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NOTE: This story is intended to take place before Robert E. Howard’s The Tower of the Elephant.
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A PROPOSITION OF EMPLOYMENT

It was late afternoon in the Zingaran capital of Kordava, and the tavern was nearly empty. Most of the regulars wouldn’t be in for a couple of hours, so the bartender, Mugido, had little to do besides check his stores, clean his mugs, and keep an eye on the youth drinking in the corner.

The young man wore dun-colored, threadbare trousers and shirt, out of keeping with the flamboyant styles often favored by the locals, and this marked him as a foreigner as surely as his ice-blue eyes. He was also larger than most Zingarans, his shoulders broad and imposing, even as he slouched forward like a lazy teenager. A sheathed broadsword lay on the table in front of him as he stared out the window that offered a view of the ships in the harbor below.

Something about the youth made Mugido uneasy.

Despite the boy’s sullen bearing, the threat of violence seemed to radiate from him, as though, at the merest prompting, he could wreak a great deal of damage. So, despite the fact that the lad had ordered only a single ale since his arrival an hour earlier, the bartender didn’t harass him, or try to coax him into buying more drinks. Rather, he let the youth drink in peace, and when a second figure darkened the tavern’s doorway, he breathed a sigh of relief. At least he wouldn’t be alone any longer with this imposing stranger.

The new customer was a compact, ruddy-faced man whose manner of dress—a wide-brimmed hat, puffed shirt sleeves, and knee-high boots—marked him as a Zingaran sailor of some rank. A captain, or first mate, at least. His clothing was black and red, and he wore a long sword at his side. For a wonder, he smiled when he spotted the youth in the corner.
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