


  

       


     Princesses of the Pizza Parlor 


     Ep. 4, "Grandmothers and Other Fearsome Encounters" 


       


     There was a thick, drizzly rain going on outside Max's Pizza that day: tiny beads of water falling like a curtain over everything. The dominant colors outside were a rainbow drawn in smudged charcoal and mud. As a great poet once put it, "The sun did not shine / It was too wet to play..." 


     That was outside, though. Inside, Max's Pizza was the definition of lively. The lunch rush had been more of a crush, as the dreary weather seemed to evoke a need for hot and greasy food, which Max herself provided handily. The vivid red and yellow of the pies was matched by the checkered patterns of the tablecloths, with their gleaming white plates and silverware. 


     One table among the crowd was more colorful than all the rest combined. On its red-checked surface was a broad dry-erase sheet with part of a building drawn upon it in black and blue ink. A more complete map could be seen on the nearby laptop, behind a stack of strange and esoteric tomes. Sometimes other customers glanced over to see what the books were about, only to shake their heads in puzzlement at the melange of images gracing their covers. A large jar of dice completed the display. Everything was almost ready to go. 


     At the moment, however, Uncle was busy wiping down the windows. All the heat and moisture outside, combined with the air conditioning inside, was leaving a mess of water droplets that would lead to mildewed fittings and drapes as soon as the sun decided to show its face once more. 


     "You don't need to do that, yanno," Max said, watching him wipe. She didn't actually say to stop. 


     "Just paying it forward," he replied. "Feel bad for hogging a whole table to myself on a busy day like today." 


     "As if you didn't have it reserved, same as every Sunday," she countered with a grin. "Speaking of which... Is that Haunted House #3 which I spy there on your computer?" 


     "That it is."  Uncle finished his squeegee work and dumped the sponge in its handy bucket. "Feeling nostalgic?" 


     "A bit. We had some good times with that map. You, me, Bill, Charlie, Vicky, hunting ghosts and rubber-masked bad guys." 


     "You forgot the bit with the dog."  Uncle chuckled at the memory. 


     "Oh, hell no. Of course I remember that oversized plush monstrosity. What Bill thought he was doing with that thing, I will never understand...." 


     "Rye ron't row, romedy relief?"  That got him a whack over the head with a cleaning rag, but he'd definitely deserved it. "You're free to join in whenever," he added. "The girls wouldn't mind, I think." 


     "Nah, not my adventure. Their story, their fun. Speaking of which," Max said, pointing out the window, "I think you've got company." 


     That he had. A blue minivan had pulled up close to the entrance and disgorged a pair of freckled faces he knew as Cynthia and Katelyn. He couldn't see the driver, but he figured it had to be one of Katelyn's parents. The girl's cheeks were red with embarrassment -- at least, as far as he could tell behind those brown bangs of hers. Cynthia had her hair down out of her usual ponytail for once, probably because her head was soaked from rain. The weather hadn't slowed her down any. 


     "Hey, Mr. Man!" she shouted. 


     "Hey girls. You're the first ones here."  He was setting out the dice now: golden orange for Cynthia's druid and various shades of purple for Katelyn's witch. 


     "...thanks..." said Katelyn in her usual muted tones. Her little black kitten stuffie had taken its place in front of her, and now stood guard over its mistress's plastic polyhedrons. 


     "Where's Helen?" Cynthia asked. 


     "She'll be here soon enough."  He tapped his phone where it lay on the tabletop. "Got a text a few minutes ago. She's picking up Shelby. Today's good weather for carpooling, it seems." 


     Outside, the rain continued its pitter-pat. Occasionally a brief gust of wind would send a heavier spatter against the windows, but for the most part it was just white noise: omnipresent but easily ignored. The two girls arranged their dice quickly and then chatted. Uncle took the time to properly place his game master's screen and hide his digital notes behind a flurry of open windows on his laptop. Not that all that careful planning had helped much last week. He reassured himself that at least he wouldn't have to deal with crazy were-rabbits until the following game session. 


     When next he looked up, a new car was pulling into the nearest parking space. It was a tidy little coupe, of some lighter color that was immediately reduced to grey by the weather's murk. Out the passenger side, a bright green umbrella with pop-up froggy eyes unfurled. He had to grin at that; it was such a Claire thing to have. Then from the driver's side appeared a large black umbrella, plain almost unto austerity. Whether it was the girl's mother or father, he couldn't say. Uncle had yet to meet either of Claire's parents because of her usual habit of walking in every week. 


     The diminutive anime fan didn't make her regular grand entrance, quietly slipping inside and shuffling towards the table. Even her outfit was not as loud as usual, being a dark skirt with a light blue blouse. No kitty ears adorned her head today; instead, she sported dark brown braids that coiled up behind her ears. About the only thing that was the same was her height, still knee-high to a grasshopper, and the oversized coke-bottle lenses over her eyes. Without those, Uncle may not have recognized her, or even noticed her. This version of Claire just didn't attract attention. 


     The woman who followed her through the door, on the other hand.... Uncle repressed the urge to duck down behind the back of his chair when his eyes met that lady's. They were two chips of jet in a marble face that had been chiseled out by some neo-classical sculptor with a penchant for austere severity. A hawk-like beak of a nose loomed over a broad mouth that looked like it had never once considered smiling. A pair of eyebrows had been carefully painted on, and the hair above them was pulled and tied so tightly that it too might have been added on with a brush. The woman's high-necked blouse and long skirt gave the image of a librarian going to church, and a pair of gilded reading glasses hung by a chain around her neck. 


     Uncle tried to make as many mental notes as he could, for when he next needed an intimidating non-player character. This lady was the type to scare the woolly underwear off a barbarian, and then shame him into wearing something more practical. 


     "Hey, Claire," he said finally, focusing on the girl to avoid the woman's glare. "Is this your, ah...?" 


     "Her grandmother," the lady said in clipped tones. "And you are the person in charge of this..."  Sniff. "... game?" 


     "Er, that I am, ma'am. It's, ah, nice to meet you?" 


     "Is it?"  The woman started walking, and Uncle and Claire were dragged along after. "I confess that I am not so sanguine as that, to discover that my granddaughter has been frivolously wasting her time on so many things. Cartoons, games, greasy foods... is that any way to raise a child?" 


     "Well..."  Uncle was about to say that he'd done well enough on just such a regimen, but luckily his butt was saved at the last minute by Max. 


     "Señora Hernandez!" the pizza proprietress greeted loudly. "Um, Bienvenidos a mi restaurante de pizza!  Er, quiere una bebida?" 


     The woman cocked her head and stared at the blonde in her white shirt and red vest. "Ah, yes," she said. "Maxine Tolliver. Two years of my class in high school, and that is all you can remember?  Hmph. At least it is mostly correct. Now, Claire. Show me this game you are so enamored with." 


     "You know this harpy?" Uncle whispered to Max as Claire led her grandmother around the restaurant. 


     "She only taught Spanish at our high school for, like, forever!" Max hissed back. "How'd you ever avoid meeting her?" 


     "Took French, remember?" 


     "Of course you did..."  Max shivered. "Now I wish I'd tidied up more thoroughly. Simply spotless does not cut it with this woman. Good luck."  And with that, she retreated to the safety of the kitchen. 


     "Thanks... Oh, hi girls," he said to Helen and Shelby as they walked in and deposited their umbrellas at the front. 


     "Hey, Uncle!" his little blonde niece ran up and gave him a hug. "Why the long face?" 


     "Just met Claire's grandma." 


     "What, she's here!?" moaned Shelby. The curly-haired girl peeked around him. "Oh man..." 


     "How do you..." 


     Helen explained. "She still does the substitute teacher thing sometimes. When  she comes to our school, everyone is on their best behavior. No running, no screaming, no goofing off...." 


     "Yeah, and the students are good, too," added Shelby. 
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     It took a little while longer to get everyone settled around the table. There was the usual scooting and bumping, compounded by a nervous silence cast over their corner of the restaurant. Señora Hernandez had pulled up a chair behind her granddaughter and now loomed over the place like Poe's raven on the bust of Athena. 


     "Well?" the lady demanded. "What is the point here?" 


     "We're, um, telling a story, tata," said Claire. "Having fun?  Living the adventure?"  The girl's blue dice rattled nervously in her hands. 


     "Hmph. Looks like that devil-worshipping nonsense." 


     Uncle's ears pricked at that. "Ah, so you taught in the 80s, then?" 


     "Of course I did. How young do you think I am?" 


     Fortunately he made both his Will save and his diplomacy roll on that one: "A gentleman never guesses a lady's age, ma'am. But to answer your original question, this is an interactive storytelling system with random factors determined by dice roll. It's also an ongoing tale, so we're continuing on from last week's session directly. Anyone want fill Señora Hernandez in on what happened?" 


     Silence. 


     "Seriously, ladies. Anyone?" 


     Cynthia raised her hand slowly. "Um, we were s'posed to be travelin' to the next city, only, um, Natalie's character had a disagreement with everybody else, so she decided to kidnap Claire's character for her own protection, and the rest of us had to chase her down." 


     Shelby continued, a bit more boldly. "And then we had to thrash a bunch of skeletons and sorta-zombies and this weird ghost-princess before it was all done." 


     "And Natalie's character got in big trouble!" Helen added. 


     "That she did," Uncle nodded. "Now, it looks like Natalie's not going to be here tonight..."  Small wonder, he thought. "... so I'll manage her paladin. Won't be too hard, considering how shell-shocked she must be right now. As you all may recall, we ended the session right as you arrived at a creepy old manor house, where you were able to get a room to rest in for the morning."  He pushed forward the partial map of the house, the one with the hallway, the room, and not much else on it. "Now, everyone roll their d20. Their big dice with twenty sides," he added for the grandmother's benefit. 


     Five dice clattered across the table. Katelyn's purple die turned up 19, but that was the only double-digit result of the bunch. Any three of the others, added together, would still total less. Even with every possible bonus accounted for, they couldn't meet the minimum requirement for the saving throw. 


     "Well," Uncle said, "it looks like Princess Bianca was the only one to not have a really awful nightmare as she slept. Now, Isabel of course dreamed about last night's events and her failures as a paladin, in great detail. What did your princesses dream about?  Helen?" he asked without waiting for them to argue about who wouldn't be going first. 


     His niece blinked big blue eyes in surprise. "Um, well... Princess Gwenevrael..." 
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     Princess Gwenevrael, daughter of King Artundus of the Fifth Court and Duchess of the Lonely Grove, was standing before a grand assembly in front of the main palace of Laelvai, her father's capital. Before her were all the full citizens of the realm, the half-elves and the well-to-do humans who'd borne them. Along the edges were the second-class citizenry, the poorer humans who served the Imperium so well. In the far back, she could even see the bushy-topped heads of some green-thralls, though she couldn't see what caste they were. 


     In her hands was a vellum scroll, beautifully decorated with fine elven script. It was a speech, a declaration, but as she read it, the words danced and writhed, swimming off into the air like snakes of inky smoke. Gwen tried to catch them, to pull them back down onto the page, but they turned on her, wrapping around her wrists and ankles. 


     When she tried to shout, the words crammed themselves down her throat, while their tail ends looped back around her neck and squeezed. Frantically she waved for help, but no one came. The massive crowd watched on, with all its various castes united for once in cheering on her execution. 


     "Thus to all traitors of the Grand Design," came the booming voice of judgment. Gwen was afraid to look towards its source, but the words wrenched her around until she could see her father, dressed in his most formal robes of green and violet, his face the perfect pallor of the sky above. The sword of state was in his hands, its edge so fine that it could cut the wind. Entwined in those treacherous words as she was, Gwen could not avoid its fall-- 
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     "A word, please."  Señora Hernandez's tone left no doubt that the singular article was a mere politeness on her part. "In private." 


     Uncle didn't quite gulp from nervousness as he got up out of his chair and joined her at the blue-checked table across the way. Behind him, the girls were already whispering excitedly. He was unpleasantly reminded of days long past when he might be called up to the principal's office for some childish infraction. It didn't help when he realized that the lady probably had been a principal or vice-principal at some point in her long career. 


     "So..." he said as he slipped into the chair across from Señora Hernandez. "What's up?  We're holding up the game, here." 


     "The 'game', yes..."  You could probably murder someone with those quote marks, as sharp as they were. "Tell me, does this amuse you, to make some poor girl tell you all her fears and deepest secrets?  Does it make you feel powerful?" 


     "Ma'am, I'm a game organizer, not a cult leader."  Before she could respond, he pressed on, praying that his luck would hold out. "This is just a game, a story. The girls and I've been working out lots of little details about their characters and kingdoms, and this is just one more way to expand on that. And before you ask, I did send them all an email earlier this week, saying they might have to describe a really bad dream in-character. This isn't indoctrination, just a creative writing exercise." 


     "So you say."  Señora Hernandez stood up with an economy of motion, simply unfolding upward, like she always had a stick up her... 


     Uncle wouldn't let himself finish the thought. There was an incredibly, infinitely small but non-zero chance that she could hear it. 


     "I am taking my granddaughter home now."  That, however, he could hear, loud and clear. 


     "Wait, what?" he cried. "We've only gotten started!  There hasn't even been time for pizza yet." 


     "And she will be the healthier for it. Too much greasy food stunts one's growth." 


     He was pretty sure that wasn't true, but he was not about to contradict her. Instead: "Look, ma'am, please. This is an important thing for all the girls. Socializing and enjoying a common hobby. I have a reasonable idea of why you'd be concerned, but I'm asking you to give us the benefit of the doubt here. At least until pizza time, please?  Watch how it goes, see it for yourself, and if by then you still want to pull Claire out, well..."  He shrugged. "I don't think I could really stop you." 


     "You're not going to make me change my mind, young man." 


     "Not trying to. Just wanna see if we can compromise a little. I'll even chip in for whatever sort of personal pizza you want. Do you have a favorite topping combo?" 


     Señora Hernandez pursed her lips, then nodded slightly. "Anchovy, goat cheese, and olives." 


     "Got it."  Somehow he managed not to grimace at the thought. A few minutes later, he'd relayed the order to Max, along with a quiet request to put off the usual pizza time by at least half an hour, maybe more. He was going to need all the time he could get. 
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     Six princesses slept like the dead in their borrowed room. As colloquial expressions went, it wasn't very accurate. The dead did not sleep, because that implied that they would wake up eventually. Nobody really wanted that to happen, and in fact there were knightly and religious orders stretched across three continents solely to ensure that it wouldn't. Still, the young ladies slept with unusual soundness. 


     That is, until the peal of a bell forced them out of it. The booming, hollow noise seemed to come from nowhere but the insides of their own skulls, loud enough to shake their teeth and bounce them out of bed. Five of them ended on the floor, screaming out the final emotions of a night's worth of really awful dreams. 


     "Are you ladies okay?" Bianca asked from the pillows of the huge pile of mattresses and sheets they'd been sharing. 


     It took a while to get everyone settled down and talking. Gwen went first, telling them of a great speech which somehow turned into a trial and execution. Flora had apparently dreamed of being eaten alive by demonic varmints, much to the consternation of her companion, Mr. Chitters. The pointy-eared, bushy-tailed red squirrel spent a long moment cuddling his mistress as she sobbed into his fur. 


     Selvi grudgingly admitted to having a nightmare, but would not say anything more of it. Cassie, on the other hand, was more than happy to talk about how she'd been about to make a presentation for her final exam at the Moon Temple's seminary, only to realize halfway through that she was completely naked. When she'd turned to run and hide, everyone had seen the bunny-tail right over her royal bottom, and had laughed even harder. 


     Isabel didn't seem to feel like talking, though no one could blame her for that. The former paladin looked deathly pale. The dimming light glinted off the stone in her headband. 


     "Um, what time is it?" asked Bianca. 


     "It should still be daylight outside," said Gwen, looking out the window. "We can't have slept for more than a few... huh?" 


     Everyone crowded up against the casement to see what she saw: the orange-red sun, most obviously setting in the distance. Within a few minutes, Bianca had to summon up a half-dozen little magic lanterns so they could see each other. 


     "Okay," said Selvi. "How'd we manage to sleep the entire day away?  Sure, our night was busy and exciting..."  She paused long enough to glare at Isabel, "...but we weren't that tired. So, what gives?" 


     Cassie was circling the room, her moonsilk robes rustling as she tilted her head this way and that. "Anyone else feel like there's something... off about this place?  Not just that it's, like, super-spooky?" 


     "You think everything's spooky," Bianca pointed out. Beside her, Jinkies the cat sneezed in feline agreement. "But now that you mention it... Hey, fuzzbutt. Sniff around a bit." 


     "Mrrow?" 


     "Pretty please?" 


     "Mrrgh." 


     "You'll know, I bet. Think Gran'mama's old keep, when she wants to be alone to cackle over stuff." 


     The black cat got up, stretched, then padded his way across the room. Everyone watched as he poked things with his nose or batted with his paws. Then his ears went straight, and he dashed under the headboards of the big bed. A moment later, he was dragging out an old, dusty, dirty little ragdoll with buttons for eyes and a line of cross-stitched X's for a mouth.  


     "Um, what is it?" asked Flora. 


     "What does it look like?  Someone's old doll," said Bianca. "But what's important is what it's hiding inside. I think it's haunted. Cassie, could you do a blessing?" 


     The moon princess passed her holy scepter over the doll, praying loudly to the "Bounteous Moon" and the "Light of Love" in her usual hyperbolic manner. Bianca was keeping a close eye on the dolly. After the first prayer, the limp form had twitched. During the second, it trembled. Upon completion of a third, it screamed with the high-pitched wail of a child. 


     "Oh! the poor thing," said Cassie, breaking off from her benediction to scoop it into her arms. 


     "That thing's a hazard," Selvi reminded her. 


     But the moon priestess wasn't listening. With soothing coos she cradled and rocked the little doll, murmuring an old lullaby as she did: "Shining, shining, crescent moon... Smiling down on me and you..." 


     The others were about to interrupt her, but Bianca stepped in between them and Cassie. "Wait a moment," she said quietly. "These natural haunts can be, ah, quirky at times. Let's see if it works." 


     "What happy things the moon does see... Watching over you and me..."  Its face was only buttons and thread, but no one who looked upon it now could deny that the little doll appeared happier.  


     With the last few words of lullaby on her lips, Cassie hugged the little bundle of rags tightly, and laid it on the bed. There was a sigh, light but audible, and then the doll was merely itself. 


     "Well, the room's safe to sleep in," Bianca declared. "No more nightmares, probably, if we stay the night." 


     No one liked the sound of that, though. Selvi was already at the door. The half-orc snarled at the wooden panel when it refused to open immediately, and smashed it outward with a booted foot. The corridor outside was deathly quiet. 
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     Uncle was busy drawing new outlines on the dry-erase sheet. "So," he concluded, "you all can see the corridor outside, and you think it looks about the same as what you remember from that morning, but something still feels off. Roll for a spot check."  Isabel's metallic grey die rolled from his hand onto the table, coming up 5. The girls' rolls were all a bit luckier: a 10 for Flora, a 12 for Gwen, 15 for both Cassie and Bianca, and even a natural 20 for Selvi. "It takes you a second, but Selvi notices that all the paintings hanging on the walls are slightly different. Shelby, you rolled the best by far, so could you tell us what they look like?" 


     The dark-haired girl's face scrunched up in thought. "Well..." she began. "There's a lot more of 'em now. Like, three or four on each section of the wall, instead of just one. And they're all faces of people, but the shadows are playing weird tricks, and some of the pictures are kinda moldy, so we can see ones without eyes, or that have gone green and flaky. There are name plates under most of 'em, but the names have been scratched out. And, um... um... there's a big stuffed moose head over the door at the end of the hall," she finished. 


     "A moose head." 


     "Yup." 


     "Why, praytell?" 


     "It just seemed like a fun thing to add in." 


     He sighed as the girls all giggled. "Okay then."  He dug through his big box of random miniatures until he'd found the appropriate piece. The thing was such a mainstay of guild halls and taverns in fantasy settings that he'd grabbed one at a gaming convention years ago. It had probably been intended for someone's model house, but the brown plastic moose with the huge nose and knobby antlers had proved itself to be strangely convenient. The sight of it on the map set everyone to giggling again.  


     "Now I should probably mention," he warned, "that this is obviously a haunted house you all have gotten yourselves into, and you're still shook up by those nightmares. Minus-five penalty against being scared, at least for the time being."  A big grin spread across his face like some fun-devouring ooze. "So, who's going first?" 
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     Flora and Bianca ended up in the lead as they ventured out into the hallway. There'd been a bit of argument over that, but the two of them had successfully contended that, between their spells, their senses, and their animal companions, they had the best chance of locating any haunts before they could trap the girls. Hopefully. 


     Bianca had been going over all the things she knew about haunts, again and again in her head. It wasn't much -- just bits and pieces that she'd picked up while Gran'mama was doing her spooky stuff. Haunts weren't ghosts, though a ghost could spawn one. They were more like bundles of unhappy thoughts powered by the various elements of magic and set over an item or a place. Gran'mama's were all constructed things, made of elemental force and the old bat's own grouchy, grumbly personality, but a lot of times they just popped up naturally in spots where oodles of bad stuff happened. 


     When she and Flora had confirmed that there wasn't anything actively malicious lingering  about, decor notwithstanding, they waved to everyone else that the coast was clear. Unfortunately, there were also plenty of other things that she did not know about haunts, like the fact that they could have specific trigger conditions. This one, as an example, only activated when the entire group stepped foot through the door. Then the battered portal slammed shut, shrieking on its damaged hinges, and all the portraits on the walls turned to glare at the intruders. 


     The portraits turned, but their frames did not. The ancient dabs of oil paint swirled and flaked as angry eyes burned and voiceless mouths muttered a litany of pain and sorrow that bypassed the ears and went straight for the heart. The tables and drawers that lined the corridor jostled and jutted without warning to trip them up, so the princesses had to keep their eyes open wide, but everywhere they turned, there were the same piercing glares of hatred from the dead to the living. 


     The girls tried to press on, running as fast as they could for the exit at the far end of the hall with its incongruous moose head, but the faster they went, the farther away that door became. The hallway seemed to stretch and curve, while the paintings remained all too close. 


     An image of a woman in a garden, its frame as large as some doors in this house, writhed in agony as blood-soaked vines twined themselves around her like living chains. Green and rust-red tendrils caught Gwen's arm in passing, and then the ranger was gone, pulled through the canvas like it wasn't there. 


     A triptych of aged matrons scowled and screamed at Cassandrella, their mouths clearly forming the words they could not truly say. The moon princess was clinging to Isabel, while the former paladin had her sword out and ready. Nobody saw just how they disappeared, whether they were pulled in or dropped down or hauled up by their shoelaces, because they were all too busy themselves. 


     Bianca was desperately trying to pull Flora away from a large family portrait, of a mother and father with their children, which had animated into a series of increasingly unfortunate and grisly events. The druid's attention was rapt, despite her wincing and cringing at each spray of oily red paint. The little witch finally hit her with a flying broomstick tackle, in tandem with Jinkies' signature  feline death-from-above leap, to knock the druid out of the way before the portrait father's knife slashed out of the picture frame. As it was, Mr. Chitters still lost a few hairs off the tip of his tail. The four of them, girls and animals, barreled through a side door that slammed shut behind them.  


     And then there was one. Selvi had avoided the dreadful gaze of the portraits so far by simply keeping her eyes closed and trusting in her well-shod feet to destroy everything that attempted to get in her way. Her frustration at the the situation continued to percolate through her soul until she was grinding her teeth and aching for a few skulls to smash in. The anger was good; it helped block out the soundless whispers of the portraits and gave her kicks extra oomph when she had to punt some minor bit of furniture out of the way. No matter how the corridor attempted to twist and curve, the sheer force of Selvi's indignation anchored it like an iron spike in the ground. The barbarian stormed through blindly, leaving a loud trail of destruction behind her, until she was brought up short by the door at the end. 


     Selvi opened her eyes, then stared at the moose head trophy. The lumpy, antlered thing stared back, its glass eyes reflecting the light in strange ways.   Its fur was musty and matted, and little streams of dirt flowed down as it suddenly shook. With a loud, bellowing GRONK! that shook the walls, it brought the full weight of its oversized nose down upon her forehead. 


     And then there were none. 
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     This was a pretty picture before him now, Uncle thought: Shelby, staring in horror at the ruby red d20 sitting not far from her princess's pawn, and the little plastic moose head that had just K.O.'ed the barbarian with one well-placed hit. "How, what...?" she was mumbling. 


     "Hey, what can I say?" Uncle said with a shrug. "I come prepared. And for a haunted house adventure, that means every spooky trick I've ever seen."   He picked up the stack of index cards and fanned himself with them. "You'd be amazed at what's appeared in horror movies over the decades. Even stuff like possessed taxidermy." 


     "I hope you are not suggesting that these girls should watch any of those films," Señora Hernandez said flatly. The lady had stayed quiet as the comedy of horrors played out, but her scowl had implied entire soliloquies.  


     "Nah. Hard to recommend a lot of them on artistic merit, even if we don't factor in the R ratings. Besides," he added, "the less they see, the more I can surprise them with." 


     "Hardly seems fair," sulked the curly-haired girl, still poking at her die. 


     "Well, surprises are nice..." Claire ventured. 


     "Not when it's your character who gets walloped by a stuffed animal!" 


     "In any case," Uncle said over their growing argument. "Once more we seem to have split the party, with princesses caught in four different haunts. Perhaps one day we'll be able to make it through a session without this happening, but let's focus on surviving this one. We're gonna take this in the order they vanished, so that's Gwen, Cassie and Izzy, Flora and Bianca, and Selvi last. I think Shelby could use the chance to cool down, right?" 


     "Hmph." 


     "Seriously, though. You did good, kiddo. Even remembered that your princess gets bonuses against enchantment when she's raging. So unwind, watch everyone else, and get ready for the next challenge." 


     "Whatever."  The girl slumped in her seat. "Better be good." 


     Uncle glanced at his notes, which held several options for the half-orc princess. "I think that can be arranged..." he said, trying not to grin. 
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     Gwen liked to think of herself as a patron of the arts. Her father had always appreciated a good portrait, and had on occasion even brought in painters from the Hundred Kingdoms to study and develop new styles at his personal conservatory. She'd lost count of the number of times her image had been caught on canvas. 


     Once she was home, she'd decided, every single last one of them was going to be shredded. 


     Just how it was possible, she did not know, but now she had the unenviable experience of being pulled through a thousand infinitesimal layers of oil paint, head first. The stuff was still plastered to her face, and the taste of it was stuck to her tongue. Her arrival out of the painting was followed by several minutes of retching. The taste of bile was actually an improvement. 


     Her legs were unsteady when she did get up, and her eyes were thick with oil and tears. Wiping them with the inner folds of her sleeve, she took stock of her surroundings. It seemed like she was outside, somehow, in the open garden between the two wings of the mansion. The windows of the other wing were brightly lit, with vague figures dancing around behind them. Impressive, considering how she was certain that that part of the building had been a broken ruin by the morning's light. She wasn't about to trust it. 


     Instead, she stepped carefully over the weedy lawn towards an old gazebo. The structure was barely a skeleton of itself, its boards rotten and creaky. In the middle, there was a padded bench. Gwen's legs wobbled, all rubbery from the exertion of her trip through the portrait and the ensuing vomit-fest, and the temptation to just sit a moment and rest was so great that she was stumbling up the short steps before she even thought about it.  


     Only her ears kept working properly through the fatigue, and together they caught the long, low squeal of wood bending to scrape on wood. Hour upon hour of personal training with her father's guards paid off in that moment, as her ears bypassed the rest of her head and directly ordered her legs to leap backward.  


     With a gnashing crash, the roof and floor of the gazebo came together like a pair of jagged wooden jaws, sending splinters into the air where the half-elf should have been. With a great, wrenching groan, the entire structure turned towards her. 
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     Helen was looking about as dumbstruck as her best friend had been a few minutes before, and she even had the benefit of having a natural 20 pop up on her emerald die on that roll. Uncle wasn't about to tell her exactly how close her princess had come to being gazebo chow -- or not. Let her sweat a little over the imagined close call, he figured.  


     "Er... Uncle?  How am I supposed to fight this?" she asked. "It's... architecture?" 


     "You'll think of something," he assured her, chuckling. Everyone else around the table seemed to have taken it in good humor as well. Even Claire's grandmother was looking somewhat amused. "And I'll let you have some time to ponder your options. We're switching the narrative over to Princesses Cassandrella and Isabel. If that's okay with you?" he asked Claire. 


     "Right-a-rooney!" 


     "Okay then. I'll be taking Isabel's part in this, but you've got the lead, understood?  Our former paladin is still a bit shell-shocked, even if she's still quick with the sword." 


     "Gotcha!"  Clever eyes winked behind those massive lenses. "So, what are we up against?" 


     He tented his fingers together and gave his best resident villain impression. "Only the worst, most terrifying thing a bunny could ever experience," he promised in melodramatic tones. The girl was polite enough to fake terror in response. 


    

      [image: ]

    


     Until fairly recently, Princess Cassandrella had been scared of all sorts of things. Travel and adventure had helped with that to some extent, but still there were scenes and situations that could cut to her heart and send her into a state of existential panic the likes of which no bunny could ever imagine. One in particular, one confluxion of stress and fear and distress, was not something she would ever imagine in a haunted house. 


     So of course that was just what she was looking at now. 


     "Are you seeing what I'm seeing?" she asked out of the corner of her mouth. 


     "If you mean a fancy dress ball like Grandmother Phoebina could only dream of," said Isabel, "then yes." 


     Their mutual grandmother was the undisputed grand matriarch of the social scene in Solastria and Selunika, and when she held a ball, everyone in the twin cities attended. That did not mean that Cassie or Izzy actually enjoyed it. Watching the people dancing gracefully before them now brought back too many memories of times they hadn't danced and then were called to task for their social failings. 


     Cassandrella checked behind them, searching for a door but finding only a solid wall with no windows. The nearest, and perhaps only, exit was all the way across the dance floor, past the throng. She could actually see it through the dancers, many of whom looked to have been there a lot longer than she'd been alive. "Um, not sure if I can drive back that many ghosts," she gulped. 


     "Me neither," said Izzy. "I mean, even before I, well..."  Her cousin's face was looking green, and her dulled armor was shaking from within.  


     "We'll need to figure out a different way, then," Cassie declared quickly, before Izzy got too hung up on the events of yesterday again. "So... have you gotten any better at courtly dance since I last saw you?" 


     "No, and I'm in armor now. You?" 


     "Two left bunny feet, same as always."  It was almost funny, she thought. When it came to the holy dances to welcome and celebrate the Moon, she never missed a step, but when Grandmother Phoebina's eyes were upon her... The memory was enough to give her the shakes, and it was actually nice to contemplate the ghostly dancers instead. As dangerous as the ghosts were, at least they weren't her dance instructor, Madame Terpish, she of the stern glare and swift rod. Cassie's ankles still ached at the memories. 


     They watched the ghostly promenade go around again, repeating the same steps, the same dance. It wasn't too complicated, as such things went, but she suspected that missteps here would get her into almost as much trouble as in her dancing lessons back home. 


     "We can't stay wallflowers forever," she said. 


     "What, dance our way out?  We don't even have partners. No way I'm dancing with some spook's hand in mine. The thing might break off, and then where would we be?" 


     "Well then, we can dance together. You lead." 


     "No, you lead." 


     "You're dressed more like a knight. I'm more like a princess. You lead." 


     "Aw, come on..." 


     "Roshambo you for it!"  Cassie stuck out her lower lip and fumed at her cousin. 


     "What?" said Izzy. 


     "You heard me. Stone, Sword, Shield. On the count of three. One, two, three, go!"  She held out her flat palm. Izzy, surprised, had only her fist ready. "That settles it, then!" Cassie declared. "Your lead, cousin!" 


     Really, she thought as Princess Isabel reluctantly took her hand and pulled her onto the dance floor, her cousin must truly be caught in the midst of shock. Normally the girl was far too ready to take charge, as she'd shown the other day. 
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     Somewhere else, Bianca and Flora were having a much quieter time. They really didn't have much of a choice. When they'd fallen through that side door, it was into the manor's library. Towering piles of books reached from floor to ceiling, the tomes fitting asymmetrically to form strange, spiralling pillars. In the spaces between them, mouldy scrolls and palimpsests floated, rolling and unrolling at the touch of unseen hands. 


     At a writing desk in the center of the room, the translucent outline of a woman sat. Occasionally a book would fly through her to join one pile or another, but she did not react. Her attention was taken by a glowing sheet of parchment that was about as much there as she was, and upon it she wrote with ink from a ghostly quill. 


     "Um, excuse me?" Bianca said softly. 


     Everything, every floating scroll and flying book in the room, suddenly froze in place. The ghostly woman did not look up, but put a finger to her lips and let out the lowest of sibilant whispers: "Shhh...." 


     "I don't think we should bother her," said Flora quietly. "She looks busy." 


     "She's a ghost. How busy could she really be?" Bianca shot back. "For all we know, she's been writing the same exact word over and over again in that book for a hundred years!    What we should be doing is interrogating her for answers. A place this haunted doesn't just appear randomly, after all. Something's gotta be causing it, and where better to investigate than in a library?" 


     "Maybe you should be keeping your voice down..." 


     "Why?" Bianca shouted. "Who's around to be bothered besides us?  It's not like this library has any patrons or anything!" 


     With a thud like a tombstone toppling to the ground, the librarian shut her ethereal tome and spun around to face the two girls. Pale, glowing wisps of fog curled about her as she moved, and black tears flowed from deep wells where her eyes should have been. She ripped a tattered scrap from the edge of her clothing and then stabbed herself in the face with her quill. Without a word spoken, the phantom penned a message, inky black on ghostly white, and presented it to the two horrified princesses. 
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     The word leapt from the scrap and through their eyes to reach the back of their brains, where it wailed louder than a thousand screaming, brawling cats. Bianca fell over in shock, and Flora nearly crushed her shortly after. They both clung tightly to their heads, hands locked over ears that had not, could not have, heard the word now clamoring inside their minds. Jinkies and Mr. Chitters, both blessedly illiterate, could only nuzzle and prod their mistresses as the two girls shivered and tried not to make a mess of themselves. 


     Satisfied with the lack of noise, the librarian returned to her task. 
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     Two small chess pieces, pawns with their tops painted respectively orange and purple in cheap nail polish, were knocked over by Uncle's finger. They wobbled and rolled a bit before the magnets in their bases noticed each other, and then they stubbornly refused to stay where he'd placed them. Much girlish giggling provided a laugh track to his annoyance. "Okay..." he said once he'd gotten them set in place and safely distant from any other magnetic item on the table. "Selvi's going to be out for at least another round, so we'll find out what predicament she's in soonish. I think we can agree we've got plenty enough going on as it is." 


     "And this is all necessary for the story you're making?" Señora Hernandez demanded. "Why, if I may?  Or do you like to make people suffer." 


     "Not I, ma'am, though I know some people... Anyhoo, need adversity before you can really call it an adventure. Right, ladies?"  A ragged chorus of agreement floated past. "So, let's get on track to overcoming our problems and figuring out what's going on." 


     Claire's grandmother got up and stretched.   "Where is the powder room, young man?" 


     "Over by the cash register, ma'am." 


     "My thanks."  With a stern look at the girls that shut them up instantly, the lady left the table in silence. As soon as she was safely out of sight, all eyes turned to her granddaughter. 


     "Um... sorry?" Claire apologized preemptively. "My parents are out for the weekend, and Tata was the only one available for babysitting, and I know I should've just called in absent today or something but I didn't realize she'd be like this, even though now that I think of it, she's never really liked any of my hobbies, and..."  The tiny girl took a huge gasp of air, only to let it out in one last "Sorry!" before she bowed her head so sharply that her forehead hit the table, shaking over what few chess pieces were still standing. 


     "Dang..."  Shelby was speaking for everyone in that moment. Katelyn was hugging Claire while Cynthia checked her forehead for damage. "So, what's the old lady so worked up about, anyway?" the dark-haired girl continued. "It's just a game." 


     "I think so, and you think so, and most of the world agrees," said Uncle. "Now, that is. When the first game of this type came out, back in the late 70s and most of the 80s, things were different." 


     "What, really?" Helen asked. "Why?" 


     "It was a crazy time," Uncle explained. "Or at least, so I've heard. I'm not that old. But anyway, it was at the height of the Cold War, and everyone was stressed over everything, and when enough people get stressed together, they tend to find a target to let it out on. There was this sort of paranoid mania that spread all over the country, where people were convinced there were secret devil-worshipping cults in kindergartens and stuff like that. Google 'Satanic Panic' sometime, and you'll see." 


     "So... what's this got to do with us, Uncle?" 


     He ticked the items off on his fingers. "One, new game with strange rules. Two, book cover art with monsters and demons. Three, frequently played by young folks with little social life, in basements and other out-of-the-way locations. Four, concerned citizens with more free time than good sense... You do the math, ladies. There was a public clamor, some tragic stories taken waaaay out of context, and even some sensationalist Christian comics and a truly atrocious made-for-TV movie that portrayed our hobby here as a literal threat to moral and mental health." 


     Claire groaned. "And that's the image Tata's got stuck in her head." 


     "Yup. Hopefully she'll change her mind a bit once she's seen it all for herself, but..."  He lowered his voice as he saw Señora Hernandez leave the restroom. "I wouldn't count on it." 


     "Were you waiting for me?" the lady asked as she resumed her seat. 


     "Just going over a few details. Okay, Helen?  You're still sitting on that natural 20, so your princess escaped getting gazebo'ed, but it's time to make things interesting. Ready?" 


     "Ready, Uncle!" 
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     Good sense had won out over sore legs, though barely. Gwen's backflip off of the steps of the gazebo would have received accolades from the Academy fencing instructor, Mistress Mehl. Her sword was out and ready, but... she stepped back a moment to consider. Where could she hit it?  The thing was, well, a gazebo. No eyes, no vital organs, nothing she could chop out and reasonably expect to cause damage. Really, it wasn't much more than a semi-ambulatory pile of -- 


     Ah. Her ears pricked at that thought, while her pack went down on the ground for her to sift through. The gazebo hadn't moved from its position, and she suspected that it couldn't. Its behavior was that of the classic ambush predator, a wolf in sheep's clothing that used its harmless demeanor to trick victims into coming closer. With nothing else around to attack, Gwen was about as safe as she could ever expect to be in this accursed place. 


     At least, so she was thinking when the ground between her and the decrepit old structure was slammed by a tangled mess of old rose vines, spun and knotted on themselves until they were a solid tentacle of woody thorns that brought itself back to earth with a force that made her legs shake. When she ran around the gazebo clockwise, the tentacle followed, and the gazebo itself pivoted to try and face her.   Her hands were empty because she'd been searching the pack, and now she was cursing herself for letting down her guard for even a moment. 


     Then the second tentacle came down upon the barren earth, only to rise up again with her pack caught in its thorns. Her curses switched to high elven, with multi-leveled nuances of meaning and double entendres implying horrible things about the sourcing and ancestry of the trees that went into the gazebo's construction. 


     She darted in, daring the gazebo's wooden jaws to crash down. Running to the right, she grabbed onto the trellis that formed its sides, ignoring the remaining thorns of the dry rose vines covering it. As fast as she could, she clambered up, despite the creaking and crunching of old wood breaking under her weight.  


     The tentacles arched up and over the structure, poking blindly. Wherever the gazebo's eyes may be, whatever they might be, they couldn't see her up there. She held her body low to the shingles, watching the tentacles search as they went. Her pack still dangled from one of them, swinging back and forth. 


     Her eyes tracked it as she counted down the seconds between each move of the tentacles. Three... two... one...  Gwen leapt from the gazebo roof, grabbing and holding onto the pack as it flew around, until its clasp could take no more. Then she and it were falling to the earth, landing with an oof! that knocked the air out of her lungs. 


     That's when the thing got Gwen by the ankle. A tentacle looped around her leg and hoisted her upside-down into the air. Frantically she dug through the pack, ignoring those items she didn't currently need as they fell out. Then she let the pack itself go, while in her hands she had exactly what she wanted. In the right, a small bundle of oiled cloth and odd-smelling chemicals that Bianca had assured her were perfectly safe as long as they didn't get too hot. In the left, a package of sulfur-tipped alchemic matches. 


     Gwen hadn't been too happy to accept them, back in Pazh Milna when the little witch had been studying her new craft. Her fellow princess had the worst tendency to explode things, but Bianca had insisted on sharing. As she struck one of the matches on the rough surface of the tendril, Gwen was thankful she'd been talked around. The little stick flared into life, dropping red blobs of heat down into the gazebo's maw, but its true merit lay in what happened when applied to the alchemic bomb.  


     The bundle of rags began to fume and fizz, and the ranger dropped both it and the matches straight down. They landed on that ratty old couch in the center of the gazebo, and then the wooden jaws closed down on it. An explosion rattled the structure, and Gwen was once again falling. She rolled as she landed, but even so it still hurt. 


     Perhaps, she thought as she watched the gazebo go up in flames, she should burn those portraits after shredding them. Bonfires were always cheerful things. 
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     Left foot, left foot, right foot, right. Pivot, sidestep, twirl.  The dance was not particularly difficult, once you had the hang of it, Cassandrella had found. The rhythm was simple, the steps familiar, and the speed none too fast. The problem was that it didn't seem to ever end. She and Isabel had circled the room three times now, but every time they came close to the exit, the flow of the dance had spirited them away again. 


     She tried not to look at her fellow dancers, but it was pointless. The harder she urged her eyes to stay locked on her cousin, the more often they strayed, to find some gentleman with only half a head upon his shoulders, or some young lady whose throat was graced with a necklace of her own blood.  


     Isabel was having her own problems with keeping her eyes forward. "Something wrong here," the former paladin said quietly. 


     "You don't say." 


     "I'm serious," said Izzy. "Some of the people here are sporting serious damage, like they were killed in battle, but they also have full evening wear on. So, did they wear all that into a fight, or did the fight come to them?" 


     Cassie mulled that over as they traipsed through the next set of steps for the fifth time. Her feet were getting tired. "They didn't, um, really teach much about ghosts at temple school," she admitted, "but aren't they, er, don't they often repeat their last act before they die?" 


     "Maybe..."  Her cousin's strength was flagging quickly; the previous night had really taken its toll on her. Cassandrella could almost feel sorry. "But..." 


     There was no chance to finish the thought. The whispery music faded, to be replaced by the loud tolling of a bell. Two... three... four...  Cassie counted the booms up to twelve, though it couldn't possibly be midnight outside yet. The spectral dancers stopped in place, and the two living princesses in their midst almost waltzed through their nearest neighbors. Every ghostly, disfigured face was turned towards the great doors. 


     As the final bell's echoes retreated into the distance, a squad of soldiers appeared at the entrance. They were clad in simple chain mail and casket helms, with serviceable swords at their hips. Over their right shoulders they bore a blue sash with a red rose embroidered upon it. In contrast to the flowing grace of the dancing spirits, these dead men moved stiffly, limbs jerking oddly as they drew their weapons and charged the crowd. 


     "What's going o... mph!" Cassie cried right as Izzy pulled her back to the wall. 


     "Think we're seeing why all these people are ghosts now," her cousin said darkly. "Watch 'em go. All hack and slash, no discipline but no resistance either." 


     That much was true. None of the dancers had been armed in life, it seemed, and the soldiers were mowing through them with ease. "W... will they stop when the dancers are done with, or...?"  She didn't want to to finish the question. 


     "Dunno, and I don't wanna find out," said Izzy. She growled in frustration. "And I dunno if we can even hurt them, either, seeing as they're ghosts." 


     "My moon sabre might be able to..." 


     "Yeah, and I'm supposed to be the fighter here, and I've got nothing." 


     Cassandrella almost asked whose fault that was, but she bit back her words before they could escape to cause more trouble. "I could... bless your sword?" she suggested. "That might help a little." 


     "Maybe..."  Her cousin tugged at the headband over her brow, with its diamond-shaped sunstone. "Nope, can't use this thing at all." 


     "What's it supposed to do?" asked Cassie. She'd seen the sun princess use it to cast a defensive spell against lightning the other day, but she couldn't see how that would be of any use here. 


     "It lets me use one spell a day that's bigger than my magic will allow... well, would allow. Can't use magic now, so it's no good for me, but..."  The former paladin quickly doffed the headband and jammed it over Cassandrella's hair. 


     "Huh?" 


     "Quick!  They're almost finished with the ghost dancers, and we don't wanna join them!" 


     The stone now pressed against her forehead throbbed with power, but darned if she knew how somebunny was supposed to use it. The prayers she had memorized didn't seem nearly enough to take out a group of ghost soldiers, at least none that actually matched the level of power the stone seemed to promise. In fact about the only thing she could do with it now was... 


     Huh. That was an idea, at least. Gripping the holy symbol of her scepter firmly in her hands, Cassie stepped out onto the dance floor once again, with a boldness she in no way actually felt. If it were not for her cousin's solid presence behind her, in fact, she might have just keeled over right then. Instead, she stood strong in the face of those ghastly warriors, their broken bodies twitching and shuffling as they approached. 


     With the pointer finger of her right hand resting upon the stone, she willed its power forth, drawing it and pulling at it until her hand was filled with a moonlit crescent of bright energy. All she needed to do, she now understood, was to flick her wrist and send her oversized moon blade through her foes. But that lacked a certain panache. Deep in her little bunny soul, she constantly obsessed over how best to announce her goddess's true power made manifest, and from thence came the three perfect words to shout: 


     "Moon Tiara Magic!" 


     The ragged revenants never stood the ghost of a chance. 
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     "Moon Tiara Magic!" Claire crowed as Uncle swept the plastic skeleton figurines from the board. The little anime fan was about to shake the sofa seat to pieces from exuberant jubilation. "Woo-hoo!  Yah!" 


     "Ahem."  From behind her came just the one, small sound, but it hit Claire's mood with the force of full paragraphs. Once her granddaughter was properly seated, the lady continued. "What's all this about?" 


     Uncle took a moment to reorder his pieces and his thoughts. "Claire's princess sort of reflects her love of a particular cartoon show," he said finally, "and that line is something she's been hoping to say for five weeks now, I'm betting. I gave her the opportunity, and she made the most of it."  He didn't bother to explain how Isabel's Headband of Precocity gave Cassandrella a free third-level spell slot, or how she could convert that spell slot into a general burst of bright magic; it would've flown right over Señora Hernandez's head. 


     "When are we gonna get to my princess?" Shelby was grumbling. 


     "All in good time, sunshine. Selvi had her moment in the spotlight last week, so let's give everyone else a chance. Only one more scene to go, anyway." 


     Cynthia and Katelyn were exchanging excited whispers back and forth, with a few pieces of scrap paper covered in scribbled notes. "Um, we've been thinkin'," said the louder one, "and we figger it's not a good idea to attack the librarian or anything."  Beside her, the quieter one nodded. "I mean, we could shout 'Get her!' all we want, but she'll just scare the pants off us again, and it's not like we've got anything to hold her in, so...." 
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     In the corner of the library farthest from its librarian, two princesses quietly squabbled over what to do. Princess Bianca's immediate response upon coming out of shock was to bomb the place, but her love of books and literature made her hesitate. Princess Flora was less enamored with the written word, but neither did she wish to provoke another stern rebuke from a spirit that used her own eye sockets as inkwells. 


     So, in the interests of getting out alive and with mental eardrums intact, they had carefully torn a page out of Bianca's personal journal and argued in low whispers over what to write. In the end, simplicity won out over everything else. 
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     As stealthily as he could, Jinkies slipped up to the ghost's writing desk and deposited the letter on it. At first, the librarian did not seem to notice, until an ethereal hand brushed up against it as she turned a page. She paused, turned, and stared at the errant piece of paper with weeping black eyes. Then, with great delicacy, she added a line of her strange, cobwebby letters to it. 
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     Uncle passed the note, with his semi-legible scribble, back to the two freckle-faces. "Okay," he said. "This might be the oddest diplomacy check I've seen in a long while, but it worked. We're going to pretend to pass notes back and forth, or else this will take forever. You can ask her five questions. Make them good ones, and try not to tick her off." 


     "What's she doing in the library?" asked Cynthia. 


     "This is where she died, doing research for her lord and lady." 


     "...what sort of research?" Katelyn asked, her voice almost at normal volume.  


     "Hmm..."  Uncle mused on that. "She's reluctant to say, er, write about it, but it was mostly life spells for the mistress and darker magic for the master. Sometimes the other way around, too. She doesn't know what the point of it was, however." 


     "What happened to everything here?" Cynthia continued. 


     "She's not sure, but either something went terribly wrong, or something went even more terribly right." 


     "...when did it happen?"   


     "At the stroke of midnight, while she was doing some light reading." 


     "No, er..."  Cynthia paused. "How long ago did it happen?" 


     Uncle shrugged. "Hard to say. Ghosts don't keep calendars, but she does say there were a lot of people sheltering there because of the invasion from the northeast. Katelyn, roll for a knowledge check. History. Circumstance bonus +5 because your princess proved she knew something related a few adventures ago." 


     The quiet girl took up her violet d20 and gave it a nervous roll that hardly went anywhere before it teetered to a stop. The number 16 came up on top. 


     He could've added in all the bonuses, but it really wouldn't have mattered. "Bianca realizes that this must have happened during the Palachkit wars, about a hundred years ago." 


     "Okay!" said Cynthia. "Now, we'll ask about--" 


     Uncle cut her off. "No can do. Five questions, remember?  Pathya is already looking agitated, so unless you want more brain cells dribbling from your ears, I'd be careful." 


     "Just one more?" 


     "Nope." 


     "Pleeeeeeze?" 


     "Nuh-uh." 


     "Not even 'Where's the exit?'  Betcha she wouldn't mind seeing us leave." 


     Blink, blink, went his eyes."Well, since you put it that way... On the back of the paper, Pathya draws a rough map of the manor, with the main hall clearly marked. Now, scram; you're bothering her." 


     Shelby had her hand up while the rest of her body slouched. "Can we get to my princess now?" she whined. 


     "Of course," he said. "So, last we saw of Princess Selvi, she was out cold, laid low by that raging ruminant, that antlered abomination, that ferocious force of hyperborian hideousness known as the northern moose. Or at least its nose..." 


     "Yeah, yeah, rub it in..." 


     "But, fortunately for us," Uncle concluded, "this gives us the opportunity to hear about that bad dream that you wriggled out of telling us earlier." 


     The scowl Shelby sent his way was worthy of a princess, and probably should have gotten her some extra points for role-playing. The girl broke it off with a snort and said, "Fine, whatever." 
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     For the second time that day, Selvi Khan's-daughter found herself in the throes of unconsciousness, and she was enjoying it about as much as she had before. She wandered through a dark, clingy fog, with nothing really visible, not even the ground beneath her feet. Then there was a wall of mist, solid and billowing with a titan's breath. Before her eyes, the flowing surface became sharp and reflective, until she was staring in a mirror as solid as a cloud. Another her waited in that reflection, at first identical but then suddenly turning bigger, larger, stronger, with muscles and tusks more in keeping with a pure orcish heritage. Selvi shrank before this image of herself, not quite afraid but certainly in awe. This was everything she would want to be, after all: to be strong and fierce with none of the human frailties holding her back. 


     At some point, she realized that her image wasn't growing, but that she was shrinking. Her hands, no longer calloused and tough, ran over her face and found a straightened nose, a rounder jawline, and no jutting teeth. The Selvi on that side had become the orc, but the Selvi on this side had become the human. Her armor weighed heavily on her shoulders, and she could not find the strength to draw her scimitar. 


     The orc who was she had no such problem, had her blade lead the way as she stepped through that wall of mirrored mist to tower over her human side. A gauntleted hand slapped her, then gripped her by the throat and lifted her off the unseen ground. She tried to escape, to kick and hit and scream until she let herself go, but that orcish strength stopped the breath in her throat. 


     No matter how she willed it, she could not prevent her body from going slack, from succumbing to the inevitable as darkness closed in and chased the light of life away. The last thing she saw was the flicker of hatred in her other self's eyes. 
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     And then she was awake, coughing and sputtering. Her neck ached, and she could almost feel those armored fingers digging into it still. Scrambling to her feet, she tried to make sense of her surroundings. The crazy corridor with its godsforsaken paintings was gone, and by the looks of it Selvi was far removed from where it had been, for the walls here were stone and mortar instead of wood. She sniffed at the air, breathing in the moist, earthy scents of a cellar or some other underground space. 


     How much time had passed?  Not much, she reckoned, as one of Bianca's little magic lights still bobbed along near her. It wasn't very bright, but it worked well enough with her eyes.  


     She stepped past rows of wine casks, most now burst or leaking. Their sour smell was faintly detectable in the dust her boots kicked up. Selvi kept a hand on the hilt of her scimitar, while on her back the longsword called Starsinger was a comfortable weight. 


     Through a stone arch, she reached what might have been a room for guards. Certainly, its floor was strewn with bits of armor and rusted blades. Here and there, some bones remained where they'd fallen. 


     "Ancestors..." Selvi muttered to herself as she carefully made her way across the room to the stairs beyond. The dust here smelled of many things besides wine, things which even the long years couldn't quite erase. She preferred to imagine that all the red mixed in with the dirt was only rust. 


     -shuf-  It wasn't a loud noise that caught her attention, but in the silence any mouse might roar like a lion born. It was the faintest hint of dust grinding against dust, but it made her turn to see-- 


     To see vague forms rising up from the dust, outlines of men in armor, four in all. She dashed for the stairs, only to be caught by a fifth. Its sword, though no more than a shape in the air, still cut at her, cut through her armor and hit her soul with a pain that was all too real. 


     Her scimitar snaked out, slashing at these shadows of the dead, but its steel slipped through them like a butterfly's whisper, and about as effectively. This did not discourage her from trying, and she hacked and slashed with wild abandon as the five surrounded her. She took more hits, painful despite their ephemeral nature. Selvi barreled through the nearest shadow, head down and charging like a steppe bison, and while she passed through easily, it was hardly pleasant. The shock of soul-chilling cold forced her to stumble and fall, and the longsword slipped from its place on her back. 


     Selvi flailed her arms, trying to grab the blade as it fell, but it was not her hand which caught it. A gauntlet, glowing ruddy bronze in the darkness, held the Starsinger aloft, and the half-orc princess's eyes followed up that armored limb to a chest emblazoned with an eagle in flight gripping a red rose in its talons. 


     Her brain snapped into focus. The eagle was a golden condor, a bird held in great esteem by the clans of the high grass. Selvi sought out the face of this newcomer, but already they had turned to face the five shadow guards. With a single great swing, the Starsinger sliced through the closest two, and this time it was no whisper, but rather the scream of some great bird of prey. Twice more the blade cried out, and then the shadows were returned to the red dust below. 


     Only then did this stranger turn to face Selvi Khan's-daughter. Their glowing armor was plate-and-chain, as was common in the west, but its lines resembled more the style of the khanate. This person's skin was pale, however, and freckles shone upon her face, across an upturned nose. It was a familiar face, one that she'd last seen severed from the rest of its body by her own scimitar. One green eye winked playfully beneath a shock of red hair, and then this unexpected phantom disappeared, vanishing as if she were never there. 


     "Rosina...?" Selvi whispered in the now-empty darkness, not believing her own eyes. It wasn't until a little later that she realized the sword was gone, too. 
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     "What the fu...."  Shelby's mouth almost outran her brain, but thankfully the little grey cells made a mad dash and won the race before she could finish. "Uhhh... um... udge," she said lamely, all too aware of how Señora Hernandez's eyes were burning behind her. "That's what we need. Peanut butter fudge with chocolate chips. I'll see if I can get Mom to help me make some for next week." 


     "Nice save," Uncle teased, and the girl's cheeks turned even darker with a blush. "And you asked for something cool to happen, but you left the specifics up to me. I do aim to confuse." 


     "So are you gonna 'splain what just happened?" Shelby fumed. 


     "Nope." 


     "Aw, c'mon!" 


     "Nuh-uh. Gotta save interesting plot points for a later date. How else am I going to keep you coming back for more, hm?"  Uncle chuckled. "All joking aside, maybe next week. Right now, you ladies need to find a way out of your current predicament."  He moved Princess Selvi's chess piece around. "Those stairs lead back up to the main part of the manor, and everyone else should be near the front hall by now, so let's move on..." 
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     Selvi's breathing was ragged as she reached the top of he steps. That fight against the shadows had been far too one-sided, and her body felt as weak as a kitten. She prayed that it would pass soon, but for now her knees shook at the exertion from a simple flight of stairs. To push on after that seemed a certain way to court collapse from exhaustion, so she just sat on the floor and waited. 


     A pair of big fancy doors cracked open, and Cassie slipped through with her cousin in tow. Never had the khan's daughter been happier to see a pair of living souls, and she croaked a greeting at them. 


     "Selvi, is that you?" Cassie called out. The two ran over and propped her up before she could fall over completely. 


     "No sign of injury," Isabel reported. 


     "Shades," said Selvi, her voice barely a whisper. "No marks, but still hit hard. Feeling weak..." 


     The moon princess had her holy scepter raised high, waving it in wobbly circles in the air. "Moon's Restoring Light," came the litany. Streamers of glittery specks showered down upon them, and each little grain of moonlight soothed Selvi's aches and pains. Soon she almost felt back to normal. 


     "Thanks," she said. 


     "Um, no hard feelings?" asked Isabel nervously. 


     Selvi had the strength to glare at her now, and the ex-paladin winced in reply. "Plenty, but now ain't the time. Where's everyone else?" 


     "I'm here," Gwen announced, coming in through a small door across the way. "Got stuck in the garden for a bit."  Her face and clothes were covered in a mish-mash of colors that Selvi could only assume was the pointy-ears' idea of camouflage, because it really didn't work.  


     "How elfy of you." 


     "Well, it was on fire by the time I left," Gwen said with an embarrassed shrug. "Where'd you end up?" 


     "Ball room," said Cassie. For some reason, the moon princess was wearing her cousin's headband, but Selvi wasn't interested enough to ask why. 


     "Cellars, somehow," she said. "And a guard room after that. Not fun." 


     Heavy steps, squeaks, and a plaintive meow heralded the arrival of their last two companions. Flora and Bianca also looked rather worse for wear, and the tiny witch clung to her broom tightly as it bobbed along. Their little fuzzy friends, on the other hand, seemed to be in better shape than any of the princesses. 


     It took several minutes for everyone to catch up and get patched up. The general consensus was to get the heck out of there as fast as possible, but that turned out to be easier said than done. They were in the front hall, true, and the main doors were right before them, but despite their appearance, the beaten old panels were both heavy and sturdy, refusing to budge. 


     To either side, there were ugly, squat windows, their curtains so ancient that they dissolved into piles of dust at a mere touch. These were already open, or at least their glass had also long been lost to the ravages of time, but it didn't do the princesses much good. With flagrant disregard of any sane rule of physics or geometry, the two openings apparently looped back around to each other. When Gwen pulled her way through the window on the right, it was to find herself looking back in on the main hallway, via the window on the left. Her legs were still kicking and flailing, a good four yards away from where her eyes were wide with panic. 


     "This is getting ridiculous," the half-elf muttered after her fourth attempt ended much the same as the previous three. She scrambled all the way out and shook her head in annoyance. 


     "Well, maybe we could..."  Selvi was interrupted by a sharp creak. All eyes flew to the rickety stairs. No one had tried them yet, since the wooden steps looked three-quarters of the way to caving in, and in any case they wanted to get out, not deeper into the madhouse that was this manor. 


     There was a girl on the stairs now. In fact, it was the same girl who'd let them in and shown them to their haunted bedroom the morning before, and from the way she gasped in surprise, she was obviously still numbered among the living. Selvi hadn't been able to recall much about her before, remembering a nervous, mousy demeanor and not much else, and to see her now, there didn't seem to be much to add. The little mouse froze in place, transfixed by six pairs of curious eyes, and then with a quiet cry the girl turned and ran back up the steps. 


     "After her!" Gwen, Selvi, and Bianca all shouted, roughly at the same moment. 


     The stairs shook under the pounding of their boots, but somehow failed to collapse beneath them. Caution did make them slow down, however, and the mousy girl stayed ahead of them as they chased her down hallways and up more stairs and finally through one last door into a boudoir. 


     Selvi blinked. Of all the rooms of the manor she'd had the misfortune to witness, this one was by far in the best condition, and that condition could be summarized as "opulent."  Magic lanterns lit the space from all corners, revealing a broad bed covered in soft pillows, a woven rug of complicated pattern, a huge vanity with an oval mirror and plenty of jewelry, and an ornate writing desk, where the room's inhabitant was now standing up to meet them. 


     The girl ran into this new person's arms, crying in fright, but the tall woman gazed at them with calm, cold eyes and a wry grin upon her pale face. Her hair and dress were the same inky shade of blue-black. A ruby pendant around her neck provided the sole splash of color on her person, but Selvi's eyes were drawn more to the reflection in that vanity mirror, in which only the girl huddled in place by herself. 


     "Vell," said the woman with an odd, thick accent. "It vould seem zat you are varriors of greater wigor zan I had zought."  She smiled, baring fangs almost as long as a pinky finger. "I am Vilhemina Natasha Badinova von Volmorten, and you shall be a delicious snack--" 
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     "Ridiculous!  What sort of accent is that supposed to be, Russian?  Transylvanian?  And that name!  Really, is that complicated rigmarole the best you can do?  And the entire 'I vant to suck your blud' schtick..."  The tirade petered out as the entire table turned to stare. Señora Hernandez maintained her composure well enough not to blush, but she did for the first time that afternoon appear discomfited. 


     "Girls..." said Uncle. "I think this would be a good time to break for pizza. Go fill up your drinks and bug Max some, will you?  Ma'am, if I could have a word?" 


     The last time the two of them had been seated at the blue-checked table, it had been enough to send him into a nervous sweat. Now, even though they were in the exact same seats, the table had somehow been turned. The lady actually looked slightly embarrassed, if such a thing were possible on this green earth, while Uncle waited calmly with a plastic folder in front of him. 


     When it became obvious she wasn't going to speak, he said, "Ma'am, if I may venture a guess?  You wouldn't happen to be a fan of tawdry vampire romance novels, would you?" 


     "They are not tawdry," Señora Hernandez snapped, protesting far too quickly and sharply. "Ahem, at least not the ones I read." 


     "Of course not. My apologies. I should not have assumed." 


     The silence lengthened a few more beats, and then: "You're going to call me a hypocrite now." 


     "Nope, no intention of doing so. I like my head on my shoulders, if it's all the same." 


     "You'll make me apologize to my granddaughter, then?" 


     "While that would be nice, I'm not gonna twist your arm over it." 


     "Then why in Heaven's name are we sitting here?" the lady demanded. 


     "Well..."  Uncle pulled a single sheet of paper from his folder and placed it neatly on the table between them. "I was going to ask if you would like to play along." 


     Señora Hernandez peered at it suspiciously. "And that is?" 


     "All pertinent information about one lady vampire, a level-two aristocrat and level-eight enchantress. Her vital stats and other important numbers, her list of magic spells, which will need to be revised a bit now, and her special vampire abilities -- commanding undead, enslaving mortals, turning into mist, calling the children of the night, stuff like that. The only things missing, because I'm erasing them as we speak, are her name and her personal history."  He blew away the eraser boogies with a flourish, and then placed a freshly sharpened pencil in front of Claire's grandmother. 


     She looked at the pencil, at him, and then her eyes slid back to the paper. The pencil was lifted off the table and gingerly pressed against the page. In elegant, flowing cursive, Señora Hernandez signed the appropriate space with a name. 
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     "Is my pizza ready yet?" she asked as she wrote. 


     Uncle grinned and hopped out of his seat to go check. 
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     Pizza Time! 


       


     The pizza pies had come and gone, leaving a stack of crumb-covered dishes on the neighboring table. Drinks had been refilled and all necessary trips to the facilities finished. That infusion of cheese, grease, and high-fructose corn syrup had done wonders for the atmosphere around the table, and the lingering feelings of dread and gloom had lightened alongside the weather outside. 


     At least, until Señora Hernandez returned to the table, that was. Then everyone shrunk in a bit, lowered the volume knobs and fiddled nervously with pencils. Uncle couldn't really blame them; the lady was a master at curbing rambunctious children. Of course, he hadn't informed the girls of just what he and Claire's grandmother had discussed earlier. Some things were much better as a surprise. 


     "So..." he began. The girls all stared at him anxiously. "Claire's grandmother and I have come to a compromise."  And that got them to sit up straight. 


     "You mean I don't have to leave early?" asked Claire hopefully. 


     "Not unless you really want to..."  He grinned at the look on her face. "But  was hoping you'd stick around to help the new girl out with her character." 


     "New..."  The girl's eyes bugged out behind her coke-bottle lenses as she watched Uncle break open a new package of dice, ebon black with ivory white numbers. When her grandmother gracefully accepted them, she nearly fell out of her seat. 


     "We have a change of plans, ladies," Uncle announced. "You all were going to fight the vampire lady in her boudoir, but it seems she'd rather ask you for some assistance. With that in mind, we're going to rewind the last scene, ignore that part with the embarrassing accent, and move on from there. Ma'am?  If you'd introduce her properly?" 


     "Yes..." Señora Hernandez was a fast note-taker, as Uncle had discovered. He'd given her a few set plot elements to work from, and by the time her pizza was done with, there were three sheets of backstory written neatly in pencil. It read like a summary of someone's Dracula fan-fiction crossed with a heaping helping of Cervantes, but it worked. 


     With golden wire reading spectacles perched on her nose, the lady began. "Ahem. Before you now stands a woman of timeless beauty, her clothes the beautiful lace and beads of an earlier century, but her face still pale and youthful. Hair like a moonless night lies tied beneath a shawl studded with rhinestones while eyebrows like a pair of raven's wings arch over coldly bright eyes. Around her neck is a cameo brooch carved from red onyx, and around her wrists are coiled serpents crafted from gold and precious stones. She greets you..." 
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     "Well, this certainly is a surprise," said the woman as she replaced her quill pen and rose from her high-backed chair. Behind her, the mousy little girl cowered. "And you have given my poor Murciel such a fright." 


     "Given her a fright?" cried Selvi. "This night's been nothing but one big fright after another, for everyone!  What the hell is going on here, and who are you supposed to be?" 


     "I am the Doña Dulcinea Dolorosa de Rinconete y Cortadillo, daughter of the Cortes de Canellon..." 


     "Well, la-dee-dah!" 


     "If you would excuse my friend," Gwen said quickly, "but it has been a long night. You are from Canellonia, yes?  That is at the southern limit of the Hundred Kingdoms. How ever did you find your way up here to this blasted moorland?" 


     "Yeah, yeah, give Lady Dee-Dah here a chance to talk more," Selvi grumbled. If anyone besides Gwen heard her they didn't let on.  


     "It is the usual story of a marriage done for money and politics," the lady said. "But what came after is what makes it interesting. Murciel, if you would get the nice tea set?  Please, sit. This may take a while." 


     The room was packed with furniture, and it did not take long for the six princesses to situate themselves properly. Selvi and Gwen took the edge of the bed, the mattress groaning under their combined weight. Cassie and Isabel propped themselves upon a reclining couch that sent up puffs of dust as they squirmed. Flora got a tall-backed chair, while Bianca was stuck sitting on the druid's lap. Their furry companions perched at the top, keeping wary eyes on their hostess. 


     "Isn't this nice," said Doña Dulcinea as her serving girl poured the tea. Everyone waited for the girl and her mistress to take a sip before they did, and then all agreed that it was good.  


     "Um, I thought you, er, wouldn't drink... tea," said Bianca uncomfortably. 


     "Oh, to be sure, I do not need to, but it does taste nice. The nearest village tends a tea garden for me. I am still their liege lady, though they obviously prefer that everything in this manor stay where it is. Murciel manages my contact with the living, as her parents did before her."  Standing behind her mistress, the girl preened quietly. 


     "And, um, how'd it get like this?" asked Flora. "The, ah, librarian said something'd gone wrong...?" 


     "You spoke with Pathya?  How marvelous. I haven't been able to get a word out of her in years. She's right, you know. Something did go wrong, which is why this house still stands, and the whole country is not a blighted wasteland. But I'm getting ahead of myself. Ahem. This manor was once the property of one Lord Runcible Rubantaga--" 


     "Seriously?" demanded Selvi. 


     "Yes. With a name like that, it's hardly surprising he turned to the darkest arts in order to exact revenge on the world. Alas, he was also rich and well-positioned in the court of Baragoccia, which is why my father chose him to be my husband. Now I'm stuck with him."  The lady turned one elegant finger downwards. "He dwells in the second cellar, where he used to ply his hobbies. Gruesome stuff, necromancy and the like. I prefered the magics of life and beauty, but at some point our lines of research crossed paths. For me, that meant finding a means to stay young and beautiful, but for him... Old Runny came across something truly awful. All the power he could ever want, at the cost of his life and his humanity. Not to mention the lives of a great many other people." 


     Cassie shivered, which sent up a low cloud of dust that set her to sneezing. "Ah... ah... choo!!"  She sniffled. "That's why the big dance... ended the way it did," she said. 


     The lady nodded gravely. "Runny had so many visitors, fellow nobility fleeing the Palachkit army, and he saw his opportunity there. With the war getting steadily closer, what was one more massacre, after all?  He set his spells with great precision, to spread chaos and fear ahead of the killing. The key to his entire plan lay in my own sacrifice, where I would run to his side, fleeing the horrors, only to be betrayed and killed by his own hand. Well, it did not work out that way." 


     Bianca was staring at her carefully. "I've heard about vampires," she said. "Some of my great aunts went that route with their magic. You... you were already dead, when it all happened, weren't you?  You had your own spells set, drank some concoction with a name like Eternal Rest or Big Sleep, and then woke up after your heart stopped. That's the part where his plan went wrong." 


     "For him, at any rate," said Doña Dulcinea. "For myself, it went quite well. I not only kept my beauty intact, but I thoroughly screwed him over as well. Without my soul to be the linchpin of the spell, the whole thing fell apart, and his victims all became ghosts instead of magic power to fuel his rebirth. Unfortunately for the both of us, his mistake has locked the entire manor, and every unliving soul within it, into a web of dark magic that feeds on itself and will not stop for a very long time. Unless someone intervenes." 


     The half-elf eyed her warily. "And that's where we come in, is it?" 


     "You children present a golden opportunity, which I would be remiss in passing up." 


     Isabel stood abruptly, leaving Cassie to cough in the dust. "I don't like the idea of working with one who has given herself completely to darkness," she declared. "How do we know she won't betray us?"  Her glare had all the ferocity of the sun on high, and clearly she regretted not having the power to do more. 


     "The Conellon do not break their word so lightly as that," Doña Dulcinea spat back. "I give my oath that I will not harm any of you, and I shall do my best to aid you against Runny, but there are reasons why I need your help. The first being that he's set magic wards to keep me out." 


     "Why?" asked Bianca. 


     "I tried to rip his throat out. Rather, I did, but then he put the cursed thing back in."  The lady growled. "He hasn't let me have a second go of it yet." 


     "Say that we do help you," Gwen said. "What do we get out of it?" 


     "A chance to leave this place, and the moors beyond, better than you found them?  A sense of decency, that you freed so many bound and tortured souls?  Whatever treasure Runny's got hidden away in his little man-cave?  Proving to yourself that you aren't afraid of the dark?"  The vampire shrugged. "There are plenty of reasons. Pick what makes you feel best." 
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     Uncle was drawing out the route the party would take through the manor house, while in his head he sorted through possible events to spring on them. "So, we're all agreed on helping?" he asked. 


     "Yeah!"  "Sure."  "...yes."  "¡Sí señor!" 


     "Might as well," said Shelby. "Not like we got much choice, if it's how the story's gotta go." 


     "Not necessarily," he replied. "If you all really did want to throw down with the vampire, you could. Without the benefit of surprise, and her with oodles of charm magic, but yes. You might even be able to win it." 


     "This does make the better tale, however," Señora Hernandez noted. She was rolling some ebon dice around in her hand. "So, shall we be going?" 
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     Doña Dulcinea led them down quiet, cobwebby halls, pausing occasionally to whisper words into the air. When she did, shadows retreated before her, and the night seemed less dangerous. The mousy girl, Murciel, had been sent the other way, to ready their horses and things for a swift exit, should things turn bad. 


     Princess Isabel Cœur de Lion Solaire sort of hoped they would. In her head, she knew that she should be happy that the way was cleared without issue, but in her heart, she needed a way to prove that she was still worthy, still a paladin in her soul. The night's travails had helped some, but still doubts lingered. 


     Her cousin Cassandrella was preoccupied with other thoughts. It had quickly become apparent during their battle-planning that her holy moon powers provided their best chance for hurting Lord Runny, and that was weighing hard on her now. Yes, she wanted to be useful; yes, she wanted to be strong. But, did it have to be so scary?  She wished she could use her bunny powers this time, but she still wasn't sure how they even worked, much less how to use them at will. 


     Little Bianca floated along on her broom, navigating halls and stairs with ease. Her tricky mind was gnawing at the information that the lady had dished out on her former husband, and between the salacious gossip and lists of his physical and moral failings had been a few nuggets in need of proper mental digestion. Lord Runny had been trying to call all sorts of magic to himself, as part of his wild bid for high immortality it seemed, and Doña Dulcinea had grudgingly admitted that her other problem in dealing with him had been his tendency to eat spells cast near him. The princess of the Western Winkwoods grinned as her alchemic hand grenades jingled from a makeshift scarf-turned-bandolier. Let him try and eat one of those. Behind her on the broom, Jinkies caught the echo of her thoughts and chuckled mischievously. 


     Flora Fidella Del'Monica, on the other hand, couldn't be as sanguinely optimistic about what was to come. She was not as well-versed in the theory of magic as her diminutive friend, and really only had experience with the green element of growth and forest. The dark element of decay was an area of study few druids dealt with, beyond what was needed for a proper understanding of the cycle of life. The inner recesses of the manor were dark in a way that went far beyond a simple absence of light, and she found herself humming nursery rhymes to help calm her nerves. On her shoulders, Mr. Chitters nuzzled his fuzzy red cheek against hers and squeaked in time with the melody. 


     Selvi Khan's-daughter did not fear the darkness; she defied it. The events in the cellar previously had been a fluke, a moment of failure that would not be repeated. She refused to even consider it, despite the way her legs still shook at times. Her hand gripped tightly around her dragonbone pendant, symbol of her clan and her father's approval. Between her fingers, a faint red light spilled forth. 


     Princess Gwenevrael was rather resigned to the whole thing. By preference, she'd much rather have left when they had the chance, but the lady was right when she said that the entire region would be better off without this place and its master dragging it down further. As a highborn member of the half-elf populace, her caste was traditionally that of the great caretakers, one step below the Forefathers in their dedication to the Grand Design. A blemish such as this could not be ignored, much as she'd like to. 


     Collapsed walls and sunken floors forced them into an odd route around the back of the manor's eastern wing, down and occasionally up stairs as necessary to avoid the worst spots. Finally Doña Dulcinea brought them to a solid stone floor with weathered steps leading downward. "Here is the limit of where I can go," she explained. "Somewhere within lie the wards which keep me out. Deal with those, and then we may face my former husband together. Please, hurry." 


     "Yeah, yeah," Selvi scowled as she took the first step. Nothing untoward happened, so she kept to the descent. One by one, the other princesses followed. 
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     Shelby's face, as usual, matched her princess's mood perfectly. If anything, the lack of tusks made it even more sour. "So of course Lady Dee-Dah isn't coming along," she complained. 


     "The grown-ups cannot hold your hand all the time," noted Señora Hernandez primly. 


     "Yeah, but they sure like to tell us what to do anyway." 


     Uncle cleared his throat. "Moving on, ladies... Your princesses are heading down the stairs, with Princess Selvi leading the way. Bianca's magic lanterns are keeping the area around you fairly well lit, but it's still dark, dank, and dirty down there."  He drew in the outline of a room on the dry-erase board, then added some squares and rectangles that could stand in for boxes, blocks, or tables. "Slumped over the dusty remnants of their final meals are the last of the lord's personal guards. With stiff groans, they rise to greet you as you arrive..." 
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     There were four of them. Selvi's eyes were quick to take note, and she was happy to see that these remnants of Lord Runny's guard at least had bodies left to smack around. At her side, Isabel was apparently thinking the same, as the former paladin commented, "It shouldn't take long to smash these guys to dust." 


     "Let's not assume too much," warned Princess Pointy-Ears from the back. There was the creak of a bowstring. "Duck." 


     Selvi was down on her knees a split-second before one of Gwen's magic arrows streaked over her and thocked a guard straight in the head. The dusty body staggered back a step, then continued its slow approach. Rusted blades protested as they were pulled from their belts, and in fact most of the metal bits remained stuck in the scabbard. In their stead, the dessicated guards held black bars of shadow that drank in light and gave nothing back. 


     "Got this!" growled the barbarian princess. 


     "But..."  Selvi cut Gwen off before more than the single word could escape. 


     "Quiet, pointy-ears. Still got a bone to pick with these guys and their shadows."  She snorted. "And I'm angry enough to take on an army right now." 


     "You still need backup..." 


     "Oh, trust me. I got that in spades."  In her off hand, she gripped the dragonbone amulet. Her anger filled her, so that high that it could have sloshed right out, and that hot emotion spilled over into totem of her ancestors. Runes glowed red against her palm, and when she stepped forward with her scimitar raised, she was not alone. To her left and to her right, pairs of glowing figures appeared. Man and orc, male and female, they were dressed in the traditional arms and armor of the steppes. With a roaring shout, Selvi leapt into battle with the spirits of her clan at her side. 
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     Four little white magnets were stuck to Selvi's painted pawn. Four pairs of eyes stared at them in puzzlement. "So..." said Cynthia. "Did Shelby's princess have an upgrade or somethin'?  I thought she only got two spirit-warriors with her rage power thingy." 


     "Selvi leveled up after last session, remember?" said Uncle as the curly-haired girl preened. "Shelby elected to pursue the ancestral totem line of abilities further, and this is one result of that. Better be careful, though," he warned Shelby. "She's still a bit weakened from the last fight, and only has one good rage left in her. Better make it count."   He arranged the pieces a bit. "Now, this is pretty close quarters, and at the moment only Selvi and Cassie can really hurt these guys." 


     "We need to keep Cassie in reserve for when Lord Runny appears," said Helen. 


     "...I can..."  Katelyn coughed and cleared her throat. "...I can fly up a bit and scout around," she said, practically at full volume. "We need to find that magic spell focus." 


     Uncle nodded, trying and failing not to grin at the surprised look on Señora Hernandez's face. The lady may have subbed for their class before, but he doubted she'd ever heard the girl speak up. 


     "Okay, then!" Shelby crowed. "Time to get smashing!" 


    

      [image: ]

    


     Bianca rose toward the cellar's vaulted ceiling, eyes peeled and ready. The vampire lady hadn't been able to say just what the focus for the wards would be, but there were common runes and other design elements used by abjuration magic. Even Gran'mama used them when she made spells to keep things away, because why re-invent the broom? 


     Sadly, there didn't seem to be anything in the room that immediately stood out. It appeared to have really been a wine cellar at some point, as well as a place for guards to hang out. Cups, plates, and old games were still set for the next watch. 


     Everyone was giving Selvi plenty of room to do her thing, which as usual involved lots of slashing and thrashing and gnashing of teeth. The barbarian's scimitar struck in wide arcs that flashed brightly in the light of the magic lanterns, while her spectral cohorts literally glowed as they defended the half-orc princess from harm. Each whack from the steel blade sent a fragile, dusty corpse flailing to the floor, but despite their slow and shuffling gait the dead guards were quick to pick themselves up, and even quicker with those black blades. When those ghostly weapons hit the bright-shining swords of Selvi's entourage, a rainbow of sparks flew forth -- tiny lights that soon winked out of existence. 


     On the sidelines, the others were helping as they could. Gwen was firing the occasional arrow, mindful of the position of the sole living member of the melee. Each magical shaft found its place in the head or the chest of a dead man, stunning it if not actually damaging. Isabel had her sword and shield up, visibly annoyed that she couldn't do anything but defend her cousin and Flora, who'd started a joint singalong extolling the strengths and virtues of one Selvi Khan's-daughter. 


     Personally, it hurt Bianca's ears, but every little bit helped, she supposed. 


     Beyond the fray, there was a large, oaken door set on rusty hinges. According to Lady Dee-Dah, beyond it lay her late husband's personal laboratory, and so the little witch kept a close eye upon it. Even as Selvi lopped the head off of the final guard and had its dark core skewered by blades of light, the bloody red metal of the doorknob began to turn. Bianca had just enough time to shout a warning before the heavy doors burst open, and a black wind blew through them. 
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     Gwen resisted the urge to gag as the stench of a hundred years of decadence poured over her. There was the lingering odor of ancient incense, parched and bitter on the tongue, overlaying the wet, fetid smell of blood, guts, and gore. Ancestors only knew what it had been like when it was still fresh! 


     Next to her, Isabel was not so lucky. The former paladin was dry-heaving upon the stone floor. Cassie and Flora were decidedly green in the face as well, while the druid's red squirrel hid in the corner. 


     But not Selvi. The ranger could admire her fellow half-human's stubborn tenacity, even as she knew it would lead to nothing but trouble. With a full-throated roar, the barbarian and her four bright shadows threw themselves at the darkness behind the door, only to be thrown back by another gust from the grave. As she hit the stone floor, Selvi cursed creatively, and the phantom heroes of the khanate faded from existence. 


     The darkness rippled and spread out from the other room, spilling like ink over the walls and floor. In the middle of it, a shape bulged outward, gaining definition until it revealed the form of a man. Or rather... Gwen blinked, and nearly lost that fight against the forces of nausea. The thing that approached now may once have been human, but that time was long past. Now it was bent, distorted, warped and disfigured like a waxen effigy left out in the summer heat. Ancient robes with dubious runes thankfully hid most of it from view, but that still left the face, with its left cheek that sagged down practically to where its heart should be, or its lack of a nose, or the way its lopsided eyes now dribbled like half-cooked eggs... 


     Then the thing opened its mouth to groan, and three teeth oozed out of place. Decorum be damned; any princess would retch at the sight! 
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     "How the heck were you the only one who made the fortitude save?" Shelby demanded, glaring at Katelyn. The quiet girl just smiled and hugged her black kitten stuffy to her chest. 


     "Circumstantial bonus," Uncle explained for her. "Experience with witchy brews, alchemic fumes, and the fact she's still up in the rafters. Question is, what's she going to do now?" 


     "Bomb the monster!" shouted Cynthia. 


     "Ooh!  Ooh!  Fireballs!" chimed in Claire. 


     Katelyn shook her head. "...look for wards..." she murmurred. "Quickly."  Before the others could protest, her purple d20 was rolling. 


     "That's a... 14," Uncle announced. "And I'm adding in your spellcraft skill bonus to make it 26. More than enough. What now?" 


     "...well..." 
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     Even from up on high, the smell was atrocious. Not quite as bad as Gran'mama at her worst, perhaps, but still not the kind of thing one shared with neighbors. Bianca's eyes now scanned the room frantically, looking for any clue to what she sought. Abjuration charms tended to be very specific in their placement. If it blocked access to this room, then it really had to be in the room. But where?  There were no runes carved into the walls, and really, this kind of thing was best scribed on-- 


     Paper. Or... Her eyes went to one of the long tables, where some of the guards had played a friendly game in their previous life. Those cards were looking pretty good for their age, and someone had taken a quill to them at some point. 


     Well, now she was taking a bomb to them. The little alchemic incendiary flew from her hand and landed neatly in the center of the table. The ensuing explosion was anything but neat. Pieces of wood flew through the air, together with bits of burning card. 


     There was a brittle sound, a crack and a chink that didn't reach her brain by way of the ears. The abjuration charm tinkled as it fell to pieces. 


     "A-HA!"  Lady Dee-Dah stormed into the cellar, moving with the forceful grace of a wave reaching the shore. The vampire grabbed a chair in passing, hurling it straight into the yucky, icky mass that must have been her former husband, forcing it backwards into the next room. 


     "Collect your stomachs, young women!" the lady declared loudly. "Old Runny might be half-boiled, but he's still dangerous. Desperta ferro!  Awake, steel, and charge!" 
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     Isabel and Selvi led the way, in what would have been a mighty charge if it weren't for the careful way they stepped into the room beyond. They were both aching, physically and mentally, and bracing for the worst. Three paces in, they dropped to the ground to give the ranger behind them a clear shot. 


     Gwen had a special arrow out. It wasn't one of the shafts from her magic quiver, but rather one carefully fletched by the half-elf and fitted up in front by Bianca with some special concoction she'd learned from her little book of recipes. When loosed into the chamber, it flared into life, a bright, shining streak of flame that lit the room in spite of the cloying, magical darkness. With a clatter, it bounced off the far wall, where it continued to burn away shadows. 


     Lord Runcible Rubantaga crouched in the center of the room, not-living up to his wife's nickname for him. "Dwuuuuuulcy..." he groaned, his jaw bending unnaturally as he tried to speak. "Whottisss... t'e meeeening of t'is?" 


     "Hello to you too, Runny," Doña Dulcinea said. "I would say that you are looking good, but I'm afraid we dispensed with proper politeness when you tried to sacrifice me. It is time to end this." 


     "Nwooo!  Revwenge s'all bwe mwiiiine!  Yooo stooole fwom mwe, Dwulcy!  Mwy immortaaaaalitwy!"  The half-baked immortal grew more agitated, spitting and losing bits with every malformed word.    He raised a hand, its fingers bent and curled like clumps of worms, and muttered dark syllables. Unlike less unnatural verbalizations, these did not seem to actually come from the throat, and they possessed a presence that snaked down Runny's arms. Red flames appeared on each fingertip. 


     "Behind me, everyone!" Selvi shouted, covering her face and turning her back. The brunt of the flames broke against her drake-scale armor. The well-crafted suit was resistant to heat, but that didn't make it a comfortable experience. The smell of burning hair hung strong in the empty space of the room. "Dammit!" 


     "Runny, Runny, Runny," his former wife tutted. Raising a single finger high, she began an incantation of her own. Light focused momentarily on one delicately painted nail, only to shiver and be pulled away. The dead wizard caught it and clutched it to his chest greedily. "Your brains must have gone as the soft as the rest of you," concluded the lady. "Now, girls!" 


     Bianca flew high, letting loose a blast of fire that fell like a curtain from her hands upon the dead man. As Runny spun around, Gwen put two arrows in his back, where they sagged and then fell out with ichor dripping from the holes.  


     The princesses of Sun and Moon rushed in together, with Isabel providing her shield to cover her cousin as the cleric prepared a blast of light energy. "Moon's Piercing Beams!" she yelled, bringing her wrists together with the palms open and spread. Power pooled between her hands, shooting out as a blast of blinding light. 


     There was a gurgle of outrage from Runny. Taking Doña Dulcinea's stolen spell in his hand, he flung it back at the retreating princesses. "Twaaaake t'is!" he shouted. The mote of light shivered in the air, then with a pop turned into a small, old bouquet of flowers. The shriveled blooms dropped to the ground with a plop. 


     "Seriously, Runny dearest. Did you think I would waste a good spell on you?" the lady called mockingly. 
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     Around the table, everyone was giggling at that one. Señora Hernandez had a laugh that was remarkably like her granddaughter's. Uncle let them have their moment, because it had definitely been a good one. It'd been the teacher's idea to add a few dummy spells to her repertoire, mostly replacing dark magics that wouldn't have affected the malformed wannabe lich in any case. 


     "Okay, Flora's patched up Selvi a bit, and you've succeeded in embarrassing and angering Lord Runny," he announced. "Angering him even more, that is. With a wet, rude noise that sounds like it came out the other end from his mouth, he summons up some reinforcements." 


     The girls watched carefully as he placed four undead figures onto the dry-erase sheet around Lord Runny. "Quick knowledge check?" asked Helen nervously. 


     Uncle nodded, and six dice rolled across the table. A second later, and an ebon die with white numbers followed behind. Katelyn's purple hit Cynthia's yellow-orange, coming up 5 and 15, respectively. Those were also the lowest and highest numbers in the set. Helen's green die got 14, while Isabel and Señora Hernandez's dice tied at 13. The big difference now was in the bonuses. As a higher-level enchantress with previous knowledge of the magics involved, the vampire lady got both a skill bonus and a hefty insight bonus. 


     After making a little show of factoring up the totals on a napkin, so that everyone could see the relative results, he presented an info card to the retired teacher. The lady took it, scanned the details, and then began. 
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     The action had stopped when Runny let out his flatulent wheeze, and the princesses weren't in a mood to rush back in. The mouldering old lord was no longer alone. Shadows had leaked out from under his patched robes, rising up into a quartet of hooded silhouettes. Breaking away from their master, the shadow-things took defensive positions and raised their heads. The hems of their cowls rippled and wriggled like circles of tiny tentacles surrounding huge, empty mouths. 


     "Shadow elementals."  Doña Dulcinea snorted in derision. "And not even strong ones, at that. "Hardly your best work, Runny." 


     "T'eeef!" 


     "No thief, I," she shot back. "You learned useful things from my research, and I learned just as much from yours. Only, my path to immortality worked better. Try not to dribble too much on the carpets," she added. 


     "Gweeeeeeeet t'em!" the dead wizard screamed, and his dark servants lurched forward. 
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     Overhead, Bianca hovered nervously. So far the ugly, icky man hadn't really looked up, and the others had successfully drawn his attention away before he could retaliate for that burst of fire. Her fingers were still warm and itchy; there was at least one more blast ready to go right there. She didn't know much about these shadow thingies -- certainly not as much as Lady Dee-Dah -- but she was pretty sure they wouldn't like fire. 


     Quickly her fingers made the intricate motions needed to call the flame, and the heat rose eagerly to her command. But... something was strange, wrong!  There was a cold, hungry presence, centered on Lord Runny, that tugged and slurped on her magic spell, trying to pull it away from her. Belatedly she recalled what the lady had said about her former husband's powers, and she cursed under her breath. Behind her, Jinkies mewled as he felt the magic's tension through her. Darnit, why hadn't she just thrown a bomb... 


     With a great huff and all the willpower she could muster, the little witch held on to her spell, spitting out the last few words necessary to prime it. Then she let it go, to fall and wash over the shadows like a wave of red. 


     Double darnit; the things weren't so flammable after all. 


     Behind her forehead, a tiny little fairy with a whomping big hammer was ringing her skull like a bell. Better to stick to other tricks. She wished she'd decided that earlier. 


     Bianca bided her time, nursing her headache carefully as she watched the others hack and whack at the shadows, with predictable results. Even though Cassie was handing out weapon blessings like they were candy at a faire, it was hard to make a dent in something that didn't have any mass to it. Still, Lady Dee-Dah managed to peg one with a small fireball, spat from one of the golden serpents circling her arms, and the moon princess herself took down another with that shining moon blade of hers. 


     Finally she had an opening, a moment when everyone on the ground fell back to regroup against old Runny and his two remaining creeps. Bianca kept her magic rod strapped to her broomstick, where she could get at it quickly, and it was all ready and raring to go. With a loud "Hah!" she activated it, willing it to call down whatever random power it had upon her foes. 


     There was a second of silence, like the universe itself was throwing dice to see what would happen, and then the floor of the chamber sprouted a thick, luxurious green carpet of living grass. 


     She could either cry, scream, or swear death threats upon Gran'mama from afar -- she just couldn't decide which. Why in the world had the old bat gifted her with such a dud artifact? 
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     Cynthia had her hand raised. Not waving, not shaking, not wildly bouncing in her seat at the same time, but calmly sitting with her hand in the air and one eye on Señora Hernandez. "Um, may I ask a question?" she said politely through bucked teeth. 


     "No need to be so formal," he said, "but sure. What is it?" 


     The last time she'd had something to ask, it had resulted in a giant squirrel mowing down some animated topiary beasts. Uncle was expecting something equally interesting to come out of it this time. 


     "Well, we all basically agreed that Claire's princess shoots out pure bright magic 'cuz that's the main element she's got goin' for her. Question is, can my princess do something like that, but with green magic?  Since, like, she'd a druid and all?" 


     He considered for a moment. It was a good question, especially in light of all the little tweaks and in-house rules he'd made to help develop the world in the way the girls were imagining, but it also required some changes that went deeper than reorganizing the elements chart or giving spells new names. "Gonna have to say no," he replied. "Channeling is a class feature for clerics and a few others, and unless Flora decides to find a vocation in the middle of battle right this minute, there's no way to work it in. Also," he added, "it would interfere with your plans for a druid-bard hybrid." 


     "She's gotta be able to do somethin' with all this grass, though!" Cynthia whined, pointing to the space where Uncle had filled in the dry-erase sheet with green marker. "Can she, like, boost a spell or something?  Maybe use it at triple power, like she was casting it three times at once?" 


     "I might allow that." 


     "Good!"  The freckle-faced girl picked out one of her spell cards, titled 'Strangling Grass', and slammed it one the table. On top of it she placed three of the round, flat marbles that the girls used to represent the cost of casting a spell. The spell was only a bit of first-level magic, which needed blue marbles, but one of the three was red. 


     "Hm, you're pushing it a bit there," he warned. "What you're trying to do is to over-cast the spell, which is supposed to push it up to the next level of power."  He picked the red marble off the card and handed it back to her. "Now, this spell of yours doesn't actually have a more powerful version, so instead you're making it more concentrated and forceful. That makes it more difficult at the same time, so you'll need to roll really high to make this work at all. Still gonna go for it?" 


     Cynthia just blew him a raspberry and grabbed her goldenrod d20. She shook it in her cupped hands and then released it with a flourish, only to watch it wobble around and land with a number 2 on top. 


     "Okay, so--" 


     "Wait a minute!" the girl shouted. She slammed another card down on the table. This one was laminated with an insignia of crossed swords over a pepperoni pizza. "Do-over!" 


     "Was wondering when someone was gonna play the hero card," Uncle said good-naturedly. "Well then, we're assuming that Flora's mustering all her strength to make this really work. One more roll, and whatever you get is final. Even if it's worse." 


     "Pft, like that's gonna happen." 


     "Hey, it's still a five percent chance on these things..."  And actually, he added mentally, it was more like a twenty percent chance of getting a number high enough to work.  


     The girls all cheered as Cynthia took up her d20 once more, winding up like a pitcher at the plate, letting it go with all the spin she could muster. The little yellow-orange polyhedron spun and hopped, and landed up 1. "Um, that's not good, is it?" she gulped. 


     "Nope, that it isn't. Okay, ladies," Uncle announced. "Time to re-fill your drinks. I'm gonna need a minute to go through my lists and tables for magical surges here..." 
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     For most of the fight, Princess Flora had been a wallflower, careful to stay back away from the action. She knew when she was out of her element, and this time it made sense to focus more on keeping Selvi and Isabel patched up. That didn't mean she had to like it. 


     So when the wonderful verge of green grass sprung up out of nowhere, she'd taken it as the sign it was. All of a sudden, they were playing on her turf, and she figured she had just the spell for the occasion. With the secret words of the druids on her lips, she was ready to call up the grass, to tangle it and twine it around Lord Runny, when another thought struck her. Why not boost it up a rung on the old magical ladder?  She had enough magic power stocked to cast this spell three or four times, so maybe she could just put it all into one big blast instead! 


     This was intricate, delicate stuff, and the syntax of the druid language was twisty when it came to lots of compound clauses like this. She was stumbling over words that should have come easily, but which crashed into each other willy-nilly when mashed together. Still, Flora soldiered on, pushing her way through the spell even as she could feel the tendrils of magic curling away from her, to knot around themselves and grow bloated. 


     And then it all fell apart. Something out there in the darkness, something old and strong, put its claws into her spell and ripped it out of her head completely, leaving only an aching emptiness. In the distance, she could sense the spell still, could feel how it struggled in Lord Runny's limp digits. And then it was gone, swallowed up by the darkness. 


     "Gwahaha!"  The undead wizard's laugh gurgled like sewage from a pipe. "T'at waz dwelishus!  Mwore!  Mwooooore!" 


     Oh, how she hated him then, and the darkness that had spawned him!  Such forces should stay low, beneath the earth like it was in her grandfather's big book!  In that ancient tome, there was a beautiful illustration of the eight colors of magic, with the brightest white of life at the top and the darkest black of decay at the bottom, decomposing under a heavy layer of brown earth, and the green of grass to... 


     "Gwhaat?  Gwhaaaat's t'is fweeeeling?" 


     The green of grass, which grew up from the metaphysical compost of the darkness and brought its energies back into the greater world. Somehow, she'd forgotten about that little tidbit before now, but that was the cycle of energies of magic and life. It looked like Lord Runny was being reminded of the very same thing now. 


     The lord of the manor was bent over, clutching at where his stomach once was located. All around him, the grass on the floor shivered and stretched, growing long and grasping. Flashes of green peeked through the darkness of his aura, even as shoots forked their way out through the back of his robes. Lord Runny collapsed to the ground, overrun by greenery both inside and out. His body became a verdant bump, then a tiny hillock beneath the grass, and then a tree erupted upwards, stretching branches and spreading leaves. 


     The princesses stared in shock as the growth slowed down. Upon the trunk of the newly grown tree, the bark was formed in the shape of a face, with blind eyes and a mouth set into a silent scream. 


     "What did your mother tell you about swallowing more than you could chew?" asked Doña Dulcinea to her former husband's now-deaf ears. "Though I do suppose this is still a better sort of immortality than any you've managed so far." 


     "Um, what do we do now?" asked Selvi. 


     "You... you could help me keep standing," mumbled Flora. "Not... urp, feeling so good now..." 


     "Yes, dear Runny did have that effect on people."  The lady paused to think. "Everyone back out the way we came. And be prepared to shut the doors quickly." 


     The princesses slipped out as fast as they could, with Doña Dulcinea taking up the rear. "As much as I'd love to leave you like this," she called to her former husband, "I really must make sure your hold on the manor is broken. No hard feelings." 


     With a twisty combination of arm motions, curving and flowing in circles, the lady summoned a ball of flame that hovered before her. After each pass of her hands, it expanded, until it was twice the size of a man's head. Nodding in satisfaction, Doña Dulcinea hurled her spell through the doors. Isabel and Selvi slammed them shut quickly. 


     -FOOMF- 


     They felt the force of the conflagration more than they heard it. Tendrils of smoke crept through the crevices in the doorframe, but the ancient portal did not seem the least bit damaged. That was, until Selvi rapped it with her gauntleted fist and the entire thing fell inwards, revealing the mess they'd made. Everything in the room that could possibly burn was now ash. Everything else was slag. The grass had burned so quickly that individual blades still stood in ashen form, while in the center of the room, the tree that had been Lord Runcible Rubantaga was nothing but a pile of crumbling charcoal. 
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     "Okay. To recap," said Uncle. "Piling up spells like that is dangerous. Adding heroic effort to spells is also dangerous. In either case -- or both, like Flora was trying to do -- the chance of failure is higher, and if it doesn't work, you end up with a surge of wild magic. Rolling a 1 on any spell also runs the risk of same. Having all of the above happen in a single spell... well... Flora's just lucky that Helen reminded me of Lord Runny's spell-stealing when she did. Otherwise, our druid would be decidedly deciduous right now." 


     Cynthia's freckles stood out stark against paled skin. "Um, what woulda happened if she got turned into a tree?" 


     "Assuming everyone else survived the fight?"  Uncle shrugged. "An unexpected series of side-quests to return her to normal, while you play a different character. Risk brings rewards when it works, and problems when it doesn't. Either way, you have to live with consequences. Even if your princess doesn't." 


     That got a collective gulp from around the table. How many times had one of them almost not survived in the past four game sessions?  A few more than was comfortable, he bet they were thinking. Claire's grandmother was nodding at the sentiment, at least. 


     "So, is that the end of the story, or are we going to have a proper conclusion?" the former teacher asked. 


     "Of course, of course," Uncle said. "Have to set the stage for the next session and hand out rewards. How would you rate their performance, ma'am?" 


     Señora Hernandez shut her lips tight as a postbox, mulling it over. "Well... I confess that I am not well informed about this game, and came into this with a very negative impression, but all told... I think they did admirably. Even in the face of a cranky old woman who did not wish to enjoy herself here. I still do not think it is a game for me, but Claire is welcome to it." 


     "Yay!  Woo-hoo!" her granddaughter shouted and yelled, bouncing in place and hugging her with all of a day's worth of pent-up exuberence. Around the table, the other girls were exchanging high-fives and laughing. 


     "Now," said Uncle once the celebrations were over. "Let's finish this off right, shall we?" 
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     "So... is he dead?" asked Gwen as their little group finally pried the front doors of the manor open and let some long-awaited fresh air into the place. "Er, deader?" 


     "Gone," Doña Dulcinea confirmed. She let out a long sigh. "Our wedding vows included 'Till Death do us part,' but I'm afraid it took a lot more than just that. My thanks to you, young ladies. Perhaps now this land can recover properly." 


     "What are you going to do?" asked Bianca, now standing on firm ground.  


     "I have my plans, so we shall see how they work. Do not fret, I have nothing so sinister in mind as that."  The lady flashed a hint of fang in her smile. "But after a century of being locked up in this dismal place, I am looking forward to having some fun in the night." 


     "That's good, I suppose..." Gwen said uneasily. 


     "However," Doña Dulcinea continued, "I would ask that you take my little Murciel with you when you continue on to the city. She needs more time amongst the living." 


     Out in the stables, some distance from the manor proper, their horses had apparently enjoyed a better day than they had. The mousy little girl had fed them and brushed them properly, and they whinnied happily as their mistresses approached. It did not take long to saddle up and be ready to leave. 


     "Allow me to take this one," Isabel said, helping Murciel up onto her horse. "I should make my own way to Bargoczy. There are things I must explain to the Temple priors. No..." she added, as her cousin frowned unhappily. "I shan't mention a great deal of things, but my broken vows must still be addressed properly. You are free to make your own way, cousin. You would do better without me, I think." 


     Selvi snorted out steam in the chill, almost-dawn air. "No doubt." 


     The former paladin smiled wanly. "I'm not happy about what happened, but I know I deserved what I got. Let my silence about certain matters be a first step in doing better." 


     Cassandrella hugged her cousin tight, then waved as Isabel and her passenger disappeared into the morning mists. Then she mounted behind Gwen on the ranger's horse, its saddle-packs chinking with little heirlooms that Doña Dulcinea said she wouldn't miss, and the princesses left their latest adventure behind them. 
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     Claire and her grandmother were the first to leave, once loot had been announced and experience points apportioned correctly. The little animaniac was ecstatic over the new character class that Uncle had kludged together for her princess, and was determined to tell her tata all about it. Señora Hernandez took the conversation in stride, even though it was obvious the older lady had little idea why her granddaughter was so excited. 


     "Thanks for giving us a chance, ma'am." 


     "It was a learning experience; that is for certain," said Señora Hernandez. She opened her purse and pulled out a neat roll of dollar bills. "I expect this should cover pizza for the evening. It was my son's turn to pay, wasn't it?" 


     "Er, yes, ma'am. I wasn't gonna..." 


     "I know, and I appreciate that. Let me make peace where I can," the lady said as she retrieved her black umbrella from its spot by the door. 


     "Thank you," said Uncle. "Yanno, there are a few groups in the area that do vampire role-plays and stuff like that. If you're interested, I could ask around..."  He gulped as the former high school teacher transfixed him with a glare like sharpened glass. 


     But then her eyes softened a bit, and he could breathe again. "Thank you for the thought," she said. "I shall keep it under consideration. Claire knows how to get ahold of you, yes?" 


     "That's right, tata!" 


     "We shall see, then."  The two made their goodbyes and left the pizzeria. The weather outside wasn't any clearer, but the rain had at least lightened up. They didn't even need to open their umbrellas on the way to the car. 


     Max ambled over to watch the coupe pull out and leave. "That was an adventure, wasn't it?" she said, clapping him on the back. 


     "You're not kidding," he said. "You actually passed one of her classes?  Whew..." 


     The blonde nodded. "Barely. She's fair, though. Hard work gets rewarded, and all that. Now tell me. Vilhemina Natasha Badinova von Volmorten?  Seriously?  We played together for years, dude. I know you're better at naming villains than that. What gives?" 


     "I may have noticed a certain lady perk up when the obvious vampire description began, and I might have changed the name in mid-spiel to see if I could provoke a response. After which I very definitely erased the character's original name before she had a chance to see what it really was." 


     "Tricky." 


     Uncle's cotton flannel rose and fell as he shrugged. "Hey, it worked. A lot better than any of us could've imagined. Now, if you'll excuse me..." 


     The girls were tidying up the table for him. Helen was sorting out the dice and putting them in the proper boxes, jars, and bags. Shelby had the dry-erase board cleaned, and was rolling it up. Cynthia and Katelyn were wrangling all the miniatures. That plastic moose head currently adorned the little black kitten stuffie. 


     "Thanks, ladies." 


     "You're welcome, Uncle!" said Helen. "So, what's up for next week?  Any surprises?" 


     "You all tell me," he said as he sat back down. "This week and the last, all the big surprises have been brought to the table by Claire and her unexpected guests. Anyone else want to bring a friend?" 


     He'd meant it as a joke, but the girls gave it a good deal of thought. Names were tossed back and forth, but usually dismissed as quickly as they came up. Finally, it was Shelby who raised a hand. "Um, would anyone mind if I invite Tim to come hang out?" 


     "Tim?" asked Cynthia. 


     "Her boyfriend," answered Helen, rolling her eyes. 


     "... a boy?"  Katelyn didn't sound too enthusiastic either. 


     Shelby pressed on. "Yeah, my boyfriend. So?  I wanna hang out with him more, and he's interested in games and fantasy and stuff. We can give him a chance." 


     "Make him play as a princess, too?" joked Uncle. 


     "Sure!  Why not?" said Shelby.  


     Katelyn was looking uncertain while Helen had a sour expression on her face. Only Cynthia seemed moderately warm to the idea. "C'mon, girls," she said. "Let's give 'im the benefit of the doubt. I mean, he manages to get along with Shelby, right?  He can't be that bad, or she'd already-a punted him over the rainbow." 


     "Cynthia!" 
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     Parents came and kids left. Uncle was still at his table, going through notes and reference books, making decisions about the following week's game and enjoying the pizza he hadn't had time to eat during the game itself. 


     Whew, what a ride the last two weeks had been, both in the game and around the table. He hoped this Tim kid worked out better than Natalie had. Because of that girl, his entire outline for this part of the story had needed to be scrapped, and that was something no game master enjoyed doing. 


     Idly he wondered how the princesses' teachers back at the Academy had reacted to the past twenty-four hours of the game. It'd be great if he could actually include them more directly in the story at some point, so he let his imagination get to work building up their personalities. It was doubtful they were very happy... 


    

      [image: ]

    


     Mistress Penelope Penskill, instructor of the arcane and all-around enchantress, had had better days. Her bright aqua hairdo was frazzled and sticking out in twelve different directions, and she was still dressed in pajamas from the previous night. The flower-printed cotton had gained so many stains from spell components that she'd need to burn them soon, lest they managed to animate themselves, or else do something equally bizarre. And they were her favorite pair, too. A gnomish blessing growled its way through her gritted teeth. 


     "Fine!" she shouted at her viewing pool. "They're safe!  Again!  The five of them have the blessed luck of the thrice-blessed gods about them!"  The gnome fell backwards over her seating cushion and groaned. "How can they get into so much trouble?" 


     "It does seem to be a gift of theirs," said Mistress Mehl. The fencing instructor was a mature woman of indeterminate age, her face calm and serene in spite of the scars. Her hair was the color of steel. "At least they seem to be learning from it all." 


     The enchantress rolled on her side to give Mehl a stab of icy blue eyes. "They should have learned more, studied harder, before they ever thought of leaving. That magical surge was completely avoidable." 


     "And yet," came the voice of the headmistress, floating in through the door to the scrying observatorium, "it still turned out to their advantage." 


     "M'lady!"  Mistress Penskill hopped to her feet, standing with fists clenched at her waist. "I... I..."  She sighed. "I apologize for bringing the Temple into this. That paladin... she only made the situation worse." 


     "You did what you thought was best, Penelope dear. I cannot fault you for how things went from there. I doubt any of us could have predicted that." 


     "Ain't that the truth," snickered Mehl. The enchantress ignored her. 


     "And look how they fared," continued Lady Amberyll. "They've grown, they've learned, they've met new and interesting people... why, even a ghost and a vampire!  So good to know how old students are doing. Dulcinea in particular is looking splendid, isn't she?" 


     "She's a bloodthirsty abomination who was plotting and scheming before she ever left school," Mistress Penskill said flatly. 


     "But at least she graduated first." 


     The blue-haired gnome had that thin, pinched look on her face that was the first sign of a major headache for her. Unfortunately -- and as usual -- she could also put a name to it. The same one that had countersigned her teaching contract. "And what are we going to do about Princess Cassandrella?" she demanded. "The skinshifter tribes were all stamped out centuries ago, and for good reason!  How in the world did she end up like she is?" 


     "Yes, yes. That was quite the surprise," said Lady Amberyll. "I hadn't expected it to happen so soon." 


     "So soon..."  The gnome nearly broke her face with that glare. "There are things you aren't telling me." 


     "Penelope dear, we've known each other for how long now?  More than any other, you understand how I manage affairs. Of course I'm not telling you everything. If you knew exactly what to look for, you might miss other pieces of the puzzle. Why, you haven't even mentioned Princess Selvi yet!"  The headmistress took a seat on the cushions and grabbed herself a bit of cheese from the late-night snack plate. "Really, I thought that was the bigger surprise." 


     "What about Selvi?" 


     "Oh dear, weren't you paying attention?" 


     "To be fair," Mistress Mehl broke in, "there has been a lot going on lately." 


     There was a funny thing about gnomes, something which few books about them ever mentioned. They were smart, yes; clever, undoubtedly; but their tempers once roused were fearsome forces to behold. Mistress Penskill's hair had risen like a plume of smoke, fueled by the fire of indignation which even now stained her face and pointy little ears with a deep red hue. Lights whirled and spun in her eyes, and tiny bolts of lightning snapped over her head. "What aren't you telling me!?" she roared. 


     "I'm not telling you that which I am not telling you," said the headmistress calmly. "Because if I were to tell you what I am not telling you, then it would be told, and that would completely defeat the purpose of not telling you. But..." she added before the aqua-topped volcano could erupt, "if you truly desire some answers, you could ask your Aunt Miranda." 


     "What!!!  That thrice-blessed, no good, mrghrbrghl...."  Veins were popping out under the skin of the gnome's forehead, and all words were lost in a pure fit of apoplexy that turned her world an opaque red for some amount of time. How much, she couldn't say, but when she finally came out of it the headmistress was gone, and she'd torn her seating cushion into very tiny bits. 


     "Feeling better?" Mistress Mehl asked, coming back into the room with a plate of fruit and biscuits, as well as a carafe of wine. 


     "No."  Her head always pounded after a 'little moment,' as the gnomes politely put it. 


     Her fellow teacher poured her a glass of red wine, smelling vaguely of medicinal herbs, and after coughing out a fragment of feather, the gnome downed it gratefully. "So, who's this aunt of yours?" came the inevitable question. 


     She fought down another little moment, winning more through exhaustion than strength of will this time. "The thrice-blessed Seer of Snafala-Pagos, and living Avatar of the Goddess of Chance and Fate." 


     "Oh. I thought that gnomes didn't..." 


     "Exactly." 


     Mistress Mehl wisely left it at that, and the two of them enjoyed their wine in silence. Thoughts still ran hot through her brain, and she would stew on them for a long while to come. There was a lot more going on than she'd thought, a lot more than she knew, and that bothered her. To protect those girls, she was going to have to suck up her pride and figure out just what was happening. 


     But first, wine. A whole lot of wine. 


       


       


     To be continued in Princesses of the Pizza Parlor, episode 5: Boyfriends and Other Minor Annoyances 
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