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      Here commences an account of the summer following Locke Lamora’s thirteenth birthday (or suspected thirteenth birthday, for certainty is a luxury where the facts of this man’s life are concerned). These events take place several months after the chapter “Orphan’s Moon” in The Republic of Thieves.

      This telling of the tale is somewhat expanded from that first presented in Grimdark Magazine. You may consider it my preferred and final version. I hope this little return visit to the city-state of Camorr finds you well, and whets your appetite for more to come.

      Yours with nothing but the most honest and cordial treachery.

      
        
        Scott Lynch
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      There was a place in the alley where the odorous slops and shards of daily proceedings were to be set, which was Locke Lamora’s job, until the mess could be hauled up the crooked stairs and around the block to the public dross-yard, which was also Locke Lamora’s job. This was never done before the sun was long-buried and the Falselight glass bled of illumination, so every awkward step chanced a painful adventure. Here in the Dregs, light was not so cheap that folk would gladly waste it on the eyeballs of passing strangers. One might catch a break from boat-lanterns on the canal, or from cloudless moonlight, but more often one tripped on stone or trash or bodies. Muttering curses at his own feet in the middle of the night was also Locke Lamora’s job.

      How refreshing, then, to find Cyril and Vilius out back wrestling with a corpse while the thin band of sky over the alley was still hazy blue rather than starry black.

      “Can’t just throw him in the canal now, too many eyes,” said Cyril.

      “Can’t hardly leave the bastard here neither.”

      “Cover him up!”

      “Think of the smell. Think of the rats! They’re always here for the trash, they won’t miss a proper feast.”

      “Bury him, then, under all these slops and scraps and timbers. Cover him tight.” Cyril deigned to notice Locke with a gesture. “Let shit-boy here sort it once the lights go down.”

      “I can’t shift something that big in the dark!” Locke kept his voice low and glanced around; here in the Dregs it was one chance in ten thousand anyone might give a shit of the moral variety, but getting involved in corpse-business was to put oneself at the mercy of any witnesses and whatever leverage they might desire. “What’d you two do to him? ”

      “Nothing by our hands,” grunted Cyril. “Found him here. Ain’t even bleeding, just dead somehow.”

      “Well, after dark, we can drag him to a canal and give him the heave.” Locke set the pile of trash he was carrying down. “Or roll him into someone else’s alley. Or the dross-yard. Or bundle him over to Solana Casta’s roof garden in the Narrows. A lot of problems go into the soil in those pots, and she doesn’t charge. Or we could string him up, let the blood out, then get a good hatchet and some sacks⁠—”

      “Creeping blue fuck, boy,” said Vilius. “How many corpses you worked a disposal on? ”

      “Hard to remember.” Locke used the back of a forearm to wipe away the sweat dripping into his eyes. “I dunno, ten? ”

      That was when the corpse came back to life, swearing and flailing. Vilius and Cyril leapt back.

      “You know, when it comes to corpse disposal there is a crucial first step,” said Locke.
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      Six months since the Orphan’s Moon. If anointment as a secret initiate of the Crooked Warden had yielded Locke Lamora any benefits, they were as yet being kept from him. He was thirteen and a half, emphasis on the half. Half a man, half at ease, half-voiced. Nor was he alone. Calo and Galdo were in the midst of lingering uncomfortable changes, and Jean’s voice had started to warble.

      “My broken instruments, all slack-strung and jangling,” said Father Chains. “Your mechanisms are misordered, your bodily humors are jesting at your expense. It happens to everyone but here it seems to be happening all at once.”

      Even Sabetha, whose customary poise often seemed like a sarcastic commentary on the chaos around her, had been swept up in the collective fit of awkwardness. Just now she was afflicted with cramps. The boys had together made a sympathetic embassy to her cotside, where Calo squeaked out such a rusty, discordant note that she had burst into giggles and honked at him like a goose. Soon they all broke down in laughter and honking, the Sanza brothers sounding as if their geese had been force-fed wet gravel. It was a rare moment of complete levity and Chains let them have it, before he quietly swept into the room shadowed by his plans for their summer.

      “Placements,” said Chains. “It’s more of that tedious, invaluable, life-saving education you’re always whining about, but you won’t be false-facing this time. You’ll be out on loan. Seconded to some of the gangs we’re on better terms with. No complicated scheming, no secrets. Just do as you’re told, watch carefully, learn everything you can. Ripen in wisdom for a few months and perhaps your throats, bones, and bowels will be less at war with you when I gather you back into the fold.”

      “So we are to return intellectually and physically perfected,” croaked Galdo.

      “No doubt. And bring back five hundred pounds of cut rubies on the back of a unicorn while you’re at it,” said Chains. “Though of you all . . . the one I might be asking to perform the greatest impossibility is Locke.”
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      The Unbroken Jar, at the far northeastern tip of the Dregs, was a catch-basin for a dozen disreputable streams of humanity to flow into and mingle, to be drained out onto the streets at sunrise and filled to brimming again the next evening. It was not entirely a bawdy house and not entirely a scum-hole and not entirely a cloister for advanced inebriates, not entirely a trap for the unwary and not entirely a fashionable risk for slumming swells. It averaged a death every night or two, though Locke, in his weeks of working there, had never before witnessed the mortality rate amended in real time as a corpse pushed past him and through the back door.

      “Well I’d have sworn he was dead as bacon grease!” said Vilius. “He smells the part.”

      The odor wafting from the resurrected man was a point in Vilius’ favor, Locke was forced to admit. He ran inside, breathing through his mouth, for the master of the Jar had stepped out for a moment and the not-dead fellow seemed to know where the counter was. Locke found him slouched there a moment later, spinning a copper baron on the scratched and stained wood.

      “I’m concerned about your friends,” said the man, who had a voice like an old clockwork mechanism that had been dropped down some stairs. “To mistake the sleeping for the dead is one thing, but to not go straight to the purse in a corpse’s pockets is hardly natural. I fear they lack the spirit of this city. You, now—you wanted to make gutter soup with my blood and plant me in a garden.”

      “I merely proposed what seemed reasonable before you un-killed yourself. Why were you sleeping back there? ”

      “I was on my way over here to get drunk, but I was still drunk from the last place, and sometimes the sun, you know, it pushes down on your head and says, ‘Here’s a patch of good clean alley stone, lay yourself on it awhile.’ Still, if I ever do cack it hereabouts I want you to handle the arrangements. Foundationing a garden is fine work for any sack of bones. What’s your name, boy? ”

      “Locke.”

      “Well, Locke, I’m now sober enough to get drunk again, so let’s have some of that wine that tastes like a sick baby took a shit in a tub of varnish.”

      “Can you be more specific? ”

      “I like the white baby shit varnish, not the red.”

      That narrowed it down sufficiently. Locke uncasked a stream of the proper liquid into a clay cup, squinting against the fumes. He took the man’s coin and handed over the cup. The man’s grin drew tight the creases of his face. Wind and sun had practiced upon him; he was not young, and he had reds and purples where healthy people didn’t. He dashed the wine back in one long glug, and when he spoke again, his breath was turpentined.

      “I’m Mazoc Szaba. Late of damn near everywhere. Used to sell a sword, back when I owned one.” He tapped the bar; a full copper entitled him to four cups. “These days I mostly make my living as an untidy spectacle.”

      “I make my living as the shit-boy.” Locke slid over a second helping of awful wine. “I do everything at every hour and if I were killed in the street they’d throw a rag bucket at me and tell me to mop up my own guts.”

      “Locke, if you’re going to sling drinks behind a counter you need to mix ten parts listen to one part tell, and the bit you tell is never woe-is-me. What are you, twelve? ”

      “Thirteen. Probably.”

      “Thirteen. Well, thirteen’s a thicket. Thirteen’s a long suck on a sour teat. Thirteen’s not made for contentment. Anyone who loves being thirteen is the gods’ special flavor of idiot.” Szaba dashed back his wine, tapped the counter again. “You keep your eyes on me now, shit-boy, and sooner or later I’ll show you something that’ll make you feel better about your life.”
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      “What do you mean, I’m to be ordinary? ”

      “Ordinary. You speak Therin, you know what the word means, you’ve seen other people embodying the concept.” Chains set his hands on Locke’s shoulders, a familiar gesture that was full of warm, affectionate strength and also prevented him from escaping. “You steal as a habit. You steal waking and sleeping. Left unattended, you strip your surroundings of interesting objects like a bird decorating a nest. You’ve done well moderating yourself over the years, but now I need you to restrain your sense of liberty, as a man in the becoming. You must make room in your life for discretion.”

      “I am discreet. I am a shadow hiding in another shadow on a very dark day.”

      “Locke, when I sent you on that errand today, to the chandler and the⁠—”

      Locke didn’t bother prevaricating. He pulled two votive candles out of his pocket, little beeswax disks scented with lemon and lavender.

      “Behold the miracle,” said Chains, “of the boy who went out with coin for twenty hour-mark candles and somehow came back with two extras.”

      “I have to keep in practice!”

      “You are dear to me, boy, but on my soul I doubt you were thinking so constructively. You saw, you took. A bird decorating a nest.”

      “HONK,” cried Sabetha, catalyzing another outburst of giggles from herself, Jean, and the Sanzas. Chains sighed the whole-body sigh of a man who freshly resolves not to murder five children every day of his life.

      “Locke, you know the world will kill you, but you need to feel it under your skin, I think. In your bones. You need to stew in the juices of being . . . vulnerable. Your summer will be away from here, away from me. You’ll be among Right People, they’ll know you have a garrista, but apart from that you’ll work hard and live small. You’ll take drudge wages for dogsbody toil and the only schemes you will play—the only schemes—will be the little tricks and filches any tavern boy contrives. Out of that, you will gather half a crown in total and bring it to me as your kick-up, to me and then to Capa Barsavi. Like a cur, like a slouch, like an ordinary slouch, d’you hear me? ”

      “May I at least come back to visit? ” said Locke, quietly. “On Penance Days, maybe? ”

      “You must ask permission of the people I’m sending you to,” said Chains. “They have your keeping for the summer, your oath as my pezon binds you to them, and it is they you must reckon with. But cheer up, Locke. If it’s any consolation, the place I’m sending you is a nest of misadventure, full of interesting people ruining themselves.”
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      No architect had set the Unbroken Jar in its mature state, no mason had taken orders for its warped walls and dark alcoves. It had grown out of the centuries, out of accident and happenstance, disaster and repair, thrift and expedience. In a colder place the press of warm humanity on those crooked floors, perched at crooked benches and tables, might have been welcoming, but this was Camorr in summer. The Unbroken Jar was a humid cavern of wine-soured sweat. If Father Chains truly wanted Locke to stew, he had chosen just the pot to slide him into.

      Old one-handed, rheumatic Botari ran the place, but he didn’t quite own it. The Jar was held in trust by the Black Breeze, a gang that had been something, as Locke understood it, about twenty years before but now existed mostly to maintain this place as a minor landmark on the secret map of Camorr kept in the heads of the Right People. Botari’s sons, Vilius and Cyril, were on hand for the drudgery but in practice, Locke was now Vilius and Cyril nine-tenths of the time. Food, such as it was, was handled by Eight, a jagged-mannered little woman who’d been trained in two of the Beautiful Arts by Camorr’s guilds of chefs. Eight had disgraced herself or stolen something (nobody could tell Locke the truth, and asking Eight directly might be an actual danger to his health), and the two fingers on which she’d received her guild tattoos had been chopped off. Now she handled pottage and mustard-steamed dumplings for a less refined clientele.

      Locke swept and fetched and carried, rolled in full casks and heaved out empty ones, stacked trash in the light and stumbled to the dross-yard in the dark. Locke’s status as a sworn pezon gave him some protection against open violence, but none against mischief, curses, and abuse. Only old Mazoc Szaba, when he was in, seemed to have any kind words for Locke, or to even view him as the repository of a human soul.

      Three or four times a week, when water traffic was particularly heavy, Botari would order his boys to run out the wine-mast. This was a forty-foot pole anchored (an optimistic description, Locke thought) to the roof, from which someone could be dangled over the middle of the adjacent canal. This removed the need for boats to pull alongside the embankment and made it easier for impulsive crews to purchase drinks before better judgment could assert itself. Eight had been the dangler of choice but naturally this was now added to the list of Locke’s duties.

      It was not all bad despite the swaying and the hot sun and the eye-burning flash on the rippling waters. Sometimes there were breezes, sometimes there were interesting ships to be spied in Old Harbor, sometimes there were even moments of beauty. Most of these involved canal trees, bobbing and spinning on their thick floating roots, an eccentricity prized for their fruit and their cleansing influence. The thrice-daily tides, the trees, and the strict laws about using dross-yards were the primary reasons the city’s canals were not vile beyond habitability. Sometimes, hanging just above a rustling canopy of leaves or caught in an explosion of birds or butterflies out of the scented shadows, Locke lived a momentary fantasy of a different Camorr entirely, a bobbing blue and green dream-city that was solely his private apprehension, and only because he was out there like bait on a fishing pole, to be tortured by the bored Botari boys and to have things thrown at him by ale-boat owners who didn’t appreciate having competition drop out of the sky.

      Now and then, after Falselight, the wine-mast was swung about and rigged facing north rather than east. This put it near the foliage-covered walls of the Mara Camorazza, the ancient park whose pathways served as a conduit to more respectable areas of the city. Enterprising, spry, and mentally unsound Right People with an urgent interest in not being stopped by yellow-jacketed constables could climb the walls, heave ropes and scramble across the mast in the dark. Most of them made the jump. Locke always prayed for the success of whatever missions had taken these fellows into the dangers of the well-lit districts, but he never asked questions. Half a minute after the last member of any such exodus was bustled away downstairs, the wine-mast would be back in its regular configuration, just an innocent hazard to navigation meant for the inebriation of boaters.
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      “I’ll do it! I’ll eat a cup! Give me fucking odds, I’ll eat the last glazed fragment!”

      Locke sighed. The stupid asshole who’d been yelling for odds for the last ten minutes was too drunk to notice that the Jar didn’t sell anything in glazed cups. Too expensive for such short-lived objects, especially on a night like this.

      Once upon a time, Locke knew, the Black Breeze had been led by a woman who called herself the Wind. She’d been some foot-boxing prodigy out of Tal Verrar who’d won a clutch of blood money and died trying to win more at the Shifting Revel. The Wind’s sister, who called herself the Measure, had taken control of the Unbroken Jar and settled into residence. When the Measure wanted to be seen, she watched the main parlor from a raised alcove guarded by black iron bars. The Measure was the Unbroken Jar’s real seat of fame, more so even than the titular jar (a centuries-old, lidded thing locked away from prying hands; legend had it that whoever broke the jar would earn a fatal curse, which was true inasmuch as Botari and sons would immediately beat that person to death).

      There was gambling everywhere in Camorr; one could walk from the outermost tip of the West Needle to the last butcher-yard in Rustwater and touch no paving stone that had never served as table for a wager. At the Unbroken Jar, however, one could cry stakes for anything, even the damnedest, silliest, most unlikely thing. If the Measure saw any merit in your proposal, she would give you odds, and if anyone with coin was feeling loved by the gods then the show would begin. The Measure was an arithmetical prodigy who could discourse on the motions of the moons or multiply sums in a heartbeat, and she knew many strange things besides. The word that came down from her alcove was law.

      Thus, the idiot across the way who was now confronting the eating of a ceramic cup, odds four to one against. Locke suspected he had thought too little on whether he would chew or not, but the Measure had his money and now there were only two branches his life might take: prove foolishness or prove cowardice.

      Not every contest was so gruesomely stupid, though some . . . some, like the games old Mazoc Szaba played, were worse. Locke preferred levity. There was a pair of complete stonewits, for example, bare-knuckle boxers from the Falselight Cutters whose skulls were cathedrals of simplicity, who came in every week to have a game of Catch-the-Duke. The men had no theory of strategy and played like children, with random enthusiasm, and as a result, their matches were strangely fascinating. The betting could be equally random. Patrons would demand odds on whether it would rain, on whether the next pour would empty an ale-cask, on whether drunks could catch throwing knives. They mostly couldn’t. Not with their hands.

      “Are you sampling your own wares tonight, boy? ”

      Locke blinked. Woolgathering. There’d been little sleep the sweltering night before, on his little patch of stone in the buttery where Botari let him attempt his rest.

      “Oh, hello, Master Szaba. I’m . . . just tired.”

      “Having trouble sleeping? Sounds like a goat’s ballsack problem to me, Locke.”

      “What’s that? ”

      “Means you’ve got a face like a goat’s ballsack.” Szaba clapped at himself, coughed, and flashed one of his wrinkled-leather smiles.

      Locke twitched a corner of his lip faintly upward. That joke, he thought, would be funnier when he brought it home to unsheathe it against one of the Sanza brothers. Theft was life.

      “Haven’t seen you for a few days,” he said.

      “Shitty week for making a living. I’m not sure if anyone has broached the subject with you yet, boy, but it seems Camorr can be an unforgiving place.” Szaba drummed his fingers on the counter. “What the hell. I need a break. Might as well shake my ass at Venaportha and see if she’s embracing low standards at the moment. I’ll drink the serpent.”

      “Oh, fuck, come on, sir, don’t do that⁠—”

      “I shall drink the serpent,” bellowed Szaba. “Master Botari, fetch me the green bottle, and Mistress Measure, give me odds! Silver bet! Let’s go four tonight, shall we? ”

      That caused a stir, as it always did, which was of some use to the unfortunate drunk now spitting bloody ceramic fragments out of his mouth. No coward, at least, and with a fresh spectacle to excite the crowd, he could give up quietly. Money changed hands. He’d have to pay Botari for the cup, too.

      “Mazoc Szaba wants the serpent wine,” said the Measure. “Four would not normally be a challenge. Even odds. But Mazoc Szaba seems desperate tonight. Interesting. Four glasses. Eight to seven against.”

      “Now I just need one thing. Stake me,” Szaba whispered, waving to the crowd but peering wide-eyed at Locke.

      “What? ”

      “Stake me. I haven’t the money. I told you it was a shitty week. Please, Locke. Don’t leave me hung out in front of everyone. I can do four glasses easy and you’ll have your coin back in ten minutes.”

      Locke’s head whirled. All the weeks he’d swept and sweated and dangled and grown dark circles under his eyes had been to gather the sum of one tyrin, half of what he needed to bring back to Chains when this was all over, half the whole point of everything. Ten silver solons in a tyrin, and Szaba was asking for eight of those. Fuck. All that work balanced against the thought of humiliating this man, this near-friend, this presumptuous idiot who was trying so hard to kill himself. This fellow thief who either trusted or needed Locke enough to let him see vulnerability.

      The cold part of him, the part that could walk past death or even plan it, the part that shrugged off the fountains of blood and misery Camorr put into the world, did not half understand the warm part of him. But tonight, in accordance with the mysteries, the warm part of Locke was holding his purse.

      “Do not fuck this up,” hissed Locke, startled at himself, speaking to a grown man with an authoritative demand, with the voice of a Right Person, a Capa’s man. So what if that voice cracked?

      Serpent wine was alchemical venom, emerald sludge that roiled the stomach and set the blood pounding in one’s temples, an impractical poison devoid of subtlety. Somewhere between one glass and a whole bottle was anyone’s mortal breaking point. The entertainment lay in seeing whether a drinker had an accurate notion of where that point was. Szaba had called for odds on serpent wine three times: once in competition and twice against himself. He seemed to love the attention and even claimed to love the wine, though at each victory he’d staggered a bit more, had taken longer to finish, and his eyes had grown more bloodshot.

      Given a choice between one glass or eating an entire ceramic cup, Locke would have gladly set to work stuffing broken fragments into his mouth. Szaba now proposed to drink four glasses of poison, and to do it with unaffected grace.

      “Do not fuck me up,” Locke whispered, and with the quietest, faintest motion he could manage, he passed his money to Mazoc Szaba.
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      “I’m staring down four glasses of the serpent for YOU!” Mazoc Szaba whirled theatrically for the tolerably piqued crowd. “Those of you about to make money with me, that is! Those who bet against me, well, lick my nethermost crack at your convenience. Measure! Here’s my stake. Harvest the wagers and fill my glass!”

      Locke’s coin, transmuted to Szaba’s moments earlier, rose toward the Measure’s alcove on Szaba’s outstretched palm. It was never to complete the journey.

      “Why, Mazoc Szaba! To find you here of all places.”

      Locke knew the voice and looked in surprise at the street door. Anjais Barsavi held that door open. He was a stout and centered plug of a man, much like his father, the Capa of Camorr.

      Anjais moved forward, peering at Szaba over the tops of the sweated optics perched on his nose, and the silenced crowd parted for him as though repelled by sorcery. Behind him came a band of grim men and women with lines of ash painted across their cheeks. Grave Walkers, a gang in close Barsavi service, like the Red Hands. There were certain people the Capa might use for gentle errands. Grave Walkers were the other sort.

      “Sir,” stammered Mazoc Szaba, “I don’t⁠—”

      “You know Ferrant One-Eye belongs to me.” Anjais was not a particularly forceful speaker but the circumstance of his parentage had given him a great deal of practice at talking over people. “So you can deduce who Ferrant complains to when one of her markers doesn’t appear on calling day. Not a shred of the principal. Not a taste of the lender’s sauce. And you neither at the counting-house fetching my money nor on the street earning it. Now you know why I’ve come. But what are you doing here, Szaba? ”

      “I’m . . . I’m to drink the serpent, if you’d care to watch.”

      “Watch a man who owes me money drink poison instead? Never knew you had such a sense of humor. What were you proposing to stake your bet with? ”

      Szaba, shaking, dumbly showed the row of coins in his hand like a small child called to account before a tutor.

      “My money, you mean? ” Barsavi swept the eight solons from Szaba’s palm, and Szaba took this like a mouse for the same reason Locke, biting the insides of his cheeks, had to take it like a mouse. There were three thousand Right People in Camorr, and Anjais Barsavi could point them all at a single human life the way an ordinary person could send a puff of breath over a candle’s wick.

      “Measure, I apologize for this interruption, but Mazoc Szaba is in no condition to drink serpent wine. His stomach is troubling him,” continued Barsavi. He was fast with a body blow and his technique was schooled; in an instant Szaba was folded up around Anjais’ fist, then sinking to the floor.

      “Yes, his digestion is too delicate for this amusement tonight.” As Szaba hit the floor, Anjais slammed a boot into his midsection, then did it again, and again. “Those who turn a blind eye to their debts in Camorr often develop this condition.”

      Anjais knelt and patted the speechless, gasping old mercenary on his head with mock tenderness. “Does it register, you degenerate cozener? Get your balance owed to Ferrant and ensure I never have to hear about you taking a walk on one of my lenders again. If your stomach condition recurs, I assure you it will prove fatal.”

      Paying no heed to the crowd that was equally disinclined to attract his attention, Anjais turned to leave and only then noticed Locke staring at him from behind the counter. “Why, it’s Lamora, isn’t it? Nazca’s little friend from the Bastards. Out on a placement, are you? ”

      Locke nodded, certain his eyes were bulging and his cheeks were burning bright enough to raise questions, but Anjais seemed to take for granted that this awkward mess was the natural state of his face. Smiling, he flipped a single, thin copper to Locke.

      “Compliments to your garrista. The more trades you have a taste of, the less likely you are to end up with stomach trouble.”

      Followed by his Grave Walkers, he went out the door with most of the proceeds of Locke’s summer in his pocket.

      As the door swung shut once more, Mazoc Szaba cursed in what sounded like Vadran. Then he threw up.

      “Get the mop bucket and fucking hop to it,” grumbled Botari, who had miraculously reappeared the instant Anjais Barsavi was gone.
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      Szaba was, in a way, lucky to have been interrupted before any wagers had gone in, for this limited the number of willing hands that ejected him out the back moments later, and meant it wasn’t worth the bother of sticking a knife into him during his passage.

      Locke seethed. Nobody had seemed to notice him providing Szaba’s stake, so that at least was a ribbing he wouldn’t have to endure. But the money! That magnanimous copper from Anjais made him whole for precisely one part back from forty-eight.

      Chains hadn’t needed to explain why Locke was expected to scrabble together a purse from this drudgery; as a Gentleman Bastard, his activities paid into the sum that was kicked up to the Capa each week, and the mere fact that he was over here for a few months wouldn’t take his portion off his shoulders. What truly vexed him that night, going round and round in his head as he wiped counters and filled cups and mopped up after people who seemed to like spilling as much as they liked swallowing, was the question of using his skills to get back what he’d lost.

      There were a hundred ways, using all the schemes and guiles Chains had taught him, to pull eight solons from fools in half a day. Though perhaps that was a frustrated exaggeration—a couple dozen, perhaps. Well, seven or eight, maybe. But they were seven or eight smooth-practiced schemes that weren’t merely waiting for Botari to set coins in his hand with all the speed and willingness of a mule doing geometry problems. Yet Chains had specifically forbidden him from using those arts.

      The night went on. Locke wiped and poured and carried. His own damn fault, this was, for loving the old man enough to obey him even when it meant toil. Tending a conscience was a form of toil, he supposed. He’d tended it for the years it had taken to pay off the careless deaths represented by the shark’s tooth tucked into the little pouch he wore on a cord beneath his tunic. It felt good to brood on such thoughts as he worked. Locke had deep feelings about nearly everything but had not yet aged into the realization that brooding was just about his only means of interacting with those feelings.

      The moons were high and lighting his way with soft silver-blue by the time he carried the last of the night’s dross into the alley. A fresh corpse sprawled there, not Szaba’s. Nor was there anything of value on the man’s body. Locke sighed, hunched with weariness, and went back inside to find Cyril and Vilius.
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      “But where do we go, hmm? And what do we ask for? For good young lads of, ah, negotiable affection? Can you at least be that much of a friend? ”

      The three men at the counter were sturdy, bearded, red-faced. Merchants of some sort not from Camorr proper, but up or down the coast. Locke knew the type. Their notions of prosperity armored them in smugness. They were after a little thrill in the wrong parts of the big city, having no idea of the scope or shape of Right People operations, and no idea how easy it was for someone to make a red breakfast for sharks and never be missed. It was two nights after Mazoc Szaba’s humiliation.

      “To be a friend,” said Locke, “I’d tell you to get smartly out of here, and go west by north, back to where there’s more Yellowjackets on the streets. Back to the sort of inn or tavern you’d want for your own sort of business. Ask around there, keep your voices down. Folk will know how to direct you. Say you’re looking for miners.”

      “But we don’t want to dig in the earth,” chuckled the most talkative of the three. “We want to get fobbed. We want the sweet ache sucked out of us, you ken? ”

      “Miners. It’s cant. They’re called miners because they use their tools to find metal, get it? Say you’re after copper miners if your purses are light, silver miners if you can afford it.”

      “Well, what about you, boy? If we didn’t want to stroll for our pleasure, how’d you like to do a bit of mining somewhere quiet nearby? ”

      Locke wasn’t offended or frightened, but he was exasperated. Nobody thought they were bigger than little merchants who did a bit of traveling. Nobody was more certain that all the features and curiosities of the world were set out for their convenience.

      “Not my line,” he said, “and you can’t ask that here. There’s ways of doing things and places to do them, lots of places. But this business is closely minded.” He wasn’t going to spend all night explaining the Guilded Lilies or the Passing Fancies to these strangers, or that those gangs didn’t take kindly to freelance fuck-mongering.

      “You’re telling us you don’t know a good place to hide around here? ”

      “The boy’s telling you he’s not interested.” Mazoc Szaba set one hand on the bar. “Get gone, you slack-witted palliards. He told you how to find your fun. Go find it somewhere better-lit and stay in those districts.”

      The talkative merchant looked as though he might snap back, but Locke saw the fight go out of him as he assessed Szaba. There was something grim and assured about the old mercenary tonight. His eyes were fierce, there was a fresh cut across one of his cheeks, and the straight lines of a scabbard were obvious beneath his jacket. Perhaps that was why nobody had mocked or otherwise remarked upon him as he’d slipped into the Unbroken Jar.

      Hands up, eyes wide, the three merchants backed out the door and into the night.

      Locke stared at Szaba, wishing he could conjure such an aura of menace about himself but knowing if he tried he’d look like a clown. A small clown who’d lost control of his face. He settled for not smiling, and some of the iron seemed to go out of Szaba’s spine.

      “I have earned that lack of enthusiasm, I suppose,” Szaba muttered. “I did some work.” He ran a finger over the inflamed red edges of his new cut. “None of the Barsavis are looking for me now.”

      “Selling a sword? ”

      “Let us say, renting a knife.” Szaba slid his hand across the bar, and there were coins under his fingers. Four silvers. When Locke didn’t take them, he rolled his eyes. “Go on. They don’t have any blood on them. Even the figurative kind. I was bodyguarding, not body-making. Fuck. I shouldn’t have run those idiots off. Should’ve hired on as their guide.”

      Locke nodded and made the coins vanish into his hands. “And the rest? ”

      “In prospect.” Szaba lowered his voice. “I appreciate you staking me, boy.”

      “Taught me a valuable lesson about never being nice to people,” said Locke, though he found himself possessed by a strange inability to stay furious with Szaba. “How did you know I was holding? ”

      “Seen you counting, now and then. Seen the way you folded yourself around something important. Knew it wasn’t a weapon worth any consideration, so it had to mean you were acting as your own bank.”

      Locke was startled. He’d seen other people behave like that, of course. Knew the tells for when someone’s entire consciousness was fixed on some valuable parcel tucked under a jacket or in a belt. But of course that could never be him. No, he was too cunning, too slick. Stupid, stupid⁠—

      “Thought you weren’t the sort to show it, didn’t you? ”

      The smallest, most reluctant of nods.

      “So you’ve been sleeping back there all these weeks on that patch of stone no bigger’n a hen’s cunt, and you thought nobody fucked with your coin on account of you hiding it so clever? Locke, boy, that’s your garrista’s reach you’ve been swaddled in. Barsavi’s law above that. They can make you swab this floor with your tongue twelve hours a day if they want, but everyone who needs to know, knows they can’t lift a coin off you unless they want to pay in blood.”

      “Yeah, it’s paradise,” grumbled Locke. “I’m the prince of the fucking streets.”

      “If you hadn’t told me you were thirteen I’d still know it for true.” Szaba crinkled his eyes, the faintest sketch of a smile humanly possible, and slid an additional piece of clipped copper onto the counter. “Come then, give me a cup of that varnished vinegar I like to bleach my tongue with. Have one for yourself.”

      “I might,” said Locke. “But that won’t count against the silver still owing.”

      “Ah, see, now you’re giving your own interests proper consideration. The debt will live but a short while. I won’t let you down.”

      Yet he would, not long after sea creatures fell from the sky over half the city.
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      That summer was storm-lashed. As the weather built up, priests of Iono in their best silver-fringed robes made offerings from air and land to abate the fury of the waters. Blood ran from altars on the South Needle and the West Needle; bulls and goats and rabbits and chickens and pigeons and hawks spilled crimson lines down to the surging sea, and the priests danced in processions with their prayer-flags, blowing horns fashioned like sharks and swordfish and horned whales. They carried out these duties under gray-green skies, and then in spit-warm drizzle, and then bent under sheets of sweeping rain. So it went. Iono was called Stormbringer, not “storm-sparer” or  “merry pretender.”

      Locke was with the work party sent up one afternoon in the pelting rain to fortify the lashings on the wine-mast, lest it fly away and impale someone (bad enough) or be rendered useless forever (far worse in Botari’s eyes). It was Cyril who broke from work with an ever-louder series of “fucking hells!” that eventually gave permission for Locke, Vilius, and Eight to slack off in awe along with him. To their north, the Five Towers were enfolded in bruised clouds and eerie lightning was rippling along the lines between the towers, making the glass pulse with brief flashes of the incandescence usually seen only at Falselight. To their south, wavering gray columns erupted from swirling mist and bridged the sea and sky.

      “Waterspouts,” cried Eight. “Never seen any this close to the city before! I’m too sober for this degree of fuckery!”

      “Well,” shouted Vilius, “we⁠—”

      Whatever he was going to say next turned into a pathetic muffled cry as something bounced off his head, rolling him backward over the wine-mast in a flail of arms and legs. Locke stared at the gray object on the rain-rippled roof for several seconds before his mind accepted that it was a fish. Even through the sound of the rain and the wind Locke could hear other things falling nearby. Someone in the street cried out in dismay after a particularly disquieting squelching crash.

      “Treasure straight from Iono’s ass,” laughed Eight as she pulled Cyril up with one hand and plucked the fish that had laid him low in her other. “You lucky bastard! This is a Shank-flank. They have rows of spines under their fins, make your face swell up for days if they jab you!”

      Cyril seemed to think the fish had delivered a wound that was heroic even without venom, and he led the flight back down through the rooftop hatch as the waterspouts continued assailing Camorr with flying wreckage and fish and gobs of seaweed, like an audience expressing its feelings about an inadequate play.

      Canals flooded, boats foundered. Some parts of Camorr, well-served by Eldren catacombs or human engineering, drained swiftly. The Dregs was not one of those places. Ankle-deep water filled the Unbroken Jar for days on end, and to Locke’s infinite list of other chores was added the ongoing task of juggling jars, bottles, and boxes onto counters and shelves to keep them out of the general drench. He gave up wearing shoes for the duration, and tried not to think of what he was soaking his clammy, puckered feet in. The crowds were not dismayed; even soggy, they still wanted to drink bad wine and risk money on half-crazed bets. The Measure handed down odds for card tricks, arm wrestling, and even a blindfolded boxing match that splashed around for a quarter of an hour and injured three spectators. Two of them thought this was hilarious, and the one that didn’t was found bobbing gently in the back alley the next morning, throat slit and pockets empty.

      “Here, I fetched you a new friend for dinner,” said Mazoc Szaba one evening as lightning flashed white through the open door. He handed a red and black squid to Locke, who passed it to Eight, who had set up a special cauldron. Anyone who presented something edible from the ongoing bombardment of sea creatures could claim a portion of Eight’s perpetually simmering storm stew. “Not all of these flavors are meant to bed down together,” she had confided to Locke, “but if you add enough garlic, butter, and booze you can pass off a rat’s peeled asshole as a dainty morsel.”

      “Damn thing nearly took my head off not five minutes ago,” said Szaba as he braced himself to dash back a clipped copper’s worth of varnishy wine. “I might’ve been a martyr to Iono’s sense of humor. Must be my lucky night.” Down went the wine, and he grinned his unhealthy, wolfish grin. “In fact, I’m sure it is.”

      “Oh don’t,” muttered Locke. “Please fucking don’t⁠—”

      “Measure!” Szaba rose, pounded the countertop, and splashed into the center of the room. “Measure! I have the money and there’s nobody after me tonight! I require, request, and demand an opportunity for redemption!”

      “I should have contrived an accident to lose those green bottles,” Locke whispered to himself.

      Nonetheless, after much jeering and haggling, Szaba was granted the same terms as his previous attempt at the serpent wine, and betting was brisk. Although he was wobbling by the third glass, he did manage to down the fourth. When he staggered back to Locke’s counter, his eyes had a boiled look, the bags beneath them had turned an alarming velvet-plum color, and his poison-scented breath made Locke’s last meal churn at the bottom of his throat.

      “I can see you are thrilled, my young friend.” Szaba had received scattered applause and slaps on his back, which he took as though being anointed Duke of Camorr. Though he was now breathing like a man who’d just run half a mile, the creases on his face were pulled up in self-satisfaction. He pushed four silvers across the counter with a shaking hand. “Here, share the fruits of fame and a public life.”

      “You had the money to do that before you tried to kill yourself again,” said Locke. He didn’t refuse the coins, of course.

      “Mostly you seem to know what living in this city means, boy, but sometimes you worry me.” Szaba wobbled to his full height and rapped his knuckles on the counter in imitation of a stern tutor. “If you can walk out the door in a straight line when it’s time to go, it only means you didn’t sufficiently indulge yourself while you were here.”

      Szaba matched deed to word and splashed out the door, bouncing once off the frame before catching himself and half-falling into the rain. Whether he’d done that just to be amusing or because he’d made such a severe mess of himself, Locke found it impossible to tell.
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      “Sounds like so much nonsense to me,” said Cyril.

      “All I’m saying is as I heard it.” Vilius, for some reason embarked on his annual hour or two of honest work, poured wine for a customer. “There was one loose in the flooded canal along Coin-Kisser’s Row, and they had them Berangias girls chase it down.”

      “One what? ” Locke, applying himself to the close scraping of the floorboards with a pumice stone, was so desperate for distraction that he dared to address the two brothers casually, and for once, neither of them took offense.

      “Shark,” said Vilius. “Big wolf shark got to wandering the canals, and when the Yellowjackets couldn’t bottle the situation up, they called for some of them contrarequialla. The Berangias sisters came out and speared it from a footbridge. The Capa wants to see   ’em now. Invitation to the Floating Grave, means to hand out money or something.”

      “Spearing sharks from a bridge,” said Cyril, “near the counting-houses and such? Doesn’t sound likely.”

      “You got hit in the face by a fish that dropped out of the clouds last week, brother. Who are you to have opinions on what’s likely? ”

      When the great business of the storm was mostly spent, sail canvas had hung from towers and boats lay smashed in courtyards. Corpses, graves, garbage-stalls and shit-barges had been washed into the foaming gray lifeblood of the city, and while the sun was a welcome sight, the more it boiled off the flood, the more unpleasant surprises it revealed, and for a few days the air of Camorr was uncommonly noisome. Locke had been assigned to bury himself in the scraping and scrubbing of every wetted surface, lest they warp further. Locke had restrained himself from pointing out that a more ideal time for this chore would have been about eighty years before his own birth, and that one could no more roll a marble in a straight line across any floor in the Unbroken Jar than one could roll it from moon to moon in the sky.

      “Next they’ll have you taking a clothes-iron to all the hills around the city, and to about as much effect,” came the voice of Mazoc Szaba from somewhere behind the counter above Locke.

      “I think the same,” said Locke. “But I am not employed for philosophical reasons, I am employed to grind my knuckles into powder so Cyril and Vilius can grow old in comfort.”

      “Wise lad,” said Vilius. “He’s learned a great deal, having been with us. What’s your yearning then, Szaba? ”

      “Two cups of that gut-shocking salamander piss you keep in your white wine casks,” said Szaba. “And then something green. Yes, tonight’s a night for something green.”

      “White wine.” The note of concern in Vilius’ voice made Locke glance up at him. “But you look like shit, Szaba. You want to wrestle the serpent tonight, I’m betting against you.”

      “I’ll be glad to have the action.”

      That turned out not to be true. Szaba pledged himself to four glasses again, staking himself with twelve silvers. The betting was heavy against him, with the Measure adjusting the odds several times until finally cutting short the wagering before the numbers broke entirely. Szaba did well enough with the first two glasses, but halfway through the third suffered a complete loss of dignity. Spasming, sobbing, and retching he sank to his knees, and would have sprawled lengthwise on the floor if Locke hadn’t come running to buttress him and haul him out into the alley. The door closed on cheers behind them.

      “Why do you do it? ” he whispered. “Why do you grind yourself up like this? You’re getting worse at taking that stuff in, not better.”

      “To be the center of something,” gasped Szaba, waving for Locke to set him down against a wall. “To be the reason for something. To be in everyone’s eyes, if only for a moment.”

      “Everyone thinks you’re a fool. They pay in to see you vomit your guts all over your boots.”

      “Who are they, Locke? What are their names, those people at those tables? Name them. What have they done? Could you go round that room now and tell me anything about them, anything true, anything remembered? ”

      “Do you want a sweaty tavern full of idiots to remember you, or do you want to live? ”

      “I don’t think I have much longer for the one, so I might as well seek the other.”

      “Fucking hells, lay off the green poison. I’ll teach you to play Catch-the-Duke or something.”

      “Not my style.” Szaba patted him on the back, and there was shockingly little strength in the gesture. “Go on, now, before you’re missed. You can only get away with dallying in my company on nights when I’m the hero.”
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      Three nights later, a quiet evening, uncommonly cool, the sort of night the gods might offer in recompense for all the raining fish and flooded cellars, if only to shut mortal whining up for a while. Falselight was going dim when Mazoc Szaba came in through the propped-open door. He was slump-shouldered and discomposed, and when he halted before the counter he seemed to try words out a few times before he found the ones that suited him.

      “Here,” he said softly, as he reached under his jacket and handed Locke a thin dagger in a businesslike scabbard, free of ornaments. “That good for one cup of white? ”

      “Surely you have need of that.”

      “I’ve found the last work I’m likely to find, Locke. It’s this or my clothes, so far as my trading posture is concerned. Trust me, the blade smells better.”

      Locke was about to take the weapon when he felt that nameless thief-instinct, the self-preserving sense that came from nowhere in the vicinity of danger, and when Locke spotted the danger he felt as though his heart were paper and it had just been folded in half. A shadow loomed by the open door to the back alley, and two similar shadows stood just outside the front door.

      The woman who walked in between the shadows killed conversation. Anyone seeing her stopped talking, stopped laughing, set their cups down even if they were mid-sip. This made the people near them look, and swiftly join the spreading silence. She had black feathers braided into her ice-pale hair, black ashes drawn in lines across her ice-pale face, and black mail set into the panels of her long leather coat. A raven tattoo filled the left side of her neck, and by that Locke recognized her. Hanni Iradu, not merely a Grave Walker, but garrista of the Grave Walkers. Doubtless she had weapons tucked away somewhere, but here and now she was not a person who had any need to show them off.

      “What the fuck have you done? ” whispered Locke.

      “I offended the Barsavis once before.” Szaba’s smile didn’t move many of the lines on his face. “They’re not the sort of bank that extends credit a second time.”

      “You seem to understand what has to happen,” said Iradu, speaking Vadran. Locke decided it was wisest to pretend he didn’t comprehend.

      “It was good of him to send you to be the one to take me home,” said Szaba.

      “You know he sent me because he has to show the city that you’re no longer worth his personal attention. And the Floating Grave isn’t home. It’s just pain along the way.”

      “Resolution was easier a few minutes ago,” said Szaba, returning to Therin. “Do you really have to trouble yourself by marching me all the way over there? ”

      “You have to pay for your fun.” Hanni Iradu put one hand on Szaba’s shoulder, and with the other she gently took the sheathed dagger from him. “You know this. You have to be an example.”

      “I could just . . . I could be an example right here. Make it easy for you. Easier for both of us.”

      “Rude to make a mess on someone else’s floor, Szaba. Own your fate.”

      “I am,” he said. “Measure. Measure! I, uh, I’m afraid I can no longer offer myself to the house as an amusement. This has to be my last performance. If it please you, I would like . . . I would like to drink an entire bottle of serpent wine.”

      That caused a stir.

      “Szaba, come.”

      “Iradu, your honor, don’t deliver me to Sage Kindness. Please . . . let me do this my way. You and Anjais will still have what you require of me⁠—”

      “Hanni Iradu of the Grave Walkers! I am the Measure, of the Black Breeze. Welcome.” The Measure’s voice, echoing from her alcove, was louder and stronger than Locke had ever heard it. “We know why you must have come here tonight, and we serve the Capa in all things. But this is still the house of the Black Breeze. If Mazoc Szaba will drink the serpent wine, a bottle might be provided.”

      “Thank you,” said Szaba. “I⁠—”

      “This is not a gift,” interrupted the Measure. “This is a house of chance, and the game must be paid for. A thousand to one you finish the bottle. Your stake is twelve solons.”

      “I don’t . . . I don’t have any money, I’m afraid.”

      “The house takes the position that you will lose. All you need is for someone willing to bet that you will win.”

      Szaba turned slowly, wide-eyed, hands out to everyone in the room. Whoever staked him was as good as throwing twelve solons into the sea. Weeks or months of pay for an ordinary trade. Weeks or months of pay, for the sake of Mazoc Szaba.

      “Is there no one? ” called the Measure.

      Then again, after a few moments of silence: “Is there no one? ”

      Locke closed his eyes and brought his head down on the counter hard enough to cause the sensation of a bright flash behind his eyelids. He raised his right hand.

      “No,” whispered Szaba. “No, not you. I’ve asked too much. I’m sorry. I’ll just go.”

      “Gods, put your hand down, you fool fucking boy,” croaked old Botari. “Don’t be silly.”

      Locke raised his head, took a deep breath, and glared at Botari. “The Gentlemen Bastards of the Temple District,” he said, “pledge twelve solons that Mazoc Szaba will successfully drink an entire bottle of serpent wine.”

      “Sworn and done,” said the Measure.

      Locke rattled his various coins onto the counter until the sum was before him, his reward for all the stacking and fetching and polishing, for dangling over the canal, for surviving the flooding and the rains of fish. Vilius took the money away, shocked to see so much of it, and Cyril broke the waxed cork on a jade-green bottle before passing it over to Mazoc Szaba.

      There was no more betting now. No point in betting for Szaba to fail, as the house would pay nothing for it. No point in betting even a copper for his success, even at a thousand for one.

      “Well,” said Szaba. He bowed his head to Locke, then spun to the rest of the room, bottle held high. “Well. You wouldn’t stake me, and I suppose that’s only fair. But at least raise your cups. I’ll show you Camorri mutts and vagabonds how a man goes back to his ancestors. I barely know any of you, but now you all know me. Mazoc Szaba. You’ll never forget for as long as you live. MAZOC SZABA!”

      Many cups around the room did, at least, go up, and many drank as he drank.

      He wasn’t delicate. He set to the bottle with a will, throwing his head back and pouring the serpent wine in, guzzling it, throat bobbing. A quarter of the bottle vanished, and he shuddered. Another quarter, and he coughed, sputtered, gasped. Sparing only a minute to recover himself, he went on, now in single gulps interrupted by spasms. Green wine ran down his face and beaded on his chin. Still, he drank. Pink wetness seeped from his eyes, and then from the corners of his mouth. Groaning, he drank and then spun like a man struck in the head by a stone.

      Mazoc Szaba slumped against the bar, took one last swig, and fell over backward. The bottle hit the uneven floor and rolled around beside him. Perhaps one cup of the green venom remained.

      Szaba died in pain, spitting blood, but he had forced so much of the stuff into himself so fast that the end was quick. After perhaps a minute, his ragged, desperate breaths drew down. Another minute, and the faint motions of his chest stilled.

      Hanni Iradu stood over him all the while. At last she looked up, met Locke’s eyes, and nodded respectfully.

      “The Grave Walkers are satisfied. The hospitality of the Black Breeze has been memorable. Send to the Temple of Fortunate Waters; let Vadran priests fetch this man. His flesh should return to the sea. I will hear of it, if it is not so.”

      “It will be so,” muttered Botari.

      “Blessed is the one who remembers a thief, for they shall inherit the night,” said Iradu.

      “Yes,” said Locke. “They shall inherit the night.”

      “I thought I noticed you paying a little too much attention to my Vadran.” Iradu smiled at him, then turned for the door. “Be careful, boy.”

      Locke sighed and rubbed his eyes. “I’ll find something to cover the body⁠—”

      “No,” said Botari. “No, Gentleman Bastard. It’s time you went back to the Temple District.”

      Surprised, Locke nearly opened his mouth to argue and then realized the formality of the dismissal. He nodded.

      “You can tell your master that you were handy enough with a mop-bucket,” said the old man. “And that you’re adequate at hanging from a wine-mast, I suppose. Cyril, you see to covering the body.”

      “If I must, Father.”

      “And throw Mazoc’s bottle out. Throw every bottle of that green shit we have out. Anyone so much as hints at placing a bet on that stuff ever again, I’ll punch them so hard their teeth will fly out their fucking eye sockets.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      Father Chains stared down at Locke for a long moment after the boy finished his description of the events leading up to his dismissal and return.

      “So you were sent out with instructions to bring twenty solons for Capa Barsavi, whom you serve as I serve, and in actuality you have returned with⁠—”

      “Two.”

      “Two. And how do you explain this? ”

      “I know I’ve failed you,” said Locke. “I know I’ve disobeyed my instructions. I just . . . he was going to be tortured if he went to the Floating Grave. You know what the Capa does when he thinks a lesson is in order.”

      “Mazoc Szaba put himself in the way of the Capa’s justice. Again, how do you explain what you’ve done? ”

      “I don’t understand much about being a priest,” said Locke. “In fact, I don’t understand anything yet, but I know what you’ve told me. I know how you think. And I just knew . . . I knew standing there, that if I shut up like everyone else and pretended it wasn’t my business, I would remember it forever. And I would never feel like I was a real priest, ever. I would never feel like I deserved . . . to find out whatever it is I don’t know yet.”

      Chains loomed over him, settled his big hands on Locke’s shoulders, and sighed out a heavy breath.

      “You are a vexation,” he said. “You are a terror and a frustration and you know it because I tell you these things. But perhaps . . . perhaps I am remiss in not also telling you often enough how very, very proud you make me.”

      Locke had reached an age where he did not frequently find himself hugging Father Chains, but suddenly he was enfolded in the old man’s robes and hands, shaking with simple relief of being back home, to be alive, to have made himself do something he barely understood, to not have disappointed in doing it.

      “I’m sorry I screwed up the money,” he said.

      “I’ll spot you eighteen solons for the Capa. Your two makes twenty; you can give it to him yourself in a couple nights. Doubtless he’ll have been told about what happened at the Unbroken Jar, and he might ask you questions. Be ready to answer.”

      Locke nodded.

      “You’ll owe me, for the eighteen. It’s not a gift. You’ll pay it back plus a quarter on the principal, compounding. Compounding daily.”

      “Ouch,” whispered Locke. “Punishment numbers.”

      “You did the right thing, Locke. And I need you to see and choose the right things whenever you have a choice.”

      Chains stepped back, smiled, and cracked his knuckles.

      “But I also need you to understand that when you do the right thing, there are consequences. Consequences that can bite you in the ass good and hard, my boy. Good and fucking hard.”
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      This is the first short story I ever wrote about Locke and his world (after almost two decades of keeping things at novel-length), and I have hope it won’t be the last. Even as I tried to trim “Bottled Serpent” down to meet its deadlines, I was already toying with the notion of exploring what might have happened to all the other young Gentlemen Bastards during that summer of unusually powerful storms in Camorr. This would mean a story each for Jean, Calo, Galdo, and Sabetha. Possibly even a story for Chains, if I can convince the tricky old bastard to stand still long enough for me to fix the limelight on him.

      For the original publication and success of this story, I am indebted to Adrian Collins and Beth Tabler at Grimdark Magazine, and to the excellent editing of Sarah Chorn. For this new and expanded edition, I give thanks to the team at Conversation Tree Press and my agent, DongWon Song.

      Last but never least, all my love and gratitude to my wife, Elizabeth Bear.

      
        
        Scott Lynch

        South Hadley, Massachusetts

        June 2025
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