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INTRODUCTION

 

 

 

 

Almost a decade ago I published a collection of my short fantasy stories featuring Surgard the Northerner and his humorous adventures. Not too many years after that I released a collection of humorous short stories that I’d sold here and there. A few years after that I began releasing novellas.

Recently I decided to put together the two light collections and one of the novellas into a single volume. I’m doing the same with my other short story collections and novellas. You’ll find information all those and more of my works at my blog; the name and link are at the back of this book.

Thanks for picking up this collection. Read and enjoy!

 

 

Robert Collins

Summer 2017

 

A BETTER PROFESSION

 

 

 

 

Ellayn was looking over the account books of Green Moor Transporting. Of the four partners, she was best at spotting problems, and on this day she found one. The number of goods sent out on the last trip didn’t quite match up with the number of goods the recipient said had arrived. Her first concern was if this was a fluke, or had happened before. As she went through the records she found similar anomalies. She approached Salin, the leader among the four, with her discovery.

“There’s some numbers that don’t quite match up.”

“Which ones?”

“Shipments. The number of goods sent and received, to be specific.” She handed him the incriminating sheets.

“That is strange. Isn’t it money that disappears?”

“That’s not funny.”

Salin stopped laughing. “Well, I wondered what old Teknas was griping about.” He scratched his fair-haired beard. “By how much are the numbers off?”

“A few pounds, or a handful of pints. Not much, but...”

“Yes, but.” Salin crossed his arms over his chest and tapped his foot. After several moments of tapping, he stopped suddenly and whistled. “I’ve got it!”

“Got what?”

“I’ll get the others, and we’ll talk it over.” He whistled as he strode away.

Ellayn pressed her thin lips together and frowned. “I hate it when he whistles,” she muttered. “It always means trouble.”

***

“It’s perfectly obvious what’s going on,” Devod commented. “I don’t see any mystery, Salin.”

“Yes,” Gurdar agreed, “just someone skimming off freight.”

“Is it the same someone doing the skimming?” Salin asked Ellayn, confident of the answer.

“Well, no.” At Salin’s nod she showed the papers to the other two business partners.

“Do you see?” Salin asked them.

“See what?”

“Different people skimming different goods off different runs,” Salin explained. “If one thing was the same, the people, say, or the goods taken, then it wouldn’t be so strange. But nothing is the same, except the event.”

Devod frowned. “That is strange. I hope word doesn’t get out; our client list is rather small at the moment.”

Ellayn’s eyes widened. “Do you think that one person could be behind the skimming?”

Salin nodded. “Count on it. Someone is telling them, or bribing them, to skim off the runs.”

“What do you suggest we do?” Devod asked.

Salin didn’t reply at first. Then an idea popped into his head. “I think we should plant a spy.”

***

“So, it was a small, light man who gave you the money and instructions,” Salin repeated. One of the five hirelings sitting in front of them nodded. “And he paid you in silver.”

“And you did take what he asked you?” Devod added. Another hireling nodded. “Good. I hope you were discreet in delivering what you removed. Ellayn?”

She rose, and handed a small sack of coins to one of the hirelings. It was a very small sack, and not too full. To ease the situation she told them, “We are truly grateful for this. We will never mention your little ‘robbery’ to anyone who may employ you in the future.” She gave them her most honest face.

Salin nodded. “You don’t know how much you’ve helped us. Thank you.” The hirelings stood, and left without another word. Salin then turned to his friends and said, “Now all we have to do is find a small, light man with lots of silver.”

Gurdar heaved a sigh. “I thought we started this business to avoid trouble,” he said, rising. “I’ll go and get my disguise kit. I haven’t done this in quite a few years,” he said as he went to get his kit.

“The exercise will do you good,” Salin replied promptly.

***

Gurdar searched many unsavory streets for the mystery man. It took a long time, several location changes, and even a disguise switch, but eventually he found him. The man certainly looked sinister. His mouth was crooked all the time. His eyes were constant slits. His left hand never left the hilt of a dagger at his hip. Gurdar followed cautiously. His target glanced around as he walked, but he never noticed his pursuer. Nevertheless, Gurdar took no chances.

The man ducked into a building after a while. Gurdar looked the building over. It was a wine merchant and distillery. Gurdar noted the name, neighbors, and a few other things, then reported the news to his partners.

“A wine merchant?” Devod repeated.

“That’s right. Kremhuld’s Fine Spirits.”

“I wonder what he has against us?”

“That name sounds familiar,” Ellayn mused. “Didn’t we once work for a man with that name?” The four paused to remember.

“We had to deliver a silver cup, a family heirloom,” Devod recalled, “to a man called Kremhuld.”

“Yes! It was one of our first adventures,” Salin said.

“Oh, yeah. Before we hired people to face danger and get into fights,” Gurdar said. He frowned. “Nothing went wrong, did it? I can’t recall any trouble.”

“We did everything right, and he was happy with us. I don’t think we faced any opposition, either.”

“I imagine we’ll have to do some more digging,” Ellayn said to no one in particular. She stood. “I’ll check with some of our business friends.”

“Shouldn’t that be my job?” Devod asked.

“I said ‘friends,’ not ‘clients,” the brown-haired woman retorted lightly.

***

Ellayn chose to pay a visit to Thult’s Blades and Bows. “So,” she began casually after some routine chatter, “heard much from Southwind Street?”

The dark-haired armorer glanced at some unfinished daggers. “Depends on the words, lass.”

“We’ve heard good and bad on Kremhuld’s Fine Spirits. We would like to know if we should add him to our list of clients.”

Thult’s dark eyes narrowed wryly. “I have this feeling you’re tugging my beard on something.”

“Oh, no,” she replied innocently.

“And you wouldn’t tell me if you were, would you?”

“Perhaps. What do you know?”

He glanced around for a second. “Recent place, and not well spoken of. Bad lot working there.”

“Looks good from the front.”

“So it appears. The word is the wine’s pretty poor. Only fit for the dregs working there.”

“And their master?”

“Always shouting. Gone through several hirelings.”

Ellayn then mimicked Thult’s glancing around. “Someone has been paying our escort guards to skim from the runs. The fellow that arranges the bribes went into Kremhuld’s place.”

“That is odd.”

“Here’s an odder thing: we worked for a man called Kremhuld. And he was pleased with the job we did.”

“Odd, indeed.” Thult paused. “I have heard that the man has a small copper cup in his office, two hands tall, and aged.”

Ellayn gasped. “It was a cup Kremhuld had us deliver!”

“Perhaps you should send someone to look over that cup.”

“I doubt if any of us can remember it,” she replied. Then her eyes went wide. “But maybe we should go there anyway.” She turned to the armorer and smiled. “Thanks for your help.”

“Just keep sending me business.”

***

Ellayn reported her conversation with the armorer to her friends. “I wonder if the wine merchant is related to Kremhuld. A brother, perhaps?”

“He never mentioned one,” Devod recalled.

“We never asked,” Salin said.

“I did.” Gurdar joined them, slightly winded. “I thought, well, maybe I should ask the other Kremhuld.”

“Good for you,” Ellayn complimented. She noticed a piece of paper in his hand. “Is that his reply?”

“Just arrived.” The big man read slowly. “No brother. Had a cousin, but he thinks he’s dead. At the time the cousin also wanted the cup, and that’s why we were hired. That’s it, except that he asks us to keep him informed.”

“You didn’t tell him why we were asking?”

Gurdar shook his head.

“Well, I guess this is a mystery,” Ellayn admitted.

“Well, the solution will have to wait,” Salin said quickly. “We have to stop this skimming. People are starting to talk. It will hurt our business if it goes on much longer. And I have no intention of giving this up and spending my days wandering through ruins and trying to slay monsters.”

“Hold on,” Devod said. “This is a matter of justice.”

“We need evidence before we make charges,” Ellayn countered. Her mouth curled into a wicked grin. “Gurdar, I’d like you to find that little man, and give him a message.” She whispered into the taller man’s ear. The big man nodded, smiled, and headed for the door.

“Where’s he going?”

Ellayn tossed her brown hair haughtily. “Oh, just trying to find me a true love,” she replied. She didn’t look at the other two, but she suddenly began finger-combing her hair and whistling.

***

When the man behind the bribes walked into the Green Moor establishment, he found himself surrounded. Up to the challenge, he snapped, “What is this?”

“Is that him?” Ellayn called to the wall behind her.

“Why, yes, it is,” a voice answered.

The light man’s eyes bulged. He turned to leave, but Devod blocked his path. He went for his dagger, but Salin grabbed his arm. Devod got the other, and Gurdar stepped towards him, his face clouded over. It was time for another of his roles, the Big, Angry Warrior. He wasn’t out of practice for this part.

“So, you thought you could get away with it, did you?” The smaller man quivered. Gurdar drew a large, well-worn, very sharp sword. “There are two ways this can end,” he said.

Their opponent collapsed under the pressure. “I’ll talk!” he yelled. “Don’t hurt me! I’ll tell you everything!”

“Shut up and listen! Tell us, admit your guilt to the Guilds Council, and we’ll ask them to go easy on you.” The small man nodded. “Good.” Gurdar switched places with Salin.

As the two men moved, Ellayn approached the scene. “Oh, you terrible brutes,” she quipped. “Why don’t you break his legs first?” She enjoyed the little man’s terrified reaction.

“Now,” Salin ordered, “start talking.”

***

“As I was saying,” Kremhuld continued to a partly-bored Devod, “I happen to be in need of a transport company. The ones in this town are so unreliable.”

“Indeed? That’s not what I’ve heard.” Devod didn’t notice Kremhuld’s reaction; his eyes were on the copper cup. It had his name inscribed along its base, and was torturously decorated. Devod shivered and went on. “In fact, I’ve heard some rather good things about one local company, Green Moor. It’s why I was reluctant to come here.” Devod focused on Kremhuld’s face.

The man’s face fell. A sneer had no trouble curling his lip. “You must be mistaken,” he said in a harsh whisper.

“I’m sure that I’m not.”

“You are,” he smirked. “I have it on good authority that not everything they deliver actually arrives.”

“Really?” Devod hoped against hope. “Do tell.”

Kremhuld laughed and leaned back in his chair. “Let’s just say you’re hearing it from a source as close to Green Moor as your nose is to your mouth.”

It was no confession, but it would have to do. Devod moved back to business, and concluded the meeting as fast as he could. Once done, he ran back to Green Moor, taking a route so twisting only a knot could follow him, and reported to his friends.

“So what now?” asked Ellayn.

“We go to the council and post a complaint,” Devod answered.

Salin tapped his foot. “Perhaps,” he said with a smile, “we should have a few others go instead. I have a plan that shall hoist Kremhuld by his own noose.”

“Why can’t we do things the easy way?” Ellayn sighed.

“Life’s problems, dear Ellayn, cannot be solved by mere equations. There are occasions when flair is necessary.” He tossed his blonde hair dramatically. “Our wits are our most potent ability. Let’s put them to use.”

Devod leaned up and over to Gurdar. “We need to give him more to do,” he whispered.

***

Kremhuld was calmly eating lunch when several members of the Guilds Council walked in. He looked up casually. “ What is it, gentlemen?” They weren’t smiling. “What’s wrong?”

“Master Kremhuld,” the Council Chairman began, “your brother wine merchants have a severe grievance against you.”

“What?”

“They claim that you are selling wine for far under the accepted price. In addition, the quality of the wine is...” He pressed his lips together sternly. “...frankly appalling.”

“You saw the prices when you gentlemen came in. They aren’t under the Guild’s limit.”

“It’s not the wine you sell here that we’re talking about.”

“Excuse me?”

The Chairman frowned. “You know what I’m talking about. The wine your hirelings tried to sell to a number of inns within the last week.”

The dark man blinked. “I don’t know what you are talking about. I haven’t tried to sell any local inns any wine.”

“What was the last shipment you sent out?”

“Two dozen kegs to Cotswold.”

“And did you send this wine yourself?”

“I used the Skyfire Transport Company. They aren’t local.”

The Chairman turned to the scribe. The scribe put his pen down and opened the book he was writing in. He flipped though some pages, looked at the Chairman, and shook his head gravely.

Kremhuld’s right leg began to twitch. “What?”

“There is no such company in Cotswold, or in any other town within four days ride of us.” He folded his arms. “Now, will you explain yourself?”

“I...I... They came to me! They had credentials!”

“Do you have a copy?”

“Ah, no, but...”

“I didn’t think you would. Sir, the Council has heard many complaints against the wine you sell, the time your deliveries take, your reluctance to involve yourself in local affairs, and many others.”

Kremhuld slapped his right leg.

“Master Kremhuld, I must demand that you either make restitution or cease doing business in this town.”

“How...how much?” The scribe handed him a piece of paper. Kremhuld took one look and gasped. “I can’t pay this! I don’t have that much money!”

“Then you shall have to close your doors.”

The wine merchant’s mind raced. “No! I...wait! This is a plot! Someone’s trying to put me out of business!”

“Perhaps,” the Chairman said scornfully, “perhaps not. In any case, you must close. Your record speaks for itself. If someone is trying to remove you, it is most likely for something you have done.” The Chairman stopped any further talk by raising his hand. “Think on that, sir, as you close your doors and leave. Good day.”

Kremhuld sat before his lunch, dazed and alone. He looked down at the food and sighed. “Getting back at those brats for helping him was not worth this. Oh, well, I can start over somewhere else.”

***

“My guess is Kremhuld, the wine merchant, had wanted that silver cup,” Salin replied when his partners asked for a motive. “When he found out we had delivered it safely, he decided to get revenge on us.”

“I heard he was stunned by being closed down, but not too broken up about it.” Ellayn shook her head. “How spiteful! Trying to put us out of business for what we did for his cousin, then shrugging it off when he failed.” The four friends sat around and mulled over the matter.

Finally Gurdar asked, “Is this what you meant when you said last week that this is a better profession than adventuring?”

 

THE CHOSEN CROWN

 

 

 

 

The young knight Sir Alfric suddenly found himself surrounded, and regretted having tried to creep through the small village. Six warriors were in front of him, five behind him. The young man drew his sword very slowly. “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded. “I am a knight seeking employment.” It was hard for him to lie, but he knew he had no choice. Unfortunately for his life expectancy, he was a pathetic liar.

The tall, skinny sergeant in charge of the troopers sneered at Sir Alfric. “Oh, don’t give me that rot. We know who you are, what you’re up to, and when you’re going to do it. Now, are you going to come quietly?”

“I am not afraid of Owen, or his minions!”

The sergeant rolled his eyes. “Crikey, I knew it,” he muttered. “All right, men, subdue him! And don’t injure him! The King wants him alive!”

The troopers edged forward. They’d been riding all morning, and had hoped for an easy day. Alfric was enthusiastic, skilled, and had overslept. One soldier in front charged, and Alfric batted him into the men in back. Two from the rear moved in. The knight accidentally tripped one, and when he comrade wavered, he lost his balance. It then occurred to the others that it might be a good idea to all attack at once. Alfric struggled to keep them at sword’s distance.

The man who’d tripped got up, and crept up behind the young knight. He raised his axe above his head, ready to hack the boy in two. The sergeant caught his eye, and shook his head violently. The soldier relaxed, tapped Alfric on the shoulder, then decked him with a right cross.

As Alfric staggered to stand the sergeant came over. “Not very smart, Sir Alfric. But not to worry. We’ll soon have you before the King, and he’ll sort you out.”

“Come, Sergeant, be reasonable. You know Owen’s crimes. You know he’s taken my Giselle. You know that I am in the right. Everyone in the kingdom knows I’m right!”

The sergeant turned to one of his men. “Do you know he’s right?”

“Er, ah, no, sir.”

“How about the rest of you? Any of you think he’s right?”

All but one said no. “Uh, actually, sir,...”

“Oh, shut up!” He turned back to his captive. “Look, we got families to support. Bad habits to keep up. Right and wrong don’t matter, boy. As long as we get out pay we do as we’re told.”

“Interesting attitude,” a new voice commented. “Cynical, with a dash of mercenary.”

“Bloody hell, now what?”

Standing a short distance away from the sergeant, his men, and his captive was, of all things, a woman. She looked young, was a slight taller than average, and had tightly-tied brown hair and dancing brown eyes. Her clothes looked nice, but not rich. Her hands were on her hips, resting on a sword’s hilt on her left and a pistol on her right.

“Be honest, Sergeant,” she said in her soft, precise voice, “don’t you think King Owen is brute?”

“No. What is your name, girl? What are you doing here?”

“My name is Bronwyn.” She glanced at the knight, kneeling in his dirty breeches and worn mail. “I think Owen is a brute. He should have nothing to fear from one lone knight.” She glanced at the soldiers. “Well, maybe he does have something to worry about.”

 The sergeant stamped his foot. “I asked you what you are doing here. If you don’t care to tell me, then push off. My men get enough abuse as it is.”

“So I saw.” She drew her pistol and cocked it in a great, flourishing, fluid motion that would have drawn applause from the warriors, had the gun not been pointing at them. “I’m here to free Sir Alfric, Sergeant. How’s this for an answer?”

The old soldier’s head started pounding. “Oh, come on. This is getting ridiculous. Right, men, let’s move out!”

“I meant what I said,” Bronwyn said.

“Crikey. All right, Miss, if it’ll shut you up.” He nodded to one of his men. “You. Shut her up.”

“Me?”

“Go on!”

He stepped towards Bronwyn. She took careful aim at him. He hesitated for a second, then recovered his manhood. He lost it a moment later when she fired and his helmet spun off. Another soldier, sword out in front, edged towards Bronwyn. She re-cocked the gun, backed left, and aimed. The bullet hit his sword, knocked it down, ricocheted to another man’s sword, which impacted yet another man’s stomach.

The sergeant heaved a sigh. “I hate this job.”

“Now,” Bronwyn called, “I don’t see Alfric around here, and I intend to fire my charmed pistol again if anyone says otherwise. And since Alfric is not here, your troop should move on. Don’t you agree, Sergeant?”

He was about to snap a reply when his men dashed from whence they’d come. “Hey! Get back here!” They didn’t listen. He shook a fist at Bronwyn, straightened his uniform, and ran after his men, shouting and cursing. Some ways down the road he turned back. “I’ll report you to King Owen! He’ll send the whole guard after you!”

“I am trembling with fear,” mocked Bronwyn. The old man sniffed, and resumed his chase.

“Thank you,” Alfric said when his foes had disappeared. “That’s quite an amazing gun you have.”

“Thanks.” With a flourish Bronwyn holstered it.

“How did you come by it?”

“I obtained it in a land where the people are free, and weapons are not kept only by warriors.”

“Really?”

“Actually, no. A friend is letting me borrow it.”

“Oh. So, Bronwyn, why did you choose to aid me?”

“I’ve heard about your quest, Alfric. I was watching when the troopers caught you. I was prepared to offer you my help after you’d chased them away.” She looked him over. “It seems you need me rather more desperately.”

“Well, I’ve had a hard time recently. How would you feel if your cruel, unjust King kidnapped the only woman you could marry, and planned to marry her himself?”

Bronwyn blinked. “I don’t know. I’ve never liked another woman that much.”

“You know what I mean!”

Bronwyn scratched her head. “Look, why did Owen kidnap your love anyway?”

“His wizard foretold that I would become a powerful leader of my brother knights very soon.” Bronwyn gazed at Alfric. He shrugged. “To be honest, I can’t believe it either.” He glanced over his shoulder; the sun was halfway across the sky. “Look, the wedding is going to be early tomorrow, and I must get going.”

“Wait.” Bronwyn walked over to him. “You won’t stand a chance if you go alone. Your cause is my cause, Sir Alfric, and you’re going to need a protector.” She smiled. “And, I know how you can get it unobserved.”

“How?”

“I know the secret route into the castle.”

Alfric frowned. “Does Owen know about it?”

“Owen is probably barely aware of the front entrance.” She turned to no one in particular and said, “Come, Sir Alfric, let us mount and ride!”

“I can’t,” he said softly.

“Why not?”

“My horse ran away two days ago.”

Bronwyn heaved a sigh. She motioned at his moneybag. “Look around, Alfric, make an offer on someone’s horse, and buy it. Soon.”

***

King Owen’s castle was not so much surrounded by moat, but by a large drainage ditch to the front and sides and a river behind. The only road in and out went through the front, and was a wagon wide. Between the rear of the castle and the river was a thirty-foot bluff. In that bluff was the location of Bronwyn’s secret door.

She and Alfric came in from the rear. A quick search located a rowboat tucked away in a cluster of green opposite the fort. They went across in the moonlight, Bronwyn navigating, Alfric rowing.

Alfric wondered about his benefactor. How could she know about this secret route? Had she known other members of the exiled royal family, Queen Vylette or Princess Sharra? Could Bronwyn be Sharra, Owen’s older sister, back to avenge the mysterious deposing of their father King Bruce?

Naw, couldn’t be, he thought. That sort of thing only happened in stories.

“We’ve arrived,” Bronwyn announced quietly. She pointed to a three-foot square in the bluff. “There’s no door. We just crawl in and follow the hall.”

“Uh, first, could you tell me who you are? Why, exactly, you are helping me?”

She smiled. “All will be revealed tomorrow. Maximum impact, you see.”

As she eased him into the passageway, Alfric wondered if suspense could, as his beloved Giselle once joked, really kill someone.

***

“Wake up, Alfric. The knights are gathering!”

The young man struggled to think. “Gathering what?” he asked in a haze.

“Moss,” Bronwyn snapped. “The wedding, you idiot.”

He shook himself awake and peered through the hole in the wall panel. The knights were entering like a funeral procession, expecting Alfric to die soon. Their clothing lent much to the dark impression, since knights only wore formal-ware to funerals. After them came the lords and barons in better moods and cheerier garb. Once they took their places a bishop started up the aisle.

Alfric noticed that very few guards stood watch, and none had muskets. “Where are the King’s musket-men?”

“Watching the front door, for you.”

“Oh. They’re lucky, then.”

“Don’t put on airs. You look silly.”

The bishop took his place. Seconds passed before King Owen entered the hall. Bronwyn nudged Alfric aside so she could see him. Owen was actually quite good looking. He had nicely groomed hair, a neat little mustache, and tight, firm body.
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