
    
      
        


    

  
Fantasy with an Attitude

With the kingdom of Bolognia under attack by independent forces of random malcontents, it’s time to send out the army to deal with these troublemakers, right? No, first there’s money to be made! Send out the adventurers, those rogues who wander the countryside in search of fame and treasure, and take up all the good seats at the local pubs. Then, organize brackets, stage it for the public’s entertainment, offer a prize and call it The Adventure Tournament.

Remy Fairwyn is a ne’er-do-well academic who really wants to become an adventurer. When he hears of the tournament, he jumps at the opportunity, only to find himself out of the frying pan and in the fire. Add ingredients like corrupt organizations, professional wrestlers, narcoleptic thieves, drama kings and malfunctioning magical minutia, and his venture quickly becomes a recipe for disaster.

As the competition heats up, Remy discovers that the tournament itself could be putting the kingdom in danger, and it’s up to him to uncover the truth before destruction consumes all he holds dear.
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Chapter I:  Powers That Be

BOLOGNIA HAD ORIGINALLY been named the Secular Sovereignty and Awesome and Mighty Independent Nation of Bolognia, but the name had been shortened centuries ago in accordance with the Ronoh Treaty of 1132, in which it was unanimously voted by the other attending nations that the country’s name just took too damn long to say.

Nevertheless, Bolognia’s full name was still etched in the woodwork above the entrance arch to the king’s council chamber. Edgen looked at the ancient lettering while he rubbed the sleep from his eyes, and had to concur with his forebears; it didn’t roll off the tongue, particularly this late.

The time had passed two bells in Foeny City. Normally at two bells, Edgen would be taking a walk to the city square or holding a luncheon picnic under the sun. However, since darkness greeted him outside the castle windows, that meant it was the other two bells. It was in the dead of night in the kingdom of Bolognia.

Edgen covered up a yawn, and stretched in his silk night robe. As his pudgy figure shifted with the movement, he couldn’t help but think he neared his fortieth year now. Though he could not yet feel the weariness that crept in at middle age, his youthful days slipped past him with every new breath. He just wasn’t up to this vampire duty anymore.

Loud, quickened footsteps announced the arrival of Dustright, Edgen’s fellow councilor, before he even stepped foot into the room. Dustright’s skinny frame barged in, looking as flustered as the last time this had happened.

“I can’t take it anymore,” he said when he saw Edgen. “He enjoys this, you know. Getting us up in the fetal stages of the morning like this. Doesn’t that man ever sleep?”

“Of course he sleeps,” Edgen replied, stifling another yawn.

Dustright scoffed. “Really? I’ve never even seen him so much as snoozing, and you’d think that would happen often given the amount of boring tripe that comes with his job.”

“King Calder is a busy man. And you’d better watch your tongue, or his Majesty will have your entrails for breakfast... if there’s enough time to cook them before breakfast, that is.”

Dustright scoffed again. “Please. His Majesty has never so much as kicked an errant dog, let alone tortured his servants to death.”

“All the better to make sure you’re not the first,” Edgen said, “and don’t call us servants. We’re highly valued members of his Majesty’s council.”

“To give good counsel, you need a ready mind,” Dustright began.

Edgen sighed. Here comes the big speech, he thought.

“To have a ready mind, a certain amount of rest is required,” continued Dustright. “I have been a councilor of his Majesty, King Calder VII, for nearly fifteen years, and served another five before with his father, Calder VI. In all my time in the royal family’s service, I have never had a happier time than those first five years, nor a more trying time—”

“—than in the last fifteen.” King Calder stood in the council chamber threshold.

“Your Majesty!” Edgen stood and bowed, and Dustright followed suit.

Calder ignored them, and scratched at the newly grown brown beard he sported, which he assumed made him look more threatening. “Yes, I’ve heard your dreadful little rants, Dustright, and if it were not for your many years of loyal service and good counsel, I would have broken my fast with your entrails long ago. Now sit!”

Dustright and Edgen plopped into two of the plush, purple council chairs. Edgen had always felt sort of sorry for King Calder. He was the latest in a long line of great King Calders, each one having achieved a great deed during their reigns. His Majesty’s father, Calder VI, had managed to cement the rights of dwarves within the kingdom. No longer will dwarves be considered half-a-man, or men be considered too-much-a-dwarf, but all races shall share the bounties of this kingdom in equality, went his famous saying.

Calder VII, however, was past middle age, and growing desperate. After the Dwarf Rights Spectacle, as it had become known, Bolognia had dipped into a boring bout of peace that extended past the old king’s death, and continued today. King Calder had to outdo his father if he ever wanted to be remembered alongside his ancestors. Even the crown prince, Calder VIII, was already first in his class as a scholar at Eastport University, and was making diplomatic headway with the Ashdashians, who were notorious for their opposition to Bolognia’s ideas of equality and peace.

But King Calder had failed out of the university at Eastport, and had the diplomatic personality of a dead fish (and a particularly smelly dead fish, at that) and some were even beginning to mutter the nickname Calder the Coaster. If he didn’t do something, he would be a mere footnote in the kingdom’s history, sandwiched between his father and son. For a normal man, this might not have mattered, but for a king... well, his ego was only as large as the kingdom he ruled.

An icy stare from the king interrupted Edgen’s thoughts. “It is not for either of you to judge my ways,” he said. “I am the ruler of this country. And you will carry out my wishes, even at two bells. Now, the reason I have called you here is because something is happening that is dissolving the peace my father dedicated his entire life to build.”

Edgen and Dustright shared a confused look. Sure, there had been reports of a giant attack here or there, or the occasional wannabe warlord sacking some Podunk-by-the-sea, but nothing which exceeded any other kingdom’s internal problems, and nothing the Epical Adventuring Society couldn’t handle. “If you’re referring to the problems caused by some of these so-called monsters coming out of the mountains—” Dustright began.

“These disturbances of the peace are increasing at a rapid rate!” the king bellowed.

“It fluctuates, and always has!” Dustright bellowed back.

“It’s just lucky for you I’ve already solved this crisis that our kingdom... no, our home is facing!”

Dustright rolled his eyes. “So wonderful for you to wake us up and tell us, your Majesty. May I go back to bed now?”

“I’ll need you both to implement this plan at once,” Calder continued. “If we strike now, there could be minimal damage sustained to this land.”

“Your Majesty,” Edgen interrupted. “As you know from watching your father reign, no monarchy is perfect. There will always be these incidental problems that crop up. “

“Ah, but the kingdom of Bolognia has never so sorely needed a pick-me-up before, has it?”

Edgen looked around the king to see who had said these words, and an older man wearing a silver wig entered the chamber. He nodded. “Lord Sophar.”

Jamus Sophar, head of the Epical Adventuring Society, was the sworn lord of Eastport, and held a seat on the king’s council as well. He had been an adventurer when he was younger, one of those rogues who wandered the countryside in search of fame and treasure, and seemed to take up all the good seats at the local pubs. In his later years, Lord Sophar had formed the EAS, a group that regulated adventuring so adventurers were no longer so dependent on themselves, and thus limited many incidental casualties. And made its founder a few ceilins in the process.

Lord Sophar afforded him a smile. “Even you, peace-loving Edgen, would have to admit this kingdom has been terribly bland in the last couple of decades. I’ve proposed something that will capture the imaginations of the commonfolk as well as take care of these trivial matters.”

Edgen wondered what it could be. Lord Sophar was not known for much in the way of contributions to the council. He spent most of his days at the capital asking the king for more grants to the EAS, all in the interest of the kingdom’s wellbeing of course, and making sure the imprint of his lips was always permanently visible on his Majesty’s royal butt cheeks.

“An adventure tournament,” King Calder announced. “Teams of adventurers from all over the kingdom will compete in a series of challenges. The winners will take home a hefty purse, as well as my commendation. The series of challenges will of course take care of these minor problems, and make my name worthy of the Bolognian Calders!”

Edgen rolled his eyes. These matters may be “trivial” to someone like Sophar, but they were everything to those who had to live through them. However, this tournament idea did have some merit. He concluded that the old coot might not be so full of dung after all.

“One question,” Dustright said. “Where are we going to get the money to fund this?”

“I’m shocked, Dustright,” Sophar said. “As royal treasurer, I believe it’s your job to acquire the funds to carry out the king’s will. Surely the peace of mind and the excitement this will bring to the commons is well worth a little carpe scratching. We should make back whatever we invest just on merchandising alone. “

Dustright was already starting to see the possibilities, Edgen could tell. He furrowed his brow and scratched his chin whiskers. “Yes, with the right gimmick and the right person to attract everyone’s attention, we could stand to make a fortune on this.”

Sophar smiled. “I knew you’d see it my way. As it so happens, I met the most remarkable man the other day. Have you ever heard of Gorgomar?”

“The hero of Fort Rake?” Edgen asked. “He wants to be an adventurer?”

Sophar shrugged. “And why not? He’s already done more than most so-called adventurers will do in their entire lives. He’s handsome, charismatic, the ideal star for this tournament.”

“And what are you going to do if he’s bumped out in the first round?” Edgen asked.

“Oh, I’m sure we’ll come up with something,” Sophar said. “I wouldn’t worry too much, though. He could end up with a team composed entirely of slimes and wander under every ladder and cross every black cat in the kingdom and he would still acquit himself well. I’ve never seen a man so into swordplay, and it’s said once you stand as his opponent, the battle is a mere formality. You’re already dead.”

“Remind me not to get on his bad side,” Edgen said.

“He sounds wonderful, Lord Sophar,” Dustright said. “I’m sure his banner will be decorating the battlements once this tourney is done.”

Edgen shook his head ever so slightly. What a toady!

The king scowled. “You two are given the respective tasks of summoning the coin to finance this event and promoting it to the commonfolk. You must get started at once. Immediately. This instant. Or the battlements will be decorated with something else—”

Wait for it...

“Your heads!” Calder finished. He turned on his heel, shoulder-length hair whipping out from under his crown, and strode from the chamber. Dustright followed him, his agitation with the king forgotten.

“Where are you going?” Edgen asked.

“To inquire about some possible sponsors,” he answered. “The best event is the kind you don’t use your own money to promote.”

When they had gone, Edgen met Sophar’s gaze. His light gray eyes were unreadable, but his mouth curled at the ends in a half smirk. “You’re the only one who doesn’t seem positively thrilled about this,” he said.

“I do have my doubts,” Edgen said. “What if no one takes to this tournament? We could stand to lose a lot of money.”

“People take quite nicely to men in full body cans smashing into each other with large sticks. They call it jousting. This is merely another diversion for them.”

“Nevertheless,” Edgen replied, “I would like a report on how this tournament is supposed to solve our kingdom’s, well... woes, as well as all the market research.”

“Certainly,” Lord Sophar said. “You know, Edgen, you’re the only member of the council who seems to have a brain of his own. I know you don’t know me that well, but I think one day we could do great things for this kingdom.”

Sophar exited the room without as much as a farewell. What was that all about? Edgen wondered. He realized he’d better be getting along as well. If the king expected him to start right away, he would need the financial ledgers he kept in his quarters. He didn’t know about the advisable qualities of this Adventure Tournament, but knowing King Calder and Lord Sophar told him one thing for sure: Bolognia was in for an tremendously interesting spring season.


Chapter II:  A (False) Moment of Clarity

PROFESSOR RUNCUS DIPPED his quill into an inkwell on his desk. “Remy, I’m giving you one last chance to show me you’re not a moron,” he said.

Remy ran a hand through his sandy hair. “Professor, I told you I was sorry about that tree. I thought it could support my weight.”

“If you would have paid attention to yesterday’s lecture, you would have thought better of it.” Professor Runcus cleared his throat.

Geez, here we go, Remy thought. He rolled his eyes and sat in one of the classroom’s oaken chairs. The creaking of the old wood echoed throughout the empty room of learning as he settled in. Professor Runcus paced back and forth in front of a dusty chalkboard.

“The Lilas Tree, or Lilanus Fragulis as it’s known in the Celsian tongue, has a rare type of bark which keeps its stiffness purely by the moisture that comes in through the roots. To disturb its fragile structure is to invite disaster for the plant. Due to the amount of moisture needed to sustain the trunk, the Lilas Tree is only found in tropical regions, and is therefore very difficult to acquire and maintain here in Bolognia.”

“I know,” Remy said. “You said all that during your lecture.”

“And did you retain any of my lesson in that hollowed out block on top of your neck?”

Remy held his index finger up, thinking. “Uh, what does ‘retain’ mean again?”

“You are hopeless, Mister Fairwyn.”

“Sorry,” Remy muttered again, looking at his feet.

“And for sleeping in my class? For the inappropriate flirting with the female students? The destruction of a flask of rare chemicals, the fumes from which turned everyone’s hair blue for a week? Are you sorry for these things as well?” Runcus cast a regretful glance at the Lilas Tree that lay in ruins on the classroom floor. He began to write on a piece of parchment.

“You’re not giving me detention, are you?” Remy asked.

“Gods help me, I should,” Runcus said. “No, this is an order for a new Lilas Tree that I want you to take to the head of the Department of Pharmacology. You do know where his office is, right?”

“Of course,” Remy spluttered. Then, after a moment of silence, “Uh, you might want to write it down for me.”

Stupid Pharmacology, Remy thought as he left the empty classroom and trudged down the hall. He had been going to Foeny University for almost six years, and he was beginning to go stir crazy. He couldn’t see how any person could subject themselves to this kind of torture for this long. If he had done what he wanted to do, he would have been going out on adventures, braving the wild terrain, and finding lost treasures or saving beautiful damsels from giants. Or at least be working his way up to homely damsels by now.

Remy turned into the east wing and looked down at his hand. He had been gripping Professor Runcus’s note so tight it was all crumpled. He unfolded it to check the office number. Problem. He had been clenching his fist so hard the ink had run all over the parchment. The numbers on the note were now unreadable.

“One... three... what is that last one?” Remy said aloud, at a number which could have been either a one, seven or eight. He looked around at door numbers. He was right in front of Room 131. The only way to figure it out would have to be to check every door.

He turned the doorknob and walked inside, instantly taken aback by the visual that greeted him. All around were beautiful women. Here and there, a flash of skin, innocent and not-so-innocent. The women turned toward him, and gave a start when they saw him. They covered themselves with towels as Remy gawked.

Finally, Remy blinked. “So... do any of you know where the head of the Department of Pharmacology’s office is?”

They all screamed at once, breaking the incredulous silence. Remy knew he should close the door and forget he was ever there, but he seemed to be frozen in place, and his eyes were glued open like the time his friend Kyra’s bodice accidentally ripped at his birthday party.

A very large woman stepped in front of him. “I don’t know who you think you are, but it’s not going to matter much longer.” She cracked her knuckles. Where other women’s arms were thin and elegant, her biceps were ripped, and glistening with sweat. She stood a full head taller than Remy and was just as wide, all of it muscle.

Remy yelped and sprinted from the room. He ran back down the hall, chancing a glance behind him. Sure enough, the ladies from Room 131 were all chasing him. Like a sheepherder, the amazon was directing traffic. The women pursued him like angry farmers with pitchforks. He reached the double doors which marked the entrance to the building and flung them open, slamming them into two unaware students.

It was a sunny afternoon on campus, and students were just beginning to exit the lecture halls, most of them done with class for the day. Remy figured the shortest path to his dormitory would be to cut across the courtyard, a large, square green with several intersecting cobblestone paths, where flowers and bushes of every kind lined the edges. He would be safe in his room, at least he hoped.

He sprinted through some bushes, tripping over a gardener, and entered the dormitory at full speed. From there it was up the stairs, two at a time, to the second floor, with the women still in hot pursuit. All manner of passersby turned heads at this strange sight. At the end of the hall, he flung open his door and slammed it shut so hard that it flew open again. Panicking, he dove under his bed just before several pairs of feet entered the room.

“Where did he go?” said the muscular chick. “I saw him come in here.”

“Maybe he went out the window,” said another voice.

Remy heard footsteps, and someone else entered. “What’s going on here?” said a female voice.

“Some pervert was spying on us while we were changing,” one of the women said. “About six feet tall, sandy hair, vacant expression... have you seen him?”

“I sure have,” said the other female. “After he opened this door, he headed down the stairs. Pretty crafty. You might be able to catch him if you hurry.”

After the sound of bare feet stomping across his floor faded away, Remy emerged from his hiding place. “Thanks, Kyra.”

“Remy, what did you do this time?” Kyra was a short brunette who wore rectangular shaped spectacles straddled over a thoughtful face. She glanced over them at Remy with a disapproving look.

“I only wandered into their dressing room by mistake,” he said. “It’s not my fault!”

“Sure, guys just barge into women’s changing rooms all the time by accident.” Kyra rolled her eyes and sat on Remy’s bed. “Usually even you don’t manage two incidents in one day.”

Remy blinked. “Two?”

“Professor Runcus’s Lilas Tree,” she said.

“Oh, yeah.”

Kyra sighed. “What happened?”

“You know that red-haired girl, Delana?” Remy asked. “She mentioned she used to love to climb trees when she was a child. I just thought she might be impressed if I showed her my climbing abilities.”

“Well, see if you can climb out of this hole you just dug for yourself,” Kyra said. “I ran into your father on the way here, and he said if I saw you to send you his way.”

“Great,” Remy muttered, sitting on his empty desk. “I guess it’s time for my weekly meeting with my old man.”

“You better not keep him waiting,” Kyra said. “Hey, when you get back you want to study for the Pharmacology quiz together?”

“What? We just got out of Pharmacology class,” Remy said. “Why would I want to think about it more?” He put on a blue headband and tied it behind his hair.

“Why do you wear that thing?” Kyra asked.

“It makes me look bad ass,” Remy said. “That way, when my enemies come looking for me, they have an idea of what they’re in for.”

“Right now that amounts to Professor Jinnel and six girls who have had their privacy violated.”

“I could have powerful enemies one day,” Remy said before storming out. Kyra rolled her eyes.

It was a short walk across campus to Goldling Hall, the headquarters of many of the university’s department offices. Square-cut bushes decorated the entrance, and polished, symmetrical wooden fixtures dominated the interior. Remy dragged his feet while ascending to the second floor.

Quint Fairwyn looked up as his son entered the office. The professor had been hunched over his desk and writing with a feathered quill. He was an older man getting into his waning years, and it seemed as if the more he shrank, the proportionally larger his spectacles got. He was a professor of Economics at the university, as well as department head.

The room wasn’t large, but it was daunting. Professor Quint kept a large antique desk for his business, and bookshelves lined every wall, containing texts from ancient tomes to modern popular literature. A single window on the right wall allowed sunlight in, giving the entire room a kind of glow to go with the musty smell of leather and parchment.

“Remy, may I be frank?” Professor Quint asked.

“What’s wrong with the name you have now?” Remy asked.

Quint gave him an exasperated look. “Sit down, son.” He pointed to an old leather chair. Remy took a seat. “Remy, I just got a note from Professor Jinnel which said you’re failing his class. I hear you’re falling asleep in Physics; you seem to break everything you touch in Pharmacology... I don’t know what to do with you anymore.”

“I’m not the student type.”

“You’re lazy.” Quint took his eyeglasses off and rubbed his eyes. “I don’t understand. You’re in a position many would kill for. Graduation from the finest university in Bolognia could land you in the employment of the king. Take Dulcia, for instance. There’s a girl who sank her teeth into this place like a dragon into an unattended cow. Star debater, the lead in all school plays...”

Remy crossed his arms and looked away. “So why don’t you just adopt her already?”

“Because I already did. She’s your sister, you...” Quint sighed. “Remy, what do you see yourself doing in five years?”

“Hunting treasure,” Remy said. “Maybe teaming up with some others to help those in need.”

Professor Quint was already shaking his head. “Remy, there is no future in that.”

“There could be,” Remy protested. “I just heard today in town the king is sponsoring an adventure tournament. Teams of adventurers are going to be given tasks to complete, and whoever does the best will win. I figured it could be a great way to get my feet wet, maybe even meet some real warriors.”

“Absolutely not,” Quint said. “And what were you doing in town today? Why weren’t you in History?”

That brought Remy up short. “Well... that is... Professor Jinnel...”

His father sighed again. “Remy, you don’t even have History today. That’s what I’m talking about. You pay no attention to the world around you. Believe me, it’s best that you stay here so you can find a steady job when you graduate. Now, I want you to go to the library and stay there for at least a couple of hours.”

“The library?” Remy asked. “What the hell am I supposed to do there?”

”I’d chastise you for being a smart ass, but I’d only be half right,” his father muttered.

“You think I’m smart? That’s not what you usually say.”

Quint glared at him. “That’s not what I meant. Read a book. Study for a change. Turn your life around. Good day to you.” He put his spectacles back on and leaned back over his huge book. Remy rose in a huff, and went to open the door. However, it appeared to be stuck. Quint took off his spectacles and grabbed at his temple as if suffering a massive headache. “Push, Remy, don’t pull.”

Remy pushed at the door this time, and it swung open. He stalked out into the hall and walked back toward his dormitory. “Study for a change, turn your life around,” he mimicked. “My old man’s stingier than... well, I don’t know what that word means exactly, but he’s really stingy!”

All of a sudden, Remy stopped. His brain snapped into action, did a forward somersault and everything was crystal clear. His father wanted him to enter the Adventure Tournament. It was so subtle, yet so obvious. Study for a change. Turn your life around. For a change. Turn your life. Change your life. He laughed at the simplicity. His father was trying to tell him something. If he wasn’t happy with his life, then change it.

Remy jumped into the air and pumped up one fist. “Fame and glory, here I come!” he said. He ran in the opposite direction and tripped over a loose floorboard in his haste to make it to the door.


Chapter III:  By This Stick, I Rule 

IT WAS A dark and stormy night, though in the historical records of Bolognia, no one had ever recorded a night which wasn’t dark. Anyhow, the next day was warm and sunny, with no sign of clouds.

Remy ambled through Foeny’s commercial district, along with Kyra. The streets bustled with people, horses and carriages, and lined with shops of every kind, from smithies to herbal medicine stores. News of the Adventure Tournament had brought a wave of travelers, all looking to buy supplies for the upcoming event. Warriors crowded the smithies and mages meandered outside the magic shops. A thief, or rogue as many of them insisted they be called, ran off from an outdoor vendor with what must have been three hundred feet of coiled rope.

The tryouts were to take place in a fortnight, and since Remy had no earthly idea how long a fortnight was, he figured he should get some equipment as soon as possible. Their shopping took them to a blacksmith’s shop, where Remy examined the gleaming weapons against the wall. Battle axes would be too heavy for him, but he spent a good amount of time looking at swords and hammers.

Kyra approached him with a  conical cap woven out of green cloth. “How about this in place of a helm?” she asked.  “Not much protection, I know, but it could be enhanced with an enchantment or two.”

Remy considered it. “It doesn’t seem like something a self-respecting adventurer would wear. Besides, it matches my cloak and I’d kind of look like a big green bean.”

“But one of the greatest adventurers who ever lived wore a cap like this—”

“Wow, this is some great work,” Remy said, his attention turning to a polished bastard sword. He ran a finger along the blade. “I wish I could afford it.”

Kyra’s expression grew pained. “How much money do you have again?”

“Fifty gold ceilins,” Remy said. He turned to the blacksmith. “Hey mister, what kind of weapon would that get me?”

The blacksmith, a muscular man with a bushy, black moustache, eyed him skeptically and then pointed at a blade hanging from the wall. “Utilitarian, but made from good steel. No magical affectations, but it should cut through most monster hides. There’s a ninety-day warranty if it breaks.” Remy tried to run his hand down the blade, but the blacksmith swatted it away. “No touching; I just polished it yesterday.”

“This is pretty cool,” Remy said.

“Not to burst your bubble, Remy, but you have other expenses,” Kyra said. “You can’t afford to waste all your money on a sword, no matter how ‘cool’ it is.”

“Huh?” Remy was still staring at the sword.

Kyra sighed. “First, you have no armor, so that means no protection against fire, or ice, or poison, or vomit, or whatever else a monster could decide to spew at you. Second, you’ll need incidentals like bedrolls, a cloak, and good boots.”

“What’s wrong with my boots?” Remy asked. Kyra stepped on his left foot, where his big toe was beginning to wiggle its way free of the leather. Remy grimaced. “Ow, Kyra, okay. So what’s all this bound to cost me?”

“I’d say at least forty of your fifty ceilins.”

“You’re kidding me,” Remy said. He turned back to the blacksmith. “So what can I get for, say, ten gold ceilins?” The blacksmith rolled his eyes and walked to the back of the shop. He returned a few minutes later, and Remy paid for his first weapon.

Outside, Remy brandished his purchase dejectedly. “It’s a stick,” he said. He looked at the weapon, which had a wooden grip that expanded into a shaft and rounded off with a bulbous head. Remy had come to think of it as the ‘smackin’ end.’ But that didn’t change the fact that it looked like something he could have carved out of firewood. “I can’t believe I spent nine ceilins on this thing.”

“You badly need other supplies,” Kyra said. “But it’s not just some stick, it’s a club, and it’s a decent instrument for a novice. Besides, nine ceilins and twenty-three carpes is a bargain. I know something the blacksmith doesn’t.” Her stride became a bit prideful.

“What?” Remy asked.

“That club is enchanted,” she said. “You can swing that at anything, and the wood will never break... well, unless someone knew the counter-spell, of course.”

Remy hefted the weapon and gave a halfhearted swing. “I guess it’s not too bad, then. For that price.” Kyra had studied magic, Remy knew, though it wasn’t taught at their university. It was a bit of a mystery to him how she knew so much about it, since she started classes on the same day he did, back when they were sixteen. He supposed she must have taken Magical Theory as a general credit at some point.

“Right, but finding bargains on armor and accessories may be tougher, and we need to be thrifty with your other equipment. “

“Did I hear you say you’re looking for a bargain?” came a voice to their left. Kyra and Remy turned to see an older man, hunched over in a black cloak. He had just exited an alley to stand on the sidewalk in front of them.

“Yeah, you know any places that are selling adventuring equipment for cheap?” Remy asked.

“Sonny, I’m afraid with the influx of adventurers for tournament tryouts, every shop in Foeny City has raised their prices. But not I. I have some wares for you that will knock your socks off, but not lighten your purse too much.”

“Where’s your shop?” Kyra asked.

The man opened up his cloak, revealing a number of golden bracelets hanging off the underside. “Right here.”

Kyra held her hand to her forehead as if she had a headache. “Gods. “

“Cool,” Remy said. “What are those?”

“This is my stock of magical bracelets,” the man said. “I have jewelry that can strengthen your sword arm, or make women fall madly in love with you. But before I can determine exactly what a customer needs, I must find out some things about him. Where are you from, young man?”

“I’m from right here in Foeny,” Remy said. “Me and Kyra are students at the University.”

“Ah, good old FU,” the man said. “But what are you doing looking for adventuring equipment? Are you planning on entering the tournament?”

“You bet I am!”

“You look like the strong type, but not very agile, correct?”

“Well, I did get some exercise yesterday—”

“Why exercise when all your problems can be solved with magic? Take a look at these.” The man thrust a pair of boots at Remy. “These are called the Boots of Flight.”

Remy took them from the man. They looked like plain old boots any workman would wear, sturdy brown leather, a little worn, and would go about shin high on him. “You mean these could make me run faster?”

“Sure,” the man said.

“I can’t believe this,” Kyra muttered.

“What was that?” Remy asked.

“Don’t you see?” Kyra pointed at the boots. “There’s nothing magical about them. Those are just plain, ordinary boots. He’s trying to swindle you, Remy.”

“Really?” Remy gave the boots back to the man. “She knows about these things. She knew that Smacker was enchanted, after all.”

“Smacker?” Kyra asked.

“Every weapon has to have a name, doesn’t it?” Remy said.

“But you see, these boots have an enchantment on them which protect them from enchantment detection,” the man said. “That’s why your friend could not detect the awesome powers of the Boots of Flight.”

“Oh.” Remy grinned at Kyra. “See? That explains it, Kyra. How much do you want for them, old man?”

“Seventeen gold ceilins.”

“Seventeen?” Remy shook his head. “I’m sorry, but that’s above what I can spend on just boots. “

“Did I mention that I have three children?” the man said. “They’re very sick children. Oh, yes. Very ill indeed.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Remy said. He put a sympathetic hand on the man’s shoulder. “You know what?  I’ll take the boots. Seventeen gold ceilins, no questions asked.”

Remy paid the peddler, and took his new boots. “I thank you, kind sir,” said the man, wiping a tear from his face. “Good luck in the tournament.” He pocketed Remy’s gold and strolled away from them. Just before he got out of sight, he darted down an alley as fast as he could.

Remy tied the boots together by their shoestrings and flung them over his shoulder. He turned and faced Kyra, who was glaring at him with her arms crossed. “What?”

She shook her head. “Remy, sometimes you absolutely amaze me.” She nudged his chest and walked up the street. “Come on, and don’t forget your club.”

“Its name is Smacker!” Remy said before following her up the street.

A short time later, Remy’s stomach started growling so they went about finding some lunch. They came out of the backs streets into Crawd Square near the city’s south gate. They stopped at a Smokin’ Lizard stand and purchased two skewered salamanders. They sat at the fountain in the center of the square while they dined.

There was a commotion from the south, and an escort, possibly military, entered the square from the main road. “Make way for my lord!” cried a herald on the lead horse. “Make way for Sir Gorgomar Maradon!”

Commonfolk scattered out of the way, prompted by the herald’s baton. In the center of the procession, a man in gleaming armor rode nonchalantly, one hand on the reins and the other waving at the crowd, though the young man’s eyes didn’t seem to be watching any of the onlookers.

“Sir Gorgomar!” called one man. “Have you come to enter the Adventure Tournament?”

“I do not enter tournaments. I win them!” Gorgomar called back, whipping his long blond locks around as he turned to face the man. His voice was loud, with an authoritative cadence. The voice of a battle commander.

“Who is this Sir Gorgomar?” Remy asked, taking a bite of salamander. The amphibian was a bit spicy for his taste, but not bad at all for something cooked basically on the street.

“They said his surname was Maradon,” Kyra said. “The Maradons rule the lands of the Fistfort at the southern edge of the Bolognian Mountains, near the entrance to Narrownell. I’ve heard of this Gorgomar. He’s been in the papers recently. He’s the heir to Lord Gothigar and distinguished himself fighting at Fort Rake over the sea to protect Bolognian interests.”

“So he’s not an adventurer?” Remy asked.

“They say he’s the greatest warrior since Monas Mirka,” Kyra said, “but I’ve never heard of him being interested in adventuring, no. They say he’s so good he fights without a helm so all can bear witness to his prowess. Any adventuring company would kill to have him as their strong-arm.”

“So nobles are interested in adventure too,” Remy said.

“Of course,” Kyra said, “though it’s rare for an heir to put himself at risk like this. But many second and third sons and daughters have been known to distinguish themselves through adventure and bring glory to their family name. There’s an entire team of nobles called the Chosen Squad who are quite famous. They have their own house here in Foeny.”

“How do you know so much about adventure and magic?” Remy asked.

“I read something besides picture books.”

“They’re not picture books, they’re portrait novels.”

“Whatever.” Kyra crunched into her salamander. “What do you say we get back to the University? I have class this afternoon.”

“Right,” Remy said. “I think I have class too.”

Remy threw a carpe into the fountain for good luck, picked up Smacker and rose. He helped Kyra up, and they hailed a carriage to take them back to the Knowledge Ward.


Chapter IV:  An Unexpected Party Leader

THE BIG DAY had arrived. Adventurers from all over Bolognia gathered at the fairgrounds that had been set up outside of Foeny City, next to the forest. Wooden rafters had been assembled to accommodate not only the adventurers themselves, but the spectators who would no doubt wish to see the opening ceremonies. Filled to capacity, the only tickets available were being sold by scalpers. Toward the east end, actual scalpers sold monster hides for those few who wished to root for the beasts in the forest.

At the west end, a long stage had been constructed, with a podium atop it. As Remy stood in line with the other hopefuls, Kyra finally secured his leather armor and breathed a sigh of relief. “That should do it. Just don’t bend over too far.”

“It’s a little tight,” Remy breathed.

“It’s the only set of armor we could afford,” Kyra said. “Quit complaining.”

Some of the entrants passing took a look at Remy in his old, faded leather armor, holding his club, and laughed without any kind of tact. Remy brandished the weapon at them. “What, you think something’s funny? Someone’s going to get a smackin’!”

Kyra pulled him away by the arm. “The monsters are in the forest, Remy. It won’t do you any good to start fights with the other contestants.”

Meanwhile, up on the podium, a learned gentleman sat at a table and put down the names of every adventurer to enter the tournament. His hair and beard were beginning to gray, and his expression resembled an agitated cat. “Next!” he called.

“Professor Jinnel?” The man looked up as Remy walked up the steps, leaving Kyra behind. “What are you doing here?”

Jinnel’s eyes glinted with malice. “Remy,” he said gratingly. “I am a well respected professor of history. Lord Sophar has commissioned me for the task of arranging the teams and recording the results of the Adventure Tournament, though I might ask the same of you. Shouldn’t you be studying for next week’s test?”

“First thing’s first,” Remy said. “I’m going to enter this tournament.”

Jinnel laughed. “You? You’ll be dead within the first five minutes, boy.”

“Come on,” Remy protested. “I can be a great adventurer. Just because you’re too old and wrinkled to even know what it’s like to dream anymore doesn’t mean you can deny me.”

Jinnel frowned. “You have a big mouth, Remy. I get the feeling one day soon it will get you into more than you can handle.” He scrawled Remy’s name onto the parchment. “Very well. Since you’re so confident, why don’t I make you a team captain for the tryouts?”

“Now we’re talking,” Remy said. “What does a captain do?”

“You lead and protect your fellow teammates, you simpleton,” Professor Jinnel said. “How have you managed to stay alive for twenty-two years? Now get out of my sight until it’s time to announce the teams.”

“You won’t regret this,” Remy said before leaving the podium. He thought he heard Jinnel mutter in a pleased tone, “No, I shall definitely not.” He wondered what he meant by that.

“Well?” Kyra asked when he returned to her.

Remy grinned. “Professor Jinnel said I could be a team captain!” Kyra frowned and looked up at the podium.

“What is it?”

“Nothing, Remy... it’s just team captains are supposed to be experienced adventurers. This may only be the tryouts, but there’s still danger. The Epical Adventuring Society released wild monsters into that forest. What if—”

“Kyra, I’ll be fine.” Remy winked at her. “I promise.”

It wasn’t long after when the last adventurer had been signed up. Professor Jinnel got up from his chair and turned to a lengthy chalkboard which had the team captains’ names written on them. Jinnel held a long stick and used it to point to where the rules were written.

“Listen up!” he barked in the familiar tone he used to start every one of his lectures. The crowd silenced when he spoke. “We are about to begin tryouts for the Adventure Tournament.” He gestured to a portly man beside him, wearing an orange doublet with the EAS insignia on it. “This is Exceline Coates, head judge for the tournament. He will explain the rules.”

Jinnel walked off the podium and there was a smattering of applause for Judge Coates, who stepped forward. “Thank you,” he said, holding up his hand for silence. “In a few moments, your teams, led by their captains, will enter the forest in an attempt to slay as many of the monsters in it as possible. The bigger the kill, the bigger the points. There are one hundred and eighty of you entered, divided into sixty teams. However, only one hundred will make it into the tournament itself. So do your best! The EAS thanks you for your interest, and I wish all the teams and their captains luck! Now, I will ask the team captains to please come up here at this time.”

Remy fell into line behind a large man in rusting armor and they walked up to the stage. They stood in line and waited for Coates to speak again. “The rest of you have been given pieces of parchment with your team captain’s name. The assortment of teams is random, so you’ll just have to make due however you can. The team captains are: Gilles of Atenbury... Loebo Anders of Mill’s Bend... Remy Fairwyn of Foeny City...”

Remy zoned out as Coates read the rest of the names. There sure were a lot of teams. I probably have no hope of winning this thing, he realized. But I have to do my best. I screw up everything else I ever try to do... but I won’t screw this up.

A tap on the shoulder clued him back into reality. He turned around and looked up into the face of a man who could only be described as universally ugly. He towered over Remy by at least a quarter span. He had a hulking, muscular body, shoulder length black hair, and his face looked as if it had been in one too many fights.

“Hello,” the giant said. “You’re Remy Fairwyn? My name’s Bleg.”

“Bleg?” Remy asked.

The man grinned. “It’s not much of a name, I’ll admit, but my fans used to like it. I’m a former wrestler, see. We all have odd names like that.”

“You look like you could rip a tree out of the ground,” Remy said.

“I am blessed by an abundance of strength,” Bleg said with not a trace of arrogance, “but if I ever have to fight a tree, I’ll let you know.”

“Cool,” Remy said. “We’re going to kick butt!”

“Excuse me,” said a smaller, female voice. A girl who looked as if she had barely reached adulthood stepped out from behind Bleg’s humongous frame. She had curly blond hair and though short, looked positively tiny next to the gargantuan Bleg. She wore the white robes of a healer, who were also known as white mages. “I’m on your team too. My name’s Gildy. If you ever need patched up after battling a hideous monster, I’m your girl.”

Remy shook her hand. “All right, a healer. You should come in handy. Is it only us?”

“Every team has three for the tryouts,” Bleg said. “I hear there are going to be teams of five in the actual tournament, though.”

“Well, let’s make this tryout a good one. All right team, let’s mosey.” Remy stuck his club toward the forest.

“Is that your weapon?” Bleg looked incredulous.

“Yep, this is Smacker,” Remy said. He took a step off the stage and tripped over a rock. Gildy and Bleg cast a nervous glance at each other.

“You’ve... done this before, right?” Bleg asked.

“Nope,” Remy answered. “This is my first time.”

“And you’re a captain?” Gildy said in disbelief.

Remy nodded, and his teammates shared a concerned glance.

Bleg shrugged. “What do you know? All right, so what’s the plan?”

“Huh?”

“Entrants are determined by the number of monsters they slay,” Gildy explained. “Didn’t you look at the monster chart earlier? Well, each different monster has a point value. The most difficult monster in this tryout is the wyvern. It’ll score you the most points, but it’s also the rarest. Then you have your midlevel monsters like your giant lizards and spiders and such. The most common monsters are the slimes, and they aren’t worth much at all.”
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