protect her. But there was no need. Hector’s
shop stood just at the edge of the hill, marked by a small wooden sign depicting three silver coins spilling
from a pouch. The sign creaked in the breeze over the paint-peeling wooden doors, which were three steps
up from the muddy street. A light burned inside, but following instructions she slipped around to the
back door and knocked three times. The door opened immediately, as if Hector had been standing just
behind, and he gestured her inside. The gesture was brusque, but also strangely eager, as if this meeting
were not a chore but a long-awaited moment. She stepped warily through, a hand near her dagger, but
Hector closed the door behind her, taking no notice. She was in a sparsely furnished living space, which
boasted a small hearth, several rickety chairs, an even more rickety-looking table, and a small bed piled
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with furs that had seen better days. Hector took a seat and motioned her to another, and she faced him
across a warped and pitted tabletop on which burned several stubs of candle.
“I see you left your friend at home. Very wise. Keep it up and this might turn out to be worth the
trouble I am taking.” The buried keenness in his voice was even more troubling than his earlier peevishness,
and since she found herself lacking a pointed retort she said nothing at all.
“The mark you showed me this afternoon is a sign,” he continued, his voice dropping to a near whisper,
“but it’s vague, and that means the opening of this door of yours depends entirely upon me. Either I’m
satisﬁed with your performance or I’m not. In this, I am the door ward.” And he rattled like a loose hinge,
she thought, but she remained silent, following Minette’s long-ago admonition that silence was more
valuable than gold and stronger than stone. Hector was guardedly excited about something, she was certain,
and like a child who had come up with the most brilliant idea, he could not wait to tell her.
He leaned forward, thin elbows on bony knees. “How well do you know the city?”
“Well enough,” she replied warily. “I’ve lived here all my life.”
“You know the Shallows, yes, but what of the other districts? Like, say, Temple?”
This turn of conversation was suspicious, but there was nothing for it but to answer. “I know the
Walk, and the parts around Beggar’s Gate.”
He nodded impatiently. “Yes, of course you do...how else would someone like us get into Temple
District?” So now she and Hector were an us, she noted. “But what do you know of who lives there?”
She wasn’t certain where he was going, so she replied with a shrug.
“You’ll need to do some footwork, then. Good. That’ll make this a better test.” He raked back graybrown hair and went on. “Two nights hence, the Baron Eusbius is throwing a little party on his newly
purchased and refurbished estate in Temple.” Something about the way he said baron dripped contempt,
but she ﬁled that away for later consideration. “Most of the petty nobility will be in attendance, if only
to gawk at the new lord.” The word new caught her ear, but he went on before she could ask. “The baron
is known as something of a collector: artifacts, paintings, other objects of art. Bastard doesn’t have an eye
for it, mind you, never did, but he knows value, and has a habit of acquiring what he wants. This party is
mostly an excuse to show off the new estate, as well as his latest acquisition, a fancy dagger he got
somewhere.” Hector ﬂashed a cold, yellow smile. “I want that dagger to vanish.”
She looked at him. “You want me to steal a dagger?” This was more than she’d bargained for; she was
no burglar.
Hector’s grin widened. “I’m afraid it’s not that simple. The importance of this party can’t be
understated. It’s the baron’s ﬁrst public event since he came into his title, and the nobles will be watching.”
Hector leaned in closer, warming to his topic. “You see, he...” He caught himself and smiled smugly,
folding spindly arms across his chest. “Suﬃce to say Eusbius reminds the lords of something they’d rather
forget. And more than a few of them have been waiting for him to trip up. So if he were to bungle the
party, say, by losing the main attraction…well, the good baron would be very embarrassed, wouldn’t he?”
Duchess considered this. “But if this dagger goes missing, won’t he just cancel the party? Then nobody
is embarrassed.”
Hector nodded, a glint in his eye. “That’s why the dagger can’t disappear tonight or tomorrow. It has
to disappear during the party.” A cold ﬁnger touched her heart. Hector was asking her not only to break
into a baron’s estate in Temple District, but to do it while that estate was crowded with guests. They’d
take both her hands if they caught her.
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Hector went on heedlessly. “If the dagger disappears just before he can present it to the guests, he’ll
be the laughing stock of the city, and I will open your door. And,” he continued with the air of one
conferring a great favor, “I’ll pay a fair price for the object.”
Her stomach had turned to ice and her legs to jelly, but she kept her face a mask. She had no idea
how she would even begin. “What does this dagger look like?” she asked, hoping she sounded braver
than she felt.
“Silver, with a sinuous blade and an engraved handle. It’s an antique, or so I’m told, although I haven’t
seen it myself. Just make sure it’s there when the party starts and gone before it’s shown.” He gave her a
suspicious look. “If I wake up tomorrow and hear that a certain dagger has vanished too soon, you and I
will never do business again, mark or no mark. Understand?”
Her head was spinning and her tongue was dry in her mouth, but she nodded as if she received these
sorts of requests every day. “I’ll get your damn dagger,” she said, wondering how the hell she would.
“Then we’re done. The party is in two nights; I’ll see you in three.”
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Chapter Three
Over a barrel
It was her own fault. She hadn’t been watching where she was going.
The streets were busier since the rain had ended, although she would hardly have noticed if there had
been a riot. She wondered what Lysander would say when she told him she’d agreed to creep into Temple
at night, where someone like her was not allowed; that she planned to sneak into a noble estate during a
party, behind the backs of guards and guests alike, to steal a one-of-a-kind piece of art. He’d probably ask
if she’d leave him her ﬂorin when she died. And it would be death if she were lucky; the law was not
notably kind to thieves, particularly those who deliberately set out to humiliate barons.
There was more than the law to consider. Hector clearly had some grudge against Eusbius, and this
task might be only the latest round in a petty war between the two. If so, Duchess made a poor footsoldier. She was no Naria of the Dark, who in the stories could climb walls like a spider, tickle locks with
the ﬂick of a ﬁnger and pass closed and guarded doors like smoke. Duchess had some skill with a lockpick,
true, but that was where the comparison ended. And even if she managed the unlikely and got away with
the dagger, would she then make an enemy of Baron Eusbius? Joining the Grey was well and good, but
buying the enmity of a noble, no matter how minor, could prove fatal. By every god of the Walk, it was
far safer to simply ﬁnd a job at another bakery and throw the damned mark in the harbor.
Or was it? She might secure a job with some other craftsman only to ﬁnd herself thrown out on the
street by another letter with another brass coin. Was she willing to spend the rest of her life running from
place to place, always at the mercy of whatever soul had taken her in this time? Was she prepared to simply
turn her back on the mystery of what had happened to her family that night of the ﬁre? Or was this an
instance in which safe was not always best? Eight years ago Duchess had been dragged from her home
without a word of why, and two days ago she’d been ejected from the bakery just as mysteriously. The
reason Noam had taken her in and the reason he’d let her go so easily were one and the same, she was
certain. Behind it all was P and the Grey.
Still, it was one thing to play at rumor-mongering and lock-picking with Lysander; quite another to
risk her life on some fool’s quest prompted by a bit of brass and a letter that was now ash.
The thought of returning to the empty garret was depressing; by now Lysander was half-blind with
drink, wandering from winesink to winesink with the rest of the ganymedes. She thought ﬂeetingly of
heading to the Vermillion, but that was no better an idea. The brothel was full of pricked ears and prying
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eyes, and Duchess shuddered to think what Minette might do should she learn that Duchess had been
asked to steal Eusbius’ dagger.
Alone, with nowhere to go and nothing to do but worry and wander the city’s wet, gray streets, she
suddenly felt sick and tired of the Shallows, the fog, and the endless gray stone. “Grey above and gray
below and wet in between,” she muttered. “You were right, father.”
She suddenly felt very keenly the hole Marcus Kell’s disappearance had left in her life, and how much
she missed the long hours they’d spent talking about history, or geography, or politics, or whatever else
she’d found in some book or crumbling scroll. By eight years of age, Duchess had read half her father’s
library, and one of their favorite topics of discussion had been the history of the great hill and the city
that had stood there centuries before Rodaas had been founded. History painted Domani as a wonder
and a paradise, possessed of libraries ﬁlled with long-forgotten knowledge and gardens of surpassing
beauty. Most of the city’s present-day miracles of architecture — the Avenue of Trees, the Godswalk, the
sewer system, the foundations of the imperial palace — had been constructed during those ancient days.
Stories even spoke of a vast underground city of the dead, a grand necropolis, deep beneath the hill of
lost Domani. All of these were built from the ubiquitous gray stone that still graced the hill and could be
found nowhere else. The people of the city, the Domae, had according to the tales been so wise and skilled
that no other nation dared trouble their eternal gray walls. Domani was as peaceful inside as out, the story
went; the Domae themselves so law-abiding they needed no blackarms to keep the peace. A paradise upon
earth, rivaling any of Ventaris’ heavens.
“Our people — we call ourselves Rodaasi now, though at the time we were little more than warring
mountain clans — found this city more than eight hundred years ago. And I mean they literally found it,
fully intact.” She had frowned at intact, and her father smiled. “Intact meaning complete, without damage.
There were houses, palaces, gardens, streets and alleys, as solid as the day they were built...and empty.”
“Where did the Domae go?” Marina had asked, intrigued. They were in Marcus Kell’s study, sitting
in chairs near the windows, which were gray with early evening.
“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Her father sat back in his chair, relishing the exchange. “You can hear a
thousand and one tales, most of them nonsense. Some say that a great cataclysm befell the place, leaving
its people dead or scattered, but if that were the case the city should have been a ruin, which it was not.
Others have held that a madness crept into Old Domani, and that its people slew each other in civil war
and feasted upon the ﬂesh of their dead.” Duchess shivered at that, and her father had smiled reassuringly.
“More nonsense. If that had happened the city our ancestors found would have shown signs of battle, and
been ﬁlled with bones, which it most certainly was not. Some say the Domae simply became tired of living
behind their great walls and returned to the land. Whatever happened to them, they left a good deal of
stone behind, and the ﬁrst emperor of Rodaas simply knocked down the old buildings and allowed
commoner and wellborn alike to use the broken stone to build anew.” She loved him most at times like
this, when he talked to her not like a little girl but like the blue-robed scholars whom he sometimes
entertained at dinner. They would discuss and argue and expound for hours, never seeming to grow tired
of it. She sometimes imagined herself in those deep blue robes, even though she knew women were almost
never allowed to wear them.
“But what do you think?”
“Wherever they went, they did not bother to take much with them. In the ancient records, one can
ﬁnd lists of what the Domae left behind: gold and silver, gems, silks and other treasures, full granaries,
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and cellars bursting with wine...and that accounts only for what the ﬁrst Rodaasi found. One wonders
what else the Domae abandoned that did not survive to be discovered later.”
“But what do you think?” she persisted. Her father had told her that unanswered questions were like
mice: where there was one, others would soon follow.
Marcus Kell had laughed. “No mice for you, then?” He sipped his wine. “Perhaps you can answer
that question yourself. When we leave for the country house in the summer, what do we do ﬁrst?”
Marina considered. “We put our clothes away in chests and put them all on a wagon. You take the
little metal box with the money, and some books for us to read during the summer. Oh, and the servants
use up all the food so it doesn’t rot, and they close up the windows and lock the house so no one will
steal anything while we’re gone.” She thought for a moment. “But the Domae left their money and their
food, and they didn’t lock their doors. Weren’t they afraid someone would steal something?”
Her father shrugged. “The only Domae left wander beyond the westerlands, except for the few who
live in the Foreign Quarter, and none of them remember or care to tell us.” He grew more serious. “I
think,” he said quietly, “that the Domae were afraid, but not of thieves. They were afraid enough to leave
all at once, and without ﬁghting over what to take and what to leave.” He smiled ruefully, not seeming
to see her. “Getting Rodaasi to agree on anything is like trying to bottle fog, but the Domae managed to
reach a consensus that as far as I know has never been matched in all of recorded history, an entire people
who simply chose leaving over staying...” He trailed off, his gaze going to the window, where the evening
fog was pressed against the glass. Then he gave her a sideways look, which even at that age she knew meant
there was something he didn’t want to tell her. “I also think someone’s been up reading when she should
have been in bed.”
She was lost in memory when the drunken man lurched out of the alley. On any ordinary evening
she would have seen and avoided him — Duchess had learned young not to walk too near the alleys in
the Shallows at night — but then this was no ordinary evening. She struck the man squarely, whacking
her head on his shoulder and biting her tongue in the bargain. He wheeled around belligerently, showing
small eyes under a beetled brow, and she said, “Pardons, sir,” around a mouthful of blood. The man was
taller than she, broader by half, and smelled of cheap wine, and she wanted no trouble on this of all nights.
Evidently the man felt diﬀerently. “Pardons yer arse,” he slurred in a voice thick with drink, squinting
against drunkenness and poor light. She stepped aside, trying to get around him, but he grabbed at her.
She backed away and feigned a spasm of coughing, a tactic that had rarely failed to discourage unwanted
attention from beggars, cutpurses and other night-folk. There was too much sickness in the Shallows for
anyone to ignore, but wine had made the man bold. He reached for her, moving more quickly than she
had expected and catching the shoulder of her new cloak. She pulled away but the cloth was too new to
tear yet too dry to slip from his grasp. Without thinking she swept out her blade and jabbed at the cloak,
thinking she could cut herself free from his grasp and be off and running in a moment, and on any other
night it would have worked. That night, however, she was distracted and her aim was off, and in an instant
the man was howling and jerking back a bloodied hand. His reddened eyes met hers, and she realized
belatedly that this drunken lout was not one to be driven off with a stab and a glower. His scowl turned
into something darker, and he balled large ﬁsts and stalked towards her.
Conﬁdent she could outdistance the man in a footrace, Duchess faked left and darted right, but she
slipped on the muddy cobblestones and nearly fell. She recovered quickly, but not quickly enough to
avoid the heavy, clumsy ﬁst that caught her on the left shoulder with a muﬄed thud. It was a glancing
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blow, but still heavy enough to send her staggering back against a barrel someone had set out to catch the
rain. The barrel rocked, heavy with water, but did not fall over. This man would not be satisﬁed by
knocking her into the mud, she realized with a jolt of fear. A quick look revealed that the street was for
the moment empty, although she never seriously considered shouting for help. In the Shallows, shouting
for help never got you any.
She moved to keep the barrel between them, and he smiled menacingly. “Here’s your pardon,” he
growled, swiping at her over its open mouth. She ducked the blow and the one that followed it, but he
kept on, moving clumsily around to get at her. Crazily, her mind jumped back to Hector and his dagger,
and that brass coin in her pocket, and in that instant one drunken man in the Shallows seemed far less
formidable. She was armed, he was drunk, and by Anassa, if she couldn’t deal with one drunken man
how could she ever survive on the Grey? In that moment, she was all Steel.
She stepped out into the open again, held out one dagger and drew the other from her boot, ready to
move. Undeterred by her steel, the man lurched at her. She slashed at his face with her left blade and he
jerked back, then she jabbed at his belly with her right. He avoided that one, too, but then it was his turn
to slip in the mud. He fell heavily, cursing, and one of his ﬂailing hands struck the rain-barrel on the way
down. That gave her an idea. She threw herself against the barrel, pushing mightily.
It rocked, tilted, and then fell over heavily, landing partly on the man and drenching him with its
contents. He thrashed and gurgled out a watery ooof. Although Silk was clamoring for retreat, Steel noted
the fat purse dangling from his belt; evidently the man hadn’t drunk up all of his sou. Ignoring Silk,
Duchess stooped, sliced the cord that attached purse to belt, and was up and away. He howled in protest
and shoved the barrel aside, but she was off before he could climb back to his feet. Soon enough she heard
his footsteps slapping wetly against the cobblestones behind her, and she knew the race was on.
The man was broader and stronger, and energized by anger, but he was clumsy from whatever he’d
been drinking. Duchess, on the other hand, had been quick and nimble even as a little girl, and she hadn’t
spent the last eight years pushing a bread cart around the Shallows without learning every crook and bend
in every lane. She bolted along the dark street, her eyes darting back and forth in search of an escape while
she silently oﬀered a prayer to whatever gods were listening that she wouldn’t slip on the mud once more.
She darted around the corner of a house abandoned by a candle maker years ago, by instinct avoiding
the loose cobbles that had often tripped her before she’d learned to avoid them. Her pursuer, less familiar
with this street, cursed and stumbled, but he kept up the chase. Still, the delay bought her a few extra
yards, which she used to take stock. This was Pike Street, she thought, but if she cut through the lane to
her left, she should ﬁnd the Wynd, along with something else she was looking for.
She ducked into the lane, skidding brieﬂy in a puddle, and emerged on – she thanked the gods – the
Wynd, a wide thoroughfare that looped around the Shallows and ended up near Bell Plaza. It was a
favorite of the nobles when they were slumming, and sure enough, there was a cluster of them attended
by a half-dozen lightboys. The nobles were dressed better than anyone in the Shallows had a right: the
men wore thigh-high boots, tight satin breeches and brocade jackets, while the women were regal in gowns
of silk and satin, held carefully up around their ankles to avoid the mud. They chatted gaily, but their
conversion broke off as Duchess bolted towards them, with her pursuer not far behind. They stared idly,
as if watching street performers, but the lightboys were more wary and produced their sticks with almost
military precision. The man behind bellowed something that sounded like backbarn, but Duchess barely
heard him over the pounding of her heart against her chest and her new boots against the cobbles. She
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headed straight down the middle of the street, praying that the boys would recognize her before they
brought their sticks to bear.
She was in luck. The lead boy was Zachary, a favorite of Lysander’s, and when he saw who she was he
put up his stick and moved aside to let her pass, and the other lightboys followed suit. She blew him a
kiss as she passed and then plunged directly through the group of primped and perfumed nobles:
“Great gods, woman!”
“Ewww...she’s ﬁlthy!”
“...all thieves down here, I told you.”
She burrowed through stiff satin, shiny leather and soft velvet before emerging on the other side
rumpled but unscathed. One of them tried to grab her, perhaps to impress the lady at his side, but she
dodged away from him without breaking stride.
Her pursuer was less fortunate, and against all sense she risked a look back. Zachary and his comrades
knew her, but they didn’t know him, and they reacted accordingly. One of them inserted his stick between
the man’s feet, neatly tripping him up and sending him sprawling to the cobbles. He struggled to his
knees but that fast the other lightboys had descended upon him like ﬂies on spoiled meat, their sticks
rising and falling. Those sticks were light but sturdy, intended not to cause injury but pain, and in that
moment they lived up to their role. A thwack and the man was shielding his face with crossed arms. Two
more and he was scrabbling backwards like a crab. After that the thwacks fell like the evening’s rain, too
many to count, and by that time Duchess decided she’d seen enough. Best to be gone before the blackarms
arrived and started asking questions she dared not answer.
She slipped down another alley, ﬂagging now, and pushed through a narrow gap in a plank fence into
a small courtyard ﬁlled with splintered wooden crates and empty barrels. She staggered behind the largest
of these and collapsed in the mud, pulling up her cloak against the shine of dim light on exposed skin. She
pressed her hands over her mouth to cover the sound of her labored breathing and listened.
There was no sound of footsteps coming along the alley, no sign of pursuit, and yet her tension did
not abate. She shivered in the dark, terriﬁed and confused all at once. She had won, certainly; the lightboys
had given her pursuer more than enough for one evening. She’d bested the man and she was ﬁne and she
was safe. Yes, he might complain to the blackarms about the lightboys who had helped a thief escape, and
the blackarms might even bother to question the boys. They’d quickly ﬁnd, however, that not one of them
would remember the girl who had nearly bowled them over this night. In fact, they’d have trouble
remembering where they’d been, who they’d been guiding, or even their own names. That was the way of
the Shallows.
But the pressure in her chest somehow grew worse and now she felt the drops on her face, as if the
city were having another rare rainstorm, and they were running down her cheeks as the water had run
down the hill that evening. There was a harsh, sobbing sound, and she realized from someplace far from
where she lay shivering in that alley that the sound had broken from her own throat. Then she recognized
the taste in her mouth.
And then she was up on numb and heedless feet, stumbling out and away into the dark.
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Chapter Four
What the ﬁre forged
Smoke was not all she remembered from that night; there was also the darkness and the light, two
extremes that burned each other to ash, leaving nothing else behind. The darkness had been a deep yet
unrestful sleep. She was dreaming that old dream, of someone there in her room, hovering over her bed,
only inches away, a gray shape that was insubstantial and yet there in some terrible way she did not
understand. And then that ﬁgure reached forth and pushed on her chest so hard that all the air went out
of her lungs in a rush and she could not gasp even a breath to scream. Several times before she’d woken
Father, or Justin, or Marguerite when she’d fallen from bed, thrashing her way back to wakefulness; her
brother had been annoyed to have been disturbed, her sister amused. but her father would only nod as if
he understood and rock her until she fell asleep once more.
But when she thumped to the ﬂoor that night, for a moment she thought that she hadn’t woken at
all. The gray ﬁgure was still there, barely visible in the ﬂickering light from the hall, and in her mouth was
a hot, acrid taste. Then she understood she was seeing great gouts of smoke pouring in her open bedroom
door, along the ceiling and then down the walls towards her. Her father’s house was on ﬁre.
The house had been large and rambling; the attics reached to the heavens and the cellars to the depths
of the earth, and in her memory, always full: of furniture, of food, of people. But that night, all she could
remember were empty rooms. Marguerite’s just next to hers, with the bed sheets pulled down and the
windows open but no sister there to smile calmly and tell her it was all right. And the door to Justin’s,
down the hall near the servants’ stairs, stood ajar but he was not there. And the kitchens were empty and
the dining hall and the sitting rooms. All of them empty of everything but smoke and fear and silence.
And she was alone, a little girl in her white nightgown, and she stumbled through the rooms and
corridors of that house and found no one. They’d left her all alone.
She was still all alone, stumbling from the alley and blindly along the cobbles of the Shallows. All
those years and nothing to show for it and no one to help her as ran through the dark. Lysander was a
thousand leagues away in some bright place where darkness was unknown and no one’s mouth was full
of the bitter taste of smoke and fear. Nor Noam, as reliable as the fog at nightfall until a letter told him
that he no longer need pretend he had one extra daughter. Just her. Alone again.
She found the foyer and the great stairs that lead to her father’s chambers — his bedroom and his
library and his study — where he must surely be. He was just upstairs, maybe even still asleep and she
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would ﬁnd him and they would ﬂee together.
But the ﬁre had completely engulfed the upper ﬂoors, and halfway up the stairs the smoke became a
solid wall of black and the heat was like an oven, drying her still-ﬂowing tears and making the skin on her
face feel stretched and tight. She had tried three times to brave that heat, calling for her father, for Justin or
Marguerite, for anyone. She remembered the moment when she knew that no one was coming to help her.
Had the ﬁre that night tempered something inside her into Steel?
She fell, then, there in the street, and the wet cobbles against her hands were a reminder that she was
not standing on that then-endless staircase. And yet she could still see it, as the gray and the black ﬁlled
her eyes and her nose and her mouth and all she could hear was the roar and the crackle of ﬂame. She told
herself that night had been years ago, and not always still happening even if she saw it in her dreams. For
the ﬁre had gone out, hadn’t it? Things burned hard in Rodaas, didn’t they?
She kept a hand on the purse she’d taken; some part of her still clear enough to remember that. She
clutched the leather as if it were a rock in the tide that pulled her back and under once more.
She didn’t remember stumbling back downstairs, but the next thing she knew she was in the cool
dark of the garden. The night air was cold against her skin and needled through her nightgown even as
she felt the heat of the house behind her. The light made strange, capering shadows across the grass, and
she saw that every upper window of the house was alive with ﬁre.
They could not have forgotten her, no. They could not have left her, here, alone, while the walls burned
down around her. And yet somehow she knew they had, and she was all that remained of House Kell.
She choked back a sob, leaning drunkenly across the mouth of an alleyway. She’d left the Wynd far
behind, but she did not recognize this street. How was that possible? She’d lived in the Shallows for as long
as she’d lived in that house. Eight long years she’d hidden in this warren, a mouse amongst mice, keeping
quiet as she’d always been told.
She’d run around the grounds looking for someone, mindlessly following the wall that enclosed the
estate, but she only ended up where she began and none the safer. She fell into the grass, defeated, and
never knew how long she lay there before Gelda found her. Gelda, who had been her nurse for as long as
she could remember, the closest thing she’d ever known to a mother. There had been a wet nurse when
she was little, they told her, someone to feed the child who had killed her mother coming into the world,
but Duchess (no — Marina, she had been Marina then) remembered only Gelda. She was a spare, gray
thing of gristle and sinew and hard angles, a paradox of much warmth and little patience.
Gelda had draped an old, musty-smelling cloak about her, pulling up the hood, and hurried a sturdy
pair of shoes onto her feet. She bundled Marina close, and then out the garden gate.
She stumbled along now as she’d stumbled then, through darkened streets. Gelda had brooked no
questions, driving her on as silent as evening fog. The house was only their winter home, but surely the
country estate had not burned. Had Father and Marguerite and Justin gone there? Why hadn’t they come
for her? She’d asked Gelda all that and more, but the old nurse simply tugged her silently along, ignoring
questions and pleas alike. Before long, Marina stopped asking.
She couldn’t imagine how Gelda passed Beggar’s Gate at night — she had no memory of that — but
pass it they did, and gone farther and farther down the hill, until they reached the Shallows...
…and then she staggered around a corner and she found herself standing in the same place as her
memory. She’d approached the bakery in a diﬀerent way — she’d wandered further down the hill and
then tracked back without realizing it — but there she was, as she had been eight years before, and this
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time without even Gelda. The little building with the long eaves and the solid stone doorstep looked
much the same as it had so long ago.
Noam had answered at the nurse’s ﬁrst knock, as if he’d been waiting just behind the door.
“Take her,” said Gelda, handing Marina to the baker without preamble. “And now we’re quits.”
She remembered those words as if they were written on the inside of her eyelids.
“Wasn’t me you owed,” Noam had snapped, and taken her inside.
She lay her head on the doorstep as if it were a pillow and shivered, holding back a storm inside her.
The bakery had seemed to her child’s mind impossibly small and cramped, but at least she was no longer
alone. Gelda had gone and Noam had taken over for the old nurse, whom she’d never seen again. He’d sent
his wife and daughters into another room and explained to her that things were diﬀerent now, that she was
no longer Marina Kell and that she should never again mention that name. She remembered large, coarse
hands on her shoulders, hard blue eyes staring grimly into hers, the smells of yeast and sweat.
As a part of his family she’d have to carry her own weight. Everyone worked, down to the smallest of
his girls, her “sisters”, the youngest of whom had been born only two years before Duchess (not Marina,
anymore) had arrived. He had declared that she was Duchess who worked at the bakery and nothing
more. There would be wool and cotton instead of silk and satin, and no room of her own but a loft shared
with his daughters. He’d taught her how to knead dough, stack loaves, make pastries and count coins.
He’d shown her how to survive in the Shallows, both with her wits and her knife, and after awhile even
she started to forget she’d ever been anything else. She’d been Duchess for so long that the girl she had
been before no longer seemed important. She’d had her life with Noam and his wife and the sisters who
were not her sisters, and later Minette and Lysander and the market and gossip with Daphne and Lorelei
at the Vermillion. And if there were nights when Duchess wept silently into her straw mattress after the
family was asleep, nights when the grief and fear and anger threatened to overspill and send her running
out into the Shallows...well, those were no one’s business but her own. No one saw the tears or heard the
grinding of clenched teeth, or knew of the midnight oaths that one day she would have no need of any
of them. She would be strong and rich and free, and no one would ever again send her running from ﬁre
into fear. She would never again be the girl who had huddled in the garden like a mouse, waiting for a
family that would never come.
Only in rare moments would memories of that old life stir: in the smell of some high lord’s perfume in
the market, or the swirl of a noblewoman’s dress as she climbed into a carriage, or the cultured laughter of
one of Minette’s more upscale customers. Then, despite everything Noam had taught her and everything
she had lived since that terrible, ﬁery night, she would for one instant remember who she had been.
She lay there for what seemed like hours, her head against the stone, shivering and remembering.
Eight years of bread and pastries and angry glares and cramped rooms and nothing to show for it but
four ﬂorin and a brass mark. All the secrecy and the lies and the hiding had brought her right back to
where she began: thrown out, left to the dubious mercies of the city. No one came for her then, and no
one would come for her now; the only diﬀerence was this time she was not surprised.
She sat up some unfathomable time later, still sniﬄing, wiping at her eyes and nose, the faint taste of
smoke still on her tongue. As she did so, the coin bag slipped from her hand, its contents spilling out
under the the light of the slowly sinking moon.
She lay there for a long moment, watching the light glisten along the edges of coins. That purse, she
realized, contained more than mere coppers; there lay what she had to show for her time in the Shallows:
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her wits, and her luck, the nimbleness of her ﬁngers and the quickness of her feet. She’d been attacked by
a man who was larger and — possibly in the long run — faster, and she’d bested both strength and speed
with her steel and her wits.
She was no true thief, she knew, but on this night she suddenly felt damned close to it. Sweeping up
the contents of the purse, she could for the ﬁrst time truly imagine herself following the same path as
One-Penny Will, or even Naria of the Dark.
After awhile she picked herself up out of the mud and headed back to the garret, thinking hard even
though her mind seemed as tired as her feet. The task Hector had set her was madness, but perhaps it was a
madness she could manage. The risks were great, but so were the rewards, and whether she succeeded or
failed, her path was her own. Passing up this opportunity meant only that she’d spend her days waiting for
the next pull of the string that would send her life spinning out of control. She was damned if she’d turn
back now, she resolved, climbing the rickety stairs to Lysander’s door. The only way forward was through.
The night of the ﬁre was not this night, she reminded herself, and one drunken ruﬃan was no Baron
Eusbius. Still, she reﬂected as she undressed and fell exhausted into bed, everyone started small. With a
last glance at the purse she’d taken, she thought it was as good a start as any.
She was soon asleep and dreaming not of ﬁre and ﬂight, but of Noam’s kitchen in the early morning.
She was searching desperately for yeast, but no matter where Duchess looked she found only ﬂour.
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