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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What’s your name?” I clarified.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The warehouse I was looking for bordered Paravar Square, where caravans formed up to start their journey through the Erastes Valley to the distant northern cities. Because of that, and because Agatos loved to show an entirely misleading and self-flattering façade to the rest of the world – or at least the parts of it passing hurriedly through on a caravan or ship – the warehouse had been faced in cleanly cut, freshly whitewashed sandstone with all the unnecessary twiddles and decorative flourishes that could be crammed in. The kind of building that said, I might be filthy, sweaty, and brutal inside, but don’t I look good? And, by the way, I
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