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      There comes a point in the life of every mage-for-hire when the thing they want most in life is a knock on the door, an indication that someone – anyone! – might want to part with a few copper oars, maybe even a silver shield, to employ them for their valuable and irreplaceable services, preferably before they starve to death. And there comes a point sometime after that when the thing they want least is a knock on the door, because they know – more likely than not – it’s going to be their landlord’s hired goons coming to give them a good kicking over the unpaid rent.

      We were talking about me, here, Mennik Thorn, Agatos’s premier – and only – freelance mage, and my rent was so far overdue I expected to see it coming back towards me over the horizon. So, I was hiding.

      Which, wouldn’t you know it, was exactly the moment when someone did knock on my door.

      The knock was hesitant, tentative. As though the person who was knocking wasn’t sure they wanted to be here. Well, that made two of us.

      But it was good news. My landlord only had two modes: a furious thumping on the door, or a boot to the lock to kick it open. So far, he had avoided the latter, which was a shame, because the spell I’d left on the door would have broken someone’s foot.

      I peeked over the edge of my desk, in case my landlord was smarter than I gave him credit for and was trying to peer in through the window. Seeing the coast was clear, I creaked my way across the floorboards, released the mage lock on the door, and peered cautiously out.

      The woman standing on the steps was, at a guess, forty, her thick black hair starting to grey, her clothes simple, a cloak drawn around her plain robe against the spring showers. An Agatos native, I guessed. The kind of client I usually dealt with. Not wealthy, but able or desperate enough to spend a little employing a mage. And, even better news, there was no posse of glowering thugs standing behind her, clubs and knives in hand.

      “Are you Mennik Thorn?” A lower city accent, but softened, reaching for respectability. Certainly not Dockside or the Warrens. Perhaps she thought she needed to impress me. Mages didn’t have the best reputation in this city, mainly due to the fact that most of us were complete wankers who wouldn’t kick you into the river if you were on fire. Whatever she thought of mages, she couldn’t have a lower opinion of them than I did. And, yes, sometimes I included myself in that judgement.

      But the lack of angry, violent men waiting to smash my skull had left me in an unexpectedly cheery mood. I stepped aside with a pretentious little bow and waved her in.

      I had been doing this job long enough to know at a glance whether a client was going to be trouble, and instinct and experience were saying this was going to be a nice, easy, straightforward job. Just what I needed right now.

      I offered her a seat, then slid back around my desk. “What can I do for you, Mrs….?”

      She peered at me expectantly. I suppressed a sigh. That was the problem with the way mages pumped themselves up. People seemed to assume we were capable of just about anything. Well, I was a second-rate mage, not a Dockside fortune teller, and I had no clue who she was.

      “What’s your name?” I clarified.

      She looked disappointed. It was a look I was used to. My mother had perfected it many years ago, and no client could come close to matching her.

      “Iyginou Lake,” she said. “I was hoping…” She glanced around. I resisted the urge to follow her nervous look. “That is, I was told you might be able to help me.”

      Heroically, I kept my expression pleasant and tried not to grind my teeth. “With what, exactly?”

      “It’s my husband. He’s gone missing.”

      Well, missing husbands were a step up from missing cats, which were half my business. The chances were, he had run off with a lover, been press-ganged onto a ship, or was passed out drunk on the floor of an inn somewhere. None of which really required the services of a mage. It certainly wasn’t what I’d envisioned when I’d started this business, but impoverished and hungry mages hiding from their landlords couldn’t be choosers.

      This job wasn’t going to pay enough to clear my rent, but maybe it would mean I could eat for the next week.

      “Why don’t you tell me what happened?” I said.

      Her husband, Mrs. Lake told me, had a job working in a warehouse near the docks. Agatos was the major port city in this part of the Yttradian Sea, and the docks were rarely silent. The warehouses worked all night. Mr. Lake had been on the night shift for the last few weeks, and he and Mrs. Lake often missed each other, with her off to her stall in the Penitent’s Ear market before Mr. Lake returned home. So, it wasn’t until the evening four days ago that she realised her husband had never come back from work. By that point, she hadn’t seen her husband for two days. Even that hadn’t worried her too much. Sometimes, her husband and his friends went to one tavern or another close to the docks after work, and he ended up staying with one of them rather than staggering all the way home.

      I wondered if that was cover for an affair, but I didn’t say anything. Without evidence, he might just as well be a drunk.

      It was only the next morning, when Mrs. Lake delayed her trip to the market and he still didn’t return, that she became worried. She went in search of him, only to be told that he had never turned up for his last two shifts and was in danger of losing his job. That had been three days ago, and there had been no sign of him since.

      “He’s not like that,” she finished. “He’s really not. Sometimes, he gets up to … stuff” – her head dropped at that – “but he always comes back. He likes his comforts.”

      I took downpayment – only a couple of shields, and I wasn’t sure how easily she could spare them – her address, and the location of the warehouse, and I promised her I would look into it. But I already had the familiar, dead weight of a feeling that whatever I discovered, she wasn’t going to like the answer.

      I grabbed my mage’s rod – keep your mind out of the gutter! – peered around the small plaza in case my landlord was skulking out there, then mage-locked the door behind me.

      With luck, I could finish this job today and search for something that might pay better. I was sure my landlord wouldn’t mind waiting a little longer.

      I hadn’t entirely dismissed the idea that Mrs. Lake’s husband was passed out drunk in a filthy bar or tavern in Dockside or even the Warrens, although if it was the Warrens, he’d be unlikely to get out with all his limbs, let alone his clothes. He’d been missing for the best part of a week, but I’d met men who could drink themselves senseless for longer than that. More likely, though, was an affair. That kind of intoxication could last much longer before sobriety finally resurfaced. Usually when the money ran out and fantasy became the mundanity of reality.

      If I’d met the man, if I’d known him well, I would have been able to construct a spell to track him down. That was why so many people in the same situation came to me rather than, say, a retired member of the City Watch.  Well, that and the fact that the lazy fuckers in the Watch couldn’t find their own arses in a lightning storm. But without knowing him, I’d have to do this the hard way.

      At this stage, you might be wondering why I, a mage of Agatos, arguably the greatest city in the world, or at least the city that thought of itself as the greatest in the world, was living in near poverty, dodging my landlord, and taking on trivial jobs to pay for my next meal. After all, mages were rich, privileged, and powerful, in demand in the wealthiest parts of the city, wielding influence over politics, trade, and even crime, right?

      Well, that could have been my life, too. Except that would have meant spending my time in the company of other mages, and as we’d established, mages were wankers. I’d never been able to cope with their corruption, hypocrisy, and arrogant smugness. I’d left that world behind before I could punch someone a whole lot more powerful than me in the face.

      So, here I was. Self-righteous with my principles, a barrelful of trauma, and not much else. I’d set myself up as a freelance mage with the vague idea of helping ordinary people with their magical problems and making a decent, comfortable living along the way. Unfortunately, it had turned out that, other than the odd curse that took me minutes to break, ordinary people didn’t have that many magical problems. It was almost like the wealthy and the powerful of the city and their pet mages caused most of their own problems. Like if all the rich people and their mages suddenly disappeared, most the city’s problems would disappear with them.

      Ordinary people might not have a lot of magical problems, but what they did apparently have were a lot of missing pets, cheating spouses, and petty vendettas against their neighbours. The latter I kept well away from. The other two made up the bulk of my work. Was it satisfying work? Not in the slightest. But was it at least profitable? Also, no. It did mean, though, that I could avoid other mages, and I would sacrifice delicate body parts for that privilege.

      My first stop was Dockside and the warehouse Mr. Lake worked in. Most days, I tried to avoid Dockside. It had bad associations, and anyway, it was the heart of the Wren’s territory. Agatos suffered (or blossomed, depending upon who you asked) under the ministrations of three stupidly overpowered high mages: the Countess, whose interests were mainly focused on politics, Carnelian Silkstar, who had buried his grubby little fingers in every aspect of the city’s trade, and the Wren. The Wren controlled the city’s underworld. Every crook, thug, smuggler, and nasty little scrote paid him for the right to operate in the lower city. Unfortunately, the Wren knew me, and I knew him, and neither of us liked the other. That didn’t mean I couldn’t enter his territory. Just that I’d better not get in the way of any of his schemes if I liked keeping my skin on my body.

      The warehouse I was looking for bordered Paravar Square, where caravans formed up to start their journey through the Erastes Valley to the distant northern cities. Because of that, and because Agatos loved to show an entirely misleading and self-flattering façade to the rest of the world – or at least the parts of it passing hurriedly through on a caravan or ship – the warehouse had been faced in cleanly cut, freshly whitewashed sandstone with all the unnecessary twiddles and decorative flourishes that could be crammed in. The kind of building that said, I might be filthy, sweaty, and brutal inside, but don’t I look good? And, by the way, I have absolutely no taste. The warehouses set further back and out of sight dispensed with such niceties, although not with the miserable conditions inside. I preferred their honesty.

      I squeezed past a couple of carts and through into the interior. The air was dusty and far too hot, even this early in the year. Magically-powered morgue-lamps cast a green-tinted glow across the heaped crates, sacks, and rolls of cloth and silk. To one side, stacks of tanned leather that must have come down from the north were waiting to be loaded onto a ship, forming a wall several times my height. A push might send them tumbling onto me, finishing the career of Agatos’s most mediocre mage before it could really begin. I quick-stepped past and buttonholed a worker who was leaning on a crate, wiping sweat from his face.

      “I’m looking for whoever’s in charge!” I had to shout to be heard over the crashes and thuds of moving goods and the loud calls of the workers.

      The man thumbed in the direction of a small office in one corner. I made my way carefully across the warehouse floor, dodging hazards, and keeping my magic ready in case I had to protect against falling crates or the handcarts that charged back and forth on seemingly random trajectories. How anyone survived this, I didn’t know. Maybe Mr. Lake had been crushed between a load of iron ore and one of the oversized Mycedan statues that seemed popular enough to fill an entire side of the warehouse. Or unpopular enough that someone had ordered too many and now couldn’t shift them. Perhaps he was buried under a stack of Pentathian tea crates even now.

      I knocked on the door lintel and eased into the small office. A harried-looking woman was working through a pile of papers, sorting, stamping, and scribbling on them.

      “Are you in charge?”

      She looked up, hands still moving through the papers. “If you have business, we have an office on the Royal Highway, up near Cheap Gate Market. I can give you the address. We don’t book jobs here.”

      “Nah.” I pulled the door closed behind me, cutting out some of the noise. I was tall, taller than most, and that gave me a looming advantage when I wanted it to, but in this tight space, I just felt like I was going to knock something over or bang my head.

      “We’re not looking for warehouse workers, either.” She gave me the once-over. “And you don’t look the type.”

      Rude. But probably fair. I didn’t spend my days hauling heavy cargo, and my build showed it. Muscles weren’t much use to a mage, although I didn’t think I was in terrible shape. Chasing runaway dogs through the streets or escaped cats over the rooftops kept me in reasonable condition.

      “Funny, because that’s why I’m here. One of your workers, Jemis Lake, has been missing for four or five days.”

      Her hands stopped moving and now rested almost protectively on her papers. “What’s it to you?”

      “His wife’s worried.”

      She considered it for a second, and I was certain she was going to tell me to fuck off, but then she shrugged and said, “Open the door.”

      I did so and looked back just in time to see her pick up a metal cone and lift it to her lips. “Rhis! Get in here!”

      The volume from the cone was almost enough to blow out my eardrums, and certainly enough to cut through the chaos of the warehouse. I unfocused my eyes to see if it was magical. I realised it made me look like I’d eaten something bad the night before, but we did what we had to.

      Magic wasn’t that common, and neither was the ability to sense it. If you couldn’t sense magic, you couldn’t become a mage, simple as that. It would be like trying to read a book in the dark. Even telling the difference between sensing magic and insanity or a brain aneurysm was difficult.

      The thing was, humanity had never developed a sense to ‘see’ magic. So, those of us lucky or unlucky enough to have magical ability put our brains into a bit of a panic. What the fuck were our brains supposed to do with all this information sheeting into them like a burst sewer pipe? The answer turned out to be simple: weld it onto the nearest available sense like a leech clamped onto an unmentionable part of your anatomy and do their best to make sense of it all. Pun intended.

      Some mages heard magic as music, some felt it as fingers drumming on skin. For myself, when I unfocused my eyes, I saw magic as patterns of different coloured lines and shapes. It was a better way than most. I had once known a mage who sensed magic as different combinations of constipation and bladder infections. Needless to say, she hadn’t lasted long. Last I’d heard, she’d left Agatos to go and live as a hermit as far from any magic as she possibly could.

      The cone wasn’t magical – the sound was solely amplified by its shape – but I did see heavy, intricate wards woven into the walls, floor, and ceiling. I had been right. This was a high mage’s warehouse. Anyone who tried to break in here wouldn’t live long enough to regret it. From the look of the wards, I suspected they had been set by Carnelian Silkstar. The Wren’s wards always looked somehow more soaked in malice, red and black and hungry to my unfocussed vision. Not that these would be any kinder if they were violated.

      I blinked my eyes back into focus and tried to shake the ringing from my ears.

      A minute later, a man poked his head around the door. “You wanted me?”

      His skin was darker than most Agatos natives, like mine, showing some ancestry from Secellia or Tor, or Dhaja at a pinch, but his accent was pure Dockside.

      “Jemis Lake is on your shift, isn’t he?”

      The man – Rhis, I assumed from the bellow of summoning that had almost deafened me – stiffened. “What of it?”

      “You’re not in trouble,” I said, although I had no idea if he was or not. “He’s disappeared. His wife is worried. I’m trying to find him.”

      Rhis’s face twitched. “Yeah, well, he left me short-handed, too. Running a shift one short isn’t easy, you know.”

      “I’m sure his wife feels really sorry about that.”

      He had the grace to look guilty. “I’m not saying it’s the same, but…” He shrugged.

      “Another of your shift didn’t turn up today, did she?” the woman said.

      “Yeah. Sherun Tide. She’s normally reliable. It’s like it’s infectious.”

      Was that significant? Run off together? Eloped? But she had only failed to turn up today, and Lake had been missing for almost a week. I filed it away. “Were you friends with Mr. Lake?”

      “We worked together a lot. Most of us, most the shift, usually went to a tavern after work. Didn’t always talk, though.”

      Pretty much what Mrs. Lake had told me. “When’s the last time you saw him?”

      Rhis shot a glance at the woman, but she didn’t respond. “Five days ago, I’d say. We went out after the shift, like normal, then he headed off. Never turned up the next night.”

      “He went home?”

      The man looked uncomfortable again.

      “Well?” I prompted.

      Another glance at his boss, then his shoulders slumped. “All right. Fine. I didn’t want to say anything, because you know? There was this girl he used to go and see sometimes when he wanted to blow off steam or he had an oar to spare. Over at the Shifting Sands. You know it?”

      A brothel. They came and went on Dockside with just enough regularity that the City Watch wouldn’t have to stir themselves overmuch. This was a new one on me, but it couldn’t be much of a place, because an oar was insultingly cheap. “I can find it.”

      So, not an affair, as such, but a low-grade brothel. He wouldn’t be the first man to have his throat cut in a place like that.

      Agatos had always been very pleased with itself. For a city that was basically an exercise in extortion against any traders who needed to either take the Lidharan Highway to the northern cities or pass through the Bone Straits to the Folaric Sea, it liked to put on a show of respectability. Grand façades and whitewashed buildings that glowed like ivory when approached from the sea. Or so I was told; I wasn’t mad enough to get on a boat and go out there on the treacherous waves just to get an eyeful of whitewash. But no matter how many buckets of whitewash or stonemasons with absurdly tiny chisels, a city was still a city, the docks were still the docks, and brothels were as natural a part of Agatos as any mansion on Horn Hill.

      I made my way through Dockside, heading west, until I found what I was looking for.

      The Shifting Sands was masquerading as a tavern. In fact, I thought it had been a tavern only a few months back, although it hadn’t been calling itself the Shifting Sands then. I’d had a drink there while waiting for a man I was following to do something stupid, and no one had offered me anything more alluring than a bad beer. The man had stayed on the straight-and-narrow, but I’d been tempted to report the beer for being watered down.

      Now, though, the clientele of tired dock workers and weatherbeaten sailors had been replaced by equally tired-looking young men and women and a few furtive clients. The whole place was profoundly depressing. I found myself missing the weak beer.

      I made my way to the bar and collared the man working there. “I need to talk to whoever’s in charge.”

      He eyed me, his gaze taking in my plain and slightly sweaty clothes – it had been hot in the warehouse, all right? – and my scuffed shoes. “You don’t need to see her. Take a seat, choose who you want, pay your coin.”

      If I’d been wearing my black mage’s cloak, he would have been falling over himself to fetch his boss, no matter how sweaty I was. That was part of why I hated those black cloaks. No one should be able to demand deference just because they could incinerate your liver with a flick of the hand. It was corrupt, and it put mages in a position they didn’t deserve to be. It made them think they were better than other people. This city would be a far healthier place without that.

      That said, I really did need to talk to whoever was in charge. Luckily, there were more ways than a black cloak to get what I wanted. I lifted a hand and wreathed it in roiling red flames. “I really need to talk to your boss.”

      I never said I wasn’t a hypocrite.

      The flames weren’t real – no one wants to burn their hand off – but the barman didn’t need to know that. I even added the illusion of heat on his skin, more out of misplaced professionalism than necessity. It would take a lunatic to poke at flames to see if they were genuine.

      I waited at the bar. Either he would fetch his boss, return with a crowd of muscle-bound men and women carrying large clubs, or run out the back door and head off for a new career, probably far out to sea.

      Luckily for me, it was the first of the options.

      The woman who appeared and gestured me through to a back room was older – maybe ten years older than me – and dressed smartly, if cheaply. I had grown up in the Warrens and worked most of my adult life in the lower city, but I didn’t recognise her. No surprise. It was a big city.

      “You looking for something special?” she asked as she took an armchair by the back wall. I noticed there was no armchair for me.

      “Information.”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “Not sure what I can do for a mage.”

      “I want to know about one of your clients. A Mr. Jemis Lake.” I described him as Mrs. Lake had described him to me. “He was a regular until a few days ago.”

      “I think I know who you mean. He always came in with a group. They all worked in a warehouse on Paravar Square.”

      “All? He didn’t come here alone?”

      “No. A lot of men can’t. They don’t have the balls.” Her eyes dropped lower down my torso. “Five of them. Four men and a woman.”

      I ignored the glance. This was information Lake’s shift leader hadn’t bothered to share with me.

      “They were here five days ago?”

      She looked thoughtful, then took a ledger from a shelf beside her chair and flicked through it. “Yes.”

      So, his whole shift had come. He hadn’t, in fact, left the others in a tavern as I’d been told. Which meant he hadn’t had his throat cut here, and Rhis had sent me off chasing rat tails down a sewer. But why? To cover up his own visits to the brothel or because he had something else to hide?
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