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THE MAN IN THE ALLEY is going to steal something. It’s only a matter of time. Kia recognizes the signs—she should, seeing how she’s “The Knife,” a veteran member of the Warrior’s Guild, and you don’t survive to be a veteran member of the Warrior’s Guild without good situational awareness—and whooboy, is this man exhibiting every single one of them. Nervous energy? Check. Shifty eyes? Check. An attempt at acting casual that makes him look like his trousers are full of ants? Absolutely check.

Kia is not at the market this morning to steal something. She’s at the market to buy more of her favorite cinnamon-scented hair oil, which she’s needed to do for weeks now and kept forgetting until she reached for it last night and discovered she finally ran out, which is what happens when you don't buy more hair oil in a timely manner. It’s the only reason she’s awake this ass-early. She hasn’t even had breakfast yet! That’s how dire the hair oil situation is!

(She did, of course, make time for her morning orgasm. Her morning orgasm is possibly more important to her routine than the hair oil, and one that needs no outside products, just a few minutes of concentration and her right hand. Her morning orgasm is the reason that she’s awake this ass-early without wanting to commit a murder. Priorities.)

The hair oil situation has been rectified. She could leave the market now—she’s hungry!—but the shifty guy is really shifty, and... Well. She wants to see this play out.

Helpfully, there’s a stall selling meat-filled flatbreads close to the alley in which the shifty guy is failing to seem like he has business, so Kia drifts that direction like that’s what she was here for the whole time. Unlike the guy in the alley, she actually knows how to act casual while secretly carrying out other business. Also unlike the guy in the alley (presumably), she has money, so she can buy said flatbread while keeping him in her peripheral vision. What’s his angle?

There’s a stall selling embroidered ribbons one aisle over, another one with bunches of basic medicinal herbs on display—not expensive medicinal herbs, because those should be stored away from sunlight and damp air, something she’s heard a lot about from a certain former monk over the past three-ish years and now can’t forget—and the next stall down from that is a jeweler selling enamel work and silver plate. If he goes for the jewelry he’s even less experienced than he seems—the embroidery on the ribbons is top-notch expensive shit. You can fit a lot more ribbon in your pockets than jewelry, and ribbons don’t clank when you run.

A knot of early-morning grocery shoppers wanders past the entrance to the alley. As soon as they’re gone the man heads for the stalls, because he is but an infant child in the ways of thievery and doesn’t realize that crowds mean cover. This man has never stolen before in his life, Kia’s sure of it now, and she despairs of his prospects as she pretends her meat flatbread is too hot to eat. If one of the local gangs sent him out without teaching him basic fucking theft principles she’s going to deliver some lectures along with stabbings the next time she has a run-in with them.

The man pauses to pretend to be interested in the embroidered ribbons, finally giving Kia a good look at him. His clothes are clean but worn, his skin ruddy and creased with the sun like he usually works outdoors. His hands shake where he has them held awkwardly at his sides, his brow creased with worry and his shoulders tight with tension. Those shoulders are broad in a way that directly contradicts the hollowness in his cheeks—he’s clearly eaten well in the past but not recently. This is not someone in a thieves’ gang, Kia decides. This is a man who has decided to make a terrible decision entirely on his own, and it simply remains to be seen how terrible. 

When the ribbons no longer hold the man’s pretend interest he moves past the medicinal herbs—too slowly, too obviously memorizing the layout—to pretend to be interested in the jewelry instead. Hmm! Kia thinks she has the shape of the situation now; she just needs to wait for confirmation

(She buys another flatbread as she’s waiting, for reasons.)

“Good morning, sister!” calls the woman in the ribbon stall, leaning in Kia’s direction with a smile. “Hair as lovely as yours deserves something lovely to go with it, don’t you think?” She runs a hand over her own hair, twisted up in an elaborate braid around the crown of her head and interwoven with brightly-colored ribbons that perfectly set off the black curls and the rich brown of her skin. It’s just on the line of flirting, which is a good sales tactic. Kia appreciates the technique, and also the woman.

“How often does that work, dada?” Kia asks in Tuseme, sauntering over with both her flatbreads and taking a gamble based on the woman’s accent.

(The shifty man’s eyes are fixed on a brooch shaped like a sun. It’s probably bronze, and definitely not interesting enough to warrant the attention.)

“Often enough,” the ribbon woman says with no shame in the same language, her cheek dimpling knowingly and the warm tones of their shared tongue giving Kia a pang of homesickness for the bustling markets of her childhood. “Got you to come closer, didn’t it?”

Kia hums. “Maybe I just wanted a better look at your ribbons.”

(The shifty man moves two steps toward the herbalist’s booth, his face sweating in a way that’s completely incongruous with the cool air.)

“A better look at my ribbons,” the ribbon seller asks, batting her eyelashes and leaning forward to prop her elbows on the counter, “or a better look at me?”

Kia drops her eyes briefly to the excellent cleavage being displayed, because to do otherwise would be rude. “Can’t it be both?” she asks, draping herself against the counter. “These ribbons wouldn’t look half as nzuri if they didn’t have someone like you to show them off to their full advantage.”

“Flatterer,” the woman accuses with a smile.

“Takes one to know one,” Kia points out, which gets a laugh. Ah, she’s cute, this ribbon vendor, and Kia has the strong impression that the flirting isn’t just to make a sale, that if Kia asked what she was doing later they could probably meet up for a mutually enjoyable evening, but... That’s not what she’s looking for right now.

The thing she’s looking for comes in the form of the shifty man taking a lurching step toward the herbalist’s booth while the herbalist has their back turned. Time to go!

“This one’s on me, mpenzi,” Kia purrs, handing one of the flatbreads to the ribbon vendor. “Sorry, I have to go stop a very bad idea.”

The ribbon vendor might reply, but Kia doesn’t hear it, already striding toward the shifty man at speed. She hooks her elbow through his as his fingers brush a bundle of herbs, using her lower center of gravity to haul him away.

“What—” he sputters, scrambling to catch his balance.

“I’ve been trying to find you everywhere!” Kia says loudly in the common pidgin. “After I got you breakfast and everything!” She shoves the paper-wrapped flatbread at him and leads him out of the market, away from anyone else who might have been watching his childish thieving attempt. “That was a terrible idea,” she murmurs as they round a corner. “Were you trying to get caught, or are you that bad at stealing?”

“I—I wasn’t—”

“You absolutely were and it was honestly sad to watch,” Kia continues over his shocked spluttering. “The only way it could have been worse is if you’d walked out and yelled, ‘Hello, I’m here to steal from you!’”

“That’s not—Who are you, anyway?” He tries yanking his arm out of Kia’s grasp, which goes nowhere because she’s much stronger than her tiny frame advertises. “What is this?”

“That’s a flatbread full of lamb and yogurt sauce,” Kia says cheerfully, steering him around another corner. “And I’m the Knife.” He inhales sharply. Ah, so he has heard about the Warrior’s Guild. He tries to wiggle free, and Kia digs her thumb threateningly into his wrist. “Don’t try anything foolish.” Hm. Better be specific. “More foolish.”

The man is silent for a few dozen strides, his body language subdued. “What are you going to do with me?”

“Feed you, if you’d eat that fucking flatbread already.” Kia spent good money on that. “Who’s sick?” The man gives her an utterly bewildered look, and Kia raises her eyebrows. “You went for the medicinal herbs, not the ribbons or jewelry, and you were so shit at it I feel like even the birds could tell. No one tries that unless it’s for someone else. Who’s sick?”

The man goes silent for another turn and finally admits, “My daughter. She... We came to the city to try and find someone to help, but we spent all our money just to get here and I haven’t been able to find work, and she just keeps getting sicker.” His voice cracks, jaw tight and his eyes wet. Something lurches behind her heart—she knows the story. She’s heard the story. It’s a shitty fucking story.

“I—” the man starts, desperate and dejected. “The Knife—my lady—please, my family knew nothing of my plans.”

“I imagine they didn’t or they’d have talked you out of it, like they should have,” Kia says easily, towing him across a familiar plaza toward an equally familiar building. “Relax, I’m not arresting you.”

The man trips over nothing, clutching his still-untouched flatbread to his chest. “You aren’t?”

“Nah.” Kia steers him around the side of the building, away from the main entrance. “Technically I stopped you before you did any stealing, so what’d I be arresting you for other than bad fucking sense?” She knocks once on the appropriate side door, then yanks it open. “Katerina! Gregory! Yueque! Who’s here today?”

Yueque looks up from behind the counter, black hair pulled back in a neat braid and an exasperated look in her dark eyes. “All of us, Knife. We’re all here. Like we usually are.”

“Great!” Kia drags the no longer shifty, currently very confused man toward the counter. “This is my new friend, whose name I don’t actually know.”

“Viktor,” the man manages, looking around like he’s expecting people with swords to jump out of the corners, which is very normal for the rest of the Guild but not so much in this part of it.

“Viktor,” Kia says with a serious nod. “His daughter is sick.”

Yueque goes immediately from glaring at Kia to smiling at Viktor, radiating concern. “That’s terrible. I’m so sorry to hear it. What are her symptoms?”

“I—we can’t—I don’t have any money,” Viktor stammers, looking like he’s about five steps behind everyone else and trying to catch up while both his legs are tangled in a sack.

“That’s all right,” Yueque says reassuringly. “We don’t need your money.”

“The Warrior’s Guild runs a free public hospital.” Kia slowly releases her grip on Viktor’s wrist since it seems like he’s too bewildered to make a break for it. “Yueque is one of our healers.”

“We’re here to help,” Yueque says into the ensuing silence. Viktor seems like he just took a hard hit to the head, eyes flicking back and forth between Kia and Yueque in confused suspicion. He looks around at the clean white walls and inhales the herbal scent of medicines and finally something clicks, his shoulders dropping so obviously Kia expects to hear them hit the ground.

“You’re not arresting me?” he asks Kia again.

“Nope,” Kia says, ignoring the question in Yueque's glare. “Helping you, actually.”

He nods, digesting that. “I really don’t need to pay?” he asks Yueque, voice wavering with hope.

“You don’t. We accept donations from those who wish to make them, but the hospital is funded by the Guild for the good of the city.” She offers him an encouraging smile. “We’ll do our best to help your daughter.”

Viktor melts a little, relief pouring off him in waves. “Please,” he says, bracing one hand on the counter as his knees wobble. “Thank you for helping.”

“It’s what we’re here for,” Kia says, slapping him on the back and then shaking his shoulder until he makes eye contact. “Anything you need, you tell Yueque, all right? You need work? You tell her. The Guild can find something. You just need money? We can do that.” To Yueque she adds, “We should send him home with a basket.”

Yueque eyes Viktor’s hollow cheeks and nods. “I’ll send someone to the kitchen.”

“Good,” Kia says, satisfied. She gives Viktor a mock-stern look. “Next time you get the urge to do something extremely ill-advised, come to the Guild first.”

“Noted,” Viktor says with the beginnings of a smile. “Thank you, Knife.”

“You’re welcome.” Kia pats his arm. “Now eat your damn flatbread.”

Viktor does. Kia leaves him there in Yueque’s capable hands, because unlike some people, she still hasn’t had breakfast.

***
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“MORNING!”

Kia glances up from her plate toward the familiar, surprising voice, and waves to Lucían (also known as The Flame; also known as The Man Who Married Kia’s Best Friend and Former Lover; also known as Niño; also known as That Adorable Baby Monk Who Blushes At Everything—Kia likes nicknames, all right?), who looks sunbrowned from three months out on patrol and otherwise no worse for wear. She has just enough manners not to greet him with her mouth full of meat pie, so she washes it down with her tea as he settles into the seat across from her.

“Morning, niño,” she says when she’s no longer in danger of spitting food across the table. “You two just get back?”

“Yesterday afternoon,” he says, shifting on his chair with a tiny wince. “Mama said to tell you hello.”

“That’s nice of her,” Kia says, giving him a more thorough once-over. There are the shadows of bruises on his wrists, and half of a bite mark peeking out from under the gray leather collar he wears constantly. They’re the kind of marks that would be worrying if he wasn’t smiling to himself absently and his eyes weren’t half-glazed. As it is, the bruises are just sweet. “You and Glory missed dinner last night, then.”

“Hm?” Lucían looks up from his porridge, blinks, and blushes, eyes tracking across the room to a tall, blonde silhouette. “Yeah, we—she wanted to eat in our room.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Yeah, Kia bets she had an appetite. She also bets it wasn’t for food, not with how Lucían can’t quite sit comfortably. She’d tease him about it, but somehow in spite of being married to and regularly fucked senseless by Glory of the Snow (also known as the She-Wolf; also known as Kia’s Best Friend and Former Lover; also known as How Dare You Be So Fucking Tall, Make Yourself Useful and Grab the Knife on the High Shelf For Me) for the last several years, the kid persists in being hilariously unable to talk about sex without turning the color of a ripe tomato. Getting raised in a cloister will do that to you. 

Would it help if she reminded him that she used to be the one getting fucked senseless by Glory on the regular? Hm. Probably not.

“Knife!” Ah, there’s the fuck-er in question, sweeping over with two full plates and a bright smile on her face. “Oh, we missed you, come here.”

Kia leans across the table for an awkward hug and several cheek kisses. Glory looks good, her side-shave grown out and due for a trim, her freckles darkened with sun, and the flush from what was probably a morning round of sex leaving her neck pink under her gray leather collar. The collar is a match to Lucían’s down to the enameled silver pendant affixed to the center, or rather, Lucían’s is a match to Glory’s, since hers came first and then Glory decided to (metaphorically) piss all over the kid by making him wear a collar that clearly says, “Mine.” Good for both of them! 

It’s good to see Glory; she’s absolutely glowing, both in the well-fucked way that Kia’s intimately acquainted with and the newer, less familiar way that has the Guild Armorer Apollo refining the design for some extra reinforced panels to lace into her corselet. Not a moment too soon, either.

“You’re about to pop at the seams, my girl,” Kia says with a grin, watching Glory sit with slightly less grace than usual. “How far along are you now?”

“Four months,” Glory says proudly around a cheese roll, one hand resting on the curve of her belly.

“We think,” Lucían adds, watching Glory like she’s the best thing he’s ever seen in his life, which she probably is. “It’s hard to tell for sure, from what Sister Abigail says in her letters, so it could be closer to three months.”

“If it’s three months then we’re having a simply enormous baby,” Glory says, the cheese roll now demolished to crumbs. “I don’t think I’d be showing yet if it was three months.”

“I look forward to meeting our giant baby regardless of when she comes,” Lucían says, in the tones of someone who’s made this joke many times before and will be making it many times in the future.

“Of course you do,” Glory says with the same cadence, leaning over to kiss him on the temple. “With you as the father she’ll be perfect.”

Lucían goes almost as red as he would if Glory had announced the previous night’s sexual adventures to the table, ducking his head in an utterly useless attempt to hide it. He leans into her almost unconsciously, his eyes on the hand Glory still has absently resting on her stomach. They’re a perfect picture, love and happiness coming off of them like the heat from a fire, and Kia has to look down at her mug to cover a short stab of...

Well.

It’s not like she’s jealous, not exactly. She’s not jealous of Glory, because Lucían’s a cute kid and all, but Kia’s never been into men, no matter how nicely their black hair bounces into ringlet curls or how their brown eyes sparkle when they laugh. She’s not jealous of Lucían, either, though that would make more sense given how he swooped in to marry the first love of Kia’s life. No point in being jealous, really—she and Glory had several very good years together and are still best friends. They were never going to work out long-term, for a monumental reason: Glory wanted kids and Kia wanted to be able to corrupt other people’s kids and then hand them back. She’s happy for Glory that she found someone who wanted her babies, and she’s happy for Lucían that Glory stole him out of that shitty fucking monastery to give him the orgasms he deserves. Their kid won’t have the same kind of auntie network Kia grew up with, and she’s determined to make up for that herself. She’s genuinely so, so happy for them!

She’s just also maybe, deep down in her heart-of-hearts, a little cranky that she doesn’t have someone who looks at her like she’s the answer to all the questions they didn’t know they had. She’s just as cute and funny and deadly as Glory is! Where’s her eternally devoted partner? Where’s the woman who wants to throw Kia over her shoulder and carry her off to a soft surface for an enthusiastic mutual exchange of pussy-eating, who’ll then fall asleep with her head pillowed on one of Kia’s very nice tits? Who does a woman have to stab to get a girlfriend around here?

It’s not jealousy.

It’s envy.

Kia sighs and eats another meat pie, trying not to be too grumpy about it. Sure, her dry spell has lasted fucking years, but that’s no reason to take it out on her happily married friends. She could find someone to have sex with easily enough—Kia knows her way around the flower-seeker scene; remember how far she got with the ribbon-seller this morning?—but somehow in her thirties no-strings-attached sex stopped being as fun. Not that it’s not still fun! She’s very good in bed, and proud of it! 

It’s just not enough anymore. Kia thinks she might want to settle down with a nice girl, to have someone to share a bed with every night and to build a bunch of inside jokes with. She doesn’t want a quick lay. She wants something that’s going to last.

Ugh. She’s gone soft. She’s got feelings now. Gross. Kia drinks some tea, like she can wash away all her romantic inclinations with it, and refocuses on Glory.

“How long are you back?” See? Kia can be friendly and normal! Look at how much she’s not taking out her weird envy issues on her friends!

“Not sure,” Lucían says, taking pity on Glory and her need to eat two entire breakfasts in the timeframe usually allocated to one. “I think we’ll stay in Knightsrest for a while, though. We don’t want to be caught out on the road when the baby comes.”

“I’ve asked for nothing further than Granite Falls for a year,” Glory adds, already having devoured half a plate. “We’ll see where they need me. You?”

Kia shrugs, washing down her last bite with the dregs of her tea. “I have a meeting with the Triad after breakfast. No idea what it’s about, though. Could be an errand across town, could be a mission that has me in disguise for six months.”

“Ah, the daring life of a Guild member.” Glory lifts her mug in salute. “Best of luck to you, wherever you end up.”

“I hope for your sake it doesn’t involve camping,” Lucían tells her cheerfully, and just as cheerfully dodges the bread crust she throws at him.

“You’ve been back for one day,” she hisses, hiding her smile. “One day, and you’re already acting like a little shit.”

“I learned it from you,” he says with a wide grin. “You have no one to blame but yourself.”

That is unfortunately true. Kia doesn’t have to admit it out loud, though, so she makes a rude noise and stalks off to take her dishes back to the kitchen. What a horrible boy Lucían’s turned into, so sarcastic, so different from the shy, terrified monk she met when he was right out of the monastery. His holy brothers wouldn’t even recognize him now, the little fucker.

She’s so proud of him.

***
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“KIDNAPPINGS?”

“Kidnappings, plural,” the Shark confirms in his deep voice, pushing a stack of paperwork across the table.

“Technically we don’t know if they’re kidnappings,” the Banshee says, drumming her fingernails on the arm of her chair. “There haven’t been any attempts at ransom, so right now they’re just disappearances.”

“But given the range of ages and family backgrounds we think there’s something else going on.” This is from the Lioness, worry in the lines around her dark eyes. “We always see some runaways—”

“Eloping without parental permission, following a dream job kind of thing,” the Banshee elaborates.

“—the numbers on this, though?” The Lioness shakes her head, the salt-and-pepper cloud of her hair swishing against her shoulders. “Too high. Too many people.”

“The local magistrates?” Kia asks, flipping through the accumulated letters from desperate families begging for help finding their missing children, wives, brothers. Oh, this is a lot.

“Officially?” The Shark snorts. “No evidence of foul play.”

“Have they looked for evidence of foul play?” Kia asks with an arched eyebrow, already knowing the answer.

“There’s no evidence of them having looked for evidence,” the Lioness says dryly. “Which is possibly why this has been going on for over a year before word made it here.”

Kia makes a noise that communicates her opinion on that situation. A good magistrate is worth their weight in salt. A bad magistrate is worse than not having one at all.

“You’ll be going in alone,” the Shark tells her, following the paperwork with a heavy coin pouch. “Find out what’s happened. Send a raven if you need backup and we’ll have more people there as soon as we can, but we don’t have an official presence in Southport so we want to keep this quiet.”

There’s subtext there, and Kia takes a moment to suss it out. “You think the magistrates might be in on it?”

“We think that if forty-three people disappear in a fifteen month timeframe and there’s no evidence of foul play it would behoove anyone investigating to assume the magistrates are not to be trusted.” The Banshee furrows her brow in frustration. “Even if they’re not in on it, I wouldn’t trust them not to hamper you in some other way.”

“Got it.” Kia straightens the papers with a few sharp taps against the table. “I go in quiet, I figure out what’s happening, and if I can’t take care of it on my own, I write to you.”

“I knew we could count on you,” the Lioness says, as though a great weight has lifted from her shoulders. “Do you need a horse?”

Kia makes a face at the idea of spending three fucking weeks on the back of a fucking horse. She’d probably have to camp. In the woods. Gross. “No horse,” she says, already running through her mental list of non-horse related travel methods. “I’ll let you know when I head out.”

“Good luck,” the Shark says with a nod. “We have every faith in you.”

“I won’t let you down.” Kia bows, a familiar prickling of anticipation at the base of her skull. A fresh assignment? All for her?

She can’t wait to get started.

***
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KIA HAS TO WAIT SEVERAL days to get started, actually. There’s packing to do and travel to arrange; weapons to sharpen (not that she lets her knives get dull but it’s the principle of the thing) and friends to bid farewell. Lucían insists on making her up a six month supply of the herbal pills he invented that take away her monthly blood, which are extremely popular with the half of the Guild that bleeds regularly. Kia appreciates his thoughtfulness, but six months’ worth? That’s almost certainly overkill, and she tells him as much when he shows up outside her quarters with a basket of medications and a determined expression.

“You don’t know how long you’ll be away,” he says stubbornly in Lengua, passing over the wax sealed wooden box. “I’d rather you have too many than run out in the middle of a case and have to deal with... personal issues on top of an investigation.”

“You make medications that stop me from bleeding out my crotch but you still can’t say what they’re for, niño?” Kia teases in the same language, enjoying their shared tongue.

“Everyone calls it something different!” Lucían protests, going red. “Glory calls it her monthlies, the Wall calls it her moon time, you just call it bleeding—”

“Technically I think I call it, ‘Oh, fuck, I’m bleeding again.’”

“—and the last time I even hinted at mentioning it to a female patient she refused to look me in the eye for the rest of the time we talked,” Lucían continues as though she hadn’t spoken, because he’s learned exactly how full of bullshit she tends to be. “I’d rather talk around it than risk getting it wrong.”

“Poor bebé,” Kia croons, leaning over to pinch his cheeks. “Such a hard life for the first magical healer outside of his monastery.”

Lucían endures this with extreme dignity, because at some point in the last three years he’s learned that outward reactions only make her teasing worse. (Look, he’s like the little brother she never had. She’s allowed.) “I also brought some concentrated healing potions,” he says, the words slightly slurred due to the cheek-pinching. “And some wound salve. Cough remedies. Oh, and the hard candies are for seasickness.”

Kia frees him from her cheek-pinching reign of terror to investigate the rest of his basket. “Who told you I’d need seasickness candy?” If someone’s been spreading tales...

“We had to take a boat out to that bandit hideout on the big lago a year ago and you looked like you were about to puke the whole time.” Lucían sounds like he’s been waiting to make fun of her ever since and has finally found his opportunity. “And you hate horses, so you’re either taking a barge or a carriage out to Southport, and neither one of those is known to be a stomach-calming experience.”

“Anyone ever tell you you’re a nosy pequeño shit with too much time on his hands?” She says this like a complaint, but Kia plans to pack the seasickness candies and will stab anyone who tries to take them.

“You do,” Lucían says with a smirk, “but it’s been a while since last time, so it’s nice to hear it again.” He squeezes her shoulder, face going solemn. “Be careful?”

“I’ve been doing this longer than you, you know.” Kia pats his hand and whips it into a wrist lock, mostly out of habit. “I’ll be fine, niño. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“I worry about everything,” Lucían says, breaking and reversing the wrist lock. Her little baby monk! All grown up and putting her in wrist locks! Such achievement! “I think you’ll find I’ll worry about you regardless of whether or not I have to.”

“Sí, I realized it was a silly thing to say as soon as it was out of my mouth.” Kia escapes the lock and punches his shoulder lightly. “You wanna go spar as long as I’m still around?”

“You just want an excuse to beat me up for daring to remember you get seasick,” Lucían says, already pulling the door open for her.

“Maybe,” Kia allows, following him out, “but you’re coming along with me willingly, so which one of us is the fool here?”

“If I say you, you’ll just try to make me cry, so...”

Kia swipes at him. Lucían ducks, dodges when she comes back for another swipe, then takes off running down the hall. Kia chooses to keep her dignity and does not give chase. She’ll get her revenge in the sparring ring, like a mature Guild elder.

Yes, she’s probably going to get some of her revenge by licking her finger and sticking it in Lucían’s ear, but that can be part of being a mature Guild elder, too.

***
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“DO YOU THINK YOU’LL be back in time for the birth?” Glory asks, heaving herself out of the extra-hot pool in the public Guild baths and into the warm pool. Apparently she’s not supposed to spend much time in the extra-hot pool now that she’s pregnant, which sounds like some bullshit to Kia, although she knows back home there’d be a dozen aunties making sure Glory never got into the extra-hot pool to begin with. It’s nice not to have every decision second-guessed, but Kia can’t help but wish the Guild had more aunties, especially since she’s about to head out and leave Glory behind.

Again.

“That’s what, five or six months away?” Kia’s still happily boiling in the extra-hot bath, where she intends to stay, since (unlike some people) she’s not pregnant and is never going to be pregnant. “If I can’t solve a kidnapping in five months, I won’t be coming back at all, because I’ll be dead.”

Glory makes a thinking noise. “You could be cursed instead of dead.”

“Yeah, fair,” Kia says, conceding the point. “I’ll try not to end up either.”

“See that you don’t,” Glory says, a little bit too crisply, and Kia lifts her gaze to find the woman commonly known as the She-Wolf wiping her eyes, lower lip trembling. Glory catches her looking and shakes her head, blonde hair slipping loose from her braid to stick to her freshly shaved undercut (courtesy of Kia). “Sorry, ignore it, I’m fine.” She inhales hard, blinking furiously. “I started thinking about you actually dying and the baby makes me feel all my feelings five times as hard.”

“I’m not gonna die,” Kia says with a fond eye roll. “Here, kneel up.”

Glory does, water sluicing down between her breasts (pregnancy is definitely doing nice things there) and over the curve of her belly. Kia takes a second to enjoy the view (just because they haven’t had that kind of relationship in years doesn’t mean they stopped appreciating their shared hotness) and focuses on her goal.

“Hey,” she says sharply to Glory’s protruding stomach and whoever’s living inside it. “I’m not gonna die. Stop making your mom so worried.”

Glory laughs, sloshing back into the pool. “Thank you. I’m sure she’ll listen to you.”

“And when she doesn’t, I’ll hand her back and make her your problem,” Kia tells her, somewhere between reassuring and ominous.

“I would expect nothing less,” Glory says, settling against the wall of the bath. Kia takes the opportunity to study her in the lamplight. She’s not almost-crying anymore, but there’s still a line of tension in her shoulders. Hmpf. Feelings.

“Hey.” Kia extends her hand across the water-warmed wall between them, wiggling her fingers until Glory takes it. “I’ll be okay. I promise I’ll be back in time for you to break all my fingers while you’re pushing out your giant baby and for Lucían to heal me afterward while you apologize.”

“I’ll try not to break your fingers,” Glory says loyally.

“I appreciate the thought, but you’re absolutely going to break my fingers,” Kia says with a squeeze. “I’ll get my revenge by sneaking your kid knives all the time. I’m gonna be the best, worst aunt.”

“I would definitely expect nothing less,” Glory says with half a smile. She goes quiet, her thumb playing across Kia’s fingers. “I know this is your specialty and what you’re good at, I really do know that, but I’m just...” Her free hand moves—Kia can’t see where, but she’d bet money Glory’s palming her stomach under the water. “I’m having a hard time with the idea of you going out there alone.” 

“You used to go out alone,” Kia points out without rancor. “For literally months. In the woods.”

“And now that I’m married to a lovely little worrywart I can’t imagine doing it anymore.” Glory shrugs. “Between that and how the baby apparently makes me think no one should be alone, ever...” She makes a tch sound, obviously annoyed with herself. “Silly of me.”

“Nah, it makes sense,” Kia says, trying to sound breezy instead of like someone who’d just taken a metaphorical punch to the heart. It’s not Glory’s fault she accidentally poked a bruise. “I’m sure if I had a devoted wife to follow me around I’d agree with you.” 

Glory lifts her head, eyes sharpening, and Kia replays what just came out of her mouth. That was definitely more wistful and bitter than she’d intended. Fuck.

“You want that,” Glory says, gentle, inescapable, and very much not a question. There’s a thread of a familiar wistfulness behind the words, something that hooks behind Kia’s ribs and gently tugs.

“Maybe,” she grumbles, because just because they’re talking about her feelings doesn’t mean she has to be happy about it. Glory hums an acknowledgment, willing to wait for an answer until the bathing hall crumbles to dust around them, which would make a huge mess and probably Kia would pass out from the heat before then, so she complains internally a bit and adds, “It might be something I’ve been thinking about lately.”

“Mmmhmmmm?” Glory hums in an encouraging way.

Kia gives her a baleful glare. “If you start getting all smug just because you’re happily fucking married—”

“I was smug before then,” Glory says cheerfully, dragging Kia’s hand close and pressing a kiss to the back of it. “Listen. You’re a lovely, loving person, and someday you’ll find someone who sees and appreciates that.” Her green eyes are soft and fond in a way that makes Kia want to squirm. “I know I appreciated it.”

“Yeah, well.” Kia tries to look annoyed, aware she’s failing. “I would have married you if you didn’t want kids.”

“And I would have married you if you wanted them,” Glory says, an easy call-and-response. “And now I have Lucían and you’re free to find someone else to join you in happy, eternal auntie-hood, which you’re going to, because you’re great and loyal and really bendy and scarily good with knives.”

“You sound confident,” Kia says, touched and amused.

“I only speak the truth,” Glory says cheerfully, giving Kia’s hand another kiss before releasing her grip. “When you find your person I get to say I told you so.”

“Assuming I find my person—” Kia starts.

“Which you will,” Glory insists.

“—then I will consider it fair for you to tell me you told me so,” Kia finishes, slightly louder. She follows this up by yawning so hugely she goes lightheaded, blinking furiously to get the spots out of her vision. “Okay, that’s bathtime over for me.”

“Please don’t pass out in the bath,” Glory pleads as they both slosh their way out of the water. “The baby makes me worry about enough already. I don’t need to add more to the list.”

“I’ll do my best,” Kia promises, tossing a towel over her shoulder. “Are you already worrying about me slipping and falling on the tile?”

“Well, I am now,” Glory complains, tweaking her ear in revenge. Kia dodges with a smile. Yeah, she may be sleeping alone and about to head out on a mission that will leave her even more alone, but she has friends she loves and is loved by in turn. Even if she never has more than that, she can manage.

(Not that she has much of a choice.)
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Chapter 2
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EVENTUALLY THE PREPARATIONS are done and the goodbyes are said and Kia promises on five separate occasions to write regularly and then she’s on a barge, wind in her braids and Lucían’s seasickness hard candy tucked into her cheek. It’s a month by public carriage to Southport, three-ish weeks if you ride a horse and make your own schedule, and a little over two weeks by water. The Whitefish River is wide and calm as it winds across the plains between the Knightsrest Mountains and the Southern Sea, which means the barge can sail all night in good weather. It’s the best way to travel, as long as you don’t mind heaving your guts up for the first couple days. She’s not even heaving this time, thanks to her own personal magic apothecary! What luxury!

The barge mostly runs cargo, but there are enough people willing to pay for passage that it has a small passenger section and a raised deck for watching the scenery. The deck has a couple of wooden chairs permanently bolted down under a small awning, which is ideal for sightseeing and also for reading through the reports the Guild sent with her. Kia uses it for both, though mostly for reading.

There are a lot of reports.

Kia starts with the summary from the Guild, though she knows most of it from her meeting with the Triad. Forty-three people have disappeared within fifteen months and the local magistrates don’t find it worth investigating. There’s a list of the suspected victims and letters from many of the families, which she cross-references with said list. Not everyone wrote a letter, but whoever in Southport reached out to the Guild was organized enough to include the names and neighborhoods of every family involved. When she reaches the city she’ll talk to all of them herself, but for now she learns what she can.

Some thirty-one letters in six languages later (Guild translations provided for the three languages Kia can’t read), she concludes that this is going to be a squirrely bastard of a case. There’s no connection that makes the disappearances coalesce into something that makes sense. The missing people vary in age from fourteen to sixty-seven; some are from rich families and others from poor ones. There have been no ransom notes, and none of the missing people have turned up dead. It’s good that none of them have turned up dead, obviously, but the letters note other people have turned up dead in the fifteen months since the first report, so if some of the murder victims/cart accidents/people who got really drunk and then fell off a curb had been among those reported missing, it would at least narrow some things down.

The only connection—and calling it a connection is stretching the definition of the word—is that the victims all disappeared while out and about, rather than being snatched from their beds. It’s a bit of a relief, honestly. There’s a difference between grabbing someone out on the street and breaking into their house to do it. Snatching someone from a market is easy to hide if you know what you’re doing. Invading homes requires a level of brutality and funding that Kia doesn’t see at play here—forty-three people disappearing may be something the magistrates can overlook, but forty-three home invasions? That's a completely different, much more complicated thing to organize.

The lack of violence in the disappearances and the lack of bodies both give her the hope that she’s looking for forty-three people, not forty-three corpses. Kia thinks she can say that whoever did this (working off the assumption that it’s one group, assumption subject to change as the evidence accumulates) wanted these people alive. Alive is good. Alive means reunions and happy endings. Kia doesn’t always get to provide those, not to everyone, not with the cases she tends to work. She hopes she gets that this time. She hopes these forty-three people and their families get that, too.

***
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EVERY TIME THE BARGE puts into port Kia wanders the local markets. It’s good to get off of the boat to stretch her legs (Lucían’s seasickness candies mean she’s having a much better time than usual, but it’s still a fucking boat), but every day closer to Southport gives her valuable information. Kia takes jobs when the Guild needs subtlety, someone who can pass unnoticed, can get in quick and get out before the target knows what’s happened. When she gets to Southport, she’s going to fucking disappear, and she needs to know exactly how to do it.

So.

Reconnaissance.

Kia leaves behind her leathers and (most of) her knives, meandering about in the bright printed dresses she grew up wearing. She trains her ear for the shift in the pidgin as she makes her way south, more Lengua and Tuseme and Dhoo Jonam, even some of the Eastern languages making an appearance as the Norka and Sprache drop away. The weather gets hotter and the clothes change to accommodate it, looser silhouettes and shorter hemlines. 

Three days out from Southport one of the markets has mangoes, aromatic and ripe. Kia buys half a dozen from Mama Aicheng, the stall owner, after sharing every piece of gossip about the lake communities in Knightsrest so Mama Aicheng could tell the rest of her auntie network, and eats two of them hanging over the side of the boat so the juice can drip down her elbow into the river. She hasn’t had good mangoes in years, not since her work took her to Knightsrest and kept her there, too far north for the fruit to travel and still be edible. She hasn’t been part of the market auntie network in years, either, hasn’t gossiped in Dhoo Jonam with women who look like family. She’s not happy that forty-three people have disappeared under unusual circumstances, but two markets later she finds a stall selling proper pilau rice and decides that there’s no sin in enjoying the benefits of traveling south as long as she does her best to solve the initial problem that brought her there.

Which she will. Kia’s good at her job.

When the boat docks at Southport, the Knife doesn’t exist. It’s no representative of the Warrior’s Guild that steps onto the well-worn wood, only a woman, skirt swishing around her ankles and her brown skin gleaming in the humid ocean-salt air. She’s one of many women with braided hair and brown skin and bright dresses, and Kia glides into the crowd with a practiced ease. No one so much as spares her a glance. She might as well be invisible.

Kia smiles to herself, a sharp little thing.

Time to get to work.

***
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KIA FINDS AN INN ON the edges of the rougher part of the city, a couple streets away from the red-light district. The room is small but clean, with a window looking out at an alley and the roof of the next building over. She’ll miss having an attached bathing room, but when she’s working she mostly uses her room for sleeping. It’ll do fine.

Kia eats lunch in the public hall downstairs, a spiced seafood soup that tastes like something her grandmother might have made, and keeps her ears pricked the whole time. The pidgin here is rounder, the vowels smoother, and she spends an hour training herself on it before she heads out into the city proper. Southport is sprawling, built on both halves of the Whitefish river where it meets the bay, and Kia wants to get a feel for the layout before she starts interviewing families.

This turns out to be a good instinct, because the place is a fucking maze. Apparently the river delta wanders a bit, and therefore the buildings wander a bit too.

“Every time there’s a big flood things move around,” an old bead-seller tells her in Tuseme, happy to share gossip after Kia’s proper greetings. “Everything out in the river is built on pilings, you know, and sometimes the waters wash away the buildings but the pilings are still there, so you get something else when people decide they want a place to build.”

“Seems dangerous,” Kia comments, letting her fingers run over a satisfyingly smooth hank of red glass seed beads.

“Mostly just for the buildings, mashallah,” the old woman assures her. “The people have boats and good sense. Docktown’s a mess, though, so get good directions before you go in or you might be in there longer than you mean to be.”

Good advice, freely given. Kia tucks it away into the back of her head, clasps the bead seller’s hand in thanks, and heads immediately for Docktown, because if there’s a huge mess to be found, Kia wants to worm her fingers into it.

Around half an hour later, Kia has to admit that calling Docktown a mess was selling it short. Docktown looks like someone threw a handful of twigs at the ground and used the result as a guideline for building layouts. It’s impressively inconsistent. There are fully-finished buildings that wouldn’t look out of place in Knightsrest just across a wooden bridge from fifteen shanties that appear to mostly be held up by each other. Kia can memorize even the weirdest city layout in half a day, and she estimates it’ll take her at least two just to figure out this one neighborhood.

It’s a perfect place to disappear.

More accurately, it’s a perfect place to take someone if you want them to disappear.

Kia stands on the edge of a stone seawall, eyes on a floating city, and she wonders.

***
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“AND SHE JUST SAID SHE was going to the market?”

“Same as every Tuesday,” the woman says, dark shadows under her haunted, worried eyes. Her name is Caroline; her missing daughter is Margaret. Margaret has been gone a month and ten days, and it looks like Caroline hasn’t slept since.

“What market does she usually go to?” Kia asks, making sure she speaks in the present tense. As far as they know Margaret’s alive, and Kia’s not about to destroy Caroline’s hope.

“The one two streets over, in the plaza with the rainwater cistern,” Caroline says, her hands busy as she speaks. She’s a lacemaker, and Margaret helped with the family business up until she disappeared. The house shows signs of a recent deep-cleaning and the embroidered collar and cuffs of Caroline’s otherwise sensible dress are pressed to perfection. Kia thinks, as she watches Caroline do utterly incomprehensible things with tiny bobbins of thread, that probably it’s not so much that Caroline has been doing the work of two people as it is that she wants to keep busy. If Kia’s daughter had disappeared under mysterious circumstances, she’d want to keep busy, too.

“Does she ever go to any other markets?”

Caroline squints at her bobbins, chewing her lower lip. “There’s one over near the docks with a statue of a mermaid? It’s bigger, and right where the fishing boats come in, so sometimes on special occasions she’ll go over there for really fresh fish, but...”

“But it was a normal Tuesday,” Kia finishes for her. “So she probably went to the market with the cistern. Do you remember what time?”

Early morning, before it got hot. How long was she usually gone? About an hour. How long before you got worried? Two hours. Did anyone in the market see anything? Not that they told Caroline. Did Margaret have any friends who might get into trouble? A lover? Would her father have tried to get her to visit? Not that Caroline knew of; no lover; Margaret’s father is out to sea and won’t be back for another month. 

Kia works her way through her usual questions—same as she has for the other three families she’s interviewed today—and she comes away with nothing particularly useful—same as the other three families she’s interviewed today. It’s been nearly the same story; no suspicious friends or lovers, nothing out of the ordinary until someone went out and didn’t come back. Not a lot for someone to go on even if they did care about it, unlike the local magistrates.

The problem, Kia thinks as she makes her way to the market with the cistern, is twofold; Southport was not built with any sort of plan in mind, which means it’s a total fucking maze, and there are so many people in that maze it’s impossible to keep track of them. It’s a major trading port, so people come in on boats and go out on boats with the cargo; people come into the city to start businesses and they leave the city to expand their businesses. She could probably knock someone out, hide them on a boat, and leave them to wake up eight hours later and a hundred miles away without even trying very hard.

(Granted, Kia’s aware that she’s better at knocking people out and sneaking than a lot of folks are, so her “not trying very hard” is another person’s “struggling to manage.” The point still stands, though.)

If the kidnapped people were put on boats, then her investigation is honestly fucked. Her best-case plan would be finding someone who was likely to become a victim and then tailing them around the city hoping they got kidnapped so she could follow them to whatever boat was being used for nefarious purposes. Kia forces herself to operate on the assumption that the victims are still in the city. If it becomes apparent that they aren’t then she’ll figure out the boat situation.

(Fuck, she really hopes she doesn’t have to figure out the boat situation.)

The market with the cistern is blessedly free of boats. It is unfortunately also free of useful information, though Kia does learn that Margaret was reasonably well-liked and that the neighborhood as a whole has banded together to make life as easy as possible on Caroline in the wake of her tragedy.

“Ah, pole, it’s such a shame,” a heavyset woman tells Kia in Dhoo Jonam, her gleaming brass bangles shining bright against the dark brown of her skin. “Margaret was a sweet girl, and so generous. She made this, you know.” She runs a hand over the scarf holding her locs back, brightly-colored flowers picked out in shining threads.

“And no one saw anything, Mama?” Kia asks, strongly reminded of an aunt she hasn’t seen in years.

“Not a thing, but there are so many alleys between here and there,” the woman with the bangles says, shaking her head. “We've been trying to keep a closer eye out since then.”

“Glad to hear it,” Kia says truthfully, glancing around the market. She’s overheard at least four languages here, northern and southern and at least one she thinks was eastern. In her childhood home everyone would already be keeping an eye on everyone else, but it’s admittedly harder to do that in a city with this many travelers compared to a small village market.

“Wish it wasn’t too little too late,” the woman says with a sigh, and then she eyes Kia over and reaches automatically for the lid of a simmering pot, the resemblance to her aunt suddenly even stronger. “Speaking of little, you look like you could use a good meal.”

“Well, I won’t say no,” Kia agrees cheerfully, because she smells spiced lentils in that pot and she hasn’t had good stew in ages. It would be rude to turn down the lentil stew of a respected older woman, obviously. Kia’s not happy about why she’s here, but as she digs into her bowl, she’s not mad about being in Southport itself.

***
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IT’S CLEAR THAT DAYTIME searches are not helping, so that night Kia changes into a well-tailored vest and trouser set in a deep blue, hides about five knives on her person, and sneaks out the window into the moonlit, salt-aired dark. The subterfuge might not be necessary, but you never want to be caught out by not doing subterfuge when you need it, hence the sneaking.

Kia climbs silently across three rooftops before dropping to the ground in a dark, empty nook that’s not quite deep enough to be an alley. She waits there for a crowd of slightly drunk sailors to stagger by and slips out behind them, using them for cover until she can peel off and join another, and then another, and then the street opens up into a plaza lit by red-shaded lanterns. A woman leaning over a balcony waves at Kia’s latest group of unknowing companions, and they pound up the stairs to the entrance with a cheer.

Kia follows them in. More people means more potential eyes on her, but it also means a lower likelihood of anyone looking at her in particular, especially when there’s a large number of loud men drawing their attention. With her hair tied up under a scarf and extra kohl around her eyes she hardly looks anything like the woman in bright dresses wandering around asking questions during daylight hours. She looks like someone who has coin to spend, which served her very well in brothels historically and does so now. A woman with gleaming brown hair and pale skin gives her outfit a once-over and practically teleports to her side, and a short conversation later they’re upstairs in a private room.

“What can I do for you tonight, Miss...?” the woman asks, hugging Kia’s arm in a way carefully calculated to nestle it between her breasts. It’s good technique. They’re also good breasts, and Kia flicks her eyes down to enjoy the view, because to do otherwise would be actively impolite.

“Call me Kara,” Kia says, ignoring the moaning coming through the wall from next door as they settle on a couch. “You?”

“Sophia, but...” Sophia leans in so her breath whispers against Kia’s ear. “You can call me whatever you like.”

“Sophia, then,” Kia says, squeezing Sophia’s leg just above the knee. “Share a drink with me?”

Sophia pours them both glasses of a pretty acceptable wine, and Kia enjoys both the wine and the warmth of having an attractive woman pressed against her side. (Yes, she’s here on business, but she’s not made of stone, and has she mentioned it’s been a while?) Sophia manages to nurse maybe two sips of her glass over the course of five minutes while making it look like she’s enjoying the wine immensely. Kia admires the skill, and also admires how soft Sophia’s hair is as she plays absently with a lock of it.

“What oils do you use for this?” she asks, giving it a gentle tug.

“Trade secret.” Sophia flutters her lashes.

“Fair enough,” Kia says with a grin, lounging against the arm of the couch. “I suppose you end up with a lot of secrets in your line of work.”

“Maybe I do,” Sophia says, leaning in with one hand indecently high on Kia’s thigh, the touch jolting further up between her legs in an interested pulse of heat. “A lady doesn’t kiss and tell.” She squeezes a little, letting her eyes fall to Kia’s mouth. It would be very distracting for the average client. Kia takes a moment to admire the technique, and also to enjoy any sex-related touching. It’s nice to pretend for a moment.

“Are you sure about that?” Kia makes a coin appear between her fingertips and resolutely ignores the disgruntled throb of her clit. “I pay very well for secrets.”

Sophia’s eyes track between the coin and Kia’s face several times, the coquettish look falling away into something much sharper. “Who do you work for?” she asks eventually, hand still braced on Kia’s thigh.

“Can’t say,” Kia says, not without regret. “I can tell you I’m not working for the magistrates, and I don’t want any information that’ll harm anyone. I’m here to help.”

Sophia scoffs, but she also snatches the coin and makes it disappear somewhere on her person as she sits up. “Everyone says they’re here to help, and most of them only mean themselves.”

Kia inclines her head in acknowledgment. “I just want to ask you some questions. You can answer or not as you please. I’ll pay for your time for the rest of the night, regardless.”

Sophia considers that for a long moment and finally nods. “You want a hand massage?” she asks nonsensically, and at Kia’s confused look, explains, “I think better when I have something to do with my hands, and you’re paying for the night, so...”

It takes three blinks before Kia can say, “Well, if hand massages are on offer?”

Sophia nods, something satisfied in the set of her shoulders, and they resettle a few moments later, facing each other on the couch with a towel spread over Kia’s trousers to protect them from the oil Sophia’s working into her palm. The urgent heat between Kia’s thighs settles down into a comfortable warmth, the touch intimate but not sexual. It’s been some time since Kia’s really had a sustained level of platonic touch this lovely in and of itself, the pleasant, smooth slide of Sophia’s fingers shivering over her skin to prickle the hair on the back of her neck.

“Strong,” Sophia comments idly, rubbing a firm circle into the muscle at the base of Kia’s thumb. “You work with your hands a lot?”

“You could say that,” Kia says, thinking about the five knives she has within reach and the varied ways she knows how to use all of them. She also thinks about the particular way she uses the largest knife that leaves a tendon in her hand sore and tight if she doesn’t stretch properly afterward, which is suddenly top of mind because Sophia’s found it and is pummeling it into submission. Fuck, fuck, ow, Kia loves it. “Damn, you’re good at this.”

“We get a lot of sailors in here and—you might be surprised to hear it—they love a hand massage,” Sophia says, preening at the compliment and at her own skill. She adds brutal pressure to a tiny knot. “Ask me your questions, definitely-not-Kara.”

Kia considers her options and decides to open with bluntness in the hope of receiving bluntness in return. “How much do you know about the disappearances that have been going on in Southport for the past year and a bit?”

Sophia’s brows furrow, though whether it’s at the question or at the tense place she’s found in Kia’s forefinger is anyone’s guess. “I know they’ve been happening,” she says slowly, more like she’s trying to remember than like she’s trying to come up with a lie. “It feels like everyone knows someone who’s gone missing, but I haven’t—it’s more that someone I know knows someone who knows someone who’s gone missing.” She waves around at the walls vaguely. “We try to go out in pairs, but all of us here are accounted for.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Kia says honestly. She hesitates while she tries to figure out the best way to ask the next question, relaxing into the massage while she thinks. “Have all the workers here been here a while?”

“Marinka just started a month ago,” Sophia says, and then the subtext of the question clicks. The glare she levels at Kia is impressive. “If you’re here to save us—” she spits, righteous anger boiling up in her voice, which is a pretty good sign that the thing Kia was worried about isn’t an issue, at least in this brothel.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Kia says, holding up her free hand apologetically, “it’s a genuine question. I don’t know how the brothels here are run, and I’ve seen every kind of setup, good and bad. I’m asking because I want to know whether or not I should keep an eye on any establishment in particular as I search.”

Sophia still looks suspicious, but gives a sharp little nod, acknowledging the point, if begrudgingly. “We’re all here because it was better than our other options, freely chosen.” She waves a hand vaguely at the window. “Better than gutting fish.”

Kia nods. “I fucking hate gutting fish.”

“It’s disgusting.” Sophia curls her lip, and they share a moment of mutual dislike. “All the brothels I know of are set up the same way. Indentures are illegal in Southport, not that some people don’t try to get around that, but we look out for each other.” At Kia’s interested noise she clarifies, “We have a system, going around to check in on the other houses once a month or so. If anything’s off, well...” She shrugs, her smile going sharp. “Justice is swift.”

“The magistrates?” Kia asks, already certain what the answer will be.

Sophia snorts. “Most of them are only good for taking bribes.”

“I get that impression,” Kia says wryly, sipping at her wine with her free hand. “Could a brothel bribe the magistrates to overlook the sudden addition of a bunch of new workers?”

Sophia’s nose wrinkles as she considers that. “I suppose, but I can’t imagine that they’d be able to bribe every other provider at the brothel, and every customer, and everyone who comes around to check up on things. I mean, when people try to bribe me, I just take their money and do whatever I was going to do in the first place.”

“Love that energy,” Kia says with genuine admiration. Sophia bats her eyelashes, preening playfully, and switches to massaging Kia’s other hand. “Is press-ganging an issue here?”

“The last time someone tried to press-gang a sailor they ended up keelhauled by the shipping guild,” Sophia says immediately. “And the time it happened before that there was an immediate mutiny and the ship came back into dock about two days later. It was huge gossip among the sailors downstairs. I’m not saying it never happens, I’m saying that it’s extremely frowned upon.” A pause. “Sometimes with knives.”

“Frowning upon something with knives is a good way to keep it from happening,” Kia says philosophically. She didn’t really think that press-ganging was the issue, mostly because she couldn’t imagine a ship that would have a desperate need for a sixty-year-old woman who walked with a cane—one of the victims whose family she interviewed earlier that day—but it was worth asking. “Where would you go if you wanted to disappear in Southport?”

“Well, it’s a big enough city that you could probably move across the river and hide pretty effectively,” Sophia says, nicely summarizing the main issue Kia’s dealing with. “But if I really wanted to make sure no one could find me? I’d go to Docktown.”

Kia remembers the sprawling piers and boardwalks with a nod. “I’ll keep looking, but if I hit up every brothel I’ll start drawing attention. Do you think you could ask around for me? See if anyone’s noticed anything suspicious? I’ll pay you, and whoever else has any information.”

Sophia’s thumbs dig into Kia’s palm, her lips pursed thoughtfully. “How many people have disappeared?”

“Forty-three. That we know of.”

Sophia’s frown returns, not directed at Kia this time. “That’s awful.” She glances up, determination in the set of her jaw. “Yeah, I’ll see what I can find out. Give me a few days?”

“Send for me at the inn across from the dolphin statue as soon as you have anything and I’ll be here in a flash,” Kia says, relieved to have the beginnings of a lead. Sophia nods and works over the meat at the heel of her hand, thumbs sliding up along the tendons of her wrist. Gods, Kia didn’t know she was missing out on hand massages in her life before now, but now that she knows there’s no going back.

“Are you sure you don’t want to fuck?” Sophia asks, breaking the comfortable silence. She runs a fingertip over the blunted tips of Kia’s nails, flashing a smirk. “These tell me you’re at least an occasional flower-seeker, so I’m pretty sure you can actually get me off.”

Kia laughs, startled and delighted. “I’m a full-time flower-seeker, so you’re not wrong, but...” She considers Sophia for a moment, the gleam of her hair, the honest appraisal on her pretty face, the curves of her body (again, the cleavage is perfectly engineered). She’s lovely. She’s attractive. She’s willing, pending a certain price negotiation. She even fucking offering.

“You’re not into it, are you?” Sophia asks, cocking her head slightly, her chestnut-brown curls brushing against the bare line of her shoulder. She doesn’t sound offended, more curious.

“I’m not not into it,” Kia assures her. “You’re very good at your job. I just...” She grumbles internally, trying to decide how honest to be, and then figures, Fuck it, people use working girls as confessionals all the time and she's at least paying well. “I’m at the age where I want something serious.”

“Oh, yuck,” Sophia says immediately, making a face. She blinks and her eyes go wide. “I mean, that’s lovely for you, sorry, totally normal thing to want—”

“No, I get it,” Kia says, smothering a cackle. “I also think yuck and I’m the one that wants it. No, no, the hand massage for tonight is fine.”

“Suit yourself,” Sophia says with a shrug, going in for the wrist thing on the other hand. They chat a bit more, mostly about clothes (Sophia wants to know what’s in fashion further up the Whitefish River) before Kia drops a generous handful of coins on the table and makes her way back to where she’s staying. She climbs in through the window and gets undressed in her empty room. She washes her face in her empty room and coils up her braids in a protective scarf in her empty room and climbs into her empty bed in her empty room and stares at the ceiling feeling empty, empty, empty.

You chose this, she reminds herself in the darkness. You could have your head between a pretty woman’s legs right now, so you don’t get to be maudlin about shit.

Her heart reminds her that it can be maudlin about anything it wants, actually. Kia huffs and rolls over, mushing her face into the pillow. Fine, then. She’ll just maudlin herself to sleep.
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Chapter 3
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TWO MORE LONELY DAYS of unproductive interviews later, Kia decides that the project needs more direct action, which is a fancy way of saying she’s gonna sneak around and see what shady stuff she can turn up. The sneaking is happening in Docktown, specifically, and it’s happening after dark, and Kia’s wearing her leathers and most of her knives and feels more like herself than she has in a week.

She hasn’t found anything useful yet, but what she hasn’t found is interesting in and of itself: There’s a complete lack of magistrate’s offices or city guards or even guild halls, nothing that could be seen as a source of authority. Given the somewhat ephemeral nature of the construction in Docktown it makes sense not to build something super official, but not even a guardhouse or two? Every instinct Kia has says that if the disappeared people are still in the city, they’re here.

Somewhere.

Docktown is large enough to be a town if it stood on its own and not as a constantly endangered part of Southport, and Southport is huge to begin with. It's impossible to search alone—if she started at one end the kidnappers would be able to move locations before she ever made it to the other end. She needs information, a lead, anything, the search for which has had her eavesdropping at three progressively rougher bars. A series of overheard conversations and petty thieves led her to her current hangout, where she’s nursing a surprisingly good ale and keeping an eye on the door.

“You motherfucker!” someone yells above the general hubbub, which makes Kia momentarily think there might be a brawl, but a quick glance reveals the yell came from one of the (definitely illegal) gambling tables. There are cards scattered in front of an annoyed man, clearly thrown down in a temper, but he’s not stabbing anyone about it. Good. Kia didn’t want to have to step in. This chair is comfortable, and most of the customers here have forgotten she even exists. It’s the perfect place to eavesdrop from.

Two overheard conversations about selling stolen goods later, Kia’s mug is empty and she has the names of several reliable fences that have nothing to do with her investigation. She doesn’t particularly want to keep drinking, but she’s learned more about the seedy underbelly of the city in the last hour than she has in the last several days, so she’s not ready to leave the bar yet.

Three men swagger through the door, moving with the kind of body language that says they expect everyone else to get out of their way, which isn’t uncommon in places like this. What is uncommon is everyone actually getting out of the way, and it piques Kia’s interest. She takes a nonexistent sip of her ale as she tracks them to the bar, where one of them leans on the counter and the other two stand behind him looking intimidating. There’s a heated-looking conversation with the bartender, and he disappears into a back room with a sour look. When he returns it’s with an obviously heavy bag, which the leaning man accepts smugly and hands to one of the intimidating guys. The whole thing seems almost rehearsed, the bartender annoyed but not surprised.

Well. Looks like Kia just found a gang large enough to run a protection racket. How very, very interesting.

Empty mug abandoned on the nearest table, Kia makes her way across the room toward the door with a casual, too-careful gait, like she’s had slightly too much to drink and is resolutely pretending she’s perfectly sober. No one even glances at her, which leaves her free to tail the trio of men outside and then slip into the shadows with a practiced ease.

They stop at two more bars, which means Kia gets better acquainted with the alleys and rooftops of Docktown than she’d been previously, and in the process forms some very strong opinions about smells. She’s still debating whether fish guts smell better or worse based on fish type when the men swagger back onto the street, heading deeper into Docktown, away from the shore and the city proper. They move with an impressive lack of caution, like they think no one could possibly touch them, which Kia takes to mean that they’re either immensely foolish or very deep in their own territory.

Or both, she reflects, gliding along behind them on silent feet. Could be both.

The men confidently and/or foolishly lead her to a warehouse, which she was expecting based on past experience. Organized crime requires a surprising amount of warehouse space. It’s to the point that Kia looks askance at most warehouses now, instinctively feeling she should investigate them.

Tonight she’s definitely investigating, and she scales the side of a nearby building, tucking herself into the shadow of a chimney to scope out the situation. Rushing in knives-out is a fun technique but one she employs very rarely. You need a solid idea of what you’re getting your knives out at, and that takes patience and observation and—currently—finding a place to sit with the least amount of bird shit possible.

Ah, the life of a Warrior’s Guild member is truly one of adventure and mystique. Kia sighs and settles in for tonight's mysterious adventure, namely, “watching a warehouse in the dark for a while.”

Whatever gang she’s tracked down doesn’t just control the warehouse, they control a complex of other buildings built on and around the main structure, like barnacles on rocks. (Kia’s pretty sure that’s how barnacles work.) She can see figures moving inside occasionally, silhouetted against the light of lanterns or candles. There’s one window where she watches someone at a desk working on what she can only assume is difficult math, to judge by the number of times they throw down their writing implement to rub their face in clear frustration. She makes a note of that window specifically—she doesn’t know if this gang is related to the disappearances, but she should be able to figure it out pretty quickly if she can get her hands on their ledgers.

About half an hour later, Kia’s ass is asleep and she’s learned about as much as she’s going to learn from her current perch next to a seagull. She carefully stretches, limbering up as quietly as possible so as to not draw human attention or disturb the seagull, and when she can move without creaking she makes her way silently to the edge of the roof. It’s an easy climb down into an alley that smells mostly like salt water and only a little bit like piss, where she takes the opportunity to stretch more thoroughly, joints popping audibly over the slosh of water against pilings.

More and more crunchy every year, Kia thinks self-deprecatingly, rolling out her shoulders. At least it’s warm here. The worst part of following little Lucían up into the mountains to fight a necromancer wasn’t fighting the necromancer, it was how fucking cold she was all the time and how stiff it made her.

(Fighting the necromancer also very much sucked and she still has nightmares about it sometimes, but the fight was over quickly. The cold, though? That stuck around.)

When she’s no longer in danger of giving away her movements via her bones arguing with her loudly about what they’re being asked to do, Kia slips out of the alley and makes her way toward the warehouse warren. She wants to get a better idea of the scale of the operation, maybe see if she can find the window with the frustrated accountant, possibly steal a ledger. She’s not expecting to find forty-three kidnapped people of varying ages in the first place she looks, but if they’re obviously not here, she doesn’t need to waste more time on this lead.

It would be really nice if the forty-three kidnapped people were inside this warehouse, though. It would also be convenient and speedy. Kia could return them to their families. All positives!

Kia climbs a series of roofs up until she can peek through a high window into the warehouse. Unfortunately, it does not immediately contain forty-three kidnapped people, and she sighs. It was worth a shot. She sticks around for a few more minutes, making sure that there’s nothing interesting going on (like a loud conversation happening right below her chosen window about forty-three kidnapped people). No such luck, unfortunately, and she slips away across the rooftop, leaving the uninteresting warehouse behind.

The window with the frustrated accountant is a few minutes of climbing away, and when Kia gets there it’s still bright with lamplight. She presses herself against the wall and uses one of her knives as a mirror, rotating the blade to and fro to get the lay of the land. The accountant (probably) is still there, rich brown skin maybe a shade or two lighter than hers, head shaved bald, clothing so nondescript as to be forgettable. Their nervous hands flip through books with urgency, pausing to occasionally take notes, dark eyes flicking up to the doorway on the far side of the room.

Kia weighs her options. The accountant is alone and unarmed. This is probably the best chance she has of getting a solid yes or no answer to the question of whether this particular gang is involved in the kidnappings. If she keeps her face covered there won’t be anything to connect her nighttime activities to her daytime activities, and she’s confident that she can keep the whole situation quiet.

Easy enough decision, then. She pulls the wrap around her neck up over her nose and creeps under the window, drawing the knife she prefers for occasions just such as this. The latch on the window is comically easy to wiggle loose, and she’s inside on silent feet with her hand over the accountant’s mouth before they can even react to the sudden breeze from the now-open window. Every muscle in their body tenses, and she can feel the startled inhale.

“Shh,” she whispers, her blade set under their jaw with deadly precision. “No one needs to die here today, but that’s up to you, hm?”

They’re pressed close enough that the accountant’s slow inhale shifts Kia’s body, close enough that she can smell something almond that she guesses is a skin oil. The accountant exhales carefully, both elegant hands pressed to the wood of the desk within her line of sight. They don’t relax, which she understands, but the rigid shock melts away into something more pliant and agreeable. 

Kia’s impressed. It’s rare for her to hold someone at knifepoint and have them react with this much poise. Maybe she’ll get out of this without anyone pissing themselves in fear.

“If you scream when I move my hand, you die.” The accountant’s breath catches. Good. “Tap twice on the table if you understand me and are planning to stay quiet.” Two fingers. Two taps. Another careful inhale. Kia really doesn’t want to kill anyone over this, so she sends up a silent prayer to the gods that this person continues to demonstrate good sense and slowly peels away the hand over their mouth.

The accountant takes a deep, shaky breath, swallows audibly, and whispers, “What do you want?” Their pidgin has an accent that reminds Kia of home with a little pang of recognition, which she ignores.

“Where are you keeping them?” If she has this one chance she should just go for it—again, she doesn’t actually think this particular gang is involved in the kidnappings, but she wants the answer anyway, preferably as quickly as possible.

The accountant tenses. “I don’t know,” they hiss, sounding deeply angry in a way that doesn’t seem directed at Kia, which is extremely strange since she’s the one holding a knife to their throat. She opens her mouth to ask another question right before the door handle jiggles.

“Shit!” the accountant whispers, accurately summarizing Kia's feelings on the situation, and they both freeze. Scenarios whirl across Kia’s mind in a dizzy rush of potential—if she drops the knife she can get out the window before the person at the door makes it inside, but that leaves the accountant free to either yell for backup (likely) or get murdered by the person at the door. Normally she wouldn’t worry about the latter, but the accountant sure isn’t acting like someone relieved that another member of their gang has shown up to save them from the mysterious woman with the knife, so she wants the chance to ask them a few more questions on that subject.

The door swings open while Kia’s still debating her options, which is fucking foolish of her—she blames the accountant for smelling so good, which she doesn’t normally care about in a hostage situation—revealing a short, heavily curvaceous person in dark, unadorned robes. They’re also wearing a wrap over the lower half of their face, so Kia has to extrapolate the rest of their expression from their shockingly pretty eyes. She has the time to do so, since all three of them blink at each other in a startled, confused silence for a heartbeat or four before the new addition offers up a vicious glare.

“Where are you keeping her?” they snarl quietly in the local pidgin as they step inside, hands slightly out to their sides and fingers curling in a way that make Kia’s instincts yell MAGIC! She flinches, not wanting to get set on fucking fire tonight, and when she does her knife comes away from the accountant’s throat. The mild-mannered front they’ve been putting on drops away immediately. They slap away her knife hand and dive for the window, throwing a book in her face for good measure.

Wait, why’s the accountant going for the window?

Kia dives after them—there are questions that still need answering—and the person at the door swirls their hands. Very much still expecting to get lit on fire, Kia dodges and ends up tripping on something, even though the floor seemed perfectly smooth a moment ago. She takes the momentum into a roll and comes up inside the guard of Door Fighter, snapping a punch at them with her unarmed hand. Their reflexes are excellent, a quick bob of their head and a nimble foot movement taking them out of her range, at which point a book thunks directly into their face. 

“Shit!” they curse, flinching away from the book. Kia takes advantage of their distraction to go for a tackle, tucking the knife safely away as she dives (if anyone gets stabbed she’ll never get any fucking answers), and her shoulder connects with Door Fighter’s solid waist, sending them into a further stagger.

The Accountant makes for the window again and Kia can’t really blame them for it. Door Fighter apparently can, because they hiss, “Get back here!” and yank one hand at the air. The window slams shut from the outside with a sudden gust of wind, which—okay, Kia is very curious, because she’s been around mages and none of them can move wind with their minds. She hopes she gets to ask even one of the many, many questions this two minute interlude has inspired, and to that end, she grabs one of Door Fighter’s arms and twists it up behind their back, a new knife shining in the lamplight at their throat.

“Move and I kill your friend,” Kia snaps at the Accountant, who freezes with one hand reaching toward the now-closed window. They turn and give her a blank look, eyes dropping to the knife and the corners of their mouth turning down. It’s the first good look Kia’s gotten at their face and she commits it to memory, high cheekbones and a wide nose with a bump at the bridge that takes it from perfect to interestingly flawed, though she's more caught by their dark, clever eyes.

“That’s not my friend,” the Accountant says with a blink. “I don’t know what you think you’re going to accomplish by holding your co-conspirator hostage.”

“I am not a co-conspirator!” the person in Kia’s hold snarls, body rigid. (They also smell good, maybe something with jasmine? Kia’s really lucking out in the smell department in this fight.) “Tell me where my sister is, you monsters!”

“Your sister?” Kia asks, rapidly re-evaluating her impression of the situation.

The Accountant frowns harder. “Is this some kind of strange interrogation technique? Maybe you should tell me where my brother is before you start demanding answers.”

“Your brother?” Kia asks, starting to get the picture, which (if she’s right) has the potential to be a hilarious misunderstanding.

“Why would I know where your brother is?” asks Door Fighter, sounding both angry and bewildered. (Door Fighter has a nice voice in addition to smelling good, something musical and lilting in their lightly accented pidgin. Kia places the accent now—they sound like the Kestrel, whose mother tongue is Taiyou-go and has taught Kia a few basic phrases.)

There’s a thumping sound from down the hall, and all of them snap stock-still. Kia recovers first and kicks the door shut with her heel, pushing all thoughts of nice voices and good smells out of her brain.

“Hey,” she says, voice low, “I’m gonna extend a lot of trust here: Are either of you actually working with the people who own this building?”

“Absolutely not,” says the Accountant. 

Door Fighter says something in Taiyou-go that Kia’s pretty sure involves insulting the people downstairs, the dismissive tone clear even if the words aren’t.

“Great,” Kia says, releasing Door Fighter from the arm lock and sheathing her knife. “I’m not, either, so unless any of us want to talk to a lot of people who are going to be very angry to find us in their office, I’m gonna suggest we pick up this conversation after we get the fuck out of here.” To the Accountant she adds, “Throw me that chair?”

Their eyes narrow. “Why?”

Kia rolls her eyes so hard she almost gets a headache. “To wedge the door, since it doesn’t have a lock! And then we buy enough time so we can get away without them being able to track us! Is this your first fucking break-in?”

“No,” says the Accountant.

“Yes,” says Door Fighter, then winces at having admitted it. They give Kia a sidelong look and shoulder past her to the door to press a hand to the wood. Kia hears them murmur a chant in Taiyou-go, barely audible, and the door swells under their touch until it looks well and truly wedged into the frame. “That should hold them.”

“Neat trick,” Kia says, impressed despite herself.

“Thanks,” Door Fighter says, still obviously suspicious but no longer doing magic shit in Kia’s direction. Progress!

“Are you two coming?” the Accountant asks, one leg already out the window.

“After you,” Door Fighter tells Kia pointedly. “And keep your hands where I can see them.”

“Fair enough,” Kia says amiably, and she clambers out after the Accountant.

***
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THE THREE OF THEM MANAGE to escape without pursuit and with a minimum of suspicious noise, which is a pleasant surprise. She doesn’t normally run into people as good at sneaking as she is, and it’s a nice change of pace not to have to constantly steer a massive wall of man around every single loud obstacle he could possibly kick, Black Bear. The Accountant does need some help down from the rooftops, which Kia provides. Door Fighter just jumps down and lands way too lightly while Kia watches and wonders.

By silent, mutual agreement they make it three boardwalks away and then take a moment in a dark alley to stop looking so fucking suspicious. Kia pulls the wrap off her mouth and turns it into a hip scarf situation; the Accountant puts on some jewelry—including long, dangling earrings of a style usually worn by women from the lake regions, which Kia is pretty sure they mean as a gender signal—and Door Fighter pulls down the fabric over their face, revealing round cheeks and a lush, full mouth before they—she, Kia’s pretty sure, not that the curves are necessarily an indicator—turns her outermost robe inside-out to reveal bright, geometric embroidery. From there the Accountant leads them to a stall selling a spicy shrimp stew to any late-night drunks who want it, and they convene at a lamp-lit table tucked up against the wall of a shop that does fishing nets. Maybe they repair fishing nets? Kia’s not an expert on fishing. She actively tries not to be an expert on fishing.

“So,” she says, deciding to get the ball rolling, because someone has to start and the other two are still glaring like they’re expecting another fight to break out. “You’re looking for your brother?”

The Accountant nods, somehow managing to make “eating stew” look both intimidating and skeptical.

“And you’re looking for your sister?”

Door Fighter nods as well, hand tight around her spoon.

“Great.” Kia offers up a grin. “Then we all of us have something in common, because I’m looking for your brother, your sister, and up to forty-one other people.”

This announcement gets her dual incredulous glances, eyebrows raised. The synchronization is so good Kia has to smother a giggle, because it definitely won’t help her case if she starts laughing at them.

“Who are you?” the Accountant asks, stirring their bowl contemplatively.

“I’m the Knife.” Kia makes one of her blades appear, spins it through her fingers demonstratively, and tucks it back away before pulling out her Guild emblem. “I’m from the Warrior’s Guild in Knightsrest. We got word of all the disappearances here and they sent me to investigate.”

“Just you?” Door Fighter asks, not without concern, which is very sweet of her according to the lonely voice in Kia’s heart that needs to shut the fuck up. (Door Fighter, now that Kia can see her in the lamplight, is very attractive, with curves like a fertility goddess and a mouth you could get lost in.)

“I’m good at blending in,” Kia explains with a shrug, not allowing Door Fighter's hotness to distract her. “We weren’t sure if the local authorities were in on it, so we didn’t want to make it obvious.”

The Accountant snorts in a way that makes their opinion of the local authorities perfectly clear. “I don’t know if they’re all in on it,” they say, the line of their shoulders relaxing slightly, “but they’re certainly not helping. I’m Nukunya. My brother is Kwami. He’s been missing for a month.”

“Kwami...” Kia casts her mind back over the letters and shakes her head. “He’s not on my list. It must have happened after the others wrote to us.”

“Or we didn’t know anyone was reaching out,” Door Fighter says, looking less quietly murderous. “My name is Masako. My little sister is Miyuki. I’ve been looking for her for three weeks.” She pauses, lowering her eyes. “I didn’t know how many other people had disappeared, or that anyone had reached out for help.”

“Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure that forty-three is only scratching the surface.” Kia takes a bite of the stew and allows herself to enjoy it—trying to ignore every small pleasure in life won’t help her find anyone’s missing family any faster. (If she’s using the same justification for the way she keeps politely eyeing up Masako, well, that’s her business.) “I’ve been interviewing the families that wrote to us, but it’s all the same story—”

“Someone went out to the market and never came back,” Nukunya finishes for her, their voice wrapping richly around the local pidgin. “No one saw anything, no ransom notes, nothing.”
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