


  

     Princesses of the Pizza Parlor 


     Episode 5:  Boyfriends and Other Minor Annoyances 


       


    There were worse places to spend part of a weekend than Max's Pizza, a block or two off Main Street. The bricky outside was nice and sturdy, while the sign over the front windows welcomed all customers. It even had a decent parking lot, shared with the shops across the way, that had crab-apple trees planted in rows around it. On the inside, the decor was as warm as the ovens, with walls covered in pictures and shelves full of knick-nacks, like a favorite grandmother's house. Max was a great deal younger than the average grandma, but she'd gotten the atmosphere just right. 


    Uncle liked to watch the other customers come and go from his regular table in the back, the one by the windows with the red-checked table cloth. The Sunday lunch rush was always busy, everyone coming in hungry and leaving with big smiles on their faces. What with the tantalizing sizzle of cheese and pepperoni wafting in from the kitchen, it hardly took any effort to get someone through the front door. 


    The young man currently shuffling his feet on the welcome mat was the major exception. Uncle watched him waver back and forth, in a perfect state of social uncertainty, for a few minutes before he had pity on the poor kid. 


    "Are you Tim?" he asked, sticking his head out the front door. Uncle was pretty sure that was right, given the description he'd got from Shelby earlier in the week. Middling height for his age, which made him a little shorter than the girl who called him her boyfriend, and a bit out of shape. Sandy brown hair was swept across his forehead in a failed attempt to make it look presentable, and a cowlick was already trying to force its way back into place. Green eyes stared blankly as the brain behind them scrambled to come up with a response. 


    "Er, um..." 


    "Gotcha," said Uncle. "Come on in and sit a spell."  He walked the kid over to the red-checked table and popped open the jar of dice. "Have you played any games like this before?" he asked. The boy nodded. "Well then, help me out here. We need a d20 -- a twenty-sided one -- for each player, as well as a d12, three or four d10s and d8s, plus some regular six-siders. Orange and yellow, green, blue, red, purple, and you can take the white or clear ones. Sound good?" 


    "Y-yeah..." 


    "Thanks. So, did Shelby fill you in properly?"  When the girl had expressed an interest in inviting her so-called boyfriend to the next game, he'd given her a list of things to explain, but there was no telling how much was actually communicated or retained. The two of them were still only twelve, though barely in Shelby's case. 


    "Um, she said that you're doing a fantasy game, and that everyone was enjoying it and that you could use a sixth person on the team," the young man replied. 


    "Well, that's most of it," said Uncle. "You're not the first person we tried to bring in, and unfortunately that one ended pretty badly. Shelby's vouching for you, but the other girls are feeling spooked. So... they set a list of conditions. Ring any bells?" 


    "Like how you get to design my character?" Tim asked. 


    "Exactly. Which is why I asked you to come half an hour earlier than anyone else, so we could go over stuff like this."  Uncle drew three sheets from his folder. "We have a choice of a martial artist, a regular fighter, or a roguish thief. Any preferences?" 


    Tim thought about it for a moment. "The thief," he said. "Can we make them extra sneaky?" 


    "That we can!"  Uncle opened a document on his laptop and scanned it for a moment as his memory worked. "There's a lot of special archetypes we can apply, swapping or changing bits to specialize further. Here..." he said, coming to one in particular. "This gives you a better chance to pick locks with whatever's handy, lets you squeeze through tighter spaces, and later on gives you a bonus for fighting in dungeons or urban areas. Sound good?" 


    "Yeah..." 


    "Okay, on to condition two," Uncle said. "We've got a theme going on here, and the girls are insisting on this. All the party members right now are princesses, and so is yours, somehow."  He paused to see how the boy reacted. 


    Tim sighed and nodded. "Shelby said that might happen." 


    "Also, they picked out a name for you. It's, er... Priscilla." 


    "...seriously?"  Green eyes were blank with surprise. 


    "I think it was the girliest thing they could come up with. Um, anyhoo, here's the character sheet for one halfling rogue, with adjustments made. Feel free to add more to the name, and we can go over some possibilities for back story..." 


    They took advantage of what time they had before the real party started, filling in details and particulars to give Tim a better idea of what sort of personality his character might have. They managed to get a lot done before a loud banging on the window glass alerted them to a new arrival. Shelby was standing outside with her curly hair up in pom-poms and a huge grin plastered on her face. Right behind her was her dad, a massive man with the build and the beard of some Norse deity, who didn't so much walk to the pizzeria's entrance as advance like a force of nature. 


    In his seat, Tim gulped and turned almost as green as his own eyes. 


    Uncle snickered. "He's not that bad, kid. Just putting on a show." 


    Meeting the father and daughter duo at the front, Uncle had to wonder at how easy it was to get Shelby through the door now. For their first game session, the dark-haired girl had to be carried in over her dad's shoulder. Now she skipped in happily, her pom-pom hair bouncing above her head. In her hands she had a plate full of peanut butter fudge. 


    "Nice to see you again, sir," Uncle said as the girl ran over to greet Tim. 


    "Always a pleasure," said Shelby's dad. "Good to see my little girl getting into something creative."  The words rumbled through the beard, but the eyes above them stayed locked on the table. 


    "I'll keep an eye on them," Uncle promised. "Though to be honest, I don't think they'll get in much trouble. Not at this age." 


    "Yeah, I know..."  Now the man looked at him, and even managed a grin as sheepish as a steel-wool mountain ram. "And I trust her to take care of herself, but the look on the kid's face is priceless when I pull out the ogre dad schtick. Well, be seeing you. Her mom's doing the pickup." 


    "Later."  Uncle watched him go and then ambled back to the table, where Tim and Shelby together had finished up the task of sorting the dice by colors, placing them at the appropriate spots at the table. There was a clear space in the middle where Uncle unrolled Ye Olde City Map #5, currently known as the Old Quarter of the Rose City of Bargoczy. It was a professional-looking print, and had cost him a fair chunk of change at a convention a few years back, but it was worth every penny, nickel, and dime. He certainly didn't want to draw a new city from scratch every single time!  The whole thing was laminated, so he could add in details in thin marker: the Stoneflower Inn, the college of bards, a knightly chapterhouse, the Rose Palace, and a few other landmarks for flavor. 


    Katelyn and Cynthia arrived together, as usual, though today their hairstyles were reversed. The quiet girl with the bangs across her eyes now sported a ponytail, while her not-so-quiet best friend had the doggy ears. They both still had enough freckles between them to spot a leopard. 


    "Hey, Mr. Dude!" shouted Cynthia, whipping the doggy ears back and forth as she surveilled the table. "Wow, nice map!" 


    "Thanks." 


    A little black kitten stuffie had appeared at Katelyn's place at the table, and the girl was quietly rearranging her dice according to some order that made more sense to her than to anyone else. She managed to say a muted "...hello..." to Tim and Shelby. 


    "He really exists?"  Cynthia gave Shelby's boyfriend a very close once-over. She pondered for a moment, then pinched his nose and tugged. 


    "Ow!" 


    "Sorry, dude," she said. "Just had to be sure." 


    Uncle sighed. "Cynthia..." 


    "Hey, it coulda been a fake!"  The doggy-eared girl  looked up towards the front and waved her hand. "Woo-hoo!  Claire!  Lookee who we have here!" 


    The fourth regular member of their little cabal had just waddled in. Claire was the shortest of them by far, but today she was wearing a pair of neon-pink sneaker boots that went halfway up to her knees, with soles so thick that they raised her height by more than an inch. Garish as they were, the boots were a perfect complement to her skirt, blouse, and light jacket, all of which had apparently come from a Magical Girls collection online. Her hairband even looked like a tiara. 


    She must have gotten the shoes recently, because she wobbled and stumbled her way across the pizzeria floor. It was with a smug grin of satisfaction that she overcame dangerous obstacles, like rolls in the carpet, and reached her chair unscathed. Then the little superfan had the chance to ogle the new kid as well. 


    "This is Shelby's friend, huh?"  Tim blushed as Claire pressed in close enough for his face to reflect in her telescope-lens glasses. "Funny, he doesn't look Canadian." 


    "Um, what?"  Tim's face was as blank as a color portrait of the Great White North. 


    Uncle sighed. "Claire, that's not what the joke meant..." 


    "So!" yelled Shelby as she pounded the table. "We gonna get started, or what?" 


    "Helen's not here yet," Uncle reminded. He paused thoughtfully, then dug his phone out of his bag. Sure enough, it was blinking with a mail notification. "Never mind, she's running late. Now, before we begin, anyone want to fill Tim in on what's happened so far?" 


    "Ooh!  Ooh!"  Claire's hand shot up. "At first our princesses were stuck at school for the summer, but they didn't like it so they found a way to escape, and then their stuff got stolen by mean bugs so they had to fight to get it all back, and --" 


    "Then we all got lost in a  magic forest," Cynthia broke in. "And the princess of the forest was a vampire rosebush thing that almost ate us!" 


    "...Natalie visited one week, and her character messed things up," said Katelyn, in what was for her a remarkably long, unbroken sentence. 


    "Yeah," Shelby said. Her face was screwed up in annoyance. "Her paladin kidnapped Claire's princess, and we had to fight through ghosts and skeletons and zombies to get her back." 


    Uncle clapped. "Good job, ladies. And that leads us to last week, which featured a haunted house and its spooky mistress. But that's all behind us!" he announced, "for we have actually arrived at a new city!  It may not be the one we were originally intending to go to, but that's how the dice roll sometimes. All of you, minus Tim's character, have spent the past couple of days at the Stoneflower Inn, right here."  He tapped the proper spot on the city plan. "Now, some of you emailed me with ideas about what your princess would be up to, so let's get to that. Cynthia?"  He nodded to the big, buck-toothed grin that was attached to a waving hand. 


    "So, Flora..." 
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     Princess Flora Fidella DelMonica was feeling pretty good that morning. For the third day straight, her magical Staff of Plenty had produced more fruit than five young ladies could eat: first, some sweet pink lemons, then those weird purple things the size of her fist with the thick rinds and translucent innards the next day, and for this morning two bushels of large oranges, each with a knob like an outie belly button on the top. With the blessing of Madame Liraselle the innkeeper, she'd set up a small fruit stand on the street in front, and there'd been a steady trickle of customers intrigued by the exotic produce. Several of the lemons had gone to make a sort of sweet tea, and that too was selling well. 


     When business was slow, Flora sat on her stool and practiced her lute skills, her squirrelly friend Mr. Chitters resting happily on her shoulder. She'd been getting steadily better since she'd made the decision to take up bardic training, and now she was putting the events of the last two weeks into verse. It wouldn't be the first time she'd written a song, but she was determined to have this one be the best so far. There was a college of music in this town, an actual guild for bards where people could come and learn new skills and lyrics, and she wanted her audition there to be perfect. 


     "... a rose was her name, and so she became the centerpiece of the garden..."  She felt a little guilty about stealing the words of Rosalind, the late princess-turned-rosebush, but their encounter still echoed in her head. For all that she'd intended to kill or enslave them, Flora could only see poor Princess Rosalind as a tragic figure. Hopefully this story would get the idea across. 
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     On the balcony above, Princess Bianca of the Western Winkwoods hummed along to the musical druid's tune. Her cauldron bubbled in time with the beat  as it sat on a stack of bricks. The round metal pot was small by the standards of most, but it was still a challenge for Bianca to use. A mishap with a magical artifact, the Rod of Random gifted to her by her grandmother, had left the little witch even shorter than before, and her familiar was much amused. 


    Even now, Jinkies was watching her witch-handle a wooden spoon as long as she was tall, and snickering in that way which only sneaky black felines could. She ignored him, paying attention instead to how the potion in the cauldron sloshed. When it began to turn thick, its color deepening to purple, she nodded. With a quiet word, she commanded her witch's cauldron to cool down, and soon she was ladling big spoonfuls of restorative potion into vials. 


    After their adventure in the old haunted house, the other princesses had asked her to look into brews and medicines that could help a lady recover after an attack of the phantom vapors. Selvi in particular had been more than willing to help pay for some of the more expensive ingredients, once Bianca had found a suitable recipe in the notebook her mentor, Mim the bug-eating beastwoman, had gifted her after their first big battle. 


    There was a library in this city, she knew. As an aspiring alchemist, if a witchy one, she owed it to herself to at least check out a few books while they were in town. Perhaps that afternoon, she thought. It was a nice, sunny day. 


    Jinkies agreed on that last point, rolling over and stretching in his pool of warm radiance. Even his purrs bubbled happily. 
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     Out back, in the cozy yard behind the Stoneflower Inn, the ears of Selvi Khan's-daughter pricked as Flora's lute insinuated itself through the open air. Her scimitar, named Whistler in the tongue of her mother's people, flashed as it slipped in and around that musical accompaniment. The half-orc barbarian hadn't ever much appreciated the fine arts, but she knew what she liked. Only a few nights back, Flora had played on while Selvi duelled the warrior phantom of a princess slain by treachery in battle, and if the barbarian were to be honest with herself, the music had definitely been a factor in that victory. 


     As she slashed and spun through her practice routines, she couldn't stop thinking about that fight. It wasn't that she'd come within a hair of being skewered -- that only added to the excitement -- but the look on Princess Rosina's face when Selvi took her head off in one clean chop... Despite the ghost princess's ferocity in combat, the redheaded phantom had looked so happy and relieved in defeat. 


     Her memories continued to play out as the dance of her blade continued, and in the heat of the morning, still her skin went chill. Caught in the basement of a haunted house, Selvi had faced opponents untouchable by steel or force of muscle, and her body ached at the thought of those cold fingers grasping at her. She'd been saved then, rescued by the very phantom she had defeated the night before, and she did not understand how that could be. Rosina was twice-dead now, so why reappear? 


     Leaning against her pack was the rose banner, a torn, mud-stained, and otherwise rubbishy length of old cloth that had once been the standard for Rosina's army division. Selvi wasn't sure why she'd held on to it, but now a decision had to be made concerning the memento mori. The main chapterhouse of the Order of the Rose was in this city, she'd heard. Maybe it was time to bring the old cloth home. 
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     Princess Cassandrella, next High Priestess of Selunika, was walking through an open market and enjoying every moment of it. For the day, she'd traded in her usual moonsilk robes for some of Flora's homespun cotton, and while it was a little itchy on her skin, it afforded her a bit of welcome anonymity. 


     Don't do this, can't do that -- those were words that had haunted her childhood, and it wasn't until she'd started adventuring with the others that she'd realized how sheltered, how fenced in she really was. So even little things, like going out in public without the proper attire, provided a thrill that ran from the nape of her neck all the way down to her bunny tail. 


     That was the other reason her outfit had been swapped out for the day. Three mornings before, after they'd all gotten a well-deserved sleep at the Stoneflower Inn, Cassie had woken to find she had a little powderpuff of fur affixed to her spine, right above the buttocks. Sure, she'd dreamt of having a bunny tail before, but the real thing was proving to be annoying. It just stuck out in ways that her regular undergarments couldn't accommodate well, which made her all the more grateful for Flora's skill with bone needle and silk thread. 


     Her feet hadn't changed any, but she felt like bunny-hopping through the crowded market as she searched for lunch ingredients. A half-wheel of cheese ended up in her basket, followed by some rose-petal pastries and a hunk of freshly cured ham. Their picnic basket from school still had plenty inside it -- a fact that had Bianca guessing at what magic may be in play -- but Cassie had wanted to go shopping for its own sake. 


     It wasn't just her new tail or her happy feet, though; every part of her body seemed a bit sharper, a bit stronger, a bit more... something. Her nose could pick out individual scents as they wafted from the spice merchant stalls, while her ears caught snippets of conversation both near and far. Right now, what she heard was lots of yelling. 


     Over on the far side of the plaza, and approaching steadily, a band of dark-robed men with cowled faces were in pursuit of someone. Cassie craned her head and hopped in place to see over the crowd of fellow bystanders, and even though she could jump a lot higher than she was used to, it wasn't obvious what or who was the object of the chase. 


     She was about to turn around and head back to the inn when a small body hurtled through the crowd, rolling between the bandied legs of a man and straight into Cassie. 


     "Sorry, miss!" chirped a giddy, child-like voice. Cassie barely got a glimpse of the speaker, a chubby halfling with hair like mouse fur, before he or she vanished into the crowd once more. 


     A moment later, the cowled men pushed through as well, but no one could tell them which way their quarry had scampered. Cassie was left scratching her head in curiosity, and never noticed the slight difference in her basket's weight. 
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     "Wait, that was you!" Claire yelled, pointing at Tim from across the table. "What were you doing there?  Who were those guys, anyway?  What's your character like?  Did you really use that name we picked for you?" 


     "All in good time," Uncle promised, saving Tim from the verbal deluge. "Halfling. Rogue. That's the only stuff that's pertinent right now." 


     Shelby snorted. "A sneaky halfling?  Couldja get more stereotyped?" 


     "Says the girl with the half-orc barbarian," Uncle pointed out. 


     "Half-orc barbarian princess."  


     Uncle peered out the window. "Anyhoo," he said, "looks like Helen's finally arrived."  At least, he could see his sister's car sitting in the parking lot. As he watched, his niece and her mother got out, and the passenger side door slammed hard enough for him to hear, all the way behind the pane of glass. "Um, excuse me for a moment." 


     He met them at the door, taking note of the warning signs. First, his sister was looking much too tired for a Sunday afternoon, and the frown lines around her mouth were freshly exercised. Second, his niece kept her eyes pointed towards her feet, as if shuffling were a fascinating spectator sport. Third, Helen was usually one for bright colors, blues and pinks and greens, but today she was clad in all black, from shirt to socks. Since she didn't have the make-up to pass as goth, Uncle figured something else was up. 


     "Hey, Helen," he said cheerfully, but got only a grunt in reply. His niece trudged over to the table and took her seat without greeting anybody. "Um, was it something I said?" 


     A sigh escaped his sister as she shook her head. "Don't ask me; I have no idea. She was fussy and grumpy all day yesterday, and her dad almost grounded her this morning for talking back." 


     "But instead you're foisting her off on me for the afternoon, huh?" 


     "Maybe she'll open up more here?" his sister suggested. "In any case, I need some peace and quiet. Good luck."  With that, she hastily retreated back to her car. 


     Uncle muttered "Thanks, sis," under his breath as he returned to the table. The other girls were busy getting Helen up to speed on what little had happened so far, though it was hard to tell how much his niece was actually listening. Instead, she seemed to alternate between slouching, sighing, and glaring. 


     Now it was his turn to sigh. This was not going to be fun. 


     "So, Helen," he began. "What's Gwen been up to, now that we're in the big city?" 


     "Nothing." 


     "I find that hard to believe." 


     The girl kept with the frowny face and shook her head. "Nothing." 


     "So she's just sitting around on her skinny butt all day?" 


     "Sure." 


     Cynthia chimed in. "She could be helping Flora with the fruit stand!  Yanno, being our exotic poster girl?" 


     "Or she could be practicing swordwork with Selvi!" 


     "What about a shopping trip?" asked Claire. "Everyone likes those!" 


     Uncle let the girls banter the ideas back and forth. Hopefully one or more would entice Helen to play along. While they were busy, he pulled up a character profile on his laptop and tried not to grin. There were all sorts of ways to motivate a player, and though he hadn't planned on debuting this threat for a while to come, maybe they needed the shake-up. In his head, he plotted... 
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     Across the plaza from the Stoneflower Inn was a cafe, of the sort patronized by workers and craftsmen on the route between home and work. At mid-day, it was almost empty, except for the tall woman who sat at the edge of the awning. The serving girl who shuttled drinks and snacks thought she knew everyone in that part of town, at least of the heavy coffee-drinkers, but this new woman remained a mystery. Since that morning she'd been sitting there in her grey gown and wimple, looking like a nun from one of the stricter orders. One of the quiet ones, too, for the girl couldn't recall what the woman's voice sounded like. 


     This was perfectly fine with Marcellia, who was neither talkative nor a nun nor, strictly speaking, human, but who could easily pass herself off as two out of three. The cafe was an excellent place to sit, observe, and read while waiting for an opportunity to present itself. While Marcellia was not many things, she was certainly patient. 


     "Er, can I get you anything else?" the serving girl asked, approaching with care. 


     Marcellia smiled and waved her over. With quick, complicated gestures of her hands, she communicated that yes, she would like another cup of coffee, with one lump of sugar and a measure of cream, to be poured into the dark brew counterclockwise but otherwise not stirred. The serving girl was left with the knowledge that an order had been placed, but without understanding exactly how. 


     With a fresh cup of coffee and a book in hand, Marcellia was as content as she could be. She settled in for a long afternoon. Her quarry would show herself soon enough. 
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     "Huh?  What's this?"  Cassie pulled a small leather bag out of her basket, where it had been hiding under the cheese. It was hardly more than a pouch, but her fingers told her that several lumpy shapes were hiding inside. 


     Bianca snuck in under the moon priestess's arms to have a look. "Hey, it's got an alchemist's craft mark on it," she noted. "Stop by any weird shops while you were out?" 


     "No, just the open market."  Cassie brought it up to her nose for a sniff. "Smells weird, though." 


     There was a high-pitched giggle from the little witch. "Did you know your nose wiggles now?" 


     "It does!?"  The moon priestess clapped her free hand over the errant facial feature, which only made Bianca laugh more. As the others came over to see what was so funny. The little leather pouch was left forgotten on a table to the right of the window. 


     The curtains were pulled wide and tied, but they ruffled as if blown in a breeze that wasn't there. The tassel at the end of the cord oscillated slightly, swinging back and forth twice before pausing in mid-air as if caught. The little leather bag scooted on the table, nudging itself slowly across the grained wood. One inch, two inches, three... the last tug jerked the pouch over the table's edge, and after a moment's frantic juggling in the air, it fell to the floor with a loud thump. 


     Everyone turned to look, and suddenly a skinny arm was visible, grabbing the bag from where it lay. The pilfering paw was attached via a skinny arm and bony shoulder to a startled pair of green eyes. Then the entire package disappeared out the open window. 


     "Damnit, we got a thief!" the half-orc roared. She leapt through the window, contorting to fit and thankful she wasn't in full armor at the moment. Even so, it took too long to clear the sill, and by then the thief was around the corner. "Heading towards the back!" she yelled. 


     The others were already on it. Bianca darted overhead, floating above the back alleys on her magic broomstick. Gwen and Cassie raced after the thief directly, while Flora cut around the other way. They all met in the grassy yard where Selvi had done her blade practice. 


     The thief, a short little guy hardly taller than Bianca in her current state, didn't hesitate, going straight for the rear wall with its fitted stones and easy handholds. Not two steps in that direction, however, sneaky feet found themselves caught in a tangle of grass and weeds that refused to let go. Struggling only made it worse, as the thief realized quickly from inside a cocoon of greenery. 


     "Hey, hey!  Let me out!" came a squeaky voice. It was followed by a cough and a gagging noise. "Gettin' all choked up in here!" 


     The princesses got into position, surrounding the thief before Flora released the spell. All the little blades of grass resumed their normal stature, and the culprit collapsed to the ground, heaving and moaning. 


     Selvi grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and hoisted him skyward. "You just made a big mistake," she declared. "It's a lucky thing we're not in the khanate, or we'd be meting out the law very painfully, right here and right now. Why were you trying to steal from us?" 


     "Weren't tryin' nothin'!" squealed the thief. "Just gettin' back what's mine." 


     Cassie was gawking at the thief, and one could almost see the bunnies of thought hopping in her head. "You're the one who bumped into me earlier, right?" she gushed. "With all the whew! and the wow! and the running between people's legs?  Is that how the thing got in my basket?" 


     "Got it in one!"  The thief squirmed in Selvi's hand. "Weren't yours, so I weren't stealin' from ya!" 


     "A technicality," growled the half-orc. The halfling dangled precariously from the barbarian's arm as they proceeded back into the building. "That doesn't mean you weren't gonna rob us anyway. How're we supposed to trust you weren't?" 


     She plopped the thief into a chair, and that little body squirmed like the quilted cushion was a lit stove. "Er, my honor as a scout?" he offered. 


     Gwen was the one to snort now. "Never was there a true scout of the Imperium who would act this way, and honor is not something we would believe from you. You planted that pouch in our friend's basket, and then attempt to steal it back from us?  I would know why."  Her short sword hissed as it left her sheath and halted an inch from the halfling's nose. "Speak true, and you may only leave with a few scars." 
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     Everyone around the table was staring at Helen, and especially Tim, whose nose was uncomfortably close to the pencil that the blonde girl was brandishing. "Er, um, er..." the boy mumbled, his green eyes going crosswise. 


     "Helen..." her uncle said. "I don't think this calls for the third-degree treatment." 


     "I don't trust him."  His niece pouted. 


     "You mean Gwen doesn't trust the halfling, right?" Uncle ventured. 


     "Whatever." 


     Shelby had a hand on her friend's arm, and was tugging it gently. "C'mon," she said. "We gotta work Tim's character in somehow." 


     "What's the point?"  Helen shrugged her friend off. "Our princesses aren't going to believe a word that thief says without proof or something to back it up." 


     Well, theoretically if Tim rolled really high on a bluff while all five girls rolled 1 or 2 on a check to detect motive, then the halfling could convince them all she was the Queen of Sheba. Uncle didn't favor that extreme a level of success, however, and he was pretty sure that none of the young ladies would stand for it either. 


     There was a tug on his sleeve. Katelyn had slipped around the table with a memo pad page in hand. "...excuse me..." she said nervously, giving him the memo and whispering in his ear as he read on. 


     "Yes, that could work," he said to her. "We forgot to determine your latest hex, anyway. Roll to see if it works. Tim, since I doubt your character is willing to play along, roll your own d20 to see if you resist. Okay?" 


     Two large dice clattered across the table from opposite ends. Katelyn's purple polyhedron clipped the edge of the map, teetered for a moment, and then stopped on 20. Tim's clear die rolled well too, landing with 14 on top, but that wasn't enough for this situation. 


     "So," Uncle said. "Let's hear about Bianca's latest trick and what it gets us..." 
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     "Outta the way!" said Bianca, coming up from below Gwen's sword arm. "Don't make me tickle you."  Satisfied that no bars of sharpened steel were about to swing down, the little witch stood up straight, almost eye to eye with the halfling in the chair, and wiggled her fingers theatrically. With a giggly cackle, she intoned, "Liar, liar, tongue so sweet; now your penance you shall meet. Bitter, bitter, words so true; let these tastes be switched for you!"  With the final words, she tapped the thief on the lips. 


     "What's all that about?" asked Flora. 


     "It's one of Gran'mama's little tricks," the witch said proudly. "For the next hour, every true word spoken will taste like honey on the tongue, while every lie will be nasty and vile."  Bianca made a face. "Trust me, it's pretty bad. So, feel like talking straight with us?" she asked. 


     "No!  I... I don't believe you can..."  The halfling's face turned green with nausea, and only frantic gulping kept lunch in the stomach. "Gah!  You weren't kiddin'!" 


     "Let's start, then," said Selvi. "What's your name?" 


     "Macki... ee... urp... is what they call me 'round here!"  Twinkly green eyes flicked from face to face. "Um... my real name is, er, Priscilla--" 


     "You're a girl?" Cassie shouted. "Oh, sorry, but..." 


     "Been hidin' that bit, iffen it's all the same to you. And it's Priscilla A--" 


     Now Flora interrupted. "But, why hide it?" 


     "You try bein' a girl on the lam!  Thieves ain't gentlemen, yanno!"  The so-called Priscilla muttered half-curdled cusswords as she fiddled with a pendant around her throat. The silver piece was feather-shaped, and so well made that one could almost see the color patterns arising from its monochrome surface. The next time she spoke, her voice was noticeably higher pitched. "And this way, none of my Grammy's folk can find me neither." 


     "Maybe your grandmother would have a reward handy if we sent you back to her?" Gwen ventured. 


     "No!" Priscilla squeaked. "Anythin' but that!  You don't know what she's like. She'll... she'll... make me go to school!" 


     All the princesses stared for a moment. Selvi spoke for them all when she said, "What the hell are you talking about?" 


     Priscilla was wilting under their collective gaze, but managed to stutter out, "Y-you know the Wanderin' Court?" 


     Bianca nodded. "Halflings are all either Townies or Roadies, and the Wandering Court is like the government for the Roadies. Making agreements, meting out punishments, stuff like that. Gran'mama does business with them sometimes," she explained. 


     "That's 'bout right," said Priscilla. "My grammy's the Court's Mistress of of Fortunes, and... yeah."  She nodded at the choked expression on Bianca's face. "Looks like you get that part, too." 


     "Mind filling us in?" asked Cassie. 


     "She's... she's..."  Bianca coughed. "Where... was that school she was going to send you to?" 


     "Back east of here, I think. Middle'a nowhere, but crazy-posh. Run by a Lady Ambi-rill, I think?" 


     "You're a princess!?" 
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     Half an hour later, and they'd pried all the details out of Priscilla: how she'd run away a few months ago so she wouldn't have to attend a hoity-toity school; how she'd used her wits and a few tricks, like the mockingbird charm, to pass as a boy; how she'd literally made a name for herself -- Mackie -- in the big city with her thieving exploits. Most recently, she'd been hired for a real scheme, all cloak and dagger and extra cash for no questions asked. 


     "Only, I get the goods, and nobody wants 'em!" cried the thief. "My contacts all claim ignorance, the guild boss is writin' me off, and I got the creeps chasin' me!" 


     "The creeps?" asked Gwen. "Are you sure it's not just some townsfolk you ripped off?" 


     "I remember!" Cassie shouted. "There were those guys in black robes and cowls chasing you through the market."  The moon priestess nodded. "Yeah, they were creepy." 


     "So ya see where I'm comin' from."  Priscilla hopped out of the chair and stretched her legs, and arranged her clothes. What had appeared at first to glance to be a ragged, if colorful, jacket proved to be only the first layer of a deliberately coordinated ensemble that provided dozens pouches and pockets. They still had only her word that there was anything feminine underneath it all. From a hidden fold under her left armpit, she retrieved a short string of pearls. "Um, I know we all got off to a bad start, but ya seem like a nice lot, and I'm needin' all the help I can hire. Even willin' to pay good rates for square; that's how desperate I am."  She glanced around hopefully. 
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     The girls were having a heated if hushed discussion about this latest wrinkle. Uncle approved, both of the way they were handling it and the way Tim had gotten it across. The two of them had discussed a few options -- he'd passed the boy a note with some extra prompts, just in case -- and Tim had handled them like a pro. No stuttering, no hemming or hawing, just the scene. It probably helped that Shelby'd been holding his hand the entire time for a real-life morale bonus. 


     At the heart of the matter was whether or not to trust the newest addition to the group, and the sides had formed as expected. Selvi and Gwen were both too suspicious to play along, though Shelby was quick to reassure that it was nothing personal. Helen, on the other hand, was in perpetual frowny-face mode, and raised her eyes only to glower. Even her "bestest uncle ever" had to be careful with her today. He hoped she'd get over it soon enough. 


     Princess Flora was on the fence, but both Bianca and Cassie were more than happy to help a fellow young lady out. The final plan, hashed out over the course of ten minutes, had the little witch and the moon bunny accompanying Priscilla on a fact-finding mission to the library, while Selvi and Flora were off on their own errands. As for Gwen, she was sitting at home base. 


     "Really?" he asked his niece. "She's not doing anything today?" 


     "No."  Helen scrunched herself deeper into the sofa seat cushions and huffed malcontentedly. "She's tired and doesn't want to do anything. I'm going to the toilet," she announced, sliding from her seat and shuffling away. 


     Uncle looked around the table. "Anyone have any idea what's going on?" he asked. 


     "Nope!"  "...no..."  "Nuh-uh."  "She was fine on Friday!" 


     "I don't think she likes me," said Tim with a hangdog expression on his face. 


     Shelby hugged him. "Nah, she's just having a thing today. Don't worry." 


     "Yeah!"  Claire gave him the thumb's up. "You're doing great!" 


     Everyone was trying to be positive, but Uncle couldn't rid himself of the nagging little feeling that he should be doing something about this. And in the back of his brain, the little grey cells that specialized in nasty tricks were already playing out the next part of their plot. 
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     The woman in grey had yet to move from her spot in the cafe across from the Stoneflower Inn, and the serving girl never wondered why, nor could she recall how many cups of coffee had actually been served so far. Somewhere deep inside, she realized that the number was more than a few, so when she came back around that table to clear the dishes, she offered the woman a complementary bowl of strawberries, like her boss told her to do for the regular customers. 


     For her part, Marcellia was both surprised and touched by the gesture. Her hands rose and curved gracefully to decline the offer, but paused. The little red fruits were truly tempting, and it was not as if they were a common treat back home where her godmother held sway... With a flutter of fingers, she thanked the serving girl and then very carefully performed the signs that would keep that young mind hazed and unquestioning. Marcellia did not wish to be interrupted in her work. 


     She was toying with the red fruits when three people exited the inn, and then the sickly sweet little berries fell back to their bowl intact. Eyes the color of sleet collected and catalogued, taking in habits of movement and carriage, attitude and personality. The first, the dark-eyed blonde girl who wore homespun like it was a novelty, Marcellia had seen earlier in the day. There was a spring to that one's step to suggest agility, which she noted.  


     The second was dressed so obviously as a witch, with black gown, oversized hat, and even a flying broom, that the woman in grey had to wonder if it were an act of some sort. No true witch could be that forward about her heritage, not in Bargoczy of all places. Also, though she knew witches came in many faces and figures, she was certain that none among them were of halfling descent. The girl was obviously a magic-user of some sort, but not a witch-born. 


     The third... Marcellia's eyes narrowed at that one. He moved more like a thief, that halfling did, with furtive steps betraying a suspicious mind that could not bring itself to trust even his own companions. 


     Marcellia wet the nib of her pen upon her tongue and made notes in her memory book. The pages absorbed the ink, spinning out intricate, filigreed letters in a reclusive language, only for them to disappear immediately from view. Out of sight, but never out of mind. 
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     The Great Library of Bargoczy was an edifice whose best days were long past, but still it stood, stately and proud, in the old town like a weathered and experienced professor. Its facade, wooden panels with a rose motif carved into them, had cracked and warped over the course of many hot summers, where they weren't scorched or shattered by the blows of siege weapons. Behind the floral effigies, its bones were stone and mortar, and it was this sterner stuff which let it prevail even as its surrounding subordinates eventually caved in to the dual threats of wood-bores and urban planning. 


     The Roadie known variously as Mackie and Priscilla was familiar with the building, but only as a handy landmark whose bell-tower stood high above the neighborhood. It was widely said by the local thieves that there was nothing to steal between those walls, because everything of value was freely given away by the nutjobs who ran the place. 


     She certainly didn't expect the insides to be the way they were. The wandering life left her without much experience with libraries, but she'd always assumed they'd be... quieter?  Instead, as soon as she entered with those two princesses -- oddballs, they! -- her ears were assaulted by a dozen or more spirited debates, all running  in tandem. Each table seemed to host its own crowd of scholarly misfits, surrounded by mountains of books and landslides of loose papers and scrolls. 


     "Okay, strategy time!" said the first oddball, who'd introduced herself as Princess Cassandrella. The leggy, twitchy blonde twiceling didn't really match her idea of what a royal daughter should look like, but then again, who was she to judge?  More than most, she knew the value of going incognito. That still did not change her opinion that something weird was going on with that one. 


     The second oddball, the girl who looked like, acted like, and talked like a twiceling but was shorter than even a Townie, nodded at that. This supposed princess had rode in on her broom, though the guy at the front doors had sent her the screwy eye for it. Black hat, black cat, black dress; it was not a fashion statement most would make. "First things first," the shortie piped, "check the alchemy and natural philosophy books and see if we can figure out what it is that Prissy grabbed. That could tell us something about who wants it." 


     The so-named Prissy winced at the nickname, but let it pass. Sure, she was paying, but it was hardly a buyer's market right now. "Well, rocks is rocks, right?" 


     "Yes," said the shortie, "but that's only the beginning." 


     Two hours and three dozen books later, and this Roadie was ready to call it the ending, too. Her brain was about turned to rock inside her skull, where it wasn't dribbling out her ears, and her butt was numb, too. It didn't help how the nearest group  of natural philosophers were gabbing on about the different colors of sweet potatoes, of all things. Purple?  Really? 


     Her fingers strayed again and again to her pockets, fiddling and fidgeting with whatever hid within them. Some were simple curios, mementos of fun now finished. Others were more utilitarian, bundles of suspicious natures and ampules of unpredictable effect. As Mackie, she'd made regular runs on the black markets for items that many alchemists couldn't officially or legally touch. Unfortunately, she'd used up all the good stuff on the last job and all the frantic chases that followed. 


     There was still one trick up her sleeve, though she kept it in an inner fold of her belt sash. Old Uncle Gunny had gifted it to her a few years ago, or at least hadn't demanded that she return it. The simple gold band, sized perfectly  for a Roadie's finger, had been a boon  to her burgeoning professional career. 


     It was a ring of invisibility, but one of the cheaper ones, probably made by a Townie artificer in training as a practice run. There was nothing wrong with it, per say, because it definitely turned her see-through, but there was a catch. The darn thing only worked right when no one could hear her, and at times it seemed like she had the luck of a lizard in getting around quiet-like. If she'd just been a bit more circumspect when making the snatch, hadn't set the ruddy stones in that pouch to clicking, then none of the ladies would've known she was there. 


     But she did, and they had, and now she was sorta stuck here, looking at books with wriggly little letters in lines like worms crawling and writhing on the page. 


     "Excuse me, but is this seat taken?"  The voice was loud and large and very high above her head. Craning up to look, she could make out icy blue peepers and a yellowish brown mane in braids, but then she lost her balance and fell over backwards. 


     "Mistress Heyerwif?" cried Cassie. The leggy weirdo hopped from her seat like her bottom was spring-loaded, glomping onto this new person so hard that any normal-sized person would've felt something crack. Even a twiceling might've winced. 


     The owner of the blue eyes and braids was not normal-sized, or a twiceling either. This lady was so big, she might count as a thriceling, the Roadie figgered. Enough to make the half-orky back at the inn feel small, for sure. 


     So... who the heck was she? 
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     "Anyone remember who this is?" Uncle asked the girls. "It's only been four weeks since you last saw her, our time." 


     Four heads huddled to compare notes while Tim watched on blankly. Of the girls, Helen was usually the one who was best for the little details, but she was still off in the powder room, so consensus required some debate. Finally, Claire waved her hand and said, "This is the librarian lady from the school, right?  Um, what's she doing here?" 


     "Are you asking in character?" said Uncle. 


     "Er, sure."  Claire reached for her dice. "Um, diplomacy roll?" 


     "As it turns out, Mistress Heyerwif is more than happy to chat. Every summer, she visits a different city's great library to see what she can learn. This year, it's horticulture in Bargoczy." 
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     A huge, illustrated encyclopedia of flowers was spread wide upon the table like the jaws of a jungle predator. The princesses gathered around and made appreciative noises as Mistress Heyerwif spoke. "Ja, milady was wishing to expand the botanical gardens, and Mistress Madonell, she wanted to know more about what flowers we had, and..." 


     "Er, skyooz me," said the halfling thief. "Ya wouldn't happen to know 'bout magic rocks or nothin' like that?" 


     "Ja, ja, I think I should," said the librarian. "But, who might you be?" 


     Straightening her jacket a bit, she replied, "Priscilla Ade--" 


     "This is Prissy!" Cassie announced happily. "She's supposed to be attending Lady Amberyll's, but stuff happened so she couldn't and now we're helping her with a problem so could you help us please?" 


     "Ja, I suppose..."  Mistress Heyerwif's eyes had that glazed look so common to those who talked with the chattery moon princess too long. "Rocks, you said?" 


     "Yup."  Furtively, the reluctant Prissy extracted the pouch from its hiding place. A single pebble was placed on the table top, a pale oblong thing with a tapered end and faint ridges. 


     Mistress Heyerwif held it between two long fingers, nodding and muttering strange words to herself. "Ja, eg veit detta..."  Plopping it back into its bag, she returned the lot to its current owner. "This library won't help you," the tall woman announced. "It is excellent for plants und growing things, but not so good for such as this." 


     "Can you tell us what it is, at least?" Bianca asked. 


     Mistress Heyerwif grimaced. "Little one," she said in reply, "have you ever known me to simply tell when I could instead facilitate?  For is it not written, 'Tell a girl the truth und she shall not hear it all, but teach her how to find it, und she shall never forget'?" 


     "I dunno, is it?" 


     "But of course, und much else of wisdom besides, if one can discover the right pages."  The librarian had a pleased smirk on that towering face of hers. "Und so, I shall show you where to search." 


     Bianca cast her eyes across the wide reading room, full of busy, chatty students of the mysteries of life. "I thought you said this place was no good for that kind of thing?" 


     "Ja, ja, which is why," said the librarian, "we shall be using my library." 


     They moved to a smaller table, one with comfortable seats with high armrests. Bianca and Prissy shared a cozy padded bench, rather than get lost in the cushions of a chair made for someone more of a size with Mistress Heyerwif. The little witch was reminded of rumors that the librarian was a half-giant, and from her current position closer to the ground, such gossip seemed all the more likely. When they joined their hands in a circle, hers was swallowed up by the lady's enormous mitt. 


     "Feels like one of Grammy's seances," Prissy remarked. "Gonna be liftin' the table or crackin' your toe knuckles?" 


     "No."  The syllable stretched and distorted as it left Mistress Heyerwif's throat, turning into a long, ripply echo that made the world around them shimmer and bend. Windows appeared in mid-air, letting in pale blue light to wash across the open space, and walls rose up between them. From high above, row upon row upon row of bookshelves hurtled, crashing into the floor with the force of a butterfly's fart. In the center of it all, their little table gleamed as picayune motes of light danced across its surface. 


     "You may let go now, children," said the librarian. "We are here." 


     "Where is 'here'?" asked Cassie. Her nose was wiggling. "It doesn't... er, I don't... The smells are all weird!" she cried. 


     "Ja, my apologies. Scent is the hardest stimulus to work in, und most do not notice."  Mistress Heyerwif stood like a pillar to the heavens and led the girls around. "This place, it is not real, ja?  A memory hall, with every book I have ever read, und maybe a few more, besides. I inherited part of it from my old instructors," she explained. "We are all sitting in Bargoczy Library still, but we feel like it is real. One second there, maybe half an hour here?  No feeling hungry, thirsty, or tired, so good for research. Go, go."  A hand the size of a dinner platter waved them on. "Find your answers while I add to my collection."  With that, the oversized librarian ambled off to the botany section. 


     "Well..." Bianca murmured, head still reeling from the experience. "Shall we find a book?" 
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     Helen had finally returned from what had to have been one epic journey to the ladies' washroom, fraught with peril and excitement, though her face looked more constipated than anything else. "You okay, kiddo?" Uncle had to ask. 


     "Yeah."  Nothing else followed the syllable. 


     "Ready to share what Gwen's up to?" 


     "No."  There was nothing to follow that one, either. 


     Uncle shrugged. "Well then, we still have Selvi's and Flora's excursions. Which of you wants to go first?" 


     Three quick rounds of rock-scissors-paper later, and it was decided. Shelby cleared her throat and began. "Selvi's got a personal delivery to make..." 
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     Selvi Khan's-daughter was used to frightening and perilous tasks, or so she'd thought. Hadn't she as a child accompanied her father on his campaign against the Hunga rebels?  Attended the summer training camps of the high steppes?  Won the championship in the notoriously brutal al-sâkhar junior leagues?  Escaped the confines of her school and spent the last few weeks living a life of adventure? 


     So why was she this nervous, walking down a simple road in the sunshine with flowers lining the way? 


     It was too alien, she decided. That was part of it. Selvi, in her steppeland garb and blatantly orcish ancestry, had no place here. A hundred years before, she knew, the Palachkit had crashed through the northern marches to lay claim to large sections of the Hundred Kingdoms, including the city formerly known as Baragoccia, and the reason they'd done that was because her own great-grandfather had annexed the land of their ancestors. Every third face in this city bore the Palachkit mold, of pale brown hair and tilted eyes. Selvi's own mother had roughly the same features, but where Vissani Khan's-wife showed only love for her daughter in her eyes, all these strangers saw only a hated ancestral enemy. 


     The path was always clear before her, but never did she feel less welcome. 


     Not far from the city gates, the Order of the Rose kept a chapterhouse. At one time, the order had been synonymous with the army of Baragoccia, its knights providing the leadership and strength of arms to back it up. Those days were long past, and the khan's daughter had wondered why the Palachkit overlord of the city, the Ataman, even allowed it to continue. 


     The part of her which had sat at her father's knee and heard him discuss matters with his satraps already knew the answer: to provide some semblance of continuity, of bridging past and present through tradition, while calmly rubbing past defeats in the face of the conquered. Thus the Order was allowed this one redoubt, to provide its services to the old town, where most were still russet-topped Baragocci, but with a Palachkit overseer and strict limits on budget. Yesterday's lions were that day's disgruntled lapdogs, and all could see it. 


     So when the half-orc barbarian marched to their front gate, the banner of the order hanging from a pole in her hands, it got the sort of attention one might expect. Before she reached the iron spikes of the portcullis, two knights had moved to bar her entry. "State your name and purpose!" came the challenge. 


     "I am Selvi of Clan Dungivadim!" she roared back. "Come to return an item lost to its proper place!"  She held the pole high, letting the battered cloth flow freely in the breeze. Its faded rose was plainly visible. "So, who should I speak to?" 


     That won her the proper response, and ten minutes later she was seated at an elegant beechwood table, receiving tea with the Knight Commander. Why tea, one might wonder, but again her father's instruction led her to a conclusion. This was a formal, polite meeting, but one that was gauged to be as alien as possible to the guest. 


     Selvi made sure to hold her pinky finger out as she sipped from the delicate teacup. For once, she was happy to have attended Lady Amberyll's Academy for Young Ladies and its etiquette lessons, because not only could she confound her hosts  with her good manners, but also compliment them on the Darchalat leaf they'd used to brew the tea. Out of politeness, she did not mention that it was still a lower grade than was her usual, or that it needed a lump of yak butter to improve the taste. 


     The order's archivist was the sort of young man who looked like he'd been born old, with a sallow face, bulging eyes, and a hairline that had retreated so far that it was now falling off the back of his head. He was examining the old banner, running his fingers along it with a gentle passion that would have made any lover he might have had supremely jealous. "Yes, yes..." he said, enthralled. "It is legitimate. The banner of the order's eighth levy, lost at the Battle of Myrthran, supposed to be borne by a daughter of the final king, himself. Her name..." 


     "Rosina Garlinda Tatannus, third daughter of the king, or at least that's what she said."  Selvi sipped her tea some more to hide her grin as her hosts reacted. 


     The Knight-Commander was a tall, narrow man, all sinew and cord, and his moustache reminded her of the Eastern Palach guards in her father's army. She had to resist the urge to give those two dangling twirls of hair a good tug. "Young, er, lady. Ahem," the man said through the copious bristles, "what do you mean by that?" 


     "I mean," replied Selvi, "that poor Rosina got stuck hauntin' the moor for a hundred years, hopin' to get the kinda battle she got cheated outta when she was alive. Someone stabbed her in the back," the half-orc stated, eyes fixed on the commander and his reaction, "and that sorta thing really ruins a lady's mood, yanno?" 


     "Stabbed in the back..." the archivist was muttering, but the Knight-Commander just scowled. 


     "What evidence do you have of that?" the moustache demanded. 


     "Nothin'," Selvi said, "except for that banner your man's pawin'. After I beat Rosina in honorable combat, the only thing left was that old scrap. Thought I'd do right by it, so here I am. Thank you again for the tea; it was good."  The khan's daughter pushed her seat back and made like she was going to leave. 


     "Just one more question," came the expected interruption. "Did this supposed phantom have a blade with her?" 


     "Who, Rosina?  Yeah, she had a knightly sword, impressive quality. Said it was dwarf-forged, and I believe her."  Selvi did stand up then, stretching her legs. "She called it the Starsinger, I think. Beautiful form to it." 


     "And where, may I ask, would it be now?" said the commander. 


     "Dunno. It disappeared," Selvi said, honestly if not accurately. "I'd say it's probably with Rosina, wherever she is now."  Raising her eyes upward, Selvi gave a short salute. "Well may it serve her." 


     "Yes..."  The mustachioed man didn't seem too pleased by that, but his feelings weren't her concern. After a few more minutes, Selvi was able to excuse herself and get away from the crumbly old chapterhouse, once and for all. 
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     The Knight-Commander watched the insolent mongrel leave, as honor dictated he should allow. Reduced to a single chapterhouse, populated by a single complement of knights, the Order of the Rose had little besides its honor left intact. The Atamans had seen to that, mocking the old notions of chivalry even as they allowed the last of the knights the humiliation of existing. 


     What they needed, he knew, was a symbol, some piece of the old monarchy to be held and seen, to serve as a rallying point for the Baragocci people. A weapon like the Starsinger, forged for the kings of old and recognized in legend and song, could win them back their city. 


     Honor dictated he allow the half-orc safe passage out the front gates. Expedience dictated that she be followed. 
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     Uncle's pencil scribbled a few more notes in the bizarre shorthand he'd developed to baffle more seasoned gamers than his niece and her friends. "Okay, Cynthia," he said. "Whatcha got for us?" 


     The buck-toothed grin that answered him was not the least bit reassuring. "Lots of stuff!" the freckle-face declared. "But first, a song!" 


     This elicited a general groan from everyone but Tim, who didn't know enough to be concerned. Enthusiastic though Cynthia was, they didn't make buckets large enough to let her carry a tune properly. It wasn't that she couldn't sing, so much as she didn't care about hitting all the right notes, and her repertoire of rockabilly and country-western hits turned into an auditory assault in nothing flat. Technically this did not reflect on her princess's own abilities, especially not since Cynthia had put every available skill point into her musical performance, but the girl insisted on singing whenever appropriate in the game, and often when it wasn't. 


     Flora's green-painted chess pawn was moved to a new spot on the city map, where "college of bards" was marked in dry-erase ink. "You arrive exactly on time for your audition," said Uncle. "The doorman greets you and ushers you into an audience hall, where four judges await. Two are young and two are old, but they all have the hair and features of a native Baragocci. They're obviously uncertain what to make of this young woman from an unknown province who's now before them. Definitely a neutral audience," he added. 


     "I'm gonna wow 'em," Cynthia declared confidently. She rolled her goldenrod d20, but burst into song before it stopped tumbling. 
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     Flora took a deep breath, willing herself calm like the oak tree. Nestled under the fold of her collar, Mr. Chitters squeaked softly in her ear. With her lute in hand, she approached the stage. 


     She didn't know the wood used to make the floor, but it echoed lightly under her heels. High above, waves of heat poured off the lights, bathing the stage in a bright circle beyond which she could hardly see. The four judges sat at the boundary between light and dark, their faces almost visible if she squinted hard enough. Beyond them, a vague number of human-shaped shadows moved in their seats.  


     Well, this was it. The big audition. Flora lifted her lute, her arms calm and flowing as a leaf on the wind. Strumming lightly, she began her song. 


     There was a maiden, fair as any lady in all the whole known world, 


     Tricky and smart and skilled in the art of getting all that she want. 


     A prince she would wed, and so to her head all the fame and glory went, 


     On her nuptial eve, a gram she deceived, with a worthless copper cent. 


       


     O! Rosalind fair! Are you aware of what you in fact did? 


     Old gram was a witch, intending to teach you the error of your wit. 


       


     At the wedding feast, even the least of the common folk did come, 


     Along with the folk, the old witch did walk, to do the lady harm. 


     In front of them all the fair maid did fall to the wicked woman's curse, 


     And away they flew so that none truly knew the fate to befall her soon. 


       


     O! Rosalind fair! Will anyone dare to come to your aid now? 


     The witch has you caught where others have fought and lost their very souls. 


       


     The greenwood is vast, in the middle it has the witch's very lair. 


     A garden so fine that none may decline to stay a while there. 


     Old gram would collect with greatest respect the flowers of the world. 


     One bloom did she need, the maid ne'er to be freed from the consequence of her words. 


       


     O! Rosalind true! Who ever knew a simple trick turned so ill 


     A rose was your name and so you became the centerpiece 'gainst her will. 


       


     Foul magics were wrought as the old gram sought to make the maid her own, 


     Flesh into wood, flowering womanhood, until the spell was done, 


     The maid could not cry, for sap filled her eys, and now her heart's a knot, 


     Her mind did flee, till none could see aught but a rose bush in her spot. 


       


     O! Rosalind true! What could you do against the witch's curse? 


     Now remain in place, until someone will face the old gram at her worst. 


       


     Her prince did come, and loud was the rumble of the army he led. 


     To the forest they coursed, seeking out the source of the evil befalling the land 


     The witch he did kill, and blood did he spill, in that secret forest grove. 


     But the blood was his own, for his bride had now grown into full bloom therein. 


       


     O! Rosalind lost!  Your prince you did host within your gentle arms. 


     But thorns from them grew, to pierce him straight through and cause him mortal harm. 


       


     For centuries then, in that magical glen, the princess of roses dwelt. 


     Timeless and free, yet a prisoner still she, of her neverending thirst. 


     Poor innocents came, and she without shame, hosted them well and then, 


     When their trust she had won, no more to be done; to water her roots, they bled. 


       


     O! Rosalind lost!  There's no one to trust; not even your poor dear self. 


     Your hunger and thirst, so strongly they burst from your control even now. 


       


     Young maidens arrived, their senses deprived of all direction sense. 


     In her grove they trod, a way out they sought, and their hostess fair they bid. 


     But treacherous rose, she never chose any way but blood and death. 


     With pleasurable song, she did them wrong, and to their doom she led. 


       


     O! Rosalind red!  What is in your head?  To attack without any heed? 


     These maidens are young, but in song they are sung for more than one brave deed. 


       


     The maidens were armed, and so none could harm them through their strong defense. 


     Yet Rosalind tried, and in the end fried by a magician's spell intense. 


     Her roses were cut, her song it was brought to a deep and bitter end. 


     Her body they burned, to the earth it returned, for to her next life be sent. 


       


     O! Rosalind dead!  Let it ne'er be said that your beauty ever did fade. 


     A rose was your name, of them the most famous bloom that ever lived. 


       


     The song ended, the sound of the lute fading into the velvety darkness. Flora waited expectantly for the verdict. 


    

      [image: ]

    


     "Bravo," said Uncle. He gave her his politest golf-clap. "Unfortunately, the college has decided to reject your application." 


     "What!"  Doggy-eared hair bristled with indignation. "But... but..."  The girl's finger stabbed at the d20. "I rolled a 16!  And Flora's got, like, plus-two on charisma, and a big skill bonus, and..." 


     "And none of that changes the fact that you took a well-known figure out of local history, from a royal family that's still idolized by the nationalists and romantics, and apparently turned her into a bloodthirsty monster, which at the end of the song gets killed by an unnamed group of young ladies. The judges all admit that Flora performed beautifully, but they still found the lyrics to be offensive, if not bordering on cultural treason. In any other city, you'd be in for sure. Here?"  Uncle shrugged. "You're lucky they let you leave. Bards can be a testy and rowdy bunch." 


     "Aw, man..." 


     Great puffs of pepperoni-scented air blew in from the kitchens, which set Uncle's stomach to gurgling -- and he wasn't alone in that. "Before we break for dinner," he said, "what's Gwen up to?" 


     "Nothing."  His niece's frown had not inclined in the slightest towards turning upside down. If anything, it was set even more firmly in place, and her uncle suspected that if he picked her up and flipped her over, that grimace would rotate to keep on frowning no matter what. 


     "Aw, c'mon!" cried Shelby. "I mean, sure, it's been a quiet day for adventure so far, but we're working the story here!  Even Tim's getting into the swing of it. Right, Tim?" she asked with an arm wrapped around his shoulder. 


     Helen stood up suddenly. "I don't really feel like it," she declared, then went to refill her drink. 


     "O-kay then..."  The two of them were going to need to talk, Uncle knew. His niece's attitude was spilling over into the game, and that was never a good thing. 
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     From her vantage point of the cafe, Marcellia noted the barbarian and the musical fruit-seller as they'd left. More notes had gone into her memory book, to be stored until recall was necessary. Her quarry had yet to appear, which annoyed her in as much as she let the emotion affect her. Reports were conflicting, and she would rather not rush in without knowing exactly what she would be meeting. 


     On the table, the bowl of strawberries remained uneaten, though she had much savored the aroma they exuded. Would that she could do more, but she didn't need stomach trouble at this juncture. Life's little indulgences could wait. 
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     Pizza Time! 


       


     The blue-checked table on the other side of the restaurant had seen better weeks. Someone had let their kids go to town with the crayons, and the poor tablecloth would need a few good washes before it was presentable again. Not that this was any of his concern; he only came here to talk business discretely.  


     Across from him sat his niece, fidgetty and frowny. She'd let her blonde hair out of its usual knot, and now it hung down in front where her fingers could mess with it. 


     "So... care to tell me what's up?" 


     Only silence answered. 


     "Please don't make me guess. I'm awful at that sort of thing." 


     His niece still refused to speak, but her body shifted just a tad, and her eyes, when they bounced up from the tabletop graffiti, weren't pointed at him. Following her line of sight, Uncle turned and witnessed a far happier scene at their regular table. Everyone was scarfing down pizza and laughing at some bizarre joke of Claire's. As he watched, Shelby gave her boyfriend a friendly noogie and a big hug before passing around the plate of fudge. 


     Helen was about ready to sink through the blue-checked tablecloth. 


     Why couldn't it ever be a simple problem? Uncle wondered to himself. He got up, moved around to the other side of the table, and gave his niece a hug. "She's still your friend, yanno," he said. 


     "Doesn't matter," she replied. "He's here, so it's all about him."  She huffed and shrank a little in his arms. "She doesn't even ask what's wrong." 


     "Maybe she's giving you some space, not trying to pry?" Uncle ventured. His niece wasn't buying it. "Look, if it's that big a problem, we can disinvite him after today. That's if he even wants to keep playing with the group." 


     Helen was quiet for a few beats. "...no. I don't wanna do that to Shelby. I just... just..." 


     "Want it to be you and your friends, without any interlopers pushing their way in?" 


     "Yeah." 


     Uncle stroked her head. "Look," he said finally. "It's not my place to tell you how to live, cuz Lord knows I've made mistakes in the past, but as far as I know not one word has passed between you and Tim that wasn't a part of the game today. Before we do anything drastic, talk to him, and to Shelby too. See if your circle of friends has a space that's Tim-shaped. If it doesn't work, then it doesn't work, and we'll let him go." 


     "Don't wanna talk to him just yet," she muttered. 


     "Fair enough, but how 'bout with Shelby?" he asked. "Yanno what?  Go over there and tell him, Claire, and Katelyn that their characters are splitting up after the library visit, and that he needs to come talk with me about the next bit. That should take ten minutes, during which you can have the pizza and Shelby to yourself. Sound good?" 


     She didn't really answer, only grunting as she got to her feet and stomped over to the gaming table. A moment later, Tim was sitting across from him, stomach full of pizza and face full of questions. 


     "Um, what's up?" the boy asked. 


     "Clearing the air a bit," Uncle said. Behind Tim, he could see the girls chatting with Helen. "Also stirring up trouble for the game. Got your dice?  Good. So, here's how it goes..." 


    

      [image: ]

    


     The Roadie sometimes known as Priscilla felt a headache coming on as they left the library. She wasn't about to admit it, but that thriceling lady's phantom library had her rattled. That was mind-magic, and powerful stuff at that. There were few Roadies who worked that sorta racket, most preferring to go with traditional (or easily faked) tricks like spirit-calling. That mind stuff... She shivered. It was dangerous, letting someone into your noggin like that. 


     They'd gotten results, which made the experience a little more palatable, though it left her uneasy, knowing what it was she'd nicked. Cockatrice gizzard stones?  A body would have to be crazy just to try gathering one, because odds were way too good that she'd be a dead body soon after. Three such stones, like she now had in her pockets... whew... that was a massive chunk of gold, right there. Small wonder that someone wanted it. 


     Investigation was in order. She knew what the goods were, and her little hired witch had pulled some alchemical formulae which might tell what the stones were needed for. Such information was valuable, both as a bargaining chip and as a signpost to figuring out who wanted them the most. 


     She'd sent Bianca, or perhaps rather allowed the little witch, to go around the streets where the alchemists plied their trade and locate someone willing to decipher the arcane scribbles copied from the library of memories. Cassie was still walking alongside her, hopping and bouncing through the crowds. 


     Was the leggy twiceling any good in a fight?  Darned if she knew, but somehow the Roadie doubted it. After the long-but-not-long stay in the confines of the memory library, Priscilla was feeling antsy, and the other girl stood out too much for comfort. 


     "Go on ahead, will ya?" she said finally. "Got some stuff to check on, and you'd be more in the way." 


     Cassie drooped, in this full-body way that left her sagging from ears to toes, but perked up when Priscilla offered to buy a fruit basket from a nearby staff to take back to the inn. The blonde oddball was skipping and dancing all the way home after that. 


     A deep breath to calm her nerves, and then Priscilla faded into the background. It was a little trick she knew, a way of using posture and body language to become so unremarkable that most would never realize she was there. In a crowd like the market plaza, one could simply vanish. 


     Her fingers itched and twitched, ready to relieve some stress by relieving others of goods. With a studied level of carefully crafted nobodiness, she slipped around, between, and occasionally under the gathered twicelings, picking up coins and trinkets along the way. 


     And then a flash of gold caught her eye. A brooch, bracelet, or fob, she couldn't say, but it glittered in the hands of a tall woman in grey who was just now leaving the cafe at one end of the plaza. Priscilla slipped up behind her, noting the religious cut of the outfit and wondering. Who wore such things these days?  How'd they end up with something so shiny?  Why... 


     Questions bubbled up, only to pop before her brain could form them fully. Her vision focused entirely on the shiny bauble, and she willingly followed it around a corner and down a short alley without a thought. She could almost reach it... almost touch it... 


     And then it winked out of existence, snuffed like a candle flame at dawn's light. The fingers which had held it formed intricate patterns which should have required more knuckles and joints than were to be had. The image of those elegant, well-manicured digits leapt into her brain and dug in hard, freezing her in place. 


     The grey-clad woman bent down to face her, and eyes like darkened amethysts glittered dangerously. The hands moved again, making the furtive signs of thieving shorthand, as elegant as a swallow's dance. A demand for information. 


     Priscilla found her voice, which until now had apparently been hiding behind the dangly bit in the back of her throat. "Sorry. Ain't tellin'." 


     The hands informed her that yes, she would. 


     "Ain't in the snitchin' business." 


     With one short gesture, it was stated that the thief had little choice in the matter. Two more contortions of the hand indicated the how and the why. A sweeping motion of the arm drew an item from the woman's pocket -- or rather the idea of an item, for the hand was empty. In the way those fingers handled it, Priscilla could almost see the image of a key between them, could practically feel its metal tip kiss the skin of her forehead. 


     She talked about a lot of things after all. Once that realization had settled in, the thief focused on quantity over quality, spewing forth a verbal diarrhea of every random observation she'd had in the last three weeks. There was no way that most of it could be even tangential to the woman's interests. 


     But the grey interrogator nodded avidly as her pen scribbled down every detail in an old leather notebook, never once stopping to supply it with ink. When the thief had run out of things to say, the notebook snapped shut, and those damned fingers wiggled around some more. This time, the conceptual key touched Priscilla's lips, and the woman grinned as she brought up her other pointer finger as if to say "Shh..." 


     Priscilla scowled, though it hurt her head to move. She got the picture, even if she hated the artist. 
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     "Um, so what's the point if I don't tell anyone?" Tim was asking. 


     "Knowledge is the point," Uncle answered. "You know someone's out there, now. The way your princess reacts to things may be different. Keep that in mind."  He led the young man back to red-check territory, where the atmosphere was palpably lighter than before. Helen still glared at Tim a little as he took a seat next to Shelby, but her frown had leveled out a bit. 


     "So," Uncle began, "Priscilla has just finished some private business, to be revealed later, and Cassie is back at the inn with Gwen. That leaves Selvi, Bianca, and Flora. Who wants to go first?" 


     A three-way bout of rock-paper-scissors resulted in a happy whoop from Cynthia, who readied her array of yellow and orange dice expectantly. "What's up next?" she asked. 


     "Musical criticism." 
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     Flora was feeling pretty good, complete failure of an audition notwithstanding. She'd played her best, and she knew it. One of the bards on the panel had even complimented her on her voice, before passing judgment on the subject matter. That had been a bummer. 


     The outside air was so fine, however!  The afternoon breeze was light and warm, while the fragrance of flowers abounded. The green within her soul took solace in nature's embrace, even in the heart of a city. Atop her shoulder, Mr. Chitters squeaked happily. 


     She stopped by a bakery stall for a penny bun, then joined a small crowd to watch a juggler working his art. An older man with plenty of grey hair on his face and none on his head, he had half a dozen colorful plates whirling through the air, the patterns upon them blurring and reforming into beautiful medleys. So enthralled was she by the spectacle, that when the man took a short break, Flora timidly asked if she could join him for a while.  


     When next the juggler rose to perform, he sent bell gourds through the air. The spherical vegetables, when properly dried and preserved, rattled and sang as they sailed, and Flora's lutestrings danced to provide accompaniment. It was a challenge, but after doing similar service for active combat, it was nothing that Flora couldn't handle. Mostly. The way the bell gourds jingled as they flew was music of the most basic sort, random notes finding a place to hang in the air, and she filled the space around them with her lute. Together the two strains of music lofted and soared, to the enjoyment of the crowd. 


     The show reached its natural end, and she helped the bearded juggler pack up his things. The crowds had thinned, but one group remained at the edge of the performance area. There were five of them, each dressed so distinctively that their variety took on the concept of a uniform. More than anything else, the way they stood together identified them as a band. 


     One was short and skinny, wearing a tunic and skirt none too different from Flora's own except in how colorfully it was threaded -- though in the young man's case it was probably a kilt. At his hip was a lumpy bag made from the same multi-colored material as his clothing, with long woodwind pipes sticking out at weird angles.  


     Next to him was a barrel-chested man with a huge moustache that probably took most of a morning to properly wax. The rest of him wasn't nearly so well-kept, with the exception of the accordion strapped to his back. 


     Two more appeared to be twins, and their outfits were intentionally patched up with mirror-image patterns. From opposite hips hung miniature drums, while other small percussion instruments were clipped to bandoleers strung across their chests. 


     The last, by swagger and sneer the leader of the group, had a bullhorn near his left hand and a blade by the right. His hair was a red to match the bandannas tied to his and his friends' arms. "You're the gal who just auditioned last hour, eh?" he asked. 


     "That's right," Flora said, gripping the neck of her lute firmly as she stood up. "Are you studying at the college?" 


     "Are we, my friends?"  A chorus of snickers arose. "Yeah, I guess we are. Learning the ins and outs, as it were. How to play. What to say. How not to say it."  The grin sharpened. "Caught a bit of your audition. Interesting stuff." 


     "Thank you." 


     "Especially liked the part where you cast a beloved local fairy tale into the midden heap, and then piled more dross atop it." 


     The musical druid's eyes flicked nervously between the faces of the group. All of them had the same fake-friendly smile, big and toothy -- or gap-toothy, for the moustachioed accordionist. "Ah, yes..." she said. "I hadn't realized it would strike such a nerve..." 


     "Oh, didn't you?" 


     The old juggler hefted his pack as he meandered between Flora and the others. "Ain't a good place to be airin' the laundry," he muttered, pulling at his beard. "Some stains ain't for the showin'." 


     "Sorry, my good man!" the redhead replied. "Was just inviting this fellow lover of the performance arts to a little workshop, that's all. Gotta work on the rhythm. And the beat," he added, smacking a fist into his palm. The cronies all chuckled at that. 


     The juggler's hairless brow wrinkled with annoyance. "Here I was thinkin' you ponces in the big buildin' were finally learnin' to behave yourselves. Ain't got time for this, and I don't think the lady does, either." 


     "Well, my fine, upstanding friend--"  The bard's words were silenced by a bell-gourd to the face.  


     It was a funny thing about the vegetables, that even when dried they proved to be far heavier than they looked. Throwing them through the air took quite a bit of muscle, as the juggler now proved. The gourd hit with enough force to rebound high into the air, trailing a line of blood spurting from the bard's nose. 


     Flora wasn't about to let an opportunity go to waste. Her cry of "El Kabong!" echoed upon the lacquered wood of her enchanted lute, causing the instrument to swell and warp until it took on the form of a mighty war club. With a quick swing, she bowled over the twins, and then whacked the accordionist upside the head for good measure.  


     "Many thanks!" she cried to the juggler as she ran off. 


     "Don't mention it," grumbled the old man through his beard. Holding his hand out straight, he caught the bell gourd as it came hurtling down, then buffed it against his vest as he stared down the rest of the band. The challenge was imminent. 


     They wisely chose to race after the young lady instead. 
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     Selvi Khan's-daughter had inherited the instincts of a thousand generations of orcish survivors, and her father had taught her how to use them and trust them well. So when she felt like she was being followed, she did not second-guess herself. Without a backwards glance she hastened her stride, and sharp ears picked out the sounds of heavy boots on the cobblestones as they tried to match her speed. Four... no, five pairs, she figured. 


     For the first few streets, her followers were content to keep their distance, but gradually they sped their steps, closing the distance little by little until it strained credulity for Selvi not to notice them behind her. So, she ran. 


     They were in full armor; she was in her camp clothes. By encumbrance alone, she had the advantage, but they knew the turf. Knights appeared on the street ahead of her, by their rose sashes identifiable as constables on patrol, and by their stance well aware that Selvi was a target. 


     The barbarian swallowed a curse before it wasted breath leaving her lips. Three ahead of her and -- she risked a backwards glance -- yes, five behind. Narrow alleys branched off to the left and to the right, though ancestors only knew what path they took. 


     Eh, what the hell. Selvi dashed down the lefthand alley and around the corner. The rumbling of armored legs in motion echoed behind her, and she could only pray they hadn't been able to call ahead  for more reinforcements by whatever means they had. Her eyes kept sharp watch ahead for the telltale glint of sun on armor. 


     "Psst!  Here!"  A pale arm reached out from a crack between buildings and waved her over. The space didn't look nearly big enough to accommodate someone of her size, but after the initial pinch it proved easily passable. 


     It was definitely for the best that she hadn't worn full armor that day, however. 


     "My thanks," Selvi said, turning to face her benefactor. "This is a great -- you!?" 


     Standing before her was the figure of a young woman, pale of skin with a plethora of freckles, as well as the red hair and green eyes so common to Baragocci families. No second glance should have been given, if Selvi were to pass her on the street, but for two details. First, she was dressed in the soft leather and quilted fabrics of the central steppes of the khanate, such as no native of the Rose City was ever likely to see. Second, Selvi had removed that smirking head from its shoulders with a single stroke of her blade less than a week before, but for all that Rosina Garlinda Tatannus seemed in fine form. 


     "What the hell are you doing here?" Selvi demanded. 


     "No hells involved," said Rosina. The smirk never left her lips. "And I'd love to stand and chat, but we'd better hurry. Come on!" 


     The hand which grabbed hers felt solid, and the decorations on that steppeland smock jingled appropriately, but Selvi's ears caught only her own footfalls as they ran down cramped and twisty alleyways, some still choked with the rubble of wars a century past, or else garbage of a more recent nature. Selvi had to hold back the gorge rising in her throat as they passed the worst of the miasma, and when they returned to the fresh air, it was with the greatest relief. 


     "How did..."  She coughed out the last of the foul vapors. "How...?" 


     "I used to sneak out of the castle all the time to play with the street kids in this quarter," Rosina explained. "Not much has changed in a hundred years, sad to say. Why were the knights after you?" 


     "I dunno..."  Cough, slight wheeze. "...but they were interested in your sword." 


     "The Starsinger?  Well, normally I'd say they could have it if they pry it from my cold, dead hands, but even that's out of the question now, isn't it?"  The redheaded phantom giggled. 


     "Back to my first question," Selvi said. "What are you doing here?" 


     "Helping, like I'm tasked. I..."  Rosina broke off in mid-sentence, touching her forehead gingerly. Before Selvi's eyes, she began to fade. "Damnit, out of time for now. Call on me soon, and I'll fill you in. That's a promise."  The former princess of Baragoccia was barely the outline of a person by the time that last word was spoken, and then her image popped like a bubble in the summer air. 


     Upon Selvi's chest, her dragonbone talisman glimmered faintly, its runes spelling out interesting words and phrases before also fading away. The barbarian did not notice. 
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     Shelby was glaring like the headlights of an SUV, and in other circumstances Uncle might hve been the proverbial deer caught in their brilliance. However, he was the game master, and she was still twelve years old, if barely, so her sevenfold stare of death was readily ignored. 


     "Okay, so what's up with ghost-girl?" she finally demanded. 


     "Still not telling." 


     "Aw, man!  C'mon!" 


     "All in good time, I promise."  Uncle chortled at the scowl on her face. "Next week, for reals. You can find out then. For now, we've got music critics after Flora, rosy nationalists after Selvi, and we still need to see how Bianca's doing. Ready?" he asked Katelyn. 


     The quiet girl hugged her stuffie, picked up her dice, and nodded. 
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     Three days had been long enough for Bianca to get a rough idea of where the alchemists made their homes in the city just from hearsay. She was sure that if she took her broom up high enough, she could also spot the area by the chimneys, funny smoke, and occasional crater, but she was hesitant to go up to such a height. Even when she'd been full-sized, the wind had been too strong and too chill for her to enjoy for long, and in her currently shrunken state, it would doubtless be worse. 


     So instead, she navigated the city streets at a more reasonable altitude of about two and a half yards, above the heads of the citizenry and with a clear view of the signposts. All she really had to watch out for were the laundry lines crisscrossing the open air. While her eyes managed that, with the help of some annoying mews from Jinkies, other senses were at work betwixt her ears. There was a tingly feeling she'd gotten once or twice since their arrival in town, always just at the edge of her ability to sense. At first, it'd been just one more item on her list of things to check out, but as she closed in on the alchemy district, the stronger it got. 


     The feeling was unmistakable: there was another witch in town. Moreover, this witch was bound to Gran'mama's covenant, which meant she had to be one of Bianca's many far-flung aunties. The family tree was so broad at this point that it could rightly be called a forest, but blood recognized blood. All Bianca need do was locate her auntie. 


     This was easier said than done. Witches were not known for their sociable natures, so there was no sign hanging from her door to know her by, and the mystic sense provided by the covenant only worked in the most straightforward of fashions. It was hardly better than a children's game of hot-and-cold, but the other witch would have to notice her as well, so they could probably meet somewhere in the mid-- 


     A small stone hurtled past her, barely missing her face. Blinking in surprise, she looked down to see a growing crowd of townsfolk. More than a few of them also had stones ready. 


     "Um, hello?" she called down to them. 


     One man stood before the crowd, his face drawn and sullen. His cassock robes were blue, and around his neck was a leather thong with a medallion, the shape of which she knew only from her aunties' scary bedtime stories. Bianca and her sister-cousins had all shivered in delightful terror when told of the Order of San Matabruy and its avowed inquisitors, but never had she seen one in person. 


     With a sinking heart, she realized that she was about to add one more tale to the bedtime story list. 


     "If you could tell me how to get to Alchemy Row, I'd be..." 


     "Witch!" shouted the inquisitor, raising his staff. 


     "Oh, no. I'm an alchemist. I can show you my... ah!"  Beneath her padded seat, the broomstick bucked and swayed. Jinkies mewled in outrage, but she didn't have the time to voice hers. Spinning wildly, she and her familiar barreled through a line of lady's undergarments, hit a fired-clay gargoyle hard enough to knock it from its perch, and crashed to the cobbles below. 


     A long litany of witchy curses paraded through her head as the crowd approached. Naughty words a-plenty, but no spells came to mind. Whatever magic that staff contained, it held quite a whammy. 


     There were five potions on her belt right now. Three were strictly curative, one needed a free moment to work, and the last one was already sailing through the air, to shatter on the stones and send up a wall of greenish vapor from building to building across the road. That bought her enough time to disencumber herself from the corsetry and Jinkies from the oversized pink-striped underpants. 


     Unfortunately, the wall of vapor didn't do much besides look dangerous. Any one of the inquisitor's followers could have walked straight through it, if they could muster the courage. When it had dispersed enough for them to overcome the yellow stripe on their souls, the crowd surged through. 


     Bianca had her magic rod at the ready. 


     She really, really wished she didn't have to resort to it, because the so-called Rod of Random lived up to its name. With a few words of evocation, she activated the gilded scepter, then braced herself for whatever insanity ensued. 


     A wave of bright light emanated from the little green stone at the tip of the rod, rolling outward and over the inquisitor and his followers. There was a brief pause, as if the world was catching its breath, and then everyone continued to rush at her. Slowly. Sluggishly. Like they were wading through molasses. A few stones, lobbed in her direction, drifted in serene arcs. 


     Well, that had gone better than normal, but she'd been hoping for something a wee more useful. Gritting her teeth and praying to whichever deities saw fit to respond, Bianca let the rod's power surge forth once more. 


     This time, the result was butterflies. Dozens, scores, hundreds of butterflies, in a fluttery rainbow explosion of colors. They filled the street, blocking vision and spreading beautiful, wonderful chaos. The inquisitor of San Matabruy and his men had to waste precious time batting them away. 


     Now was the moment for Bianca's last potion. This was a special brew, one that her instructor in the alchemic arts, Mim the beast-woman, had helped her make. She'd almost forgotten about it in the events that followed, and if she had remembered, she still wouldn't have used it. With her magic spells stripped, she didn't have much choice. 


     She chugged the stuff as fast as she could, mostly to avoid the vile taste, and could feel it kick in immediately. Her brain felt coddled in wool, and thoughts came too slowly. Mim had warned her of that effect, so she did not panic, instead focusing on the potion's benefits. Arms and legs swelled with strength, far beyond that what she should have had in her original size, much less her current one. With that strength flowing through her, she grabbed her broom and her cat and hightailed it out of there as fast as she could. 
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     Looking around the table, the sight of all those confused faces may not have been the prettiest sight in the world, but it was certainly an amusing one. "So... let me get this straight," said Cynthia. "Right now, four of us have groups of people out to get us?" 


     "That's right." 


     Shelby was snorting giggles out her nose. "A mob for you!  And a mob for you!  And one for you!  Mobs for everyone!" 


     Uncle was glad that she for one could crack a joke this time, even if the other girls (plus one boy) were nonplussed. "It's just one more facet of role-playing and storytelling," he told them. "Actions have consequences. Whether it's one's choice of music or taste in clothing, people will still react in ways that may surprise you. Gotta keep things interesting, right?" 


     His niece managed a thin-lipped grin at how he appropriated her usual line. "So, um, Gwen's got no idea what's coming, right?" she asked. 


     "None whatsoever," Uncle confirmed. "But just to be nice, let's say that Bianca beats everyone else but Cassie back to the inn..." 
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     Princess Gwenevrael, daughter of Artundus of the Fifth Court and Duchess of the Lonely Grove, was in a funk. She knew it and she hated it, but there wasn't much to be done. All elves were prone to periodic, extreme swings of emotion, and by extension their half-human descendants occasionally found themselves unwillingly mired in dour and unproductive moods as well. She'd spent much of the past three days moping, sleeping, and moping some more -- despite the others' best attempts to remedy that. 


     "Hey, Gwen!" bubbled Cassie. The moon priestess hopped through the door to their room and presented her latest prize. "I got some strawberries!  Fresh and tasty!" 


     "No, thank you." 


     "Aw... but they're so yummy!"  Cassie popped one in her mouth and chewed happily to demonstrate. 


     Gwen almost snapped at her, but caught herself in time. Her fellow princess probably wouldn't know, but... "Elves can't eat strawberries," she explained grumpily. "Gives my father the worst indigestion ever, or so I've heard. The entire species was eradicated from the sub-continent ages ago." 


     "Huh?  Really?"  Eyes of dark silver stretched wide in amazement. "So you've never had strawberries?" 


     "Once."  Gwen grimaced. "My first year at the academy. They tasted so good... and then I didn't leave the water closet for a day. Not worth it by far." 


     "Well you learn something new every day..." murmured Cassie. She was about to say something more when a diminutive black blur came rushing in, only to stop through the simple expedience of hitting a table top. Then it resolved itself into the familiar shape of Bianca, with broom in one hand and cat in the other. 


     "Help!  Help!" the little witch shrieked as she picked herself up. "Did you see where I put my extra bombs?" 


     The other two princesses shared a look. "We made you promise not to use them within the bounds of a city," the half-elf reminded her. 


     "Yeah, yeah, but this is important!" Bianca insisted. "There's a witch-hunter on my tail!" 


     She was met with two blank stares. "A what?" Gwen asked. 


     "Just what I said!  Are your ears stopped up?  Witch. Hunter. Hunts witches. It can't be that difficult."  Bianca's voice was muffled as she dove head-first into the pile luggage and searched franticly. "He zapped me with a spellbreaker of some sort, and suddenly I'm tapped out for my best tricks. Hah!"  The little witch surfaced with her satchel in hand. "So now it's time for boom-boom-boom!" she cackled. 


     "How far behind you are they--"  Gwen's question was punctuated by a stone hurtling through a window and shattering on the far wall. "Never mind," she sighed. "Let's go see if we can talk to them."  She stormed out the front, with Cassie and Bianca stepping timidly in her wake. 


     The part of the plaza in front of the Stoneflower Inn had cleared itself of traffic, though farther off the market was still bustling. In the open space stood a half-dozen men, as well as a man who could be nothing other than their leader. While they were dressed as common workers, in rough-spun cotton and low-brimmed caps, that one was draped in a simple blue robe and his own palpable aura of self-righteousness. The staff in his hand was plain and utilitarian in appearance. 


     "Bring out the witch!" he demanded. "She shall be judged!" 


     "Under whose authority?" Gwen shouted back. Her previous bad mood surged within her, happy to have a target upon which to be unleashed. She stood tall, shaking her hair away from her ears. "I do not take kindly to those who speak ill of my friends." 


     The men muttered and huddled, but the leader stood unfazed. "Then you do not know her well!" he shouted. "For hers is the blood of darkness, brought into this world through seduction, lies, and murder, and none are safe ere it is returned to the darkness which spawned it!  Remember, my friends!" the thunderous sermon continued. "Remember what a witch once did to this city, stealing its future queen in the flower of her youth, to be seen never more!" 


     "Actu-ACK!"  Bianca squeaked from behind Cassie's firm hand upon her mouth. 


     "What you speak is ancient history," sneered Gwen. "The hag-daughters are long since dead, by the hands of better men than you. In the here and now, you accuse my friend solely for her appearance. I will admit that her sense of fashion may be odd, but it does not warrant summary judgment." 


     The witch-hunter stepped forward, the butt of his staff clicking on the paving stones. "I assure you, lady elf, that I know a witch when I see one, regardless of what she is wearing, and--" 


     "Gang way!"  Flora came crashing through the group of men, hitting the witch-hunter blindly. The two fell to the ground in a pile of robes and homespun, topped by a franticly squeaking rodent. 


     The half-elf sighed. Leaning over, she pulled her friend free of the mess. "Your timing is impeccable, even if your eyesight is not. What's the rush?" 


     "Music critics." 


     From the far end of the market plaza, a cacophony of musical instruments was unleashed. There were drums, there were horns, there were... an accordion and bagpipes?  The symphonic assault hurt her ears, but the witch-hunter and his men seemed to take courage from it. "The Rose Anthem!" cried the man in the blue cassock robes. "My brethren!  To arms!  Destroy the witch!" 


     "Play on, my friends!" sang the man at the head of the musicians. His words were aided by a bullhorn, which must have been enchanted to project his voice the way it did. "Teach that upstart the meaning of the Baragoccian soul!" 


     "Damn, what's with all the racket?" came a surprisingly reassuring voice. Selvi stormed over and took a stance next to Gwen, her scimitar drawn. "Sounds like a Marlanx battle choir after a drinking party." 


     "Bianca and Flora brought trouble home," the ranger said. "You?" 


     "Lost mine on the way back." 


     "Wait, what?"  Really, she wished she could just put the world on pause and have everyone tell her everything that was going on. 


     "Whoops, never mind," said Selvi. "They didn't follow me, but I guess we're not that hard to find."  The barbarian nodded towards the plaza's east entrance, where a squad of knights had amassed. 


     There wasn't much else to do but brace for trouble now. Gwen had her own sword drawn, and as her friends closed ranks she could feel the bonds of sisterhood giving them strength. They weren't prepared, weren't ready, and certainly weren't happy to be here, but a princess had to do what a princess had to do. 


     Unlike that little thieving pest, who was nowhere to be seen. 
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     The thieving little pest was not enjoying life. That grey woman... what the heck had that been?  More bloody mind magic?  It hurt her head, it did, to have her brains scooped and scrambled, much less the lock on her lips. Sneaking through the market crowd, she'd been on hand to see not one, not two, but three groups of armed men taking positions to lay siege to the Stoneflower Inn and its guests. 


     The five oddballs were all lined up and ready to fight, much good it'd do 'em. She could feel sorry for the ladies, but not enough to join in the mayhem. Instead, the thief slowly backed into the crowd. 


     -bump- 


     A very solid presence behind her was blocking her exit. Looking skyward, there was a perfect view up the cowl of one of the creeps. Under all that cloth, the guy was wearing a mask, too?  That was just too darn creepy, in her opinion. 


     The clicking that came from behind that mask may have been human, or it may not. It was definitely pissed off, however. The noise was echoed by the creep's three creepy friends as they came around to flank her. 


     She was already hot-footing it out of there, however, and straight towards the inn. Problems shared were problems halved, as Grammy always said -- hopefully with a sharp blade. 
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     Marcellia had sat at high attention when her quarry finally emerged from the inn. The young duchess was in good form, her keen eyes noted, and the benefits of a high-caste upbringing were apparent in her poise as she addressed the pitiful mortals who threatened violence with the blunt instrument of ignorance. The woman in grey had paid attention, but made no move from her chair in the cafe. It would be good, she felt, to assess the abilities of the young ladies before she approached. 


     But then those idiot players arrived, blaring that dissonant mess that passed for music in these parts. And then, those pitiful excuses for knights clattered in, with a noise akin to a kitchen avalanche.  


     Marcellia couldn't sigh, but shaking her head was within her range of expression. What well did they water this city with, to produce such a bumper crop of idiots?  Inwardly, she was debating the benefits and risks of intervention when the halfling thief tumbled through the crowds with a gang of cowled figures after him. Again. 


     That made six versus... twenty-five or thirty. The odds were closer to even, in her estimation, but that only meant that dumb luck might bring serious injury to the duchess before its proper time. 


     A decision was made. Quick, nimble fingers removed the wimple from her head, revealing a neat bun of silver hair. Robes parted to reveal the traditional combat dress of her order. From her purse, she produced a kit of face paint, applied quickly in the proscribed manner. 


     Nearby, the serving girl watched in horror as the innocuous, forgettable customer transformed her appearance to something far different. 
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     Selvi Khan's-daughter didn't know who it was she was kicking in the gut right now, nor why there were fighting, but she didn't much care. Somebody messed with her friends, and they got messed up in turn. That was a part of the rules, listed in a codicil that in a free moment she could probably recite from memory.  


     The first wave of idiots seemed to have it in for Bianca, so the half-orc put herself between the little witch and imminent harm. Simple as that. The band of brats and that noise they called music were grating on her nerves, though. Every harsh note seemed to make her blade slip, or roll a pebble under her boot, while the singer's braying wail lectured them on moral superiority and divine mandate and other patriotic traits like hating foreigners. She could practically see her opponents' hearts swell with ignorant pride. 


     The only reprieve from the awful noise came when little Prissy led a merry chase right through them, crashing cowled weirdos into musical malcontents. Selvie figured she might actually be warming to the little thief. 
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     Gwen had kept a keen eye on the witch-hunter, dodging around his clumsy staff-strikes and cutting at him with her blade. Those robes of his must have been enchanted, for they protected as well as any armor the half-elf knew. 


     The approaching knights were also uncomfortably armored, but their advance was halted in mid-step when Cassie flung herself before them and began bawling her eyes out: "Oh!  Please, sir knights!  Save us from these mean old meanie awful doodieheads!" 


     The moon priestess presented them with tearful eyes and quivering lip, and it was all Gwen could do not to laugh. The chivalrous knights actually turned to face the witch-hunter's men, apparently willing to defend a maiden's honor even in such ridiculous circumstances. When their leader caught up with them, shouting and waving his arms at Selvi, it took them a moment to comply, and Cassie's continued begging did not hasten them any. 


     The half-elf's giggles aided her little in her own fight, but they did enrage the witch-hunter into further mistakes. 
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     The creeps were still at the little thief's heels, but she wasn't worried any. Not now, at least. With so many people running around, it was easy enough for a quick and clever Roadie to take advantage of the crowd, and so she did, dodging around bodies as they were knocked over, diving between legs or bouncing off backs. There was no way for the creeps to keep up. 


     But then, everything just... stopped. 


     Everyone paused in place, stopping whatever they were doing and turning to face a figure now strutting into the center of the plaza. It was a woman, her chest abundantly obvious under a black and white striped shirt with long sleeves. Simple, utilitarian black pants were held up by suspenders, while silver hair was kept beneath a flat, pancake-shaped hat.  


     The face... She was surprised to recognize that face at all, under the copious amounts of white makeup, but it was definitely the mind-bending lady in grey from before. Diamond-shaped teardrops were drawn beneath her eyes while thin black arcs were traced above them. The very front of her lips were painted a bright red. Long, pointed ears framed that strange portrait. 


     Over her head, the no-longer-grey lady held a glittery, golden thing, so similar to the spell that had caught the thief earlier. Not this time, though, for the Roadie had no trouble averting her gaze as that hand came down to make strange and dangerous motions... 
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     All eyes were attached to the new figurine on the table. Three rounds into the fight -- after some good attack rolls from Helen and Shelby, not to mention one incredible diplomacy roll by Claire -- Uncle had announced the arrival of another combatant, but no one had quite expected what he'd had in hand, much less the immediate and difficult willpower check that had come with it. 


     "It's a mime," Shelby said, in a tone that suggested that her eyes might be lying to her. 


     Uncle tutted. "Correction: the figurine is a mime. The person it stands for is someone much more dangerous. Here," he said, handing an index to Helen. "This is everything Gwen knows about this person. Mostly rumors. Don't explain anything just yet." 


     "Why not?" his niece asked. 


     "Because we now get to play with a new wrinkle," he announced. "Something I call the Quiet Game rules..." 
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     At the first glimpse of stripes and hat, Gwen's hot blood had turned to ice in her veins. No... no.. it couldn't be... Tales were told of special agents, operatives of the Third Court who trained under stringent vows of silence, who could fulfill their appointed tasks with nary a word spoken or a sound made. They commanded strange powers through the mudras, the mystic hand gestures developed by the Forefathers. They were fierce; they were implacable... 


     They were the Stalkers in Silence. 


     And now one had come for her. 


     There was little doubt that she was the target, for who else would merit the efforts of such an elite half-elf agent?  The Stalkers rarely left the forested borders of the sub-continent, and from the bemused reactions of those bystanders caught in the woman's aura of attention, none realized how much danger they were truly in. 


     She willed herself to look away, to not become ensnared in the glimmering light of the woman's glamour, but there was no escape. Like those of everyone else within line of sight, her eyes were trapped and her attention was wrapt as the Stalker in Silence raised her arm high. The woman's hands drew mudras in the air, and before Gwen's brain could decipher them, those same hands went into motion. Up and down and up, so like the motion of an arm ringing a bell that for a brief instant one might actually see a phantom instrument being rung. 


     -clang- 


     Her ears heard the noise of a bell that was not there. 


     -Clang!- 


     It sounded, louder and stronger, and faces across the plaza flinched at its imagined volume. 


     -CLANG!!- 


     The final crash of the bell took its toll, sending out a cascade of illusory noise that bypassed the eardrums and washed over the grey matter directly. The entire plaza fell to its knees, hands over ears in a futile attempt to keep out the infernal racket. 


     And then the echoes faded away. 


     Into silence. 


     From that point, the panic truly began. 
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     "Here's the deal, ladies," Uncle was explaining. "Tim's character is the only one who avoided the glamour effect, for a good reason we won't mention just yet. As such, she could avert her eyes from the lady's next trick. Everyone else in the plaza -- and I do mean everyone -- has been struck deaf for the next ten minutes. 


     "Seriously!?"  Everyone was gaping at him now. 


     "A-yup. So here are the Quiet Game rules. Any form of communication beyond the most basic of hand signs is considered a full-move action. This includes any and all meta-game discussion around the table. Attempts at strategizing will provoke attacks of opportunity, and occasionally you will have to make willpower checks in order to keep from panicking. For the record," he added, "everyone else in the plaza has failed that check, except for the knights. They'll be trying to maintain order, but for the other groups, it's only a matter of a round or two before they're organized enough to attack again." 


     "Uncle?" Helen asked nervously. "How are we supposed to win?" 


     "Gaming wisdom, item #108:  Some battles are not meant to be won, only survived. Good luck, ladies." 
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     Grammy was a total fussbudget, same as any Roadie lady of a certain age-not-to-be-disclosed, but her thieving granddaughter could remember the old lady's pearls of wisdom well. In the present moment, there was "Some problems ain't for the solvin', but for the survivin' instead." 


     If ever there was an appropriate moment for that saying, it was now. Cries, sobs, and screams poured in from all sides, as people clutched at their ears and tried to make them work again. The market at the far end of the plaza was in absolute chaos, while over in the corner by the inn, five different groups were all trying to get their act together, and only the princesses seemed to be having any luck with it. 


     "Hey!" she shouted, flailing her arms to absolutely no benefit whatsoever. It took jumping and gibbering like a wild monkey in front of them to catch their attention properly, for what good it did. None of them knew any hand signs, and while their tongues still worked properly, nothing they said worked as a part of a functioning conversation. 


     Bianca had her alchemy notebook out, open to a page littered with scratchy letters. Biggest among them were NEED HELP and LIBRARY. The witch turned and tried to gab out an explanation, but the Roadie only nodded, hugged her, and gave the thumb's up.  


     As she ran off, her finger slipped through the gilded band of her mostly-useful ring of invisibility. Normally it was a pain to work with its quirks, but now... in the space of the plaza, no one could hear her sneak. 


    

      [image: ]

    


     Uncle was fighting a glorious but inevitably futile battle to contain his laughter. He had just witnessed six tweens attempt, with a level of dedication that was admirable, to form a battle plan solely with hand gestures and scribbled notes, though he'd had to put a word limit on that. 


     He hadn't considered the possibility they'd send someone to go get the librarian, though he should have. Mistress Freja Heyerwif's character sheet was buried several windows behind the front of his computer screen, and he didn't even have a print-out for her yet. The only reason she'd appeared at all was because Uncle had felt sorry after some low rolls had extended that research section for too long.  


     "Ahem. Yes. Good work, ladies... and gentleman," he finally forced out. "That was... s... snrk, very well done." 


     Shelby managed to continue the nonverbal theme one step further by expressing all her annoyance with a single raised finger. That made the entire table lose it, and the game had to be paused for laughter. 


     "In... in any case... snrk. Ahem. Yes, in any case, you just spent a full turn trying to communicate with one another, but everyone else has been busy. The witch-hunter's got his followers back in order, mostly, and they're coming in from the front."  He positioned those markers on the battle map. 


     "The knights have been doing their duty and keeping people on the far end of the market safe. They should have it evacuated in three more rounds, after which time they'll head your way."  The group of chess knights took their places.  


     "The bards are currently freaking out."  Uncle pulled out a d4, a little black four-faced pyramid, and tossed it. There was a light clatter, and then it stopped with a 2 at its topmost point. "Okay, two more rounds till they're calmed down enough to do anything." 


     "What about the crazy lady?" asked Cynthia. 


     "Oh, yes," said Uncle. "Her..." 
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     Little Bianca was seeing combat from a whole new perspective: ground level. She couldn't really appreciate the view. There was a good reason why she preferred to fly her broom everywhere, after all. She hoped that idiot in the blue cassock hadn't done any lasting harm to it with his spellbreaker staff. 


     Her shoulder ached under the weight of her bag, and the only consolation was that soon it would be much lighter. Pulling out one of her bombs, she cat-stepped over to the witch-hunter's huddle, but then realized how stupid she was being. Nobody could hear, right?  So it made no difference if she ran fast over the cobblestones and screamed muted curses at two of the men's boots as she rolled the small explosive between their legs. 


     The boom was quiet, too. Bianca was disappointed, but that didn't keep her from readying her next trick. 
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     Cassie saw the bad guys break from their huddle as it got burst from the inside out, but she wasn't sure how she felt about them running towards her and the others. The natural panic caused by the unnatural silence fed into something else, a heart-pounding, pulse-thumping frisson of excitement that made her want to run, scream, and punch stuff, all at once. 


     Mistress Madonnel, in her lessons on natural philosophy back at the academy, had described this sort of thing as a "fight or flight" response. The moon princess hadn't understood many of the details of that lecture, but in the here and now she knew one thing. 


     "Bunnies don't fly!" she shouted silently. No one could hear her to correct the error in her etymology, and she would not have cared anyway. Even a mama bunny could be fierce when her baby conies were threatened. From the pounding of her heart, something new arose. 


     She had the presence of mind to loosen her belt and shuck her shoes before it arrived. Power coursed through her limbs, forcing her muscles to bulge and fil the loose-fitting homespun. Feet expanded and bent, changing her stance and balance. Ears grew long and straight, stretching far from her head, while in her mouth her front teeth grew long and sharp. Blonde hair turned white, and matching fur covered everything. Though she could not see it, she somehow knew that a dark crescent patch adorned her forehead. 


     One of the witch-hunter's men had rushed towards her, only to stop and gape at this sudden transformation. The bunny girl's shriek was frightening even without sound, and the rabbit punch to his gut laid him low. 
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     Flora was stumped. The enforced silence hit her doubly hard, because not only would her bardic skills be practically useless without anyone to listen, her druid magic relied heavily on her being able to recite spells correctly. Doing that without a working pair of ears was problematic. 


     As an example, she was now on her fourth attempt to enchant her squirrel. The power was there for the spell, and she could feel it responding, but the magic kept fizzling. Some point of inflection was tripping her up, and the frustration and stress only made it worse. 


     She gripped the lute, feeling the hum of its strings as she ran her hand across them. Nothing had stopped the sound; it was just the ears that failed. There was something important to that bit of insight, she knew, and she'd almost gotten it figgered out when the crazy stripey lady popped from nowhere to hit her with a knife. 


     Nothing stopped a scream, either. She could feel the sound ripping through her throat as she instinctively pulled away from the strange woman, holding her wounded arm and glaring. 


     The stranger never even gave her a backwards glance as she strode onward. 
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     Gwen was doing her best to keep her eyes on the woman's approach. The Stalker in Silence was not in a rush, moving languorously as a jungle cat through the chaos she'd provoked.  


     It was interesting to see how the two half-elves differed. The princess was tall, but the Stalker had her beat by another three inches. Both had athletic physiques, but the other half-elf was more mature, perhaps twice Gwen's age. That was still quite young for one of their kind, and the Stalker's silvery-grey hair marked her not as elderly, but as a member of a certain caste. 


     Some half-elves, like Gwen, were born of a natural liaison between their parents, but many were the children of two humans who had pleased their liege, to be rewarded with magic that would change their child in the womb. Such sterling hair was a sure sign of that granted status, and the bonds to their elven godparent. 


     All this the princess knew well, and it gave her some insight into the woman's motives and allegiance. None of this, unfortunately, was pertinent to the fight. 


     The Stalker in Silence had stabbed Flora more as a simple object of opportunity, with little intent in seeing if the druid stayed down. Likewise, she spun around Selvi's attacks, bringing the half-orc low with some well-timed jabs of a deceptively dainty fist. As the barbarian hacked and wheezed upon the paving stones, Gwen prepared for the worst. 


     Her eyes bored into the Stalker, not trusting herself even to blink, not in this aching silence. Her ears hurt from the strain of clenching upon emptiness.  


     Ten feet away, the Stalker paused her step, bringing up a hand to form signs of import. NOTICE, implied the first, followed by the mudras of conflict, necessity, and confinement. Every motion was with the utmost grace -- a formal declaration of intent, within the hallowed rules of the Imperium. 


     Gwen was not as well-versed in the mudras of political discourse, and the hand sign she chose in response would have made Selvi proud with its crude directness. If the other half-elf felt insulted, no hint of the emotion crossed her painted face. 


     With the reddened tip of her lips pursed tightly, the Stalking brought up her hands to frame her face. Reality remained unchanged, but the perception of it shifted radically, as that white-painted visage seemed to divest itself of the flesh behind it, to become a ghastly, free-floating mask of death. 


     Her throat rippled with the force of her frightened screams, though her ears still caught on nothingness. Blinded by panic, she did not see the Stalker make the next move until it was far too late. 


     Using the flats of her palms, the grey half-elf traced the outline of a square plane before Gwen, and then to the sides, behind her, and over her head as well. The air pressure suddenly rose, forcing her eardrums to pop, and when Gwen tried to lash out at the Stalker, her fists met an almost invisible but unfortunately solid wall. 
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     Selvi Khan's-daughter was hacking and wheezing as she righted herself. Whoever this new elfy-person was, she hit hard. The barbarian could respect someone who could lay a punch like that. What she couldn't do, however, was forgive or forget. Miss Elfy-Pants was going down. 


     At least, she would be as soon as Selvi could find her. The total absence of sound had her disoriented like nothing else. 


     There, a voice whispered in her head. To the right. 


     She didn't pause to question the words, or how she could hear without the use of her ears. Spinning around, she saw the grey woman, now preoccupied with Gwen. 


     That was a sight to see, Princess Pointy-Ears banging and wailing on the walls of a box that shimmered faintly in the afternoon sun. Gwen was doing a warrior proud, with lips hurling expletives and curses that the half-orc couldn't make out, though their intent came across perfectly. From the heaving of her chest, the half-elf was feeling short of breath. 


     Anger was Selvi's oldest friend, and always a useful one at that. In defense of herself, it was a force to be reckoned with. The khan's daughter had only recently come to understand how strong it could be in defense of another. As the world turned red to match the light streaming from the runes of her amulet, she was prepared to teach Miss Elfy-Pants just that. 


     The roar from her lips should have broken the walls of Bargoczy, should have sent grown men running with fear, but the grey woman merely looked up from her task and made a dismissive gesture. 


     Call on me, that silent voice told her. Let me serve. 


     Her mind, so filled with wrath at this woman who would threaten her and her friends, did not give a second thought to this. Another roar erupted from her throat, an alto imitation of her father's personal call to arms. Even deaf as she was, she could feel the sound against her skin and knew it to be truly well done. 


     Red light flared from her talisman in a familiar manner. In the past, her rage had called forth phantom pairs -- male and female, man and orc -- to fight alongside her with the arms and armor of her father's army. This time, the spectral honor guard was a single warrior. A red-haired phantom in gleaming armor, a fusion of western craftsmanship and eastern style. Upon her chestplate was the image of a golden condor with a rose in its talons, and by her side she carried a knightly blade which shone with cool, pure light. 


     Rosina saluted, and Selvi returned the gesture. Without further word, they charged. 
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     Bianca was officially out of bombs, but not out of idiots she'd like to see blown up. The witch-hunter had proven to be a slippery devil, not to mention adept at letting others take the brunt of the boom. Bianca's little explosives may not have packed too large of a punch, but people definitely felt it when they connected. 


     A couple of the locals had decided to attack her friends instead, much good that it had done them. Cassie wasn't looking as fuzzy or furious as that moonlit night under the dead tree, but the bunny girl had a kick fit to send a man flying. 


     Farther off, that group of bards, now thankfully muted, had tried to get Flora. Their redheaded leader received a face-full of giant squirrel for his efforts, and then Flora had done her presto-change-o bit, transforming into a fearsome little black bear. 


     As luck would have it, all the zealots who couldn't handle a bunny were running headlong towards the bards who feared nature's wrath, with the witch-hunter right in the middle. Opportunity made her nose itch. 


     The Rod of Random had seen plenty of use that day, certainly more than was wise, but the little witch was feeling lucky. Aiming the filigreed, gaudy stick at the witch-hunter, she mouthed the word "Bang!" 


     A cloud of greenish gas poured forth, filling the quarter of the square before her with one of the most pungent odors she'd ever had the misfortune to experience. The folk caught in the middle of it seemed to agree, as they all promptly collapsed to the ground, retching and flailing about. 


     Turning around, the self-satisfied smirk stretched itself across her face, but it flopped off her lips as she took in the scene she'd not been able to hear. Gwen in a box. Selvi... and Rosina? 


     Her ears were failing her, not the eyes, but now she was doubting those orbs as well. The phantom princess was circling around that crazy half-elf in grey, while Selvi led her usual assault, but even that wasn't enough, it seemed. The woman's arms moved with a determination that made one think that she actually had a pair of batons in her hands, and the half-orc's blade was frequently turned back by cylinders of empty air.  


     Another witchy curse floated impotently, to be heard by none. How were they supposed to fight that? 


     For that matter, where was Prissy? 
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     Run to the library. Get help. Easy, right?  The Roadie thief would have assumed so. The joint was a straight run up the avenue from the market plaza, and short as they were, there was nothing wrong with her legs. 


     Which was good, 'cuz they had to pump as hard as the dickens to stay ahead of the crowd of creeps now racing through her dust. 


     Stupid, stupid ring of invisibility!  Idiotic, deplorable streetsweepers, leaving things to trip over!  Crappy, crass, cretinous creepers, with plenty of friends whose ears apparently still functioned quite well, thank-you-very-much! 


     At least she'd got a good head-start on them. The heavy oaken doors with their rose motif were already parting before her as her unwelcome entourage rushed up the steps. Her voice, altered to a faux-tenor by the mockingbird charm, was screaming bloody murder loudly enough to echo over the din inside. 


     "Ja, ja, what is it?"  The thriceling lady was right there in the atrium -- thank the cards and dice -- and with a clear view through the front doors, the "what" of the matter was plainly obvious. 


     "Um, the ladies need some help, big time?" Priscilla said. "And, er, me too?"  A petite thumb jerked back towards the creeps, who'd piled to a halt at the sight of the oversized librarian. 


     "Explain yourselves."  Mistress Heyerwif had to duck her head to avoid hitting the stone arch of the doorframe, and she did not bother bending over to look  the creeps in the cowl. Instead they were forced to crane their necks, which made for a precarious pose on the worn stone steps. 


     "We are only after this one," said the tallest of them. His voice was rough and muffled by his cowl and mask. "We know not of these others, nor their problems. He is all we seek." 


     "Not today, you do not," the librarian informed them. "Today, this one is allied to me und mine, und the Dvergrisi take such things with great seriousness. Where are the girls, young one?" she asked Priscilla. 


     "Um, back at the market plaza, down that way." 


     "Good. Let us go."  The librarian offered an arm, which the Roadie gratefully clambered up. As the thriceling proceeded down the steps, the gang of creeps assembled to block her way. 


     "We must protest," the leader said, clicking his tongue. "If you do not cease, then--" 


     In the librarian's free hand was a thick, heavy book. This in itself was not so unusual, leaving a librarian and all, but then it opened with a snap, pages fluttering until it lay open to a specific entry. From her position on Mistress Heyerwif's shoulder, Priscilla could see it well: 
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     To the right of the text was an illustration of the weapon, rendered so realistically that when Mistress Heyerwif reached her hand into the page and drew it out, the thief was not surprised. The long-bladed polearm was a good two and a half yards in length, and still it looked small in its mistress's hands as she towered over pretty much everything but the library itself. 


     "Du ska passa dig," she said with great seriousness. "You had better watch yourself, little ones." 


     Priscilla cheerfully made rude gestures at the creeps as she and the librarian passed them by. 
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     Marcellia was enjoying herself. It wasn't an emotion she was greatly familiar with, so this realization was slow in coming. In her many years of being her godmother's silent terror, she had taken on all sorts of missions, killed all sorts of people, and done so with fatal precision. Rarely did she have the opportunity to stretch herself and let loose with all she had. 


     This mission had been different from its inception. Capture the duchess, contain her -- but not kill. That parameter by itself had changed the way the game was played, had necessitated surveillance at that lovely little cafe. Even so, there were surprises. 


     The barbarian's sword swept past, coming within an inch of her nose. Marcellia was already twisting around and back to parry a blow from the half-orc's partner, a Baragocci with a flaming top of hair, who'd appeared out of nowhere. The silvery longsword rebounded after hitting the Stalker's concentrated bar of kinetic force. 


     She was not used to surprises like that. It had been a welcome change of pace, affording the chance to have a real fight for once. The kinetic batons were swift and strong, projected from her mind and through the motion of her hands. They did well to keep her safe, and the dance of her arms took her safely past the two shining blades. 


     Behind her, she could hear the duchess pounding on the cage of force, but far weaker than before. A minute or two more, and the girl would be unconscious and unable to resist the ring of teleportation she had secreted away. Until then, she would entertain herself with the half-orc and the redhead... and the bear that was waddling its way over... with a giant squirrel... and the young fool in homespun, now apparently half-rabbit... 


     This.  This was why more surveillance was necessary with operations like the one she had here. Marcellia dodged around the duchess's force cage while her brain calculated, and her batons once more guarded against the blows of the half-orc. Of the six targets observed, only the duchess had proved to be as expected. A barbarian who called phantoms to her aid?  A bard who shapeshifted?  A magic-user who played the witch and unleashed forces of pure chaos?  An actual beast-warrior, after all these centuries? 


     And where was the thief?  Her eyes spared an instant to scan the market plaza, looking for the halfling sneak or the cowled ones who chased him. Neither were evident, and she was about to dismiss that loose strand entirely when a new problem entered the fray. 


     At almost three yards in height, the woman was obviously related to the Dvergrisi, but most likely a mongrel, in Marcellia's estimation. On the woman's shoulder, the thief perched, shouting and pointing a finger at Marcellia. In the woman's other hand was a northern polearm, also pointed at Marcellia. 


     Neither concerned her as much as the ethereal crown of mental energies she saw upon the half-giant's brow. The market plaza went suddenly still, frozen in a fractured moment inhabited only by consciousness. There was Marcellia, gleaming in swirled patterns of ivory and jet, shaped by her training into a thing of curved edges and deadly points. Far across the way, yet as close as a thought, the other stood as a mountain of mental force, wreathed with crackling energies like thunderclouds. 


     On this level of reality, an entire war could occur between heartbeats, and none would realize. Marcellia wasn't about to let it get that far. Much of her youth had been spent learning the ways of assessing threats and determining odds, and experience was telling her that this was a fight she could not win. 


     The ring of teleportation upon her left hand, the one intended to spirit her target away, glinted in the light. The duchess was still conscious, and the limitations of the magic would not let her take someone who did not desire it. The half-giant was approaching with a stride that devoured the distance, and there was no time left. 


     With a quick twist, the magic activated. An actinic flash lit up the plaza, and the Stalker's silhouette stood in stark contrast for a second before melting away. When the light faded, she was gone. 
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     The mime figurine was yanked off the table before any of the kids could get their heads around what had transpired. For all the rounds spent throwing attacks at it, not a single roll of the dice had been able to make it through the enemy's defense, though there'd been a few near-misses close enough that Uncle was willing to fudge it and let her take a point or two of damage. It was only a flesh wound, after all. 


     "Um, what just happened?" asked Cynthia. 


     "One of the few tactics that works when you've got a metaphorical big fish gobbling up minnows," said Uncle. "Summon a bigger fish to scare them off."  He tapped the glittery chess piece, a rook, that represented Mistress Heyerwif. "Gotta respect your teachers. They've got a lot more class levels than you." 


     "Cop out."  Shelby blew a raspberry his way. 


     He shrugged. "Well, yeah, but there's not many options when you're running out of time and can't possibly wrap it all up. As it is, you know that this lady's out there, and you won't be so lucky when she pops up next. That's if you can deal with all four of the groups currently gunning for you, too." 


     "Uncle?" Helen asked as she removed the clear plastic box from around her princess. "What was going on with the ghost and the mime-lady and all?" 


     "You tell me. Next week."  He grinned at all the complaints that spawned. "Your homework, should you choose to accept it, is to come up with a presentation that explains some of the things that happened to your princess today, or which will help forward the story the next time we play. I'll be sending some raw details from the usual email address, but it's up to you to figure out what to do with them." 


     Tim had his hand up. "Um, can we do groups?  Like, have our characters help each other?" 


     "Sounds good to me. Anyhoo," Uncle concluded. "We are out of time for the evening. Your moms are here." 


     He nodded to the front of the restaurant, where Shelby's mom was settling the bill with Max. The lady had her daughter's curly hair, though darker by several shades. She smiled and waved at them. Near the door was Cynthia's mother, with her pantsuit and her hair cut short. Helen's mom was just now walking in. 


     Uncle wasn't surprised that Katelyn was hitching a ride with Cynthia, or that Claire was once again riding her bike home. He'd even expected that Shelby's mom would be picking up Tim, but... 


     "Mom, d'you mind if I ride home with Helen?" Shelby asked. "Need some time for girl talk." 


     "Oh?"  Her mother's face was the picture of surprise, most likely because she'd never heard those last two words coming out of the girl's mouth in that configuration before. "Well, if Helen's mother doesn't mind... and Tim?" 


     "Don't mind me, ma'am," the boy said. "We had a great time today, but I should probably be getting home soon." 


     "Same time next week?" Uncle asked. 


     "Yeah!  Well, if nobody minds..." 


     Everyone purposefully avoided looking Helen's way. The blonde girl heaved a big sigh and said, "Sure, I suppose Prissy can stay in." 


     "Thanks."  Tim flashed a grin. "But that's not what she likes to be called, really. No one ever gave her time to say it, but..."  He struck a pose, finger raised high. "Her full name happens to be Priscilla Adelle nic Mairead von Lingonberry, the Third, and only her grandmother ever calls her by her first name. She prefers Dell." 


     Helen snickered, covering her laughter with a hand as she shook her head. "Okay... Dell can stay in." 


     Both her uncle and her mother breathed a sigh of relief. The girl was finally acting more like she should. With a happy nod, Helen took her friend's hand and dragged her out of the restaurant, and the others left shortly after. 


     Uncle tidied up their playing space, wondering how he was ever going to get things back on track after this.  
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     "Eg er komin hemma!"  Freja Heyerwif bounded through the Wayhouse door, barely giving the enchanted portal the scant seconds it needed to resize itself to allow her passage. "Tamra!  I have that text you wanted. Oh, Liel?  Penelope?" she said as her eyes took in the pair who were waiting in the academy entry hall. "I was not expecting a welcome party." 


     "It's been a week full of surprises," grumbled Penelope Penskill. The gnomish enchantress was frazzled, her aqua hair sticking out five ways and smoking slightly. By her side, the fencing instructor Liel meti Mehl leaned against the wall and pressed a cautioning finger to her lips. 


     "Those girls are chin-deep in trouble!" the gnome continued. "Why didn't you bring them back with you?" 


     "Oh, they are big girls. They can take care of themselves." 


     "They were almost lynched!"  Penelope was literally fuming, with curls of smoke rising from her hair. "The thrice-blessed ones who weren't about to be kidnapped, at least!" 


     Freja sorely wished to hug her friend, to hold her close and smother all that worry and concern, but she knew from previous experience how well that would turn out, and she didn't wish to ruin her best traveling clothes with scorch marks. "Und they are safe," the half-giant said calmly. "In all the confusion, they were able to get their things from the inn, pay off their bill with the owner, und relocate to a different part of town." 


     "As if that'll stop them from getting into yet more trouble," muttered Penelope. 


     Liel reached down to tousle that steaming aqua mess, paying no attention to the sparks that flew. "Now, now," said the steely-grey woman. "Let them have their fun. After all, it isn't like we weren't little hellions in our youth, going on adventures and whatnot." 


     "Hmph. I at least waited till I was a decent age." 


     "You were thirty," Freja reminded. "Und for gnomes, that is even younger than little Bianca. I seem to be recalling..." 


     "Oh, don't you get started now."  Penelope's expression was still sour, but like lemonade now instead of pickle juice. Some of the nervous energy was leaking out of her, and her body slumped a bit. "They'll... they'll be alright, you think?" 


     Freja had her arms around the gnome now, squeezing her tiny friend against her chest. "Ja, ja. Those girls are doing well und good. Best we should let them keep trying, eh?  Now, let's get you fed!  All skin und bones. You have not been eating right, have you..." 


     The three academy teachers wandered off to the kitchens. High above, Lady Amberyll watched them from her office window, nodding happily. It was good to see schoolgirl friendships survive the long years of adulthood. They sometimes took a while to get started, but oh! the places they ended up. The headmistress could only hope her latest group project turned out so well... 


       


     to be continued in "Princesses of the Pizza Parlor, episode 6: Banquets and Other Major Disasters" 
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ATGEIR (n.)+TIIR from folktongu (lit. "most-spear” or "best of spears”)-
Alarge polearm with a broad, axe-like blade. Cf. glaive, faustart.






