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Chapter I

The Dork Tower

THE CHOSEN SQUAD laughed themselves silly at the giant penis tower.

The obscene protrusion jutted from the flat grass of the low meadow, its roof rounded at the top. It even came attached with a slope-roofed storage shed at the tower's base. A huge, tacky weather vane adorned the roof, topped by a carving of a large flower, the sigil of House Blume. According to the wacky weathercock, the wind had been last blowing to the east.

Thick, white smoke rising from a chimney at the tower's, well... tip, was the kicker. It completed the image, and was what had made Loebo, Inaro, and Finch bust out in laughter and start making comparisons.

The tower was nestled in a lush, green valley about a day's ride north of the city of Field's Edge. A clear creek wrapped around the tower's base, flowing to the southeast. The three members of the adventuring company known as the Chosen Squad ducked behind the boulder which hid their presence.

Their gathering spot rested atop a hill about three hundred feet away from the tower, and the Chosen Squad had spent the last ten minutes cracking jokes at the audacity of a structure like that positioned in such an idyllic locale.

Finch finally stopped laughing, and wiped the tears from his eyes. “Old Lord Roxor's outdone himself this time.”

Loebo Anders brushed his brown bangs out of his face and wiped the late summer sweat from his forehead. “It won't matter. We're going to hit this place so fast he won't even know we were here.”

“Seriously,” Inaro said. “You think old Roxy came up with that design himself? Is he compensating for something?”

“There was that rumor a while back that he couldn't get it up anymore,” Loebo said, “and that's why he never had more children.”

“But weren't you the one who started that rumor, Loeb?” Finch asked, rubbing at his goatee.

“Oh, yeah,” Loebo said, remembering. “And don't call me that. It's Loebo.”

“Whatever.”

Inaro peered around the boulder, continuing to examine the vicinity. “There are only two guards down there. Who does this dork think he's dealing with?”

“Obviously inferior adventurers,” Loebo said, “but we are no mere band of ragtag tavern squatters, are we? We are the sophisticated elite. We are the Chosen Squad, the next generation, the CS!”

“CS?” Finch asked.

“You like it?” Loebo said. “I was thinking of putting it on a new tunic. Design an eye-catching logo, slap it on the front, and there you go. The people who don't know us will ask what it means, and those wearing the tunic have the smug satisfaction on being in on the cool thing. Our old tunics sell for twenty ceilins apiece. We'll sell this new one for twenty-five and put the old ones up at a 'discount' of two for forty ceilins.”

“Wait a minute,” Finch said, counting on his fingers. “That's the exact same price they're at now.”

Loebo shook his head. “It makes no difference. People see the words For Sale and their brains start to run out their ears. We'll clear out our old inventory and put out a fresh product at the same time.”

“Will you two worry about the problem at hand?” Inaro asked. “We have a job to do.”

Loebo took a deep breath. “Right.”

“How are you feeling?”

“A little hungry, actually.”

Inaro rolled his eyes. “That's not what I... never mind. Is Nathan in position?”

“He had better be,” Finch said. “I had to explain the plan to him five times before he understood what we wanted him to do.”

“All right, let's do this.” Loebo shook hands with Inaro and Finch. “Gentlemen, my treasure awaits me.”

His friends smirked and ran back to their horses, swinging onto their saddles in mirror-like fashion. Loebo tossed them a pair of short bows and quivers, containing a variety of spellbolts. Those arrowheads were physically harmless, but contact would unleash a magical effect, depending on the arrow used. They had no beef with Lord Roxor's men; they just needed them out of the way.

“Try for sleeping spells,” Loebo told them. “I don't want them to see which way I go when I leave. If you miss, get them to chase you.”

Inaro and Finch nodded and snapped hard on the reins. Their mounts sprang forward, racing toward the tower base. Loebo's lifelong friends thundered down the hill, their voices echoing throughout the valley with loud war cries.

Loebo returned to his own mount, bare but for a saddle with a little extra space in the back. His own weapons were stashed away with Inaro and Finch. He needed all the speed he could get. He had discarded his usual equipment, but for a worn-out dagger sheathed on the inside of his belt.

A necklace containing a reflective stone as its centerpiece had come loose. Loebo slipped it back inside his shirt as he swung his husky body up into his saddle and patted the white mare's ears to soothe her. Maddy whinnied at him.

“Look, I know you're going to have to carry an extra person,” Loebo told the horse, “but at least Alyssa's light. She only weighs about half as much as I do.”

Maddy shook her head from side to side and snorted.

“It's a done deal. Snorting at me won't lighten your load.”

She snorted at him again.

“Oh, what do you know?”

Down in the meadow, the ground kicked up behind Inaro and Finch as they bore down on the guards at the base of the tower. Finch's short, dark hair barely moved in the wind, but Inaro's red-orange mane whipped out behind him as if his head was aflame.

Loebo saw the guards look up in surprise and fumble for their spears. Inaro and Finch crisscrossed and veered away long before they even came within reach of the weapons. They took aim with their bows and released two spellbolts.

The guards ducked, and the arrows thudded into the wall of the storage shed. With their speed too great to get off another shot, Inaro and Finch rode past the tower, taunting the men. This was the backup plan, and it worked. The two men-at-arms ran for their own mounts and were soon charging after his friends, bearing toward the woods to the east. After a few moments, the four disappeared into the trees and all was quiet.

That was Loebo's cue. He snapped Maddy's reins and galloped down the hill. It was a short ride to the tower's base and he dismounted before the mare had even come to a complete stop. He nearly stumbled into the stone wall, but caught himself at the last moment. His obstacle loomed above him, stark and rigid against the gentle breeze.

Loebo used his hands as a visor and looked up toward the top of the lone spire. Only a single window broke up the monotony of mortared stone. “Alyssa!” he called.

A short, blonde girl appeared at the window. Her hair was styled in a bun and she smiled down at Loebo with her full lips. “Loebo!” she called. “I can't believe you're here!”

“How do I get in?” he called back. “I don't see a door anywhere.”

“There is no door. You'll have to climb in through the window.”

“The window?” Loebo asked. “Who thought up this cockamamie concoction of construction, anyway?”

“Will you get up here? It's been an entire month since I've seen you!”

“Ah, my love,” Loebo said. “I thought you'd never ask. Alyssa, let down your hair!”

Alyssa pulled the pins out of her hair and it cascaded down her shoulders, which brought a smile to Loebo's face.

“Excellent,” he said. “You know I love it when your hair is free. It's prettier than a golden waterfall.” He cleared his throat. “Now don't just stand there, woman. Throw me a rope!”

Alyssa disappeared briefly, and moments later, a rope ladder sailed out of the window and hit the ground at Loebo's feet. Taking a deep breath, he took hold and began climbing.

I remember when I met Alyssa at the king's equinox ball, he reminisced as he pulled his stocky form higher. It had been over two years since then. When Finch told me she looked like her cousin Sir Gorgomar, I thought she must be some hideous manbeast. But I have never seen anyone so beautiful. Her petite body, her luscious lips, her golden locks... oh, what hair this woman has! For years, her father has tried to keep me away from her. But after today...

He finally reached the stone windowsill and hooked it with an arm. Alyssa helped haul him inside, and he tumbled to the wooden floor. She kissed him on the cheek as he rose. “How have you been, Loeby?”

If any of his other friends had called him by a dumb nickname, they would have been severely reprimanded. Instead, Loebo lost himself in the eyes of his ladylove, while taking in the sweet, lilac fragrance she always wore.

“I've been as nothing without the smile on your lips, the tingle of your touch, the sway of your hips.” He wasn't sure where he had picked that up. Probably from a poem somewhere, or maybe one of those flowery Pointi Gillamo plays.

It had the desired effect. Alyssa's face lit up and she threw her arms around him. “I should have known you would come for me.”

“Well... we'll get to that,” Loebo said, eyeing the canopy bed in the corner. He disengaged himself from her and dropped to one knee. “In fact, now that I've found you again, I'm not wasting any time. Alyssa, I'm here to ask you if you will be my wife.”

Alyssa turned bright red and put a hand to her mouth as if trying to hold back tears. “Oh, Loeby, there's nothing I would love more. But you know my father would never say yes.”

“He wouldn't make a very good wife anyway,” Loebo said, grinning at her.

She giggled. “Do you have a ring?”

“Ah...” Loebo hesitated. “No, not yet. We were going to round up some treasure on the way here, but things got complicated.”

“Loeby, you can't ask a girl to marry you without giving her something.” Alyssa reached out and took his necklace in her palm. “What about this? Is it a diamond? It's absolutely darling.”

Loebo took the necklace from her and slipped it back down his shirt. “That's not the kind of thing I can give away. I use it to reflect sunlight and blind my enemies when in battle. Unless I'm fighting a blind man. Then I have to shout a lot and project my voice. It confuses them.”

“Oh,” Alyssa said, her lower lip hanging out in a pout.

“Hey, it's not a problem,” Loebo said. “I promise to get you a ring once we're back in civilization. I've got Maddy bridled with a double saddle and the guys are giving your guards a tour of the south Bolognian wine country. Let's get out of here.”

“And where would we go?” Alyssa asked. “Surely you don't intend to return to Mill's Bend.”

Loebo blanched at the thought. “No way.”

“We can't go back to the Safe House,” Alyssa said, referring to the Chosen Squad's manse. “It's smack in the middle of Foeny. And you know wherever we go, my father will follow.”

“Why does he hate me so much?” Loebo asked.

“You have been needling him every chance you've gotten for the last two years,” Alyssa said. “There was the de-pantsing at the jousting tournament on the king's birthday, the destruction of the outer wall of our family's Foeny residence, and he's under the impression that you were behind the rumors of his inadequate libido.”

“It was not me who blew up his villa. That was Finch and Fern. I can't control what my Squad does, especially not the Pyro Twins. Besides, all that came after he refused to let me court you.”

She put her arms around him again. “I just think he's overprotective of his little girl. I'm all he has.”

“Well, everyone grows up,” Loebo said, “so he better take up a hobby or something.”

Alyssa sighed and whipped her lovely hair around again. “What will we do? We can't keep beating around the bush like this, but I can't disregard my father's wishes.”

Loebo looked at the bed again. “Speaking of beating around the bush...” He picked up Alyssa in his arms, and she squealed in surprise before laughter overtook her. He carried her across the wide, circular room, dropped her on the sheets, and pressed his lips to hers for a deep kiss.

She returned the kiss with gusto, and Loebo lifted the flap of his tunic and untied the strings on his trousers. “I risked life and limb to come out here and climb atop your tower. Your turn to climb mine.”

Alyssa giggled. Loebo started to pull off his doublet, but she put a hand on his chest. “Wait,” she said. “We can't do this here.”

“Why not?”

“Um—”

“It won't matter,” Loebo said. “What difference does it make if we do it now or after our wedding?”

Alyssa sat up. “Loebo, I should tell you something.”

“It can wait until later.”

She pushed him away. “No, really. You've come a long way. It's not very romantic if we consummate our relationship in a rush like this.”

Loebo sat down on the bed's edge. “I suppose you're right.” His stomach growled at him, and Loebo cursed himself for not eating anything on the way to the tower. He had been so nervous at his imminent proposal he doubted he could have kept anything down.

“Loebo, I didn't want to do this, but I was forced—”

“Say, you have anything to eat?” Loebo asked. “I've been so excited to see you I haven't had so much as a twig or berry all the way here.” He moved toward the door he assumed led to the kitchen, since it was the only door in the room. He didn't know why she was being difficult; she was putting a damper on this entire rescue/abduction.

With surprising speed, Alyssa leapt up and grabbed his arm. “Loebo, please. I've done something horrible.”

“You?” Loebo asked. “You're an angel. What could you have possibly done?”

He patted her arm and yanked open the door. On the other side, he came face to face with over a dozen men-at-arms. They wore iron ringmail, and conical helms emblazoned with House Blume's flower. Shortswords were sheathed at their belts.

Behind them, he could make out a balding man with blond hair, who sported a red silk robe and a pinched, arrogant expression. Loebo took an instinctive step back as Lord Roxor Blume sneered out at him.

Chapter II

Bounty-ful Beginnings

THERE WAS A silent moment of tension as Loebo took in the sight before him. His eyes narrowed, causing Lord Blume's men to grip the hilts of their weapons. However, Loebo recovered quickly and stepped up to the aging nobleman. “This is a pleasant surprise, Lord Roxor.” He smiled. “Or should I call you Dad?”

That wiped the sneer off his face. Lord Roxor turned so purple he looked like a grape stain on regal carpet. “You will belay that nonsense at once, young Loebo. I have already made my wishes clear on this matter. My little Alyssa does not want or need a vagabond like you in her life.”

“I'm sorry, have you ever actually met your daughter?” Loebo asked. He gestured between them. “Alyssa, this is Lord Roxor. Roxy, this is Alyssa Anders nee Blume.”

Alyssa waved at him. “Hi, Daddy.”

“That day will never come unless I'm dead and buried,” Lord Roxor said. “And if I were to expire, I would be sure to have necromancers standing by to resurrect my zombified corpse so I  might gate crash your egregious nuptials and liberate my little lilac petal from your foul clutches.”

“Now that you mentioned it, it's not such a bad idea,” Loebo said. “Your demise would be like the fading of a canker sore on my life, and being undead may improve your demeanor, not to mention your looks. Of course, one thing that won't change is your continual pursuit of something you can never have.”

“And what's that, pray tell?”

“Braaaains!” Loebo called out, stretching his arms forward and assuming a vacant expression. Alyssa giggled, but covered her mouth with one hand. Even some of Lord Blume's men snickered.

“Enough of this foolishness!” Lord Roxor spluttered. “Seize him!”

Loebo and Alyssa stepped back, but there was no need. The guards all swarmed the door at once, but Lord Roxor had packed too many people into too small of a room. Sixteen sets of ringmail ground together with a high-pitched scrape as the men found themselves stuck fast, halfway in and out of the bedchamber. They grunted and groaned as Lord Roxor was smooshed right in the middle. His face grimaced in discomfort.

“Seize him in an orderly fashion!” he shouted, but his men's attempts to untangle themselves got them stuck even worse. Arms scraped across faces, legs wrapped around thighs, and one man somehow found himself upside down.

Loebo laughed. “I'm flattered you went and threw this shindig for me, though your parlor games leave something to be desired. But this has turned into quite the sausage party, so there's no need to stick around on my account.”

Alyssa tugged at his arm. “Loeby, go before they get through.”

“Not so fast,” Loebo said, pulling away from her. “I want some answers first. Just what is this all about?”

Alyssa hung her head. “I'm sorry. I can't go against my father's wishes. He made me play along with his trap.”

“You are such a daddy's girl,” Loebo told her. “And why do I have the honor of deserving this elaborate hoax?”

Lord Roxor answered him. “Your grandmother has put a bounty on you, young man. It's a very handsome reward, worthy of even my attention. Once I get free, I'll see you safely back to Mill's Bend and hand you over to her.”

“My grandmother?” Loebo said, shocked. “What in the hell is she thinking?”

“Your grandfather's death has made her paranoid,” he said. “She wants all eligible heirs back at Mill's Bend where she can keep an eye on them until she sorts out the succession, and knew you would never respond to a direct SUMMMMMONS.” His eyes went wide and he glared at one of his men. “Dertly, watch where you stick that scabbard!”

Loebo shook his head. “That doesn't make any sense. I have uncles, cousins, and my father in line for the lordship before me.”

“That's not going to matter to an old mourning woman,” Lord Roxor said. “See for yourself.” He wrenched an arm out of the quivering mass and tossed a rolled up parchment at him.

It landed on the floor and Loebo retrieved it. The wax seal had been broken, but there was no mistaking the wolf's head crest of the Anders family. He didn't even need to read it. “It must be a good reward if you went through all this trouble, my lord,” Loebo said with all the sarcasm he could muster.

Lord Blume smirked. “Believe me, this is equal parts business and pleasure. And with the bounty she's offering, you'll be hunted no matter where you go. Best come with me, because I will see that you're not harmed. There are bounty hunters out there who would be a little less than gentle with one of our pedigree.”

“I don't care!” Loebo thundered. “I will not live under lock and key. My place is with my Squad!”

Finally, Lord Blume's men broke through the doorway and toppled to the ground, piling on top of each other. Those in the rear hopped over their fallen comrades and headed for Loebo as Alyssa screamed.

Loebo dashed for the window, but one of the guards headed him off. His sword hissed out of its sheath and he gave a mighty overhead swing. Loebo's hand went to his neck, where he turned the crystal on his necklace around, reflecting the sun right into the man's eyes. The guard grunted and his stroke went awry, severing the rope ladder. It disappeared out the window, and Loebo wasted no time in hopping up on the sill, trapping the man's blade. He kicked him in the face and hauled himself out the opening and onto the roof.

The edge of the roof was flat stone, but didn't leave much room before sharply sloping upward. Loebo gained his bearings as he heard Lord Roxor berating his man for literally cutting off the only escape route. Three more guards hauled themselves up behind Loebo, and he stomped on one man's fingers. The man shouted and let go, taking the thirty-foot drop before crashing through the roof of the storage shed and disappearing from sight. A sudden cloud of flour told Loebo the man had landed in the foodstuffs.

By that time, the other two had gotten to their feet and drawn their shortswords. Loebo ran for it, circling the roof with the men-at-arms in hot pursuit. After an entire lap around the circular tower, he came upon the gaudy weather vane. Thinking on his feet, Loebo grabbed onto the north end of the compass and swung himself out from the tower. The momentum he garnered took him all the way around in a circle and he put his feet out, slamming them into the backs of the surprised guards.

Lord Roxor's men cried out and tumbled head over heels off the tower roof. They made contact with the stream below with a loud pair of splashes.

The added weight of the water in their mail should keep them in there for a few moments, Loebo thought. Long enough for me to get away.

He surveyed the situation. The rope ladder was gone and more men were likely to climb after him at any moment. As he leaned out over the edge to see if he was low enough for a tuck-and-roll, his foot slipped. Loebo landed on his back and nearly slid off the roof before grabbing the edge. Cries of alarm from the window indicated he had been spotted.

What a kick in the ass that would be for the Blume family if it turned out Lord Roxor was responsible for my death. It might even cause a war.

Before he could muse on what that would do to the life of his ladylove, the tower shook with a powerful tremor, almost making him lose his grip. The ground below him began to elevate, forming a crude, earthen stairwell which came to a stop right under his feet. Loebo smiled and let go of the roof. He touched down on soft ground and skittered down the freshly hewn steps to come to rest at ground level.

The Chosen Squad's warlock, Nathan Husby, stood a few yards away and pulled his staff out of the ground. The makeshift stairwell collapsed back down as Finch and Inaro rode up behind Nathan, who dusted off his light purple robe. Finch held the reins of Nathan's horse, Mittens, and Inaro had Maddy in hand.

“Where were you when those guards nearly got me?” Loebo asked the pudgy periwinkle mage.

Nathan shrugged. “I couldn't perform with everyone stairing at me.” He smiled at his own joke.

“Shut up, Nathan,” Loebo said.

“Nathan, shut up,” Inaro added.

“Shut up, fatboy,” Finch chimed in.

Inaro turned to Loebo. “What happened?”

Loebo sighed and stared up at the window, which now framed the fuming form of Lord Roxor Blume. “I've been Rox-blocked,” he said.

Finch winced. “Ouch.”

“He only posted two guards,” Inaro said. “I knew it couldn't be that easy.”

Loebo put his foot in a stirrup and mounted Maddy as Lord Roxor called down to him. “You can't run from me, Loebo. I am the lord of Field's Edge, and these lands are under my dominion. I'll get out of here eventually, and when I do, I will take special pleasure in delivering you to your grandmother tied and trussed up like the swine you are.”

“What was that all about?” Finch asked as they rode away from the tower.

“Apparently my grandmother has put out a bounty to return me to Mill's Bend,” Loebo said. “Gods know why. He set that trap so he would be the one to collect.” He gave the missive to Finch and turned to Inaro. “You took care of those guards, right?”

“They're asleep in the forest.” Inaro gestured to the cluster of trees off to the west. “Those traps we set yesterday worked like a charm. Those guards never even knew what hit them before they were on the ground snoring.”

“Good,” Loebo said. “Lord Roxor's not the only one who can set traps.”

“Jenna will meet us at the rendezvous as planned,” Inaro added.

The rendezvous was a copse of trees a half mile north of Lord Roxor's phallic pharos. The short shadow mage, Jenna Hecks, pulled down her sable velour hood as they approached. She examined them through her spectacles and took note of the amount of empty saddle behind Loebo. “Where's Alyssa?” she asked.

“It was a trap set by her father,” Loebo said. He gave her a brief rundown about the bounty that was on his hide.

Inaro unrolled the parchment and held it for her to see. Jenna adjusted her spectacles and gave it a look. A sketch of Loebo dominated the top third. Under his grinning face, it read:

WANTED ALIVE

50,000 Ceilin Reward

LOEBO ANDERS,

leader of the Chosen Squad

Armed and possibly annoying

To be returned uninjured to Mill's Bend

by order of Lady Sanna Anders,

as decreed on the Seventh of Gerudo

in the year 1653

The wax wolf's head seal of House Anders was stamped at the bottom. “Lord Blume wasn't kidding when he said it was a sizable reward,” Loebo said. “I can't believe I fell for his trick.”

Jenna snickered. “He knew you would be suckered in by a pretty face.”

“It's not just her face,” Loebo insisted. “It's the way her hips move, the way she cocks her head when she smiles at me. The old man is all that stands in our way. We love each other, Jenna.”

His friends rolled their eyes.

“Liar,” Finch said, and Loebo ignored the comment as he always did.

“What do we do now?” Inaro asked. “We came all the way to Field's Edge and all we got was this lousy parchment.”

“We're going to separate,” Loebo said. “You all will draw off any pursuit. I'll go into hiding until this blows over.”

“Will you be all right by yourself?” Jenna asked.

Loebo nodded. “I have friends in a village not far from here. I'll lay low until you guys accomplish your mission.”

“Which is?” Finch asked.

“Go to Mill's Bend and get my grandmother to take this ridiculous bounty off my head,” Loebo said. “If this gets out any more, every down-on-his-luck ditch digger in the kingdom will be after me. Once I make it back to the Safe House, I'll figure out what my next move is concerning Alyssa.”

Jenna sighed. “You really think she's worth all this trouble?”

“Of course.” Loebo turned to Inaro. “Inaro, you're the leader for this excursion. Don't do anything I wouldn't do.”

Inaro smiled. “There is nothing you wouldn't do, so that's an easy one.”

“And one more thing,” Loebo said. “This is an odd bit of business coming out of Mill's Bend. My grandmother is the definition of stoic, so I'm betting there's more to this than meets the eye. Get word to your brother and see if he can come along and help. I want the entire Squad on this if possible.”

Jenna jerked her head around. “Loebo, no! Not—”

“Yes,” Loebo said. “Fern too.”

The sable mage groaned as Finch read through the missive. “You're right,” he said. “This doesn't sound like your grandmother at all. I don't like the smell of it.”

“Smells like bacon,” Nathan said. They all stared at him, and he looked surprised to see he had everyone's attention. “You know, really burnt, like that time we went to the house on the hill...” he added, but his friends just gave him incredulous looks.

Loebo shook his head. Clearly, Nathan was part of some other conversation altogether. This wasn't the first time he had said something random and pointless, but he happened to be right in his own oafish way. This smelled like bacon. The whole situation was crunchy and greasy, and most likely bad for him.

He addressed the entire Chosen Squad. “I'll swing back through the Hydraponds. Nobody would dare follow me through there. We'll meet up in Foeny City in a fortnight.”

Nathan scratched his head, probably trying to remember what a fortnight was. Jenna and Finch exchanged a dubious look, and Inaro's mouth curled in worry.

“I don't know about that,” he said. “I know you can take care of yourself, but I don't like you going through the Hydraponds alone. If you can find someone trustworthy, you should hire help.”

“I'll keep that in mind,” Loebo said, “but we'd better head off now before Lord Blume can get his bearings. I'll see you all later.” He snapped Maddy's reins and took off to the east, pondering the fresh feces he had stepped in this time.

Chapter III

Women's Wears

WHAT A SHITTY week this has been, Loebo mused as he rode through yet another wheat field.

The trouble had started with the news that Lord Roxor Blume had placed his daughter in an inescapable tower to hide her from the overly amorous attentions of her suitors. Although, by suitors, he had obviously meant Loebo. Knowing how much Alyssa detested being kept isolated from her lady friends, parties, balls and other social events, he vowed to set her free from both prison and father. The shoddiness continued with an adventure the Chosen Squad had undertaken on their way to the tower.

With the dissolution of the Epical Adventuring Society several months before, all the unfound treasure in the kingdom was now up for grabs. No token EAS finder's fee; everything was available for full value. The Chosen Squad was tipped off to a possible lead in the Hydraponds. The cave turned out to be infested with monsters, and during a fight with some wild lizard-men, the spring-loaded mechanism on Loebo's shield-tosser had broken. He had nearly been killed, and to top it off, there was no sign of treasure.

Now he rode through the dry heat with no one to talk to but his horse. He carried only a longsword strapped to Maddy's side, and his single-handed crossbow was in his saddlebag. Inaro had possession of his shield, which would have to be taken back to Foeny City for Fern to repair. He felt naked and vulnerable without it on his back, and that wasn't a feeling he enjoyed.

Not that anyone could ambush him as he rode through wilting wheat fields dying in the summer sun. Hopefully, the Chosen Squad was leading Lord Roxor and his men on a merry chase all the way to his borders. If all went according to plan, he would hole up in Amicitia until it was safe for him to slip away. Then he would head back to the marshes, and would slog through them again all the way back to Foeny, where his friends would be waiting at the Safe House, the headquarters the Chosen Squad owned.

Amicitia was a good-sized farming village about a day's ride northeast of Field's Edge. A marketplace was centrally located, with small homes sprawled about in a circular fashion. The tilled fields spread out behind them like a wheaten wheel. As Loebo entered, the villagers spotted Maddy, and with a cheer of recognition, rushed up to the amused mare, who enjoyed all the free carrots she got out of it. However, this was exactly what Loebo didn't want. Most of his admirers were young people like himself, who idolized the Chosen Squad. He had been here with his friends several times in the past, but this was no social visit.

“It's nice to see you all again,” Loebo said, “but I need your help. As you know, Lord Roxor and I have never seen eye to eye and he's seen fit to have me banished from this province under pain of death.” He smiled at the outrage this brought forth from the crowd. That wasn't true, of course, but it got their attention.

“I know, and I'm sure he'll relent once he comes to his senses. Unfortunately, he's given me no more than a one-day head start and even now, his men may be looking for me. You know I have helped you in the past, and now I am calling in that favor. I only ask that you shelter me until his men move on and all the fervor dies down. Can anyone tell me if Deena is home?”

Several youths cried out in the affirmative and pointed to her house, as if Loebo could have forgotten the way. He slapped hands with some of his admirers as he guided Maddy through the throng and a few watching adults shook their heads in bemusement. He soon arrived at a weathered farmhouse.

Deena was a young lady he had met during one of the Squad's previous forays to Amicitia. She had always been good for a little tumble in the hay when he was in town, though he hadn't seen her at all since deciding to woo Alyssa. He was nothing if not loyal to his lady. He could only hope Deena still carried a torch for him. Even a candle would be better than nothing.

More important, he knew she had a secret shelter under her house where her family kept their savings, having hid there a time or two when her father came home from the fields early.

He knocked on the door and he was almost bowled over as Deena burst out and wrapped her arms around him. “Loebo!” she cried. “It's been so long!” She was a fleshy, brown-haired woman a few inches shorter than he was.

“It's nice to see you, lady.” Loebo used that term of endearment for all his female friends. “Your father isn't home, is he?”

Deena let go and her head drooped. “No, my brother runs the farm now. Father died last winter.”

“Oh, good,” Loebo said, relieved. “I mean, I'm so sorry,” he immediately recovered as she glared at him in shock. But this was good for him. It would be a bitch and a half to hide from Lord Roxor's men and her father, but her brother Dimus was a Chosen Squad fan too.

“Have you finally come to take me away?” she asked, winking. He knew she was joking. At least, he hoped she was.

“Would that I could,” Loebo said. “But you know you wouldn't adjust well to the life I live.”

“I know,” she admitted. “I'm too much of a homebody. Still, I would like to get out of here someday. See the world a bit. What brings you here?”

“Actually, I need a favor.” Loebo told her the same story he told the villagers. Best not to mention Alyssa. Deena could be the jealous type.

“Oh, Loebo, like you even need to ask,” Deena said. “Make yourself at home.”

She helped him stable Maddy and led him inside to her kitchen, where she made them lunch. “Just wait until Dimus gets home. He won't believe you've come for a visit. What's it been, two years? What have you been up to?”

“Lots,” Loebo said. “You know that Adventure Tournament a few months back? My Squad and I made it all the way to the semi-final round.”

“Ooh, I bet that was exciting,” Deena prompted.

Loebo told her stories about his adventures until the evening, when Dimus came home from the fields. After a vigorous hand clasp, he insisted that Loebo start from the beginning, and he told his tale of their adventure on Mount Fletching all over again. He omitted the part about briefly being transformed into a kitty-lizard, however.

He spent the night in one of their spare beds, but was awakened in the morning by a shake from Deena. “Loebo, get up!” She sounded panicked.

“What is it?”

“Lord Blume's men are in the village. They're doing a house by house search for you!”

Loebo got up and moved to the window. Down the small hill, he could see several men wearing the blossom crest of House Blume. A few came out of the houses toward the west and checked in with their officers. He swore and turned to Deena. “I think it's time to open up your secret basement again.”

She shook her head. “It's no good. It flooded a few months ago and left the sitting room a wreck. We had to brick it up. You'll need to go now.”

Loebo took a deep breath. Now she tells me. “No, they'll see me,” he said aloud. “And I can't stay here, because they're bound to search your stables and see Maddy.” He had an idea. “Get me a cloak.”

Deena returned a few moments later with a gray cloak, which would cover Loebo's face and his entire body. Loebo was putting it on when Dimus entered the house. He took one look at Loebo and shook his head.

“It's no good,” the sandy-haired youth said. “The soldiers are stopping anyone who looks conspicuous and searching them.”

“There has to be something I can disguise myself with,” Loebo said.

“Dimus only has plain work clothes, and all I have are my dresses,” Deena said. She shared a glance with her brother and they both grinned. They left the room without a word.

What the hell? Loebo thought.

A few moments later, Dimus returned with a razor. “Take off your pants,” he told Loebo.

Loebo covered his nether regions. “Why?”

“So I can shave your legs.”

Before he could ask what good that would do, Deena entered, carrying one of her green dresses with yellow trim. She held it up to Loebo's chest. “I think this one will match your eyes, Loebo.”

Understanding dawned on him. “You two can't be thinking what I think you're thinking, because I think—”

“The soldiers will never expect it,” Dimus said. “You can get out of here and head on north. There's a cave in the forest I discovered during a hike. You can hide there and wait this out.”

“What about Maddy?” Loebo asked.

“You'll have to leave her here,” Deena said. “We'll tell the soldiers you paid us to stable her and headed west to double back and meet your friends. Hopefully they'll believe us and you can come back for her later.”

Loebo's shoulders slumped in defeat. “Let's get on with it, then.”

Dimus not only shaved his legs, but his back, chest, arms and face while giving him directions to his cave. Deena discarded the dress she had brought and got one her mother had once worn, which fit Loebo much better. Dimus also fitted him with a brown wig, which raised Loebo's suspicions. This idea had come much too quickly to Dimus, and what did he keep a wig for?

To top it off, Deena spent the afternoon applying makeup to his face. When she finished, Loebo barely recognized himself in the mirror. She had put on just the right amount to make him look more feminine but not over-the-top creepy drag queen-ish. “This is great, Deena,” he said. “You have a real gift.”

She shrugged. “Well, it's not of much use around here.” He thought he heard Dimus cough in the other room.

The sun was setting by the time they declared him womanly enough to fool the soldiers. Loebo looked out the window. Lord Blume's men were still searching, but the village seemed much more crowded than usual, and not all the extra people were soldiers.

“What's going on?” he asked.

“Hmm?” Deena looked out the window. “Oh, a wrestling show is in town at that big barn down the road. They've been advertising for months. Everyone from the surrounding villages always come out for these things.”

Loebo stood up from his makeup chair. “Wrestling, huh? Inaro and I used to go to the matches all the time at Mill's Bend. If I weren't on the run—”

Someone knocked on the front door. “Open, in the name of Lord Blume!” came the muffled call.

“Just lay low a minute,” Dimus told him as he got up to answer the door.

Loebo sat in silence with Deena as Dimus conversed with the soldier in the sitting room. After moving through the house, they came to the bedroom door. Now was the moment of truth. Loebo stood.

Dimus led in a man clad in chain mail and a half-helm. He carried a spear with him. “And this is our guest bedroom,” Dimus said. “This is my sister Deena and our cousin Lob, uh... Vine.” He coughed. “I mean, her name is Bevine. She's visiting from Hallbrook.” Loebo smiled at the man.

The soldier nodded. “Ma'am,” he acknowledged, before checking the closet. After glancing under the bed, he announced himself satisfied and Dimus led him back to the sitting room.

Loebo let out the breath he had been holding as Deena opened the window. “Now's your chance,” she said.

“Thank you and give your brother my thanks as well,” Loebo said as he slipped out and hit the ground. “Lord Blume said he wants me trussed up like a stuck pig, and you really saved my bacon.”

He walked in a wide arc around the neighbor's house and entered the Amicitia marketplace. The soldiers hadn't felt the need to quarantine the villagers and many of them sat about on their porches enjoying the evening breeze. Sizable groups of people were headed toward the show at the dilapidated barn on the outskirts of town. Loebo followed them, figuring to lose himself in the crowd and then break away and head north.

As he was about to leave the group, he heard shouts from behind him. He turned and his eyes went wide. The soldier from before stood on Deena's porch with his commanding officer. He was holding Loebo's sword. It was still in its sheath, but the Anders family crest was boldly emblazoned on the cross guard.

He cursed himself. How could I have forgotten my sword? It was a matter of time before they put two and two together and realized Deena's “cousin” was missing.

When he reached the barn, he turned to break north, but stopped dead in his tracks when he saw a group of horsemen riding in his direction. At the head of the tiny column was Lord Roxor Blume himself, calling out for the commander. With Lord Roxor here, that meant soldiers cut off his escape in every direction. With no options left, he ducked inside the barn, hoping to blend in with the hundreds of people entering.

Chapter IV

Barn Show

LOEBO MOVED THROUGH the barn's threshold and the humid air hit him, that familiar feel of enclosed body heat. About three hundred people were jammed within, seated in rows of chairs. The people clustered around a wooden barricade, which in turn surrounded a familiar square mat, elevated about chest high. Three sets of ropes surrounded it, held in place by padded turnbuckles, which were supported by four steel posts at each corner.

He stared at the wrestling ring. It's been forever since I've seen one of those.

Loebo was somewhat familiar with wrestling. As a child, he had often attended the local matches in the Mill's Bend area, along with Inaro. In fact, it was where he had acquired many of the carny qualities he later used to promote the Chosen Squad. At one time, he and Inaro had even dreamed of being a tag team together, but that was before they discovered the thrill of adventuring.

The show was already in progress. Two female wrestlers grappled in the middle of the ring, which was lit by four bright wand-lights in each corner of the barn. The light was strong enough so everyone in the audience could see the action in spite of the growing darkness outside. Up on a stage, a band of lutists, drummers, and other musicians sat poised, ready to play the theme music of the victor.

Loebo knew wrestling was just a show, but it also could be a very good show in the right hands. Even though he should have been worried about the soldiers outside or whether Deena and Dimus had been hauled in for questioning, he found his attention drawn to the ring all over again as he found a seat near the back.

Eventually there was a victor and a referee in a striped tunic raised a brown-haired woman's hand into the air. The crowd booed and catcalled, and the villain screeched at the crowd, insisting it didn't matter one bit to her if they didn't like it, thus ensuring the boos continued. She exited the makeshift arena up an aisle and through a curtain as the crowd gave her defeated opponent polite applause.

After that, the band played two more girls to the ring and Loebo realized this must be an all-women's card. Most of the shows he had seen had one women's match, if that. This would definitely be something different. Some of these ladies had to have come from the far reaches of the kingdom for this many female wrestlers to be in one place.

With this being a small operation, the lutists couldn't even afford lightning bottles to power their instruments and had to play acoustic versions of popular songs. The first lady who emerged from the back was dressed in black. She was tall for a female and in tremendous shape, with a wide face and dark, stringy hair. She had also painted on an extra set of eyebrows, angled to make her look more menacing. She was introduced as Death Gaze by a man in the ring holding an AmpliWand, a rod with an attached crystal enchanted to amplify the speaker's voice.

The next woman to come through the curtain was short in stature. She had wavy dark hair and was dressed in red-and-white wrestling trunks and a top to match, which exposed her midriff. She pandered for encouragement from the crowd and they gave it to her, cheering her as she slapped hands at ringside. The herald introduced her as Lia Luccia. A singer joined the musicians on stage, holding her own AmpliWand. Lia's music was a more upbeat tune than her villainous opponent. The singer began to belt the chorus of a song called Sky of Fire:

Jump into the rhythm

Catch hold of a star

Ride it up to the heavens

Show the world your rising heart

That was as far as she got. Death Gaze attacked Lia Luccia as she stepped through the ropes and the match was on. The larger Death Gaze dominated much of the contest with her strength, but every time Lia rallied and got a few shots in, the crowd would explode. A turning point finally came when they brawled outside the ring. Death Gaze charged what she thought was a prone Lia, only to have her duck down and heave her over the guardrail and into the first row with her own body.

They fought back into the ring, where Death Gaze stomped Lia as she was sliding back in. She took her by the hand and whipped her into the ring ropes. Lia bounced off as Death Gaze put her head down to attempt the backdrop she had just suffered, but Lia lifted a knee into her face and her opponent fell to her back.

Lia pumped her fist and yelled to the crowd, who responded with raucous approval. She bounced off the ropes again, Death Gaze's foot caught her in the midsection and she was driven into the mat. Death Gaze crouched and waited for Lia to get to her feet. She bounced off the ropes herself this time, no doubt ready to finish her off, but she didn't see Lia charge and hit the ropes right behind her. As Death Gaze stopped mid-ring, wondering where her opponent went, she turned around right into a tackle from Lia, who drove her into the mat with a move known as The Spear, which had always been Inaro's favorite for some reason. Lia made the cover and the referee's hand pounded the mat three times.

The crowd erupted in cheers and applause, and many jumped out of their seats, caught up in the emotion of the moment. Lia raised her arms in victory and exited the ring, slapping hands with fans before making her way to the back.

When Death Gaze had left as well, a very short man came to the ring. Loebo thought it was a dwarf at first, but realized he was human height and didn't have the telltale beard or pointed ears. He was well-dressed, though the tunic he wore looked a couple sizes too big for him. He accepted the AmpliWand from the ring herald, his voice resonating above the crowd's cheering.

“Thank you for coming tonight, ladies and gentlemen,” he began. “We're about to take a short intermission, but I'm here to announce that due to Lia Luccia's victory, she will be getting a title shot against Lady Misery in the main event. So don't go anywhere; there's plenty of action to come, including a title match!”

He waited while the crowd cheered this news before speaking again. “Also, we have a special guest with us tonight. He is a veritable legend in this business and is here to meet the fans and sign autographs, with all profits going to charity. Please welcome former OWW World Champion, Bleg the Hintarken!”

The band struck up a menacing tune with a warlike drumbeat, and a huge man stepped through the curtain. He was well-muscled with thick, dark hair and a mug only a mother or a troll could love.

Loebo stood in surprise. I know him!

He had met Bleg months before during the Adventure Tournament. The unfortunately named Team Bowel had handed the Chosen Squad their defeat in the semi-final round. He had heard Bleg used to wrestle, but knew little else about him. OWW promoted shows all over the kingdom, but Loebo had never followed them himself, preferring the
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