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Introduction
Marie Bilodeau
When I was a kid, my family experienced what I suppose would now be called a home invasion. I wasn’t such an aware kid that it proved to be a traumatic experience, and in fact I don’t remember the thieves very well, except that one had a big nose and smelled of fish.
So that was my definition of thieves for a long time.
They had big noses and smelled like fish.
As I grew older, however, my definition broadened a bit and thanks to colourful characters found in New York Times bestsellers and Hollywood blockbusters, I even learned to love these rule-breaking, society-defying and often well-dressed scoundrels.
So when Absolute XPress challenged writers everywhere to write about thieves and scoundrels in an epic, gripping, and very brief story of 1,000 words or less, I was stoked.
Many writers answered that challenge, and we’re pleased to present you with this selection of winners. I can’t thank them enough for broadening my definition of thieves and scoundrels even further. Their approach to the theme and their writing are what placed them on the top, and we hope you enjoy these stories as much as we do.
Till the next plunder,
Marie Bilodeau
Author of the Heirs of a Broken Lands Trilogy (http://www.MarieBilodeau.com)
A Royal Scheme
Krista Ball
Desik scanned the bedchamber. He had expected lavishness, not simplicity, from Princess Nora’s room. Shrugging, he began his search for the royal diamond; the largest in the Southern Commonwealth and reputed to hold magical, healing powers.
An array of tiny boxes on the vanity caught his eye and he flipped open the hinged tops, hoping to find his prey. Sneaking into the room had proven easier than planned. But Desik possessed the enviable gift of charm and rugged good looks. Who would question such a handsome face, his guild mates often asked. So true. The quick flash of a smile at the scullery maid had earned him the direct instructions to the hall and the added bonus of fresh flowers to use as an excuse to be in the private wing of the castle.
Desik frowned. The boxes were empty. The diamond had to be in the room. It seemed unlikely that Nora would wear it sewing or painting, or whatever princesses did in the afternoon.
Stealing the legendary diamond was a point of reputation. Forty sovereigns would be his if he stole it. And that was only the guild bet; that didn’t include his share of the profits. He could retire in a brothel on that kind of money.
He dug through the drawers, disappointed to find only functional underclothes. Red stockings would have added a nice flair to the adventure. Looking up, a plain box behind the vanity mirror caught his attention.
Snapping up the lid revealed the plum-sized diamond resting in its velvet bed. Desik’s heart pounded. He grabbed a basket from the floor and threw a cloak in it. Pretending to carry laundry back to the servant’s quarters? Genius.
“Shall I make the assumption that I am being robbed?”
Desik froze at the feminine voice behind him. In his excitement, he had not heard the door open. Thankfully, his hand was not on any jewels. He could still recover. He turned around slowly, basket in hand and flinched at the sword pointed at him.
“I’m here to collect the laundry, Your Grace.”
Nora frowned. “The laundress washed that cloak this morning.”
The steadiness with which she held the sword told Desik this woman was not the kind of female to be more afraid of the sword than the person she pointed it at. He needed an extraction plan and fast.
“Your Grace, I apologize for lying,” Desik stammered, trying to purchase time from the Spirits. The price of success was a whorehouse full of attentive women. The price of failure was his head. “You startled me. I had been waiting for you, in fact.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “Why?”
“To steal your virtue.” The words tumbled out of him. His ears burned. Worse plan ever.
It surprised him when Nora’s shoulders slumped. She waved her hand towards the open door. “You’re in the wrong wing. My sister’s room is the east hall, third on your left.”
It took a moment for Desik to believe her. Sporting his signature smile, he asked, “Why would I want to steal her virtue when the very essence of beauty is before me?”
Clearly the wrong answer, as her grip tightened on the sword. “So, you are here to rob me.”
Desik ran several charming lines through his mind. None seemed fitting for the situation. This princess wasn’t the sort of beauty to brag about, though he respected any woman confident with a sword. Especially if she pointed that sword at him.
“The longer you consider your lies, the longer I’ll torture you.”
Desik raised his hands, showing they were empty other than the basket. “I can think of worse things than being tortured by a beautiful woman.”
She groaned.
Flattery was clearly not going to work. Desik liked her for it.
Having now opened the diamond’s box, as it were, he had to pursue the virtue course and hope she didn’t slice him full of holes. “In all honestly, Your Grace, I came hoping to steal a passing kiss or some such. My reputation with my guild depends upon it.”
“Continue.”
“Your Grace-Nora-I’ve watched you and have often spoken about your beauty. During a night of revelry, I bragged you’d...” He paused and, to help redden his face, thought of the time he’d drunkenly run naked through the streets. “...bed me.”
A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “And your mates dared you to proposition me?”
He hung his head, though peered up enough to catch her gaze. “Aye.”
She cocked her head at him. “I can’t tell if you are lying or plain stupid.”
“Definitely stupid.”
She laughed and he knew he had her and the diamond. Nora sheathed her sword. After latching the door shut, she slipped her fingers through the corset ties along the front of her dress. In seconds, her entire dress collapsed to the floor.
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