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            THE STORY SO FAR

          

        

      

    

    
      KEY CONCEPTS

      Agatos – A large city at the mouth of the Erastes River, looking out onto the Erastes Bay and the Yttradian Sea beyond. Agatos is a trading city situated at the beginning of the Lidharan Highway, which carries most trade to the cities of the north. The city is theoretically ruled by the Senate, but the city’s high mages and the Ash Guard also hold significant power and influence.

      The Gods – Many gods, alive, dead, and of indeterminate status, are worshipped in Agatos, although they rarely bother lending their power to their worshippers. You can find a list of the gods mentioned in the Mennik Thorn books in Appendix 2.

      Magic – When gods die, their mortal remains begin to rot. The effluent from this permeates the air, the water, and the earth anywhere they were worshipped, being particularly intense where their remains are found. This effluent is the raw magic that mages draw on to shape into spells. They try not to talk about the origin of their power too often.

      The Ash Guard – A martial order who use the ashes of the dead sun god, Sharshak, to neutralise all forms of magic and even the power of most gods. They rigorously police the actions of mages, supernatural entities, and gods that step out of line.

      MAIN CHARACTERS

      Mennik (Nik) Thorn, our protagonist – A minor mage who has set himself up as a freelance operator in the poorer parts of Agatos, having walked away from the machinations and corruption of the high mages, particularly those of the Countess, his estranged mother.

      Benyon (Benny) Field – Nik’s best friend since childhood. Benny is an unapologetic thief governed by a complicated and unbreakable code of favours and debts.

      Sereh Field – Benny’s daughter. A terrifying 11-year-old far too competent and dangerous with a knife and with the apparent ability to move undetected through shadows. Nik thinks she is probably one of the most dangerous people in the city, although Benny sees her as vulnerable and in need of protection.

      Mica Coldrock, formerly Mica Thorn – Nik’s younger half-sister, a powerful mage who has maintained a relationship with their mother.

      Captain Meroi Gale – A captain of the Ash Guard. Nik has an unrequited crush on Captain Gale and works casually for her as an informant. He has yet to gather the courage to ask her out on a date.

      Elosyn and Holera Brook – Two of Nik’s most tolerant friends. A married couple. Elosyn works as a baker at Nuil’s Coffee House, and Holera is a chef at her own restaurant. Both have been known to feed Nik when his business is doing particularly badly and patch him up when he’s been injured. Which happens far more often than it should.

      The Countess, Senator Anatase Coldrock formerly Solone Thorn – Nik’s estranged mother. A high mage controlling much of the Senate.

      The Wren – A high mage controlling crime in the lower parts of Agatos.

      Squint – An information broker working for the Wren out of Dumonoc’s bar.

      Dumonoc – The world’s must unwelcoming barman.

      Scholar Longstream – a scholar at Agatos University to whom Nik turned for help in SHADOW OF A DEAD GOD, but who refused all assistance unless Nik would raise the body of the founder of Agatos, Agate Blackspear, known as the Godkiller, the city’s first high mage. Nik refused, as a point of principle.

      RECENT EVENTS

      In SHADOW OF A DEAD GOD, Nik Thorn is a second-rate mage, just about getting by, keeping his head down, drinking at Dumonoc’s bar, and taking on small jobs that require magic, such as breaking curses, spying on cheating spouses, finding lost pets, and hunting ghosts. That all changes when he agrees to help Benny steal a ledger from the high mage, Carnelian Silkstar, and they find themselves framed for a brutal, magical murder they didn’t commit.

      As Nik desperately tries to prove their innocence, more murders seem to follow him around, each of them apparently committed by an impossible ghost-beast.

      Eventually, Nik tracks the origin of these attacks to a powerful mage, Enne Lowriver, who supposedly works for the Countess, but who is in fact the secret leader of a cult of the dead beast god, Ah’té. Nik, Benny, and Sereh manage to disrupt Lowriver’s attempted resurrection of the beast god and injure Lowriver, who is eventually killed by Captain Gale. In the process, Benny swallows the relic that summoned the ghost of the beast god, a claw. Nik, meanwhile, has incurred a debt to the criminal high mage, the Wren, and that debt is about to fall due.

      Now read on…
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      At half past seven, on the morning of the ninth day of the month of Eppos, Etta Mirian walked into a bakery on Long Step Avenue. She bought two loaves of bread and an almond and honey pastry. She asked after the proprietor’s grandchildren (he had three, the oldest of whom had recently been apprenticed to a potter not far from the university district), remarked on the good weather (it had, until today, been an uncharacteristically cloudy and wet Eppos), and shared her hopes and aspirations for the expansion of the drapers’ business she and her husband ran.

      With a smile and a nod to the other customers, Etta Mirian left the bakery, crossed Long Step Avenue, and stabbed Peyt Jyston Cord three times in the neck. She then turned the knife on herself and, still smiling all the time, opened her throat from side to side. Both died before help could arrive.

      The City Watch, who always liked a good murder to cheer up an otherwise boring day, were soon on the scene. There they put into play the full range of procedures and techniques they were renowned for – mainly gawping at the body and asking some desultory questions – before concluding that neither Cord nor Mirian knew each other, and Cord had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. They were unable to track down exactly where Etta Mirian got the knife she had used. It didn’t belong to her, the victim, or the bakery, and no one had seen Mirian carrying it prior to the attack.

      At that point, as far as I could tell, there had been a lot of generally uninterested shrugging from the upstanding women and men of the City Watch before they decided that, yes, it was absolutely terrible what people got up to, and no, there really wasn’t anything they could do about it, what with the victim and perpetrator both being dead.

      And then they had moved on.

      Of course, I didn’t know any of that at the time. I hadn’t been paying much attention to what had been happening out there in Agatos for the last few weeks. I had been recovering from the injuries I had sustained in my fight with the overpowered mage, Enne Lowriver, and the ghost of her dead beast god.

      Long story.

      Mages healed quicker than other people, but I had fucked myself up inside and out, and it had taken a good week for me to feel back to normal. During that week, something had been nagging away at me like a rat at a wet sack of grain. Despite the best – or worst – attempts of my mother to train me, I had never been able to channel significant amounts of magic. I had never been powerful. But I had accepted my limitations, learned to live with them, and made a career of sorts from what I had.

      Then Lowriver and her dead god had turned up, and it hadn’t been enough.

      Sereh – my best friend Benny’s daughter – had said something, and it had started to eat away at me with its ratty little teeth. She had said, “Do better. If you’re not good enough, be better.” Resting here in Benny’s house, that kept echoing in my mind. Had I just given up? I couldn’t be a high mage like my mother, nor have the kind of power my little sister, Mica, had. But did that mean I couldn’t be better than I was?

      Maybe I could do more with the power I did have, be more efficient, figure out some new tricks. Something.

      So that was what I had set out to do. Day after day, I sat here, drawing in raw magic, shaping it, and releasing it as spells.

      It wasn’t going well.

      “You know, Uncle Nik, no one will see you if you open the shutters at the back.”

      I started, spilling my tea. Bannaur’s battered balls! I twisted around in my chair to find myself staring right into a pair of wide, innocent eyes. Sereh. How in all the cold, dark Depths had that girl managed to sneak up on me again? I swore she could surprise a shadow. No wonder I was on edge. How was I supposed to concentrate on practicing my magic when she kept appearing out of nowhere, trying to give me a heart attack?

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “If anyone was in the courtyard, I would know.” She would at that, and if they tried to get into the house, well, I wouldn’t give much for their chances. Sereh wasn’t a mage. Believe me, I had checked, but somehow, she still always knew. “And you’ve set up wards,” she continued. “You don’t have to hide in the dark.”

      “I’m not hiding.”

      “Of course you’re not. But you’re safe here with me, Uncle Nik.”

      I shivered and tried to hide it with a cough. How was it that an eleven-year-old girl could set me so on edge with perfectly ordinary words? She wasn’t even playing with her knife right now, which really should have helped, but didn’t. I loved that kid like she was my own, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t sometimes terrified of her.

      All right, the truth was, I was hiding. Kind of hiding. Laying low, that was a better way of putting it. I had made a stupid choice. It had been the only choice I could make at the time, but that didn’t stop it being stupid. When Benny and I had been framed for murder, I had been desperate. I had asked a favour from the Wren, the high mage who controlled Agatos’s criminal underworld. Everyone who grew up in the Warrens knew better than to get into debt to the Wren. Depths, I knew better. But, like I said, no choice.

      Long story.

      By the time I had recovered from my injuries, I had already left him hanging for a week. And then, well, to be honest I had been dodging the issue. The problem was that the Wren had demanded I steal information from my mother and pass it on to him. And I couldn’t do it. It wasn’t loyalty. Fuck loyalty to her. It was the idea of going back into her court that filled me with the kind of panic that made me want to crawl into a corner and hide. I had been half hoping the Wren might forget about it if I didn’t show my face.

      Hey, I was an optimist.

      The more realistic part of me had been expecting a knock on my door from the Wren’s enforcers any day. It hadn’t been doing my anxiety any good.

      Sereh slid past me, her footsteps still not making a sound on the floorboards. If I hadn’t felt her knife pressed against my delicate skin more than once, I would have wondered if she was a ghost.

      She threw open the shutters, and I peeked out into the courtyard. Like she had said, there was no one out there.

      “You’re going to have to go out sometime.”

      “I was going to,” I muttered, as I watched her turn and head back to the stairs. When she reached them, she stopped.

      “Someone’s about to knock on the door.” She smiled. “I think it’s for you.”

      Goat shit. She was just trying to freak me out. Give poor old Uncle Nik the willies. Not this time. I opened my mouth to tell her she wasn’t catching me out again, when someone rapped on the door.

      How in the Depths had she known that was going to happen? She must have heard them step up to the door. Or maybe they had cleared their throat. I knew her hearing was better than mine.

      So why was my pulse racing like a mouse being chased by a hungry pack of street dogs?

      The knock came again. I thought about pretending not to be there. That would work, right?

      Bollocks.

      “No point putting this off any longer,” I told myself. If the Wren had come for me, what was I going to do anyway? At least he had knocked. That had to be a good sign, didn’t it? I plastered a smile on my face, crossed to the door, and threw it open to the glare of the sunlit street.

      The man outside wasn’t what I was expecting. Mages in Agatos – most of them, anyway – wore thick, sweat-inducing black cloaks that, in my opinion, made them look like twats. I had one of my own, although I tried not to use it. Whoever this man was, he wasn’t wearing one of those cloaks, and he looked … ordinary. Neat, respectable, unassuming. He could have been a successful shopkeeper or a senior clerk. If he was a mage, he was powerful enough not to have to flaunt it, and that couldn’t be good news for me.

      The man’s skin had that olive tint of an Agatos native, and his hair was starting to grey. He had a wide, creased face, like a rumpled bed sheet on a hot night. He was probably in his late fifties, although if he was a powerful mage, he could easily have been older. Something about the way he held himself made him seem like an old man.

      He squinted up at me. “Mennik Thorn?”

      All right. He knew who I was. More bad news. He wasn’t just here to sell us a new broom.

      I glanced suspiciously down the street and checked my wards. “Why?”

      “I need your help.”

      I ran through all the swear words that I knew under my breath, then made up a few more on the spot. A wannabe client. That was the problem with setting yourself up as a mage-for-hire; sometimes people came around and wanted to hire you, even when you were trying to lie low. How is all the sodden Depths had he found me? No one was supposed to know I was here.

      I eyed my visitor, then unfocused my eyes to check for magic. There was no shortage of magic in Agatos. It rose insubstantially like a mist everywhere you looked. Or that was how it seemed to me. Every mage had their own way of ‘seeing’ magic. I had known mages who heard it like music or smelled it or, in the case of one poor sod I had met, felt it like burning fire against his skin. Me, if I unfocused my gaze, I could see it in shifting shapes and colours. It gave me eyestrain and had occasionally made me walk into the side of a building, but it could have been worse.

      If my visitor were any kind of mage, he wasn’t showing it. That still didn’t mean I wanted him here. The Wren had plenty of ways of dealing with problems without using magic.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I’m not taking on clients.”

      “I heard that you help people.”

      Yeah, and look where that had got me. “For money.” I stole another glance down the street. “I don’t need the money.”

      “I do not think that is true, Mr. Thorn.” He held up a hand. “I can pay you, but I do not think you do this for money.”

      Yeah, that was a hard sell when I was squatting in my friend’s house on the edge of the Warrens. Most mages my age lived in mansions.

      My visitor didn’t look like he was going anywhere. He wasn’t trying to force his way in, but he looked settled and unmovable, like the carcass of a whale washed up on a beach. Stubborn, that was the word for it.

      I could be stubborn, too, but I was at a disadvantage. Every moment I stood exposed like this, the greater the chance one of the Wren’s people would see me.

      I could tell this man to fuck off and slam the door in his face, or I could let him in. What I couldn’t do was stand here in the doorway. Keeping your head down didn’t work if everyone could see you.

      The man must have picked up on my indecision because he added, “Please. At least hear me out.”

      I swore. I was going to do this, wasn’t I? That had always been my downfall. Show me someone really in need, someone projecting the raw vulnerability this man was, and I couldn’t say no. Mica had exploited it ruthlessly when we had been kids. It looked like I still hadn’t learned my lesson.

      “Then come on in, for Pity’s sake, before anyone sees us.”

      I gave him a temporary pass through my wards, took a final glance up and down the street, then closed the door behind us.

      When he was seated, my visitor lowered his head into his hands, his shoulders slumping. People didn’t come to me unless they had no other choice. Your average citizen viewed mages with a mixture of apprehension and awe, in much the same way they would if they discovered an eight-foot snake crawling out of their toilet. It was true that most of my clients were after something mundane – a curse needing to be broken, a cheating spouse to be spied on, a lost ring to be found, that kind of thing. But they would only come to me if they had exhausted every other option.

      I still didn’t know how I felt about that.

      Benny had said I should try being friendlier. This coming from a man who spent his nights breaking into wealthy people’s homes and making off with their valuables.

      My visitor was still sitting there, silent and unmoving. I was used to clients being nervous or coy, but I wasn’t used to this. If he had died on me, I wasn’t going to be happy. I tried clearing my throat.

      Nothing. Brilliant. Was he even here to hire me or was he just looking for somewhere out of the sun?

      Was he waiting for me to offer him tea?

      “Look,” I said, “I don’t mean to be rude, but what do you want?”

      The old man lifted his head slowly. “This is not easy.”

      “Tell me about it,” I muttered. Yeah, I was being an arsehole, but in my defence, the stress of these last few weeks had been getting to me, and I still didn’t know why this guy was here.

      He met my gaze with heavy grey eyes that looked so worn down that I felt immediately guilty. “My wife is dead.”

      “Shit.” Now I felt like a double arsehole. “I’m sorry. But what do you want me to do about it?”

      Pity! I couldn’t be any worse at this if I leant over and smacked him in the teeth. Try to be a decent fucking human, Nik.

      I just hoped he wasn’t here to ask me to bring her back to life, because that wasn’t happening. I could do it – I had done it once before, when I had been training to be a mage – but the dead always came back wrong. No matter how much he might think he wanted that, he didn’t.

      “I want you to tell me why she is dead, Mr. Thorn,” my visitor said. Then, never raising his voice or hurrying his words, he told me the whole damned, shocking, sorry story. His name was Avend Mirian. He and his wife owned a drapers’ shop in the Middle City. Each morning, while he opened up the shop, his wife went out for the day’s groceries. Then, four days ago, she had failed to return. It had taken him all day to find out what had happened to her.

      “Let me get this straight,” I said when he was done. “Your wife went out shopping, she murdered someone, and then she killed herself.”

      He let out a sigh. “When you put it like that, it sounds bad.”

      Yeah, it sounded bad. Mainly because it was.

      “The thing is,” he said, looking up at me, “I don’t believe it.”

      I didn’t know how to break it to him, but denial wasn’t exactly uncommon when someone died. My own stepfather – Mica’s father – had been a fisherman, and when his boat had failed to come back, I had spent days on the harbour wall, staring out to sea, sure I would see him come sailing in, even after they had found his boat wrecked on the rocks. It couldn’t be his boat. I had truly believed that. They must have made a mistake, I had told myself long after I had stopped believing it. I could count the number of times I had been back to the harbour on the thumbs of my hands.

      “Which part?” I said. “That it was your wife? That she murdered someone? Or that she killed herself?”

      “None of that.” He shook his head slowly. There was a kind of weary dignity in the way he moved and spoke. Or maybe it was just the trauma he had suffered tugging at him. Either way, he reminded me of my stepfather. Maybe that was why I had let him in against every good instinct. “Etta did it, she was there. I know that.” He looked up at me. “May I have some water?”

      I nodded, crossed to the small kitchen, and poured out a cup of water from the porous clay bottle Benny used to keep it cold. Benny was proud of that bottle. He hadn’t bought it, of course. He had nicked it from some wealthy merchant, but I wasn’t complaining. In the summer it was a gods-send.

      The man nodded his thanks when I handed the water to him. “It just doesn’t make any sense,” he said, after he had taken a sip. “Etta was happy – we both were. Things were working out. She wouldn’t do something like that.”

      He would be surprised what some people would do with scarcely a reason or excuse. Sometimes people just snapped. Anger, fear, resentment, stress, and anxiety all built up in them until they couldn’t take anymore. I could have told him all that.

      Except. Except there was a fragment of broken glass sticking through that smooth, clean explanation. She smiled while she cut her own throat. The smile didn’t waver. That was what the witnesses had reported, or so Mr. Mirian claimed. Who could do that? Who could cut their own throat and smile? An expression of rage I could believe, or fear. But a smile? That bothered me. You would have to be insane, and not ordinary, everyday insane. Nothing Mr. Mirian had told me about his wife pointed to that. Still, I had to be sure. People hid things even from the ones they loved most. Especially from them.

      “She wasn’t acting strangely?” I asked. “Nothing struck you as odd? She didn’t seem down or depressed or withdrawn? She wasn’t in any trouble?”

      Mr. Mirian shook his head again. “The City Watch asked all of those questions. She was happy and normal. I am not the kind of person who misses things like that, Mr. Thorn. We were married for a long time.”

      I sat back, studying him. He wouldn’t be the first person who thought they knew their husband or wife better than they did. We were good at fooling ourselves. But something about his manner made me believe him.

      Or maybe you’re fooling yourself just as much as he is because he reminds you of Mica’s dad. I had never known my own father, and Mica’s dad had treated me like his own. The hole he had left made me vulnerable. But what else was I supposed to do if I couldn’t trust my own judgement?

      “All right,” I said. “I believe you.” Sometimes all a person needed was for someone else to take them at their word.

      Mr. Mirian worked his lips. “My wife killed a man, Mr. Thorn, and then she killed herself. I…” His voice broke for the first time. “I have to know why. I cannot go on without knowing.”

      He had come to me, a mage. There were plenty of other people he could have approached in Agatos. He could have bribed someone in the Watch. He could have lobbied – and bribed; it was a theme in this city – a senator to hold an enquiry. He could have employed a former Watchwoman or -man to investigate further. But he hadn’t. There could only be one reason for that.

      “You think it was magic. You think someone or something made her do it.”

      He nodded.

      Pity! This was exactly why I should have nothing to do with it. I was in enough trouble already. If I started poking around, I was going to draw attention.

      Sometimes you just have to know. My eleven-year-old self standing on the harbour wall looking out over the empty waves could have told me that. You just have to know.

      I made one last attempt to dissuade him. “I don’t want your money, Mr. Mirian.”

      He nodded. “Nevertheless, I will pay you.”

      I understood that.

      You’re an idiot, Nik Thorn.

      “All right,” I said. “I’ll look into this for you. But I can’t promise that anything will come of it. If I can’t turn anything up in a couple of days, I’m going to have to return your money and move on.”

      He stood, pushing himself shakily up from the table. “Thank you, Mr. Thorn. Etta’s funeral is tomorrow. Three o’clock. Please. Come to the shafts an hour early. There will be a chance to examine her body.”

      I crossed to the door with him and held it open.

      “I am grateful,” he said, then turned to walk slowly back up the road.

      Don’t be, I thought. There was no happy ending to this.

      On the opposite side of the street, a man leaning against a wall looked up at me, meeting my eyes. He tipped his hat, grinning.

      I slammed the door. Shit! After all this time, I had been seen.

      Relax. He was just some bloke, I told myself. He was just being friendly.

      I didn’t believe it for a second.
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      I waited until the next day’s heat had increased to the kind of intensity that drove anyone sensible inside, then ventured onto the sun-bleached streets. I felt vulnerable out here. It was the first time I had left the house for weeks, and I couldn’t help but imagine eyes peering at me from nearby buildings. I resisted the urge to use magic to check if anyone was watching. If there was a mage nearby, that would be a dead giveaway – and dead might be the operative word if the Wren was getting really pissed off with me.

      The street was nearly deserted, only a few people hurrying about their business, heads bowed from the heat. The famous perfume of Agatos – the stink of rotting food, blocked sewers, and dead things – rose on the hot air.

      The fact that Mr. Mirian was holding his wife’s funeral before the full heat of the day had faded was evidence that the Mirians hadn’t been wealthy. It made me feel guilty at the idea that he wanted to hire me. How much of his wife’s funeral had he sacrificed on a quest to find out a truth that probably wasn’t there?

      You tried to tell him no. You tried to put him off. And there might – just might – be a truth to be found. It still made me feel like a fraud.

      The main burial shafts for the city occupied a large, stony field on the western edge of the Erastes Valley. Originally, the field had stood outside the city. Over the centuries, though, the city had expanded up the valley, like a belligerent drunk sprawling across a table, until it had engulfed the burial shafts. By then, the field had been riddled with corpse-stuffed holes, and no one fancied digging them out, so the burial shafts had remained, and people just kept on filling them.

      I didn’t hold out much hope of discovering whether Etta Mirian had been influenced by magic. The aftermath of powerful magic could linger, although not for long, and Etta Mirian had been dead for five days now. But you never knew. If there was one thing I was good at, it was working with weak magic. Without much power, I had been forced to rely on fine control of my meagre resources. If there was a trace to be found, I would find it. I just didn’t think it would be there.

      The Fields of the Dead might have started out as shafts driven deep into the rocky earth and sealed by field stones, but over the centuries, monuments had been built above the shafts, so when I came over the low rise at the edge of the city, they were laid out before me like a miniature city of palaces, grand boulevards, and plazas. Only the presence of a large, whitewashed building near the entrance and several burial parties preparing to drop their loved ones – or ones they hoped had left them money – into the ground showed the true miniature scale of the metropolis of the dead.

      The building by the entrance was draped in red mourning banners and topped with flags, supposedly representing the various gods who were worshipped, feared, cursed, or just vaguely remembered from a drunken story told in a bar. There were a lot of them, and at best I recognised a quarter – but, hey, why risk pissing off a god who might be watching for the price of a bit of cloth?

      The burial grounds pressed close to the sheer valley wall, and it was only there, where rockfalls were a regular occurrence, that the monuments faded out. This part of the Fields of the Dead was where executed criminals were buried, the assumption apparently being that rocks falling on them was no more than they deserved.

      Executed criminals were buried decapitated with their heads beneath their feet. Something to do with preventing them reaching some long-forgotten afterlife. As up to half a dozen bodies could be buried vertically in a single shaft, this led to the macabrely farcical situation of each criminal sporting the head of the next one to be buried on his or her neck stump. I could have ended up here, my head balancing on Benny’s scrawny neck, if we hadn’t cleared ourselves of murder. It had been a close thing. What a way to enter the afterlife that would have been. Not that I believed in any afterlife. The gods weren’t that generous.

      The Fields of the Dead wasn’t the official name of the burial ground, of course. The Senate, in all its stuffy, quelling glory, insisted on referring to it as the Fields of Rest, but there was no telling the citizens of Agatos what to do or say, so the Fields of the Dead, or just the shafts, it was.

      Mr. Mirian was waiting for me on the steps of the red-draped building. He was dressed in the traditional, long mourning robes, which hung shapelessly from his narrow shoulders. He wasn’t alone. A dozen mostly older people had gathered a few paces away, shaded from the afternoon sun by the building. Not many mourners for a whole life. But Etta Mirian had – apparently – murdered a man. How many of her former friends and acquaintances had decided to distance themselves from the Mirians? No wonder Mr. Mirian wanted to clear his wife’s name. I checked over the people who had come. No one I recognised, but I hadn’t expected to. It was a big city.

      Mr. Mirian crossed to meet me as I climbed the steps. A few of the other mourners glanced over, but no one tried to join us.

      “I have to warn you,” I said. “The chances of me finding any proof of magic are very low. Magic dissipates. If I had been there within a couple of hours of … what happened, I could have told you for sure, but it’s been a long time.” Too long.

      His head dipped. “I understand. But you’ll try?”

      “Of course.” It just wouldn’t do much good. I still wasn’t sure I was getting through to him, though. The last thing I wanted was to raise expectations. “You know, there are a lot of ways of getting someone to do something they don’t want to. Threats. Blackmail. Drugs.” But the smile. That smile he had told me about. It wasn’t right. If it was true. Witnesses were unreliable, particularly when something traumatic happened. Finding two people who agreed on anything at all was hard enough, and if you did, they would be wrong more often than not.

      “I am aware of that, Mr. Thorn, but you did not know Etta. She was a strong, principled woman. She would not kill another person, no matter what threat might be made against either of us. I have consulted with a physician and talked to everyone Etta spoke to that morning. There were no signs of drugs in her body, nor was she acting strangely.”

      He was thorough, I would give him that. That still didn’t mean he was right. It wasn’t my problem, though. My job was to find out if magic had been involved, then go home. That was all. I wasn’t on a crusade for justice. It was just a job.

      Mr. Mirian checked his pocket watch. “You have about ten minutes until the undertaker must bring Etta up.”

      “It’s enough time,” I said. “I’ll know quickly if I can get anything.”

      He had managed to keep his face neutral during our conversation, but now it twitched, like he had been stung by a wasp. “Then I wish you luck. I will ask that you do not share what you learn until after the funeral. I wish now to think only of her life. I will come to you tomorrow, at ten o’clock, if that suits?”

      I nodded and left him there on the top of the steps, staring out over the Fields of the Dead.

      The bodies awaiting burial were stored in a vault beneath the building. I made my way past the small groups of mourners, then through wide doors at the back. Beyond, marble stairs led down, and I followed them, my eyes unfocused to look for magic. Yeah, it wasn’t the cleverest way to go down stairs, but I had been doing this for a long time, and at least there was no one around to see if I made a tit of myself by falling down the steps.

      Any mage who was hoping to keep their friends didn’t talk about magic to ordinary people. Mages operated by sucking in the raw magic from all around us and forming it into coherent spells. What we tried not to tell people was where raw magic came from in the first place.

      There were a shit load of gods around, particularly in a city like Agatos, which sat on the crossroads of most of the continent’s trade routes. Gods, in this realm, at least, weren’t immortal. If they died here, they left their physical bodies behind, as well as traces of their influence. Over time, those bodies rotted. The decaying effluent from the bodies was what we called raw magic, and it was everywhere. It permeated the air and the water and the ground. It penetrated buildings and furniture and your food. To me, it looked like a faint green mist. I tried really hard not to think about what it really was. Who wanted to think they were surrounded at all times by the putrefying remains of dead gods? But with my eyes unfocused, if there was magic here, raw or formed into a spell, I would be able to see it.

      Somewhere in this underground vault, the bodies of the dead would be stacked like sacks of grain on shelves, but Etta Mirian had been laid out on a marble slab in a small room just off the bottom of the stairs, greenery placed around her white-robed figure, like the table-setting at an Ebbtide feast. I wondered if Mr. Mirian had been down here to see her. In his place, I didn’t know if I would have been able to.

      Ironically, there were no morgue-lamps in this morgue. Instead, candles had been set around the walls, as though in a futile attempt to lend life to the corpse lying here with their warm glow. The sickly green of a morgue-lamp would have been too on the money, I guessed.

      Someone had done a pretty good job of repairing and disguising the cut across Etta Mirian’s throat, but there was no hiding it completely. She had started on the left of her neck, slicing through the tendons and the arteries, and kept going, through the windpipe, all the way around the right side of her neck. How in the Depths she had found the strength to keep cutting, I didn’t know. And there was still the faintest hint of a smile on her lips.

      I couldn’t deny it. This was some strange shit. No wonder Mr. Mirian hadn’t been willing to let it go.

      Etta Mirian looked younger than her husband, although whether that was because death had lifted the stresses of life from her face, I didn’t know. It was always hard to tell the age of a dead body.

      There was another door at the back of the room – this one shut, fortunately, because that must be where the bodies were stored. I wasn’t squeamish exactly, and I wasn’t scared of bodies, but that didn’t mean I wanted a room full of dead people peering over my shoulder.

      The vault down here was cold. It raised hairs on my arms. To keep the bodies from rotting before they’re buried. I could see the spell sunk into the walls as a shivering, faintly purple crystalline pattern.

      Every living person — Depths, every living thing — held a trace of magic within themselves, whether they were a mage or not, but Etta Mirian didn’t. She was as dead as the stone she lay on. There was no magic there at all.

      I hadn’t expected anything else.

      I leaned closer, straining my magical vision, looking for any hint that she might have been magically interfered with.

      Nothing. Although whether that meant magic hadn’t been used or that it had faded long ago, I couldn’t say.

      That was that. I had warned Mr. Mirian I couldn’t help him. There was only the disturbing hint of a smile to suggest anything at all was unusual, and I couldn’t make a case from a smile. I didn’t want to give Mr. Mirian false comfort, however tempting it might be.

      I had heard that the Ash Guard could detect magical influence for longer by opening up the body, stripping back the nerves and veins, and cutting through the skull, but even they wouldn’t have found anything after all this time, and I wasn’t about to start dissecting my client’s wife minutes before her funeral.

      The other door swung open.

      I jerked up, excuses cascading through my mind, expecting to see one of the priests come to wrap Etta Mirian and take her away for burial. But the man in the doorway wasn’t a priest, that much I could tell, and if he was a mourner, he wasn’t any better at that shit than I was. He was short – he wouldn’t have come up to my shoulder if we had pressed back-to-back – and his light brown skin and straight black hair cut ragged just above his eyes marked him out as a native of one of the northern cities. He wasn’t wearing mourning robes. Instead, he wore thin layers of cloth, wrapped like bandages around his limbs, and a loose shirt and trousers over them.

      There were two ways you could react when you got yourself into a situation like this, when you knew you weren’t supposed to be there and had just been caught dead-to-rights. The first was to act as though this was the most natural, normal, and expected place to be and to carry on with whatever you were doing, before sidling off innocently. I called this the Benny method, because he had successfully escaped from several burglaries that way. The second was to turn tail and leg it like a soul rider was coming after you. My unexpected visitor blinked, then stepped back, and slammed the door in my face.

      Yeah. Guilty of something, and I wanted to know what. I pulled in raw magic, formed it into a battering ram, smashed the door off its hinges, and followed him through.

      The man was fast. He was already halfway across the room beyond, and the sound of the splintering door didn’t even make him break his stride.

      This room was unlit, and the clean, whitewashed walls of the viewing room were here replaced by rough stone. That wasn’t what made me stumble to a halt, though. It was what lined the walls. Dozens of high, wide shelves stretched the length of the room, and on each of them lay bodies wrapped in rough cloth. There was something about the ordered lines of the waiting dead that felt unnatural and wrong, like sailors sleeping in bunks on a ship, but without the restless turning and twitching. It was … well, it was fucking creepy, that was what it was. To be surrounded in the dark by so many unmoving dead people. My hands clenched.

      Pull yourself together, Nik.

      My quarry was getting away, and I wasn’t going to catch him standing here gawping at bodies. There was a staircase at the far end of the room. It must be where they carried the bodies down, out of sight of the mourners, to wait for their final burial. If the intruder got out, I would lose him.

      He reached the end of the room and turned for a second to gaze at me, then spun again and leapt for the stairs.

      He might be fast, but I was a mage. I threw magic. I didn’t want to injure him. Just knock him off his feet. But I was out of practice. That was the excuse I was going to use, anyway. I aimed the magic at his legs, but I was running after him, it was dark, and he jumped at the last moment. The magic ricocheted from the wall and into the solid wooden shelves.

      Wood cracked. The stack tottered. And before I could reach them, the shelves tore away from the wall. Bodies tumbled, limbs slack, onto the stone floor. Cloth split. Dead faces leered at me. I stood, watching, horrified, as the last body flopped to the ground.

      Oh. Shit.

      I glanced desperately around. None of the priests were in sight, but someone would have heard the noise. If I was caught, I was going to have a hard time explaining this. A pile of bodies, Officer? I hadn’t noticed. No, I have no idea how they could possibly have got there.

      Carefully, picking my way between sprawled torsos and loosely flung limbs, I made my way to the stairs and followed the long-gone intruder out of the morgue.

      At least I had managed to avoid violating Etta Mirian’s body, which was the absolute minimum you could aim for if you wanted to get paid by your client.

      The early afternoon sun was blinding and harsh as I stumbled out the back entrance of the morgue. Sweat sprang immediately from my skin, dampening my palms, after the magical coolness of the vault.

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!

      There was no sign of the man I had been chasing. In the maze of monuments to the dead, I had no chance of finding him.

      I was going to be in so much shit over this. At least a dozen people had seen me head down to the viewing room. What exactly was the penalty for tossing about a bunch of corpses and leaving them on the floor? In Agatos’s long history, I couldn’t imagine someone hadn’t made a law about exactly this. I considered going back, trying to repair the shelves and restack the bodies, but it would be hopeless.

      Maybe they would think it was an accident.

      No. Screw it. I was going to have to admit what had happened and hope none of the relatives ever had to know.

      I didn’t even know if the intruder had anything to do with Etta Mirian or her unusual death. Perhaps he had just been a thief come to steal from the bodies. Not every thief in the city had the same sense of right and wrong as Benny.

      Or maybe he did have something to do with it. It would confirm Mr. Mirian’s theory that there was something very peculiar with the way his wife had died, and much as I wanted to, I couldn’t deny that it was all fucked up. The cut on her neck had been too smooth and neat. You couldn’t do that to yourself. Your hand would have to shake or jerk when you made the cut. Etta Mirian’s clearly hadn’t. And she smiled.

      This was a terrible idea. I was supposed to be in hiding, not fucking around with more dangerous, weird shit. I was supposed to have learned my lesson. “Mara’s piss!”

      I couldn’t let this go, not until I knew the truth.

      I wondered if Mr. Mirian had known I would react like this.

      I straightened with a sigh, and that was when I realised I wasn’t alone anymore. Two black-cloaked mages stood only a couple of yards from me, watching. They must have come up while I was distracted, blinded by the sunlight, or under cover of a spell I had been too shaken to notice. And I had thought today was already a disaster. I recognised both of these mages. They were the Wren’s people.

      At least he had sent two of them. That was flattering, right? I put on my most friendly, confident smile. “I don’t suppose there’s any point in saying I’ll come quietly?”

      Magic erupted from them. I didn’t even try to resist.

      Blackness enveloped me.
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      I woke with my head thumping.

      Whatever magic the Wren’s mages had hit me with hadn’t been gentle. My dry mouth had the familiar taste of chalk and garlic that magic left when turned on you, like a hangover without the upsides.

      I swore under my breath. They hadn’t needed to do that. I wasn’t stupid enough to resist. It was a reminder – not that I’d needed one – that I wasn’t in the Wren’s good books.

      I shifted uncomfortably. I had been dumped in a hard chair, but I wasn’t tied. There was something over my head, covering my face. A hood. Again, not tied. What was I supposed to do? Passively leave it on to prove my compliance? The Wren knew me well enough not to believe that. I reached up and pulled it off. I didn’t know why my kidnappers had bothered with the hood anyway. I, and everyone else from the Warrens and Dockside, knew exactly where the Wren kept his headquarters. He wasn’t trying to hide.

      I was in his office. The man himself was seated behind his desk, writing, and he didn’t look up as I pulled off the hood.

      The Wren looked like he was in his sixties, but I knew damned well he was far older than that. Stories of the Wren went back generations, and, yeah, it probably wasn’t all the same man, but he was a high mage, and controlling that much magic meant he aged more slowly than the rest of us. He looked the same as he had when I’d been a kid. His hair was grey, and his skin was pale. There must have been some Brythanii blood in him a generation or two back. His eyes were washed out, only a hint of muddy green in them. He wasn’t as tall as me, but then most people in Agatos weren’t.

      I watched him scratching away with his pen for a while, then shifted upright in the chair.

      To my left, a tall window looked out over the docks and the wharfs that stuck out into the harbour like a dozen jabbing fingers. Most of the warehouses that ran along the centre of the wharfs weren’t directly under the Wren’s control, but his influence hung heavily over them. The high mage Carnelian Silkstar had once controlled most of the trade through Agatos, until Lowriver’s beast god had killed him. I supposed the warehouses must have passed to his heirs, whoever they were, but those heirs weren’t high mages, and I doubted they would be able to hold onto his empire.

      On the opposite side of the office, wide warehouse doors opened onto an enormous, enclosed courtyard. From the outside, the Wren’s headquarters looked much like any of the other gigantic, whitewashed warehouses that lined the docks, but it had been hollowed out so that an outer layer of rooms and offices surrounded a courtyard. The courtyard was filled with a lush tangle of trees and plants from the jungles of Tor and Secellia to the west. Even from here, I could smell the rich, damp soil and living plants. Maintaining that jungle garden in the dry heat of Agatos’s summer and its icy winter must have taken an enormous outlay of money and magic.

      I wasn’t an idiot. I had been to the theatre – once or twice, although never voluntarily – and I recognised this whole setup. The pet jungle, the Wren ignoring me, and the wards that waited like the jaws of a mantrap all around us were a show designed to intimidate. But the Wren was missing one important factor if he was trying to overwhelm me. I already knew I was small, insignificant, and powerless, so, you know, how do you like that, Mr. High Mage?

      Eventually, the Wren put down his quill and looked at me. “I remember you, Mennik Thorn. Your mother had great hopes for you.” He shrugged. “I did not share her optimism, but she was useful to me, and it suited me to encourage that belief. It kept her tied to me for far longer than she should have allowed.”

      Yeah. I bet it had. My mother had been one of the Wren’s acolytes, working as a mage for him long after she had obtained enough power to be a high mage herself. Her support must have given the Wren a great deal of leverage in the unending power games between the high mages of Agatos. Not that I hadn’t been grateful. There had been times when both Benny and I might have suffered much more painful consequences for transgressing the Wren’s rules as kids without his need to keep my mother on side.

      Now, of course, that had changed. My mother was never going to stay an acolyte forever. When another of the high mages died, Mother had taken her spot, restyling herself as the Countess and renaming herself Anatase Coldrock. With the death of Carnelian Silkstar, she and the Wren were the only high mages remaining in Agatos, and they did not like each other.

      Which was how we had ended up exactly where we were.

      I had left my mother’s court five years ago, disgusted by the power games of the high mages and traumatised by my mother’s brutal attempts to train me to be her successor. But the Wren wanted a mole, someone to ferret out the Countess’s secrets and plans, and I had been foolish enough to get myself in his debt.

      Don’t get me wrong. I would happily pass over my mother’s secrets. After what she had put me through, I didn’t have any loyalty left. But to do that, I would have to go back to her and become part of her court again, and I just hadn’t been able to force myself to do it. Now, it seemed, the Wren’s patience had finally run out. Even if I could have put my magical abilities up against his – which was so much of a joke it wasn’t even funny – the Wren had plenty of other ways of dealing with his enemies, and I didn’t want to be a body dragged out of the harbour one morning.

      A door opened behind the Wren, and a tall, dark-skinned man walked in. He came up close, bent to whisper something in the Wren’s ear, then stepped to one side, quietly watching.

      I knew this man, too. His name was Melecho Kael, and as far as I could tell, he was a combination of the Wren’s second-in-command, bodyguard, and gardener. The few times I had been here before, I had seen him pruning and raking the mini jungle. I assumed he must be a mage to hold such a trusted position with the Wren, but I had never seen him use magic. I unfocused my eyes to assess the power in the room. I could see the raw magic, the heavy, threatening wards, and the reservoir the Wren was holding within him, ready to cast in the blink of an eye. It was pretty impressive. Only the most powerful mages could hold that much magic without leaking like a cheap boat. His second-in-command wasn’t holding any magic, but then why would he when he was with a high mage?

      I shifted in my seat. “So. Are we done?”

      It probably wasn’t sensible to antagonise the most dangerous high mage in the city, but I got mouthy when I got nervous. It was the secret of my success.

      His magic lashed out faster than I could react. It wrapped around me like rose briars and constricted. A thousand thorns of magic stabbed into my skin. I let out a groan through clenched teeth.

      For fuck’s sake, Nik!

      I hadn’t even seen him form the spell. The only person I knew who could cast magic faster was my mother, but there wouldn’t have been much in it.

      Blood seeped into my mouth. I had bitten my tongue, but I scarcely felt it above the burning pain as the thorns tightened on me. I couldn’t breathe.

      This is it. He’s going to kill you, and no one will ever know. You stupid, fucking idiot!

      I had always known my mouth would be the end of me. I just hadn’t realised it would be so soon.

      The Wren rose from his chair. Through tears I saw him round his desk and crouch in front of me.

      “You requested a favour from my broker. You agreed a price, and you agreed conditions. It was a deal freely entered into. I understand why you have been reluctant to hold up your end, but that reluctance is at an end.” The thorns tightened again. “Your mother continues to work against my interests. I will not allow the Countess to become the pre-eminent high mage in Agatos. I will know her plans.”

      “It’s not that easy.” Forcing each word out was like spitting up broken glass, but my mouth had got me into this, and it was all I had to get me out again. I could taste the blood on my lips. “She’s got no reason to trust me.” Yeah, I was partly to blame for that. I had made no attempt to repair our relationship after I left. I’d wanted nothing more to do with her or her fanatical acolytes. The twisted games, the corruption, the abuse of power, no thanks. I would rather be poor, and I had told her that. “I need longer. A week. Two.”

      My time in the Countess’s court had broken me. Even thinking about going back sent waves of dizziness sweeping through me that had nothing to do with the pain. I couldn’t do it.

      “You will find a way. By tonight, I expect to hear that you have re-joined your mother’s household. Then you will discover her plans, report them to me, and we will be done.” He leaned closer. “That is now your only option. I do not know if you value your life, but I know you value the lives of your friends, so I will tell you now. You will do what I ask, or Benyon Field and his daughter will pay the price.”

      Fuck you! Rage welled up in me. I pulled in raw magic and threw it against the thorns binding me.

      It didn’t work. The Wren’s power was too great. I couldn’t even shift it.

      The Wren reached out and tapped a finger on top of my head.

      Darkness swallowed me again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The fun thing about being knocked unconscious by magic twice in one day was that it left you with a shit of a headache.

      I lay there, my skull thumping like neighbours having inconsiderate sex through a thin wall. It wasn’t only my skull, either. My whole body was thumping like I was … like I was being…

      I forced my eyes open. I was staring up at the bright blue sky between faded, white-washed buildings, and the sky wasn’t staying still. It was sliding along between the buildings.

      And the smell. Everything stank like rotting food, dead animals, and urine. What in all the Depths had the Wren done to me? He must have scrambled my brain. Pity! I had known messing with him would get me a beating. I had been prepared for some broken bones. I had even been prepared for him to have me knifed. But my mind? I didn’t have much going for me, but I couldn’t do without my mind. A brief eddy of terror swirled through me. My stomach tightened, and for a moment I couldn’t breathe.

      My body thumped again. The buildings around me seemed to bounce.

      “What the fuck?” I muttered. This wasn’t my brain. This was…

      I sat up, abruptly, sending pain stabbing through my head. I was in the back of a cart. It was piled high with waste, all the crap tossed out by the citizens of Agatos and left to fester in the heat of the day. Now I knew why it stank.

      “You absolute bastard.” The Wren had dumped me in a waste cart. As messages went, it wasn’t exactly subtle.

      I twisted around to see the cart driver. “Hey!”

      He glanced back, shrugged, and turned away again. Right. So that was the way it was.

      We were in the Grey City, my former home. The grandeur of this part of Agatos had long since faded and flaked, rather like me, but with the state I was in, I wouldn’t even be welcome here.

      The cart hit another pothole, jolting me and doing my aching head no favours.

      It was getting late in the day. In a couple of hours, the sun would dip behind the mountains that framed the Erastes Valley, and the cart was full. It would be at the end of its rounds, now, and I knew exactly where it was heading.

      Beggars’ Wharf was an old stone dock on the bank of the Erastes River, roughly half way between the Sour Bridge and the Tide Bridge, in the heart of the Grey City. It dated back to when ships had
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