


 

   Princesses of the Pizza Parlor 


   episode 3:  Princesses Don't Play Nice 


     


   Sunday luncheons were always the busiest time of the week at Max's Pizza, as station wagons and mini-vans clogged the parking lot while their passengers filled the seats. But like any force of nature, this tide of humanity withdrew almost as swiftly as it crashed in, leaving behind a strand line of crumbs and crusts. In the back corner, one table was close to pristine, if only because its occupant had bribed the busboy to take care of it first. What it lacked in grease puddles and burned crunchy bits, it made up for in clutter. There was a heavy stack of dog-eared books holding down one corner of the tablecloth, and a small laptop computer sitting on the next. Several large posters lay rolled up under the table, while on top of it was the map of a town, along with a mismatched assortment of figurines and game pieces that had long since outlived their original purpose. 


   It was the figurines that first roped in the attention of the five-year-old whose family was just now finishing lunch, but the dice were what really kept her there. The brightly colored plastic polyhedrons came in every shade of a particularly psychedelic rainbow, and were nothing like the inquisitive little girl had ever seen. Her parents had tried to pull her away once already, but the blonde girl in the white one-piece who was stationed at the table had reassured them that little Cecelia wasn't getting in the way. In face, CeCe was more than happy to help the older girl as she sorted the dice into various color groups, and waddled off a few minutes later, satisfied in the knowledge that she'd been helpful. 


   "I see you made a new friend," Uncle noted as he returned from the toilet. Helen just smiled as she quickly rearranged the dice into their actual, proper piles. "Should we add another chair to the table, you think?" 


   Helen giggled. "We might have to wait a few years until CeCe knows her times tables," she said. "Still, she'd be more fun than Natalie coming in." 


   "Seriously, is the girl that bad?"  He had to ask. Helen's classmate had pushed her way into joining the game last week, and he still wasn't sure if it would have been better to just say no. The ever-positive Claire had spoken up for her cousin, said to give her a go, and the other girls had grudgingly acquiesced, but Uncle was afraid that 'grudge' would be the operative word here. Helen's friend Shelby shared a lot with her barbarian princess avatar, especially in the temper department. 


   "Natalie is..."  Helen let it hover in the air for a moment. "She's got to be in the middle of stuff, even if it's got nothing to do with her. Especially if it doesn't. And she's not good at asking 'bout stuff, either." 


   "Understood."  Yeah, this wasn't going to be a fun day... 


   The other girls trickled in, one by one: Cynthia with a bright red ribbon on her ponytail to match the poodle skirt she was wearing; Katelyn with her bangs brushed back for a change, revealing hazel eyes; Shelby in denim overalls, curly hair held by a green band; and Claire, also in denim overalls but also sporting a t-shirt with the happy yellow visage of an electric rodent from the world's most popular monster-catching game. The little anime fan had a headband with pointy yellow ears to match it. 


   "Gotta be the best fan, huh?" Uncle asked her. 


   "Like no one ever was!" came the enthusiastic reply. 


   "Okay, then!" he said as the giggles died down. "I got a text from Natalie's dad saying she'll be a little late, so let's go over our characters first. Now, there've been a lot of emails flying around this week.."  And wow, was that ever an understatement. "...and a lot of little details worked in. Some of these everyone knows. Other stuff only your individual princesses know for now. And of course," he said with a malicious chuckle, "there's stuff you won't ever know until it's too late. But for now, let's keep to the present. The princesses have arrived in Pazh Milna, capital of Carpazha, after a few more days on the road. They've had some time to rest and recuperate. So what've they been up to?" 


   "We're writing letters to home!" Claire shouted ahead of the rush.  


   Uncle didn't even bat an eye at that one. The little anime fan had come up with much weirder ideas in previous game sessions, so this seemed pretty normal in comparison. He even had a few ideas of his own, gleaned from an internet forum years ago, that would fit here. 
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   It was a quiet afternoon in the Laughing Cat Inn, the third which the gathered princesses had enjoyed so far. The little establishment on the outskirts of Pazh Milna was a cozy structure of chalk blocks, dark grey mortar, and orange-red roofing tiles that was snuggled in between a gaggle of identically constructed neighbors. From the second-floor patio, one had a wondrous view of the deep blue Sea of Peace, and the rates were quite reasonable, even before they had bargained with the owner to pay in fruit off of Flora's Staff of Plenty. 


   In the past three days, the staff had produced diminutive, thimble-sized oranges, crisp pears with sandpapery outer skins, and a pair of huge, spiky fruit like nothing anyone had ever seen. The first giant of vegetation had weighed in at almost twenty pounds all by itself, tasting sweetly sour when raw, but its smaller, unripened brother had tasted more like pork when roasted. The innkeeper saved all the seeds from everything, treating them like gold in hand. All in all, it had been a good, if spontaneous, choice on Bianca's part. When the little witch had seen the inn's placard with its smiling black feline, she'd immediately insisted on staying there. 


   Right now, each of them was concentrating on writing. There was a message service just around the corner that helpfully offered sheets of creamy white paper, small bottles of ink, and cheap quills for mere pennies, and Princess Cassandrella had finally nagged the others into agreeing to let their families know how things were going. 


   Princess Gwenevrael, daughter of King Artundus of the Fifth Court and duchess of the Lonely Grove, wrote with a flowing and graceful hand that would have met with the approval of her childhood tutors. Her words were just as courtly, couched in vagaries and nuance as she tried to relate the events of the last week in a way which would not scandalize the court. Gwen was quite deliberate in the way she referred to her new friend, Selvi, and no one reading the missive would realize the barbarian princess's origins. 


   Selvi Khan's-daughter, on the other hand, had very little use for the written word. She was literate, despite much argument with her mother years ago, and it was only after seeing her father going over reports from the hinterlands that she came to realize its use. Her letter now resembled one of those reports, crossed with a bit of warrior's epic. She went into great detail on the specifics of each battle, but skipped some details concerning her new friend, Gwen. 


   The letter of Princess Flora Fidella Del'Monica was more lyrics than prose, as she strived to pen verses worthy of their adventures so far. She had spent much of the last three days studying with the bard who called the Laughing Cat her second home. Her time with the woman had helped provide context for many things her Uncle Alviss taught her over the years, including her favorite methods for communing with nature. It would take a lot of practice, but she figgered she could find a way to bring together bard-craft and her druidic heritage eventually. Along the edge of the paper, she scratched in a long series of lines -- some long, some short, some slanted this way or that. It looked like some a random scribble, unless one was in the know about the secret language of the druids and its written form. 


   The piece of paper on the table in front of Princess Cassandrella was remarkably pristine, with only a small portion of its surface filled with carefully drawn but slightly blocky letters. The moon princess had taken far loner to start than the rest, not wishing to spoil the creamy lunar pallor of the page with unnecessary scratchings. It had also taken her some time to find a way to describe the past week in a way that would place her blessed mother the high priestess of Selunika into a state of apoplectic conniption. In the end she'd elided over the encounter with the thieving ant-folk ("a wonderful picnic, but for the pests"), downplayed her run-in with the malevolent mushroom men ("time spent meeting the common folk of the forest"), and outright fibbed about the fight with the murderous rosebush princess ("an afternoon's entertainment with a lady in her garden; her voice must simply be heard to be believed").  


   Prevarication and equivocation were big, scary words to her, so she tried not to think of the letter in that way. It was... an exercise in creative writing; that was all. To soften the blow to her conscience, she doodled in the picture of a happy bunny rabbit along the left margin before moving on to more truthful matters: her dress. "Alas, in travel my favorite skirts were left with rips," she wrote, "but I have found a wonderful replacement here in town, all red like the setting sun. And they have pockets!"   Her mother would be so envious, she felt. 


   If ink were blood, then Princess Bianca had absolutely murdered her letter home. There were furious scribbles, cross-outs, and lines that veered off to form separate thoughts so that the finished missive looked like some sort of literary hydra, dripping blackish ichor all over the castle rugs. Her words held some clue as to why, though it would take much analysis before anyone could decipher the handwriting. The little witch was bristling with anger at Gran'Mama, with each spiky loop and bloody tittle like a stab at the old bat's face. In the past few days, she'd finally broken down and had a professional take a look at the fancy magic rod which she'd been gifted with, and as she'd suspected, the thing was nothing but trouble -- a wondrous rod that randomly supplied one of twenty or more random outcomes, like some uncaring deity were rolling dice every single time she activated it. Not all of these outcomes were advantageous for her. Case in point: the other reason that her letter was such a mess was because Bianca was hardly larger than her own feline familiar, and it was all because of the rod's capricious nature. She needed both hands to properly write with a quill. 


   "Okay, that's all for me," Bianca said as she signed her name. She dotted the i with all the force she could muster, blunting the quill and spattering ink. 


   She rode her broom down to the ground floor, while the others took the stairs. It was a little lazy of her, yes, and it certainly attracted the stares and mutters of the locals, but she wasn't about to struggle up and down those steps if she didn't have to!  The rest of the princesses were fast enough on their feet and caught up well before she reached their destination. 


   The messaging office was a funny little shop, hardly more than a shed built on the corner of a busy intersection. The lines were always long, but they moved quickly, passing beneath the sign with its green top hat fast enough to set it to swinging. Lined up along the back of the shed was a shelf full of hats jut like the one on the sign. To her witchy senses, each one tingled with power. Somewhere out in the wide world, Bianca knew, there were masters of conjuration, abjuration, and millinery who held the secret of making such hats and tying them into a grand network. Every court on the two northern continents, and perhaps those of the south as well, had similar enchanted headwear, capable of sending letters and occasionally small objects. For those who inherited the things, it was quite lucrative, and the local hatsman was more than happy to accept their shiny new Carpazhan shillings before sending their letters into the ether with a wave of his magic wand. 


   "Well, that's done," she groused as they wandered towards the nearest market plaza. "So, we did what Cassie wanted. Can we talk about where we're going next?  Because I really --"  She never got to finish that sentence. 
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   "Hi, everyone!"  Natalie Perkins flounced into the pizza parlor ten minutes late and seventy decibels loud. It wasn't just her voice; her shoes had thick heels that went -stamp- on the floor and her frilly top had bells that went -jingle- with her every step. There was no way humanly possible to ignore the ruckus, though Shelby and Cynthia tried. 


   "Hello, Natalie," Uncle said equitably, in the misplaced hope that the girls would follow his example. "We were afraid you weren't coming." 


   "No, no, it just took longer than I thought to print off my character sheet."  A sheaf of paper was thrust at him so forcefully that he almost lost the tip off his nose. "Here she is, Princess Isabel Cœur de Lion Solaire!" 


   "Princess?"  Shelby had a sour look on her face. 


   "My suggestion," said Uncle. "We've got a theme going on, after all. But..."  He thumbed through the pages. "This is a lot more than we discussed via email." 


   "Oh, Kyle had some last-minute ideas." 


   Uncle was pinching the bridge of his nose as he skimmed through. "So I can see... Okay, I can let you get away with the celestial heritage, since it fits pretty well with what we discussed before about the solar paladin bond, and it gives your character a few more options at the lower levels. The Headband of Precocity goes well with it, too.   But I'm going to have to nix the flying unicorn mount, the bridle of invisibility, the lasso of truth, and... I'm kind of tempted to let you keep the Holy Hand Grenade of Antioch, just with a geas that makes it impossible for you to count to three properly... but nope," he decided with the scratch of a red pen. "Most of this stuff is well beyond what a level five paladin should have." 


   Natalie jingled as she rolled her shoulders in a shrug. "Eh... Kyle said you might say that, but it was worth a shot. So, what's going on?"  She dragged a chair over to sit beside Claire and produced a dice bag from her little purse. "We started yet?" 


   "Just getting to it," said Uncle. "While I get your spell cards organized, why don't you introduce us to Princess Isabel?" 
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   "Hello!" a voice interrupted the princesses' conversation, stopping Bianca in mid-sentence. The owner of that vigorous contralto swept through the market crowds, parting them like some prophet of old. Heads turned and eyes stared in eye at the sight of the paladin as she made her grand entrance. The young woman was tall, almost of a height with Selvi, and clad in a lithe, flexible armor whose enchantments had obviously cost more than its burnished, golden metal. Her head was bare, black tresses falling perfectly out from under a golden headband fitted with a diamond-shaped stone, like a third eye in her forehead. Upon her chest was a blazon, the sun in all its grandeur with rays of red, white, and blue radiating from it. 


   The princesses stared along with everyone else, unsure of what they were seeing -- except for Cassandrella, who cautiously asked: "Izzy?  Is that you?" 


   "It certainly is, Cassie!"  The paladin beamed. 


   "Um, ladies?" the moon princess said, all too aware that four pairs of eyes had transferred their stare to her. "Let me introduce to you my cousin. Princess Isabel Cœur de Lion Solaire, granddaughter of the High Priest of Solastria." 
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   "Wait, wait," Shelby interrupted. "You two are sharing a back story now?"  The black-haired girl's suspicious stare was enough to wilt Claire at twenty paces, so across the table the girl was practically melting into the checked tablecloth. 


   "I'll take credit for this one," Uncle said quickly. "Natalie's princess needed a good reason to be introduced into the party, and I didn't want to wave my hands and go 'Poof! there's a paladin!' or something equally ridiculous. It makes sense that a moon princess and a solar paladin might know each other, so I went with that. Got a problem with it?" he asked, metaphorically spearing the little naysayer with an arched eyebrow. 


   "Nah, guess it's okay..."  Shelby's face, all scrunched up and fuming, did not match her words one bit. 


   "Okay, so before we get started for real," Uncle continued, "We have some things to go over. First, Natalie. Your brother said he'd give you the basic run-down on how things work, and I'll be happy to fill in the blanks as we go. Any burning questions right now?" 


   "Nope!" the girl shouted, raising her dice bag and shaking it loudly. The bells in her sleeve were louder still. "He even let me use some of his extra dice!" 


   "Good. Now, something new for today..."  He drew a small stack of laminated rectangles out of his bag and removed the tangle of rubber bands holding it together. Each one was about the size of a trump card, cut from bright red construction paper and featuring a crest, a pizza with crossed swords, glued to them before lamination. "These represent Hero Points. Whenever you need a second chance on a bad roll, or want to improve your chances of getting some incredibly brave and reckless action to work, you can play the hero card. The full scope of their usefulness is up for discussion, but if I say no, then that means no."  He passed one card to Natalie and two to everyone else. "Generally you get one card just for being an adventurer, and another anytime I feel like you earned it. After last week, you all definitely did." 


   "So what do we do now?" asked Shelby. 


   "I should be asking you ladies that."  Uncle lay out a sketchy, hand-drawn map. "Here's the basic outline of the area you're in, known to elven scholars and cartographers as the Hundred Kingdoms, because they can never bother to count how many actual countries are currently within its borders. Knowledge checks, ladies." 


   Five large dice clattered across the map, followed belatedly by Natalie's metallic twenty-sider. Three of them came up 18, 19, and 20, lined up neat like peas in a pod. 


   "Not bad..." Uncle said as he passed sticky notes to Clair, Natalie, and Shelby. "Now, let's put that knowledge to good use." 
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   The Laughing Cat's main room was largely empty in the mid-afternoon, and the five -- now six -- princesses had a table to themselves. It was big and ancient as pieces of furniture went, and carved from a single massive tree trunk. At the moment it had a map unfurled across its face. 


   Gwen was proud of that map. While not of elven make, it did not offend her sensibilities when she looked at it. Now she could only wish to understand it properly. The region of the Hundred Kingdoms was considered a constant source of headache for elven cartographers, who preferred their political boundaries to remain constant for at least a century at a time. The human lands which lay between the Sea of Peace and the Broken Sea further west were a patchwork of shifting alliances, fealties, and languages. The half-elf's knowledge was sorely out of date. 


   "What are these?" she asked, tracing a finger along a series of thin, spidery letters. Many of the northern cities on the map had names written in both that script and the blocky letters of the common alphabet. 


   "Palachkit cursive," answered Selvi. The half-orc grinned toothily but otherwise did not call her out for her ignorance. "It's still used in parts of the khanate, though most Palachkit-folk moved south in my great-grandfather's time." 


   "And conquered all the poor people of the northern kingdoms."  Isabel sniffed. "It's been a terrible time in some cities, suffering under Palachkit overlords." 


   The khan's daughter shrugged. "No skin off my nose. It's not like they killed all the locals when they moved in or nothing." 


   "There were wars," countered Isabel. "People died." 


   "And there'll be wars again," said Selvi. "Fightin's about the only thing that's constant around here. Someone's always fightin' something, and often for stupid reasons." 


   "Your people drove the Palachkit south!  Don't you feel the least bit responsible?" 


   Another shrug rolled off those armored shoulders. "From what I heard, the Palachkit moved south on their own, 'cause they didn't want to live under anyone's law but their own. Goody on them. We still gotta decide where we're gonna go, though." 


   Princess Bianca had one tiny hand up in the air and waving frantically. "Um... Is Ranshangban anywhere on this map?" 


   "Definitely not," said Gwen. She knew that much about western geography. "That's far to the south, past the desert lands, even." 


   "Past the desert, huh..."  The little witch clambered up onto the table to get a better view. "Well, darnit. That's what I wanted to tell you all about earlier. I finally deciphered that note I grabbed back at school." 


   "The one you took from Mistress Penskill's personal folder?" Cassie asked. The moon princess still wasn't too happy to have been a part of that little incident. "I thought you said you couldn't read the second page?" 


   "What do you think I've been up to these past few days?" said the witch. "Well, aside from identifying magic items and researching ways to reverse a shrinking spell, I've been working through that stupid scrap of paper. It took a while to get through those old Pagosian runes the old bat prefers, and a while more to find a good Gnomon dictionary, but I finally figured out what it said. Or at least one part of it..." she mumbled off at the end. "Ahem, yeah. There was one paragraph that was really clear, and it was a question -- to Lady Amberyll, I guess -- suggesting that I should be allowed to visit my father to see if I could learn anything from his style of magic." 


   "Your father?" asked Flora. 


   "I didn't know wi... your people had fathers," said Cassie. "You all seem to be girls."  The cleric blushed with embarrassment. 


   "Oh, we got fathers," said Bianca. "We just don't have much to do with them. Our moms pick guys with good magic backgrounds,have us, and then they're gone. So I don't know how Old Penskill knows something when I don't, and I don't know why she thinks visiting him is such a good idea, either. But I want to find out," she finished. Her mouth was twisted up into a good scowl, while behind her Jinkies had left off his mid-day grooming to give the other princesses a stare of his own. 


   "Ranshangban, huh?"  Cassie considered. "Heard lots of stories about it. Supposed to be full of awesome magical stuff. That sounds like a cool place to visit!"  The moon princess bounced in her seat and looked around excitedly. "Well?  What do you all think?" 


   Gwen and Selvi shared a look. "Could be fun..." the ranger began. 


   "... and it's about as far from school as we can get," finished the khan's daughter. 


   "I'm in," said Flora. "I mean, yeah, it's a long way, but we're on an adventure, right?  We should see the sights and hear the music."  She patted her lute thoughtfully.  


   "Okay!" Bianca squeaked. "It's settled!  Now we just have to find a boat going south, and..." 


   "I must protest!"  From her forgotten corner of the table, Isabel fumed. 


   "Oh, must you?" groaned Selvi. 


   "Yes!  I came here to find my dear cousin and bring her to a place of safety, and I am not about to let her hare off into danger again!" 


   "It's okay, Izzy," Cassandrella attempted to soothe her cousin. "We've already had some adventures, and we all came out all right. Well, mostly," she added, looking at Bianca. "You don't have to..." 


   The paladin's fist rattled the tea saucers as Isabel slammed it against the tabletop. "No!  I have a mission, Cassie!  Prior Matthias received word of your plight, and ordered me personally to take you to safety!" 


   Gwen had her best diplomatic face on, the one she'd regularly used to deal with some of her more temperamental cousins at court. "Look," she began in a calm and low voice, "we've just met, and I know it may sound crazy, but we can take care of ourselves. We have so far, and that includes Cassie. In fact, I think she's done better than most of us." 


   "Helped me out in a pinch or three!" Selvi loudly proclaimed. 


   "Yeah, we need her, and she needs us!" Bianca squeaked. Her familiar mewed in agreement before returning to his bathing. 


   The paladin's face grew progressively more sour as around the table her cousin's merits were endorsed again and again. "Alright, alright," she grumbled. "You've made your point. Perhaps the reports were overstated..." 


   "And we would love to hear where you got them from," Gwen added. Cassie nodded in agreement. If her mother heard those same reports, coming after that letter home... The moon princess did not want to consider the consequences. 


   "But that does not," the paladin insisted as she pressed on, "absolve me of my duties."  Izzy's arms locked across her chest, and her mouth formed a most princess-like pout. Everyone else around the table could recognize it instinctively, and a collective groan was felt more than heard. 
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   "Seriously," Shelby was saying. "What's your malfunction here?  We're trying to get going, and you stall things over and over." 


   "You may be going, but it's the wrong way!" whined Natalie. The new girl had a pout to match her princess's. "Isabel is stationed in Nordiv, which is... er..."  She searched the map. "Here!"  She tapped the spot with a finger. "And from there it's a quick boat ride across the sea to where Cassie and her are from. Er..." 


   "Selunika and Solastria," Uncle provided. 


   "Yeah, there!  Isabel is a princess with a mission, so let's get that done and then do more fun stuff." 


   Shelby turned her glare towards Uncle. He was prepared this time, and didn't even flinch. "Are we really supposed to go along with this?" the girl demanded. 


   "It's your choice, ladies. Really."  Well, in truth it'd definitely be easier if they went with Isabel, and the character could integrate a bit better with the group, too. He had contingency plans set up, however, and there was a flowchart pinned to his screen with a major fork right at the start. 


   "Awright, then. Let's have a vote!" Shelby declared, thumping the table with her palm. "All in favor of heading south to that magic city, raise your hand... Good," she said as she counted. "And opposed... just Natalie. Sorry, Nat. We're not riding your railroad." 


   Uncle spoke up before the new girl could explode in a fit. "Yanno, as I recall, the mission oath your brother and I agreed on was simply to protect Princess Cassandrella. There's a lot of ways to do that." 


   "Yeah, but..."  But she'd already made up a narrative in her head, he could tell, and she didn't want to abandon it yet. Especially not for something that took the spotlight away from her in any way. 


   "So let's give this a try!" he announced with a clap. "Isabel has reluctantly agreed to accompany the rest of you south, after properly reporting to the Temple via magic hat. She, Selvi, and Gwen  all have horses now, while Cassie rides behind someone and Flora travels as a deer half the time."  That detail got him a gap-toothed smile from Cynthia. "Bianca, of course, gets to ride on her broom with Jinkies. You're all going down this road..."  He traced his finger along the map, starting from the dot labeled 'Carpazha' and ending at one labeled 'Namilda'. East of the route was the coastline, and west of it was a huge, brownish zone labeled 'moorlands'. 


   The girls' eyes all followed his digit, with so much attention being spent that they didn't even notice his other hand move until the dice rattled behind his screen. 


   "What was that?" asked Helen. 


   "Just a little something called the random encounter table," Uncle said innocently. None of them bought his act. "Okay, um, you're about two days south of the city when you run into something."  He rolled again, checked the number against his flowchart, and then handed a note to Cynthia. "If you'd do the honor of having Flora introduce this one?" 


   "Ahem..."  The pony-tailed girl read the prompt twice, which was the bare minimum for understanding Uncle's messy scrawl, thought for a moment, then began. "So, Flora's scouting ahead a bit..." 
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   Of the various powers made available to her by her druidic heritage, Flora enjoyed the wildness of transformation the most. There was something indescribable about leaving your human form behind, if only for a little while, and coursing through the forest as a wolf or a deer. Though she'd only come into it recently, as the power in her blood quickened and rose to the challenge of a life of adventure, she'd already come to love the hours spent scouting in the forest. 


   In the branches above her, Mr. Chitters rattled off a warning. Flora slid to a halt, her dainty hooves sending a few loose pebbles rattling as she arrived at a clear space. The forest came to an end right there, with a few dozen yards between the scraggiest brush oaks and the rippling of the river. It was the height of summer now, and the waters were low, but fast where they rushed between many boulders. Still, it would not be difficult to go from rock to rock and cross the way. 


   Mr. Chitters called out again. What was he on about? she wondered. She stood stock-still, taking advantage of the wide angle of vision her deer eyes afforded her, while her fuzzy ears flicked back and forth. These enhanced senses had taken some time and practice to get used to, so differently did they operate from her own. Vision in particular was tricky, because deer simply did not move their eyes the way people did. At a glance, she could take in almost everything around her, but her depth perception was abysmal. Only in a narrow zone where her eyes overlapped could she actually tell distance in a way that made sense, so while her eyes said something was down there, it took a few vital seconds to understand what, not to mention how far away. 


   Grumbling in her head, she quickly shifted back to human form to better take advantage of binocular vision. That was when the vague forms among the rocks came into sharp focus. It was also when the trio of oversized lizard-things noticed her. Raising their heads from their basking positions, they expanded bright red neck frills and hissed. Overhead, there was a rumble as thick clouds suddenly rolled in. 
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   Selvi pushed her horse into a gallop as screams rang through the trees. Damnit, what had the druid wandered into this time?  Flora'd made a habit of dancing ahead of the traveling part in the form of a deer or wolf, but that was the princess's own voice yelling bloody murder right now, only to be drowned out by the crack of lightning. The barbarian eyed the clouds as they streamed unnaturally across the previously blue sky. Whatever Flora had stirred up, it meant business. 


   Well, so did Selvi. When her horse balked at the noise and light, she dismounted and ran as fast as she could through the undergrowth. Behind her sh could hear the graceful step of Gwen's feet on dry leaves, along with the heavy thump of Isabel's boots. 


   Then the forest gave way to grass and river pebbles, and they were all clattering noisy as an orcish victory parade. There were definitely better ways to make an entrance, she grumbled to herself as the source of the commotion turned their heads and stared unblinking at the new arrivals. 


   Lizards. Why'd it always have to be lizards, as the old captain of her father's honor guard would say.   To hear the veteran orc tell it, the greater half of all monsters roaming the khanate and the wilds of the far continent were reptilian. The things before her now were a perfect example: each as tall as a pony at the shoulder, almost four yards long from snout to tail-tip, scaled and frilled. 


   In the sudden cloudy gloom, the flaps of scaly skin around the lizards' necks glowed pale red, with brighter veins of yellow pulsing faster and faster. A faint crackling could be heard, to be answered by a rumbling up above. Selvi felt the ends of her hair begin to stand on end. 
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   "I'm gonna cast a spell!" shouted Natalie. The girl was waving a red-marked magic card. "Resistance to elements!  That works for electricity, right?" 


   "That it does," Uncle confirmed. 


   Cynthia had her hand up now as well, but her face wasn't nearly as exuberant. If anything, it looked like she'd just sucked an entire lemon-flavored black hole. "That's a level-2 spell, ain't it?  Is she supposed to have one of those already?" 


   "Yeah," huffed Shelby. "Thought paladins didn't get spells till later than some other types. So how's she got something like that?  Er..."  The girl slowed down as she noticed the amused look on Uncle's face. 


   "Been reading, have you?" he asked the two of them. "And here I thought you weren't so interested in the game details." 


   Shelby muttered something that he couldn't quite make out, but he answered anyway. "As it turns out, you're right. Isabel would not normally have that spell, except that she gets it as part of the celestial heritage package at level five, and even then she shouldn't have a spell slot for it yet. That is why she chose as her heirloom the Headband of Precocity, which gives her that spell slot at one use per day. Also, I am being very nice in letting her get it at all," he added as a reminder to the paladin's player. "Now, any other questions before we continue?"  An uneasy silence answered him. "Okay, so Isabel's casting a spell to resist electricity, Flora's already called up a patch of tanglegrass to hold off the thunder lizards, and...?" 


   "Gwen is going to stick to the trees and shoot lizards," said Helen. "If possible, she'll give cover fire to Selvi."  Two heads of hair, one blonde and straight, the other black and curly, huddled together to hash out tactics. 


   Katelyn and Claire were whispering as well. "Um, Cassie will ride around with Bianca on her broom and hold her action until someone's hurt."  Beside Claire, Katelyn nodded and tapped a bomb marker. 


   "Looks like we're all set, then. Time to roll 'em, ladies..." 
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   As she ran straight at the vile lizards, their harsh hiss rasping through her ears, Isabel knew only excitement. The Great Evil was a frequent fixture of temple lore, a scaled monstrosity which only birthed more monstrosity, and all her life she'd admired the icons of saintly warriors poised to strike down serpents, hulks, and even mighty drakes. One day, she knew, her name and face would be added to their number. Now seemed as good a time as any to begin the legend. 


   Which did not mean she would be completely reckless. Isabel knew something of the beasts infesting the edges of civilized lands, and recognized these from the tales of veteran warriors. While her right hand drew her shining blade, her left was pressed to her forehead, to the stone in her headband. Quickly she intoned a short prayer to the sun: "O Lustrous Light Above!  Grant me the strength to withstand the power of these foul beasts!" 


   There was a faint crackling, followed by a tingling sensation which washed across her hand and on through the rest of her body. With a shout of glee, she raised her sword to the heavens. 


   Unfortunately, that was when the heavens opened up to send their reply. 
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   Something, some primal orcish instinct told Selvi to hang back once the paladin began her charge. Let the new girl be flashy and loud; it would only serve to take the attention off of the rest of them. 


   But then things got very flashy, and much louder. 


   With a roaring crash, a line of searing yellow snaked down from the heavens, led on by the flowing lights of the lizards' frills. It didn't hit Isabel, more was the pity, but it didn't need to. The rumble of thunder was enough to bowl the barbarian and the paladin over, with Flora barely keeping herself upright. The scaly trio were up on their hind legs now, frills flared open and snouts raised to the sky. When the lightning passed over them, the red veins in their frills glowed brighter. 


   An arrow whistled overhead, a blur that flashed through the air almost as quickly as the lightning had. One lizard hissed and clicked as the shaft suddenly sprouted from its head. A short second later, there was a small -boom- as one of Bianca's miniature explosives joined the half-elf's arrow. 


   Selvi struggled to stand, the urge to get into the fray and bust some scaly butts lending strength to her limbs, helped along by a desire not to look bad in front of the snotty paladin. It truly was a fight, in her head and limbs as much as on the field; there were still tingles pulsing all the way to her fingers and toes from the shock of even just a near-miss. 


   "Ha!"  Not far ahead, Isabel was having no such problems, it seemed. The paladin danced around the injured lizard, hopping nimbly over its tail as it swung past, and delivered a coup de grace that about knocked its head clean off. "It's okay now!" she called out. "They need at least three together to call the thunder. Everything after this should be a cinch!"  There was a self-satisfaction in he voice just asking to be punched, apparent even through the ringing of Selvi's ears. 


   A hand caressed Selvi's forehead, and the tingling sensation that swamped her every movement faded away. Her ears still buzzed a bit, so she didn't quite catch Princess Cassandrella's murmured incantations. It probably included the words 'Moon's Refreshing Light' or something similar. Though it hurt her pride, she accepted the moon princess's arm to help her stand up, and even muttered her own words of thanks. Cassie beamed like the moon at that. 
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    She was helping!  She was being useful!  Princess Cassandrella felt like shouting to the moon, telling the whole world that she, the future high priestess of Selunika, was not just a burden on her friends. Lately it hadn't felt like that, despite all the kind words. Lately it had seemed like she was more in need of rescue than any fairy tale damsel one could name. That feeling of being ensorcelled in the witch's garden, her mind all stuffed with magical, musical fluff  while her friends fought desperately on... That feeling she had not been able to leave behind when they'd quit the Lost Woods and its thorny memories. Having her cousin pop in the way she did, all ready to come to Cassie's rescue, had not helped either. 


   Isabel was facing off against another lizard now, this one much larger and more heavily armored than the first. Its frill flared wider than Cassandrella's outstretched arms, and its every move crackled with the snaps and sparks of barely contained lightning. Long rows of fangs seemed to glow from within the inner recesses of its mouth. 


   The breath caught in Cassie's throat as her cousin rushed at the beast, hacking at it with her broadsword. With loud clangs the blade bounced off, and with each loud failure Izzy redoubled her efforts to score a palpable hit on the thing, paying no heed to the popping sparks which filled the air. Not far off, Selvi was dealing with the miniature lightning in her own inimitable fashion. Roaring and raging, the barbarian princess simply ignored the sparks through sheer force of will. Cassie could almost see her eyes glow red to match the runes on her heirloom talisman, and spectral figures added their blades to her assault. 


   Seriously, how was a bunny supposed to compete with that?  She settled back against a boulder and waited for someone else to need her healing services. 


   There was a sudden rumbling overhead, and Cassandrella looked up to see billowing purple clouds once more roll into position. But... how was that possible?  Gwen and Bianca had done for the smallest of the thunder lizards, even before Izzy finished it off, and her cousin had said...  


   The boulder shifted against her back, rolling forward slightly before moving away. The moon princess fell backwards in surprise, and her ears were filled with a loud, heavy hiss. The next few minutes after that were harder to account for. They hurt, though. 
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   "Look out!"  Flora yelled the words, but Cassie never had a chance to hear. A thick, scaly tail smacked the moon princess as she tried to stand, and she crashed into the nearby rocks with a sharp crack. The lizard, so large that they'd first mistaken it for just another boulder, rose up on its pillared legs, flared its leathery frill, and brayed loudly with a voice that was part bird, part donkey, and all sorts of unpleasant. 


   Try as she might, the druid princess could not find a place in her heart for this particular member of the animal kingdom. With another shout, she commanded her lute to take its other form, that of a massive, spiked club, and leapt to the moon princess's rescue. She could only trust that wood was not a good conductor of electricity, so that when she knocked a thunder beast upside the head -- as she was doing now -- she wasn't risking a massive electric shock in retaliation. 


   Sparks crackled and popped as the spikes bit into the beast's leathery hide, but her hands felt nothing but the shock of the sudden stop. Flora hopped back, jumping over the whipping tail like it was a game of skip-the-rope, then laid into the beast with all the strength her two arms could muster. -whack- went the club, then -smack- on the return swing. A lucky strike landed right on its eye, and oh! how the beast roared at that!  It reared up on its hind legs, opening its maw wide to cry to the heavens and call the thunder once more -- 


   And that's when Bianca swooped in on her broom. A picayune bomb flew from a tiny hand, and it landed perfectly inside the thunder lizard's mouth, like the witch was herself playing some odd game with balls and baskets. However tough the beast's skin might be, in no way was it ever a good idea to swallow a live explosive. Unlike its mistress and itself, the bomb's boom was not small at all. The beast's remaining eye bulged, and smoke blew from its mouth and nostrils in the bare second it had before its entire head exploded. 


   A single, final bolt of lightning erupted from its body as it collapsed, rising upward towards the roiling clouds, and the clap of thunder almost rolled over the sound of a fifty-stone lizard falling to the earth. By the time Flora had recovered from the sound and the fury, Princess Isabel had reached her cousin's side. The paladin's glare was more baleful than any thunder lizard's. 
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   "What were you thinking!?" Isabel shouted later that day, once they were safely bivouacked and had a few legs of lizard roasting over an open fire. The paladin, Bianca, and Flora had all taken turns patching up the battered moon princess, who despite it all still had to deal with a broken right arm and a couple of cracked ribs. There were limits even to magical healing, at least for the rest of the day. It wasn't as bad as it could have been -- Cassie was left-handed, so she could at least handle herself -- but it would still take several days' worth of healing magic before she could be said to be in adventuring shape. 


   Princess Isabel Cœur de Lion Solaire had doubts that her cousin would ever be adventure-ready, and was loud in expressing them. "Seriously!" she continued. "What were you thinking, rushing in like that?" 


   "Um... Selvi needed some help, and..." 


   "She's an orc!  You can throw pretty much anything at them, and they'll be too stubborn to realize that they're hit!  But you should know better, cousin." 


   "Hey, now!" Gwen interrupted. "There's no call for --" 


   "Oh, isn't there?" Isabel countered, swinging an accusatory finger at the ranger princess. "My temple received word that the heir to the Lunar Sepulcher had not only wandered away from a place of safety -- a place that you cannot even show me on a map, I might add..." 


   "We showed you where it was," Flora noted. "Right there by the mark that said 'Here Be Dragons'." 


   "Whatever!  Not only that, but she'd taken up dangerous activities with people unknown to the Temple, and presumably suspicious. Now, I was willing to give you all the benefit of the doubt, but..."  She cast a skeptical eye around the camp. "But now she's injured, not a week out of the city gates, and it's all because of you!" 


   "I didn't see you defending her," Selvi countered. "As I recall, you were hacking lizards apart pretty enthusiastically a dozen yards away." 


   Isabel sniffed. "I was dealing with the most obvious threat," she said. "I trusted that the rest of you could pick up the slack, but apparently that was asking too much. Never fear, cousin dear!" she belled, holding Cassandrella close and ignoring the girl's winces of pain. "I shan't be so remiss in the future. Your safety is my first priority and mission, after all." 


   "You don't have to..." Cassie tried to say. 


   "But I must!  You all should be thankful that I'm here to help you defend the next Light of Selunika. Such an honor is a weighty thing, even for the most righteous of paladins." 


   "And what are we, chopped liver?" Bianca muttered. 


   Isabel sniffed again, and her lip curled slightly. "No, I do believe that you are a witch, though your friends have been careful not to say.   I shall not judge, or even call into question your claim of being a princess, for that is not my place, but please do not try to tempt us into strange midnight rituals without clothes on, or anything else of that sort." 


   "Actually," Bianca said with a grin. "That's more of Cassie's thing. Isn't that right?"  She winked at the moon princess, whose face was now burning red beneath the heat of Isabel's solar glare. 


   "Um!  It was only the one time!" spluttered Cassandrella. "My first full moon at the Academy, and I wanted to do something special, but it was so drafty without my small-clothes on and there were mosquitoes and sand burrs and I never tried it again so please don't tell anyone back at home please Izzy!" 


   "Well..."  Even the paladin was taken aback at that verbal avalanche. 


   Gwen decided it was time to speak up. "Why don't we have dinner and get some sleep," she suggested. "In the morning we can finish tending Cassandrella's injuries and be on our way to Namilda." 


   "Yes..."  Isabel's mouth had gone as straight and shut as a closed portcullis in front of the castle gates, but she was still nodding. "Yes, it has been a stressful day. I... need time to think. Do you mind if I take first watch?" 


   "Sure," said Gwen. Selvi just grunted while the others shrugged. 


   "I can keep you company for a while," Cassie said. 


   Her cousin smiled. "Yes, I'd like that." 
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   Uncle breathed a sigh of relief and let the heady aroma of fresh-baked pizza fill his lungs. As usual, Max's timing was impeccable, as the pies could not have come at a better moment. That first encounter had taken far longer to complete than it should have, and only because the girls couldn't stop arguing. He sighed as he put the little figurines -- mostly of Japanese cartoon monsters, repainted for variety -- back in their box. The gaming session wasn't a total washout yet, but it was getting there. He'd played with groups that'd given a similar vibe as today, often right before they broke up for good. 


   Hope sprung eternal, though. The first two sessions had been excellent, far beyond anything he could've expected from a bunch of rookie players, and it was all due to their table dynamic. Surely one new kid couldn't ruin all that... 


   "Hey," Natalie whispered to him, passing a note. It was an unexpected piece of game etiquette, probably gotten from her brother. Break times were an excellent moment to send the game master a message and conspire without the others knowing exactly what was up. And who knew?  Maybe she had a good idea that would help move the game's story along. 


   He read the note. He read it a second time, and then a third. Inside, he could feel his little wellspring of hope begin to dry up. 
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   "She did what!?" Shelby shouted. Both her palms slammed down on the tabletop hard enough to make the pepperoni jump off her pizza. Any moment now, she'd be making angry duck noises out the sides of her mouth. 


   "You heard me," Uncle said with a sigh. In the past five minutes, he'd pulled Natalie and Claire aside for a quick chat and some dice rolls, and now the consequences were playing out. "Apparently Isabel and Claire had a long heart-to-heart during their watch, and when Selvi woke up to take over, the two of them were gone. Vanished. Vamoosed. Nowhere to be seen." 


   "Kidnapped."  Now Shelby was drilling holes in Natalie's skull with her eyes, but only for want of power tools. 


   "You don't know that," said Uncle, "and in fact you can't and won't know anything for sure until you find them, because Natalie and Claire will be joining me at a table on the far side of the restaurant to play through their part of this debacle while the rest of you ladies chow down. Then, we switch. Got it?" 


   "Save some pie for me!" chirped Natalie. 


   "No promises," Shelby muttered. 
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   The woods were dark at night. That really should've been a no-brainer, but Cassandrella hadn't considered it too much before. Most of the time, she had her moon-vision spell handy for situations like this, but that required planning and foresight and the wisdom not to go running off into the forest when one hadn't prepared the right spells that day. She caught small glimpses of the bright yellow moon through the branches overhead, but she couldn't find the serenity of mind she needed for prayer. Her arm and her ribs protested painfully with every bump, and no matter how carefully Isabel directed her horse, there were a lot of bumps. 


   There was a light in the paladin's eyes, a literal bit of sunshine from her blessed heritage that kept her sight clear and true, even in the darkest of hours. Cassie could trust in Isabel's eyes. It was everything else that made her unsure at the moment. 


   "Is this really such a good idea?" she asked, for perhaps the sixth or seventh time. "We could have waited till morning..." 


   "Sorry, Cassie," her cousin said, also for the sixth or seventh time. "The others would never have agreed to it. We need to get you somewhere safe, somewhere we can get you fixed up properly and away from any dangerous monsters, and they're all still fixated on getting to Namilda. Namilda!"  She spat into the wind as it rushed past. "It's all pirates and doxies down that way. No place for a proper lady at all, so I'm sure they'll be all right. There's no temple down that way, either." 


   "So it's up to Nordiv?" she asked. Their flight had been so spontaneous that she'd not been able to pin Isabel down to any firm details while at camp. Everything had sounded so reasonable when the paladin had said it, or hadn't said it as the case may be.  


   "Maybe in time, but right now the closest temple is in Bargoczy, on the other side of the moorlands. We cut across just south of the old battlefields and get there by tomorrow evening, probably." 


   "Um, have you been this way before?" she asked. 


   "I've committed all the maps in my home temple to memory. Leave it to me." 
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   Natalie's dice weren't really metal, though they had a steely finish lacquered over the cores of mundane plastic. They rolled as well as any, as the girl showed just now. Her twenty-sided die clicked and clacked on the blue-checked cloth of their borrowed table, stopping at 5. 


   Yes, the dice rolled well, but Natalie hadn't. Uncle tried to keep his best poker face on, but he knew from long experience that poker was not his game. That was why he had a game master's screen to hide behind, so the girls wouldn't see his reactions so well. His list of potential encounters was still clipped at the top of the screen, and the number 5 item on that list was something he'd hoped to spring on the girls anyway, given the chance. After all the stuff that had gone on the previous weekend, plus all the emails that had flown around since, this particular encounter had gotten some fun tweaking. Having only two of them be there for it was going to make things tricky, but if ever there were a pair who could manage a diplomatic solution... 


   He nodded slightly. This would be a good test of character, seeing how the girls reacted here. 


   "Okay," he began in a serious voice. "As you ride across the moor, the gloom begins to gather around you like a shadowy fog, blocking out the light of the moon. Your horse comes to a sudden stop, rearing and stamping as a dark figure rises from the ground before you..." 
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   There was a loud shriek from the horse as it flailed its front legs and shook the ground with its stamping. Cassandrella held on tight to her cousin with her good arm, and tried to make out just what was in the way. One moment, the flat span of heather and turf was clear and empty, a perfect route for the paladin's horse to follow, and then suddenly someone was there, standing like they were rooted in place. 


   That someone stood as high as the horse's shoulder, and was clad head to toe in ornate armor. Battered and dented, rusted and bloodied, the only part of it that could be described as in good condition was the blazon of a rose over the breastplate. A warrior's mask hid the face from view, and perhaps that was for the better. Its voice was a booming whisper, cold and lifeless except for the barest hint of anger. 


   "Who crosses my path on this dark night!" challenged the figure. "State your name!" 


   "I am Isabel Cœur de Lion Solaire!" Izzy replied. "Paladin of the Temple of Solastria, serving in the city of Nordiv. I ride in aid to my friend and cousin, who requires medical attention. Now let us pass." 


   "No..."  A cold wind whipped across the heather, blowing leaves and sticks across the ground. "Those who would pass must stand and face me with honor, for lost honor binds me to this place." 


   Isabel had her horse mostly calmed at this point, though the mare still pawed at the ground nervously. From the saddle, she looked warily at the armored figure. "Is this going to take long?" she demanded. "Only, I'm on a mission and I cannot spare much time." 


   "It shall take however long it is meant to take," replied that sepulchral whisper. 


   "I see..." said Isabel. "No, I don't think I shall, then."  She slapped her hand against the sunburst blazon of her armor, rattling off a quick prayer as she did. "O Powerful Sun! who brings strength and glory, lend me your arrow in this dark time!"  There was a flash, almost blinding in the depths of night, and when her hand pulled away, there was a long bolt of searing yellow light grasped within it. With a final cry of "Sun's Burning Ray!" she threw it at the figure. 


   The beam of light smashed into the armored chest, and the figure crumpled to the ground. Isabel kicked her horse into action, and the beast was only too willing to oblige with a fierce gallop away. 


   "Trickery!  Dishonorable treachery!" screamed the armored figure, its voice becoming high and shrill. All around the field, ghostly hands reached up to claw and clutch, but at best grabbed only air. At worst, they were pulped by the heavy hooves of the paladin's battle-trained mare. And then the angry shrieks faded away, lost in the gloom behind them. 
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   "Okay..." said Uncle after the last dice rolls were made. "That wasn't how I expected things to turn out." 


   "It was even awesomer, right?"  Natalie beamed. "Nothing's gonna stop Isabel in her mission." 


   "Maybe, maybe not," Uncle replied. "The others will be following, after all, and they're better over wild terrain than you are. But let's get some pizza while it's still there to be had." 


   Claire perked up, more than any time so far that afternoon. "Yay!" she cried. "Pizza!" 
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   Pizza Time! 


     


   "So what are we in for?" Shelby grumbled, fixing her frizzy black curls back behind her hairband. A massive infusion of mozzarella and pepperoni had improved her mood a bit, though she still gave occasional side-eyed glares towards Natalie, who was now enjoying her pizza and a captive audience at the other table. Claire was putting up a brave front, but even her smile slipped when the other girl had returned from the drink bar with three huge glasses of assorted beverage. Uncle shared the sentiment. The last thing anyone wanted was a hyper-caffeinated Natalie on their hands. 


   "A long ride through dark winds," said Uncle after a moment's imagining. "And whatever Isabel managed to stir up along the way." 


   "Oh, goody."  Arms were crossed and a pout was fully loaded now. 


   Helen flashed her brightest smile and fluttered her eyelashes. "Oh, Uncle..." she chirped. "Can't you tell us more, pretty please?  With sugar on top?" 


   "Not till you run into it, I can't," he said firmly. "Gotta play fair here, so no knowing beforehand. And if you overheard anything, ignore it."  Now he chuckled at the four matching grimaces around the table. "Time to practice a useful life skill, ladies. Imagine a wall running right through your brain, with everything you know on the one side, and everything your princess knows on the other. Nothing can pass over that wall to where she is." 


   "But the wall's just imaginary," said Cynthia. The pony-tailed girl was smacking loudly on some gum as she talked. "What's to keep us from sneaking stuff over anyway?" 


   Uncle shrugged. "Basically, just the promise that you won't. Princess's honor." 


   Now he had four deadpan stares ringing the table. "No offense," Shelby said after a moment, "but that just sounds stupid." 


   "Welcome to adulthood, ladies. Now, moving on..."  He had out a laminated map of what was currently being called the moorlands and was placing rocks and things on its grid of spaces. "Helen, Shelby, Cynthia, roll to see how well you can track our runaways." 


   Ruby, emerald, and goldenrod dice clattered across the table, coming up 13, 16, and 10, respectively. Uncle nodded as he mentally factored in the appropriate bonuses. With a dry erase marker he traced a section of a path. "Well, you know they went that-a-way," he said. "The game is a-foot!" 
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   Gwen and Selvi's horses tore up the heather as they ran. Just ahead of them, Flora and Bianca flew on the magic broomstick. A tiny string of fairy lights dangled from the stick, providing enough light to see a ways ahead. The ranger and the khan's daughter could see in the dark, but that did not mean the rest of them could -- and that included the horses.  


   The first sign of trouble was when the lights snuffed out. The four of them came to a halt as Bianca finagled the spell back into power, but nothing seemed to work. The witch was about to give up when the area filled with ethereal silver light. 


   "Ha!" she cried. "I told you I could... huh?"  It dawned on her that the lights were not coming from where she'd been calling them. Instead, the princesses were in the center of a wide circle, ringed all around by tiny, wafting spheres of silvery flame. Just outside the circle, dark and broken shapes pulled themselves up out of the ground to form a second, more gruesome barrier. 


   "Oh, crap."  Selvi and Gwen were already reaching for their swords. 


   "Stay your hands."  The voice was echoing and cold. It was also right behind them. 


   "Wah!"  Bianca almost fell off the broom just then, and Jinkies hissed in shock. A figure in twisted, broken armor stood on the moor like it had risen straight up from the ground. Perhaps it had. Its metal was battered and rusted except for the blazon of a rose upon its chest, and its face was completely enclosed in a masked helmet. 


   "Hear my challenge, mortals," intoned the figure. "And know that I am rather testy tonight. None shall pass here unchallenged, and no shenanigans this time. There's been enough of that already." 


   "Already?"  Gwen's ears perked at that. "Has someone else been through here?  Perhaps two young women on horseback?" 


   "That is not of importance now, though if you should best me, then perhaps I shall say something." 


   Selvi Khan's-daughter rolled her shoulders and grinned a tusky grin. "Best you, eh?  So it's a fight you want." 


   "A challenge. A duel, fairly fought and witnessed, such as I never had in my life before," said the armor. "One of you shall suffice for all, but be warned; my cohort will deal with those who would interfere."  Behind the circle of ghostly fire, the shapes solidified into skeletal soldiers, armed and armored. 


   "We can think our way out of this," Gwen whispered, but Selvi shook her head. 


   "This is a challenge, and a point of honor. Hai-ya!" she cried. "I am Selvi Khan's-daughter, of the Clan Dungivadim!  I accept your challenge under the Rules of the Khans and the honor of my ancestors!  May I have your name?" 


   "In time," came the answer. "If you have earned it." 


   "Well then," Selvi said as she drew her scimitar from its bindings. "Shall we get this show started?" 


   "Yes..."  The armor reached down and pulled from the ground a pole with a ragged banner dangling from the end. "This is the standard of my troop. I bore it proudly, even to the day I died."  Planting the banner firmly in the ground, the figure reached down again and drew a  long blade, a knightly sword whose silvery perfection was completely at odds with the rusty metal gauntlets which now bore it. "And this is the blade Starsinger," the armor announced. "Forged for the dwarves of the far north for my ancestors centuries ago. Does your blade have a name?" 


   "...Wityula," Selvi said. "It means 'Whistler'. No one's ever asked before." 


   "Then let the singer salute the whistler, and the whistler return in kind, so that this duel may commence!" 
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   Near the edge of the ghost-fire, Flora sat on the sidelines with the others, staring wide-eyed at the combatants as they circled. Duels were rare in her homeland of Silvalachia, and while her own father had turned out many a sword from his forge, they'd all been utilitarian things, good for the common soldier. These blades were different. They sang and shone in ways that could not be completely explained by the mundanities of wind and light. Though different in shape, both were slashing blades, and the two duelists were quick to step in and out of range to take advantage of an opening. There were no great clashes of blade on blade, and the strange, predatory dance looked nothing like any fight she'd ever seen in a stage play. 


   A dance... Her fingers itched, and of their own accord began strumming a tune to accompany the action. It was a wild thing, like nothing she'd ever played, and it swirled around the two like a mist. The strings screeched as Selvi slipped and took a hit to a padded shoulder, and sang loudly as the khan's daughter rallied with a terrible blow of her own. With fingers glued to the strings and eyes glued to the fight, she played notes to witness each swing and dodge, each hit and each miss. She hoped she remembered it all afterwards. 


  

   [image: ]

  


   Selvi heard the music, though she hardly acknowledged it. Whoever her opponent was, he was a strong fighter and well trained. It had been ages since she'd last had a sparring partner of such caliber, and despite the circumstances, despite the pressure of time upon the moment, she was enjoying herself. The armored figure did not pull any blows, and her shoulder ached furiously from beneath its padding, but neither did she hold back. 


   The music surrounded her, speeding up as she rushed in, slowing as she pulled back, as much directing her movements as it reacted to them. Selvi could almost feel the fight's conclusion before it even came to be, before her opponent overextended on a swing and she ducked in to strike. A single, forceful blow to the sternum, and the suit of armor lay prone on the ground with its sword a yard distant. 


   She place her scimitar upon that armored neck. "Do you yield?" 


   "I wish," came the hollow rattle from deep with the metal. "But I cannot, for that is my curse. Honorable combat, but not honorable retreat. You shall have to slay me now, for I will not cease my attacks otherwise." 


   "No." 


   "What?"  The question was echoed around the field of honor, from the living and the dead alike. 


   "You heard me. No, I will not kill you. Not like this, with your weapon gone and you lyin' there helpless," Selvi stated. "That ain't part of the Code or the Rules. If we'd entered this fight as sworn enemies, it'd be different, but this is a formal challenge, and killin' you this way ain't honorable."  The khan's daughter withdrew her blade and stepped back. "So get up, and let's finish this the right way." 


   "Selvi, are you crazy?" Gwen called. "We don't have time!" 


   "Always time for honor, pointy-ears."  Selvi nodded as the armored figure stood. "Whenever you're ready." 


   "In a moment..."  The figure waved a gauntleted hand, and the skeletal warriors surrounding the field faded away into the shadows. "Whatever the outcome, I would act honorably by you, as you would by me. The young ladies you seek fled in that direction," it said, pointing. "Less than an hour ago, perhaps. They cannot have gone too far hence, even if they can avoid the other haunts which plague this bloodied battleground. You shall find them soon enough." 


   "Ah, thank you," said Gwen. 


   "It is the least I can do," said the figure. "And now, I should introduce myself properly..."  Two heavy gauntlets took hold of the helmet, breaking through the layers of rusty metal with a dull crunch and pulling it away. A spectral head appeared, almost solid except for when it moved, and then the barest hint of a skull could be seen. At rest, the face was milky pale, with a dark spattering of freckles, a snubbed nose curving up to shining green eyes, and close-cropped hair the color of a bonfire. 


   "My name," said the specter as she picked up her sword, "which I now freely give to you all, is Rosina Garlinda Tatannus, third daughter of the Rose Throne of Baragoccia and unfortunate casualty of its final war." 


   "Any relation to Rosalind?" Bianca asked before anyone could think to put a hand over her mouth. 


   "Perhaps?  I had an Aunt Rosalind, and a great-grandmother, and perhaps a niece or two by that name as well. Royal tradition," Rosina explained. Without the helmet, her voice sounded far closer to normal, though it still had a wavering echo to it. "Most women in my family had names that were a variation on rose. Why do you ask?" 


   "No reason!" Flora and Gwen shouted in unison, their fingers firmly engaged around the little witch's face. 


   Selvi rolled her shoulder some more to get the kinks out. There was certainly a masterful bruise already formed under the padding, and it was going to ache something awful in the morning. For the khan's daughter, that just meant she would have to get back to the action right now. "So, we gonna get started on round two?" she called to her opponent. 


   "Verily," replied Rosina as she brought her sword up for a salute. The scimitar sometimes known as Whistler rose up to return the gesture. Dark orcish eyes met ethereal green, and with a shared look the duel began anew. 


   Whistler had some advantages over Starsinger, Selvi knew. Just by looking at Rosina's sword, she could see that its longer range also meant that it had an area closer in, a strike zone where it couldn't possibly hit as hard. Selvi's scimitar, curved and angled the way it was, fared far better at that distance. It was simply a matter of getting in. 


   Rosina slashed wide and high, with enough power to take a head off if a princess were too careless. Selvi wasn't, and ducked in to exploit the opening. Her eyes were up front, however, and not on top of her head, else she'd have seen the blade arc up and around, only to return straight down and pommel first. The rounded end of the hilt  was not sharpened or pointed at all, but it hit between the shoulder blades with enough force to send her to the ground. 
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   A pair of dice should not have been able to hold the attention the way these did, but every eye around the table was locked upon them. The ghostly knight Rosina's clear twenty-sider had just rolled a 20, and by now everyone had enough game experience to know that big things happened with a natural 20. All that was left was for Uncle to confirm the critical hit and describe what happened to Selvi. At this point in the fight, it was likely to be painful, if not fatal. 


   Shelby wasn't about to let that happen to her princess. "Hold it!" she said, pulling out one of her laminated Hero Cards. She slapped it down on the table with the pizza-and-swords emblem face up. "Not sure what all I can do with this, but I bet it's worth a try." 


   "Gonna force a re-roll, huh?"  Uncle nodded. "Good timing. Okay, we're going to see how this goes. Whatever comes up, we have to stick with, understood?"  At the girl's nod, he picked up the clean die and sent it flying across the blue-checked table once more. It rolled and rattled and finally, with much bated breath from the girls around the table, settled on 10. "Alright," said Uncle as he checked the sticky note for the current tally of bonuses and penalties in play. "While a ten is usually considered just good enough, it's not enough to hit Selvi. However, since Rosina's committed to the attack, she's left herself open again. Shelby, roll to see what your princess makes of this opportunity." 


   Shelby grabbed her ruby twenty-sider and steeled herself, with her tongue stuck out the side of her mouth like a pitcher winding up for a knuckleball. The die flew from her fingertips, careening across the field map like a baleful comet. It smashed through defenses and toppled more than one game piece, finally ricocheting off a notebook and coming to a full stop against the unmovable objectivity of Uncle's game-master screen. The topmost face showed two small digits: 20. 


   "Yes!"  The dark-haired girl punched the air triumphantly as the others cheered her on. 


   "A truly heroic upset, yes," Uncle agreed. "So here's how it plays out..." 
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   Selvi  rolled to the side instantly, more through luck and intuition than any plan, so the Starsinger missed her as it came down once again, this time pointy end first. There was a space on the blade, she could see in that moment, where the edges were not sharpened, and instead could be used as a second handhold. Rosina was doing just that, using the extra grip to drive the sword down ever harder. 


   The longsword's blade sank into the ground almost to the haft, so forceful was the thrust, and for a bare second Rosina could not pull it back out. Her spectral face flushed with effort more imagined than realistic, for there was no blood left in her head. When Selvi's whispering blade snaked out, hooking under the rose princess's head and removing it from her shoulders, there wasn't the slightest drop spilt. 


   Rosina's head flew up high into the air, only to land with a light thump a short ways away. Phantasmal tears streaked down the image of her face, and her mouth formed the words "Thank you" as her body faded into mist. A moment later, there was only an aged, broken skull lying on the field next to a rusted heap of metal that might once have been armor. 


   The sword Starsinger was still stuck in the ground. Selvi carefully pulled it free, inch by steely inch. With a blade in each hand, she stood over Rosina's armor and gave a roaring bellow, shouting out to the night that a proud warrior had passed on in the proper fashion -- with honor in combat. Against her chest, her dragonbone talisman glowed briefly, its runes spelling out new combinations as each glimmered in turn. 


   Selvi was used to it acting up by now; she paid it hardly any mind. She retrieved Rosina's banner, turned to her friends, sitting where the ghost-fire had been, and  nodded. It was time to get their little moon-bunny back. 
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   Uncle nodded as he looked around the reassembled group of girls before him. The red-checked table felt a bit crowded at the moment, if only because of the egos, emotions, and dagger-like glares flying all about. For her part, Natalie was an immovable mass of self-confidence and blissful ignorance towards all the grumbling she'd caused. He'd made extra sure that she and Shelby remained as far apart across the table as possible, and even so he was concerned. 


   "Everyone full up on pizza and soda?" he asked. 


   "A to the OK there!" Natalie yelled happily. A short burp followed. Her three large cups were conspicuously empty, and the girl had a jittery smile plastered on her face. 


   "Let's just get this mess finished," grumbled Shelby. 


   "How're we gonna play this?" asked Cynthia. "Jump to the conclusion or somethin'? 


   "Or something," Uncle said. He pulled a stack of small index cards from his bag and laid them out in a long row. On the first card, he placed a black chess knight, and on the third he added a white knight. "Isabel and Cassandrella start a bit ahead of you. If they reach the end of this row, then they've made it to their safe zone. Some cards have an obstacle or lucky event written on the underside. We'll ignore the ones you're on now, and continue from there. Natalie, you're up first. Roll a d6, please." 


   "A what?" 


   He sighed. "A six-sided die," he reminded her. 


   "Oh yeah!"  A little grey cube rattled around, finishing with six dots on top. "Awright!" she said as she moved the white knight forward. She flipped the card over and read: "Caught in nasty brambles. Skip a turn. Aw, nuts." 


   "You're still way ahead," Uncle said. "Team 2?" 


   Shelby scowled as she rolled, but her mood lightened a bit when her die also came up with six dots. The card's underside was blank, so she rolled again. Only one dot showed that time, and the scowl was back full-force. 


   "Another blank," Uncle confirmed as she turned over the card. "Okay, Natalie, you're up again." 


   This time, the paladin's team rolled a four, and their card was even better. "Woohoo!" Natalie crowed at the sight of the word 'shortcut' and moved her piece another space to a blank card. 


   The pursuers rolled a three, then groaned in unison as their next card was revealed: the picture of a group of armed skeletons, waving their swords in the air. 


   "Sorry, ladies," said Uncle. "Better finish them off fast. For every two full rounds this battle takes, that's another roll Natalie gets." 


   There was a dark and mean flame burning in Shelby's eyes. "Don't worry," she said. "This ain't gonna take long." 
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   Gwen was hardly surprised at all when a squad of skeletal soldiers materialized along their path. The way the night had been going so far, it could almost have been expected. Her sword was out and ready but, as it turned out, unnecessary. Selvi roared through the mob, spurring on her horse as she held the Whistler in one hand and the Starsinger in the other. Not a single skull remained connected to its neck in the wake of her passage. 
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   "You realize that was your last Hero Card for a while, right?" Uncle asked. 


   The curly-haired girl shrugged. "Things were meant to be used, right?  And that was so worth it!" 


   "It was awesome!" shouted Helen. Around the table, everyone nodded in agreement, even Natalie. 


   "Well, as it turns out, you've only been delayed by one round. Natalie?  Claire?  You've got only seven spaces to go. Ready?" 


   "Yeah!" said Natalie. Claire just nodded hesitantly, and cringed a bit from the looks which the others sent her way. The metallic grey die rolled, coming up with a single dot on top. "Phooey!" Natalie concluded. 


   The obstacle card was flipped over, and everyone stared at it for a moment. The words BIG BATTLE! appeared in multiple colors of neon ink with gold highlights, surrounded by jagged lines, starbursts, and crossed swords. The combination hurt the eyes just to look at it. 


   "Um, a friend drew these up for a game a few years ago."  Uncle found himself apologizing in spite of himself. "Her sense of style back then left something to be desired." 


   "I heard that!"  Max's voice came from the direction of the salad bar. The pizza shop's owner was busy cleaning and wiping, but she spared a moment to wag a finger their way. "And I don't recall you guys complaining at the time." 


   "Eh, we were all in college," said Uncle, as if that were explanation enough. "None of us had much sense yet. Anyhoo..." he continued, flipping through his list of pre-planned encounters. "It looks like Isabel and Cassandrella are in for some more adventure after all..." 
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   She hadn't yet dared to voice her feelings completely, but Princess Cassandrella was rightly fed up with this little adventure. Her late-night mental fog had burned away under the solar glare of Izzy's bad decisions, and as far as she was concerned the first and most important question was, how was she going to get out of this? 


   Well okay, the real first question was how to bring up the topic with her cousin in a way that the paladin would not yet again dismiss out of hand, like she had on the last few occasions. The second was how to deal with the broken arm and cracked ribs, all of which complained more loudly than she ever could. Not even the bright light of the full moon above could lift her spirits, because even on its lowest gait Izzy's mare was still a bumpy ride. 


   "There's a hospitality house not far ahead," Izzy reassured her, not for the first time. "It was marked on all the old maps."  There was a quavering in the paladin's voice when she said it, though. "Not much longer, and we'll have you safe and sound." 


   Cassandrella was all set to say her important words, tell her cousin exactly what she thought, late though it was in coming. Her mouth was open to form the words, but a low-hanging branch of a passing tree interrupted. Isabel ducked her head to avoid it cleanly, and Cassie did so as well, only the length of gnarled wood suddenly reached down and plucked the moon princess off the back of the saddle. 


   "Izzy!" she screamed. Her cry ended in a pained squeak as finger-like branches closed around her and squeezed tight. Up, up, up into the air she went, swung around as wood creaked and groaned like a choir of tortured souls. Her eyes spun, her stomach lurched, and she wished now that the moonlight were not so bright and clear, because she was not alone, high in the tree. There was a metal cage braced against the trunk, and it was not empty. Withered hands still clutched at the bars, and a mouldering face was just barely visible as she was brought in close. Its lips were pulled back in an eternal grimace, and it had long since lost its nose and ears to the carrion birds, but its eyes burned with a life that had no place in the waking world. 


   Despite the pain and the vertigo, Cassandrella found the power within her to scream once more. She didn't stop for the longest time. 
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   "Cassie!" Isabel cried as her cousin was snatched away into the night. She reined her mare around to face the tree, whose skeletal trunk and branches cut the moonlit horizon like a stab wound. Around its roots, the earth pulsed and trembled, and as she dismounted and charged in, she could see grasping hands and other assorted bits coming together to form gruesome, patchwork things. 


   The sight of it all was, if anything, too unnatural. Her eyes took it in, but her mind refused to see it all, and that above everything else helped her to stay calm. A stubborn part of her monkey brain was solidly convinced that nothing that strange could possibly be real, no matter how solid a -thunk- her sword made when she whacked. She could have been facing one of her temple's animated practice dummies, for all the lack of fear she felt  in that moment. No, she thought as an excited smile played across her face, this was no danger at all, merely the chance to show the glory of the Sun. 


   Several yards above, her cousin gave another piercing shriek. First things first, Isabel decided. 


   "Sun's Burning Ray!"  She hurled the words and the bolt of fiery light at the trunk of the tree, then cheered gleefully as it exploded against the bark in a cloud of sparks. The gnarled thing shivered from its roots to the highest branch, and then there was silence. 


   And then there was a high-pitched shriek as Cassandrella was dropped from twenty feet up in the air. Isabel managed to catch her successfully, with a groan from her cousin which suggested that perhaps the ground may have been the softer option. The paladin's legs tottered and trembled, but she managed to deposit the moon princess on the ground without planting her own armored bum in the heathered turf as well. 


   "O! warm and life-giving Sun," she quickly mumbled through the basic prayer. "Bestow your healing touch!"  All the gentle heat of a sunny spring day seemed to gather beneath her fingertips, to flow into Cassandrella's damaged body and ease her pain. The cleric's breathing became less troubled, and her myriad scratches ceased bleeding. 


   With a nod, Princess Isabel Cœur de Lion Solaire turned back to the real, important business at hand: destroying as many undead as possible. She could hardly wait to report back to Prior Matthias about what tremendous blows she had dealt against the enemies of the Sun! 
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   "You're going back into the melee?"  Uncle managed to somehow be astounded and yet not surprised at all by this development. "Cassie's on the ground there in critical condition..."  On the board, the moon princess's pearly-painted chess pawn was knocked over. Claire had rolled an amazingly bad series of numbers from her sapphire-colored dice, and her girl had already been in the red health-wise when he'd taken pity and fudged a roll from behind his screen to let her escape the grasp of the death tree. He'd even arranged the little tokens for the zombies in such a way as to provide a clear avenue of escape. 


   He probably shouldn't be so nice. In fact, he probably would not have been so nice  if a similar situation had occurred in the very first game session. There were some players and some groups that thrived on imaginary bloodshed and total party kills, much as they complained, and he was certain by this point that these girls were not narrative masochists. They wanted fantasy and excitement, and probably would not mind a character death if it was happened in a suitably awesome manner, like getting exploded by ninjas or something. But this... two girls half-surrounded by zombies, and one of them in the negative hit-point range; that was not the right way to go. 


   But he was darned like an old sock if he could think of a way to get them out of this situation without resorting to pure deus ex game-master, and that sort of save would be almost as unsatisfactory. "Just to confirm," he said, hoping that the girl took the hint and the second chance. "You're going to charge at the undead and try to hack 'em to bits?" 


   "Yeah!" came the enthusiastic shout. Natalie was bouncing up and down in her seat, in a way that wasn't just connected to the amount of caffeine she'd had so far that afternoon -- at least, not directly connected. "Um, I'm gonna run to the little girls' room," she announced over the gurgling of her stomach. "Might take a few, so she'll just keep at it unless something gets too close to Cassie, 'kay?" 


   "Alright," he sighed. 


   Everyone watched her skip and slosh her way to the restrooms on the other side of the restaurant, then turned their attention back to the matter at hand. "We've got two rounds before we arrive," Helen said. "Think you can hold out till then?" 


   "Maybe?" replied Claire. "I'm not sure how much I can do, honestly." 


   Uncle made some quick rolls for Isabel, then rearranged game pieces appropriately. He'd taken the liberty of doing a wisdom check on the paladin, and as a result Isabel had yet to realize that the undead were drawing her farther around the other side of the little hill crowned by the dead tree. Her horse, he noted, had actually rolled higher on wisdom, and was now far, far away from the action. 


   "To answer your question," he said when he was done, "not much. The only reason Cassie's still alive and reasonably alert is because she's got a high constitution score and is a lot tougher than she looks, but even so... She'd probably take lethal damage from sneezing too hard, what with the state she's in. Your only real options are to lay there and wait, and maybe pray." 


   Dark brown eyes, magnified many times by Claire's thick glasses, crossed with concentration. "Well, she's a priestess, so maybe prayer's what we need. Didn't we agree that Cassie and her goddess were closer on a full moon night?" 


   "That we did."  Of all the girls, Claire had sent him the most emails over the past week to discuss possible things to work into the story. Uncle wondered if the little animaniac were headed in the direction he thought she was. 


   "Okay!"  Claire stood up on her seat and leaned across the table to look him in the face. "I'm tired of Cassie having to be saved all the time. I'm tired of her getting pulled along into stupid hijinks without being able to say no. She's the Princess of the Moon, goshdarnit, and it's about time she made use of that. So she'll be praying her fuzzy bunny slippers off while the full moon's still in the sky," she announced, slapping two Hero Cards down on the table by her fallen chess piece. "And she really, really means it." 


   "Can you even use two of those at a time?" Helen asked. 


   "Usually no," said Uncle, "except in an effort to cheat death, which I certainly think is the case here. Well," he added, returning Claire's challenging stare, "I'm all for moving our little timetable up an adventure or two, but you're gonna have to roll for it. Those Hero Cards add a big bonus for you, but it'll still be a hard one. Ready?" 


   Claire didn't even bother to dignify that with a response. Instead, she held her sapphire-colored die up, and, after everyone had had a chance to blow on it for good luck, she let it fall... 
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   Princess Cassandrella had thought she'd known a good deal about fear. She'd been afraid when they'd all fought the bug warriors, though she'd overcome it then. Then again, in Princess Rosalind's garden of thorns, she'd been scared  out of her bunny slippers, and had barely been any help at all. Just that day alone, she'd been scared of the thunder lizards, the ghostly suit of armor with its booming echo, and the thing in the tree. Those were easy sorts of fears to work with, but then there was the fear of being caught doing something naughty, the fear of speaking her mind to her cousin, the fear of not living up to the expectations of her temple... 


   Well, as she lay there on the cold ground, her body chilled and achy, all those fears didn't seem so bad, seemed instead to be minor little things to be overcome or laughed at. They all bled away, to be replaced by something much stronger and colder still. 


   She wasn't scared now; she was terrified. Even as the rest of her was paralyzed by fatigue and pain, her heart beat like a caged animal trying to burst free. Any moment now, she was sure, it would smash a hole through her ribs. 


   Somewhere off in the night, she could hear her cousin fighting, and elsewhere there was the groaning and shuffling feet of the restless dead. She wanted to shut her eyes tight and pretend it all away, but the Moon would not let her. Its pale, calm beauty lay low on the horizon, almost kissing the top of the moor, and it was straight in her line of sight now. 


   -Please- she prayed silently, not trusting in her own voice. -O Loving Moon, who watches over us all, help me. Save me.- 


   The Moon glowed back stoically. -Why should I?- the soft light seemed to say in its quiet glimmer. -My light falls on the just and the wicked, on the living and the dead.- 


   -I know- she thought. 


   -My light is equal and unbiased, but it is not fair- said the Moon. -Do you accept that?- 


   -Yes- 


   -That bad things may be done under My light?- 


   -Yes- 


   -That you may have to do those bad things one day?- 


   If she had the breath to spare in her lungs, it would have caught in her throat just then. Was this conversation really happening, or was it all a product of confusion and blood loss messing with her head?  She could not tell. Perhaps she was past the point of caring. Instead, she just answered: -Yes- 


   -That the way of the Moon is the way of change?- 


   -Yes- 


   -The way of order?- 


   -Yes- 


   -The way of life and of death?  The way of violence and of peace?- 


   -Yes- 


   -And you shall serve willingly, with all your heart and soul, in all aspects and phases of the Moon's light?- 


   -YES-  Never had a silent word been so emphatic. 


   -Then so be it- 


   The light of the setting Moon flared, brighter to her than the Sun in that instant, but cooler, softer, like the familiar embrace of silk sheets and coverlets on her bed back in Selunika. It wrapped around her, comforted and soothed her, and she willingly let herself dissolve into its presence. 
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   There was a new figurine on the table now. Four sets of eyes stared at it, confused. A fifth set beamed happily from behind thick glasses. "Yes!  Yes!" Claire crowed as Uncle unveiled the newcomer. "Now the butt-kicking may commence!  Full Moon Mangle!  Moonlit Mayhem!  Lucha de la Luna!" 


   "...what is it?" Katelyn asked. 


   "And a 'Why?', too," said Cynthia. "Maybe a 'When?' to top it off. Like, when did this get decided?" 


   Uncle waved them down. "Everyone sent me all sorts of ideas for their princesses, remember?  Well, Claire and I tossed some stuff around about how to power up a moon princess, and this was one. Now granted, neither of us expected to have the opportunity to fit it into the story quite so soon, but it's not like the rest of the session's gone as expected, either. Speaking of which..."  There was the rattle of dice behind the game master's screen. "Isabel just failed her spot check. Like, utterly. So don't tell Natalie what's happened unless she asks in-character, okay?" 


   Now five sets of eyes all winked conspiratorially. 
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   Selvi Khan's-daughter did not need any tracking skills for the last leg of their search. The raucous screams were clue enough. The flashes of light as Isabel tossed sunbeams like snowballs, those were hard to miss as well. Among the rolling hills of the wasteland, the old tree made a good landmark, and they'd already been heading in that direction when the sound and light show began, but now they spurred their mounts to their fastest gait. She could only hope they were not too late. 


   But, as it turned out, they were just in time for something. What it was, that was harder to say.    Around the little hill with its dead, dry tree, a dozen or more misshapen forms lurched in the shadows. Far to the left, almost behind the hill entirely, there was the flash and bang she associated with Princess Isabel. A bit to the right, Cassie lay in a patch of bright moonlight -- unnaturally bright, like the heavenly body had focused everything on that single spot. Her moonsilk and mythril gleamed brightly, and then suddenly there was a most un-moonlike flash that overwhelmed her night vision and left her dizzy for just a moment. 


   In the spot where Cassie had lain, there was... something else. Selvi's brain was at a loss to describe what she saw. It looked a bit like a rabbit, in the same way her father's prized dire wolves looked like cute, fluffy puppy dogs. Pure white fur bristled over muscular legs, and long ears swiveled to either side of a glimmering horn that bent back into a sharply curved half-circle. The beast was crouched low to the ground, but even under all that fluff it had to be at least as large as Selvi. 


   Nearby, a trio of misshapen, mismatched revenants finished pulling themselves from the ground and shambled towards the rabbit-thing. All three had at the most an ounce of brain matter between them, else they would never have dared. With a shrill scream, the oversized rabbit bowled over the first, sending the rotting skull back underground with its forepaws. Then it kicked back, ripping the second undead in half. The third undead got to experience firsthand what it was like to be a carrot. 


   "By the blessed elders..." Selvi muttered under her breath as the brief spat of carnage came to a close. 


   "What is that thing?"  Gwen had arrived just in time to see those teeth in action, and her face looked a pale green in the moonlight. 


   "Pretty sure that's our Cassie, though don't ask me how," the barbarian princess replied. "Hey!  You two!" she hissed at Bianca and Flora. "Avoid the bunny for now, but see what you can do 'bout those dead bodies wanderin' round." 


   Flora hopped off the broom and pointed. "It's the tree; I can feel it," she said. "Everything that's wrong in this area of the moor is centered on it. If you can keep those shambling things off of us, we might be able to do something about it." 


   The barbarian and the ranger grinned at each other in the moonlight. "You heard her," said Gwen. "Time to whack some weeds while they make firewood." 
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   "Heya, gals!"  Natalie announced her return loudly, plopping down beside her cousin. "What's new...wow..." she said as she surveyed the battle map. "That's a lot of zombies. And everyone's all here now?"  She pouted. "Darnit, I was hoping to get to the safe house, fair and square." 


   "Your princess has been busy," Uncle noted, tapping the girl's chess piece. "Five zombies and counting." 


   "Aw yeah!"  Natalie punched the air. "Beat that, slowpokes!" 


   "It ain't a game," said Cynthia with a scowl. "At least, not like that it ain't. We're all in this together." 


   "That doesn't mean we can't keep score!  Ooh..."  Natalie had just spotted the amateurishly painted vorpal rabbit figurine in the thick of a zombie mob. "Boss monster!" 


   Helen was about to correct her, but Uncle shook his head slightly. "It's your turn up next," he told Natalie. "What are you going to do?  You don't know anything about this new thing or what it can do. Too busy whacking zombies on the other side of the hill," he explained. 


   "I'm gonna run up and smite it!" 


   He was unfortunately not surprised, though he felt like pinching the bridge of his nose in exasperation. "Anything else?  Possibly before the smiting?" 


   "Nah. What's there to know?  It's a big monster with lots of other monsters around it, and it's not obviously breathing fire or anything, so I should be okay." 


   He could almost see the dice rolling inside her head to decide how she'd react, with a penalty to her wisdom score lying on top of a natural 1. Total comprehension failure. Uncle had never seen such a bungled roll in real life, ever, but now he had to deal with it. There was a sort of sigh that only a truly exasperated game master could make, and even if he'd never made it before during one of their sessions, most of the girls recognized it for what it was. Natalie did not. "Well, then," he said. "Guess it's time to roll." 


   Quiet as he could, he rolled his own dice while Natalie's rattled across the table. How bad this would turn out, he left to the little twenty-sider. A 2... then a 3... He felt his shoulders relax a bit, even as Natalie crowed at her own rolls. It was silly, he knew, but also nice to have the hand of fate enforce karma on its own. 
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   'Every day, in every way, I get better and better.'  That was Isabel's personal motto, and she could almost feel it in action that night. As she waded through the undead mob, each swipe of her sword seemed to destroy two of them, and each bright beam of sunlight speared three. She didn't really have the time to note what state the undead were in to begin with, or she'd realize that they were plenty ragged already, but she might not have cared, either. What was important was the act of destroying their evil. 


   And then there was this new beast, risen up to challenge the Champion of the Sun. What hole it had come from, she could not say, but it was going to be running a long way from here when she was done with it. Somewhere in the back of her head, she idly wondered where Cassie had got off to, but she had a sort of sixth sense which told her that her cousin was all right. Those other questionable princesses had most likely pulled her away from the action. Oh well, she could always retrieve the moon princess from them again later. Once she'd finished with this threat, they'd all see how awesome she was, and that she was the obvious choice to keep her cousin safe. 


   So she batted aside the groaning undead like they were stuffed dummies, her radiant aura forcing them to the side as she passed. The beast was before her now, its hackles raised and its long teeth bared. Even it must sense the strength to be found in Princess Isabel Cœur de Lion Solaire, Paladin of the Dawn Order in the Holy Temple of Solastria, for it backed down with its ears pinned back in apparent confusion. 


   Isabel raised her sword high, calling to it all the power of the Sun invested within her. Light like liquid sunbeams flowed across her, climbing up the length of steel, encasing it, doubling its size with a broad blade of sunshine laid over it. She would not even need to hit it directly with the steel, she knew; the light itself would be enough to damage and daze the beast, leaving it vulnerable to more attacks. 


   The blade of steel and sun streaked through the night, its ethereal fire coming down squarely on the head of the beast. Any undead would have been cleft asunder, rendered instantly into dust, but all there was to show for her attack was a faint -clang-. 


   The beast had caught the blade on its own horn, deflecting it away from danger. All the bright sunshine that had traveled with that blow dissipated, blown away like so much powder in the wind, and Isabel was left in the dark with only a slightly bent piece of metal in her hands and a very large, angry rabbit before her. 


   It finally dawned on her that something was not right here. 
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   Natalie was a little slower on the uptake than her paladin, Uncle figured. He was beginning to feel a bit guilty about giving her all that metaphorical rope, now that she was in the process of hanging herself with it. 


   "Whaddaya mean, it didn't work?" she was yelling. "Paladins have the power to deliver holy smitings, so that monster should be smote!  Er, smited?  Smitten?  Something shoulda happened!" she concluded with a pout. 


   "What should happen is different from what did happen," Uncle noted. "Both actually and grammatically. Alas, as it says right there on your reference card, the ability's name is 'smite evil,' and the rule's pretty firm on that. No evil, no smiting." 


   "Well, how was I to know it wasn't evil?  It was a big, hairy monster in the middle of a buncha zombies!" 


   He tapped another one of her cards. "Paladins have a spell called 'detect evil' for a reason, yanno. Helps to avoid situations like this. As it is, you wasted a smiting, got a non-evil creature really ticked-off, and now it's time to face the consequences." 


   "But, but..."  Natalie's lip quivered. "I didn't know!" 


   "You had plenty of chances to find out," said Uncle. 


   "Nobody told me!" 


   "Ya didn't ask," said Cynthia. Beside her, Katelyn gave her emphatic, if silent, agreement with some vigorous nodding.  


   "Uncle did mention doing stuff before smiting," Helen pointed out. 


   "But you went and did it anyway," Shelby concluded with a grunt. "Seriously, it's like you didn't even really look at the board before deciding to kill the wabbit. You missed all sorta little details." 


   "No I didn't!" 


   Claire wiggled in her seat. Where she and her cousin had been sitting hip-to-hip for most of the afternoon, there was now several inches of space between them. "Where's Cassie?" she asked. "Can you tell me that?" 


   "Huh?  Didn't the others evacuate her to safety?" Natalie asked. 


   "No," said Shelby. "And anyway, that was supposed to be your job, remember?  We got here a little for that." 


   The new girl wasn't looking nearly as ebullient now. "Um, she didn't get killed by zombies, did she?" 


   "No," said Uncle. 


   "Eaten by the ravenous beast?" 


   "Nope." 


   "Then what the heck's going on!?" the girl whined. 


   "Cassie is a moon princess," Claire tried to explain. "And... certain things can happen at certain times of the month..." 


   "Better just spill it, or she'll completely misunderstand again," said Shelby. "You're starting to sound like my mom when she had to make the talk to me about periods and stuff." 


   Claire took a deep breath. "Cassandrella prayed to the Moon for help so the Moon decided to change her into a giant bunny rabbit with a crescent horn in her forehead but it's only temporary and she'd never attack her friends!"  


   Natalie was staring at the board now, realization finally dawning on her face. "You mean that monster was..." 


   "Princess Cassandrella," Uncle confirmed. "Whom you just attempted to smite with intent to kill, in violation of your sworn oath and in full view of her goddess in the sky." 


   The girl's response was short, rude, and -- while completely appropriate for the situation -- was not something that should be on the lips of either a paladin or a twelve-year-old girl. Uncle didn't begrudge her the expletive, though. To be honest, the situation probably deserved a lot more cussing than that. 
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   Realization was slowly seeping into Isabel's conscious mind, and it was not a pleasant experience in the least. Her hands refused to let go of her sword, useless as it now was, but her eyes never left those of the beast before her. It... the giant rabbit... rabbits were always Cassie's favorite... but, no!  It couldn't be... Cassie couldn't be... 


   It had Cassie's eyes, dark grey with a rim of silver that shimmered in the moonlight. 


   The sword fell from her fingers, and words fell from her lips -- the sort of words that would scandalize her blessed mother to hear coming from her darling daughter. Isabel was still mumbling incoherent profanities as the rabbit pounced. 
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   Flora was distracted from the matter of the dead tree by another hideous shriek. Unlike the previous few, this one had come from a human throat, and her eyes flew to its source. Isabel was down on the ground, her sword a short ways away, and the paladin was now pinned under a good twelve stone of bunny rabbit. The druid princess kept a wary eye on them, but whatever Cassie'd turned herself into, she didn't seem in much hurry to kill anything that wasn't dead already. 


   A bit above her, floating on the broomstick, Bianca was also staring. "Should we, yanno, help?" the little witch asked. 


   "I think Cassie's got things well in paw," said Flora. 


   "Not what I mea... eep!"  Bianca banked to the left as a crooked branch swiped at her. With a loud crack, Flora's enchanted club fractured the aging wood, and the entire branch came tumbling down to her feet. 


   "Think that's the last of the low branches," Flora announced as her lute returned to its proper shape. 


   "Goody." 


   Flora was about to suggest going to calm Cassie down -- if that was even possible -- when that pure white fluff glowed brightly once more. With a prolonged scream that was almost a howl, the giant bunny raised eyes, ears, and horn to the Moon in salute. There was a soft glow, to be answered by a very bright flash from the paladin's armor. The brilliant gold began to run, dripping from the metal like watery paint, until everything was left a drab grey that could hardly be distinguished from the round, even with the light of Bianca's little lamps to help. 


   Before her eyes, the Moon finished its descent below the horizon, leaving the night even darker than before. The rabbit's pale glow lasted a few moments longer, fading as it shrank in on itself, and Cassie's human self collapsed over the still form of her cousin. 


   "Can you handle things here?" she asked Bianca quickly. Most of the druid's work had been to suss out weak points in the wood; the dead tree was far too gone for her powers of green to have any positive effect on it. The little witch was going to have all the fun in a moment. 


   Bianca nodded. "Be careful." 


   That was easier said than done. Gwen and Selvi had done an excellent job of mowing down what shambling undead were left, but the ground was uneven and treacherous in the dark. The black energies of death were strong here, eclipsing the senses she would usually rely upon, and she also had to keep watch up above. With its lower branches broken, the dead tree was limited in its ability to grab things close-in, but its upper branches could bend farther out, and across most of the space between her and Cassie there was plenty of opportunity for a snatch. 


   -Jump!- her senses told her. Blunted as they were, she barely avoided the spear-like thrust of an old branch. The gnarled wood plowed into the lifeless dirt, sending up a spray of grit. Flora rolled to the side, feeling more than seeing a second branch crash down. With her war cry of "El Kabong!" her lute resumed its duties as a professional blunt instrument, and she shattered both errant tree trunks with quick smacks of the spiked club. 


   "Toad in the hole!" came the cry from Bianca, punctuated by a series of explosions. They went -bim-bam-bom-bam-BOOM! in neat order, hitting each weak spot on the tree just as Flora had directed. With a loud crash in the dark, the dead tree toppled over, falling to the ground in the exact opposite direction from where Cassie and Isabel now lay. 


   Flora smiled to herself. Despite what some believed, druids were not completely against violence towards nature. Every garden could use a bit of pruning, now and then.  


   Isabel was out cold when Flora reached them, and Cassie wasn't doing much better. The moon princess was shivering with exhaustion, and could hardly stutter out a few words of thanks before passing out in the druid's arms. Flora did her best to check her friend for serious injury, only to find none. Even the cracked ribs and broken arm had healed up, good as new, and she figgered that after a bit of rest, Cassie'd be fit as a fiddle. 


   The paladin, on the other hand... Flora wasn't sure what to do there. Isabel didn't seem to be hurt, aside from the sort of minor scratches one might get while thrashing barely animate undead. Flora took a moment to pray away the specter of disease, but otherwise there wasn't anything to do. Isabel appeared to be in perfect condition, except that she wouldn't wake up, no matter how hard the druid slapped her face. 


   After she realized that, Flora slapped it a few more times, just for good measure. 
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   "But... but..."  Natalie's lower lip had yet to stop quivering. The tip of her nose had already turned red, and now her eyes were puffing up. She looked about as shocked as her paladin must have been, with the only difference being that the girl was still conscious. Uncle figured this counted as a TKO, at least. Certainly, it looked like Natalie would totally keel over at the slightest push. 


   "But it's not fair!"  The words ended with a squeak and a sob. 


   Uncle sighed. "We've been over this..."  Repeatedly, but the girl needed everything spelled out at the moment. "Paladins are held to a higher code. There are consequences to breaking that code. Princess Isabel broke it in a spectacularly bad manner. So right now, she is stripped of all her paladin abilities, including stuff like her bloodline powers and holy armor enchantment, until she's had the chance to go through an atonement ceremony. Which will have to be done at a temple, and probably only after proving herself penitent, so definitely not today. We're running short on time."  And patience, he did not add. 


   There was silence around the table for about three beats and then, with a sobbing wail, Natalie w out of her chair. She streaked across the restaurant floor and into the girls' restroom. The door slammed behind her. 


   Max had been waiting in the wings, but now she swooped in to gather up dirty dishes. "Yanno," she said over the clinks and rattles, "I ought to spruce up the old powder room a bit, if you're going to be sending kids to hide in there on a weekly basis." 


   "It's not like I'm trying to..."  Uncle protested. 


   "Ooh!  Ooh!" said Claire. "Could you add a bookshelf with some comic books or something?" 


   "I'll keep that in mind," Max promised with a wink. "Anything else I can get you all?" 


   "Some aspirin, some antacid, and some whiskey to wash it down," Uncle replied, only half in gest. "You girls stay put. I've got to call Natalie's dad now." 
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   "...and that's what happened, sir," Uncle finished. It hadn't taken Mr. Perkins long to get there after the phone call had been made, but the explanation had been another matter entirely. Try as he might to keep things short and to the point, Natalie's older brother wouldn't stop butting in with questions about the game itself, until all the big plot details had been mentioned. 


   "Whoa..."  Kyle was suitably impressed, at least. "Why can't my group's games do stuff like that?" 


   "Mixed blessing, kid."  Uncle grimaced. "Interesting times, and all that. Still, I'd like to apologize. It should not have gotten as far as it did." 


   "How long's she been holed up in there?" asked Mr. Perkins with a sigh. The look on the man's face was not one of surprise at all, not even at the start of the long explanation. 


   "About twenty minutes now." 


   "Still well short of her record." The next sigh was louder. "I know how my daughter can get. She promised to be on her best behavior, but..." 


   "She got carried away, and things got out of hand," Uncle finished for him. 


   "Exactly." 


   At the table, the girls were all gathered around Helen. His niece was busy, her fingers flying as she sketched on some of his scrap paper. The others were holding sharpened pencils in a dozen colors, waiting to be of use. On the page, there was the picture of a girl, drawn to middle school standards with huge eyes and disproportionate head, and it only took a glance to tell who she was supposed to be. Black hair, tiara, golden armor with a sun-in-glory blazon: it was definitely Princess Isabel. 


   "Spelling check," he said, pointing to the words on a rough plan lying next to the main event. "Cœur is spelled C-O-E-U-R, with the O and the E joined at the hip 'cause it's French like that." 


   "Thanks," said Helen, fixing the word. 


   "So what's all this, then?" he asked. 


   He got a round table of guilty looks. "Well, um..." Helen began, "we were all sitting here and, um, got to feeling bad about how everything turned out..." 


   "Not that she didn't deserve it," harrumphed Shelby. 


   "...so we wanted to try and make it up to her somehow, and Katelyn suggested drawing a picture..." 


   "...yeah. Pictures are good." 


   "...and, well, Rob's your uncle, right?" Helen said with a grin. 


   Her own uncle, not named Rob, chuckled. "I think you mean 'Bob's your uncle.'  Your mom's back to watching BBC programming again, I take it. Well, it's a nice idea, at least. Be sure to add a unicorn in the background," he suggested. 


   His niece nodded, and a few minutes later they had a rough portrait of Princess Isabel Cœur de Lion Solaire ready to present. The proportions were all wonky and the final coloring had been done by committee, but it wasn't half bad. Helen placed it inside a clear file and carefully slid it under the door of the girls' restroom. 


   A moment later, the lock clicked and Natalie stepped out with art in hand. Her eyes were still puffy and her nose was still runny, but the sobbing had stopped. She sniffled a bit as she looked at the other girls, but it was the sight of Claire that triggered the waterworks again. 


   "I'm sorry!"  She was half a head taller than her cousin, obvious now that she had Claire in a huglock. The bespectacled little girl was squirming from the crush. "I'm so so so so so so so..." 


   "She gets the point," said Uncle. "Also, she needs to breathe." 


   "SORRY!"  Natalie relaxed her grip. "I was silly and selfish and I ruined everyone's day again, and..."  She had to pause for a breath herself. 


   "Can't say it wasn't interesting..." Cynthia ventured diplomatically. Around the circle, the other girls mumbled various sorts of vague agreement. Natalie brightened a little at the reassurances, meager as they were. 


   Uncle walked the Perkinses out to the parking lot. "Dunno if she'd want to," he said softly to her father, "and dunno how well it would turn out, but Natalie's welcome to come back anytime." 


   "We'll see."  Mr. Perkins sighed again. It seemed to be a regular facet of his character. "I hope she at least learned something from this." 


   "I think they all did," said Uncle, pointedly not looking at the broad window of Max's Pizza, where five girls were watching their steps. "Offer still stands." 


   "Thank you."  And with that, the Perkins family station wagon was off. 
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   It was quiet at the table when he came back inside. "Well," he said. "Are we on for next week?"  After a session like today's, he wouldn't have blamed anyone for wanting a break. Instead, he got a ragged chorus of "Yeah" which, while a little downhearted, was still an affirmative. 


   "Okay."  He thought for a moment. "We'll pick up right from this point, next week. Only Selvi really got enough experience to go up a level from this fiasco, so this should give everyone a chance to catch up before the next big part. Claire, your princess will need to officially gain a level before she can commit to her new bunny-girl status, so no more transformation shenanigans before then. Capisce?" 


   "Comprendo, tío de los juegos!" 


   "Sorry, I took French in high school."  He waited till the girls stopped giggling. Anyhoo, whether or not Natalie is back next week -- and odds are that she won't be -- you all get to drag Isabel through the next adventure as well. So, to give you something to think about..." 
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   Dawn was just kissing the horizon when they arrived at the house of hospitality. Or rather, Gwen amended in her head, where Cassie said that Isabel had said she remembered such a house being on an old map back at her temple in Nordiv. Nothing about the place looked remotely hospitable. In the pre-dawn light, everything was a uniform grey, but even so it was obvious that the old manor before them was naturally a shade of dark charcoal. One wing of the building appeared to be in the middle of a collapse, and half of the visible windows were broken. 


   "What do you think?" she asked Selvi. 


   "Gotta rest somewhere, take this stupid load off," Selvi replied. The barbarian had the former paladin strapped to the back of her saddle, and was none too happy about it. "Not like we got much sleep tonight, and the sky's lookin' like rain later today. A broken roof's better'n none at all." 


   "There's a light on," Flora pointed out from atop Isabel's horse. 


   So there was, by a side door that had most likely been a servants' entrance. The stables were in decent shape, and the horses were happy enough in them. A quiet, mousy young woman answered the door, and soon they were shown to a small room with sleeping pallets for them all. After such a night, none of them put up much protest as sleep took them.  
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   Uncle finished writing his notes for the next session. With all the girls already departed, he was free to pull out all of his resources without danger of tipping them off. He chuckled to himself as he leafed through a couple of handy source books. The next Sunday was going to be wicked. 
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   Unseen and unheard by any of the princesses, the mousy young woman locked the door to the guest room behind her and hurried up a narrow set of stairs. Only one room on the third floor was occupied, or even furnished with anything more than vague, sheet-covered outlines of chairs and tables. In this room, everything was in pristine condition, with nary a mote of dust to mar the surface of the table wax.  


   With a curtsy, she made her report: "Guests, madam. Six. Tired. In the sleeping room." 


   "Thank you, dear child."  The room's sole occupant turned from her writing desk to stroke the girl's cheek, like a beloved pet. "The sun is almost upon us, so let them sleep the day away."  Now a sharp grin showed upon delicate white skin. "They shall be more entertaining when well rested." 


     


   To be continued in Princesses of the Pizza Parlor, episode 4: Grandmothers and Other Fearsome Encounters 
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