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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      They called Missos the month of flowers. It was the first really hot month of the year, and the poppy anemones, clover, and waterclasp coated the slopes of the Erastes Valley with yellow, white, and red blooms — and, incidentally, set at least a quarter of the population of Agatos to fits of sneezing and streaming eyes. It was also the month when, traditionally, the young people of Agatos headed out into the valley for picnics, sports, and a whole lot of frantic, unfulfilling sex.

      Things were different for me. For the third night in a row, I was shut in a sweltering, dusty kitchen pantry watching out for ghosts that I was pretty sure didn’t exist. Ah, the glamorous life of a mage-for-hire. I couldn’t imagine why more people didn’t try it.

      On the plus side, if anyone wanted to know exactly where to find the lentils, onions, or various spices, I had memorised the location of every single one.

      It was possible I was going crazy.

      “Come on, ghosties,” I muttered to myself, more because I hadn’t heard a single human — or nonhuman — voice in the last seven hours than because I thought it would help. “Ghosty, ghosty, ghosties.”

      Nothing. I let my eyes drift closed. Just for a moment. I didn’t need my eyes to detect ghosts. We mages had other senses for anything supernatural. That was my story, and I was sticking to it.

      I had just started to drift off when the door to the pantry burst open. I started up, banging my head on the shelf. Depths! That hurt.

      “Well?”

      My client, Galena Sunstone, stood framed in the dawn light. She was dressed in a white robe, belted at the waist, with geometric patterns picked out in gold thread around the hems, and thin slippers, but otherwise she looked like she’d just climbed out of bed. She hadn’t put her hair up nor applied the thick, gold eye-shadow and lip-paint that was all the rage this year. Not that I could criticise. I could feel the thick, black stubble on my chin and smell my own sweat.

      I shook my head. “Sorry.”

      Sunstone’s eyes narrowed. She was older than me by maybe fifteen years, and wealthier by a whole lot more. This wasn’t my usual line of mage work, and she certainly wasn’t my usual type of client. You would have thought that, being a mage, I would have had a good line on an attitude of effortless, unearned superiority, but most of my time I spent breaking curses, spying on cheating spouses, and magically locating lost knick-knacks. I was rusty at dealing with the entitled. This was my first job in the better part of Agatos. Or it would have been if there had been anything to these supposed ghosts.

      “Maybe, Mr. Thorn,” Sunstone said, “you are not hiding yourself well enough.” I had felt more warmth in an ice cellar. “Maybe they know you are there.”

      I suppressed a sigh. I had tried to explain to her that ghosts couldn’t care less if you were sitting out in full view snacking on cheese and olives and drinking good wine, but she had made me sit in the pantry anyway. More to keep me from making her house look messy than to help with the non-appearing ghosts, I suspected.

      Sunstone threw a glance behind her, then leaned forwards. “I have a dinner party in two days’ time. Everyone is coming. You need to find the ghosts.”

      When she had first employed me, I had thought she was worried that the ghosts might disrupt her precious dinner party. It hadn’t taken me long to decide that the explanation was much simpler. She wanted to have the presence of ghosts confirmed to titillate her bored friends.

      She was going to be disappointed. Not so disappointed that she refused to pay me, I hoped.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t believe in ghosts. I just wasn’t sure I believed in these particular ones. Real ghosts were rare, even if half the people I met thought they had seen one. Human brains were great at picking out patterns. We only needed a glimpse of a face to recognise a friend across the street, and a good artist could suggest a whole scene in just a couple of strokes of charcoal. Our brains were designed to fill in the missing pieces.

      Unfortunately, when there really wasn’t enough information, our brains were prone to finding patterns that weren’t actually there. We filled in too many blank spaces with the wrong things, and we convinced ourselves we had actually seen them. A dragon in the shape of the clouds. A hunched figure that was just a robe thrown over the back of the chair in the dark. A whispered voice that was only the wind through a shutter. Or, if you were of a superstitious bent, you thought you saw ghosts.

      I stretched, feeling my joints pop. My left ankle flared, making me wince. I had injured it five years ago, and it had never properly healed. Being stuck in that pantry all night had been the worst possible thing for it.

      “I’ll do my best,” I muttered.

      A flash of irritation crossed Sunstone’s face. “I was told you were a proper mage. You came recommended.” I didn’t know who had recommended me, and I didn’t know whether I should be thanking them or cursing them right now.

      Galena Sunstone eyed me up and down, and her lip twisted. I couldn’t say I blamed her. My shirt was stuck to my chest and my back with sweat, and I stank. Most mages tried not to look like drunks kicked out of an inn and left to sleep in the gutter. But most mages didn’t have to earn an honest — or slightly dishonest — living like this.

      By now, Sunstone had undoubtedly been expecting chanting, purple smoke, and ghastly apparitions, or whatever other nonsense would make her the centre of attention for the length of some gods-awful dinner party. Instead, I had provided her with three nights of sweaty mage in a cupboard, which was hardly going to impress her friends.

      “You’re not trying hard enough,” she said.

      What did she think I was doing in her bloody pantry?

      If I’d had any self-respect, I would have told her she was wasting her time and money and washed my hands of the whole thing. Only, self-respect didn’t last beyond the next overdue rent and the associated large, hairy men with clubs. Don’t judge me. I could think of a dozen temples that would happily provide an exorcism with all the bells, whistles, and purple smoke she desired, regardless of whether there were any ghosts here, and that would charge a hundred times as much as I did. If you thought about it right, I was doing her a favour.

      I cleared my throat. “About the pay?”

      “At the end of the week,” she said coldly. “As we agreed.”

      The end of the week. Four more nights in the pantry.

      Big men. Big clubs, I reminded myself.

      With a tight smile, I stepped past Galena Sunstone and headed for the front door.

      If I had known that within five hours I would be arrested for murder, I would have stayed in the pantry.
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        * * *

      

      The streets and plazas of the Upper City were still quiet this early in the morning. Within an hour, the heat of the early summer sun would be oppressive and relentless, but for now, the last remnants of the night’s coolness were refreshing after my imprisonment in the pantry.

      I made my way from the Sunstones’ grand house on Heliodore Plaza to the Royal Highway, then turned south towards the docks and the lower city. In the distance, I could see a caravan already forming up at the foot of Matra’s Needle, ready to begin the long trek north through the Erastes Valley, along the Lidharan Highway to the cities beyond the mountains. Gulls complained loudly overhead.

      I followed a single cart as it squeaked its way down the Royal Highway, collecting the waste that had been raked into piles. Eventually, the whole lot would be dumped into the Erastes River to be washed out to sea, where a good chunk of it would be caught in the nets of irritated fishermen and returned to the city. It was the circle of life.

      The stink of the cart joined with the rich salt smell of drying seaweed and the stench of tanneries, soap makers, and sewage to give that signature smell of the city of Agatos.

      Luckily for my sore ankle, I didn’t have to walk all the way to the docks. Two thirds of the way down, I took a left turn onto Feldspar Plaza where my small office and apartment were located.

      People called Agatos ‘the White City’ because of its whitewashed walls. Seen from the Erastes Bay as you approached Agatos harbour, the city glowed in the sunlight. In an excess of honesty, the local residents also called my part of Agatos ‘the Grey City’. The houses around here had been whitewashed, but it had been so long since the whitewash had been renewed that it was more like grey wash now.

      The Grey City hadn’t been built for the likes of me, of course. Once, it had been a desirable location for the merchants, bankers, factory and mine owners, and the rest of the on-the-up classes. But as Agatos had flourished and wealth had concentrated itself ever more into ever fewer hands, the rich had moved up the valley, away from the worst of the stink and the summer heat, to where they could build grander and grander houses, leaving their former residences to decline and be divided into apartments. Whatever glamour the Grey City might have once possessed had decayed and peeled.

      Which was where I came in. Now, the Grey City was occupied by the working poor, the artists, poets, and scribes, and, of course, one impoverished mage.

      A rickety wooden dais stood in the middle of Feldspar Plaza, surrounded by a cluster of enterprising, if not strictly legal, stalls.  Sometimes the dais housed a bar, sometimes it acted as a bandstand, and once or twice it had boasted an impromptu wrestling arena, before the City Watch had turned up and chased everyone off. This early, the plaza was mostly quiet. I raised a hand in tired greeting to the few stallholders who were setting up for the day then trudged up the short flight of steps to my office.

      I pushed the door open, tossed my jacket onto my desk, and came to a dead stop. I wasn’t alone.

      I had set wards on my apartment to keep out unwelcome visitors, but not on my office. It was hard enough finding clients without knocking them senseless when they called around. But I was certain I had left the door locked when I left last night.

      I turned slowly, pulling in raw magic in readiness.

      Benyon Field was sprawled out on my couch like a weasel that had lain dead in the sun for too long, thin, whiskery, and dried out. I released the magic harmlessly.

      “Benny. What the Depths are you doing here?”

      It must have taken something urgent to drag Benny away from his sleep. Benny was more of a night person; he preferred it when people couldn’t see what he was up to.

      “Well, that’s nice, isn’t it?” Benny said. “I come all this way…”

      I wasn’t buying it. “You’re never up this early. What’s happened? Is everything all right?” Sudden tension constricted my chest. “Is Sereh all right?”

      Sereh was Benny’s daughter. Pity, she and Benny were the closest thing I had to family these days. If something had happened to her…

      “Yeah, Nik, mate. She’s great.”

      I let out a puff of breath. Not Sereh, thank any god who was listening. What, then? I gave Benny a quizzical look. He returned it blandly.

      Fine. Don’t tell me. He would get around to it eventually. He hadn’t dragged himself out of bed this early because he liked looking at my face.

      “I thought I locked the door,” I said, turning away from him.

      “You did.”

      I sidled behind my desk and leaned over to check the safe. It was still closed.

      “You don’t have anything in there,” Benny said.

      Of course he had taken a look. He wouldn’t steal from me, but he wasn’t big on respecting my privacy, and an unpicked lock was an insult to him.

      “I know.” It was humiliating. “They told me the safe was uncrackable.”

      Benny ignored that. “Thought you must have been robbed or something.”

      When I’d started this business, the safe had been the first thing I’d bought. I had thought I would need it, but in the five years I’d been working as a freelance mage, it had rarely seen much more than the odd lost moth.

      A wave of exhaustion rolled over me, and I dropped into my chair.

      “What do you want, Benny? I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m tired, I’m hungry, and my ankle aches.”

      “You should do something about that.”

      I gave him my most weary look. It slid right off his leathery face. Benny was only a year older than me, but I had seen corpses dragged out of buried temples that had aged better.

      “This is a right nice couch you’ve got here.”

      The couch was tatty, stained, and worn — much like Benny himself, in fact. It had one broken leg and a tendency to sag. I had bought it last month from Senator Breakwater’s major-domo. It wasn’t strictly legal, as Senator Breakwater had no idea he’d sold it to me. But he would never miss it, he would never have used it again, and there was no point in it going to waste.

      “This is at least the third time you’ve seen it.” Whatever Benny was here for, he didn’t want to tell me, and that wasn’t like Benny at all.

      “Yeah, well. Sometimes you don’t stop to appreciate things. Know what I mean?”

      “You wouldn’t be seen dead with it in your house.”

      He shrugged.

      “Benny…”

      Benny swung his legs over the side of the couch and sat up. He looked uncharacteristically nervous. “Fine. You owe me a favour.”

      I grimaced. Benny was a lowlife thief most people wouldn’t trust with a dirty handkerchief, but we’d been friends since we were little kids. Oddly, for a man who spent so much of his life stealing, Benny had little time for money. Instead, he operated by a complicated system of obligations, favours, debts, and promises.

      I rubbed a hand across my eyes. Things were swimming in and out of focus.

      “Later.” I waved an exhausted hand. I needed a meal, I needed sleep, and I needed a clean shirt.

      “Nah. It’s got to be now. You owe me.”

      He was right, and Benny took his favours seriously. I knew, although I tried not to, that Benny could do nasty things to people he thought were trying to renege on a debt. He wouldn’t hurt me. We had been close friends for too long. It would be our friendship that would take the hit, and I didn’t have many friends. For some reason, I pissed people off.

      “Fine,” I said, trying not to fall asleep where I sat. Galena Sunstone’s pantry had not been a good place for rest. “What is it?”

      Benny straightened, running his fingers over his collar like he was adjusting his shirt for dinner. “I’ve got a job.”

      That sounded … unlikely. I couldn’t remember Benny doing a single honest day’s work in all the years we’d known each other.

      “What? A real job? With a salary and everything?”

      “Don’t be daft. Why would I do that? Nah, I’m moving up in the world, see? Not nicking stuff for myself. I’m doing it freelance, like you.”

      “Well, not exactly⁠—”

      He cut me off with the wave of a hand. “This way I don’t have to worry about offloading it. I just nick what I’m paid for. No fences, no City Watch catching you with your pants down. Honest work.”

      I couldn’t imagine even the most desperate watchman wanting to see Benny with his pants down.

      “You’re a regular saint, Benny. What’s it got to do with me?”

      He looked extra shifty, which for Benny, who made a career of looking shifty, was some achievement.

      “This thing I’m being paid for. It might be a little … cursed.”

      I sighed and leaned back in my chair. It creaked and sagged. Kind of like me. As favours went, this could have been worse. Half of my work involved dealing with curses of one type or another. I had my lines that I wouldn’t cross. I wouldn’t lay a curse. That wasn’t what I was in this for. And you couldn’t pay me to hurt someone with magic. I would defend myself if I had to, but I would never be so desperate as to sell my talents in that way. You also couldn’t pay me to raise the dead, but there were completely different reasons for that. In my job, I had to be clear about my lines, because one step led to another, and soon you couldn’t even see the lines you’d left behind you. But break curses? I could do that in my sleep.

      Curses weren’t hard to lay. It only took a scratch of magical talent and a bit of a bad temper to place a curse. Most weren’t particularly sophisticated or robust — boils, sour milk, clumsiness, that kind of thing — and most would pop spontaneously after a while. A curse laid by a properly trained mage could be a lot more dangerous and have more severe consequences, but it wasn’t much more difficult to deal with. The magical structures that sustained a curse were delicate. Use a scalpel of magic in the right place and the curse would collapse like a cut spider’s web.

      “Fine,” I said. “Pass it over.” Then maybe I could finally get to bed.

      Benny’s eyes flicked away, and he rubbed a hand over his rough brown hair.

      “Ah. That’s the problem, see? I haven’t got it.” He licked his lips nervously. “It’s up there in Thousand Walls.”

      Well, I thought as every last ounce of energy drained out of me. Fuck.
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      Thousand Walls, which was properly known as Silkstar Palace, was the home of Carnelian Silkstar, the wealthiest merchant in Agatos, possibly on the whole continent. Oh, yeah, and he also happened to be a high mage, which put his magical abilities about as far above mine as his palace was above my shoddy apartment.

      Thousand Walls perched on the top of Horn Hill, scarcely spitting distance across Sien’s Stand Plaza from the Senate building. Horn Hill wasn’t a part of the city I visited often. I had an issue with a certain Countess whose own palace stood not far from Thousand Walls, but even if I hadn’t, Horn Hill wasn’t the kind of place for someone like me.

      The hill rose from the centre of Agatos, sloping hopefully upwards for over a mile before plunging back down in a sheer cliff called the Leap. I had spent plenty of time peering at Horn Hill from every angle, and I still didn’t think it looked anything like a horn, but what did I know?

      Benny’s suggestion that I should help him steal from Thousand Walls was stretching any debt I might owe him, and he knew it.

      I would like to be able to tell you that, as a mage, I could do whatever I damned well pleased in this city, but the truth was that I was tolerated only as long as I didn’t stick my long nose too far into the wrong business. Step out of line, and there were plenty of people who would happily slap me down. Carnelian Silkstar would slap hard. He wouldn’t kill me — the Ash Guard didn’t tolerate magic being used for murder — but there was a whole lot of pain and misery that fell short of death, and I wasn’t keen on any of it.

      Anyone else, and I would have told them where to stuff their debt. But Benny and I had been friends for almost twenty-five years, and when I left my mother’s house (or was kicked out; we still differed on that one), Benny had been there to help me.

      “They paying you well for this?” I asked.

      “Five gods,” Benny said, a little sheepishly.

      I whistled, not able to stop a brief surge of envy. “Someone really wants it.” You could buy a good chunk of the Warrens with five gold crowns.

      Benny grinned. “And with both of us together, how can we possibly fail?”

      Which was exactly the point where I should have put a stop to the whole thing.

      Instead, I said, “All right. But you’d better have a good plan.”
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        * * *

      

      As it happened, Benny did have a plan, but he didn’t deign to share it until we were nearly at the top of Horn Hill and it was too late for me to back out.

      The Corithian Steps cut back and forth up the eastern flank of Horn Hill to emerge close to Thousand Walls, neatly avoiding Agate Way, which ran the length of the hill, and the palaces lining it. It was a steep, almost precipitous climb in places, and it didn’t do my ankle any favours. By the time we were three quarters of the way up, my ankle was flaring with every step, and I had to wave Benny to a stop.

      Cursing, I bent over, hands on my knees. If I had been a more powerful mage, this ankle wouldn’t have bothered me. We mages were luckier than most when it came to injuries. When we slept, we absorbed the raw magic around us, and it helped us heal. Unfortunately, while any cuts and bruises I got healed fast, and even broken bones knitted, that was as far as it went for me. When it came to damaged tendons and ligaments, I was no better off than anyone else.

      I lowered myself carefully to the paving and looked out over the city while I waited for the throbbing to subside. High, white walls punctuated with blue shutters rose on either side of us, making the Corithian Steps feel like a canyon. From here, I had a pretty good view over the eastern part of Agatos. Below, the Royal Highway paralleled the side of Horn Hill at a distance of about a hundred yards, a river of people, carts, and carriages marking the boundary between the Middle City and the Grey City. From up here, in the bright sunlight and with a bit of squinting, the Grey City — itself divided in two by the Erastes River — looked almost white.

      “You all right, mate?” Benny asked. “Something up with your eyes?”

      “Just catching my breath.”

      I wasn’t exactly in a hurry to break into a high mage’s home, either.

      “You need more exercise,” said Benny, a man whose only exercise involved finding ways into rich people’s homes and making off with their valuables.

      “I need more sleep,” I said, giving him a meaningful look, which he ignored.

      The city of Agatos occupied one end of the Erastes Valley, squeezed between mountain ranges. Beyond the Grey City, the valley wall rose steeply, but that hadn’t put off the citizens of Agatos. The houses just continued, stacked nearly on top of each other. That part of the city was known, with an admirable lack of imagination, as the Stacks.

      Eventually, though, the mountains grew too steep and the city ended. Above it all, the temple-like façade of Ceor Ebbas looked back across the city.

      I straightened, testing my ankle. It still hurt, but I would cope.

      “Are you going to tell me your plan before we actually break in?” I asked, buying a few more seconds to recover.

      Benny nodded. “Fair enough. It’s the Feast of Parata.”

      I waited a minute for the rest of it, but Benny didn’t add anything.

      “You know that’s not actually a plan.”

      “Sure it is.”

      The Feast of Parata was a public holiday. I had forgotten about it because freelance mages didn’t get such things as public holidays. Most of the temples in the city would be throwing open their doors to welcome worshippers into whatever festival of naked cavorting, hallucinogenic smoke, bloody animal sacrifice, or all three that got them feeling holy. Those citizens who considered themselves particularly pious would open up their houses, too, in the hope that some of the worship would rub off. Carnelian Silkstar was a follower of Belethea, the goddess of bees, and he would certainly be showing off his shrines and obscene wealth.

      “We’ll be able to walk straight in,” Benny said.

      “Along with several hundred other people.”

      “Which is why no one will be watching us.”

      I shook my head. “I have no idea how you’ve avoided the executioner’s spear this long.”

      “Lucky, aren’t I?”

      One of us had to be. I was tired. I was dirty. I certainly smelled. My ankle was killing me. I didn’t feel lucky.

      “He’s going to have dozens of guards there precisely to stop people stealing things,” I said. The more I thought of it, the worse Benny’s plan sounded.

      “The way I see it, it’s not stealing if your mark’s rich. It’s taxation. Just saving the Senate the bother of gathering it. I should be getting an award.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Have you ever actually paid any tax?”

      “I’m not answering that one.”

      I looked towards the palaces at the top of Horn Hill. I could only just glimpse them through the gaps in the high walls.

      “I don’t know, Benny.”

      His eyes tightened. “You promised.”

      I had, and promises mattered between us, irrespective of Benny’s multi-dimensional tally of debts and favours. We had grown up in the Warrens, poor kids of poor parents in an area the City Watch avoided like a seeping wound. I had been five, Benny just turned six, when we’d met, and we had had each other’s backs ever since. I had never known my father, and even back then my mother had had ambitions for me that I hadn’t shared. Benny’s parents, meanwhile, had had almost no interest in him. Benny had already been drifting away from them when we met, and by the time he was nine, he had left home completely. You didn’t survive in the Warrens unless you had someone you could trust implicitly. I wasn’t going to break that after all this time, no matter what.

      “I just thought you’d have a better plan,” I said.

      Benny’s face broke into a grin again, the tension slipping from his shoulders like a shadow in the midday sun.

      “I don’t need one. I told you, I’m lucky.” Which didn’t fill me with as much confidence as he probably thought. “Anyway, I’m not a mage like you. But if you want to turn us invisible or, you know, mind-control the guards or something, be my guest.”

      “Not bloody likely.” Even if I could manage such things, Carnelian Silkstar was a high mage. If I touched magic within a hundred yards of him, he would know.

      There were three ways to make a lot of money in Agatos: politics, crime, and commerce, although some would argue they were basically the same thing. The city’s high mages had them pretty well sewn up. The Countess controlled politics, the Wren ruled the underworld, and Carnelian Silkstar had most of the city’s trade grasped in his greasy little hands.

      Benny shot me a happy smile. “I guess that means we’re doing it my way after all. So, what are we waiting for?”

      Yeah, I thought bitterly. What are we waiting for?
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        * * *

      

      Once, Horn Hill had been crowned by a fortified keep that jutted up from the edge of the Leap like a big ‘fuck you’ to anyone approaching from the sea. Over the centuries, the walls and the keep itself had been torn down and Horn Hill given over to a much bloodier purpose than war: making lots of money for very few people.

      The story went that, four hundred and twenty-six years ago, Agate Blackspear had sailed into the harbour, seen the Erastes Valley stretching out before him, and announced in a ground-shaking and undoubtedly very manly voice, “I shall build a city here, and it shall be the greatest city on Earth.”

      Agate’s clerks and scribes must have been working overtime for anyone to actually believe that goat shit, because there had been cities here for thousands of years, each built on the ruins of the previous, burying their memories, their histories, and their dead gods beneath the weight of stone and carefully crafted stories. Agate Blackspear had been just the latest in a long line of pirate kings who had seen the potential of Erastes Bay.

      The prevailing winds across the ocean meant that ships were forced to anchor in the bay and there wait for the wind to change so they could sail through the Bone Straits to the Folaric Sea and the rich trade with the coastal cities beyond. If you controlled the only major port on the coast, well, think of the potential to tax all those waiting ships at the point of a sword. Agate Blackspear must have been rubbing his hands. Add to that the fact that the Erastes Valley marked the start of the Lidharan Highway, the main trade route to the northern cities, and money washed through Agatos like shit through the sewers after a storm.

      Over the centuries, whether Agate had actually said it or not, Agatos had become one of the great cities of the world. The Godkiller had secured his legacy, even if he hadn’t lived long enough to see it. Personally, I was glad he hadn’t. He sounded like a massive arsehole.

      The Palace of a Thousand Walls covered a good chunk of the plateau of Horn Hill. I doubted anyone had ever counted the walls in Silkstar Palace, but they were impressive. Almost all of the internal walls were movable, capable of being swung or slid in and out of place to change the configurations of the rooms and the dozens of small courtyards hidden within. The house was supposed to reflect the honeycomb of a beehive in structure. I didn’t know if that was true, but I did know that Thousand Walls was a bloody awkward, ever-changing maze, and we had a good chance of getting lost in there and wandering around until we died of old age. The outer wall was solid stone and thirty feet high. It ran in a square that was a hundred yards to each side. Gold and blue banners draped the walls, embroidered with the Silkstar crest of a ship following a single star, topped by three absolutely gigantic bees. All I could say was that I wouldn’t have wanted to be on that ship when those bees came past.

      The main gates of Thousand Walls had been thrown open and the internal walls had been slid back to provide a wide, direct passage all the way through to the central courtyard. There were guards at the gate and spaced around the roof, looking like Charo decorations in their frilly, matching Silkstar uniforms. The swords at their waists and the muskets in their hands looked anything but frilly and pointless. I might be a mage, but I wouldn’t be able to hold off that many armed men, even if their master didn’t decide to get involved.

      “Pity, Benny. What have you got me into?” I muttered.

      “What’s that, mate?”

      I shook my head.

      The guards were watching the steady stream of people passing through the gates, but no one was being questioned. Sneaking into the house itself wouldn’t be so easy, but that was Benny’s problem. And if he couldn’t get us in, well, that would free me from my part of the deal. The relief that rushed through me at the thought was followed by guilt.

      You’re a shit friend, Nik.

      It didn’t stop the relief, though. I wanted out, and no amount of arguing with myself would change that. This was not my kind of place. It triggered an aversion deep in the beast part of my mind that I couldn’t shake. I wanted nothing to do with the likes of Carnelian Silkstar.

      The central courtyard was already packed and the heat of the day was becoming oppressive. The high walls prevented any hint of a breeze. An altar carved from a single block of honey-yellow amber stood at one end. Amber didn’t come in lumps that size, which meant that Silkstar had created it himself with magic. Bloody show-off.

      Nobody was paying much attention to the altar, because in the end, an altar was just an altar, no matter how shiny and impressive it was, and whatever else you might say about the citizens of Agatos, they didn’t turn their noses up at a free meal. Tables had been set up around the courtyard, laden with honey-soaked treats. I’d noticed that most of the citizens who’d made their way to Thousand Walls were from the upper end of society, but that wasn’t stopping them stuffing their faces, and there were enough adventurous souls from the Grey City and the Middle City that Benny and I didn’t stand out.

      Around the edge of the courtyard, beneath the occasional sneezing fits from the crowd, a constant, low hum rose from dozens of beehives. I could smell lavender and rosemary heavy in the still air. Clouds of bees lifted or settled, bringing nectar from the Missos flowers. Personally, I would have thought twice before covering the tables with honeyed snacks with so many bees around, but that’s religion for you. The crowd jostled around me.

      Benny leaned in closer. “Try to look like you fit in.” He grabbed a handful of sticky pastries from the table and shoved them into his mouth. “Like this.”

      “You’ve got honey in your beard.”

      “Saving it for later.”

      I shrugged. “Don’t blame me if you get a face full of bees.”

      I still hadn’t eaten today, and my stomach was protesting. I waited until Benny was looking the other way, then scooped up a finger-sized pastry, stuffed it in my mouth, and wiped my fingers on my shirt.

      There were guards at all the entrances to the actual house from the courtyard. How Benny thought we were getting past, I didn’t know. I hoped he didn’t have anything too drastic in mind. Drastic things tended to go wrong.

      The first time Benny had got me into real trouble, I had been eight years old. There had been nothing mage-y about me then — I had been able to see magic, catch glimpses of it when staring into the distance or daydreaming, but I hadn’t really known what it was, and I couldn’t do anything with it. Benny, though, was already an accomplished thief. Or that’s what he’d told me. Like the idiot I had been, I’d told him to prove it.

      This had been back when we had both lived in the Warrens, down by the docks. If the Grey City was the disreputable older brother of the White City, then the Warrens was the uncle that all the kids tried to stay away from during the Ebbtide Vigil.

      Benny’s young pride had been hurt, so he’d decided to prove me wrong by breaking into one of the Wren’s warehouses in full daylight. We hadn’t made it five yards inside before we were caught. For some reason, maybe because my mother worked for the Wren, or maybe because he took pity on our absolute incompetence, he didn’t cut off our heads and use them as footballs. We did get a good kicking, though, which soured me to Benny’s schemes for a while, although it didn’t have much effect on him.

      “Here he comes,” Benny whispered.

      If I hadn’t already known what Carnelian Silkstar looked like, I would have taken him for an apprentice scribe or a bookkeeper. He was a small man with narrow, drawn-in shoulders, skin that was lighter than was common in Agatos, and thin brown hair. I certainly wouldn’t have taken him for one of the three most powerful people in the city. He could scurry past you on the street and you would never notice him.

      Everyone noticed him now. He emerged from his palace at the head of a battalion of priests, clerks, black-cloaked mages, and a selection of weak-chinned young men who I assumed were his sons.

      “I thought we were going to avoid him,” I hissed at Benny.

      I would only have to let slip a trickle of magic and Silkstar would spot me. It was the Feast of Parata, and I was as welcome here today as anyone else, but once Silkstar noticed me, he would put some kind of trace on me. That was just basic common sense when a mage came into your home. I wouldn’t be able to break Benny’s curse without Silkstar coming down on me like a plunging hawk.

      This was crazy. How had I let Benny talk me into this?

      “Don’t worry, mate. We’re not going anywhere near him. He’s just the distraction.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m feeling fucking distracted right now.”

      Benny had better be telling me the truth. I didn’t care how much I owed him. I wasn’t going head-to-head with a high mage for any debt or favour. Suicide didn’t look good on me.

      Benny was right that Carnelian Silkstar was a distraction, though. The moment he had emerged, heads had turned towards him and conversations around courtyard had died away, leaving only the hum of the bees, rising and falling and shushing like gentle waves on a pebble beach. Everyone was watching the procession towards the altar. The citizens of Agatos might be here for the free snacks, but it was polite to pay attention to the religious bit, particularly when your host could flatten the whole lot of you with a single twitch of his finger.

      Benny plucked at my sleeve, drawing me back through the pressing crowd.

      As Carnelian Silkstar reached the altar, Benny and I slipped into the shadows beneath the covered walkway that surrounded the courtyard.

      Much as I hated to admit it, this plan of Benny’s was probably the best we could have come up with, no matter how crazy it was. Our other option would have been to come under cover of the night and pick the locks. But any mage worth the name would have wards around their house. Depths, I had wards, and there were plenty who would say I was a disgrace to the whole of magedom, the pompous gits. But right now Carnelian Silkstar’s wards were down. Even for a high mage, it would be frowned upon if he accidentally fried any of his guests who had just wandered off looking for a toilet.

      Of course, we still had to get past the guards, and that was where partnering someone as fundamentally dodgy as Benny came in handy. Benny knew a good chunk of the other dodgy citizens of Agatos. He wasn’t much use with the criminals and frauds in the upper echelons of society, the likes of Carnelian Silkstar, the various priesthoods, or the Senate, but for your common or garden scumbags, Benny was your man. So I wasn’t at all surprised when Benny sidled up to a couple of the guards with a familiar nod of the head and a whispered, “All right?”

      The religious part of the event was getting into full swing. Priests were wandering about, tossing handfuls of flowers into the crowds, which had the dual effect of raising the hum of the bees from the hives and setting at least a dozen people sneezing. I kept one eye on the happenings in the courtyard while watching Benny’s dealings with the other.

      In the Warrens, we called a silver coin a ‘watchman’ because it was the traditional amount it took to bribe a member of the City Watch to look the other way. From the clink of the purses Benny slipped to the guards, Silkstar’s men worked to higher standards.

      The moment the purses were out of sight, the two guards appeared to get religion, because they developed a singular focus on what was happening at the altar. Benny beckoned to me, and we slipped inside Thousand Walls.

      The interior of the Silkstar Palace was furnished in the style I liked to call Mycedan-tat. The island of Myceda lay three hundred miles to the south of Agatos, just off the coast of Corithia, and specialised in delicate sculptures made from gold, silver, precious jewels, and rare tropical woods. They were considered the height of classy sophistication across most of the civilised world. That was why, when the fashion reached Agatos, the wealthy merchants and senators immediately set about duplicating it, except instead of sticking to the small and delicate — which people might not notice — had instead commissioned great, hulking copies that loomed tactlessly over everything. So, the now-famous Mycedan-tat style had been born. No one would be able to miss just how much wealth and how little taste the owners had. And as a typical piece weighed as much as a fully grown bull, they were nearly impossible to steal without a team of men, a hefty wagon, and several mules. It also meant that Benny was after something more unusual.

      “Lady of the Grove,” Benny swore as we entered a lavish sitting room. “Look at this place!” His fingers rubbed unconsciously together.

      “You’re only stealing what you’re being paid to steal these days,” I reminded Benny. “Going up in the world, remember?”

      “You’re no fun, mate. This way.”

      Foolishly, I assumed Benny knew what he was talking about.

      If you were of a masochistic frame of mind, you could do some fairly complicated mathematics to show how many rooms Thousand Walls could have if it really did have a thousand walls, and the answer was, I didn’t know. I was a mage, not a mathematician. But within a few minutes of following Benny from over-decorated room to over-decorated room I had come to the conclusion that there were an awful lot of them and that Benny had no idea of his way through.

      I grabbed his arm as he started across a small, darkened kitchen with strings of garlic hanging like skeletal, arthritic fingers from the ceiling.

      “What exactly are we looking for?”

      Benny glanced shiftily from side to side. On principle, Benny was the kind of man who wouldn’t admit to owning a candle even if you caught him halfway down the stairs on the way to the loo with the candle clutched in front of his face. I had seen him avoid several convictions for burglary by the simple expedient of lying so shamelessly that no one quite knew what to do with him. After a moment, though, he slumped slightly.

      “It’s a ledger, all right?”

      “A cursed ledger? Why would anyone put a curse on a ledger?”

      “I don’t know, do I? It’s an old one, anyway. Maybe someone he cheated got pissed off.”

      Except Carnelian Silkstar was a high mage and he could break a curse easier than clicking his fingers. More likely, the curse was there to discourage his minions from poking around. His mages should be able to break the curse, too, of course, but recreating it again in such a way that Silkstar wouldn’t be able to tell the difference was high mage-level magic.

      The ledger must contain some of Silkstar’s business secrets, and it made sense that one of his rivals would try to steal it.

      “Let’s bloody find it before they finish up out there and catch us in the act,” I said. Waves of exhaustion were washing over the back of my mind, and only a seawall of terror kept them at bay. I just wanted this over.

      I strode across the kitchen and yanked open the nearest door.

      I didn’t know who was more surprised, me or the Master Servant standing on the other side. She reacted quicker, though. There was a brief blink of startlement, then her head came up while I was still standing there, grasping the door handle.

      “Can I help you, gentlemen?”

      She had been well trained. Despite the fact that we were obviously not supposed to be creeping around the palace and despite the possibility that we might be dangerous, she didn’t flinch.

      I couldn’t quite place her accent. It was Agatos, and she was clearly an Agatos native, but whether she was Grey City, Middle City, or Upper City I couldn’t tell. Her voice had been tutored to a neutral formality.

      I cleared my throat. “We’re here to see Carnelian Silkstar.”

      She didn’t move.

      More than a grand house or palace, more than a seat in the Senate, more than magical powers, employing a Master Servant was the sign of status in Agatos society. There were never more than forty Master Servants in employment in the whole city at any one time, and they undertook years of rigorous training. They were notoriously trustworthy, efficient, and dedicated. I had absolutely nothing in common with any of them.

      Only the tallest men and women were ever selected to train as Master Servants, and looking contemptuously down their nose at you was one of the first skills they learned. I was tall for a citizen of Agatos — like I said, I never knew my father, but I had always thought he must have come into the port on a boat from Secellia or Tor — but the woman in the doorway topped me by a full head, and she had that look-down-the-nose thing off pat. She was dressed in sweeping robes of gold and silver that bore Silkstar’s ship-star-and-giant-bees insignia.

      “I can assure you that he has no appointments today.”

      I cursed silently. Of course she would know. Her job would be to organise Silkstar’s life like cutlery in a drawer. Well, not like my cutlery.

      Pull it together, Nik! The exhaustion was making me stupid.

      You couldn’t intimidate a Master Servant. That was part of the deal. And they were almost impossible to fool. But I was willing to give it a go.

      “We have a message from the Countess,” I said.

      If you were going to lie, lie big. No one in their right mind would tell a lie like that. The Countess did not react well to having her name taken in vain.

      Well, if you’re going to piss off one high mage, you might as well make it two. You could only die horribly once.

      For the first time, a flicker of doubt crossed the Master Servant’s face, and I pressed my advantage. I raised an eyebrow. There were years of training, there were ridiculous levels of pay, and there was loyalty. But there was also stupidity, and it would take a suicidally brave Master Servant to interfere with the business of a high mage.

      For a second, I thought she was going to say no, anyway. I thought she was going to deny the Countess’s supposed will simply so as not to inconvenience Silkstar. But then she must have realised that if it was important enough for the Countess to send a messenger today of all days, it was something Silkstar would want to be told.

      You are in so much trouble, Mennik Thorn, I told myself.

      “Follow me,” the Master Servant said, turning on her heel. I felt, rather than heard, Benny’s sigh of relief.

      The Master Servant took us to a small sitting room with one wall swung back to let in the fresh air and light from a miniature courtyard. The smell of lavender and honeysuckle drifted in on the faint breeze, along with the murmur of the crowd in the main courtyard. Unsurprisingly, there was a beehive in the centre of the little courtyard, and I avoided looking at it out of an excess of caution. I was pretty certain a dead goddess wasn’t going to report me to Carnelian Silkstar, nor send her bees after me, but it never hurt to be careful.

      “Wait here,” the Master Servant said.

      Benny and I lowered ourselves onto the perfectly upholstered chairs. I thought the Master Servant did a wonderful job of not shuddering as we settled our dirty, sweaty, ragged selves onto cushions that were used to far more refined backsides than ours.

      “This is a bit of all right,” Benny whispered loudly.

      This time, the Master Servant’s jaw did tighten.

      “I will see if Master Silkstar is available.” With a sharp nod, she turned and strode off, not hurrying exactly, but certainly not hanging around.

      “How long do you reckon we’ve got?” Benny said when the Master Servant was gone.

      “Not sure.” It wouldn’t take long for her to reach the central courtyard; unlike us, she knew where she was going. “Five minutes? You can’t hurry religion, but Silkstar’s going to want to know what was so important the Countess would interrupt him during the Feast of Parata.”

      “That one’s all on you, mate.”

      “I didn’t notice you jumping forwards with any great ideas.” I squeezed my thumb and forefinger into my eyes to push away the tiredness that was threatening to overwhelm me. “You’d better know exactly where we’re going.”

      “Not a clue, mate. His personal library, that’s what I was told.”

      “Great.” I thought for a moment. “Silkstar is probably going to see us in his office, right?”

      Benny shrugged. I decided to take that as agreement.

      “His private library won’t be too far from that, and the Master Servant will have left us near the office.”

      “Makes sense. Doesn’t mean it’s right, but it makes sense.”

      “You’re all encouragement,” I said. “If you were to choose a door that looked like you really shouldn’t go through it, which would it be?”

      Benny had an almost supernatural sense of things he wasn’t supposed to do and places he wasn’t supposed to go. There were three doors into the sitting room, including the one we had come through, but it only took Benny a second to point at a door upholstered in green leather.

      “That one. No one wants me in there. I can feel it.”

      “Then let’s do it.” I eased myself up, wiping my sweaty hands on the expensive cushions.

      Benny was right. The door led to a long, wide room with desks down both sides, carpeted in the same green colour as the door. Silkstar’s clerks must have worked here, when they weren’t standing around watching him be religious. The double doors at the far end were closed and probably locked, but Benny went through locks like I went through a plate of cheese and olives after a long night’s ghost hunting. Or, my stomach reminded me, the way I would have if Benny hadn’t dragged me away before I had had a chance for breakfast.

      A large desk stood in front of the double doors, facing down between the rows of smaller desks, so that anyone entering would be forced to approach Carnelian Silkstar like a supplicant in a temple. Maybe he just had a thing for altars.

      Neat papers, pens, inks, and blotters decorated the clerks’ desks like little votive offerings to their master.

      “Come on.” We crossed the office, and I waited while Benny made short work of the lock.

      “Too easy,” Benny said. “Some people don’t even try to make it difficult.”

      I pushed the doors open. Beyond was a short hallway with only a single example of Mycedan-tat half-blocking the way through. The walls on either side were solid marble. An inlaid cedar door opened off one side. I peeked through into a room with four comfortable chairs and a low table between them. Somewhere for more private meetings. Double doors had been thrown open to another small, private courtyard. I had to squeeze my nose so the smell of honeysuckle didn’t make me sneeze. I could hear the constant hum of bees.

      “That’s not very secure,” Benny observed, nodding towards the open courtyard doors. “That’s just asking for someone to let themselves in.”

      “Which might have been useful if we’d known about it before we started all this creeping around.” I shook my head. “Focus on the job.”

      “What? I’m just making notes for next time.”

      The only other door was at the end of the hallway. It opened into a library, and I felt a surge of elation for the first time. We had found it, and there was still no sign of Silkstar turning up to rip our skins from our backs and use them to cover his books. Maybe this plan really was going to work.

      A desk stood in the middle of a rug on the marble floor, heaped with papers and worn books. A vase, holding freshly cut lavender, sat incongruously on one side. More fucking lavender. I didn’t normally get bad allergies, but this was place was a full-on pollen assault.

      Red-painted shelves covered every wall except for a single barred, shuttered window, making the whole place look like a disused brothel. I was starting to doubt Carnelian Silkstar’s taste, or possibly his eyesight. An armchair sat beneath a morgue-lamp in one corner. The room smelled dry and old, with a hint of dust and crumpled paper and the taste of warm wood.

      Half the shelves were filled with ledgers.

      “Great,” I said. “So, which one is it?”

      Benny scratched behind an ear. “I was hoping you could tell me that.”

      At this point, nothing was going to surprise me.

      That was what they called ‘famous last words’, right?

      “You might want to hurry, too,” Benny added, helpfully.

      I waved him into silence.

      One of the first things a mage learned was to sense magic. If you couldn’t sense the magic around you, you couldn’t draw it to yourself and cast spells. Most mages could sense magic long before they started training, even if they weren’t sure what they were sensing.

      I let my eyes unfocus and slipped into the semi-trance that allowed me to see magic.

      Colours rose around me. Tendrils of green lifted from the floor like smoke. That was the raw, natural magic every mage drew on. The morgue-lamp was green, too, but focused and bright. Silkstar’s deactivated wards permeated every wall, the ceiling above us, and the floor below, seething heavily in unsettling black and red patterns. I shuddered. A single word from Silkstar would bring them to ominous life, and that would be the end of me and Benny. I forced myself to ignore them, along with the green mist and the morgue-lamp.

      Magic didn’t have colours, of course. That was just the way I visualised it. I knew a couple of mages who sensed it as music, and even one who tasted it, although I had no idea how that could actually work. I did know it would have put me completely off my dinner.

      I saw curses as white strands, enfolding objects like a dolphin caught in a net.

      I turned slowly, letting my senses drift across the room. There was something cursed in the desk, but it was the wrong shape. A dagger, perhaps. I moved past it.

      “That’s the one.” I pointed to a heavy ledger just to the left of where Carnelian Silkstar would sit. It was buried beneath a pile of papers.

      “Go on, then.”

      I shot Benny an annoyed look. A bit of appreciation wouldn’t have gone amiss. I wasn’t saying I was the only one who could have found the right book so quickly, but I was the only one whom Benny could persuade to do something this stupid for him. I swept off the pile of papers and dumped them into Benny’s hands.

      “Hold these.” I intended to leave this library looking as untouched as possible when we left. The longer it took for Carnelian Silkstar to realise he had been robbed, the better.

      I leaned closer. The curse was a work of beauty, one of Silkstar’s own creations, I was sure. It would take an accomplished mage to create something so delicate. Your average curse cast by someone untrained in magic might work, but it would be an unstable mess. This one would never break spontaneously.

      “Speed it up, mate,” Benny hissed. “I can hear someone in the outer office.”

      I swore under my breath and focused on the lace-thin net covering the book. Benny had uncanny hearing, and I had learned to trust him.

      If I’d had more time, I could have figured out exactly what kind of curse this was — warts, an unpleasant seepage from unnamed orifices, a swarm of enraged bees, whatever. It was always nice to know what you were in for if you got it wrong. But time was one of the many things I didn’t have.

      “Here goes,” I whispered.

      There were people who thought that being a mage was all about talent. You were born a mage or you weren’t. If you had the talent, they would tell you, everything else was easy. The truth was more mundane. Yeah, you needed the ability, but on its own, talent was nothing. The hard bit was the training.

      The first year of mage training sucked. Literally. The unfortunate trainee mage — me, to take a random example — spent every day learning to suck in the raw magic around them and release it again, over and over, until it became as automatic as breathing. When he (still me) had finally mastered it, he would move onto the really difficult part: shaping and transforming the raw magic into spells that actually did something.

      That was why it took so long to become a mage. A trainee could spend years learning to shape magic through concentration and willpower, peering at (or listening to, smelling, touching, you take your pick) magic, then trying to replicate it, like building muscle memory, until it was instinctive, repeating the Hundred Key Forms (there were more than a hundred key forms; that was something they didn’t tell you, either, when you started), and then learning to combine the forms into ever more complicated structures.

      The magic I needed to break the curse was one of the basic key forms. The Sharpness of the Sun, my tutors had called it. They did love their stupid names. Me, I called it a scalpel. It was a very fine, very sharp extrusion of magic perfectly controlled. Usually I wouldn’t worry too much about using careful work on a curse. A quick burst of magic, and it would be gone. But we were in Carnelian Silkstar’s palace. If I used more than a trickle, he would detect it, and we would be finished.

      I licked my lips, drew in a tiny amount of raw magic, then reached out with the thinnest scalpel I could manage.

      I wasn’t the most powerful mage out there, but to compensate, I had developed the kind of fine control that some more potent mages never did.

      I was sweating, my hands were shaking from the tension, but I didn’t let the scalpel of magic waver as I slid it into the net and carefully sliced one of the strands of the curse.

      For a moment the curse held, glistening whitely around the ledger. Then it collapsed, falling in on itself, and was gone.

      I let out a breath, settling back on my heels. I had done it. No one had noticed. I started to grin.

      And that was when the booby trap went off.
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      For a moment, everything was black. Then sensation washed back over me like a storm wave crashing over the harbour wall. I was on the floor. It was hard, wet. My head pounded. Nausea clung to my throat.

      “Get up! Get up, Nik, you stupid bastard!” The words struggled through the ringing in my ears.

      Fuck! Why was I lying on the floor?

      Even with my eyes squeezed shut, everything seemed to be swaying around me.

      “Get up!” The voice came again, dull and distant.

      I shifted, and bruises I didn’t know I had flared. The air smelled of smoke and burned lavender. My mouth was full of that taste of chalk and garlic that said someone had hit me with magic, and not too long ago.

      I forced my eyes open.

      A thin, weaselly, smoke-blackened face with a scraggly beard and moustache stared down at me from just a foot away.

      “Benny,” I croaked, and turned my head away.

      Now I could see why the marble floor felt so wet. I had thrown up on it. Or at least I hoped I had. If I was lying in someone else’s vomit, I was going to be really pissed off.

      Benny grabbed my face and pulled it back around.

      “What,” he said, carefully picking out every word, “the bleeding fuck was that?”

      “I was hoping you would tell me,” I muttered. My voice sounded like footsteps crunching over seashells. I tried to moisten my mouth, but all I got was more of that chalky, sharp taste.

      I levered myself up onto one elbow and peered around.

      We were still in the library, or what was left of it. Books had been torn from the shelves and tossed across the marble and rugs. Red-painted shelves had toppled and splintered. The ceiling was shrouded in slowly coiling smoke. The wood-framed window had been blown out, showing the painfully bright sky beyond. Something was dripping down the walls. In the centre of the room, the heavy cedar desk looked like it had been stamped on by a giant foot. It had split and collapsed right across the middle. Scattered, charred papers surrounded it, along with fragments of black and red pottery.

      I had broken the curse on the ledger and then… Then something had exploded. Something big and magical. Depths!

      “Never mind.” Benny shook his head. I hoped I didn’t look half as cooked as he did. “We need to get out of here. Now. Half the city will have heard that.”

      He was right. You wouldn’t have had to be sensitive to magic to feel the eruption. You’d just need a pair of ears. We needed to get out of here, or we were going to be in so much shit.

      Grimacing, I pulled myself up.

      Why in all the Depths had I let Benny talk me into this? We were going to have words if we got out of here. Leaning on Benny’s scrawny shoulder, I staggered towards the door.

      We were too late.

      Just before we reached them, the doors burst open and a dozen guards piled in. Two of them were holding muskets, one a flintlock pistol, and the rest swords. All of them had their hands and faces smeared with thick, white Ash.

      I felt the magic drain from the air around me.

      Fuck, I thought. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. There really was no way this could have gone worse.

      The Ash Guard had arrived.
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        * * *

      

      To understand what was so terrifying about the Ash Guard, you had to understand magic, and to understand magic, you had to know where it came from.

      When an animal’s body decayed — or a human body, for that matter — it leaked all sorts of disgusting smells and dubious liquids. It rotted. I had seen it, and it wasn’t nice. When a god died in the mortal realm, much the same happened, except that the stenches and oozing liquids from a rotting god’s body were what we called raw magic. It permeated the air and the ground and the water wherever a god was worshipped or feared, and where the god’s body lay. Those of us who could use that raw magic were called mages. This was the dirty little secret mages didn’t like to talk about. We were earthworms, dung beetles, tiny, unnamed, crawling, squirming microscopic organisms of the godly soil. We didn’t have magic of our own. We fed off the decaying effluent of dead gods.
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