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            FOREWORD

          

          BY DEVON BLACK

        

      

    

    
      It’s funny. You grow up in Balkirk with stories of philtres. Parents tell them to their kids, or the kids on the street tell them to each other, and they grow into adults who keep telling them. But unless you’re an Oli, that’s all they are: stories you don’t quite believe after you grow up. Not that people doubt they exist. They’re the potions that define the Oligarchy, after all. In the back of our minds, though, they seem so… improbable.

      But the stories are true. Embellished sometimes, other times not embellished enough. I know. I’ve been around those damn little vials since I was a kid.

      So I also know what the stories don’t tell you: the backward slide into “normal” after the philtres fade. Headaches, directionless anger, the creeping black itch that starts at the fingertips and crawls up your arms until you go mad, and always the need for more. Of course, none of that is a problem for an Oli or their stooges with an infinite supply of anything they want. Maybe that’s why that part gets left out of the stories.

      Before you ask, no, I haven’t gone through it. I watched it happen to my best friend for most of my life, though. He was probably the greatest alchemist who ever worked outside the Oligarchy. Maybe one of the best, period. And these aren’t my stories I’m writing now. They’re his.

      You might wonder how this Devon guy knew what Mordecai, or Horatio, or whatever he called himself, was up to. Fair. I wasn’t there for a lot of it, after all. The answer is: I don’t know. Of course, I was there sometimes, in which case I can just tell you what happened. My version of it, anyway, though I’m sure there are plenty of people who would tell things differently. Some of it I found out later, because someone I trusted told me about it. Other parts are what you might call “educated guesses.” And the rest, well, I just made up, but I suppose those bits are educated guesses too, only with less education and more guessing.

      The next thing you’ll wonder when you’re done reading this, or maybe while you’re still turning the pages, will be, “Why would Devon spend thirty-plus years with a philtre-addled asshole like Mordecai Om?”

      The first thing he would say is, “It’s ‘Horatio, not Mordecai,’” and oh, by the Arch Minister did I hate that name. Yes, I let him know how I felt about it, and no, he didn’t care. It was a long time ago, and I have long since gotten over his disinterest in my opinion on stuff like that. He listened when it mattered.

      I’m writing these stories now because my best friend is gone. Dead, probably. Gone, definitely, even if he’s still alive somewhere. I’ll leave that tale for later, maybe, if I ever find the time. This story, and the ones that follow, are how I’m keeping him alive in my own way, even if it’s only for me.

      What was I saying? Right. Why? Well, first, it wasn’t thirty years. By the time everything was said and done, it was over fifty. Second, it’s complicated, but friendship usually is, isn’t it? I met Mordecai when he was maybe fifteen and I was probably around fourteen. It wasn’t like we knew when our birthdays were. It never occurred to us to care. Nobody on the streets of Balkirk will throw you a party for staying alive another year, though maybe they should. Who knows? Maybe someday you’ll get the long version of those days, too.

      My point is, whatever his flaws, through the dark years of our childhood and the decades after, he never let me down. Not once. Sure, he could be an asshole. You’d be an asshole too if you’d grown up the way he did. And sure, sometimes he did stuff that seemed like he was screwing us over for himself, but every single time, it ended up being for the best, because as dumb and shortsighted and impatient and selfish as he could be, he was almost always the smartest guy in the room. Unless Rin was in that room, but she’s gone, too. He was as loyal a friend as anyone could be in this city, and I wouldn’t trade the years we spent together for anything.

      In fact, the only time I really thought he’d let me down was when he wouldn’t share his lyx with me when we were kids, and for that, I’m glad, even if it does mean I’m an old man now. Eventually he changed his mind and offered me a philtre—Blink, I think it was—but by then I was the one who turned him down. Of course, his offer then was just as selfish as all the times he didn’t give me one, early on when he’d wanted it all for himself because he didn’t know when he’d find more. We were in our twenties by the time he tossed me that vial. Well, I was in my twenties. Mord was too, but he looked seventeen at the most. I’m sure that’s why he gave it to me, though he never said so. Watching your best friend get older while you stay the same age must be hard, and I think he regretted not getting me hooked when I was young and stupid enough to want it. He had Rin by that time, of course, and a constant supply of numenol, but, well, it’s ironic that I’m the one writing this because I’m the one who’s still around. Or maybe not. Balkirk always catches up to people like Mord, philtres or no. As much as his absence is a hole in my heart that won’t heal until I join him and his damn cat Nemma, nobody can say he didn’t have a good run.

      I’m rambling, I know, but when you get as old as me, you’ll ramble too. The thing is, these stories, this one and whichever ones come after, if any do, take place a long time ago and in no particular order, and to be honest, by writing them I’m being just as selfish as Mord was when he tossed me that vial of Blink over fifty years ago.

      Anyway, these events I’m going to tell you about happened a year after we’d escaped to the Splendor District. A long time before Mord made peace with the Trung, because it turned out they weren’t the worst cartel in the city after all.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself again.
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      I watched Mordecai stare out the warped, rain-spattered window, scratching at the thin black lines etching themselves across the backs of his hands. He must have felt worse than he was letting on. Pretty soon—a few weeks or a month on the outside—his whole body would be webbed with those lines, and if anyone saw them and decided to tell the Oligarchy about it, they’d be coming for him. And Mord wouldn’t be able to do anything about it but groan and scratch and rage at ghosts. It took months to die from numenol withdrawal, and the trip wasn’t a pleasant one.

      I reminded myself for the twentieth time that that’s why we’d been waiting here. It had been two days so far, and my thoughts were growing dark. I looked around the warehouse. Well, warehouse was generous. More like a forgotten storage room wedged between two actual warehouses. I say forgotten rather than abandoned because it was still full of crates of nails and stacks of enormous rolls of cloth, now colorless and moldy. There was no sign outside indicating who it had belonged to or what any of it might have been intended for. Mord didn’t explain how he knew of the place, and I didn’t ask. When you know somebody long enough, you learn what questions are worthwhile.

      He wasn’t looking at anything in particular, whatever intense focus he poured into the act of staring. Even if he’d had a vial of Blink, there’d be nothing to see in the dark, rain-smeared alley. But then, if he’d had any Blink, we wouldn’t be here.

      He scratched his hands again and rubbed his face with them. I imagined I could see the lines growing, slower than a snail’s creep across a windowpane. Screw this, I thought. Anything to distract him from his building, gnawing need.

      “So,” I said. My voice sounded flat in the cramped, rubbish-packed room and loud even over the incessant pattering of the rain outside. “Which are you most afraid of? Not to take. I mean, what’s the one you’re most afraid of someone else getting?”

      Mord turned his head toward me and rubbed at his face with both hands as if he’d just awoken after not enough sleep. “Which what? You mean philtres? The Olis already have them all, you know. That’s kind of the point.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I mean outside the Oligarchy, obviously. Curious what the worst ones are. It’s not like there’s anyone else I can ask. The Olis would hang me by my tongue just to scare anyone else off from mentioning it.”

      Mordecai turned from the window, rubbing his face again.

      Distraction accomplished.

      He thought a moment. “You know there are philtres out there I’ve never heard of. Dozens, probably. Hundreds, even, maybe. All of those terrify me, but we’re always scared of what we don’t know.”

      I shrugged. “Out of the ones you know, then.”

      Mordecai scratched the stubble along his jaw and stood to stretch and pace around the cramped room. He was on the short side, especially to me, since I’m a head taller than almost everyone, with an average build and scruffy black hair that looked like it had been cut with a knife—because it had. His nose was sharp, his dusky skin giving away his half-desert heritage. A lot of people found him attractive, despite his height. I think it was his eyes—dark brown, slightly slanted, and a little sardonic; much older than his barely-twenty face.

      “There’s one,” he said. “The Trung brewers who raised me talked about it once. Doesn’t have a name, as far as I know, but it sounded bad enough to get the Trung scared.”

      “All right. Tell me about that one, then,” I said. I wondered if he’d respond or just sit there, scratching at his hands. “What makes it so bad?”

      Mord grunted a noise that might have been a laugh if he hadn’t been suffering from the first waves of numenol withdrawal. “It gives you the power of suggestion.” He waved his arms in false drama and made his voice dreamy and an octave higher. Ever the sarcastic showman, I thought. What an asshole.

      I expected him to stop there, but after a second, he continued. “Seriously. That’s what it does, supposedly. Makes it so people will, you know, ‘listen’ to you. Start doing things they’d never have thought of doing before you started telling them it was a good idea. They told me people would slit their own throat if you asked them nicely.” He shrugged. “It sounded made up. You know how stories go. It still sounds made up. An excuse to do something terrible and blame it on the Olis.” He grunted another sound that could have been a laugh in different circumstances. “I don’t think they really believed it either, looking back at how they were talking about it. They were probably just screwing with the new kid.”

      “Yeah, how would that even work?” I asked, trying to keep him distracted. “Like, you drink it and everyone just obeys you? I think we would have heard about something like that.”

      Mordecai’s bitter sound could have passed for a laugh. “That’s what I thought. Like I said, you know how it is. Everything gets exaggerated. But then again, how do any philtres work? Or, I guess a better question is, why do they work? The Foodoo Myo might know, but they never got around to telling me. Maybe some Oligarch’s brew slave knows. Me? I just make the stuff. Make it and take it. You add numenol to certain things in just the right combination, drink it, and you can do things that should be impossible.”

      I watched Mord scratch at his hands again. Were the lines darker? Maybe it was because he’d moved away from the faint light of the window. “Could that be how the Olis maintain power? If it was real, I mean. I suppose we could all be getting controlled right now, though I’d think my opinion of the Oligarchy would be higher if they had a say in how I felt about them.”

      Mordecai coughed another little laugh. “Could be part of the reason, I guess. Never thought about it before—like I said, it sounded made up. No other philtre works like that, as far as I know, affecting other people. But the Olis don’t need some secret philtre to stay on top of Balkirk. It’ just how things work—they stay in power because they’ve got all the power, and if someone’s got all the power, they’ve got the power to hold onto it.” He snorted a giggle. I wondered if this was the next step in lyx withdrawal or if Mord just hadn’t slept since he’d drained his last philtre four nights ago. Maybe both.

      “Although,” he went on, rubbing at his face again. “If the Trung Collective ever got a supply of something like that, I bet they’d try for the whole city.”

      I blinked. “Would the Trung know how to make it? Seems like that’s the kind of secret the Olis would keep close.”

      Mord shook his head. “The Olis supposedly wanted to keep all the philtres close, remember? And they have. But you can’t keep a secret like the philtres for hundreds of years without something leaking. The ‘common’ philtres and how to make them got out, right?” He was speaking now as if explaining something obvious to a child, but I ignored his tone. It was just who he was.

      He went on. “Take me. The Trung have been hunting me for, what? Fifteen, twenty years? Every time they found me, it was because some low-ranking Oli sniffed me out and sold me to the highest bidder. Well, maybe not every time, but the point is, there are plenty of Olis willing to⁠—”

      A harsh knock on the warped, waterlogged wood of the door made us both jump. I gripped the new three-round revolver under my overcoat. Another bang on the door. “Looking for Mord. It’s me. Aelish,” said a deep voice with a clipped, lilting accent.

      I heard Mordecai sigh with relief, but I still clung to the revolver under my jacket as I moved to open it. It’s fine, a voice in my head told me. All this talk about the Trung and Olis made me paranoid.

      I dropped the crossbar onto the floor and cracked the door, revealing a man, smaller than Mordecai by half a head and me by two. He had the rugged, sunburned features of a nomad, darker and more angular than Mord.

      Aelish stepped into the room, ignoring me—which I was fine with—producing a large, warped whiskey bottle from a shoulder bag and holding it out to Mordecai as I shut the door behind him. “Sorry I’m so goddamn late,” he said, his voice just above a harsh whisper. “I got tracked in from The Mire. Probably Trung, but don’t know for sure, other than it wasn’t the Oligarchs or they’d have just killed me and nabbed the bottle. The bastard followed me through the city for two days before I lost him. I doubt he knew what I had, or he would have killed me too. Tried to, anyway. Probably just curious, or hoping a desert man had something he wanted, looking for a moment I didn’t give him.”

      “You’re sure you lost him?” Mordecai’s eyes darted between the bottle and the door.

      “He’s dead. I’m sure. Here. Take it.” Aelish waved the bottle at Mordecai, who grasped it in shaking hands. “Careful with that,” he said. “There should be enough lyx to last you a year or two. It’d better, because it will be a while before I can come back. I’ll be hard-pressed as it is to get to Stone Sloth before she swings west for the autumn migration.”

      Mordecai had opened the stopper as Aelish spoke and began rubbing a tiny drop of numenol into his gums. Almost instantly, the black lines on his hands began to fade. “Thank you, Aelish. How much for⁠—”

      The nomad held up his hand. “Nothing. You won’t pay for anything. What happened to you…I don’t care what the Mother says. She only says it because she has no choice. You’re one of us, and the riders of the Stone Sloth don’t pay for numenol. Even she would agree with me, if she could.”

      Mordecai held up the bottle. The brown glass was filled to the cork with a clear, slightly iridescent, oily liquid. “But this much lyx… You risked death from both the tribe and Balkirk to get this to me.”

      Aelish laughed. “Don’t forget the Mire. My point holds, and I’m not alone in thinking this. Not on Stone Sloth or any of the Still Settlements. Whatever the Mother says. If you ever make it back to the Endless Dry, you’ll have friends. Speaking of which, I’d best be going.”

      The nomad gave a nod of farewell to Mordecai, and, again without acknowledging me where I stood by the door, still fondling my gun under my jacket, he slipped out into the pouring rain.
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      Horatio rolled over in his sleep and realized he’d rolled out of bed right before his face hit the gritty wood floor. He untangled his legs from the damp sheets still tying them to the mattress and sat with his back against the bed, rubbing his face. Nemma, the calico cat who’d been with him almost as long as Rin, sat watching him with what he imagined was amusement. She licked her side twice, gave him one more brief glance, and sauntered into the other room with her tail in the air, looking pleased about something.

      Rin wasn’t there. Not that he’d expected her to be. Her most recent disappearance had begun less than a week ago, but still, he missed her. She always thought it was hilarious when he fell out of bed.

      Another pounding on the door made him realize what had woken him. He wondered who could be bothering him at this forsaken hour until he noticed the trickle of gray light dribbling from behind the faded drapes. It must have been close to noon. He scrambled to his feet and tugged on his pants from where they lay crumpled at the end of the bed.

      “Just a minute!” His voice was hoarse and phlegmy, coming out as a croak as he stumbled over to his desk and rummaged in one of the hidden drawers for a philtre—any philtre. Nemma jumped onto the desk and meowed, but he didn’t have any raw lyx with him to give her, so he pretended he didn’t know what she wanted and scratched her head with his free hand while the other foraged in the drawer.

      His fingers closed on a small vial of clear, amber liquid. Blink. It would do. He should have gotten up earlier to make something else, but now it would have to wait. He pulled out the little rubber stopper and downed the contents in one swallow. It burned on the way down, but a second later, everything came into sharp focus, and his frazzled mind honed on every detail.

      His office, which doubled as their living room and Devon’s bedroom when he was around, was cluttered with a leather sofa, once black, now gray with wear, and a round, wobbly wooden table with four chairs that were so uncomfortable they rendered the entire set little more than a bad sculpture. His plain, massive wood-and-stone desk crouched in front of the dirty square window, ripe with secret compartments, because, as he’d told Rin when he’d insisted on bringing it with them from the Telgado District, “you can never have too many secret compartments.”

      The bedroom had no door, only a faded curtain that shifted from purple to a tired pink-brown depending on the light and the time of day. A narrow door on the right, next to the curtain, hid the bathroom—a squat-hole and a shallow wash basin above which a cord could be pulled to fill it with water that was sometimes even warm, although this far south, nobody cared much either way. There was even a drain in the floor so they could take some facsimile of a shower. The window behind him was brown with grit and rain spatter, overlooking a muddy, gently bending street wide enough to let one cart through at a time, mirrored by identical townhouses both across the street and on either side.

      As the Blink soaked into his system, other things came into focus. A roach, no bigger than his thumbnail, scurried under the sofa; Horatio could hear its legs clatter through the accumulation of dust, and the scraping of a few hundred of its siblings in the floor and walls. A lizard the size of Horatio’s hand scurried across the muddy street, obscured by the filth on the window, which made it little more than a brown shadow against the lighter brown mud of the street some eight meters below. It left a trail of tiny footprints that collapsed and washed away in the rain as he watched out of the corner of his eye. He wondered if he could lure it into the townhouse and set it to work on the roaches. His neighbor on the right was sobbing into a pillow again. Horatio didn’t know his neighbors, even after a year in Splendor. There’d been a man and a woman, but for the past few months there was only a man who cried every night. At least, every night Horatio had taken enough Blink to hear him. The townhouse to the left was abandoned. It had been since they’d come here, but now he could hear the faint sound of squatters whispering to each other, bickering over the last bottle of gin, trying not to be heard from the street and tossed back into the rain by the authorities. Idiots, Horatio thought. There were no authorities. Not any who cared about things like squatters, anyway. That’s why he’d come here.

      Nemma jumped up onto the sofa and settled down on Devon’s pillow, paws tucked under her chest, to watch Horatio answer the door. He could hear the soft rumble of her purr and wondered what she was so pleased about.

      It sounded like a man, maybe in his early twenties or else just in good shape. He was breathing hard, and his heart beat in a steady, rapid rhythm. He was nervous, though Horatio didn’t think he was nervous about him. A job, then. That was good. There’d been scant few since they’d left Telgado, and he couldn’t—wouldn’t—resort to selling philtres to pay the rent. Never again. As bad as detective work could be, it was safer than selling the Oligarchy’s most precious assets on the black market. Safer by far.

      He more glided than walked to the yellow wood door that led to the front hall, his arms and legs feeling too long, the floor somehow both too close and too far away. But he was used to Blink, and he’d stopped feeling either discomfort or pleasure from it a long time ago.

      The man at the door did indeed look to be barely twenty. His face and forearms were scarred with ritual-like precision, and he wore a dirty jacket almost the same shade of yellow as the door, unbuttoned to show off more scars etched across his chest and abdomen. A ganger from the Fifty-Fives. Horatio had made it a point to know who was in charge of Splendor when they’d come a year ago, mostly to make sure it wasn’t anyone secretly working for the Olis or the Trung. Both of those organizations had abandoned the area decades ago on paper, but it was better to be sure. Splendor was ruled by two gangs: the Fifty-Fives and the Brass Horn Association. Friendly rivals. At least friendly by Balkirk standards.

      The man—almost a boy, if it weren’t for the scars—looked surprised that someone had let him in, even though Horatio had shouted as much through the door as he’d tugged on his pants. But then he wondered if he’d actually shouted anything or just thought it. His memories blurred into a single mass, and he couldn’t remember if it had happened before or after he’d taken the Blink.

      “You must be Mordecai, eh?” The man-boy nodded to himself as if confirming something he’d already suspected. “You fit the description. Half sand-eater if I ever saw one.”

      Horatio froze, the distant euphoria of Blink crashing down around him at the sound of his old name. It had such an effect on him that he overlooked the casual slur, which hadn’t been meant as an insult anyway. People from the Endless Dry were just called “sand eaters” in this man-boy’s world.

      But at the time, all he heard was the distant echo of the name he’d left in Telgado a year ago. “Sorry, I don’t know who that is,” he said, but the Blink made him slow; the flicker of hesitation was enough to confirm the lie.

      “Don’t worry about it,” the man-boy said. He glanced at the now-sleeping cat on the sofa, paused, and pulled one chair around the table in front of the desk as Horatio went to sit in his worn winged chair behind it. “If I was going to rat you to the Trung, I wouldn’t have shown my face here; I would have just done it. Olis, too. My dad, though, he’s from Telgado. Said you used to have a pretty good nose for sniffing out problems when he needed problems sniffed out back in the day. Said he’d heard from one of his old pals you’d come this way a while ago, and you were decent enough for a sand eater. Didn’t mean to make you nervous. Should’ve known you’d pick a new name. I’m Grift, by the way. Sixth lieutenant-minor of the Fifty-Fives.”

      Grift did a commendable job hiding the wince of pain that lanced over his face when he sat down on the chair. Good enough that Horatio might not have noticed it if it weren’t for the Blink raging through his system. He was glad he’d taken it now. He found Grift’s wince of pain from the chair more satisfying than he should have.

      He considered. Only a handful of people back in Telgado knew Mordecai had left, and even fewer knew where he’d gone. Just a few of his contacts, to stay in touch in case he needed numenol or reagents. A few people he thought he could trust because they’d be in as much trouble as him if they went to the Trung or the Olis. “Who’s your dad?” Horatio asked.

      “Greeson Marl. Back in Telgado, he went by Gripper.”

      “Okay. I remember Gripper,” Horatio said. “Fine, then. But first, I’ve got a question, Grift.” Horatio settled back in his chair, still shaken but feeling in charge of the situation now. He had no idea what rank “sixth lieutenant-minor” held in the Fifty-Fives, but he didn’t care as long as he was going to get paid. “But I’m not exactly happy your daddy’s been going around talking about me. Who else has he told? And if you’re a ‘sixth lieutenant-minor’ in the Fifty-Fives, whatever that means, you’re the authority around here. Why do you need me?”

      Grift squirmed in the chair, trying to get comfortable, while Horatio tried not to smile. He settled on perching awkwardly on the edge of the seat, legs spread in front of him so his knees pressed into Horatio’s desk. Finally, he frowned, stood, pushed the chair back a hand’s length, and tried the same position again. “I can promise you my dad’s told no one else, especially the Trung, because he hates them even more than you do. If you trusted my dad enough to tell him where you were gonna hide out, you can trust me, so you don’t need to worry about it.”

      He paused to see if Horatio would respond, but he got a scowl and a gesture to continue, so he went on. “I need someone to investigate Marlini Fives.”

      Horatio narrowed his eyes. Grift was still high-strung, but his pulse was steady. His nerves weren’t from lying. At least, not lying to Horatio. Well, no reason to keep up a charade this Grift had already seen through. “From now on, call me Horatio,” he said. “Only two people in the world are allowed to use my old name, and they’re not here. Got it?” He waited for Grift to nod before he continued. “Marlini Fives. That’s your boss, right?”

      Grift nodded again and shifted on the chair, leaning back for a moment before thinking better of it again and spreading his legs more, scooting forward on the seat again. “She’s the one. Solid a bitch as there ever was.”

      Horatio grunted. “You wouldn’t be here if that were true. So, what’s the problem?”

      Grift leaned forward further, resting his hands on Horatio’s desk—though for dramatic effect or still trying to get comfortable in the impossible chair Horatio couldn’t be sure, even with the Blink. “She’s gone nuts. Straight crazy, and it’s going to get a lot of people killed.”

      “Either be more specific or leave. And lean back. Your breath smells like the Mire.”

      Grift grumbled something unintelligible and leaned back again with another wince. “You treat all your clients like this?”

      “Yes, but you’re not a client yet.”

      Grift scowled. “I don’t understand how you have any clients then.”

      Horatio laughed. “Because if they’re talking to me, they’ve already got nowhere else to go, which is why you’re still here, too. Tell me what you want or leave. I’ve got a lot to do.” He, in fact, had nothing to do for the rest of the day except maybe go back to bed, but people paid more when they thought he was busy.

      “Fine. I was getting there. She’s planning on picking a war with the Horns, and nobody’s talking her out of it.”

      “You mean the Brass Horn Association? So…” Horatio let the sarcastic pause hang between them for a moment. “You want me to investigate your boss because she’s planning to start a war with a rival gang in the same territory? That sounds unfortunate, but it also sounds like the sort of thing that happens all the time.”

      Grift leaned forward again. Horatio saw enough desperation in his eyes and heard enough panic in his breathing to pique his curiosity, but it still sounded like a problem that would land him on someone’s bad side. “I know,” he said. “Saying it out loud, it sounds stupid, I get that. But you don’t understand. The Fifty-Fives and the Horns have an agreement. From before my time and before Marlini’s. Back from when the Trung wanted Splendor. We made a deal, the Fives and the Horns, to work together to keep them out. And now she’s breaking it for no goddamn reason at all.”

      At the mention of the Trung, Horatio’s stomach gave a little lurch, but he was still unconvinced. “Why would the Trung want this miserable, half-flooded ruin of a district? The Olis abandoned it a hundred years ago, and they didn’t leave behind anything the Trung or anyone else wants.”

      The doubt in his voice didn’t go unnoticed by Grift. He shifted in the chair again, stretching without leaning back. “Well, they wanted it for some reason,” he said.

      Horatio pressed his lips together. The Blink made him feel like his desk was an obelisk separating them by ten meters while still making the ganger’s breath fill the room with its stink. He did, in fact, need the job. Devon would stab him in the neck if he turned this one down, and Rin would hate him even more for making her leave her success in Telgado for chronic poverty in Splendor. He’d only taken a single job since coming here, and that one was almost eight months ago. She was the one paying for this townhouse, and he knew the cash from selling her restaurant was almost gone. Devon helped with his sticky fingers, but Horatio hadn’t contributed anything beyond being the reason they needed to leave Telgado in the first place. He owed them both, and he knew it.

      Finally, he nodded. This Grift fellow suspected there was more to it than just a power-hungry gang boss. As long as Horatio didn’t step on any toes, he could avoid taking sides in the shitstorm that would hit Splendor if this man’s fears were founded. Chances are, Horatio would just confirm his own suspicions that this was just a gang boss doing gang boss things. Nothing would change, and he’d get paid. “You can pay me by the week, in advance,” he said after a long, thoughtful pause. “Crones only, no private bank notes, and no fucking IOUs. I can start now or this afternoon or tomorrow, depending on when I get the cash. Come back five days after your first installment and I’ll tell you what I’ve scraped up. Then we can go from there.”

      “I knew you were smart for a sand-eater when I saw you,” Grift said. He planted a wad of crumpled crones on the desk and left without another word, slamming the door behind him like he was running away before Horatio changed his mind.

      After listening to the sound of Grift making his way down the stairs, Horatio watched from the window until the ganger disappeared around the corner. Then he moved the impossible chair back to the table and sat down behind his desk to think, leaving the crones uncounted in a heap. Despite the effects of Blink, his mind felt cloudy, and he studied the faint traces of black lines following the veins on the backs of his hands. A little lyx on the gums used to make those lines vanish for weeks, but not anymore. There were the stories, of course, of the oldest Oligarchs who had prolonged their lives so long that their skin had grown webbed with midnight black. It would take centuries, of course, and he doubted stories like that were true. He’d been using philtres and straight lyx for over forty years now, and he had the face of a man in his early twenties. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to work out the math in his head of how long he might live, but the numbers drifted and wavered, and he gave up. Odds were pretty much nil that he’d live that long anyway, no matter how much numenol prolonged his life. Someone would kill him eventually.

      The sound of the door opening downstairs dragged him from his thoughts. He thought maybe Grift had returned, but then he heard the familiar footfalls of Devon coming up the stairs. Horatio rubbed his face again and grunted as his friend ducked into the doorway and flopped down on the ragged leather couch. The doorframes in their ramshackle townhouse were, in fact, high enough that he didn’t need to duck, but old habits die hard, and he’d hit his head on half the doorways in the city before he started ducking through all of them, just in case.

      “Where have you been?” Horatio asked.
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      I gave the door two sharp tugs before it wrenched open with the grating of soft wood on stone, shouldering my way into the first floor of our rented townhouse. An array of rotting furniture and a shattered mosaic of floor tiles, mostly buried by a layer of old mud, jumbled a space that had spent much of the last decade in ankle-deep water. The lock had been broken long before we’d moved in, but it didn’t matter. We only used the one suite of rooms upstairs, and I’d got good locks for that. Locks were the sort of thing Mord never seemed to bother with in our living quarters without someone reminding him. Odd, I always thought, since he had three hundred thousand crones’ worth of numenol stashed somewhere. I knew his secret lab in the flooded basement had its own slew of security, but he never seemed to worry enough about where he slept, considering he had the two most powerful organizations in Balkirk hunting him. Not that locks would keep them out if they found him.

      These were the sorts of things I thought about when I plodded up the muddy stone stairs to our secured (thanks to me) pair of rooms we shared with Rin.

      “Where have you been?” Mord asked as I flopped onto the couch that doubled as my bed. Nemma grumbled in her sleep and blinked at me, but I appeased her with a few head scratches and she dozed off again. He’d rescued her from a street-meat butcher when she was a kitten and had given her the first licks of numenol before she was two. She was well over thirty now, but surly and quick as ever, as the never-quite-healed scratches on my hands could attest. The couch was too short for me by almost a head even without her on it, but I’d grown to love her as much as Horatio did, and I didn’t mind sharing.

      I pulled out a pouch of crones from my shirt and tossed it toward his desk, and he caught it before it landed. It jangled as it struck his hand. He looked inside. A half-dozen silver coins and a wad of dirty, colorful bills stamped with the face of a dour old woman with bright, glassy eyes looked back at him. “Working,” I said, hoping my tone was dry enough to be annoying as he poured the contents of the pouch onto his desktop next to the pile of cash already there and began to count. “I might be getting old, but my fingers still work. Good thing, too, since you’re still unemployed.”

      He looked up from the small pile of half-sorted cash. “Who’d you lift this from? This’ll cover our rent for two months. Rin will be overjoyed. Anyway, I got a job.” He gestured to the wad of bills I’d noticed but chosen not to ask about. I knew he’d explain eventually.

      I gave up trying to annoy him. He was too preoccupied. Typical. “Some poor lost fop from Blackridge Ward who I was kind enough to give directions to. Don’t know why he was slumming it in Splendor, but I bet he regrets it now.” Mord’s mouth twisted downward, so I was compelled to add, “No, he wasn’t an Oli. Please don’t think I’d be that dumb. Didn’t you hear? Slumming is growing popular with the underclasses again.”

      Mord’s expression didn’t change, so I decided I’d just change the subject, nodding to the other pile of cash on his desk. “You say you got a job?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. It’s a weird one, too.” He told me about Grift’s visit. “Cash up front, so at least I’ve got something to do.”

      I rubbed at my eyes, a habit I’d no doubt picked up from him. “Hmm. That is weird. You need any help?”

      “Not yet, but I will,” Mord said. “I’ll let you know. I’m not sure what this guy wants me to do. He’s paying me to investigate his boss, but I haven’t decided how I’ll go about it.”

      I nodded. “One thing I can tell you is that he wasn’t making it up. Not the part about the truce, anyway, and lately I’ve been hearing rumors it’s falling apart. You had me look into the leadership before we came here last year, remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember. You said it was Trung-free because it was a cesspit bordering the Mire, and Barron Blackwell was—I think the words you used were—’an incompetent buffoon who never left the security of his over-guarded, under-repaired manor.’”

      I laughed. “I don’t remember that, but it sounds about right. Well, I checked out the gangs too, since they’re always the real leadership in districts like this. You never asked about them, though.”

      “They’re not Trung or Olis,” he said. “I got their names. That was all that mattered.”

      “It was a characteristic lack of curiosity on your part.”

      “I had other matters to think about, if you remember.” He sounded a little defensive.

      I decided I’d badgered him enough and let it drop. “Anyway, the Trung had an interest in Splendor thirty-some years ago, but a truce between the Fifty-Fives and the Brass Horns kept them at bay until they lost interest. But, like I said, there’ve been rumors the truce has run its course. Some people want a fight, but most are worried about it.”

      Mord looked thoughtful. “Huh. Isn’t that always the way it goes? When did you hear about this? I haven’t heard anything.”

      “You would if you ever left the house,” I said. “It’s just been the past few weeks. I’m not just going out and just getting drunk every night, you know. Someone around here needs to keep track of what’s going on. I just didn’t think it was worth mentioning. Sounded a lot like poor people afraid of all the ways life could get worse. You know how it is. Maybe there’s something to it this time, though.” I paused. “Glad you got a job. You need to get out of the house.”

      He nodded through my history lesson in that way he had, where I wondered if he was paying attention—until he said, “I could tell he thought he was telling me the truth, but it’s nice to have it confirmed. Why did the Trung want to be here thirty years ago but not anymore? They could have taken out both gangs if they’d really wanted to.”

      “Mord,” I said, using a tone I might use when berating a gifted but lazy child. “You should read up on this stuff. It’s all in the Oligarchy archives.”

      “Why should I?” he asked, and he sounded genuinely curious. “You already did. Why? What did it say? And call me Horatio.”

      “Nothing specific, actually,” I admitted. “The Trung were expanding their dominance in Central Balkirk around that time. Everywhere the Olis didn’t have control. They probably saw Splendor as not worth it after they got a little pushback. No reason to take heavy losses to control a place, just to control it. The Olis might do something like that, but it’s not the Trung’s way. You know how they are. The loss-to-profit margin would have been slim to none in this flooded trash hole.”

      “That’s why I like it here.”

      “And that’s why Rin hates it,” I said without thinking. “She’s not back, I take it?” I immediately regretted opening my mouth. I don’t know why I never learn.

      He flinched a little but just shook his head. “It’s only been a few days. She took the stash of lyx I let her know about with her, so she doesn’t need to come back for months, but I’m sure it’ll be before then.” He
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