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 Introduction

 


As It Seems is my second published short story
collection, but it’s the first time I’ve tried to do it on my own.
My first small collection, Tricks of the Blade from Mannison
Press, as well as my debut novel The Heron Kings and its
sequel The Heron Kings’ Flight from Flame Tree Press, have
been incredible experiences for which I’m very grateful. But these
have all been done under someone else’s direction, on someone
else’s timeline with final rights and authority out of my hands.
This time around I’m giving it a go myself. So if it’s bad I can’t
hide behind an editor or blame formatting errors—I have “final
cut,” as David Lynch would say.

The stories in this
volume mostly deal with people being deceived or tragically
misunderstanding something, often with dire consequences. Thus the
collection title—nothing’s quite as it seems. The majority are
reprints, though there are a few originals: “The Slavemaster’s
Penance” was one of my first forays into the “grimdark” subgenre,
with a duo of escaped slaves set on a bloody mission. I think
putting it first gives the reader a taste of what follows. Spoiler
alert—these aren’t happy, lighthearted stories for the most
part.

Another first
appearance, “One Noble Too Many,” is my attempt at mystery in a
fantasy setting, and is a follow-up to the events of The Heron
Kings. Several reviewers of the book particularly liked the
spymistress character Vinian. Since the sequel takes place a
century later, I couldn’t bring her back, so I gave her her own
story set a few years after the first book.

“What We’re Looking
For” started as a comedic send-up of RPG fantasy tropes. But the
humor just wasn’t working, so I rewrote it to be only slightly
tongue-in-cheek. Here, an aspiring hero can’t seem to land a solid
job, so decides to become a villain instead. Read whatever you like
into that.

“It Weighs On You”
is a sequel to another story in this collection, “Illicit Alchemy,”
which I’ve sold multiple times to both print and audio venues.
They’re set in a more industrial era of the world of the Heron
Kings novels, and deal with struggling alchemists forced by
unemployment and desperation to do the bidding of terrorists.
Again, take a wild guess where my inspiration for these came
from.

The final, original
entry, is a bloody little flash snippet called “Two Tips,” and
introduces darker versions of two main characters from The Heron
Kings’ Flight. I pounded it out after one particularly brutal
rejection—never let good rage go to waste.

The remaining
stories have been published before, but some are out of print
indefinitely, so here they are in one handy bundle. Some are
adapted from micro-flash fiction or even 100-word "drabbles." Many
take place in the world of my novels or a variation of it, others
are completely stand-alone. Of these, one I’m especially proud of
is “Cold Calculation,” a sci-fi piece about passengers stranded on
a spaceship and forced to sacrifice one of their own to get home.
It was published in the cyberpunk horror anthology Crash
Code by Blood Bound Books, which was nominated for something
called a “Splatterpunk Award,” which sounds cool. “Justice Enough,”
first appearing in Electric Spec, features an unwilling
assassin with her sights set on a corrupt priest. “Decoy,” a flash
sci-fi about bungling space-burglars, was my first pro-market sale,
appearing in Nature. Yep, Nature publishes science
fiction, believe it or not. The rest of the stories have their
charms as well of course, though they might not be for
everyone.

The haunting and
excellent cover art is the work of Joe McAllister of Down In The
Zero Art Design. If you're in need of a book cover, you can find
more of his work by searching for Down In The Zero Art Design on
most social media platforms, if he ever gets around to getting on
them.

Anyway, I hope these
stories succeed in their objective of traumatizing, or at the very
least entertaining you. If you enjoy them, please leave a review
or rating wherever you can! Information about my short fiction,
novels, and other stuff can be found at ericlewis.ink (the .ink domain
seems to be used by only a few authors and a lot of tattoo artists,
but it was really cheap) along with some blog posts and a once or
twice a year newsletter.

 


Thanks for reading,
and may the gods light your path and darken your enemy’s.

 




The Slavemaster’s Penance

 


Stop that man! Slave, stop!”

Trogus tore through the
harbor’s muddy streets half-blinded by the sun, lungs and legs
burning. He didn’t know what city he was in. Didn’t even know what
country he was in, only that he was free and on solid ground.
Scraps of ragged clothing fell away as he ran, leaving an easy
trail to follow. He turned down a dark alley praying it led to
escape.

It didn’t. It led to
a dead end and a brick wall he just missed slamming into. Was there
time to go back and try another route? Trogus jumped against one
wall, falling short of the nearest window ledge. He tried another—
even further away. Footfalls echoed down the alleyway.
Cornered.

Two huge men with
shaved heads and tattooed muscles blocked his path. One carried a
club, the other had chains looped around his fists. Trogus would
die before going back in those chains again. At least, he hoped
so.

“Fool,” spat the
whipmaster, out of breath despite the size of his biceps. “What…was
you…thinkin’? No one ‘scapes the cruise. Come here— see if ya can
pull oar with broke legs!” The other one stalked toward Trogus with
club held high.

But before a blow
could fall the thug’s head jerked, and crumbles of red brick
spilled over his shoulders as he toppled over. Because of his bulk
it seemed he fell comically slow. Wasting no time on silly things
like questions, Trogus wrenched the club from the thug and bashed
his face. The crunch reminded him of the meatless bones that’d so
often been his dinner. He wailed on the man until he was a
quivering mess of red jelly, then kept bashing anyway.

“I think you got
him.”

Trogus froze, looked
up. Over the unconscious, purple-faced whipmaster stood a new
figure, smaller and more shapely but every bit as fierce.
Everything about the woman screamed thief and killer: the
short-cropped hair, the close-fitting clothes over tanned and toned
muscles, the weapons at her waist. “Oh,” Trogus said nervously,
“um...thanks.”

“Didn’t do it for
you,” she replied. She pocketed a garrote and knelt over her
victim, then cut a belt pouch away with her knife. “Least, not
entirely.” She moved to the other body.

Trogus let the club
fall from his shaking hands. “Who are you?”

“A slave, like you.
Or used to be. Guess you’d say I’ve moved up in the world.” She cut
the dead man’s purse also. “I saw you running from that ship—
seemed like an opportunity all around.” The woman hefted the
pouches and grinned at the jangling coins inside. “Come on,” she
said, “I guess I owe you a drink, and you look like you could use
one. Not to mention a bath.”

 


“What is this place?”

She handed him a cup
of something. “Dirty Deke’s. Not the classiest of joints, but—”

“No, I mean where am
I? What country?”

“Ah. Kept you down
below did they? Never saw the light of day?”

Trogus nodded. “Just
through the oar holes sometimes. We were… two months at sea? I
can’t be sure.” He took a sip of his drink— some kind of watery
honey rum. “Then it was a rusted-off shackle, guard looking the
wrong way at the right time…figured I had nothin’ to lose.”

“You figured right.
You’re in Silverport, Marimine Vadrasalle.”

Trogus raised an
eyebrow. “The Marimines Isles? As in, the Banks?”

“As in. You’re just
a stone’s throw from the greatest power in the world.”

“Huh.” Trogus looked
around at the ramshackle quayside taphouse with its ramshackle
customers. “Somehow I thought it’d be nicer.”

The woman laughed.
“Everyone says that. It is nicer around the banking halls
and estates, but you won’t get anywhere near those. Silverport’s
the mud all that finery’s built on.”

“What brings you
here then?”

“Well slavery’s
outlawed in the Isles, so there’s that. I stowed away to get out of
Pelona, and I washed up here after I got tossed overboard.”

“Sounds rough.”

“Not compared to
what came before it ain’t,” said the woman with a sudden scowl.
“Don’t ask.”

“How about your name
at least? Lady buys me a drink I should know who to thank.”

“Ooh, a smooth one!
You can call me B’zal, but don’t go spreading that around— fugitive
slaves can still be retaken. Treaties or some nonsense.”

“You could just
change your name. Should be easy enough in a place like this.”

She looked hard at
him. “Yeah well, a lot of bastards took everything else from me.
They ain’t takin’ my name too. Fuck that.”

“Fair enough,” he
nodded. “Well I’m Trogus, and I’ve got no idea what to do now.
Didn’t figure I’d get far enough to need a plan.”

“Hmm. Got any
experience as a cutpurse?”

“Erm, no.”

“Bouncer?”

“’Fraid not.”

“Scribe?”

“I can make my mark
and count to a hundred.”

“Well what
are you good at?”

Trogus thought for a
moment, then shrugged. “Pulling oar?” They both laughed
bitterly.

 


Trogus kept his head
down in Dirty Deke’s until hearing the sweet sound of his ship
casting off. Probly figured one slave and two crew was loss
enough, he thought. He ventured outside to examine his new
surroundings, looking repeatedly from the handful of money B’zal
had given him— his cut of the take apparently— to the young
prostitute lounging against the flickering street lamp, wondering
whether approaching her or not would be the less despicable option.
Turned out his drink wasn’t all that watered, and it made the
calculation more difficult. It has been a long time after
all…

“You’re not doing
her any favors just standin’ there,” B’zal admonished. “Do or
don’t— makes no difference to anyone else, not here. There are way
worse occupations.”

“Excuse me for still
having some shred of conscience left,” said Trogus,
embarrassed.

B’zal laughed.
“Some. Yet, you are still standin’ there. Pragmatic, I like
that. In fact…” B’zal seemed to argue with herself a moment, then
nodded. “Come on, I got a story to tell you.” She took hold of his
arm and pulled him back inside Deke’s.

“But—”

“That doxy’ll still
be there tomorrow.” B’zal sat him at a small table in the corner,
away from the crowd. She leaned in close. “You ever heard the name
Nequenga?”

“That’s… someplace
up in Marzahn, right?”

“It’s a copper mine,
named for the bloodiest bastard that ever drew breath, Nequenga the
Elder. You think you had it bad, but better by far if a slave has
any skill, even pulling oar. Otherwise to the mines you go, and in
Nequenga’s mines you go in and don’t come out. They say his mines
have killed more people than the Gray Plague. More than the
Argovani civil wars. More even than Phynagoras.”

“No one
killed more than Phynagoras,” said Trogus with that tone of
certainty particular to popular wisdom.

“Well it’s not like
anyone’s keepin’ count, is it? Anyway, the mine dried up and the
old devil escaped into death two years ago, peacefully in his sleep
under sheets of golden silk. Had his harem buried alive with ‘im
too, gods burn the prick.”

“Well that is a sad
story, but what’s your point?”

“The story ain’t
over. There’s another of the name— Nequenga the Younger. And
by all accounts he’s even worse than the father.

“The slave markets
of Marzahn,” B’zal continued after a long drink, “are one sorry
sight. No cruelty’s a stranger there. But lately something’s
changed. There are fewer and fewer slaves, all bought up so that
the markets run dry. The Younger burns through his inheritance,
grabs at every life he can— women, children, old and weak. Makes
bulk deals for babies. Babies! Haggles harder than a Thazovi
jongleur, driving down prices then shipping ‘em all off to some
unspeakable fate.”

“Why children? If
he’s got a new mine somewhere...”

“I think he has an
eye to surpassing even his father’s evil,” said B’zal. “Forget
about buying people one at a time. My guess, he’s breeding a whole
nation of slaves. Can you imagine? Trogus, I’m not in
Silverport to eke out a thief’s living until I keel over drunk
someday. I’ve been saving up.”

“Saving up...for
what?” Trogus was already sure he didn’t want to know even as he
asked it.

“I’ve tracked this
Nequenga the Younger down. I know where he is and where he’s going
to be. And I’m going to go murder the bastard. And I want you to
help me.”

“Me? I…”

 


“I don’t understand,” Trogus
slurred an hour and two more drinks later as they walked along the
quay, B’zal examining ships like they were livestock. “You got
everything! Money, marketable skills— black market, anyway— and
freedom. Why you wanna throw it all away on some damn fool
revenge quest?”

“It’s not just
revenge,” B’zal insisted, her speech clear and strong although
Trogus could’ve sworn she’d matched him cup for cup. “If it were,
there are easier targets. Despite everything I’ve been luckier than
I deserve. So have you. I feel… I owe a debt.”

Trogus broke out in
a throaty cackle. “A debt! That’s rich. Sounds like Pelonan
superstition to me. No one gets what they deserve in life, except
by accident.”

B’zal’s face went
red, an accomplishment given her complexion. “Don’t you quote
Vinian’s Razor to me—”

“I’m a pragmatic
man, remember?”

“—people are dying
in those mines, every day!”

“People die every
day all over the world. Nothing you can do about it.”

“Except in this I
can. No one even tried to stop the Elder and he got away with it.
I’m not letting it happen again. I owe a debt, and now so do
you.”

“Wha— how d’you
figure that?”

“Would you rather be
back on that ship chained to the oar with smashed legs? I saved
your ass. Way I see it you’re on the hook.”

“And if I say
different?”

B’zal shrugged. “You
said yourself you got no prospects, no coin. But everyone around
here will recognize the bondage tattoo on your neck you try to
hide, maybe even think to cash in on it. How long you expect to
survive without help? Maybe you were right— you don’t need a
long-term plan after all.”

“But why me?
I’m no killer.”

“Tell that to the
tough you smashed into dog meal today.”

“That’s different, I
was fighting for my life!”

“So fight for
someone else’s. A lot of someones’. Is it so different?”

Trogus slouched,
exhausted by drink and debate. “I’m really starting to hate
you.”

B’zal smiled. “Good.
Hate’s fuel for the fire, use it. I got a back room at Deke’s— rest
up tonight. Tomorrow we start planning.”

Instead of resting
up, Trogus spent his cut on the prostitute, certain he’d be dead
before getting another chance.

 


“Pleased to meet— oh…”
Trogus extended his hand without thinking about it. The haggard
fellow sneered and lifted his arms, and where hands should’ve been
sleeves dangled limp over hacked-off stumps.

“That s’posed to be
funny boy?”

“Um, pardon—”

“Forget it,” snapped
B’zal. “Our mutual friend said you had the information we seek. Do
you?”

“Mayhap,” replied
the weather-beaten Marzahni, “but no friend o’mine nor worth my
trust. Said you had the shine to buy it. Lemme see.”

They met him in a
part of town so seedy even criminals avoided it, where the
buildings crowded in all around and above you and a body could go
unnoticed for weeks. The public square cut the odds of an ambush
some, but a corner wall still allowed a measure of privacy. B’zal
held out one of her stolen purses, wrapped tight not to let the
jingle of coin bring unwanted attention. “You can count this if you
want, but I wouldn’t recommend it here— you’d not get far.”

“Aye, I ain’t new to
the ‘port. Set it down there.” He tapped a burlap bag on the ground
with his foot.

Trogus shook his
head. “Hold on. I am new, but I still wanna know what we’re
buying first.”

“Hmmph, not so dumb
as you look. Alright.” He held up his handless arms again. “This
was my last gift from old Nequenga after workin’ the kitchens of
his villa ten years and more. The drains go right to the sea, and
the kitchen trash dumps into ‘em. Get clogged all the damn time.
Not long before the old snake kicked it they sent me to clear it
out. Almost big enough for a man it was. Long story short, I had an
eye to escape and I took my chances.”

Trogus rolled his
eyes. “I know where this is going…”

“Don’t be so sure. I
said almost big enough. I got stuck. Two days squirming
through shit and chicken bones, I couldn’t go forward nor back.
When they pulled me out the Master hisself heard about my daring
attempt.” He started to laugh, then hacked onto the cobblestones.
“Thought I was dead. Instead he cut off my hands and… other things
that ain’t currently relevant. Tossed me into the ocean. Guess he
thought that was a worse fate. Woulda been but for a fishing boat
happened along, netted me up and took mercy. I’ll tell you folks,
you don’t know pain til you got a bunch o’ bloody stumps in salt
water.”

“Good gods,” Trogus
breathed.

“Ha! Can’t say if it
was god’s gift or devil’s wrath, but here I be all the same.”

“How does this help
us?” B’zal tightened her grip on the purse. “You said the drain’s
too narrow.”

“Exactly my young
lovely. Always needed fixing, never was. Near richest man in the
world but tightfisted as one o’ them banksters up the hill was old
Nequenga. You show up in the guise of plumbers with a nil-due bill,
mark my words you’re in, no questions asked.”

“Plumbers!” Trogus
turned to B’zal open-mouthed. “This is your grand plan?”

She fidgeted, looked
around the square to make sure no one took interest in their
conversation. “I don’t know. It seems a bit ridiculous…”

“Ah, that’s the
beauty,” said the man, “it’s so stupid it’s bound to work! All the
confusion over the old man’s estate a lot could get overlooked.
I’ll give you the names of the house stewards been clamorin’ for
years to fix them pipes. They’ll have no choice but to believe
you.”

“And if they don’t
we’re dead and you nowhere to be found after.” Trogus frowned at
B’zal, tugging at the itchy new clothes she’d bought him. “What do
you think?”

B’zal reluctantly
dropped the purse into the bag at their informant’s feet. “I think
we’d better figure out what plumbers look like.”

 


B’zal had indeed been saving
up. When she said she’d chartered a vessel to take them up the
Marzahni coast, Trogus had expected three boards held together by
barnacles. As he crossed the gangplank to tread the topdeck of a
real, honest-to-gods oared sailing ship he whistled low. “You know,
it just occurred to me you might really be serious about all
this.”

“Just now huh?
Better late than never.” She kneed him out of the way and dropped
their luggage— clothes, some coin, bits and pieces of whatever they
imagined plumbers used and beneath it all, weapons. The sack hit
the deck with a thud just as a light rain began to fall over
Marimine Vadrasalle. “Great. Well no matter, the captain—”

“Vishess to cast off
right avay.” A tall, blond Cynuvik came striding behind B’zal, his
walrus mustache chiseled into a permanent frown. “Zis place is no
safe. I hear tell of escaped slaves prowling ze port! Can you
belieff it?”

B’zal and Trogus
glanced once at each other. “Shocking.”

The crew wasted no
time in taking on fresh water and a bit of cargo then shipping out.
As abruptly as he’d arrived, Trogus bade farewell to Silverport.
From a distance the great banking houses dominated the view of the
island, drowning the filthy harbor beneath outrageous displays of
wealth. “No turning back now,” said B’zal. The reality of what they
were doing hit Trogus all of a sudden, and he felt dizzy.

The captain happened
to be passing by and reached out to steady him. “You are vell
friend?”

“Yeah,” he said,
“just not used to being topside I guess.”

The captain
shrugged. “Far better under up here a little rain than vith ze poor
souls below, eh?”

Trogus glared up at
the man. “What? Wait, you don’t mean…?”

“Vhat?”

“Is this ship
slave-oared?”

“But of course!
Vinds alone cannot get you there zis time of year, and all free
rowers are scooped up by King Osmund’s navy, ze old goat.” The
captain walked away to some other task, bemused by the stupid
question.

A sudden rage Trogus
had thought long whipped out of him boiled up. “I don’t believe it!
I thought we were going to help the—”

“Lower your voice!”
B’zal reached around Trogus’ neck. “And hike up your scarf— keep
that tattoo hid. One thing at a time; we have to get there first.
Plumbers wouldn’t care about it, neither must we until the deed’s
done. Pragmatic, remember?”

“But…” Trogus
snarled wordlessly. “Fine. You win, again. But let’s get one thing
straight— when it is done your debt’s paid, my debt’s paid,
everyone’s fuckin’ debt is paid! And then you and I are
gonna have a decidedly more equal arrangement.”

B’zal nodded. “Fair
enough.”

“Fair’s got nothin’
to do with anything.”

The rain stopped,
and when night fell they strung hammocks across the deck. Trogus
slept not a wink as the synchronized grunts of the men below echoed
up. For a week they sailed eastward, hewing to the chain of islands
poking out of the Western Ocean. The last three days was open sea,
and the captain kept to the foredeck gazing nervously at the sky.
Trogus glared at the Cynuvik when he passed by his hammock, angry
not only at the sound of lashes cracking beneath him but also that
his first taste of freedom in almost two years was marred by it.
When he did sleep he dreamed of keelhauling the captain.

At last a morning
fog cleared to reveal the red cliffs of western Pelona on the
horizon, and Trogus joined B’zal at the prow. “Make you homesick
any?”

“Hardly. If I never
set foot in that country again it’ll be too soon.”

“Where to now
then?”

B’zal jerked her
chin to the left. “North. Two more days. Hope you brought a robe— I
don’t think your pasty ass could long stand the sun.”

“Humph, I didn’t. I
just hope this guy’s really there. Long way to go for nothing.”

“He’ll be there.”
B’zal pulled a packet of papers from a satchel she kept close.
“This is a letter from Nequenga’s steward of the villa to the man
himself. Don’t ask how it got into my hands, but you can see the
edges are singed— it was probably meant to be burned but didn’t
quite make it.”

Trogus squinted at
the spidery script. “What’s it say?”

“It says…” B’zal bit
her lip. “It says he’s got too many slaves gathered there and the
steward can’t deal with them all himself. ‘Your Magnificence has
too long put off visiting Your northernmost property, and disposal
of such a great mass of inventory now requires Your wise and
guiding hand.’ It includes a copy of his latest bill for ten
thousand half-starved captives lately bought from Ghresh. He
anticipates the Master’s arrival on such and such date with great
affection and reverence, blah blah. Disposal of inventory! He’ll be
there, and so will we.”

The cliffs fell away,
replaced with featureless desert beach. Marzahn was the
northernmost edge of the known world, its interior known only to
the hardiest of adventurers to brave the burning sun and oceans of
sand. Beyond that, Further Marzahn was a land of myth and wild
rumor where it was said no man could live.

 


Thank the gods
we’re staying on the coast, Trogus thought the second his feet
again touched dry land. Very, very dry. They sat in a cotton-roofed
suuq, at a stall bar where one of the locals plopped a bowl of
dates and a pitcher of sour wine before them. B’zal uttered
something unintelligible in thanks.

“The ship’ll wait
three days in port,” she said to Trogus, “if we’re not back by then
we’re probably dead and beyond need of it.”

“What’d you say this
place is called?”

“Ossowengo. I think
half the town exists just to support Nequenga’s villa, and the
other half the mine.”

“But you said the
mine’s defunct, dried-up. What are these ten thousand in your
letter here for?”

B’zal took a sip of
the wine and grimaced. “Yech. I’m a bit hazy on the local dialect,
but from what I gather they came on large ships and were taken
straight to the villa, real secretive-like. The crews shipped out
again right away, didn’t even stay to buy a drink. The stallkeep
was very annoyed at that.”

“Maybe that means
we’ll get a good deal on a room,” Trogus mused.

“I don’t think they
have private rooms here. At best they’ll let us sleep by a
cookfire. Believe it or not the desert gets tit-stiffingly cold at
night.”

“Worst of both
worlds. Could do with a nice warm working girl instead, though I
don’t suppose there’d be any hereabouts.”

“My heart bleeds,”
B’zal sneered. “Eat your dates.”

A bit later a heavy
hand landed on Trogus’ shoulder. He flinched before turning around,
pawing at a concealed knife. “What the—!”

“Oh,” said the
hand’s tall owner in a deep basso voice, “please to be excusing my
friend! To be overhearing your latest words, my friend. A working
girl you wish, yes?”

“Uh, well…”

He spread his arms
wide triumphantly. “A girl I have! Nice warm, wet one all ready
just for you. And at primo price! Yes?”

Trogus glanced at
B’zal, who sat looking amused at the exchange, then back at the
stranger. “Well you see, I don’t actually have any—”

B’zal pushed two
silver coins across the bar.

“—money. Huh.” The
man scooped up the coins with a smile a snake would blush at.

“Go,” said B’zal
with a roll of her eyes, “frolic. Better to keep you on a short
leash than in a cage I guess.”

Trogus stood. “When
I get back I’m gonna explain to you the incredible
inappropriateness of that remark…when I get back.”

“Uhuh.”

The Marzahni led
Trogus to a clay hut a short distance from the suuq. It was dark
inside but for a hole in the ceiling. A recessed cubby was blocked
off with a stretch of fabric, and the pimp gestured toward it.
“Through there.” He pulled a small time-glass from the folds of his
white robes. “Half of one hour is all to you my friend. More is
assured by more silver. Enjoy!” He inverted the glass and drifted
from the room.

Left in a
hurry, Trogus thought. She’s probably ugly. Still, beggars
can’t be choosers. Forcing a wry grin he began unlacing his
breeches and brushed the curtain aside. “Hello? Good news my dear,
your gallant stallion has arr—” His eyes were a moment adjusting to
the dark, and when they did Trogus wasn’t sure he saw what he
thought he saw. It can’t be, he thought. He threw the
curtain back fully to let in more light.

His head began
swimming; his stomach lurched as if with delayed seasickness.
Splayed out on a table before him lay what had once been a woman,
perhaps still was in a technical sense though now more horror than
whore. She was alive, but with eyes glassy and unfocused. Drugged
senseless, which might’ve been a mercy given her state: both her
arms and legs were gone, hacked off at the joints. Only a torso
with a head remained. The stumps— healed with surgical precision by
the look— quivered slightly as though in mockery of the informer in
Silverport that’d sent them here. What was left of her mumbled
delirious nothings through a gag tied over her mouth. Some
sickly-sweet smelling goo had been slathered over parts of her
body.

Trogus’ own limbs
gave out and he staggered backward. “Oh…”
Ohgodsohgodswhatisthiswhathaveidoneohgods… B’zal’s words
came back to him: There are way worse occupations. In that
moment he almost wished he were back on his slave ship chained to
the oar and ignorant of Silverport, of Nequenga the Elder or
Nequenga the Younger or this accursed place. Almost. He fought to
his feet and with a growl took out his knife.

 


The pimp swaggered from the
hut, happy to have roped a foolish foreign customer at last. With
the mine out of commission it was weeks since any had come along
desperate enough to drop two silvers on his butchered salvage.

But only a few
seconds after exiting he heard the swish of the hut’s outer
curtain. He smiled. “To be finishing already my friend? It must
have been a long jour— aaaiergh!” Only years of painful
experience in the back alley brawls of Ayala alerted the pimp’s
reflexes in time to avoid the blade plunging toward his back.
Mostly. It tore through his robe and slid down the side of his
deflecting arm, and a thin line of red soaked into the pristine
linen. “What in gods’ names— you are mad!”

His attacker came
again, a storm of twisted fury churning on his face. He dodged
another swipe and a gathering crowd simultaneously gasped in horror
and gaped in fascination. The pimp couldn’t blame them, so little
of interest happened these days. He pulled his own weapon— a kind
of long razor-tipped flail inherited from the last idiot who’d come
for him. He twirled it high about his head and the crowd
cheered.

Somehow B’zal knew as soon
as the commotion started that whatever was afoot involved Trogus.
She sighed, downed the last of the terrible wine and trudged into
the searing heat. “Godsdammit...”

The pimp whipped his
flail at Trogus, who missed having his face slashed into fishbait
by a hair’s breadth. Trogus dove to the side, slipped and fell on
his rear and the pimp yanked the flail back to him. B’zal fought
her way through the crowd of spectators, some of whom were placing
bets on the outcome. She burst into the space between the two.
“Wait!”

Everything froze.
The pimp glared at her, eyes blazing. “Well, what?” He kept his
weapon poised to strike if B’zal cleared his way.

“Um…I don’t know.
Just wait. What is going on?”

“He attacked me,”
shouted the pimp, “drew blood! I did nothing!”

“N-nothing! Nothing?
He…he…” Still on the ground Trogus choked up dust and bile.

“Shut up! It doesn’t
matter.”

“But he—”

“Shut up!” B’zal
fumbled through her satchel, scooped out what silver she could
grasp and thrust it toward the pimp. “I’m sorry. It was a…a
misunderstanding. He’s an idiot. Will this cool your temper?”

The pimp sneered
down at the handful of coins. “Maybe it be.” He snatched the money
away. “But































































































cover.jpg
g I
/‘ ~ E "
4 \
A\ \
’, I\
> \
¥ ?
i 4 1
A SHORT STORY‘@@'LLECTION BY

ERIC LEWTS





