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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Strange Cargo is a short novel.

      It’s a bit under half the length of a normal Mennik Thorn novel. Some of you may be wondering why I chose to make the third Mennik Thorn novel shorter than the others. The truth is, I hadn’t originally planned to write this as a separate book at all. Some of the events here had originally been planned to fit in Nectar for the God, the second book in the series. But it quickly became apparent that that wasn’t going to work.

      These novels are carefully constructed, and to work, the disparate plot strands have to weave carefully together and link at the end. If I have too many of them, the books will lose focus and drift. But there was one particular plot strand in Nectar for the God that didn’t get fully resolved in a way that satisfied me. I considered moving it to the next (and final) book in the series, Legacy of a Hated God. But again that hit the same problem. Legacy is already going to be a complex book with lots of big events, plot strands, and character developments to draw together. Plugging in more strands would make it lose shape.

      So, you’ve ended up with an extra, if somewhat shorter Mennik Thorn novel. I hope you’ll enjoy getting this extra, unplanned visit to Nik’s world. Things, as you might expect, are about to go bad for him…
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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, although they have recently fallen out over Nik putting Benny’s daughter, Sereh, in danger. 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.

      Jettuk Kehsereen – A scholar from the city of Khorasan now living in Agatos. He and Nik worked together to rescue Kehsereen’s nephew from the god of nightmares, Enabgal. Now Kehsereen’s nephew is in the protective care of the Ash Guard, whose Ash suppresses the boy’s out-of-control natural magical abilities.

      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.

      Melecho Kael – The Wren’s bodyguard / enforcer / assistant / gardener.

      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.

      In NECTAR FOR THE GOD, Nik’s attempts to dodge the debt he owes to the Wren finally fail and he is forced to infiltrate his mother’s court to obtain information the Wren can use against the Countess in their ongoing feud. At the same time, he is employed by a widower, Mr. Mirian, whose wife murdered a stranger in public and then killed herself. Mr. Mirian wants Nik to prove that his wife was under magical influence.

      As Nik follows the clues, he finds the murder victim’s closest friends being killed, too, by a force that seems to have command of astonishing magical power and the ability to take over bystanders. During his investigation, he encounters a scholar, Jettuk Kehsereen, who is searching for his nephew who went missing weeks earlier and who appears to have a link to the murder victims, and also manages to fall foul of a vicious smuggling gang. All in a day’s work.

      Nik and Kehsereen discover that the victims have been feeding natural mages to the until-now lost god of nightmares in exchange for success. But those victims made a mistake by trying to feed the god a natural high mage whose power is too great to contain and who, in his madness, has been lashing out and killing them. Nik rescues the boy – Kehsereen’s nephew – from the god and turns the god over to the Ash Guard.

      The other half of his quest hasn’t gone so well, though. Nik was traumatised by his experience growing up with his mother’s impossibly high standards and her obvious contempt for him. When he puts off his job for the Wren too long, Benny and Sereh’s lives are put at risk, leading to a rift between them. Benny has been Nik’s best friend since child, but now he wants nothing to do with him. The loss hits Nik hard, and he knows it’s his fault.

      Nik finally hands over the information the Wren wanted, only to discover that, without his knowledge, he has been used by his mother, once again, as no more than a tool in her own schemes.

      Now read on…
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      You didn’t need to be a citizen of Agatos to learn one very simple rule: never threaten a mage with a gun.

      If you were lucky, the gun just wouldn’t fire. The flint would jam before hitting the steel, or the powder would be inexplicably damp, or your finger wouldn’t move on the trigger.

      If you were unlucky, the barrel might block itself and the gun would explode, taking half your face with it.

      Like I said, not a great idea.

      Threatening a mage with a couple of dozen guns, on the other hand, well, that was where things got more tricky.

      I’d had a long day. A market trader in the Penitent’s Ear had thought her husband was cheating on her, so I’d spent the last few days following the bastard everywhere. It was the hottest part of the summer, and most sensible people kept indoors for most of the day. But this bloke pushed a delivery cart back and forth between the docks, the market, and various businesses around the city, and I had trudged along behind him like the idiot I was. It had been sweaty and exhausting, and she hadn’t needed a mage to do it. Her husband certainly wasn’t using magical means to hide his activities. But since I had sworn off any jobs that might even tangentially involve gods or mages, I couldn’t afford to be fussy.

      As it turned out, he wasn’t cheating on her. Not with another woman or another man, anyway. He was cheating on her with a bar and a whole bunch of drinks. He would tell her he had a job to do, then he would head for the bar, where he would drink alone for several hours at a time. I had reported my findings to my client this evening, and hadn’t that gone well? She would have been happier if I had told her he was screwing a stranger. Luckily, these days I took payment upfront.

      After that, all I’d wanted was to get back home, fall over, and sleep for several days.

      Which was why it came as an unpleasant surprise when I turned onto Corrastar Street, with my apartment and office in sight, and two dozen men and women, all armed with muskets, stepped out of the shadows and levelled their weapons at me.

      Of course, jamming a gun wasn’t the only mage trick I had up my sweaty sleeves. I could cast a shield around myself or send out a burst of magical energy to knock them flying. But that was a lot of lead for my shield to catch, and I had never tried to knock this many people senseless in one go. I had the horrible, gnawing suspicion that whichever way this played out, I would end up with a lot more holes in me than I had started with.

      I knew I pissed people off, but this was quite a lot of people to have pissed off in one go. I didn’t think I even knew this many people.

      I straightened, hefted my mage’s rod, forced a smile, and prepared to duck.

      The lower parts of Agatos – the Warrens, Dockside, Fishertown – weren’t known for their respectability. These were the places you ended up when the city took one look at you and told you to fuck right back off. Even my apartment, just a couple of streets away from the Penitent’s Ear market and theoretically within the Middle City, was the kind of place that respectable citizens avoided if they possibly could. But even by the standards of the lower city, this lot would be kicked out of most bars and inns. Hard, wind-burned faces fixed on me with a cold professionalism. Yeah, these weren’t people I wanted to fuck with. Shame they seemed to want to fuck with me.

      The evening air was still hot; even in the dead of night it never really grew cold at this time of year. That was why I was sweating, absolutely not because of all those gun barrels pointed directly at me.

      As always when I was nervous, I opened my mouth. “Is that a bit of overcompensation there, boys, or are you just happy to see me?”

      All right, it wasn’t my best line, but you try better when enough people to start a small riot are lining up to shoot you. Anyway, all it got was frowns. I was just about to explain that I had been insulting their manhoods – again, probably ineffective when half of them weren’t male – when someone stepped up behind me, pulled a sack over my head, and smacked me across the back of my skull.

      It was, I thought as blackness claimed me, like getting back to the good old days.

      When I woke, I still had the sack over my head and my hands were tied behind my back. I was lying somewhere hard and damp. Almost chilly, too. So, either somewhere magically cooled or underground. I didn’t like either option. Magic would mean one of the powers in Agatos had taken an interest in me again, and that never ended well. Underground … well, I’d had my fill of underground. I’d sworn off the tunnels and ruins beneath the city as thoroughly as I’d sworn off the docks and the ocean beyond. And, yeah, I did realise that at this rate I would be running out of city to live in.

      It was dark outside the sack, as well. If there was someone else out there, more fool them, because it wasn’t like I could have seen them through the sack, anyway.

      This wasn’t the first time I had woken tied hand and foot. For some reason, people seemed to enjoy knocking me unconscious. Some of them didn’t even know me. The last time it had happened, I had been mistakenly drugged and lost control of my powers. As far as mistakes went, it put some of my own into proportion. As far as I knew, Jettuk Kehsereen, the man who had drugged me then, was the only one who knew about the ulu-aru drug that stole magical powers, but I pulled in a little raw magic to check. Yep. At least that was working. I would be able to burn my way out of these ropes if I needed to. Of course, if all those bastards with their guns were still around, that might not be the greatest idea.

      Fuck it. I was a mage of Agatos. Not a great one, admittedly, not even an adequate one, really, but I wasn’t helpless, and I wasn’t comfortable. I focused my magic and cut through the ropes holding me. I even managed to avoid cutting my own wrists by accident. I was getting better at this gig.

      I sat up and pulled off the sack.

      As I did so, someone sparked a lamp into light.

      I was in a big room, no windows. Underground, as I had guessed. Maybe a cellar. Several large barrels stood against the back wall. The air was still and, frankly, pretty nasty, which was no doubt caused by the great crowd of armed men and women forming a semicircle around me.

      They had been standing there in the dark after all. Twats.

      “You know you could have just bought me a beer, right?”

      There I went. Spouting my mouth off again. I was yet to find a circumstance where that made things better.

      Someone I hadn’t at first noticed stepped through the crowd and stood over me, hands on her hips.

      Oh. Oh shit. Now I remembered who these guys were.

      Several weeks back, during an investigation, I had accidentally charged into a smugglers’ lair at an inn called The Bloody End, smashed the place up, given a good dozen smugglers a magical kicking, then fled through their secret stash of smuggled goods. They had been pretty pissed off, and they had come after me. Eventually, they had been scared off by the Wren’s people, who had also been pissed off with me. That was a pretty good encapsulation of how my life had been going this last month or two. That, and gods and mages trying to kill me.

      I should have known the smugglers hadn’t forgotten.

      The Mycedan woman standing in front of me had been in The Bloody End that evening, and as luck would have it, she seemed to be the head of the whole damned smuggling gang.

      Her clothes were colourful but patched, and the jewellery around her neck and wrists was showy, if not particularly valuable. Having Benny as a friend meant I had become a minor expert on the value of jewellery. (A typical conversation would go, Benny: “Take a look at this, mate.” Me: “For fuck’s sake, put that away before someone sees it.” Benny: “Nice, innit? Worth a good bit. It was just lying about, if you can believe it.” Me: “In someone else’s house.” Benny: “Well, I’m hardly going to nick it from my own house, am I?”)

      Having had Benny as a friend, I should say. I still hadn’t healed that rift. Not that I hadn’t tried. I had called around a dozen times, but he hadn’t answered, and I was too wary of Sereh’s booby traps to let myself in to confront him.

      There would be time to worry about that if my new friends here didn’t cut off my hands and nail my head to a wall.

      “Nice place,” I said. “Not so impressed by the lighting, though. A bit … intermittent.”

      The woman’s expression didn’t change as she looked down on me. She would have to do better than that. I had been glared at by some of the most dangerous and powerful people in Agatos. I smiled back, trying to look serene. Some people have said it makes me look like I have a hot poker shoved up my arse, but those people are no longer talking to me, so…

      “You lost us our mage,” the woman said at last. She still hadn’t introduced herself, and I had a feeling she wasn’t going to. Kind of rude, but not as rude as the kidnapping and threatening me, I supposed.

      “He was fine when I left him. A bit of a bruised head, I reckon, but nothing permanent.” And he had started it. He had thrown magic at me, so I had hit him over the back of the head with a bottle. I hadn’t been gentle, but we mages healed quickly.

      “And then your Ash Guard came around, and he was on the next ship out of here.”

      Ah. Yeah. I had told Captain Gale about him.

      “You owe us,” the woman said.

      “I don’t think so.” They had been trying to kill me. I had a right to defend myself. I made a move to rise, and all the muskets came up. I sat again. “On the other hand…” I forced my smile wider. “What exactly was it you wanted me to do?”

      The leader of the smugglers made a gesture, and the muskets lowered. I always felt a bit better when a couple of dozen people weren’t pointing guns at me.

      “We have an important shipment arriving in four days. You’re going to make sure it arrives safely and no one notices it being unloaded.”

      “That’s all, is it?” That had been sarcasm. I wasn’t sure she picked it up

      “It’s what our last mage did for us. Before you fucked that up.”

      Right. And if he could hide a whole ship from sight, he had been a lot more powerful than I’d realised, and I had been lucky to come away from it with all my limbs attached. I suppressed a shudder.

      Not that I had to hide the whole ship. Ships sailed into and out of the port all day, every day. The smugglers’ ship would come in at night, no doubt. All I would have to do was keep away any prying eyes until it was unloaded, then come the morning, the customs agents could poke around to their little hearts’ delight. I had a few tricks up my sleeve that might do the job. I could pull it off. It had to be a better option than being murdered in a damp cellar.

      “I don’t suppose I’ll be getting your mage’s pay, too?” I said. When the woman didn’t answer, I added, “So, what are you bringing in?”

      “That’s none of your business, is it?”

      And there was the rub. I didn’t care about most of the things smugglers snuck in. If they wanted to dodge import taxes on coffee or tea or spices or silks, I couldn’t give a fuck. It wasn’t like those taxes would find their way to helping the poorer parts of Agatos. But what if that wasn’t what they were bringing in? What if it was something dangerous? Innocent people could get hurt. I didn’t want that on my conscience.

      “The more you tell me, the better I can make sure you get in clear.” Like I cared if they did. If I had my way, the customs agents and the Watch could bang the lot of them up.

      The smuggler’s face didn’t crack. I wasn’t getting an inch out of her. “All you need to know is that you’ll join the ship at midnight in four days’ time. There will be a small boat waiting near the end of the Dragon’s Jaw to carry you out there. The ship will unload at the dockyards. It’ll take half an hour at most. You will make sure no one sees a thing.”

      The dockyards occupied the western end of the harbour, past where the wharfs and warehouses ended. Agatos didn’t build ships, but the Yttradian Sea could be harsh, and plenty of arriving vessels needed work. They could be brought out of the water at the dockyards, planks replaced and re-caulked, tillers and masts repaired, cracked keels mended, or whatever the fuck else needed doing. I was hardly an expert, and I didn’t want to be. Me and the ocean didn’t get along.

      The prying eyes the smugglers were worried about wouldn’t be the dockyard guards or the City Watch, who would have been paid off, nor the customs officials, who would be tucked up nicely in their beds. The smugglers’ real problem would be that the dockyards abutted the Warrens, and the assorted scallywags and scumballs – my childhood peers, in other words – who prowled the streets looking for a mark would have their eyes

      
    

  

OEBPS/images/agatos-map-with-labels---internal-3.jpg
z
Y

- THEMIDDLE CIT

. AsH Guaro ForTREsS

. Civ WATCH HEADQUARTERS
. THousano WaLLs

. SENATE

. THe CounTess’s PALACE

. THe FIELDS OF THE DEAD

. CORITHIAN STEPS

2
z

THE MIDDLE CITY.

Long Step Avenue——

8. Sour BRIDGE
9. Tioe BRioGe

10. We BRince
11. Ceor Essas

AGATOS
UNIVERSIT
ey

4]

27,

4 +

K
)

=
_| UNIVERSITY,
~\\DISTRICT |

2
R
3%

e,
Sl
A
AN

v

s

7 L7
‘/(5/(«(0,
||| PEPENDHOS.
|| | MOUNTAINS

. STREET OF THE GoDS

. PenrTent’s Ear MARKET
. MiLe END MARKET

. CrEAP GATE MARKET

. Dockvaros (DRY Docks)
. Nik's APARTMENT

. Benny’s House






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Author’s Note
      


      		
        Map of Agatos
      


      		
        The Story So Far
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Legacy of a Hated God
      


      		
        Appendix 1: Map
      


      		
        Appendix 2: The Gods of Agatos
      


      		
        Appendix 3: Currency
      


      		
        Appendix 4: Months of the Year
      


      		
        Keep in Touch
      


      		
        A Request
      


      		
        Read More
      


      		
        Books by Patrick Samphire
      


      		
        About Patrick Samphire
      


      		
        Copyright Info
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Legacy of a Hated God


      		About Patrick Samphire


      		Copyright Info


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/strange-cargo-ebook-cover-v2---internal.jpg
=7 _ﬁ s
— = ;;-1_

PATRICK SAMPHIRE





